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Key topics… 

• New administration and border enforcement 
• Factors driving workforce change 
• Visa programs offer some options 
• Policy reform needed 
• Automation and AI will have a giant impact over time 



  Dairy Labor Economics in 1916 



 

 

Rising labor cost and efficiency 
2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 5-year % 

change 

Labor Efficiency 

Cows  per worker 49.3 50.9 52.2 53.6 53.9 53.9 9.30% 
Milk  sold per worker,  
pounds 1,275,895 1,340,937 1,375,538 1,450,212 1,463,867 1,480,651 16.00%

Labor Cost 
Hired labor  cost  per  
cwt. $ 2.95 $ 2.95 $ 3.07 $ 3.06 $ 3.24 $ 3.39

Labor cost  per hired 
worker equivalent $ 43,192 $ 45,179 $ 48,005 $ 50,555 $ 53,730 $ 56,591 31.00%

Source: Karszes, J. (2024, October).  Six  year  trend analysis 2023 New  
York State dairy farms  selected financial  and production factors. Dyson
School  of  Applied Economics and Management,  Cornell  University. 

 

https://dyson.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2024/12/EB_NYS_Dairy_Farms_six_year_trend_report_2018-2023-VD.pdf
https://dyson.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2024/12/EB_NYS_Dairy_Farms_six_year_trend_report_2018-2023-VD.pdf
https://dyson.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2024/12/EB_NYS_Dairy_Farms_six_year_trend_report_2018-2023-VD.pdf


  
 New York Minimum Wage With 2023 NY Budget, 

increases occur Jan. 1 

Location 12/31/
16 

12/31/
17 

12/31/
18 

12/31/
19 

12/31/
20 

12/31/
21 

12/31/
22 

01/01/
24 

01/01/
25 

01/01/
26 

01/01/
27 

NYC - Big Employers  
(11  or  more) $11.00 $13.00 $15.00 $15.00 $15.00 $15.00 $15.00 

NYC - Small E mployers  
(10 or  less) $10.50 $12.00 $13.50 $15.00 $15.00 $15.00 $15.00 

Long  Island  &  
Westchester $10.00 $11.00 $12.00 $13.00 $14.00 $15.00 $15.00 

$16.00 $16.50 $17.00 $17+

Remainder  of New  York 
State $9.70 $10.40 $11.10 $11.80 $12.50 $13.20 $14.20 $15.00 $15.50 $16.00 $16+ 

*Starting  Jan 1, 2027, the annual increases will be  published  by the Commissioner  of  Labor  on or  
before  October  1. Annual increases  will be tied to  inflation,  as measured by the consumer  price index  
for  the  Northeast  Region  Urban  Wage  Earners  and  Clerical  Workers  (CPI-W). 

https://www.bls.gov/regions/mid-atlantic/data/consumerpriceindexhistorical_northeast_table.htm


  

 

 

Tight borders, increased enforcement 

Let’s not overreact, 
but we also can’t 
stick our heads in 
the sand. 
• Get I-9’s in order 
• Prepare for 

audits and raids 
• I-9 and 

Authorization  
webinar 

https://agworkforce.cals.cornell.edu/regulations/authorization-to-work-i-9-form/
https://agworkforce.cals.cornell.edu/ag-workforce-central-virtual-office-hour/
https://agworkforce.cals.cornell.edu/ag-workforce-central-virtual-office-hour/
https://agworkforce.cals.cornell.edu/ag-workforce-central-virtual-office-hour/


  
 

 
 

 

  

Total southwest 
border activity 

• All encounters by U.S. 
Border Patrol and 
Field Operations 

• Includes adults, 
families, and 
unaccompanied 
minors 

Source: U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection 



 
 

  

Economic 
southwest 
border activity 
• Single adults 
• Immigrants from 

Mexico and 
Guatemala 

Source: U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection 



 Fewer young Mexicans looking for work 



Mexico population 2000 vs. 2022 



  

    

GDP per capita in Mexico, growth means 
more domestic jobs 

This income is in 2010 U.S. dollars and adjusted for inflation. 



  
 

Most Unauthorized Immigrants Are Now 
Long-Term U.S. Residents 



 
Average age 
of foreign-
born 
employees 
is increasing 



 
 

 

Population
decline in 
rural 
counties 
means fewer 
local 
employees 
to recruit 



 
Farm 
wages
continue 
to gain on 
nonfarm 
wages 



Today’s Solutions 



       

       

    
 

    
  

  

H-2A Employer Eligibility 

• Must be an employer doing business in the 
U.S. 

• The work must be agricultural in nature. 

• Work must be full-time, at least 35 
hours/week. 

• The need for work must be temporary or 
seasonal. Normally 10 months or less. 

• Growers, farm labor contractors, and 
agricultural associations 



 H-2A Process Flowchart 



 H-2A 
is not 
cheap 

H-2A 
is not 
cheap 



 

    

    

    

 

        
 

 
 

 

  

Non-wage H-2A costs 
TYPE OF EXPENSE COST 

Labor Certification: Processing sole employers $100 application fee, plus $10 per certified worker (not 
to exceed $1000) 

Non-Immigrant Worker Petition: Filing and asylum 
program fees See the USCIS I-129 Fee Table; 

H-2A Visa Application: Consulate fee $190 per worker (worker must be reimbursed in first 
paycheck) 

H-2A Visa Application: Border stamp fee $6 per worker 

H-2A Visa Application: Agent fees Approximately $100 per worker 

Transportation: Transport from home country to work 
site 

$400 to $650 per worker (cost varies depending on the 
country of origin) 

Transportation: Weekly travel to and from a grocery 
store and other incidentals Cost varies 

Miscellaneous Costs: Association fees if applicable $200 

Miscellaneous Costs: Housing and livable fittings Approximately $9,000 to $13,000 per worker 

Source: USDA Farmers.gov H-2A website 

https://www.uscis.gov/g-1055?form=i-129_h-2a
https://www.farmers.gov/working-with-us/h2a-visa-program


 

Growth in 
certified 
H-2A 
positions 



Growth in H-2A positions in New York  
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H-2A by 
Industry 



  
 

Typical, 
approved H-2A 
job in a 
Boardman, OR 
dairy is 
focused on 
trucking and 
field 
operations 



Approved H-2A 
job in a Perry, 
NY dairy 
includes 
significant 
livestock work 



Approved 
livestock-
focused H-2A 
job in Merrill, 
WI 



 

  

    
      

 
   

       

TN Visa for nonimmigrant professionals 

• Agreement among U.S., Canada, and Mexico: originally NAFTA 

• Permits Canadians and Mexicans “temporary entry into the United 
States to engage in business activities at a professional level.” If: 

• Their profession qualifies under the regulations; 
• The position in the United States requires a NAFTA professional; 
• They have a prearranged full-time or part-time job with a U.S. employer; 

and 
• They have the qualifications to practice in the profession in question. 



 

 

  

TN Visa 

• Bachelor’s  or veterinary 
degree required. 

• Specifically  listed farm-
type jobs include: 

Agriculturist / 
Agronomist 
Animal Breeder 
Animal Scientist 
Apiculturist 
Dairy Scientist 
Entomologist 

Horticulturist 
Plant Breeder 
Poultry Scientist 
Range Manager / 
Conservationist 
Soil Scientist 
Zoologist / Wildlife Biologist 



     
  

  

TN Visa 

• Can stay up to 3 years, then seek extension or depart and reapply 
• Spouses and families can come, not permitted to work but can 

study 
• No cap on number of entries per year 
• Inconsistent approvals 
• See:  Ayoub, S.  (2024, October 25).  Agricultural Labor:  The TN Visa  

Program.  Market Intel from American  Farm  Bureau  Federation. 

https://www.fb.org/market-intel/agricultural-labor-the-tn-visa-program#:%7E:text=Speed%20Bumps%20for%20Workers,a%20professional%2C%20particularly%20in%20agriculture?
https://www.fb.org/market-intel/agricultural-labor-the-tn-visa-program#:%7E:text=Speed%20Bumps%20for%20Workers,a%20professional%2C%20particularly%20in%20agriculture?


Looking Ahead 



 

 
   

  
  

   

Policy reform?
Farm Workforce Modernization Act of 2023 
• Passed in the  House during the  118th  Congress. 
• Would have provided: 

• Earned legalization for ag workers and 5-year visas 
• H-2A program opened to year-round employment 

• Never taken up in the Senate 
• What are the prospects for similar legislation in 

2025? 



Automation is not new in ag 



  Automation and AI in 
dairy 



  Automation and AI in specialty crops 



 
 

 
 

 
   

 
   

 

Enhanced decisions and AI 
• Better information and analysis 

can lead to better decisions. 
• Apply available labor where it is 

really needed 
• Checking 10 cows without AI 
• Checking only 2 cows with AI 

is a big labor savings 
• Technology must enhance the 

ability of human 



 
  

Repetitive, less-
skilled and heavy 
labor will be replaced 



    
    

  
 

Wrap Up 

• Farm labor will continue to be scarce and costly. 
• Visa programs, H-2A and TN will continue to grow. 
• Federal farm labor reform is possible…again! 
• Investments in automation and AI will increase. 



Thank you!
Questions? 
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