
hfhpcoalition.org    I    changelabsolutions.org	

Finding Common 
Ground is a series 
of issue briefs 
commissioned by the 
Healthy Farms, Healthy 
People Coalition to bring 
agriculture and health 
stakeholders together, 
building a stronger base 
of support for a healthy, 
economically viable food 
and farming system in 
the United States. Each 
brief highlights a food 
and farming issue in 
which agriculture and 
health stakeholders 
have shared interest.

Finding Common Ground on Health and 
Safety for Farmworkers and Farmers
The bucolic image of rolling farmland belies the real dangers of farm work: agriculture is 
considered the most dangerous industry in the United States. While farmers are on average 
healthier than the rest of the population, they face more occupational health and safety 
hazards. Farmworkers confront the same occupational hazards, on top of health problems 
stemming from low socioeconomic status and the transient lifestyle their jobs often require.

In this issue brief, we explore the unique health concerns of farmers and farmworkers. We 
also look at the business case for making work safer and healthier for everyone on the farm.

Are farmers and farmworkers healthy?
In general, farmers have significantly lower rates of cardiovascular disease and respiratory 
conditions (two of the leading causes of death in this country) than the average working 
American. Farmers are less likely to smoke, a major risk factor for chronic diseases such as 
cancer and heart disease. They’re more likely to be overweight, but less likely to be obese.1

Farm households as a whole are financially better off and more likely to have health insurance 
than other U.S. households. But because farms tend to be in rural areas, farmers may have less 
access to health care providers and facilities than the general population. Urban counties, for 
example, have up to twice as many primary care physicians as rural counties.2

Farmworkers are overall less healthy than their employers. Migrant and seasonal farmworkers, 
who make up more than half the farm labor force, have an average life expectancy of 49 
(compared with 75 for the general population).3 Migrant and seasonal farmworkers experience 
higher rates of infectious disease, including HIV; higher rates for some cancers, including 
stomach, skin, and prostate cancers; more dental problems; and greater risk of respiratory 
problems such as bronchitis and emphysema, despite lower smoking rates.4 

Researchers point to socioeconomic status, the migratory lifestyle, and occupational hazards 
like sun and pesticide exposure as important factors driving the health disparities faced by 
farmworkers.5 Half of farmworkers make less than $7,500 a year, and nearly two-thirds live 
below the federal poverty line. There is little recent research on farmworkers’ insurance status. 
Older data show that most farmworkers do not have public or private health insurance.6,7 
Farmworkers also have less access to health care services than farmers because of limited 
access to transportation, language barriers, and difficulty taking time off from work.8,9 The 
federal government funds health clinics across the country that serve hundreds of thousands 
of farmworkers each year.10

Farmworkers’ Health and Quality of Life
Farmworkers play a crucial role in our food system, but they earn low wages working physically 
demanding, often dangerous jobs in extreme conditions. These jobs provide little opportunity 
for career advancement and wage increases, despite the fact that farmworkers may bring 
farming expertise from their home countries and learn valuable skills while working in the fields 
here.11 Many migrate around the country, following ripening crops throughout the seasons.12 In 
addition to occupational hazards and the health issues that stem from low socioeconomic status, 
farmworkers are also more susceptible to injury and disease due to the limited control they have 
over their jobs and the lack of government regulation of their work environments.13 
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Immigration status is another important factor that affects health and working conditions. 
Eighty percent of farmworkers are born outside of the United States, and more than half 
are undocumented immigrants.14 Fear of deportation and lack of awareness of labor rights 
keep many farmworkers from reporting unsafe conditions and other labor violations.15 
Undocumented immigrants are not eligible for many state and federal public benefits for low-
income families, like Medicaid16 and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP).17 
Farmworker advocates and unions contend that immigration policy reform is necessary to 
give undocumented workers an opportunity to work legally in this country and to prevent 
exploitation through below-poverty wages and unsafe working conditions.18, 19 Low-income 
people, people of color, and immigrants experience higher rates of many diseases and 
conditions.20 Farmworker demographics make this population particularly at risk. Recent data 
about farmworker health disparities is limited, making it difficult for the health community to 
quantify and track these issues. 

Some of the unique health concerns farmworkers face:

Hunger  
More than two-thirds of farmworker families have inadequate access 
to healthy food, and more than half of families skip meals or eat less 
food than they need. Hunger and lack of access to healthy food likely 
contribute to higher rates of diseases and other health conditions.21, 22, 23

Unhealthy housing  
Low wages and a lack of safe, affordable housing in rural 
places means that farmworkers experience hazardous home 
environments, which can increase the spread of disease, 
negatively affect mental health, and increase exposure 
to dangerous chemicals.  More than a quarter of migrant 
worker camps have rodent problems and insufficient sleeping space to 
accommodate the number of workers. Many farmworkers and their families live in houses that 
have high levels of mold and mildew, structural and electrical deficiencies, and insect and 
rodent infestation.25 Worker housing is often located close to fields treated with pesticides, 
increasing exposure to pesticides when these chemicals drift away from the fields. Although 
data on homelessness are not available, it is not uncommon for workers who do not have 
access to affordable housing to sleep in tents or vehicles near the fields.26 

Limited access to water and sanitation facilities  
The 2001 National Agricultural Workers Survey found that 20 percent of farmworkers did 
not have access to drinking water and cups in the fields.27 Other surveys report varying rates, 
from 5 to 90 percent, of workers who do not have access to toilets and sinks in the fields.28, 29 
Workers who do not have access to drinking water are at greater risk for heat-related illnesses, 
which can be fatal. Workers who do not have access to toilets are at greater risk for urinary 
tract infections due to urine retention, or they may be forced to relieve themselves in the 
field.30 Lack of handwashing facilities can increase the spread of communicable diseases and 
can increase workers’ risk of skin conditions due to exposure to chemicals and plants that 
irritate the skin (e.g., asparagus, barley, tobacco, celery, lettuce, and mustard).31

Mental illness  
Farmworkers face many stressful circumstances, including dangerous worksites, unhealthy 
housing, and sometimes separation from family and friends, that put them at higher risk for 
depression, anxiety, and other mental illnesses.32, 33 In a study of stressors and mental health, 
farmworkers reported that low income and “rigid work demands” were associated with 
depressive and anxious feelings.34
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Occupational Hazards of Farming
Farmworkers, as well as farmers, and their families face health and safety hazards unique to 
their business. The fatal injury rate for farmers and ranchers is seven times that of the entire U.S. 
workforce,35 attributed to the physical nature of the job, dependence on heavy machinery, and 
the long hours required during planting and harvesting seasons.36 

Common occupational hazards include:37

Farm machinery
Tractor rollovers cause the most deaths on farms.38, 39, 40 Many of these deaths can be prevented 
by the use of rollover protective structures on tractors, but fewer than two-thirds of tractors 
have such devices.41, 42 Hearing loss is also common among farmers who work with farm 
equipment, including tractors, feed grinders, and chain saws.43

Animals
Workers are frequently injured and even killed by being 
kicked, bitten, stepped on, or pinned by an animal.44 People 
who work in confined animal operations also experience 
higher rates of respiratory problems, including chest 
tightness and coughing,45 which are likely caused by exposure 
to waste fumes, like hydrogen sulfide and ammonia, dust, and other 
particulate matter in these facilities.46 Noise is also a concern in animal 
facilities: large numbers of animals can make enough noise to cause permanent 
hearing loss over time.47

Physical labor & weather exposure
Farming requires demanding physical labor, often occurring outdoors in harsh weather 
conditions. Agricultural workers are at greater risk for musculoskeletal problems, including back 
pain, joint pain, and repetitive stress injuries.48 Nearly half of all injuries in agriculture occur due 
to overexertion, and the industry as a whole has substantially more musculoskeletal injuries 
than other sectors.49 One study found that fractures, strains, and sprains were the most common 
nonfatal injuries for older farmers, who make up an increasing proportion of the farming 
industry, and the most common mechanisms for these nonfatal injuries were either getting hit 
by an object or falling.50 

The most strenuous farm work often occurs in the hottest part of the year in direct sunlight. 
These conditions, combined with limited access to shade and water, put agriculture sector 
workers at a high risk for a range of heat-related illnesses that can rapidly progress to a fatal 
condition.51 Agriculture sector workers are four times more likely to experience heat-related 
illness and 20 times more likely to die of heat exposure than workers in the overall U.S. 
economy.52, 53 Some farmworkers are paid based on the amount of crop they harvest (known as 
a piece rate), 54 which makes it difficult to take breaks without losing wages.

Pesticides
Farmers and farmworkers regularly work with pesticides. One federal study found that 6 
out of 1,000 farmers experienced high-level exposure to pesticides in a typical year, while 
farmworkers had five times the exposure rate – and more than 40 percent of farmworkers 
exposed to pesticides reported direct health effects like nausea or headaches as a result.55 
Researchers believe that pesticide exposure rates are underreported, particularly among 
farmworkers due to lack of access to health care services, difficulty taking time off from work, 
and fears related to immigration status.56 

Rates of prostate and ovarian cancers are higher among people who work with pesticides 
than rates for the general population.57 A review of nearly 50 studies concluded that exposure 
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to certain pesticides is linked to higher rates of Parkinson’s Disease.58 Long-term, low-level 
exposure is associated with headaches, dizziness, nausea, and greater feelings of anger, 
tension, and depression among farmers and farmworkers.59, 60

Pesticide exposure also affects families of people who work with pesticides. Children of 
women who experience occupational exposure (often farmworkers) while pregnant have 
greater risk for childhood leukemia.61 There is also evidence that pesticide residues are 
brought home on workers’ clothes and shoes, increasing exposure risk for children and other 
adults who live in the same home.62

What’s the business case for protecting health?
From a moral standpoint, all of these working and living conditions are inexcusable, 
particularly in a wealthy country like the United States. But it’s important to understand the 
economic conditions that create the hazards farmers and workers face. 

Farmers are the foundation of an increasingly competitive food system, which serves an 
American population that expects cheap groceries.63 The share of the consumer food dollar 
that makes it to farmers has been declining in real terms since at least 1993, while the share 
captured by food retailers and restaurants has been rising. Retail consolidation is giving food 
sellers more power to set prices, which may be contributing to the decline in farmers’ share 
of the food dollar.64 

Boosting workers’ wages and taking measures to ensure safety for everyone on the farm 
increases costs in the short run and further squeezes the farm’s bottom line. But it may be in 
the farm’s long-term economic interest to improve working conditions and wages.

Public awareness, many farmworker justice groups say, is an important step toward 
improving working conditions on farms. Consumers have shown a willingness to pay more 
for food produced in an environmentally sustainable way, suggesting it may be possible for 
farmers to be compensated for paying higher wages and improving safety. In fact, a survey 
found that most consumers would be willing to pay more for strawberries if it guaranteed that 
workers received a living wage and worked in a safe environment.65 

Recent high-profile wage disputes between farmworker unions and popular retail chains have 
started to elevate these issues to the consumer level. With Americans’ growing interest in 

What about wage and safety laws?
Farmworkers in the United States are exempt from many of the federal workplace laws that cover 
employees in other industries. For example, farmworker employers are not required by the federal 
government to provide rest breaks or meal breaks. Farmworkers, in most cases, are exempt 
from federal minimum wage and overtime pay requirements, which means farm owners are not 
breaking the law when they pay below-poverty wages. The vast majority of farms are exempt from 
workplace safety regulation by the Occupational Safety & Health Administration, and many states 
do not require workers’ compensation coverage for farmworkers. Farmworkers in most states also 
do not have the right to join or form a union, unlike most workers in the economy. 

Some states, notably California, Oregon, and Washington, offer more workplace protections 
for farmworkers, including minimum wage, occupational health and safety, and workers’ 
compensation requirements.69 

For more information about how workplace laws apply to farmworkers, see Bon 
Appetit Management Company Foundation’s and United Farm Workers’ Inventory of 
Farmworker Issues and Protections in the United States, available at www.ufw.org/pdf/
farmworkerinventory_0401_2011.pdf. 

http://www.ufw.org/pdf/farmworkerinventory_0401_2011.pdf
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knowing more about where their food comes from, many labor groups hope food will one day 
bear labels that indicate the labor practices of the producer, much as these labels increasingly 
tout organic or locally grown foods.

Farmworker and sustainable agriculture groups have developed 
the “Food Justice Certified” program, a certification for farms 
and other food producers who treat workers fairly and provide 
safe working conditions. It also rewards retail companies for 
paying fair prices for farm products and establishing long-
term relationships with farmers.66 The Coalition of Immokolee 
Workers has also led well-publicized boycotts of major grocery 
stores, restaurants, and food service companies to raise public 
awareness about the low wages paid to Florida farmworkers who harvest tomatoes – and to 
use these retailers’ market power to push growers to pay higher wages to their workers.67

Food safety is another business concern for farmers, one that could be improved through 
better working conditions. An outbreak of disease linked to a particular farm could sicken 
thousands of people, put the farm out of business, and damage the entire industry’s reputation. 
Providing workers with access to toilets and handwashing stations reduces the risk of food 
contamination. Providing paid sick days allows workers to take time off when they’re ill, 
helping them recover more quickly, preventing the spread of disease to other workers, and 
keeping germs off the food they’re producing.68

Learn More
Agriculture and health stakeholders should understand how the health and safety 
issues discussed here affect their communities. This common understanding can lead 
to conversations about potential strategies that would protect farmers and farmworkers. 
Unfortunately, there are no comprehensive online resources that provide state-level or 
county-level data about farmer or farmworker health. To find out how these issues are being 
addressed in your area, contact your local cooperative extension office, health department, or 
food policy council. Here are some national resources for more information:

Read about farmworkers’ living and working conditions in their own words: 
www.farmworkerjustice.org/sites/default/files/documents/7.2.a.7%20weeding-out-
abuses.pdf (pages 10-14)

Learn how farmworker organizations are working to improve working conditions and wages: 
Coalition of Immokalee Workers: www.ciw-online.org/index.html 
United Farm Workers: www.ufw.org 
CATA: www.cata-farmworkers.org 
Rural and Migrant Ministry: www.ruralmigrantministry.org 
Farmworker Association of Florida: www.floridafarmworkers.org 
Rural Coalition: www.ruralco.org

See what it takes for a farm to become food justice certified: 
www.agriculturaljusticeproject.org/home.html

Funding for this series is provided by the Healthy Farms, Healthy People Coalition through a CDC cooperative 
agreement administered by the National Network of Public Health Institutes. The Public Health Institute staffs 
the coalition and provided technical assistance for the series. The views and opinions of these authors and 
organizations are not necessarily those of CDC or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).

ChangeLab Solutions is a nonprofit organization that provides legal information on matters relating to public health. 
The legal information in this document does not constitute legal advice or legal representation. For legal advice, 
readers should consult a lawyer in their state. 
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