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MIGHATORY WORKERS AND THEIR NEED FOR WELFARE SERVICES
by
James F. Mitchell, Secretary of Labor
Before the Eleventh Biennial Convention

April 6, 1960
LONCHEON MEETING

Members of the National Travelers Add Soclety:

I waes pleased by your invitation to luncheon with you this afterncon, and
to remark briefly on the status, and the prospects, of cur m.ig:ru..t.ur? farm work=-
erg--amilies that are often desclate, slways in need of scme kind.

It is my hope to use thie time to recount for you some of the things that
have been done to help the migrant, and to talk sbout scme of the things that
I feel must be done in the future if the miprant is ever to take his place as
s full citizen of this wealthy Hation, with full access to the responsibil-
ities and rewards of our social and econcmic life.

I would like to remark first, however, on the work of the Travelers Ald
Spelety. There is ne lonelier perscn than & traveler in trouble; our clear-
ast axample of the wirtue of charity is the story of the Sameritan who helped

a traveler in troubls,

Each year 30 million Americens of every background and income group
change their eity of residence. This ability to move freely, to pursune op-—
portunity, to chanpe jobs at will, was a breath-taking freedom to the people

who came to this new world from the soecial confines and economic strictures
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of the old., In a dynamic economy such as ours, it remaine an /merican charac-

teristic,

Yot most people on the move must rely upen the uncertein help of strangers
in case of trouble. To all travelers, the glow of the Travelers Ald lamp in

bus, rail and air terminals throughout the Natlem 1= a welcoms one.

Unfortunately, there are few such "kindly lights" for the 500,000
American migratory farm workers to steer by,

Anyone familisr with Americen agriculture ia aware of the extracrdinary
changes that have taken place in recent decades, and that are continuing. We
can produce immense crops from fewer acres, far beyond our limit to consume
them or profitebly dispose of them, Modern processing, packeging and mar-
keting techniques hawve brought to agriculture the stylization and management
methods of industrial production--a system in vhich the migrent appears as an
economic element, aa one of the phases in the procees.

Fresident Eiszenhower hes warned that failure to confront the complex
problems of the new mass agriculture "can cause serious strains on the firm
freedom supports of ocur scciety,"” Of particular interest to us is the faet
that the "scientific revelution" that causes headaches to agricultural pre-
ducers also brings grief to egricultural lsbor-<helps, in fect, to perpetuate
the migratory labeor system itself,

This mch seems certain to me: We may have learned to use the tools of
technolegy to dramatically inerease asgricultural production but we have failed

to uee those tools of progress to benefit many of the men, Women and children

wha labor for hire on American [arms.
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The migrants will be coming north now, As I speak to you, migrant
families in our southern States are gathering thelr few belongings, board-
ing the old trucks and buses to begin thelr lomg trek; They will werk long
days, travel great distances before autumn brings them home again, And they
can expact certain things:

The migrant can expect to receive the lowest wages in the entire American
sconomy, less than $900 a year;

He can expect to be unemployed, numbering the jobs he is ahle to pick up
away from the farm as well as those on the farm, about half of the days of
the year;

He is expressly left out from the protection of most of our soeial and
labor legisletion;

He ean expect to be ineligible, in all but a very few cases, for health

and welfare services because of reaidency requiremente fashioned, in some
places, with him in mind;

He can expect that his children will be forced by economic necessity to
work beside him in the fislds, and that those same children, because they move

with their parents from place to place, will often be deprived of the oppor-

tunity for an education;

Cur 500,000 domestic American migrants can expect, also, to be in com—

petition with 500,000 foreign workers, brought into this country every year;

And the migrant can expect to be considered, by many who empley him, and
in the literal sense of the word, a "commodity" teo be beught and used at the
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lowest possible price.

Those are his expectations, right now, as he starts nerth to harvest our

ceropas and fill ocur supermarkets,

I have never been sble to understand the spathy of mest farm employer
orpanizations over the years when it comes to finding soluticne to this vast

and compelling humen problem.

Even more distressing is the treditiomal and historical opposition of
those farm employer organizations to eny end sll suggestions that are put

forward for the relief of the substandard conditions eof farm workers,

how I do not doubt that American growers and their organisations are not
devold of humenitarian instinet, nor thet they have contributed their just
share to the Albert Schweitsers and the Doctor Doocleys who dedicate their
lives to the underprivileped of foreign countries, I have ne deubt that many
of these organizations support our foreign aid program to assist those nations

that are underprivileged.

Yet, wvhen sugpestions are made that would raise the status of our own
migratory workers, who live in the poverty of a $900 a year average income,
these same individuals and orgenizations are seized with a pious horror at

thie aspault upon free enterprise.

During the past twe yearz I have made several speeches on the problems
of the migrant ferm worker. I have attempted to show that it ia a problem
that cannot be rationalized out of existence, that our posture as a Nation
founded on human dignity 1= seriously impajred by a farm labor system based
upon the availabllity of a large supply of poverty-stricken workers.
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In respense to this pesition, recommendations have been made by farm
employer organizations that would have the effect of making it the policy of
the United States Government to help maintain that supply of underemployed and

underpaid workers for the benefit of agricultural smployera.

I do not believe that American agriculture does, can or should depend

upon such & labor system,

In accordance with that convietion, I heve made proposals and advanced
programe that, in my opinion, would improve egricultural lsbor conditionas
end, in the long run, the health of arriculture itself,

Today I would 1like to summarisze briefly what progress we have bean able
to make in the past four years., I would also like to summarige briefly scms

of the more important proposals, and advise you on their status,

I have the honor to serve as Chairman of the President's Gommittes on

Migratory lebor, established br President Eisenhower in August, 1954.

Cne of the most important projects of the Committee is the premotion of
joint Federal-State action through the establishment of State Migratory Labor
Committesa., Moch of the responsibility for the well being of migrants and
their families rests with the States. Workmen's compensation, unesmployment
insurance, residency lews, and regulations for housing and transportation are,
for exsmple, primarily State responsibilities,

At the time the Committes waa established, only seven States had migratery
labor committees, Today, the total has reached twenty-eight. Of the thirty-
one States which employ 4,000 or more domestic migrants per year, twenty-four

hawve orgenized migratory labor committees.
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It seems to me that during the next genersl State legislative year,
1961, we should araeagwddlﬂﬂfmﬂnﬂwmsﬂhﬂiﬂtht field of
migratory lsbor. My optimism is based on a nev source of support for migra-
tory labor leglslation., In the past what has been lacking in sttempts to
extend protactive legislation to farm workers has been support from most

farm employer orgenizations,

At e speech in Chicego last year, I suggested that such organizaticns
might contribute constructive sugpestions in this area, I am delighted by
the news that the American Farm Bureau Federation has recormended that its
affiliated State Farm Bureaus consider State legislation to: (1) improve
housing standards for mipratory workers; (2) extend cccupational insurance to
farm werkers; (3) license farm laber contractors; (4) ensct safety standards
for truck transpertatien of farm workers; (5) insure availability of schosl
facilities to children of migratory workers; and (6) establish minimum =ge

regtrictions for the employment of minors in agriculture,

I weleome this scmewhat belated action on the part of the Farm Buresu ard
I would 1ike to suggest that they join with those groups and individuals which
have traditionally feught fer sueh legislation through the years to put their

recammendations acrosa.

In addition to the growth of State interest stimulsted by the Fresident's
Committee, the Department of Laber has been moving ahead in those areas within
its compatence and interest. Among those progreEs are:

Development and expansion of the Annual Vorker Flan through which an
estimated 200,000 workers will move this year;

Development and issusnce of emendments to the regulations governing
the interstate recruitment of migratory farm workers;



Te

Development and intreduction of & bill for netional registration of
crew leaders operating across State lines;

Development under PCML auspices of proposed legislation for the
establishment of cvernight rest facilitles for migrant workers;

Initiation of studies now underway in several States to determine

the advisability and feasibility of extending unemployment compensation to
farm workers;

Development of much stronger fereign worker standards--protectirg our
own workers from substandard competition,

These are concrete accomplishments by the Department of Labor in the
fiald of farm labor, Taken together, they represent more significant
progress than was made in any comparable period of time in histery. I think
that in the years to come the record will show thet the programs undertaken
by the Department of Labor over the past 4 years on behalf of farm workers
will have lajid the groundwork for the accomplishments of the future,

In regard to that future, I belisve there are a number of items of the
first priority.

There is, first, the questicn of a minimm wege in agriculture,

In February of last year I first announced my conviction that a minimum
wage for farm workeras was an essential first step in providing our migrants
with the necessary economic improvement from which other improvements weould
follow, and witheout which no lasting improevement is possible,

At that time, I directed & special study to determine both the desirabil-
ity and the feasibility of extending the minimum wage to egricultural workers,

A report will be released at the end of this month, and it will show that




It will also shew thet such a minimum would apply to & relatively small
percentage of farm employers, all of them large, who hire a substantial por-
tien of the hired farm help in the United States, end would not epply to the

pmall family farmer,

To mssume, of course, that such legislation would receive the appropriate
attention of Congress in a political year is to avold the realities of our
society. I sm releasing this report however, so that ample discussion and
thought can be given to it, in sufficient time and detail, to insure a

meaningful ecnsideration in the next Congress,

A second broad cuestion relating to the future of the American migrant

is the status of our foreign labor programs.

A little over a wvear ago, 1 appointed four distinguished consultants to
advise me on the operstion of Public Law 78, the Act which enables the

Secrotary of Laber to recruit supplemental farm labor from Mexico.

The consultants reported that the mess importation of Fexican farm
workers, oceurring at the rate of 450,000 last yeer, is having s defipite

ndverae effect

To cure this, the consultents made recommendstions,

In recent weeks, the Subcommittes on Equipment, Supplies and Manpower of
the House Committee en Agriculture has held hearings on the extensien of

Public Law 7TE,

Several of the bills before that Subcommittes would do the opposite of
what the consultants recommended., They would not ecnly dilute ths Secretary

of labor's autherity to administer this very difficult program; three of the
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bills would also revoke the E-m.':rﬂ'l'..l.l"'y of Labor's authority to issue regula-
tiens geverning the use of the United States Employment Service = a Service

through which many farm employers recruit domestic farm help,.

I think that those bills are hostile to progress. I consider them
dangercus to the progress that has been made so far, and I urged strongly
that the Administration declare itself against them by opposing them without

dissent - and this was done.

It ia the Department of Labor's positicn that Publie Law 78 should not
ke extended unless and until adequate remedial meesures ers sdepted end sub=
stantial improvements are made in the program,

The Department of Labor, in accordance with that position, will make
regommendations for improving the operation of the Mexican Farm Labor Frogram
before the present law runs out,

To the individuals end crganiszations that have supported the Department
of labor's farm labor programe, I would like to say that even though the
attention of Congress is distracted in a political year, that is not an
indication that the momentum toward reform is slackening. Hather the oppo-
site is true, Indifference is giving way to concern; ignorence is declining
before knowledge,

This problem is golng to be sclved, Desplte the long histery of frus-
traticen that has been the lot of those who have weorked to find just solutiorns
to this great human need, the tide is beginning to run with them, I believe
thet the day will come when the migratery American farm worker will be ahle

to hold up his head as a self-sufficient and self-surtaining mesber of our



society, like every other American worker.

When that day comes - and it will come - then we will have held out
a gemuine hand of help to the families that wander on the face of our

land, and know so little of its true richness,

Thank you.
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