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“Essential” but Expendable:
Farmworkers During the COVID-19
Pandemic—The Michigan Farmworker

Project

For “essential” blue-collar
workers, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has exacerbated health, so-
cial, and economic inequities by
race, ethnicity, and immigration
status—particularly for Black and
Latinx populations.l Inequities in
COVID-19 infections, illness, and
death result from historical and cur-
rent racist and anti-immigrant poli-
cies and practices that affect access to
health, social, and economic benefits
for minoritized communities.”

On March 16, 2020, Presi-
dent Trump issued an updated
“Coronavirus Guidance for
America,” stating that the essential
agricultural workforce has “a
special responsibility to maintain
[its] normal work schedule”
(https://bit.ly/2Ew3Q1W).? The
“normal” for farmworkers often
involves labor exploitation and a
precarious working environment.
Yet, limited attention has been
directed to understanding how
these factors hamper efforts to
protect this population and pre-
vent the spread of COVID-19.

The agricultural sector work-
force is predominantly composed
of US and foreign-born Latinx
workers, with an estimated half
who are undocumented (https://
bit.ly/2G00PHX). Overall,
farmworkers face a cluster of
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vulnerability factors (e.g., poverty,
lack of educational opportunities,
language barriers, lack of rights
afforded to citizens) that make
them more susceptible to occu-
pational risks and labor exploita-
tion and trafficking. Farmworkers
have been historically excluded
from social and labor protections,
despite working in one of the
most dangerous and lowest-paying
occupations in the country.4

In our qualitative community-
engaged research—the Michigan
Farmworker Project—we con-
ducted 55 in-depth interviews
(34 with female and male farm-
workers and 21 with stake-
holders). Our results highlight
how the precarity of farm-
workers’” working and living
conditions can be exacerbated
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
We report findings and recom-
mend protective policies. Sup-
porting quotations are presented in
the Appendix (available as a sup-
plement to the online version of this
article at http://www.ajph.org).

WORKING CONDITIONS
AND COVID-19

Our project showed that
farmworkers have physically and

mentally demanding work con-
ditions, such as working 10 or
more hours a day with limited
breaks and no rest days, a piece—
rate system based on extremely
high levels of productivity, un-
predictable work schedules, no
provision of protective equip-
ment, subminimum wages, and
penalties or even loss of employ-
ment for minor damages to crops.
These demanding and adverse
working conditions promote a
stressful and unsafe working en-
vironment and unequal power
dynamics with supervisors and
crew leaders. This leaves workers
with low decision-making
power, making it difficult for
workers to trust supervisors and
report symptoms or illnesses and
increasing the risk of COVID-19
infection.

Farmworkers in crop packing
plants mentioned washing crops

with chlorine and other chem-
icals in areas with poor ventila-
tion and close to co-workers.
Poor sanitation while working,
with limited or no access to
water and soap and portable
bathrooms that are not regularly
cleaned were other concerns for
workers. Such working condi-
tions can increase the risk of
COVID-19 infection, as they are
not compliant with basic
infection-prevention measures
related to sanitation, proper
ventilation, and use of protective
equipment. The demanding and
stressful working conditions,
combined with the lack of ade-
quate rest and preexisting health
conditions common among this
population (asthma, diabetes,
obesity, and cardiovascular dis-
ease), can affect immune re-
sponse, leaving workers more
susceptible to viral infections
(bit.ly/3ibWNdf).

WORKPLACE
DYNAMICS AND
COVID-19

We identified instances of
dehumanization of workers (e.g.,
abuses), racism, discrimination,
and coercion (e.g., threats to re-
port farmworkers to immigration
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enforcement). Power differen-
tials in the workplace could in-
fluence the risk for COVID-19
because farmworkers feel unable
to report violations of workplace
regulations, request protective
equipment, or ask their employer
for accommodations to help re-
duce COVID-19 risk.

The fear of job loss, being
labeled as unemployable, or be-
ing reported to Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) are
important deterrents to request-
ing adequate safety and occupa-
tional standards. This working
environment fosters a culture of
silence, condones abuses, and
exacerbates mistreatment of
workers, which can be particu-
larly dangerous for these workers
during the pandemic.

LIVING CONDITIONS
AND COVID-19

The State of Michigan—Ilike
other states—has minimal legal
regulations for farmworker
housing. Housing units in agri-
cultural labor camps where
workers reside must have one
toilet and hand sink for every 15
people and one washing machine
for every 30 workers.® Our in-
terviews showed that, within the
minimal legal standards, housing
conditions for farmworkers are
poor and overcrowding is com-
mon (e.g., several farmworkers
sleeping in bunk beds). Non-
related single farmworkers and
families often share the same
trailer or housing unit. Poor
housing conditions can increase
risks associated with infection
and illness owing to the ina-
bility of farmworkers to follow
COVID-19 sanitation guidelines
and limit contact with nonfamily
individuals in the housing unit.
Poor ventilation can increase the
risk of COVID-19 infection,
particularly if housing is shared
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with numerous individuals. Ex-
posure to toxicants such as mold
and pesticides may increase the
risk of severe COVID-19-related
illness and mortality owing to
potential exacerbations of respi-
ratory diseases such as asthma
(bit.ly/3ibWNdf).

HEALTH, SOCIAL, AND
ECONOMIC INEQUITIES

In terms of health equity and
justice, the legacies of plantation
slavery and Jim Crow and New
Deal era policies weigh heavily
on the farmworker population,”*
perpetuating farmworkers’ ex-
clusion or minimal labor pro-
tections (e.g., minimum wage,
workers compensation, overtime
pay provisions), exposure to
longstanding patterns of struc-
tural racism and discrimination,
social exclusion, segregation,
substandard living conditions,
and oppressive and unfair
working conditions. These his-
torical exclusions likely contrib-
ute to occupational health
inequities for farmworkers and
pose a threat during the
COVID-19 pandemic, as they
may impede access to social in-
stitutions, health care services,
and community resources.

Current US social and immi-
gration policies play an important
role in shaping occupational
health inequities. Fear of depor-
tation or incarceration in ICE
detention centers, empower-
ment of hate groups by anti-
immigrant rhetoric rooted in
racism, and persecution of im-
migrants through raids contribute
to undermining workers’ rights
and institutional protection of
occupational safety and worker
health.® A silent workforce is
dangerous during this pandemic
because workers may be willing
to endure unsafe and unsanitary
labor practices. This working

environment may result in min-
imal or no occupational and
safety training for workers, lack of
or minimal protective equip-
ment, and workers opting to
delay or forego medical attention
when needed.

Efforts to limit COVID-19
risks in this population require an
evidence-based, comprehensive
multifactorial approach that in-
volves farmworkers, employers,
stakeholders, policymakers, and
government entities in the state
of Michigan. We recommend
that enforcement actions be
taken to ensure compliance with
COVID-19 protection and miti-
gation guidelines, rather than rely-
ing on employers’ self-compliance
in agricultural labor camps. Our
specific recommendations to pre-
vent and mitigate the risk of
COVID-19 infection among
farmworkers are based on public
health and epidemiological ap-
proaches and focus on (1) pro-
moting public health and access to
health care, (2) promoting a
healthy and safe working envi-
ronment, and (3) providing access
to essential needs for workers, as
detailed in a policy brief (https://
bit.ly/31knlhs).

CONCLUSIONS

The challenges faced by
farmworkers are longstanding
and go beyond this pandemic.
The COVID-19 pandemic has
shone a harsh light on the his-
torical inequality, lack of labor
and social protections, and pre-
carious and exploitative labor
conditions that farmworkers face.
Precarious employment is an
important social determinant of
health that hinders the opportu-
nity to have a cohesive society
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create a sense of belonging, of-
fering the opportunity for up-
ward mobility to all regardless of
social identity. 4JPH

Alexis J. Handal, PhD, MPH
Lisbeth Iglesias-Rios, PhD, MPH
Paul J. Fleming, PhD, MPH
Mislael A. Valentin-Cortés,
MSW, MPH

Marie S. O’Neill, PhD

CONTRIBUTORS

A.]. Handal and L. Iglesias- Rios con-
ceptualized the study, led the data analysis,
and wrote the first draft of the editorial.
M. A. Valentin-Cortés contributed to the
data analysis. All authors contributed to
the interpretation of the findings and re-
visions and finalization of the editorial.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Support for this project was provided by
the National Institute of Environmental
Health Sciences (grant P30ES017885), the
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (CDC; grant or cooperative agree-
ment T42 OH008455), the University of
Michigan’s Ginsberg Center, and the Na-
tional Center for Institutional Diversity.

We thank the following organizations
for their contributions: Office of Migrant
Aftairs, Michigan Immigrant Rights
Center, and Farmworker Legal Services.
We thank the migrant community out-
reach workers from the Migrant Resource
Councils, Office of Migrant Affairs, for
their support and professionalism with the
recruitment of participants and for sharing
their experiences with migrant and sea-
sonal farmworkers. We are deeply grateful
and fully acknowledge the participants of
the Michigan Farmworker Project, who
willingly and openly shared their stories,
experiences, and struggles.

Note. The content is solely the re-
sponsibility of the authors and does not
necessarily represent the official views of
the National Institutes of Health, the
CDC, or the Department of Health and
Human Services.

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
The authors have no conflicts of interest to
declare.

REFERENCES

1. Bassett M, Chen J, Krieger N. The
Unequal Toll of COVID-19 Mortality by Age
in the United States: Quantifying Racial/
Ethnic Disparities. Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard Center for Population and Devel-
opment Studies; 2020. HCPDS Working
Article Volume 19, Number 3.

and a robust publiC health infra- P»2. Bowleg L. We’re not all in this together:

structure.’ Both are essential for
the public well-being, to fight

discrimination and racism, and to

On COVID-19, intersectionality, and
structural inequality. Am J Public Health.
2020;110(7):917. https://doi.org/10.
2105/AJPH.2020.305766

Handal et al.  Editorial 1761


https://bit.ly/3ibWNdf
https://bit.ly/31knIhs
https://bit.ly/31knIhs
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305766
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305766
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/action/showLinks?system=10.2105%2FAJPH.2020.305766&citationId=p_2

AJPH PERSPECTIVES

3. Krebs CC. Guidance on the essential
critical infrastructure workforce: ensuring
community and national resilience in
COVID-19 response. 2020. Available at:
https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/
publications/ CISA-Guidance-on-
Essential-Critical-Infrastructure-
Workers-1-20-508c.pdf. Accessed June
30, 2020.

4. Solomon D, Maxwell C, Castro A.
Systematic inequality and economic
opportunity. 2019. Available at: https://
Www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/
reports/2019/08/07/472910/systematic-
inequality-economic-opportunity.
Accessed June 30, 2020.

5. Moore S, Anderson C, Jones J, Moberg
K. Labor Laws and Michigan Agriculture.
Michigan State University Extension
Bulletin E2966, 2018.

»6. Lopez MM, Holmes SM. Raids on
immigrant communities during the pan-
demic threaten the country’s public
health. Am J Public Health. 2020;110(7):
958-959. https://doi.org/10.2105/
AJPH.2020.305704

» 7 Benach J, Vives A, Amable M, Van-
roelen C, Tarafa G, Muntaner C. Pre-
carious employment: understanding an
emerging social determinant of health.
Annu Rev Public Health. 2014;35:229-253.

1762 Editorial  Handal et al.

AJPH December 2020, Vol 110, No. 12


https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/CISA-Guidance-on-Essential-Critical-Infrastructure-Workers-1-20-508c.pdf
https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/CISA-Guidance-on-Essential-Critical-Infrastructure-Workers-1-20-508c.pdf
https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/CISA-Guidance-on-Essential-Critical-Infrastructure-Workers-1-20-508c.pdf
https://www.cisa.gov/sites/default/files/publications/CISA-Guidance-on-Essential-Critical-Infrastructure-Workers-1-20-508c.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2019/08/07/472910/systematic-inequality-economic-opportunity
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2019/08/07/472910/systematic-inequality-economic-opportunity
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2019/08/07/472910/systematic-inequality-economic-opportunity
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2019/08/07/472910/systematic-inequality-economic-opportunity
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305704
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2020.305704
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/action/showLinks?pmid=24641559&crossref=10.1146%2Fannurev-publhealth-032013-182500&citationId=p_7
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/action/showLinks?system=10.2105%2FAJPH.2020.305704&citationId=p_6

This article has been cited by:

1. Lan N. Doan, Stella K. Chong, Supriya Misra, Simona C. Kwon, Stella S. Yi. 2021. Immigrant Communities and COVID-19:
Strengthening the Public Health Response. American Journal of Public Health 111:S3, S224-S231. [Abstract] [Full Text]
[PDF] [PDF Plus]

2. Amy K. Liebman, Claire H. Seda, Alma R. Galvin. 2021. Farmworkers and COVID-19: Community-Based Partnerships to
Address Health and Safety. American Journal of Public Health 111:8, 1456-1458. [Citation] [Full Text] [PDF] [PDF Plus]


https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306433
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306433
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdf/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306433
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdfplus/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306433
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306323
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306323
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdf/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306323
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdfplus/10.2105/AJPH.2021.306323

