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Thank you for the opportunity to testify on the labor needs of American agriculture. My name is Scott Herring, I am the Executive Vice President and Chief Operating Officer for Farm Credit of Western New York.  Farm Credit of Western New York extends credit and other financial services to over 3,500 customer–members in a 16 county area in western New York.
The current farm labor situation is of great concern to our farmer-members and to our organization. We are the largest lender to agriculture in western New York. During the past decade, farm businesses in New York have had increasing difficulty hiring local workers to meet their needs and as a result have employed growing numbers of immigrant labor.
Over the past few years there have been more labor disruptions in western New York as a result of actions by Immigration and Customs Enforcement, local police departments or because farm workers believed that the farm that they worked on would be targeted for enforcement actions. In light of the concern with farm labor availability, Farm Credit of Western New York and the other New York Farm Credit associations estimated the economic impact of the loss of immigrant labor on New York farms last year. We recently modified our estimates as we have received more input from farmers and our farm business consultants. Attempting to establish impact numbers requires making a number of assumptions and should be viewed as estimates only.  
New York agriculture is very diverse and includes significant production in dairy, vegetable, fruit and the greenhouse-nursery sectors. These sectors can be most vulnerable to shortages of labor. The fact is that labor disruptions can quickly result in severe financial problems on many farms. Most farms simply do not have the financial resources to survive if they can not fully harvest their products. With the increasing consumer demand on quality production, a delay in harvesting can also have a dramatic negative impact. While farmers must deal with natural disasters and with wide farm price fluctuations, a labor shortage causes farms to go out of business, shrink in size or if possible move more to mechanization. 

Our analysis, which is based on New York State agricultural census data, indicates that a pro-longed severe disruption in labor availability as a result of enforcement actions without enhanced guest worker initiatives would have the following impact:
· We estimate that about 800 New York farms are highly vulnerable to going out of business or forced to part-time farms from a severe labor shortage. The primary impact would be on dairy farms with fruit, vegetable and greenhouse-nursery operations also severely impacted. Larger farms would feel the impact of this first, but many mid-sized farms could also be severely affected and have to change or cease operations. 
· These farms have total sales estimated to be in excess of $700 million. 
· Thousands of on-farm jobs would be lost if these farms go out of business. Realistically, as many as 7,000 FTE positions (Full Time Equivalents) could be impacted. 
· The economic impact of this situation goes well beyond the farm-gate and could undermine, in part, the state’s agricultural infrastructure that all farms depend on. In addition to the potential loss of farm employment, jobs would decline in the farm service, input, processing and marketing sectors. Some economists estimate that three to four jobs in the upstream and downstream economy are created by the production associated with each farm worker job.  
· The vulnerable farms operate approximately 750,000 acres of cropland. If these farm businesses were to cease operating, some of this acreage would switch into less intensive agriculture, but hundreds of thousands of acres would be vulnerable to being discontinued from crop production and converted to non-farm uses.
New York State Highly Vulnerable Farms
Farm Type 
  
   
   Number of Farms 

Vegetable 



184




Fruit




163



Dairy 




445



Green / Nursery
  
  
  40



Total Farms

            
832
Final Comments
From a farmer or lender perspective, not having a stable and reliable labor supply to harvest production, milk dairy cows or undertake other necessary production and marketing tasks could be a catastrophic situation. Farms can deal with low prices and poor production for at least one year and sometimes two years. The same could be said of a severe labor shortage that reduces harvest for a year or two.  But after a year or two, the farm businesses’ cash reserves are exhausted, the line of credit is used up and the farmer is eroding their farm equity. When this happens, the farm business is looking seriously at their options. The farm simply can not risk making future investments if they don’t feel that they can be successful in the harvest and in other areas of bringing production to market.

As a lender we are concerned and we know that many other lenders share that concern. Farm businesses have significant capital investment and limited financial resources to deal with a severe labor shortage situation. They also must compete in a highly competitive world market. It is critical to New York State and American farmers and ultimately for the American consumer that agricultural immigration reform with appropriate farm worker provisions be adopted. 
We support the need to secure our nation’s borders and control entry of immigrants on America’s terms. A critical part of that solution is a workable program for agriculture that meets those objectives while providing America’s farms with a reliable source of farm labor. Any reform solution must deal with several realities. First, it must provide means for seasonal and migrant workers to enter, work, and return to their homeland in an efficient and timely manner. Secondly it must provide means to hire workers, many who have years of service and have advanced into key positions, yet lack proper legal status. Providing these workers a way to earn legal status is essential. 
Thank you for your consideration of our views.
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Farm Credit of Western New York is part of the nationwide Farm Credit System. This analysis on farm labor and the potential impact of labor shortages was done by Farm Credit of Western New York, First Pioneer Farm Credit and Yankee Farm Credit. The analysis is based on data from the New York State 2002 Census of Agriculture and covers the entire state. As customer-owned cooperatives, Farm Credit institutions are owned and governed by farmers. In New York State, these Farm Credit institutions serve 8,500 members with in excess $1 billon in loans and have a market share of institutional farm debt of approximately 60%.  


