
Farm Labor Market Conditions, January 
to October 15, 1941* 

T H E 1 9 4 1 C R O P S E A S O N b r o u g h t m u c h p u b l i c c on 
cern over a c t u a l or i m p e n d i n g shortages of f a r m 
labor . Because f a r m w o r k e r s were a t t r a c t e d t o 
defense industr i es , there was a prospect t h a t s u p 
pl ies of f a r m labor m i g h t be reduced t o the p o i n t 
where crop p r o d u c t i o n w o u l d suffer, or where the 
economic p o s i t i o n of f a rmers w o u l d be i n j e o p a r d y . 
W i t h the c o m p l e t i o n of m a j o r h a r v e s t a c t i v i t i e s , 
however , i t became a p p a r e n t t h a t t h e f a r m i n g 
season h a d been a successful one. A c c o r d i n g to 
the U n i t e d States D e p a r t m e n t of A g r i c u l t u r e , there 
were few s u b s t a n t i a t e d r e p o r t s of crop loss or c u r 
t a i l m e n t because of d i f f i cu l t ies i n o b t a i n i n g f a r m 
w o r k e r s . 1 A s of October 1 5 , aggregate crop p r o 
d u c t i o n was expected to a p p r o x i m a t e the h i g h 
record establ ished i n 1 9 3 7 . W i t h the exception 
of c o t t o n , peanuts , a n d tobacco, the p r o d u c t i o n of 
m a j o r crops was cons iderab ly greater i n 1 9 4 1 t h a n 
i n 1 9 4 0 . A t the same t i m e , i n sp i te of an increase 
of a b o u t 1 5 percent over 1 9 4 0 i n p r o d u c t i o n costs 
( o c c u r r i n g chief ly i n expenses for labor , r e n t , a n d 
feed) , h igher f a r m prices have resu l ted i n a sub 
s t a n t i a l increase i n n e t r e t u r n s to fa rmers . N e t 
income to f a r m operators i n 1 9 4 1 was expected to 
be h igher t h a n i n a n y year since 1 9 2 0 . 

A l t h o u g h essential f a r m a c t i v i t i e s were success
f u l l y c omple ted , there is evidence t h a t the s u p p l y 
o f w o r k e r s w i l l i n g t o accept f a r m e m p l o y m e n t was 
cons iderab ly reduced d u r i n g 1 9 4 1 . Reports s u b 
m i t t e d m o n t h l y t o the B u r e a u of E m p l o y m e n t 
S e c u r i t y b y each of the S ta te e m p l o y m e n t services 
f r o m J a n u a r y 1 , 1 9 4 1 , t o October 1 5 , 1 9 4 1 , reflect 
some of t h e o u t s t a n d i n g deve lopments w h i c h af 
fected the s u p p l y of f a r m labor d u r i n g the 1 9 4 1 
season. 
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Nature and Extent of Farm-Labor Shortages 

D u r i n g the w i n t e r a n d ear ly s p r i n g m o n t h s , 
r e p o r t s received i n d i c a t e d t h a t considerable d i f f i 
cu l t ies were a n t i c i p a t e d i n f a r m - l a b o r r e c r u i t m e n t . 
A s the f a r m season progressed, these prob lems d i d 
n o t develop to t h e f u l l e x t e n t t h a t h a d been feared. 

D u r i n g t h e m i d s u m m e r peak of f a r m a c t i v i t y , 
m a j o r d i f f i cu l t i es i n r e c r u i t i n g f a r m labor on a 
S t a t e - w i d e scale were r e p o r t e d b y less t h a n one-
t h i r d of the 4 7 States f u r n i s h i n g i n f o r m a t i o n on 
a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o r - m a r k e t cond i t i ons . W h i l e most 
of t h e r e m a i n i n g States r e p o r t e d some c u r t a i l 
m e n t of f a r m - l a b o r supplies, the r e s u l t a n t d i f f i cu l 
t ies were t e m p o r a r y or were conf ined t o l i m i t e d 
areas. F r o m A u g u s t 1 t o October 1 5 , most of the 
S ta te e m p l o y m e n t services r epor ted t h a t supplies 
of f a r m labor were genera l ly adequate to meet 
seasonal r e q u i r e m e n t s , and r e c r u i t m e n t problems 
were encountered less f r e q u e n t l y t h a n d u r i n g the 
ear ly s u m m e r m o n t h s . 

T h e States most affected b y c u r t a i l e d f a r m - l a b o r 
supplies were those i n the E a s t e r n D a i r y , 2 M i d d l e 
E a s t e r n , 3 Range,4 and W e s t Coast 5 areas. I n 
general , the C o t t o n B e l t , the c o r n - p r o d u c i n g 
States , a n d most of the M i d d l e Wes tern g r a i n -
p r o d u c i n g States experienced few d i f f i cu l t ies in 
r e c r u i t i n g f a r m workers . 

T h e recent decrease i n t h e s u p p l y of f a r m labor 
is a t t r i b u t a b l e to the defense p r o g r a m , w h i c h 
b r o u g h t i n d u s t r i a l e m p l o y m e n t o p p o r t u n i t i e s even 
to the u n s k i l l e d w o r k e r s w h o m a i n l y m a k e up the 
f a r m - l a b o r force. I n d u s t r i a l wages, h i g h in re
l a t i o n to those in a g r i c u l t u r e , a t t r a c t e d w o r k e r s to 
e m p l o y m e n t in defense a c t i v i t i e s ; b e t t e r hours 
a n d w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s c o n t r i b u t e d f u r t h e r t o the 
c o m p e t i t i v e a d v a n t a g e of i n d u s t r y over a g r i 
c u l t u r e . Reports f r o m the S ta te e m p l o y m e n t 
services f u r n i s h considerable m a t e r i a l s h o w i n g the 
m o v e m e n t of w o r k e r s a w a y f r o m f a r m e m p l o y 
m e n t i n t o i n d u s t r y . M i g r a t i o n f r o m r u r a l to 
u r b a n areas has been p a r t i c u l a r l y m a r k e d in New 
E n g l a n d a n d t h e N o r t h e a s t , where heavy con
c e n t r a t i o n of defense industr i es has g r e a t l y i n 
creased i n d u s t r i a l e m p l o y m e n t . T h e h i r i n g of 
a g r i c u l t u r a l w o r k e r s on defense c o n s t r u c t i o n p r o j 
ects in the S o u t h and S o u t h w e s t f r e q u e n t l y 
created special d i f f i cu l t i es for farmers in the 
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v i c i n i t y of these pro j e c t s , a l t h o u g h several S o u t h 
ern States no ted a surp lus of u n e m p l o y e d a g r i 
c u l t u r a l w o r k e r s i n areas where c o n s t r u c t i o n p r o j 
ects h a d been comple ted . M i g r a t i o n of a g r i 
c u l t u r a l w o r k e r s t o defense indus t r i e s located a long 
the W e s t Coast and to c o n s t r u c t i o n pro j e c t s a n d 
defense industr i es t h r o u g h o u t t h e W e s t was h e l d 
responsible for a decrease i n ava i lab le f a r m w o r k e r s 
west of t h e M i s s i s s i p p i . 

Exper ienced h i r e d hands d o i n g w o r k i n v o l v i n g 
a cer ta in a m o u n t of mechanica l s k i l l a n d t r a i n i n g 
appear to have been more successful i n o b t a i n i n g 
defense e m p l o y m e n t t h a n f a r m w o r k e r s e m p l o y e d 
on a more casual or seasonal basis. A s t h e r e s u l t 
of such shi f ts i n e m p l o y m e n t , p r a c t i c a l l y a l l i m p o r 
t a n t d a i r y - f a r m i n g States r epor ted m a r k e d d i f f i c u l 
ties in r e c r u i t i n g experienced d a i r y hands . I n m o s t 
of these areas t h i s shortage h a d become chronic , 
n o t a b l y in the E a s t e r n D a i r y area, the G r e a t 
Lakes D a i r y States ( M i c h i g a n , M i n n e s o t a , and 
Wisconsin) and i n the d a i r y areas of the W e s t Coast . 

W h i l e the l ow a g r i c u l t u r a l wage leve l was con 
sidered b y mos t States as p r i m a r i l y responsible 
for the general t r e n d of w o r k e r s a w a y f r o m farm 
e m p l o y m e n t , o t h e r fac tors , such as t h e d r a f t i n g 
of y o u n g men i n t o m i l i t a r y service, loca l h o u s i n g 
shortages, and lack of t r a n s p o r t a t i o n t o t h e j o b , 
have been f r e q u e n t l y m e n t i o n e d as a d d i n g to 
di f f icult ies i n r e c r u i t i n g f a r m labor . 

Methods of Dealing With Farm-Labor Shortages 

F a r m wage increases d u r i n g the 1 9 4 1 season 
were general t h r o u g h o u t the c o u n t r y a n d f u r n i s h 
co r robora t ive evidence o f a t i g h t a g r i c u l t u r a l 
labor m a r k e t . R e p o r t s f r o m State e m p l o y m e n t 
services g ive numerous examples of increased wage 
rates p a i d b y farmers i n order t o r e t a i n or a t t r a c t 
labor i n the face of c o m p e t i t i o n f r o m i n d u s t r y . 
I n a n u m b e r o f instances, b e t t e r t r a n s p o r t a t i o n 
faci l i t ies or m o n e y for t r a n s p o r t a t i o n expenses 
were also of fered. Wage - ra te s ta t i s t i c s pub l i shed 
by the A g r i c u l t u r a l M a r k e t i n g Service of the 
D e p a r t m e n t of A g r i c u l t u r e ind i ca te a s u b s t a n t i a l 
increase, m o s t of w h i c h occurred before J u l y 1 , i n 
wages of w o r k e r s pa id on a m o n t h l y basis. Wages 
of these w o r k e r s also rose s l i g h t l y f r o m J u l y 1 
to October 1 , a l t h o u g h i n prev ious seasons t h e y 
have u s u a l l y r e m a i n e d s t a t i o n a r y d u r i n g t h i s 
period. A v e r a g e m o n t h l y farm wages for the 
c o u n t r y as a who le rose a p p r o x i m a t e l y 3 0 percent 
f rom October 1 , 1 9 4 0 , to October 1 , 1 9 4 1 . 

C o t t o n p i c k i n g is a seasonal a c t i v i t y o f m a j o r 
i m p o r t a n c e i n the s o u t h e r n sections o f the c o u n t r y , 
a n d is one o f t h e few for w h i c h f u l l i n f o r m a t i o n o n 
piece rates is ava i lab le . U n i t e d States D e p a r t 
m e n t of A g r i c u l t u r e f igures show t h a t " r a t e s p a i d 
f o r p i c k i n g c o t t o n . . . a b o u t N o v e m b e r 1 aver 
aged $1.09 per 100 pounds of seed c o t t o n f or t h e 
U n i t e d States . T h i s is a 75 percent advance over 
the 62 cents p a i d las t y e a r . " 

T h e f a c t t h a t an adequate s u p p l y of workers was 
o b t a i n e d i n m o s t instances is a t t r i b u t a b l e n o t o n l y 
t o t h e factors c i t ed b u t also t o m a n y o t h e r a d j u s t 
m e n t s . I n some States , for example , p r e v i o u s l y 
imposed s tandards f or f a r m w o r k e r s were re laxed , 
a n d farmers employed rac ia l groups against w h o m 
they h a d p r e v i o u s l y d i s c r i m i n a t e d . S t a n d a r d s f or 
age a n d experience were also m o d i f i e d , a n d v e r y 
o l d a n d v e r y y o u n g w o r k e r s a n d those w i t h l i t t l e 
or no experience f o u n d jobs . I n some areas, h o w 
ever, r e c r u i t m e n t d i f f i cul t ies were n o t suf f ic ient 
t o b r e a k d o w n t r a d i t i o n a l s tandards a n d p r e j u 
dices. 

E f f o r t s t o t a p new sources of labor were greater 
t h a n i n prev ious years. A n u m b e r o f States 
r e p o r t e d a c t i o n t a k e n w i t h the cooperat ion o f 
W o r k Pro jects A d m i n i s t r a t i o n officials t o r e c r u i t 
W P A workers for farm jobs . I n some loca l i t ies 
W P A pro jec ts were s h u t d o w n d u r i n g t h e p e r i o d 
of peak f a r m a c t i v i t y ; i n others o n l y ab le -bodied 
w o r k e r s considered capable of f a r m l a b o r were 
released f r o m W P A ro l l s . I t was t h e general 
pract i ce i n m a n y States to refuse f u r t h e r W P A 
e m p l o y m e n t to able -bodied workers u n w i l l i n g t o 
accept f a r m jobs . I n several States such measures 
were a p p a r e n t l y necessary because f a r m wages 
were l ower t h a n p r e v a i l i n g W P A rates . 

N a t i o n a l Y o u t h A d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d C i v i l i a n 
C o n s e r v a t i o n Corps w o r k e r s were t e m p o r a r i l y r e 
leased for f a r m l a b o r i n a n u m b e r o f instances. 
R e c r u i t m e n t o f s tudents for s u m m e r e m p l o y m e n t 
was successfully carr ied o n i n a great m a n y l o c a l 
i t i es . Such r e c r u i t m e n t was p a r t i c u l a r l y i m p o r 
t a n t t h r o u g h o u t a l l t h e States i n t h e E a s t e r n 
D a i r y area, where s tudents compr ised t h e b u l k o f 
seasonal labor . I n several States , school o p e n 
ings were delayed or i n d i v i d u a l s tudents were 
t e m p o r a r i l y excused f r o m a t t endance i n o r d e r t o 
h a r v e s t t h e f a l l crops . T h e use of w o m e n n o t 
o r d i n a r i l y e m p l o y e d o n farms was also a s i g n i f i 
c a n t f a c to r i n m e e t i n g d e m a n d f o r f a r m l a b o r i n 
some States . 



W h i l e m o s t of the h i r i n g a n d r e c r u i t i n g of f a r m 
l a b o r was c a r r i e d on i n a n unorgan ized m a n n e r , 
ef forts of t h e e m p l o y m e n t services a n d o t h e r 
g r o u p s t o organize a n d d i r e c t t h e f l ow of f a r m 
l a b o r were m o r e effective t h a n i n p r e v i o u s years . 
T h e e m p l o y m e n t services of m a n y States t o o k t h e 
i n i t i a t i v e i n m o b i l i z i n g w o r k e r s i n t h e l o ca l c o m 
m u n i t i e s . Newspaper a n d r a d i o p u b l i c i t y s p o n 
sored b y t h e State services was w i d e l y used t o 
adver t i se openings i n f a r m jobs . I n several of the 
W e s t e r n States t h e e m p l o y m e n t services devised 
m e t h o d s o f d i r e c t i n g m i g r a n t w o r k e r s e n t e r i n g the 
S t a t e t o p o i n t s where f a r m l a b o r was needed. A 
n u m b e r o f S t a t e e m p l o y m e n t services used c lear
ance procedures t o d i r e c t w o r k e r s f r o m areas of 
lesser t o areas o f greater d e m a n d . These p r o 
cedures were p a r t i c u l a r l y effective i n those areas 
depend ing o n outs ide l a b o r supplies t o meet a 
large p a r t o f t h e i r seasonal r e q u i r e m e n t s . I n t e r 
s ta te clearance was extensive i n t h e Paci f ic Coast 
area, a n d i n t h e Southeast . L o c a l clearance a c t i v 
i t i es were i m p o r t a n t i n t h e D a k o t a s , Co l o rado , 
N e b r a s k a , a n d N e v a d a . W o r k e r s were also r e 
f e r r e d f r o m O k l a h o m a to A r k a n s a s ; f r o m Penn
s y l v a n i a t o j obs i n N e w Jersey ; f r o m N o r t h C a r o 
l i n a t o V i r g i n i a ; a n d f r o m I l l i n o i s a n d I n d i a n a to 
W i s c o n s i n . 

F a r m e r s ' associations a n d i n d i v i d u a l f a rmers i n 
several States i m p o r t e d l a b o r f r o m o t h e r areas. 
F a r m e r s a r o u n d Rochester a n d B a t a v i a , N e w 
Y o r k , w o r k i n g t h r o u g h l a b o r c o n t r a c t o r s , r e 
c r u i t e d Negroes f r o m the S o u t h as h a r v e s t hands . 
Representat ives o f M i c h i g a n beet-sugar refineries 
o b t a i n e d large n u m b e r s of beet harvesters i n 
some Southeas tern States . P l a n t e r s i n t h e M i s s i s 
s i p p i D e l t a i m p o r t e d c o t t o n p ickers f r o m the h i l l 
sections o f M i s s i s s i p p i a n d f r o m a d j o i n i n g States . 
Representat ives o f U t a h food processors s t i m u 
l a t e d i n - m i g r a t i o n o f considerable n u m b e r s o f 
t rans ients f r o m C o l o r a d o a n d A r i z o n a to assist 
i n t h e t o m a t o a n d peach harvests . P r i v a t e e m 
p loyers i n a l l t h e W e s t Coast States q u i t e genera l ly 
r e c r u i t e d w o r k e r s f r o m o t h e r areas. 

I n m a n y cases, f a rmers faced w i t h r e d u c t i o n i n 
the usua l n u m b e r s of f a r m w o r k e r s a t t e m p t e d t o 

c u t t h e i r need for l a b o r b y us ing ex i s t ing supplies 
m o r e i n t e n s i v e l y . T h e y exchanged l a b o r among 
themselves or o therwise cooperated i n the common 
use o f h i r e d l a b o r t o a greater e x t e n t t h a n i n 
prev i ous years . Increased e m p l o y m e n t of f a r m 
w o m e n i n some of the m o r e h i g h l y s k i l l e d opera
t i ons reserved i n the past for m e n was n o t e d i n a 
few areas. F a r m e r s themselves w o r k e d longer 
each d a y to comple te the necessary w o r k , while 
i n some local i t ies w o r k i n g hours of h i r e d hands 
were l engthened . E f f o r t s were m a d e i n several 
States b y farmers a n d b y the e m p l o y m e n t serv
ices to reduce w a i t i n g t i m e between jobs by en
g i n e e r i n g a q u i c k re fe r ra l of w o r k e r s f r o m one 
l o c a t i o n to ano ther . 

M e c h a n i z a t i o n o f f a r m operat ions , w h i c h helped 
t o reduce l a b o r r e q u i r e m e n t s , was r e p o r t e d b y a 
n u m b e r of States , a l t h o u g h S ta te e m p l o y m e n t 
services do n o t a t t e m p t t o f u r n i s h inclusive 
i n f o r m a t i o n o n t h i s sub jec t . Increased use of 
mechanica l tobacco setters was no ted i n K e n t u c k y , 
N o r t h C a r o l i n a , a n d V i r g i n i a . I n some of the 
S o u t h e r n States , m a c h i n e r y f o r p e a n u t , r ice , and 
sugar-cane h a r v e s t i n g was ins ta l l ed a t a n acceler
a ted r a t e . N o r t h D a k o t a farmers purchased m a n y 
combines , t h r e s h i n g machines , a n d b inders . Sugar-
beet p r o d u c t i o n i n U t a h a n d vegetable and 
c o t t o n h a r v e s t i n g i n Texas a n d A r i z o n a became 
m o r e h i g h l y mechanized . T h r o u g h o u t t h e C o r n 
B e l t the increased use of mechan i ca l c o r n pickers 
a n d t r a c t o r s s u b s t a n t i a l l y reduced the need for 
f a r m labor . 

W h i l e the concern over possible l abor shortages 
character i s t i c of the s p r i n g m o n t h s was n o t jus t i f i ed 
b y l a t e r deve l opments , there has been a general 
r e d u c t i o n i n the surp lus of f a r m l a b o r w h i c h 
existed i n prev ious years . T h i s r e d u c t i o n was 
evidenced b y an increase i n f a r m wages d u r i n g 
the 1941 season a n d b y the steady a b s o r p t i o n of 
r u r a l w o r k e r s i n defense industr i es . Essential 
f a r m operat i ons were c o m p l e t e d i n m a n y areas 
o n l y b y the use of s u p p l e m e n t a r y l a b o r supplies, 
b y greater t h a n usual r e c r u i t m e n t a c t i v i t i e s , by 
m o r e eff icient u t i l i z a t i o n o f l a b o r , a n d b y greater 
m e c h a n i z a t i o n of f a r m operat ions . 


