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H-2A Temporary Agricultural Worker Program Information 

 

Course(s) in which instruction occurred involving the issue.   
Instruction relating to the Meade County FFA Chapters Agricultural Issues Forum topic took place in the 

Principles of Agriculture Science, Agriscience, and Agricultural Communications courses.  One hundred 

twelve students studied content relating to the issue. 

 

Why is the issue important now? 
Farmers have voiced their concerns over what they say is a growing labor shortage (Honig, 

2018).  American farmers have been forced to rely more on migrant workers who are employed through 

the H-2A program.  The demand for foreign workers is heightened due to the lack of a domestic 

workforce and the reverse migration of workers from the United States to Mexico due to immigration 

enforcement (Ag Labor Reform Background, 2019).  The expenses related to the program and the 

grueling paperwork process are causing farmers to reconsider utilizing the H-2A program.  This could 

lead to an increased amount of food that must be imported from other countries, which could result in a 

national security issue (Gasperini, 2017).  Immigration reform to alleviate labor shortages is needed now, 

and not later (Gasperini, 2017). 

 

What is the nature of the issue? 
The nature of this issue is divided between those who believe that H-2A is a worthwhile program for the 

agricultural industry and those who believe that agricultural labor reform is necessary in order for farmers 

to be successful.  American Farm Bureau (2019) reports instability in the agriculture workforce places 

domestic food production at risk. Without reform to the current program, it could cost American 

agriculture $60 billion.  Furthermore, American farmers are concerned about the cost and audits 

associated with the current program (F. Sipes, personal communication, March 30, 2019).  Significant 

reductions in the number of workers available to first generation and produce farmers are likely if the H-

2A program is not reformed or if the program is abolished (N. Hardesty, personal communication, March 

4, 2019). 

 

Who is involved? 
There are several groups of people who are involved in this complex issue. Farmers who utilize H-2A 

workers are a vital part of this program.  American farmers are not only relying on this for their 

workforce, but the program is heavily regulated and costly (Sieff & Gowan, 2019).  These costs make it 

increasingly difficult for farmers to participate.  Migrant workers from eligible countries are applying for 

employment in the United States because Americans are not willing to complete the work.  Those who are 

employed under H-2A are involved with this issue because they appreciate the opportunity to earn 

competitive wages for their family (Sieff & Gowan, 2019).  Legislators play a vital role in this program 

because of the decisions they make that directly affect the program, workers and farmers.  American 

citizens are left to live with the repercussions of the program and have been forced to purchase imported 

goods due to the lack of a stable workforce in America (Daniels, 2018). 

 

How can the issue be defined? 
The utilization of the H-2A program in the United States is a policy issue, food safety issue and personnel 

issue for farmers.  This is an issue involving policy because of the historical legislative background 

surrounding the H-2A program.  The federal government has made numerous changes to the program 

since its development in 1986 it an attempt to ensure the legal entrance of migrant workers.  Reform of 

the current program can assure that American agriculture has a stable workforce (H-2A Program Use 

Continues to Rise, 2017).   
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What is the historical background of the issue? 
Legislation regarding migrant laborers was first passed in 1952 and was called the Immigration and 

Nationality Act (H-2A Temporary Agricultural Workers, 2009).  This allowed migrant workers to apply 

for a temporary work visa enter United States for temporary work purposes.  In 1986 the Immigration 

Reform and Control Act divided migrant workers into categories based on the type of work being 

performed.  This included work in the areas of agriculture, nursing, fashion models and specialty 

occupations.  In 1992 regulations were established for the H-2A program and the first visas were issued 

(H-2A Program Use Continues to Rise, 2017).   

 

What caused this issue? 
Legislation that was passed in 1992 gave Americans the opportunity to recruit and hire migrant workers 

through the H-2A program.  The lack of a stable American workforce in the agriculture industry has 

forced United States farmers to turn to the H-2A program to produce and harvest their time intensive 

crops. The lack of consistency within the programs paperwork process is causing workers to arrive on an 

average of 22 days past the date of need, which cost American farmers over $169 million in lost crops in 

2017 (Gasperini, 2017).  Immigration reform is critical to the future of food production and labor 

intensive agriculture (Gasperini, 2017). 

 

What are the risks? 
The H-2A program brings forth risks for producers and consumers.  The current program is costly for 

farmers who utilize this opportunity.  The cost associated with the required hourly wage, housing 

requirements and travel expenses to and from their home of origin are making it difficult for farmers to 

continue utilizing the program (Zurko, 2018).   Lengthy paperwork and the documentation that is required 

for approval of H-2A laborers is time intensive and the uncertainties of an audit looms over producers (F. 

Sipes, personal communication, March 30, 2019).  In depth audits find inconsistencies in paperwork and 

payroll records can lead to farmers being fined or losing their migrant workers for the season (N. 

Hardesty, personal communication, March 4, 2019).  Consumers want to be aware of where their food 

comes from and how it was produced.  Shortfalls in the current H-2A program are making it difficult for 

fresh produce, citrus and nuts to be produced and harvested, therefore leading to an increase of food being 

imported from foreign countries (Daniels, 2018).  

 

What are the benefits? 
Benefits of the H-2A program are prevalent for migrant workers, first generation farmers and law 

enforcement agencies.  The opportunities made available to migrant workers as a result of this program 

are substantial. Earning competitive wages to provide for their families and having stable working 

conditions have been positive elements for migrant workers (Honig, 2018).  Those producers who are first 

generation producers and have fields of citrus, fresh produce and nuts are overwhelmed by the lack of 

employees who are willing to work.  The H-2A program is giving these farmers a stable workforce that 

they cannot find in America (Honig, 2018).  Law enforcements agencies have found that the program is 

safe for citizens and the laws in place are protecting Americans from migrant workers who are dangerous.  
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FORUM SCHEDULE 
 

 

Date Time Location Audience Number 

Present 

April 18, 2019 3:30 p.m. Meade County Cooperative 

Extension Office 

Brandenburg, KY 

University of Kentucky 

Extension Agents 

12 

April 22, 2019 8:00 a.m. Meade County Soil 

Conservation Office 

Brandenburg, KY 

Meade County Soil 

Conservation Board  

11 

May 2, 2019 7:00 p.m. Meade County Farm Bureau 

Brandenburg, KY 

Meade County Farm 

Bureau Young Farmers 

7 

May 7, 2019 9:30 a.m. Agriculture Workforce 

Management Assoc. 

Lexington, KY 

AWMA Agents 5 

May 7, 2019 11:00 a.m. Franklin County Cooperative 

Extension Service 

Frankfort, KY 

Franklin County Extension 

Agents 

5 

May 7, 2019 12:45 p.m. Kentucky State Capitol 

Building 

Frankfort, KY 

Nancy Tate-Kentucky 

State Representative  

9 

May 7, 2019 2:00 p.m. Governor’s Office of 

Agricultural Policy 

Frankfort, KY 

Warren Beeler-Director of 

GOAP and Staff members 

9 

May 7, 2019 7:30 p.m. Breckinridge County Farm 

Bureau  

Hardinsburg, KY 

Breckinridge County Farm 

Bureau Board of Directors 

22 

May 8, 2019 6:00 p.m. Meade County Public Library 

Brandenburg, KY 

Meade County Public 

Forum 

14 
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MEADE COUNTY 
COOPERATIVE EXTENSION 

SERVICE 
APRIL 18, 2019 

MEADE COUNTY SOIL 
CONSERVATION DISTRICT BOARD 

APRIL 22, 2019 



 7 

 

MEADE COUNTY FARM BUREAU 
YOUNG FARMERS 

MAY 2, 2019 

AMERICAN WORKFORCE 
MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION 

MAY 7, 2019 
9:30 a.m. 
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FRANKLIN COUNTY 
EXTENSION SERVICE 

MAY 7, 2019 
11:00 a.m. 

NANCY TATE, STATE REPRESENTATIVE 
MAY 7, 2019 

12:45 p.m. 
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GOVERNOR’S OFFICE OF 
AGRICULTURAL POLICY 

MAY 7, 2019 
2:00 p.m. 

BRECKINRIDGE COUNTY FARM BUREAU 
BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

MAY 7, 2019 
7:30 p.m. 
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