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DOL certified 112,200 farm jobs to be filled in the first half of FY18, up 15 percent from 

96,800 in the first half of FY17. Florida and Georgia accounted for a quarter of first half 

certifications, followed by Washington and California with 20 percent. Berries was the 

largest single crop requesting H-2A workers, accounting for 11 percent of job 

certifications. 

 

There is no cap on the number of H-2A workers who can be admitted to the US.  DOL 

certified over 200,000 jobs to be filled with H-2A guest workers in FY17. If the H-2A 

program expands by 15 percent in FY18, there will be 230,000 farm jobs certified. 

 

The H-2A program has since 1987 (the program was called H-2 between 1952 and 1987) 

allowed farmers anticipating too few farm workers to apply to DOL for certification to 

employ guest workers. DOL certification involves ensuring that there are not US 

workers who are able, willing, and qualified, and who will be available at the time and 

place needed, to fill the jobs that farmers want to fill with guest workers, and that the 

presence of the H-2A workers will not adversely affect similar US workers.  

 

Between the 1950s and the 1990s, most H-2A workers were Jamaicans who cut sugar 

cane in Florida and picked apples along the eastern seaboard. Just before the 

Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 was enacted, DOL certified 20,700 farm 

jobs to be filled with then H-2 workers in FY85, including 10,000 to cut sugar cane just 

south of Lake Okeechobee. The mechanization of the sugar cane harvest in the early 

1990s and the upsurge in illegal immigration after IRCA reduced H-2Acertifications to 

15,100 in FY95, including 4,100 in tobacco.  

 

In FY17, when over 200,000 jobs were certified, almost 22,000 were in berries, followed 

by 12,700 in apples and 12,500 in tobacco. H-2A workers continue to pick apples in New 

York and other northeastern states, but most H-2A apple pickers are employed in WA, 

which produces two-thirds of US apples.  

 

In 2016, average employment covered by unemployment insurance on US crop farms 

(NAICS 111) was 560,000, and average employment in crop support services (1151) that 

bring workers to farms was 334,000, making average UI-covered employment in crop 

agriculture 891,000.  UI covers all workers, including H-2A workers, in states such as 
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California, but does not cover workers on smaller farms and H-2A workers in some 

states. If the UI data cover 85 percent of crop workers, there are an average one million 

workers employed on US crop farms. 

 

Most H-2A workers are in the US less than the usual 10-month maximum stay. The best 

estimate is that the average H-2A worker is in the US six months, so that 230,000 jobs 

certified in FY 18 would mean that 115,000 or almost 12 percent of average employment 

in US crop agriculture was performed by H-2A workers. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


