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The apparent invisibility of production is a form of social forgetting, a politics of 
glossing over the real social and economic relations that allow for our high 

standard of living. Considering the world of farm laborers presents a powerful 
corrective to a society easily enamored with its own self-serving myths. Still, it is 
Americans’ deep rooted desire to believe in equality and the march of progress 

that makes farmworkers’ situation so poignant, creating a discomfort born of our 
country’s failure to live up to its own ideals.” 

~ Daniel 
Rothenberg 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Seventy-five years ago Ernest Hemingway thought wine was the most civilized 
thing in the world,1 and many people still think so today. Wine defines cultures, places, 
and people. It is a way to relax, to forget, to create. It is an art and a science and an 
expression of class. But it is also a simple agricultural product that depends on countless 
hours of manual labor to get from the seed to the fancy bottle. Eastern Washington has an 
ideal climate for wine as it is the same latitude as Bordeaux and Burgundy, France – two 
of the most well-established wine producing regions in the world.2 The Walla Walla 
Valley is quickly adjusting to adapt to all of these conflicting characteristics of its 
booming new wine industry. It is being redefined as the “next Napa Valley,3” as its 
wineries have increased 400% in just the past decade.4 This growth has brought great 
economic development, increased tourism, and new opportunities to many different 
people from wine connoisseurs to grape growers to farmworkers in other crops.  

 
This research seeks to describe the unique position of the wine industry as a 

combination of retail and agricultural production and explain how it affects the particular 
health, housing, and labor needs of vineyard farmworkers, how this has come about, and 
what the most effective means to address these needs are. I use interviews of both 
farmworkers and grape growers in the Walla Walla Valley wine grape industry to assess 
how these farmworkers’ needs compare to Washington farmworkers in other crops. More 
specifically, I investigate the structural characteristics of American wine grape 
production, such as labor tasks, processing, and costs, to see how they correspond to 
other types of agricultural production. I then analyze the most common labor-related 
problems – wage theft, sub-standard housing, occupational mobility, health and child care 
needs – that farmworkers face nationally to find out if vineyard farmworkers also face 
them. I consider the role that the wine industry plays in the larger agricultural scene in 
Washington State and the reasons for their often-ambivalent stance on common issues 
that both farmers and farmworkers face. I interpret how the cultural and artistic 
importance attributed to wine has made wine making a process not readily comparable to 

                                                
1 Hemingway, Ernest. 1932. Death in the afternoon. New York: Scribner. 
2 Goode, 2005 
3 Vinh, Tim. 2007. “Is Walla Walla the Next Napa?” The Seattle Times.  
4 Wines Northwest 



other food production and how this cultural importance and resulting profit margins make 
the wine industry a key place for bettering farmworkers’ working conditions. Lastly I 
consider case studies of labor rights groups who have intervened in addressing these 
problems through policy change, activism, or litigation.  

 
The results of this investigation are two-fold. Firstly, this reports suggests that 

vineyards provide safer and less physically-demanding working conditions for their 
farmworkers than other traditional Washington crops, making vineyard work especially 
appealing to older farmworkers and women. Secondly, despite the safer working 
environment, vineyard farmworkers still face workplace abuses like wage theft and lack 
of breaks, limited upward mobility, and insufficient access to services and insurance.  

 
I conclude with recommendations based on my primary research findings to 

improve working conditions for farmworkers in the vineyards as well as other crops. I 
make several recommendations at the federal level, including: covering agricultural work 
under the Fair Labor Standards Act and the Food Quality Protection Act, passing a 
comprehensive immigration reform that would create a stable workforce, and re-instating 
federal price supports for crops that rely heavily on manual labor. I also emphasize the 
crucial role that unions play in preventing and confronting these abuses by providing 
legal support and better working conditions for farmworkers both with and without 
documents. I also underscore the importance of having infrastructure in which 
farmworkers can safely and confidentially report abuses and obtain information regarding 
labor rights, insurance options, and social services when labor abuses do occur. To 
provide better upward mobility potential in the agricultural industry, I recommend that 
community colleges recruit farmworkers for management programs in agriculture and 
viticulture. Lastly, I suggest that vineyards provide the optimal setting for improving 
workplace conditions for farmworkers given the higher profit margin that vineyards have 
compared to other crops. 
 
II. LITERARY CONTEXT 
 
Wine is Not Applesauce: How Wine Production Differs From Other Mainstream 
Crops and Processed Foods 
  
Economic Impact and Tourism  
 

While the scientific and technical factors related to wine production have 
important consequences for workers' experiences in this industry, the economic 
conditions of winemaking affect workers' experiences even more profoundly. As opposed 
to most mainstream crops, wine grapes have a built-in value added product, wine, which 
means that vineyard profit margins are much higher than any other Washington crop. 
Having an entire tourism industry that revolves around marketing that product makes 
wine grapes incredibly more profitable than those other crops – one $5 gallon of grape 
juice can be turned into a $200 gallon of wine.5 An estimated 1.7 million visitors visited 
Washington wineries in 2006 alone, spending over $237 million, compared to only $18.9 
                                                
5 Interview with Caleb Foster, [10-14-09] 



million in 2000.6 In order to facilitate this influx of wine tasters, there is a labor force of 
approximately 2,500 people whose jobs revolve specifically around marketing their wine. 
This group earned over $68 million in wages in 2006.7 The number of employees 
working in the vineyards was also estimated to be 2,500, but their aggregate wages were 
only $41 million that same year.8 This immense disparity is an example of the inequitable 
distribution of the economic impact that MKF Research argues the wine industry has on 
Washington State. As powerful as the wine industry’s economic impact may be on 
Washington State, this report is limited in assessing the entire economic impact because it 
fails to address the experiences of the workers in the industry.  
 
Prevailing Labor-Related Problems in the National Agricultural Industry 
 
 Agricultural work is unique compared to most occupational sectors based on the 
combination of its seasonal nature, its predominantly Hispanic – and in many cases 
undocumented – workforce, and the simple fact that the work is nearly always outdoors. 
Due in to exposure to natural elements, in part to the physically demanding labor tasks, 
and in part to the easy-exploitable illegal element, farmworkers are vulnerable to many 
health problems, labor rights violations, and limited occupational mobility that are not as 
common in other job sectors.  
 
Health Issues and Access to Social Services 
  

Among the most important of these problems is health. Farmworkers are subject 
to a disproportionately high rate of health problems as a result of pesticide exposure, heat 
exhaustion, repetitive physically demanding manual labor, substandard housing 
conditions, and minimal access to quality health care. Of all occupational categories, 
farm work has the highest rate of injuries that lead to long-term disabilities.9 Even more 
shocking is that the life expectancy of migrant farmworkers is 49 years, compared to the 
national average 73.10 Peter Guarnaccia et al investigate the impacts of farm work on 
health for Hispanics – shedding light both on the general problems that Latino 
farmworkers face in the agriculture industry and also on the particular health issues tied 
to farm work. Between 1982 and 1984 the National Center for Health Statistics 
conducted the Hispanic Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (HHANES), which 
documented farmworker health issues that resulted from poor field sanitation, crowded 
living conditions, pesticide exposure, heat exhaustion, and physically demanding work 
tasks. The major long-term effects of fieldwork reported in health clinics nationwide 
include respiratory infections, eye problems, hypertension, diabetes, injuries, and 
musculoskeletal ailments.11 The HHANES survey did not take into account the 
differences in injuries as a function of the type of fieldwork, the length of involvement in 
fieldwork, or the different crops that the participant worked in. Although it is limited in 
                                                
6 Frank, Rimerman + Co. LLP CPAs, MKF Research. The Economic Impacts of Washington Grapes and 
Wine.2006, p 26 
7 ibid, 25 
8 ibid, 13 
9 Guarnaccia et al, 1992, 113 
10 Center for Disease Control, 1998 
11 Guarnaccia et al, 1992, 112 



this respect, the survey did present an overwhelming correlation between any field 
experience and a higher frequency of health problems for Hispanic farmworkers. 
Guarnaccia et al finds that Hispanics with any kind of farm work experience have 
experienced more work-related disabilities and consider themselves to be in worse 
physical health than their Hispanic peers that have never worked on a farm.12 A full 50% 
of Mexican Americans currently involved in farm work reported their health as “fair” or 
“poor” while 40% of those who had previously done fieldwork reported the same.13 

 
Heat exhaustion is a particularly dangerous consequence of long hours working in 

the fields. In 2008, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health produced a 
report documenting 68 heat-related deaths among farm workers between 1992 and 2006 
in the United States.14 The heat-related average annual death rate for farmworkers was 
.39 per 100,000 workers compared to .02 for all U.S. civilian workers, about 20 times 
higher.15  
 

Number of Reported Pesticide Illnesses in Top Ten Crops, 1991-2000 
 

 
Reeves et al, 2002. 

Pesticides are notorious for causing everything from respiratory illnesses to skin 
infections to cancer.16 Between 1991 and 1996, the California Department of Pesticide 
Regulation reported 4000 cases of farmworker pesticide poisoning in California alone.17 
As the graph below shows, vineyard farmworkers are particularly vulnerable to pesticide 
                                                
12 ibid, 118 
13 ibid, 121 
14 National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
15 ibid, 1 
16 Reeves, 4 
17 ibid, 4 



exposure in part due to the frequent high level applications of sulfur used for grapes. 
Pesticide illnesses for grape farmworkers represent nearly 19% of all crop pesticide 
poisoning cases between 1991 and 2000.18 Farmworkers are also exempt from the 
Federal Food Quality Protection Act, which was created to reduce non-occupational 
exposure to pesticides. While the Act bans domestic use of certain pesticides, it does not 
apply to agricultural use and consequently disproportionately exposes farmworkers to 
dangerous chemicals.19 
 
 When these types of health problems do arise, it is crucial that farmworkers have 
quality and accessible health care services. Unfortunately, the Trust survey found that 
80% of farmworkers do not have health insurance for themselves (compared to 70% of 
farmworkers nationwide)20, and 67% do not have health insurance for any member of 
their family.21 This statistic makes Washington seem to be less progressive than the rest 
of the country in regards to health issues. Perhaps even more striking is that 29% of 
respondents reported that they had never seen a dentist.22 Although there are undoubtedly 
farmworker households with the knowledge about health services that simply cannot 
afford them or willingly opt not to utilize them, over half of all farmworker respondents 
requested more information about health insurance eligibility.23 This large percentage 
suggests that access to information plays a pivotal role in farmworkers’ use of social 
services, and may partially explain why two-thirds of all farmworkers do not receive any 
form of public assistance or social service. 24 Since the Trust did not distinguish health 
problems according to type of crop work, it is impossible to extract the specific health 
problems that vineyard farmworkers face.  
 
Occupational Rights Violations 
 

In addition to health problems, farmworkers often face rights violations on the 
job. Because farmworkers are exempt from federal laws like the Fair Labor Standards 
Act, they do not qualify for overtime pay. Nevertheless, farmworkers often work much 
more than 40 hours per week25 because of the seasonally specific demand for their help.  
 

For those farmworkers that have experienced any of the numerous problems 
outlined above, there is an addition obstacle to overcoming them because they are 
discouraged from reporting them. This is due to myriad factors. In their compilation of 
case studies of farmworkers’ rights violations, Human Rights Watch examines particular 
reports of labor abuses in an attempt to explain the root causes of both the initial labor 
abuse and the reasons it is not reported in many cases. They argue that federal legislation, 
legal status, language barriers, and time constraints discourage farmworkers from 

                                                
18 ibid, 5 
19 ibid, 15 
20 National Center for Farmworker Health. 1999 (www.ncfh.org) 
21 Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust. 2008, 7 
22 ibid, 7 
23 ibid, 7 
24 Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust, 2008, 8 
25 source?? 



reporting rights violations like blacklisting and intimidation against unionizing.26 When 
farmworkers are afraid or discouraged from reporting abuses when they do occur, they 
contribute to the perpetuation of these abuses. This text suggests that there are often 
much larger causes that lead to any one specific labor violation and advocacy groups 
must take federal, state and local policy and the social-historical context when trying to 
pinpoint causes and effective change. 
 
Income, Occupational Mobility, and Housing Quality 
 

Farm work is unpredictable due to its seasonal peak demands for labor and then 
long periods of time without any need for hired farmworkers. This unpredictability 
provides little opportunity for upward mobility or stable incomes. Guarnaccia et al find 
that in addition to the positive correlation between farm work and poor health conditions, 
farm work is also associated with a lower socio-economic status.27 Although the 
HHANES survey does not show whether people who are disadvantaged tend to enter 
farm work or if farm work leads to a lower socio-economic status, it does suggest that 
upward mobility as a way to improve socio-economic status in the agriculture industry is 
a not a frequently occurring phenomenon. Regardless of whether the individual entered 
the agriculture industry already disadvantaged or started out fairly well off and lowered 
his or her socio-economic status as a result of fieldwork, this survey demonstrates that 
there is little potential for upward mobility. The Trust also found that only 31% of 
Washington’s farmworkers interviewed work for the same employer(s) every year.28 This 
unpredictable employment makes agriculture work both stressful and hard to count on, 
year after year. The 2008 average hourly earnings of farmworkers was $9.75, the highest 
of all western regions in the United States in 2006, and the second lowest by 2008.29 
Between the seasonal limitations and the instability of agricultural work, it makes sense 
that Washington farmworkers have a very low average household income of $17,596 – or 
88% of the federal poverty level for a family of four. In fact, the USDA found that 
farmworkers’ unemployment rates are double those of all wage and salary workers.30 
However, the average farmworker income in Benton, Franklin, and Walla Walla counties 
was $21,425, compared to regions like North Central Washington, where the average was 
only $12,791.31 Although the Trust does not account for the large income variation, it is 
interesting to note that there is no wine production in North Central Washington32, 
whereas Walla Walla County is home to the largest wine tourism industry – not wine 
grape production. The concentration of wealth created in the wine industry is largely 
concentrated in the Walla Walla Valley because of the tourist image – possibly 
contributing to the higher average family income for farmworkers.  

 
Limited upward mobility and low socio-economic status in turn make it harder to 

purchase a home or even live in high-quality living conditions. The Washington State 
                                                
26 human rights watch 
27 Guarnaccia et al, 1992, 118 
28 Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust, 2008, 3 
29 washington state employment security department (2000), 26 
30 Kandel, 2008, iii 
31 Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust, 2008, 4 
32 see map appendix F of active vineyard regions in Washington State 



Farmworker Housing Trust, representing interests of growers, farmworkers advocates, 
rural housing developers, and other community stakeholders, conducted a survey in order 
to “address the lack of statewide data on farmworkers’ housing needs.”33 Throughout the 
2006 growing season, the Trust conducted 2,845 interviews with individuals working in 
the fields – the largest survey of its kind ever conducted in Washington State. Although 
their interviews do not represent a random sample, even a modest estimate of their results 
present a disproportionately high rate of sub-standard housing compared to the statewide 
average.34 Income and socio-economic status play a large part in determining the quality 
of housing that a farmworker can afford. The fact that a full 91% of farmworkers 
interviewed reported that, “more and better housing would encourage them to continue 
working in Washington agriculture,”35 demonstrates the importance that housing quality 
contributes to a farmworker’s willingness to stay in the agricultural industry. In this 
instance, the sheer number of farmworkers living in substandard housing conditions 
renders the lack of a random sample relatively unimportant. Of those interviewed, 44% 
were cost-burdened by their house payments, 36% reported housing problems, 32% were 
overcrowded, and 6% were homeless. 36 If this percentage is representative of the 
statewide farmworker population, an estimated 11,000 farmworkers are living in places 
not meant for human habitation.37 Even for those farmworkers with higher quality 
housing, only 11% of those interviewed owned their own homes38 – despite the 
increasing number of farmworkers settling down more permanently in the state. In his 
analysis about farmworker housing in the southeast, Christopher Holden finds cost-
burdens and housing qualities that are even starker than those of the Trust’s survey, 
which suggests that Washington State is more proactive and progressive towards 
addressing these housing issues that the national standard.39  Although health insurance in 
Washington State may be less accessible than the national average, housing quality seems 
to be slightly better overall for farmworkers. Holden demonstrates that these problems 
are national in scope, and not just local issues. For this reason, Holden argues that policy 
makers and project funders are unable to make informed and effective decisions to 
address these needs because of insufficient and inadequate documentation of 
farmworkers’ housing needs and that the different levels of government need to cooperate 
in order to address these needs nationwide. 
 
Gender Differences  
 
 Farm work can strongly affect men and women differently due to the work hour 
schedule, the physically demanding nature of labor tasks, and traditionally different 
gender expectations. In most mainstream crops, women often experience unique issues 
that men do not, including lower wages,40 sexual harassment,41The USDA found that 

                                                
33 Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust, 2008 , 2 
34 ibid. 
35 Ibid, 2 
36 “cost-burdened” is defined by the federal standard that states that no more than 30% of household 
income should be spent on housing costs; “homeless” refers to those living in a shed, a car, or outdoors 
37 Washington State Farmworker Housing Trust, 2008, ¿? 
38 ibid, 5 
39 Thompson and Wiggins, 2002 
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female wage earning farmworkers earn only 80% of the weekly income that male 
farmworkers earn (see chart below).42 In addition to the lower wages that women receive, 
they are often responsible for demanding work at home. As Daniel Rothenberg, author 
and Professor at UC Berkeley, argues, female farmworkers work longer and harder hours 
than men because they are primarily responsible for housework and child care in 
additional to toiling on the fields all day.43 The HHANES survey also found that, here in 
the United States, women who had been involved in farm work reported worse health 
conditions and more chronic illnesses than men.44 This may be attributed in part to the 
fact that, as shown by Rothenberg, women who work in the fields are experiencing a 
workday much longer than their male counterparts when the extra housework, childcare, 
and meal preparation is added in.45 His findings suggest that traditionally gendered labor 
divisions are still present in farmworker households and that these roles mean that even 
when men and women are doing the same work in the fields, women are more likely to 
be working longer hours because of household duties. Under the Federal Fair Labor 
Standards Act, farmworkers cannot bring their children to work alongside them in the 
fields. Although this law intends to protect children from exploitative labor situations, it 
can also have detrimental effects on farmworker families with young children. Although 
only 4% of Washington farmworkers reported that they were unable to secure childcare, 
the majority (35%) stated that cost was the main barrier to securing it. The second two 
most common barriers were the limited hours that the center was open (10%) and a lack 
of knowledge about childcare facilities (11%).46 The latter underscores again the 
importance of access to information. Like health insurance, childcare is a vital service 
that eligible farmworkers do not utilize because of a lack of information, even if they can 
afford it. 
 

Not all women fit this female farmworker identiy though. María Cuevas, a 
doctoral candidate in sociology and instructor at Washington State University in Tri-
Cities, examines how gender and ethnicity affect labor organization, and what impact 
they had specifically in unionizing the farmworkers at Chateau Sainte Michelle Winery in 
Yakima Valley. She argues that Rosalinda Guillen’s status as a female, Hispanic 
farmworker not only gave her legitimacy as a union organizer, but also provided a stage 
to create new ideas about women’s work and worth in the agricultural industry and in 
general.47 Through a series of interviews with Guillen, she documents both the personal 
narrative of Guillen’s experience and the important landmarks that the organizers 
achieved in the eight-year struggle, culminating in a union contract in 1995. Cuevas 
overturns Rothenberg’s main arguments about the role that female farmworkers play 
publicly. Although both authors agree that women make a substantial contribution to 
agricultural production and the wine industry specifically, Cuevas emphasizes the way 
gender can be used as a powerful tool for farmworker organizing. Through this one case 
study, she effectively proves that women can make significant, public contributions to 
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workers rights and the labor movement. There have been other important female 
farmworker figures in the fight for farmworker justice; in addition to Guillen’s important 
contribution in the unionizing efforts at Sainte Michelle, Dolores Huerta played an 
integral role in forming the original UFW in 1962.48 
 
Immigration Status  
 
 Undocumented farmworkers are even more vulnerable to the aforementioned 
labor abuses and limited socio-economic status. The USDA found that undocumented 
farmworkers’ own perceptions of their economic mobility potential were 15% lower than 
those of documented farmworkers.49 Their findings reflect the constant fear that 
undocumented workers face and their resulting hesitation to even attempt upward 
mobility. In addition to the diminished mobility potential, undocumented workers’ 
average weekly earnings are 30% less than documented farmworkers (see table below).50  
 
Farmworker Mobility: Changing Trends in Migration Patter ns 
  
 It is even more important to consider these issues now because over the past 
couple decades farmworkers have been settling more permanently in local communities. 
The formerly migrant workforce is now In their 2008 report about hired farmworkers in 
the United States, the USDA noted an important shift from seasonal to more year-round 
agricultural employment.51 They attribute this trend in part to a growing year-round 
domestic demand for fresh fruits and vegetables52 - a correlation that underscores the 
impact that consumers have on the local agricultural economy. According to the USDA, 
as the shift towards more permanent employment continues, “both farm operators and 
hired farmworkers benefit – the former from a more stable and available workforce and 
the latter from improved economic conditions.”53  
 
 
Racial Dimension of Farm Work 
 
(Reisler) explains the historic racial conceptions of farmworkers as foreign.  
In the chart shown below, the USDA found that Hispanic farmworkers received lower 
average wages than non-Hispanic farmworkers.54  
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Kandel, William. 2008. “Profile of Hired Farmworkers, A 2008 Update.” USDA. 

 
 
Farmworker Activism: What Are the Most Effective Ways to Address 
FarmworkersÕ Housing, Labor, and Health Needs? 
 
 Different groups employ a wide variety of strategies to advocate for farmworkers’ 
rights. Through litigation, union formation, community organizing, and policy change 
farmworker justice has gained a lot of ground since the era of César Chávez, but there is 
still a long way to go. To find where farmworker advocacy is most effective I compare 
the results of these different strategies. 
 
Litigation, Policy Change, Community Activism, and Unions 

 
Farmworker Justice, an organization that advocates for farmworkers’ labor rights 

compiled a set of case reports that targeted various labor abuses. They explain the 
different labor rights violations that have occurred on various U.S. farms in recent years, 
the types of lawsuits filed, and the outcomes of those lawsuits. The cases filed were for 
wage theft, lack of employer transparency, unsafe and unsanitary housing conditions, 
food deprivation, and unreasonable labor intensity or abuse (i.e. harmful pesticide 
exposure). The only three lawsuits that were filed and closed resulted in monetary 
compensation, increased transparency in the documents about employers provided to 
temporary workers, and injunctive relief. Overall, the lawsuits were successful in 
rectifying the labor rights violations they targeted, suggesting that lawsuits are an 
effective source of change. Generally, Farmworker Justice’s legal approach has proved 
successful for their plaintiffs (the farmworkers) but does not seem to have made large 



institutional changes. The outcomes in almost all of the lawsuits resulted in damages 
claimed by the plaintiffs, but did not in all cases cause an immediate or widespread policy 
change in farm labor.  

 
Through unions, farmworkers can advocate most directly for their own rights. The 

most widely recognized farmworkers’ union in the United States in the United Farm 
Workers (UFW). Philip Vera Cruz, Dolores Huerta, and César Chávez founded the UFW 
in 1962 in California. It is now a national union with three active offices in Washington 
State. They have created unions all across the country for agricultural workers in many 
different crops, initiated pesticide testing for farmworkers in multiple states, and 
generally attracted a lot of attention to farmworker injustices nationwide.55 One of their 
most well known campaigns was here in Washington State to unionize the farmworkers 
at Washington’s largest vineyard, Chateaux Sainte Michelle. The struggle lasted 8 years 
between 1987 and 1995, but the rewards were great. Although the national United Farm 
Workers did not formally affiliate themselves with the union struggle, the local chapter’s 
confrontational approach and immense support network distinguished Sainte Michelle 
from UFW’s other unionizing efforts.56 The backing from international unions – 
including the longshoreman workers union that refused to unload Sainte Michelle wines 
in Europe – attracted international publicity and strong support for the fight.57 Despite 
continuous efforts to subvert their plans, the UFW successfully defeated the strong 
opposition through international boycotts and statewide picket lines to forge Washington 
State’s first unionized vineyard.58 
 
Literary Summary 
 

As evident through the HHANES Survey and the Washington State Farmworker 
Housing Trust Survey, farmworkers in all crops experience poorer health than workers in 
other occupational sectors. Vineyard workers are particularly vulnerable to pesticide 
exposure – augmenting their risk of longer-term health issues. Farmworkers in both wine 
grapes and other crops are still experiencing disproportionately frequent labor rights 
violations compared to other industries.59 Due in part to low wages and in part to the 
unpredictable nature of farm work, Washington farmworkers tend to reside in 
substandard housing units and have limited upward mobility options. Occupational rights 
violations are still prevalent issues for all farmworkers, and female farmworkers often 
face more emotional and physical strain than their male counterparts when they have to 
take care of their children as well. Farmworker mobility has changed in recent years from 
seasonal to more permanent settlement. It is also important to keep in mind the racial 
conception of farmworkers based on their historic identity as foreigners when considering 
effective policy and challenges to advocacy.  
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As the current literature does not make a distinction between the specific way in 
which vineyard farmworkers are affected by these issues, I examine how the cultural and 
economic characteristics of the local wine industry impact Walla Walla Valley vineyard 
farmworkers in a way that may be different from farmworkers in other crops. In addition 
to the economic impact and occupational differences that farmworkers may face, I also 
examine how women’s issues may be distinct in the wine industry. I also consider the 
way in which the racial conception of farmworkers plays out in the local wine industry 
and how this stereotyping could hinder activist efforts to combat injustices that 
farmworkers are facing. Lastly, I emphasize the importance of addressing these issues 
now due to the farmworkers’ trend towards more permanent settlement both nationally 
and in Washington State.  

 
III. METHODOLOGY 
 

My interviews focused on two main participating groups in the wine industry: the 
vineyard farmworkers and farmworker organizations and unions on one side, and wine 
grape growers, winery owners and growers’ associations on the other. My intention is to 
show first the larger picture of the wine industry in Washington State, and then the 
individual perspectives of the farmworkers and their specific occupational concerns. I 
then consider why the farmworkers in this study overwhelmingly prefer vineyard work to 
other kinds of farm labor.  I analyze the local initiatives that have addressed farmworkers 
needs and their effectiveness in providing a more sustainable and just working 
environment for farmworkers and look at the feasibility of applying similar strategies in 
the Walla Walla Valley and in wine grape production generally.  

 
One of the main challenges I faced in choosing interviews as my primary source 

of data was a suspicion on the part of the participants about my motivations – from both 
the grower’s and the field worker’s side. This suspicion led me to question the validity of 
the data I was collecting. In some instances, for example, the vineyard manager or owner 
would accompany the workers in the room where I interviewed them – influencing the 
amount and types of information that the farmworkers felt comfortable in disclosing, and 
quite likely the language they felt safe to use in describing their experiences. I considered 
this data to be inherently questionable due to the influence that the owner’s presence 
undoubtedly has on the farmworker’s testimony. In some cases, I was able to conduct a 
second, more thorough interview with individuals outside of their work sphere. The 
change in comfort level and addition information disclosed that vineyard workers 
confided when the boss was not present, underscored for me the importance of having 
secure and confidential infrastructure where farmworkers are able to freely and 
comfortably ask questions and report concerns or rights abuses.  
 
IV. PRIMARY RESEARCH 

 
In order to see if vineyard farmworkers in the Walla Walla Valley are indeed 

experiencing similar problems to those faced by farmworkers nationwide, it is imperative 
to take a closer look at the local situation. How has the booming wine industry in the 
Walla Walla Valley affected the labor conditions, health characteristics, and housing 



needs of local farmworkers who are accustomed to working in other more traditional 
crops? What local initiatives have been implemented in order to address these 
circumstances? What successes have these initiatives had, and in what areas are they still 
lacking?  
 
How Does the Walla Walla Valley Wine Industry Compare to WashingtonÕs 
Broader Agricultural Industry?  
  
 The wine industry has an inherent paradoxical nature because it depends as much 
on sustaining its field labor force as marketing its glamorous artisan image. These two 
elements do not often mix. At least for Caleb Foster, the artisan image trumps the labor 
component, “Wineries are a mixture of farm and retail… they’re really considered on the 
retail side of things in business.”60 Wine may claim to be an art and a science but, to a 
large degree, it is a classier and slightly more expensive version of applesauce. Fazio 
undermines the supposed pure and exact science that wine production literature and 
wineries persist is key in making that perfect Merlot. Ironically, wine can afford more 
impurities than your average eating grape or supermarket shelf apple, because everything 
is crushed and strained. Fazio states, “Some of the best wine - throw a few sticks in – 
because you’re grinding the product up. You’re processing the product, just like when 
you make applesauce. You don’t have to have the same high quality apple as you do 
when you’re picking that apple to eat.”61In his opinion, the wine industry maybe does not 
“deserve” the prestige that consumers usually attribute to it. For the Growers League as 
well, the wine industry is no different from other agricultural sectors. Mike Gempler of 
the Washington Growers League reiterates the reality of the winemaking process that 
often gets overshadowed by the elaborate tasting rooms and fancy bottle labels:  
 

All the people in Walla Walla who think wine making is really sexy will hate to 
hear me say this, but to a large degree wine-making is food processing. You’re 
dealing with a raw agricultural product and you’re processing it. In many 
respects its no different from chopping up green beans and putting them in cans. 
You’re taking a cultural product and putting it into a package to sell.62 

 
With this statement, Gempler touches on the somewhat contradictory image that the wine 
industry consistently tries to sell as an elegant, artistic product. His words get at the heart 
of the wine conflict – the classy storefront glamour and the backstage agriculture dirty 
work.  
Any given year an apple farmer risks losing his entire crop, whether due to an 
unfavorable natural disaster or to a low market price. Vineyards, while still at the whim 
of natural phenomena, are not however susceptible to the same unpredictable market 
values, making it easier to both plan labor and equipment costs and predict profits.  
  

Another significant factor in determining market price for wine grapes and apples 
is the emphasis on sheer appearance. Unlike wine grapes, apples and cherries are 
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their own final product. Tree fruit, like cherries and apples, are sold as they are 
picked from the branch and their value is directly dependent on the presumed 
quality based on the fruit’s appearance on the supermarket shelf. Bruised apples 
and bruised cherries simply do not sell, “you bruise that cherry and forget about 
it, no one’s going to buy it.”63 The same standard does not hold for wine grapes – 
they are all going to get crushed anyway – despite the stereotype that wine grapes 
need to be hand-picked with care to make the highest quality wines. In fact, some 
of the most expensive wine in the state is harvested by machine.64 

 
From all other outside perspectives, the wine industry does not appear to have an 

active voice in national and statewide agricultural activities, like lobbying, meetings, or 
advocacy. The wine grape growers are relatively absent in the traditional growers versus 
farmworkers debate. In this respect, from the United Farm Workers’ perspective, the 
wine grape growers are not contributing to the problem nor the solution of farmworker’s 
needs. Nicholson explains that this absence is due in part to the fact that wine grape 
growers or vineyard owners don’t tend to be from the same Washington farming families 
that have been in the agricultural business for generations. In his opinion wine grape 
growers “tend to be a different class of grower. They tend to be folks that are getting into 
agriculture that haven’t been in agriculture, so it’s a different mindset in our 
experience.”65 The Walla Walla Valley wine industry relies on a very diverse population 
of growers from previous family wheat farmers to recent college graduates to retired 
couples from the East coast. Perhaps this diversity explains the ambivalence of the 
general industry. Families that have been in the farming business for decades are more 
likely to be ingrained with the traditional agricultural farming rhetoric in opposition to 
UFW efforts, whereas vineyard owners are not necessarily familiar with this long-
standing opposition.  
 

Nicholson reiterates the wine industry’s uncertain identity in the agriculture 
industry in that he considers it to be both unique from and a part of the greater 
agricultural industry, “I think they very much see themselves as a distinct industry with 
distinct needs but you also hear them talk about how important their industry is to the 
overall wellbeing of agriculture in Washington.66 In his opinion, the wine industry is 
eager to assert its important contributions to Washington agriculture, but at the same 
times does not self-identify as a purely agricultural industry in the same way that other 
more mainstream crops do. 

 
This relatively ambivalent position does have important potential repercussions 

for the farmworkers working in the vineyards. Nicholson confirmed that the wine grape 
growers were not more supportive than most growers of UFW's efforts, but they do not 
present the same persistent opposition: 
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They’re not more supportive. I would say they are absent in many of the battles 
that we fight for the rights of workers, on either side. They’re definitely not on our 
side saying we need better enforcement and to better protect farmworkers. 
They’re not active members of the farm bureau, or in legislature saying we need 
to reduce worker’s comp benefits for farmworkers. They’ve been absent… I’d say 
they’re just different. More traditional agriculture tends to be more ingrained, 
when you’ve got multi-generational farmers that kind of give you a different 
perspective.67 

 
Nicholson recalls the family tradition of opposition to unions that gets passed down 
through generations in the more mainstream crop production, and its sheer absence in the 
wine industry – due to its recent development. However, wine grape growers have not yet 
taken a firm position by setting a precedent for sustainable and just working conditions 
for their farmworkers or by sending lobbyists to Olympia with the Washington State 
Farm Bureau to pressure for laxer federal policies. The diverse demographic of wine 
grape growers present the perfect opportunity to set a precedent for farmworker 
advocacy.  
  
Orchards versus Vineyards in Washington State: Market Power and the Economy 
 

Apples and wine grapes are in great competition for labor. Both crops are 
harvested at almost the exact the same time, which can create problems for wine grape 
growers because there are fewer acres of wine grapes in the valley than apples, and – per 
acre – apples make more money for both the farmer and for the laborers.68 In Foster’s 
opinion, “the laborers would rather work there, and the farmers are definitely willing to 
pay more because they are going to be making a lot more money on the ground than 
wineries.”69 Grapes start the season off with intensive pruning in March, April, and May; 
cherry harvest follows from May through July; and August is generally without any 
work. Apples and wine grapes start to compete in September and October because both 
of their harvests require lots of people in a short span of time to get all the crop picked 
before the frost. There are two large annual influxes of farm labor, referred to as the 
“twin peaks,” that occur first in July with cherry harvest and grape pruning and secondly 
September and October with the apple and wine grape harvests.70 
 

Because about 50% of wine grapes in the Walla Walla Valley are sold at a fixed 
price per acre, often around $8000,71 their profits are considerably smaller on a per acre 
basis than apples, which are sold by the pound.72 Whereas an apple farmer has more 
incentive to produce more fruit per acre in order to get the most profit out of his land, a 
vineyard farmer is encouraged to produce less grapes per acre and focus on the quality, 
because more grapes do not usually translate into higher profits. Caleb Foster made sure 
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to point out that although apples may be more profitable than wine grapes, wine grapes 
have a more predictable market price, whereas “apples go through terrible lows where the 
fruit is worthless, and then it’s worth triple, strictly directed by the wholesale market 
values in grocery stores.”73 Because the price of apples is at the mercy of the global 
market value, a small dip in the market can have devastating ramifications on hundreds of 
acres of crops. Foster commented that in just the past nine years: 

 
I’ve seen 2 years where some apple farmers didn’t harvest their apples. The 
quality of the fruit was excellent, and they didn’t harvest it because the cost to 
harvest and put the apples in boxes was more than they would ever make on the 
fruit. They just abandoned the fruit in the field. It’s a brutal market, laborers are 
sitting there with no work, with no job. They’re standing there, looking at all 
these orchards with fruit on the branches and no one will pay them to pick it.74 

 
 The price of a bottle of wine ranges from anywhere from $2 to well over $300 
depending on the label. With such an enormous price range, how do you determine the 
value of any given bottle? Strictly supply and demand, or, as Caleb Foster succinctly puts 
it, “what people are willing to pay for it.”75 In fact, the wine business model counts on the 
opportunity to make up for a loss in vineyard sales due to labor shortage or early frost, by 
increasing the bottle price.76 Much of a vineyard’s success directly correlates to how well 
the label sells. Foster compares wine to fast food and fancy restaurants; even if the 
content appears the same in both bottles, it is a matter of consumer choice whether they 
want the “McDonalds” version wine, or the Whitehouse Crawford77 version. The wine 
industry model counts on the manipulability of the bottle price in order to run a reliably 
profitable business. But, the bottle doesn’t sell itself. As mentioned above, wineries often 
have a position devoted solely to marketing. As the General Manager for Woodward 
Canyon Winery, Darcey Small, notes, “You can’t just make it and think it’s going to fly 
out the door. Some new people didn’t think [about] how hard it is; just because you get a 
distributor doesn’t mean the wine is sold.”78 She refers here to the fact that her husband, 
Rick, the owner, often spends days at a time travelling in an effort to publicize 
Woodward Canyon’s label. 
  

In order to see how this brand name recognition and marketing competition has 
played out in the Walla Walla Valley, I asked Small how the dramatic increase in the 
number of local wineries has affected Woodward Canyon – the second winery 
established in Walla Walla – and other more established wineries in the area. Employing 
another food metaphor, she describes: 

 
We have a smaller piece of an ever-enlarging pie. We get more people now – you 
can’t begin to see all the wineries in a weekend even – so we get more people. But 
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in the old days, if you got them they would go out with cases, now they’re going 
out with bottles.79 

 
Small points out how the tourism industry has impacted the local wine business. When 
Leonetti Cellars and Woodward Canyon Winery were the only wineries in the area, they 
sold more wine to less people. As the tourism industry has taken off and hundreds of 
people flock to Walla Walla every weekend to try the thousands of wine varieties 
available, wineries have extended their price ranges to make purchases accessible to a 
larger demographic of tourists.80 This trend has been especially strong since the recent 
economic downturn, which caused many wine connoisseurs to “trade down” their 
expensive wines for more affordable ones, rather than decreasing the number of 
expensive bottles they purchase.81 
 
 The unique contribution that tourism provides for the wine industry means a lot of 
the emphasis of wine production is put on marketing the bottle. When wineries are 
focused on selling their product, there is potential to overlook some of the more 
immediate needs of the workers in the vineyards. It is also important to consider the 
greater profit margins that vineyards bring in when and the potential these profits have 
for improving vineyard working conditions. 
 
Labor Conditions, Problems and Opportunities for Vineyard Farmworkers  
 

As the wineries multiply exponentially in Walla Walla and the tourism industry 
grows, the word is getting out to the farmworkers in other crops as well. As Mariela, a 
young vineyard worker who in the Walla Walla Farm Labor Homes, 82 points out “It’s 
harder to find work [in the vineyards] now, since the majority of the people don’t want to 
work in the apples anymore because they like grapes better, it’s becoming popular.”83 
Vineyard work is increasingly attracting farmworkers from other crops. Because the wine 
industry has a higher profit margin than other traditional crops and the specific tasks like 
pruning and harvesting are less demanding than tree fruit, vineyard farmworkers should 
not necessarily be experiencing the same types of health problems and labor violations as 
farmworkers in other Washington crops. My interviews suggest that because the 
specificities of the labor tasks are more appealing and less dangerous than other labor 
intensive crops, local vineyard workers are generally not experiencing the same types of 
health problems that the USDA, Guarnaccia et al, and Reeves found in their studies of 
national agricultural problems outlined above. On the other hand, vineyard farmworkers 
are still susceptible to limited upward mobility, exclusion from benefits and occupational 
rights violations like wage theft.84 Some interview participants suggest that vineyards do 
provide a slightly higher opportunity for upward mobility than other crops, but not 
enough to advance to actual vineyard ownership. Lastly, female vineyard farmworkers 
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reported a considerably lower amount of health problems and less discrimination based 
on their gender – although vineyard tasks seem to be slightly more segregated than most 
other crops because of the varying production tasks. 
 
Health Issues and Access to Social Services 
 

As noted extensively in my secondary research, work-related injuries in 
agriculture occur frequently. In the local vineyards however, there are comparatively low 
incidences of accidents and injuries. With the exception of machinery accidents, like 
those mentioned above, vineyard labor tasks are consistently less conducive to injuries 
than those required in apple and cherry orchards. Mariela, a 22-year-old local farmworker 
from Walla Walla, shared with me the differences in her experience working in the 
vineyards and the apple orchards.   
 

Sometimes during harvest, you cut your hands with the scissors if you’re cutting 
very quickly… but you can’t hurt yourself too bad because the scissors are so 
short and serrated – they’re not as sharp as normal ones. What often happens in 
apples is that you fall. When you arrive in the morning and the ladder is ready, 
sometimes one foot slips and you fall.85 

 
Mariela’s comparison draws attention to the much less risky working environment that 
vineyards provide compared to tree fruit. Even the most careful worker can slip on a 
ladder picking apples and cause permanent back damage. The types of tools used in wine 
grape harvests allow for even the most careless worker to be relative safe from long-term 
or serious injury. But, as Mariela notes below, Vineyard work is still manual labor, and 
does require a lot of physical movement: 
 

The worst is pruning, because your arms hurt a lot when the vines are old, so the 
cuts are harder. The other thing we don’t like is cleaning under the plant because 
the branches sprout from the whole trunk and you have to be crouched down the 
whole time cutting everything. Crouching, crouching, crouching, you get really 
tired.86 

 
Although she mentioned crouching as a problem, Mariela importantly noted that she does 
not feel any permanent pain in her back as a result of it,87 suggesting perhaps that 
vineyard work is less likely to cause permanent musculoskeletal ailments than the 
national average that Gaurnaccia et al found.88 
 

Tractor drivers in the vineyards do not often share the same fortune as those who 
work exclusively in the plants. Both of the vineyard tractor drivers I interviewed had 
flipped over in their tractors within the past two years.89 As Andres, a tractor driver at a 
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local Walla Walla vineyard, revealed, tractor drivers – although paid higher wages – are 
often exposed to more long-term harm on the job. “On the tractor, you’re risking a lot, 
because sometimes there are lots of mole holes. You’re going along in your tractor and 
the bouncing hurts your back.”90 He ended up with a long-term back injury that required 
him to visit a chiropractor. When I asked Andres if his back had ever fully healed he said, 
“It hurts from here,” pointing to the hollow of his back, “up to here,” finishing at his 
neck. He only went to the chiropractor twice, even though his chiropractor recommended 
continued treatment. He explained that he stopped going “because the boss gets mad, he 
gets really mad, he doesn’t want me to go. They don’t want to pay for it.”91 Andres, 
perhaps like other workers, experiences pressure from his boss to discontinue medical 
treatment for his injuries, an experience that will likely leave his injury unresolved or 
even cause it to worsen. 

As indicated by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, heat 
exposure, and heat-related illnesses are a major concern for farmworkers in any crop.92 In 
the local vineyards though, farmworkers are more exposed to direct sun compared to tree 
fruit. In Washington, two farmworkers have died of heat-related causes like lack of shade 
and drinking water.93 In the local vineyards, heat is one of the worst complaints. Isabela 
told me frankly, “What I least like about my work in the fields is the heat. Even more so 
in the vineyards, because in the vineyards there’s nowhere to get shade like there is in 
apple orchards, where one can go under the trees.”94 So, although the labor tasks may not 
be as physically demanding as in tree fruit, vineyard work is more exposed to the 
elements. Although they did not cite wine and rain exposure as a specifically negative 
aspect of their work, vineyard fieldworkers explained that, unlike when they work in 
apples and cherries which rely heavily on ladders, they do not have to stop working in the 
vineyards in the event of rain, wind, or even snow. Fortunately, this heat is often 
avoidable because of the early work schedule common across most agricultural sectors. 
By starting early, workers are able to leave for the day by 2 or 3pm in most cases, and 
sometimes as early as 1pm. This way, they avoid a good part of the intense afternoon heat 
during the summer pruning and the fall harvest. As Mariela noted, “You start early, but 
when it gets really hot, you’re already going back home.”95 Avoiding the heat of the day 
is especially important in vineyards because they lack the shade coverage that tree fruit 
provides. As noted above, death due to heat exhaustion is 20 times more common for 
farmworkers, and this early schedule helps mitigate the chances of heat stroke or heat 
exhaustion for those working in the vineyards. 
 
 Apart from tractor accidents and potential for heat exhaustion, pesticides also 
present a problem for vineyard workers. Since grapes rely heavily on sulfur, it is hard to 
avoid pesticide application in vineyards. Despite the fact that vineyards like Woodward 
Canyon and Buty Winery are certified sustainable and organic vineyards, respectively, 
the chemicals that they use can still be uncomfortable for those farmworkers that have to 
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apply them. Fernando noted that although they follow all the required safety precautions 
and procedures to reduce chemical exposure, “it’s organic chemicals, but even after a 
little bit, you get a headache.96 Although this report does not investigate in detail the 
long-term effects of organic pesticides, it is clear that there is short-term discomfort for 
farmworkers that do have to apply them. Local grape and apple grower and manager of 
DL and J Farms, Dennis Burks, was quick to explain that pesticide exposure has 
decreased dramatically since the days of working on his grandfather’s farm.97 
 
Occupational Rights Violations 
 
 Despite some of the benefits that vineyard work presents, wage theft still occurs 
in different forms in the Walla Walla Valley vineyards. Andres, for example, was never 
reimbursed for his medical bill and then received lower hourly wages than they had the 
year before, even when he was told it was unintentional. When he seriously hurt his back 
from the repetitive bouncing 8-12 hours a day in the tractor, Andres was supposed to be 
reimbursed by his boss. When he had to go to the chiropractor for the back injuries, his 
boss promised he would pay for it, but the money never manifested in Andres’ paycheck. 
He described the situation with his boss: 
 

I told him, “Here are the receipts.” He left and three days later I asked him about 
them, and he said, “I’m going to the office so that they pay you.” A week went by, 
two weeks, almost a month, and he says “It’s just that I forgot, it’ll be okay now, 
I’ll put some hours on your check so that you’re repaid.” “It’s fine,” I said, but 
he gave me the hours and then took some off my check again, so you don’t see 
what you’re being paid.98 

 
Andres again received lower-than-promised wages a year later when his hourly wage was 
lowered without his knowledge to a rate below what he made the previous year. He 
explains that, “Last year, they gave us a raise, but this year no. They didn’t want to. It 
goes up and down, but they said, “No, it was just a mistake in the office,” but [the wages] 
are nothing consistent.”99 Although the wages are supposed to rise over time, Andres’ 
example shows how that is not always the case. Having an unreliable salary makes 
housing payments and other expenses harder to plan for. Andres’ experience reflects 
those of farmworkers in my secondary research. Wage theft is often inexplicit, making it 
harder to track. He also exposes another strategy that bosses use to avoid confrontation – 
choosing a scapegoat. The boss blamed the “office” in both reported instances of wage 
theft, first for the diminished paycheck and second, for the lowered wages. 
 

Wage theft can occur in less explicit ways as well.When I mentioned to Andres 
that I saw a group of farmworkers eating on the side of the road when I went to visit the 
vineyard, he said it was normal, that “in the fields we eat wherever we are working.”100 
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Even though only minutes before I had visited the warehouse that serves as a break and 
lunchroom, the workers clearly were not using it for their meals. It is not unusual – and 
not uncomfortable in Andres’ opinion – to eat lunch on the ground right by the vines.  
 

Acording to Bairstow, even if a farmworker can afford health insurance, he or she 
will not invest in it simply because when they depend on such an unpredictable income, 
there is little incentive to put money into something that has no immediate benefit.101 
Although  
 

Farmworkers are systematically excluded from rights  that almost all other U.S. 
employees are guaranteed by federal law. Nicholson voices his frustration how “just to 
get up to the place that most of us take for granted in the workplace has been, and 
continues to be a major challenge”102 for UFW’s advocacy efforts. To give a sweeping 
overview of some of the most common labor violations that UFW is concerned about, 
Nicholson mentions: 
 

Wage theft continues to be a big problem, not respecting a worker’s rights to rest 
or lunch breaks, injuries. Washington has the second highest non-fatal injury rate 
of agriculture of any state in the nation. That’s a huge problem. Then the workers 
get sucked into a bureaucracy they don’t understand... generally they get chewed 
up and spit out of the worker’s comp[ensation] system.103 

 
In addition to the dangerous nature of fieldwork, a farmworker’s undocumented status 
oftentimes allows the grower to avoid rectification when labor rights violations occur.  
 
Income, Occupational Mobility, and Housing Quality 
 

There are definitely some undeniable benefits that come with managerial 
positions in the vineyards. The two fulltime employees at Woodward Canyon “are part of 
the profit sharing and medical plan and everything else,”104 so they see some concrete 
improvements in their health and family life – at least potentially. And as some interview 
participants suggest, upward mobility may be more accessible in the wine industry than 
in other crops. Andres was able to start at a managerial position even without training, 
because the vineyard was in such great need for a supervisor and he had been working the 
fields for years. Isabela’s husband was promoted only 4 years after starting work at the 
vineyard, whereas he never received the same promotions after working even longer in 
other crops. There is a greater chance for vineyard fieldworkers to achieve upward 
mobility in the form of crew bosses and vineyard managers because most vineyard skills 
can be acquired experientially by working in the fields. When I asked Isabela if 
farmworkers experience the same potential for upward mobility in other crops, she 
explained how her husband’s case made her think not: 
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I don’t think so. He had worked at other farms and had so many years working 
there and they never gave him a position like this. When he [my husband] started, 
the boss was just starting his winery and after 4 years he gave him the position. 
He was the first to start working there and started to do everything, and the boss 
liked how he worked.105 

 
But although there may be greater opportunity for upward mobility in the wine industry 
for Latinos, it appears to have a ceiling. Fernando, a Mexican immigrant vineyard 
manager in his mid fifties, told me that it is very hard for farmworkers to either move up 
in the agricultural industry or to find work outside of it: “No, I don’t see them leaving for 
other [industries]. It’s hard to get a better job, now. With some people, there’s 
something…to be a manager.”106 Although Fernando had the fortune of being promoted 
to vineyard manager, he points out the difficulty that most farmworkers face in achieving 
that same upward mobility. In his opinion, even though he has been promoted, his new 
position is still limited because now that he makes $2-3 more than the other farmworkers 
at the same vineyard,107 he does not have the time nor the skills to be able to achieve real 
economic mobility. The pressure of his promotion has had very real effects on his home 
life, as well. As much as he enjoys making a little more money, the initial process was 
very stressful because he had not been adequately trained in all of his duties before he 
was hired,  “it was hard, a lot of stress, couldn’t sleep at night, because I didn’t know, 
like I said, [pesticide] spraying, none of this.”108 The stress that Fernando’s promotion 
brought, was very hard on his home life, and has continued to be a problem even though 
he has now learned all of the specific tasks. As of our interview on October 29th, 
Fernando had not had a single day off since March 1st. He revealed the overwhelming 
amount of time that his “promotion” now requires: 
 

I don’t get a day off, I have to be here everyday, everyday. Not even Sunday. 
That’s the hardest time because sometimes I need like a couple hours off and I 
can’t take it, because I have to do the irrigation, the water has to be on, 24 hours a 
day. I work 10 and a half [hours a day]. Even my son – (points out a photo on the 
wall) – told me, “Tell your boss that if he doesn’t give you a day off, you’re going 
to quit your job.” And I go, “I can’t quit, because that’s how you eat.”109  

 
It is clear that even with a larger paycheck and benefits like health insurance, Fernando’s 
promotion has very negatively affected his emotional and social well being. He almost 
never gets to see his son, and he recently separated from his wife because his intense 
work schedule caused problems between them.110 Despite these negative consequences, 
his statement reveals that he does not feel like he has a choice but to continue in his 
demanding position because it is the only way for him to pay the rent and care for his 
family. He feels trapped in this job because he risk quitting to look for another job – as he 
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stated before it is very difficult to find other jobs – but he does not have the spare time to 
look for another job while keeping this one.111 
 
 The seasonally-specific demand for very long hours affects family relationships as 
well as economic mobility. Even though she is very content with her job, Mariela, a 22-
year-old mother who recently immigrated from Mexico, hardly spends any time with her 
4 year old boy because of the long hours she works daily.  
 

We’ve worked really hard these last 10 months in order to have money for the 
winter, because we don’t work for the next 3 months. Our expenses are higher 
because we’re in the house all the time, and the light costs a ton. It affects us a lot 
(to work so much) because we have almost no time with my son during the work 
season – we come home, eat dinner together, and go to sleep. Then we get up 
early again. We take him to wherever he is being taken care of and that’s it. It’s 
difficult. And he’s had problems talking, he didn’t want to talk, he just barely 
started. He’s lonely, but we have to work. 112 

 
The inevitable seasonal nature of all agricultural work means that in order to make up for 
the unpaid off-season – typically 3 months in the heart of winter – field workers must 
work extra hours during the rest of the year to keep paying the rent and the bills. In 
Mariela’s case, her son has been greatly affected by the long absences of both of his 
parents.  
 

Wine grape growers that I interviewed also acknowledged the limited upward 
mobility for farmworkers that Fernando expressed. Whereas California has seen an 
increase in Hispanic vineyard owners and managers,113 Foster noted that Washington has 
not yet seen the same kind of growth: 

 
Many of the second-in-command people in companies that I have seen up and 
down the Yakima valley – some of the finest quality vineyards – have Mexican-
Americans as the field directors, the day-to-day operations directors. There’s real 
upward mobility there, [but] in terms of moving to that upper stage of ownership, 
I’m not seeing that as much.114 

 
Given that Washington – even with the recent exponential growth of the local wine 
industry – still only produces 3% of the volume of grapes that California vineyards 
produce, Foster insists that it is important to consider the sheer volume of job 
opportunities in California. With time, he believes, personal relationships will become 
more established in Washington and Latinos and field workers will have more 
opportunities for real upward mobility in the wine industry. Unfortunately, as my 
interviews suggest, higher paid positions do not always mean improved working 
conditions. Although the majority of vineyard workers I spoke with expressed that they 
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do receive sufficient time for breaks and lunch, in some instances the vineyard managers 
are not afforded this same luxury. Fernando, admitted that,  “Sometimes, even though I 
am the manager, I work more than them. Because let’s say sometimes they take their 
break, their lunch, but I don’t, if I don’t have the time. I have to do things, then I can’t 
take my lunch or my break.”115 In addition to the stress of working seven days a week for 
months at a time, there is the added pressure to manage and oversee all the daily activity 
of all the other farmworkers – which means there is no time for breaks.  
 
 As demonstrated by the Trust’s survey, Washington State farmworker housing 
developments are not sufficient to house all of the people working in the fields. Since 
there housing data available specific to farmworkers in the wine industry, it is hard to 
determine how vineyard farmworkers figure into the Trust’s statistical results. Certain 
traditional crop growers suggest that because the wine industry is a kind of anomaly in 
Washington’s agriculture, there may be less regulation about housing requirements. 
Roger Bairstow, director of Broetje Orchards of Prescott, Washington, commented on his 
perception of how wine grape growers seem to face less pressure from farmworker 
advocacy groups and labor rights enforcement agencies than the more mainstream crop 
growers: 
 

Apple growers have always had the expectation placed on them…to house their 
employees, to be able provide x, y, and z for their employees because they’re 
seasonal laborers and they have high needs…I’ve never heard that same question 
posed to wine grape growers. Here we have a major industry, the wine industry, 
that’s generally gotten a free pass because I don’t think people question where 
their wines come from, and not to imply that there’s wrongdoing going on, but the 
fact that it’s a multibillion dollar industry coming out of Washington state and to 
not understand that dynamic… 116 

 
In Bairstow’s opinion, vineyard farmworkers would be more likely to lack secure 
housing because the wine industry is not necessarily held up to the same enforcement as 
the traditional crop industry. He voices his concern about a potential double standard to 
which wine grape growers are not held as accountable or up to the same standards as 
apple growers when it comes to labor rights enforcement. His statement exemplifies the 
way the double identity of the wine industry as an agricultural industry and as an elite 
artisan pastime manifests for the farmworkers in the vineyards. Because wine grapes are 
not typically thought of as a crop that depends on large amounts of migrant seasonal 
labor, they risk being overlooked by the traditional crop regulations. However, the 
farmworkers that I interviewed were actually more likely to own their own home than the 
11% of all Washington State farmworkers that the Trust survey found. The fact that 10 of 
my 19 interview participants own their own homes either in Walla Walla or Milton 
Freewater117 suggests that vineyard farmworkers are actually much more likely to be 
home owners than farmworkers in other more traditional crops. This statistic not only 
reflects greater housing security, but also the USDA reported transition towards more 
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permanent settlement.118 My primary research suggests that vineyard work may provide 
higher-than-average incomes that allow farmworkers to purchase their own homes. On 
the other hand, it is impossible to distinguish as of yet if this higher income is specific to 
farmworkers in the wine industry or if it can be attributed to the overall higher wages that 
Walla Walla County farmworkers reported in the Trust’s survey.119 
 
Gender Differences 
 
 Women in particular prefer wine grapes to apples because it is much less 
physically demanding and more detailed work. Every single person I spoke with said the 
biggest difference between apples and wine grapes is that in the vineyards they don’t 
need ladders. Ladders make all work in tree fruit more dangerous because of the constant 
threat of falling. The work in vineyards is “lighter than the apples, and you’re not at the 
same height with the ladders. It’s very heavy to carry the bag [of apples] and the 
ladders…”120 During the apple harvest, farmworkers have to carry both the ladder and 
their bag full of apples as they climb up and down. One of the young women I 
interviewed, Isabela, a resident of the Walla Walla Farm Labor Homes, explained how 
much she enjoys working in the vineyards compared to other crops.  She noted that, in 
the vineyards, “When it’s not harvest, you just cut sprouts, nothing more than walking 
and moving your hands to cut the shoots. You’re not carrying anything – just scissors. In 
apples you have to carry the ladder all day.121 Sometimes grape harvests do require some 
strength but, as Lila mentioned, even when carrying wine grapes is inevitable, a bag of 
grapes isn’t as heavy as a bag of apples.122 Mariela explained that when she worked in 
apples her head and feet would always hurt after work, “We would get back really late at 
night and at this time I lost weight and everything, but here no. On the contrary, we’ve all 
gained weight.”123 With the exception of tractors, vineyard work is exclusively on the 
ground. Grapevines grow right around shoulder height which means farmworkers are 
working in a relatively comfortable position that is less strenuous on the neck and back 
than apple picking. “The worst, for women, is that you have to carry the bag full of 
apples. I had back problems and my back hurt a lot, it was awful. In the vineyards, you 
don’t have to carry anything – during harvest you just put the grapes on the ground.”124 
 

For many of the women, the detailed nature of grapevine work is also appealing. 
While heavy lifting is not very attractive to them, the nuanced pruning process that wine 
grapes require is almost fun. Burks explains that wine grape pruning “takes a more 
special ability, talent. When you prunes grapes, not anybody knows how to make those 
cuts and understands what you’re doing.”125 Many female farmworkers took pride in the 
particularities of their work. Mariela explains how vineyard work – although detailed and 
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somewhat complicated – is less stressful because workers are not put under the same time 
pressure as in tree fruit: 
  

I like the grapes better because the work is easy to do, but it’s careful, it has its 
way to be done. You have to be very careful with the shoots. [Women] like details 
more, and in grapes there are a lot of details to keep in mind. I like it more 
because you’re not doing everything like crazy trying to see who can do it better. 
It’s calmer. They don’t pressure us. We’re on the ground all the time, walking. We 
don’t get as tired as in the apples. 126 

 
The detailed, specific work means less pressure, less physical strength necessary, and a 
calmer atmosphere to work under. For the women I interviewed this was very important 
because they felt more relaxed at work. Since vineyards require less physically 
demanding work than tree fruit and other traditional crops, women are less exhausted 
when they come home and have to take care of their families or prepare meals. The 
women’s testimonies from my research challenge Rothenberg’s findings that female 
farmworkers are working much harder than men because of the combined fieldwork and 
housework. Although women working in the vineyards are still often responsible for 
tending to the household needs when they return, they did not express the same 
exhaustion that Rothenberg describes. Patrosinia, a middle-aged woman who works for 
Chataeu Saine Michelle Winery, loves working in the vineyards. She explained she tried 
to do apple harvest last year, “[she] realized [she] just couldn’t go up and down the 
ladders anymore.”127 For women, especially in their mid-sixties, vineyard work provides 
a viable long-term option that is not as physically stressful as other crops. 
 

Mariela, in particular, took great pride in the careful detail she devotes to her 
work in the vineyards. She explained the situation at the vineyard where she works: 
 

We’re two teams, one is just women. My boss likes things well done, and in 
grapes you’re not just hacking. You have to count the buds to know how many will 
grow, how much they will produce. The men do everything faster, and the work 
isn’t that important to them, sometimes they hurt the plant, cut too much, or leave 
too much. So they send us [women] to go through a second time. We’re in charge 
of the final cuts – the men do the first pass and we do the second.128 

 
Even if this passage speaks to some gender stereotypes that encourage traditionally 
gendered divisions of labor, Mariela is content with her job. Women, although not 
employed at some vineyards, feel like more viable assets in the vineyards because they 
can take advantage of their smaller fingers to do a more precise job. Small, the general 
manager at Woodward Canyon, mentioned that they appreciate having a small number of 
women on their workforce. She explained that their vineyard manager, “uses them a lot 
of the time because if there is something very particular that needs to be done to the vine, 
he’ll have the two ladies do it. They like working together, and they’re a little more 
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delicate about doing things. So that worked out pretty well.”129 Here, Small utilizes 
traditionally gendered terms about ladies doing the more detailed and “delicate” work 
that reinforces and legitimizes gender divisions of labor on the vineyards. Although the 
female farmworkers also adhere to stereotypically gendered labor divisions, this type of 
structural division at the workplace is likely to encourage other traditionally gendered 
responsibilities like household cleaning and childcare.  
 

When I asked what she did in her free time, Lila, another young recent Mexican 
migrant who lives at the Walla Walla Farm Labor Homes, only mentioned household 
chores, “with the kids, I’m cleaning the house vote her free time to caring for her 
children, which leaves her with no time for herself. Lila confessed, preparing dinner, 
picking them up and taking them to school everyday.”130 She added that if she did have 
any more spare time, the first thing she would do is study English.131 Although Fernando 
mentioned above how his long schedule prevented him from seeing his son as often as he 
would like to, the women that I interviewed were more openly concerned about having 
enough time to tend to their families, which corresponds to Rothenberg’s findings that 
female farmworkers’ jobs often do not stop when they leave the fields. While mothers are 
in the fields, childcare is a common need, but its high cost prevents many farmworker 
families from purchasing it, choosing to leave their kids at home or with family or 
friends.132 Although all female interview participants did agree that vineyard work is 
more agreeable to their children’s school schedules, for those who have children not yet 
old enough to be in school all day, childcare proves to be expensive and difficult to find. 
Mariela’s account shows how low-income and her son’s undocumented status make 
finding childcare a stressful and unpredictable experience. She told me that everyday 
somebody different takes care of her 4-year-old son:  
 

 You have to look where you can, sometimes a friend, sometimes a brother, I’m 
always worrying about it…When the school at the migrant program was open,133 
we’d leave him there, and they kept him all day and taught him, but it closed. This 
year we were starting earlier, and then during the harvest… It was a battle. There 
is a government program and they provide aid, but since [my son] is not 
naturalized, he doesn’t qualify. If I bring him there without the aid, it’s very 
expensive. So I always try to look for relatives or friends to take care of him – 
they don’t charge as much.134 

 
Mariela refers the Migrant Head Start Program that provides day care for residents of the 
farm labor homes through the majority of the agricultural season. This year it closed 
earlier than normal – in early October – leaving her without an affordable and reliable 
source of childcare.  
 

                                                
129 Interview with Darcey Small, [10-13-09] 
130 Interview with Lila, [11-6-09] 
131 Interview with Lila, [11-6-09] 
132 Interview with Roger Bairstow, [10-9-09] 
133 Migrant Head Start Program at the Walla Walla Farm Labor Homes 
134 Interview with Mariela, [11-17-09] 



 My evidence suggests that female farmworkers in vineyards experience a diverse 
set of occupational opportunities. On the one hand, the vineyards provide a more 
comfortable and relaxing work environment that has positive effects on their health and 
on their general energy level when they leave the fields for the day. On the other hand, 
even when men and women are working on the same tasks, Walla Walla vineyards 
appear to be segregated by gender in their work groups.135 This segregation may not have 
dire consequences on the specific health problems that men or women experience in the 
vineyards, but it does serve to reinforce gender-specific roles that play out at home like 
cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the kids. Every one of the women that I interviewed 
mentioned these tasks as part of her leisure time activities, while only one of the men 
mentioned meal preparation.136 
 
Immigration Status 
  

As the Thompson and Wiggins suggest, undocumented farmworkers face many 
more barriers than their documented counterparts when they try to advocate for their own 
rights. In fact, immigration status is a problem for many more participants in the 
agriculture industry than just farmworkers. In the case of Broetje Orchards, Bairstow 
noted that complications over immigration status often inhibit their efforts to maintain a 
just and safe working environment. He noted that, “We’re pretty big on trying to live up 
to a social responsibility banner but we’re always running into issues about 
immigration.”137 Although their practices are intended to mitigate the usual difficulties 
that farmworkers face in agricultural, he explains how an undocumented status can still 
make upward mobility a rare and nearly impossible means of getting out of the 
agriculture industry and into a more stable job with benefits. He noted that documentation 
status plays a huge part in discouraging farmworkers from seeking higher paid and more 
desirable positions in or out of the agriculture industry.138 From his observations, children 
of farmworkers with high academic achievement in high school tend not to apply to 
college anyway because “there’s no point if they know their undocumented status will 
prevent them from entering the professional workforce.”139 Bairstow’s observation 
confirms what Whitman College student Ariel Ruiz found about the impact that 
documentation status plays on college aspirations for Latino youth.140  
 

Foster’s illuminating anecdote explains how his close friend’s undocumented 
status prevented him from benefiting from his talent and hard work in the wine industry.  

 
I had a good friend who was an illegal alien. He worked his way up with a 
disguised identity that lasted for 7 years. A real social security number and a real 
name attached to that social security number… He did great and worked up in the 
wine business like I did, very swiftly. He was director of the vineyard he was 
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working at until his identity was revealed…the owners couldn’t take the liability 
of someone at that stage. He was a known illegal alien… there’s no recourse for 
someone in that position who unfortunately had no schooling, but was one of the 
best vineyard managers in the business. It was a very eye opening experience for 
me because I was driving a car with him and we were talking about life. He 
waved at everybody harvesting onions in this field and he said, “You know, 
they’re all illegal, my friend, all of them. Those guys don’t have any papers. If 
they had papers they wouldn’t do that.” It was interesting to see how many people 
are illegal aliens… America’s been built on people moving over here legally or 
illegally – either way. It felt very unfortunate… and bizarre that someone as 
smart, adept, and capable of advancement as he was, was given no recourse to 
remain.141 

 
With the potential immigration system overhaul that the Obama administration is 

considering, the Farm Bureau is hoping to get a comprehensive immigration reform. 
Although they state that the current H-2A program is insufficient, they also find problems 
with the proposed alternatives.142 They call their proposed solution the Essential Worker 
Program in which growers would pay for travel and housing expenses for the exact 
number of migrant workers from Mexico that they would need during the high season. In 
layman’s terms, Fazio explains that the “Farm Bureau is pushing and saying, “Why don’t 
we bring in 10 to 20,000 people, paratroop them in here, have them drop like parachutes 
from the sky on march 1st or April 1st or may 1st and fly them back to wherever they came 
from on November 1st”143 UFW’s main priority for the future is also to get an immigration 
reform passed.144 As approximately half of all farmworkers are undocumented145, it is 
hard to make substantial, structural changes to protect their rights when they are unable to 
defend themselves. 
 
Farmworker Mobility Ð Where Do They Come From and Where Do They Go? 
 
 Farmworker movement has changed substantially. Traditionally, regardless of the 
racial makeup of the labor force, families and individuals would travel from crop to crop, 
following the harvests across county, state, and national boundaries in an attempt to 
maximize their earnings.146 During the Bracero Program that ran from 1942 to 1964, 
Mexican migrant laborers streamed into the United States to work the fields during the 
high seasons, and then returned home for the winter months.147 This cyclical migration 
pattern defined farmworker movement for most of the twentieth century. In the past 
decades, though, Washington, like the rest of the country, has seen a dramatic shift in the 
migratory patterns of farmworkers. Due in part to federal legislation like Operation 
Gatekeeper, which increased security along the U.S. and Mexico border, and in part to 
structural decisions by Washington’s farmers, migrant farmworkers are decreasingly 
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returning home to Mexico during the off-season. According to Fazio, the percentage of 
Washington’s migrant, seasonal workers – working from March to November and then 
returning home to Mexico – has decreased from over 50% of the state’s agricultural 
workforce to about 25%.148 In an interview with me, Fazio elaborated on how this trend 
has specifically affected Washington’s wine industry through increasing specialty wines, 
diversifying vineyard locations, and scientifically influencing the crop. He suggests that 
the wine industry processes are changing to adapt to the migrants’ changing patterns of 
movement and settlement, whereas the USDA attributes this change to increased 
domestic demand for local produce. He explains: 
 

There’s definitely been a trend away from seasonal workers towards what I call 
the nearly year-round worker. A vineyard will struggle to find work for key 
employees for 9-10 months a year, so you’re trying to monkey with mother nature, 
6 months of employment and trying to stretch it out to 9 months. You get these big 
companies that plant from Tri-cities up into Okanogan, from sea level up to 
10,000 feet… to try and stretch your grape harvest. Different varietal wines, ice 
wines, for example, you harvest really late. Scientists are messing around with the 
crop… trying to move away from a predominantly seasonal workforce to a more 
year-round workforce.149  

 
Fazio confirms the USDA findings about the shift from seasonal farmwork to more 
permanent farmwork at the local level. Although he does not share their reported opinion 
that this is a positive change for the growers, he implies that the growers are doing it to 
intentionally provide more predictable work for the farmworkers. Burks also observed a 
transition in his own workforce from more migratory families and individuals to settled 
families. In referring to his crew of 30 – of which 90% reside in Walla Walla or Milton 
Freewater150 – he mentioned to me in an interview: 
 

If you talk to them, they’d tell you they like working here. They feel secure. That’s 
another thing that’s changed…They’re all established people here, they’re not the 
seasonal ones, there’s a few. How you get those seasonal people is with these 
people – they know them, they got a brother, a cousin… It used to be with the 
seasonal help, they just came in, they did it, and they were gone. But not anymore, 
they have families, they have house payments. It’s really become more that they 
need that pretty much year-round income, and that’s where the vineyard and the 
apples really help us… because if we’re not busy in our apple deal, we can shuttle 
people over here and do [wine grapes].151 

 
Burks mentions two key characteristics of the Walla Walla Valley agricultural industry. 
Primarily, that there has indeed been a significant move from strictly seasonal work 
towards more permanent, year-round, predictable field work. Secondly, he alludes to the 
impact that the growing wine industry has had in providing an opportunity for this more 
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permanent type of work. This observation is consistent with The Trust’s finding that – as 
of 2006 – a full 79% of farmworkers were permanent Washington residents and 70% 
don’t travel away from home for work.152 
 
Racial Dimension of Farm Work in Washington State 
 
 Walla Walla wine grape growers today are just as susceptible as the Anglo 
population that Reisler desribes to making assumptions about farmworkers based on race. 
Whether or not they are conscious, intentional, or even well-meaning, racial associations 
about farmworkers risk perpetuating historic stereotypes and, as a result, the unjust 
working conditions that many farmworkers face today. Dennis Burks, Director and CEO 
of DL and JJ Inc., a management company that provides labor and management for apple 
orchards and vineyards in the area, confirmed the very swift demographic change in 
Washington State’s fieldworkers that Castaneda describes in his history: “It used to be 
when I grew up on my grandpa’s farm, there was a lot of white people that did travelling 
and picked fruit…. They start in California and the cherry deal, and work their way 
here.”153 But, the farm labor situation no longer resembles anything like the one that 
Burks describes. According to Burks, in Washington State, the field worker population is 
now 98% Hispanic.154 Burks then inadvertently perpetuates certain historical prejudices 
that Reisler describes by associating particular occupations with racial groups.155 Below 
is an excerpt of our conversation as he drove me around the vineyard where his 100% 
Hispanic crew was working.  

 
You don’t see white people do field work, they just don’t. I can honestly tell you, it 
might sound prejudice, I wouldn’t hire a white person to work… because, they 
just don’t – I mean as far as field work – they are not motivated enough to do it. I 
hate to say that, but that’s what it’s come to. We – our race – they don’t work like 
this. It’s really sad that it’s come that way, but it’s true.156 

 
To some extent, it is undeniable that people working in Washington’s vineyards, as well 
as other crops, appear to be exclusively Latino, but this type of racial stereotyping risks 
perpetuating century-old prejudices.  

 
In discussing the recent economic downturn, Small reiterated Burks’ observations 

about the workforce demographic in vineyards, and fieldwork in general. Concerned 
about where the future is heading for vineyard operations, in terms of being able to 
depend on a reliable workforce or perhaps resorting to mechanization, Small stated, 
“Frankly no Anglo wants to go out and work in a vineyard. I mean we were just talking 
the other day and thinking, ‘Jeez a lot of people are out of work, but how many people 
have you ever had come up and ask you.’ None. And so I don’t know what the future 
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is.”157 For one reason or another, the white population – even in times of economic 
hardship – is not seeking employment in the agricultural industry, and Nicholson’s words 
are applicable here in two ways. Firstly, common perceptions that occupations like farm 
work are specific to a particular “race” have clearly had consequences on the 
demographic of people applying for agricultural jobs, as Small’s statement shows, even 
for those jobs that pay much higher than minimum wage. Secondly, her statement 
suggests that Nicholson’s concern with race may indeed play an important factor in the 
slow pace at which farmworkers are gaining ground towards fair and safe labor 
conditions. If the conditions were more favorable to employees, a more diverse 
population would be inclined to seek employment in the industry. 

 
At Woodward Canyon, the employees noted strong assumptions from the tourists 

about their Latino workers. Small recalled: 
 

It’s funny because we have a French intern and his English is certainly a lot 
worse than theirs is, but he has noticed that when tourists have questions when 
they’re on the line working, they will ask him. And he’s like, I’m the intern, the 
new guy, you need to ask Rafa – the cellar master. It’s still kind of interesting, the 
attitude… I think it really struck him as being weird that they’re asking him 
because he’s Anglo…It’s kind of sobering that that attitude is still out there.158 

 
As noted, there is a huge assumption about who is doing the farm work in the United 
States, and it is a very racialized assumption. She recalled another frequently occurring 
assumption that visitors often make based on the physical appearance of the farmworkers, 
“Are you guys from Mexico?” “Well no actually, our family’s from Texas and we’ve 
been here for x amount of years.”159 Regardless of citizenship or legality, this statement 
demonstrates the racialized connotations that many people still harbor based solely on 
physical characteristics. Mexican Americans and Latinos in general are not yet 
considered “American” in the full sense of the word.  

 
Racial stereotyping may not seem to have an immediate connection to the 

working conditions of farmworkers, but  
 

Fazio argues that migratory work is not a desirable goal for anyone. He concisely sums 
up what he imagines to be the ideal American dream, for both citizens and migrant 
workers alike: 
 

People don’t want to be migrant workers…They want to have the opportunities 
right there, where they live, 12 months a year. What every human being wants is 
to wake up in the morning, go to Starbucks and get their coffee. They want to go 
to work, they want to get paid a good wage regardless of what they produce and 
they want to come home and drink beer and watch football games. That’s what 
people strive to do. That’s what immigrants are striving to do, but it takes them a 
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couple generations to get there. While they’re doing that, they are willing to take 
the jobs that other people don’t want to do. So they’re willing to work harder.160 

 
Whereas not a single farmworker that I interviewed ever mentioned these goals,161 Fazio 
is convinced that this is what they are trying to achieve by coming to the U.S. Fazio 
reiterates the same stereotype that Small mentions above – that the Anglo community is 
unwilling to do farm labor and that immigrants are willing. His assumption about who is 
and who is not willing to do agricultural work reinforces the types of stereotypes that 
Reisler describes that ascribe particular work ethics and moral characteristics to specific 
groups – in this case to Latino immigrants. By assuming that all immigrants are striving 
for a stereotypical American capitalist, consumerism-based lifestyle, Fazio can justify his 
own position as a profit-seeking farmer simply because in his opinion, everyone else 
would be doing that if they could. Secondly, by claiming that immigrants are incapable of 
reaching these goals for a couple generations, he attributes the impossibility of upward 
mobility in the agricultural industry to the farmworkers themselves instead of to any kind 
of structural causes.  
 

Farmworker advocacy groups, like the United Farm Workers, criticize these 
prejudices for perpetuating a racial identity of the agricultural industry. Nicholson points 
out that its not only that growers are breaking the laws, but that our legal system 
systematically denies farmworkers the same rights that are guaranteed to employees in 
nearly all other occupational sectors. “Even the laws in the books really treat 
farmworkers as a second class worker because they are not afforded the same protections 
as all other workers. That goes from exclusion to overtime.”162 Historic assumptions – as 
expressed in Fazio’s comment – about what certain groups of people want and are 
“supposed” to do, serve to justify the current agricultural situation. Nicholson expressed 
his concern about the racial aspect of farm work: 
 

Another very serious issue that we have yet to overcome is race. The 
overwhelming majority of farmers in this region are white and the overwhelming 
majority of the workers are not. I don’t think it’s coincidental that the rules and 
regulations in place to protect farmworkers are substandard. I think that if it were 
primarily white folks out there doing this work, we’d think a little bit harder about 
excluding folks from overtime or allowing them adequate housing, some of the 
second class stuff that we subject immigrant workers too.163 

 
Appropriating a racial stereotype to farmworkers can have dire consequences according 
to Nicholson. Problems like housing, wage theft, and overtime that farmworkers face 
may have been addressed decades ago if farmworkers were not overwhelmingly 
conceptualized as migrant, illegal, or Mexican.  
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Local Initiatives to Address These Needs: Where Has Activism Successfully 
Bettered Washington State FarmworkerÕ Lives and What Still Needs to be 
Addressed? 
 

By contrasting labor and business perspectives on the most pressing problems and 
their best solutions in this industry, this research seeks to present various viable options 
for approaching labor rights issues in both the wine industry and the greater agricultural 
industry. 

Broetje Orchards 
 Broetje Orchards has set a precedent for Washington State and the rest of the 

national agriculture industry in providing services and benefits that most farmworkers 
never dream of having. Daily interactions with farmworkers played a large part in 
informing Broetje Orchards of the specific needs of their farmworkers. Bairstow insisted 
that by talking directly with their employees, Broetje Orchards gained insight into why 
farmworkers’ needs are perpetuated and what types of advocacy and structural changes 
could be implanted most usefully to address these needs.164 This personal interaction led 
them to construct an on-site subsidized housing development and childcare services, to 
provide health insurance, elementary education, and English classes, and generally 
increase job security and stability. The Vista Hermosa housing development provides 
safe and affordable housing to its employees. Through their example, it is clear that 
individual farm overhauls are not only feasible, but also very effective ways to address 
farmworkers’ needs. The farm is renowned for its socially responsible practices and the 
progressive and innovative opportunities it provides to its 1100 employees. 
 
United Farm Workers  
 

As noted in the history of Rosalinda Guillen165, United Farm Workers won their 
eight-year battle to unionize the farmworkers at Chateau Sainte Michelle Vineyard in 
1995. In a conversation with Job Pozos, the Director of UFW’s Hermiston office, he told 
me that workers at Chateau Sainte Michelle now start with 11 days of paid vacation per 
year, a family medical plan, and dental coverage. Job noted that farmworkers with 
seniority have multiple weeks of paid vacation,”166 something literally unheard of in the 
rest of the agricultural industry. UFW also managed to incorporate a test that monitors 
cholinesterase – an enzyme in blood that pesticides can suppress – into their collective 
bargaining agreement with the winery.167 Up until that point, California was the only 
state in the nation that administered this test to workers with contact with pesticides. 
Setting a precedent for vineyards and other farms throughout the state, the agreement 
between UFW and Sainte Michelle quickly attracted attention: 
 

It was on the forefront, and then one of the lead union workers at the winery was 
the lead plaintiff in suing the state of Washington for failing to adopt this testing 
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protocol to protect workers, and won. That’s why the state of Washington became 
the second state in the country to have this medical monitoring of pesticide 
applicators… We’re very proud of the progress we’ve made working together 
with Sainte Michelle.168 
 

The role that UFW played in unionizing the farmworkers at the biggest vineyard in the 
state was crucial in bringing the policies implemented at Chateau Sainte Michelle to a 
state level. By mobilizing the farmworkers to create an agreement first at the individual 
vineyard, and then carrying the results to the legislative level, UFW was able to 
implement substantial, long-term changes in the structure of Washington State’s 
agricultural industry.  

 
Although the Sainte Michelle Vineyard is the largest in Washington, Nicholson 

affirms that unions are not limited to large-scale agricultural production and they can 
function equally effectively on a smaller scale. He notes the key thing they look at is the 
grower’s “willingness to collaborate, and then once you have that you look at, given the 
size of the operation, what’s within the economic possibility of the company to do, like 
how many paid vacations days, how large of a salary increase per year, or additional 
benefits like health insurance.169 He drives home an important point here; given that 
small-scale farms have such minimal profit margins, it is tempting to use economic 
limitations to justify unsustainable and exploitative labor practices. However, unions 
contracts vary according to the financial and social feasibility and particular needs of the 
labor force. A farm operator’s attitude and willingness are the most important factors in 
creating a socially just workplace for farmworkers from the top down.   
 
 Unions are one of the most thorough ways to combat many different farmworker 
needs at once. In an in-depth interview with three employees of Chateau Sainte Michelle, 
Luis Ramirez, and Patrosinia and Fortunato Tapia, I was able to compare the differences 
and benefits that a union can provide to fieldworkers. As mentioned earlier, the fight for 
the union was long, but it led to significant changes in the work atmosphere and for the 
workers’ personal lives. The most important benefits for Fortunato, Patrosinia, and Luis 
included: secure and predictable job, medical and dental insurance, paid vacations, more 
respect from the foremen, fair competition for higher paid jobs, and a consistent increase 
in pay rate with seniority.  
  
 As Fortunato and Patrosinia explained to me at their home in Sunnyside, they are 
very content with their jobs over at Sainte Michelle. Aside from accruing vacation days 
with each additional year they work, they have a predictable, stable job they can count on 
for years to come. Their wages increase the longer they stay as well. Sainte Michelle has 
four occupational grades ranging from R1 – entry level, harvest and pruning – to R5 – 
supervisory and managerial positions. Each grade has its own pay rate; Patrosinia and 
Fortunato are at R2 and make $9.40 per hour – almost a dollar over minimum wage – 
working with the grapevines. Luis is a tractor driver, an R4 position, and he makes over 
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$11 per hour.170 For Luis, the biggest change that the union has brought has been a more 
respectable workplace. He had previously worked at Chateau Sainte Michelle between 
1978 and 1984, but left because the working conditions were so bad. His boss often 
yelled at him for nothing and he didn’t feel comfortable or relaxed at work.171 With the 
union now, Luis describes, “my boss can’t yell at me, because I can yell back at him.”172 
The union gives a new kind of confidence to farmworkers, which is nearly unheard of 
with the overwhelming competition in seasonal farm labor.  

 
According to Fortunato and Patrosinia, it can be hard for young, single 

farmworkers to understand the benefits of joining a union when the 3% paycheck 
deduction for union dues is the first thing they hear about it.173 Although it may be more 
appealing initially for young and able bodied persons to work under a contract – being 
paid by the bin or by weight – and get to keep 100% of the wages they earn, unions prove 
to be essential to farmworkers with families and older workers who would not be able to 
find other jobs easily in other places.174 Especially important to the older farmworkers are 
the long-term benefits like family health and dental insurance and a small retirement 
pension. Since older farmworkers are less likely to be able to find new jobs, the union is 
integral in securing their jobs at Sainte Michelle. One of the things that the union contract 
at Sainte Michelle does not address is the fact that workers are still not receiving 
overtime pay. Since there is no federal law that requires overtime pay for farmworkers, it 
is nearly impossible to find a vineyard that pays more than the designated wage even at 
50 or 60 hours a week. Workers at Sainte Michelle do receive overtime pay eventually, 
but only starting at 60 hours per week.175 
 
When asked what presents the biggest obstacles for UFW's efforts to advocate for 
farmworkers’ rights, Nicholson frankly stated, “The 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10 is 
grower resistance… growers are a big part of the problem. In all honesty, if the growers 
and their organizations were more proactive then we wouldn’t be facing conditions that 
haven’t changed for decades”176  
 
Nicholson “Governor Gregoire came out in support of our immigration reform legislation 
called Ag Jobs… and due to our advocacy, she was the first governor in the country to 
come out in support of that legislation.177 Washington,  
 
Economic Challenges in Walla Walla  

 
However, Fazio considers the wine industry to be “similar to the rest of 

agriculture. Wine has had a small advantage because you have a built-in value added 
product that you can charge enough money for and people will pay. It has more elastic 
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pricing parameters.”178 He did not make any explicit arguments about how the wine 
industry participates in the Farm Bureau, but focused more on the actual agricultural 
aspect of the wine industry. With the exception of the extra profit margin that wineries 
provide, vineyards more or less follow the same production and labor trends as other 
crops. 

 
Similar to many types of production that were once based here in the United 

States, agricultural production has been increasingly outsourced to places where land, 
labor, and capital are cheaper, like Mexico, Peru, and China. The biggest asparagus plant 
in the world, which used to be located in Dayton, Washington and was relocated to Peru 
in 1994.179 This route is becoming increasingly common in Washington State; asparagus 
went first to Peru, then green onions to China, and it would not be a surprise if apples and 
cherries were to follow. Grape production in particular, competes with New Zealand, 
France, and Mexico.180 During the Great Depression, however, the federal government 
created a system of agricultural price supports that could be used to compensate for this 
type of outsourcing. In an effort to help struggling farmers break even, they set a 
minimum national market price for crops like wheat, corn, and rice. To this day, these 
largely mechanized crops continue to benefit from this federal intervention, whereas 
labor-intensive crops like apples, cherries, and even grapes – and asparagus before them 
– are held back by minimal profit margins that in many respects prevent farmers from 
paying better living wages. Fruit and vegetable growers however, refused to accept 
federal intervention decades ago, and now they are experiencing the effects of 
outsourcing much more substantially. As Dan Fazio, Director of Education and Training 
at the Washington State Farm Bureau, puts it, “the people that are struggling are labor 
intensive agriculture because of the fact that we are competing against Mexico where a 
guy - if he can find a job – makes $8 to 10 a day, and China, where a guy makes $3 a 
day.”181 Outsourcing poses a serious threat to agriculture everywhere, but particularly to 
those crops which depend on large amounts of wage laborers and not machines. Wine 
grapes are no exception, but they do have that higher profit margin when wineries are 
taken into account.  

 
As farmers are struggling with outsourcing, farmworkers are struggling with the 

working conditions that the growers try to ignore because they have other priorities. The 
consequences reach beyond just the grower’s profits though. When there are 
unpredictable conditions for harvest, or the market price for a crop drops, the 
farmworkers are the first ones to feel the effects of the stretched budget. As Eric 
Nicholson, the Northwest Regional Director of UFW, describes, “We’ve seen 
overproduction of apples, cherries, hops…traditionally when the economy gets worse, it 
really gets bad for our members because the low wages they currently get, get further 
depressed and there’s even fewer work available then there is normally.”182 When it is 
too expensive to harvest and the jobs are inaccessible, or when the jobs get outsourced 
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completely, farmworkers experience both fewer hours and lower wages for the hours they 
do work.  
  

For any farm to be successful, there are four necessary inputs: labor, land, water, 
and capital.183 Washington State has a relatively ample supply of the latter three, but 
labor can be extremely unpredictable. In 2006, 40% of farmworkers were “uncertain how 
much longer they [would] work in agriculture,”184 highlighting the unpredictable nature 
of agriculture work even for the farmworkers themselves. When they are unable to 
predict when, where, and how long their next job will be, the growers can’t plan ahead. 
Complementing the Trust’s findings, Fazio noted that, “Right now in Washington State, 
the commodity that is most uncertain is workers, because we don’t have a legal and stable 
supply of workers. Farmers need a legal and stable workforce, and they don’t have it.185” 
Bairstow reiterated Fazio’s concerns, referring to a situation in California where it,  “got 
to the point where the pear growers couldn’t even find people to pick their pears and they 
were just left rotting in the trees. So ag labor in general is just horrible, it’s a bad 
situation.186” Bairstow underscores the importance of having a predictable, workforce 
ready at exactly the right moment to harvest tons and tons of fruit.  
 

Aside from the main issues of a globally competitive labor market and an 
unpredictable work force, Fazio cited three other obstacles for farmers: weather, policy, 
and unions. More than any other industry, agriculture is entirely dependent on nearly 
uncontrollable natural phenomena. As one good season of rain can provide the best crop 
possible, one bad storm can ruin an entire year’s crop yield.187 This type of uncertainty 
means that even with a predictable labor force and a good market price, farmers can lose 
their entire investment at the whim of Mother Nature. Policy also presents a challenge 
when farmers have to adapt to new zoning laws and federal labor laws without sufficient 
adjustment time. Although these laws are designed specifically to protect the 
environment and the workforce, they put further pressure on farmers that are already 
working with often minimal profit margins – making it harder to effectively adjust to the 
new laws in time. Lastly, Fazio complained that union groups like the UFW often 
overlook all the other factors of the agriculture industry by prioritizing labor needs. The 
Farm Bureau may see the UFW as opposition, and vice versa, but both sides are limiting 
their own agency by downplaying the concerns of the other. Fazio shed light on the 
numerable complications that can encourage growers to put their workers’ need at the 
bottom of the rung, but the UFW makes a point that if growers do not actively address 
farmworkers, the agricultural industry will not be able to sustain itself.  
 
How Does the Walla Walla Valley Wine Industry Impact the Local Agriculture 
Community? 
 
Provides Diversified and More Stable Work for Farmworkers in Other Crops 
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According to Burks, having the additional vineyard work “helps us keep our crew 

busy. We’re not picking apples today – we’re waiting for more color – so we’re over here 
doing this. For us, it’s all about keeping your people busy.188” As mentioned above, 
agriculture is extremely unpredictable, be for a lack or excess of labor, natural disasters, 
or an unfavorable market price. The growing wine industry has played a substantial role 
in diminishing the negative effects of these phenomena for the local farmworkers. As 
Burks notes, the wine industry provides them with work when otherwise there may have 
been none, and the more work there is, the more secure farmworkers can feel with their 
jobs.  

 
It is one thing to be able to artificially create jobs to sustain farmworkers’ 

paychecks – as seen in the example above of planting grapes at different levels to take 
advantage of the distinct harvesting times – but it is quite another to be able to create 
profits as well. Burks explains how the increasing vineyard work has benefited his 
business: 
 

One thing that will kill you in the farming industry is to have to create work, just 
to keep them busy… If I’m going to keep them busy, I want them making money, 
but I want to be making money too. I don’t want to be just keeping them busy and 
costing me, because there’s just not that kind of margins in any kind of 
business.189 

 
To reiterate, the profit margins in the agricultural industry are just not that big. Vineyards 
with their own wineries have slightly more leeway in their structural decisions because of 
the increase profit margins, and so they provide a key role in sustaining both workers and 
contractors. It is important to remember though, that not all vineyards do have their own 
wineries or this larger profit margin. In this case, wine grape production is similar to all 
other more mainstream crops in that it is more susceptible to changing wine grape market 
demand and harmful environmental phenomena. 
 
Competition for Farmworkers in Other Crops 
 
 There is suspicion though, that this very positive influence of the wine industry 
may be attributed to the recent economic downturn. Labor is always an unpredictable 
commodity, and often scarce. Echoing what most growers mentioned, Burks also voiced 
his concern about the labor shortage, but this year proved a very different story. He 
stated: 

 
You can’t believe how much it’s changed in the past year, since the economy went 
bad. The grape industry has been good and bad… We were looking at it as bad 
from an apple grower’s standpoint because they were taking our people, but if 
you can implement it to all work together, like I am… I’ve got a crew that I can 
keep busy doing both sides of that. That’s the key. But up until the economy went 
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bad, there was a real shortage of people. The reason there isn’t now isn’t because 
the grape industry has died, but that the trailer manufacturers in Pendleton aren’t 
there anymore... We were all worried, thinking there’s not enough people to go 
around, but this year there has been a huge amount of excess help.190 
 

Just how much of the increase in labor is due to the massive industrial layoffs in the 
surrounding area is unclear, but at least in Burk’s opinion, it made all the difference.  
 
The Uncertain Future for Washington Agriculture 
 

We talk about future flow, what’s going to happen for labor-intensive agriculture 
in the US. Suppose you can click your fingers and legalize all the illegal people 
that are here right now and then say “We’ve created a system where there will be 
no more illegal people, no more unauthorized immigration,” you would need to 
either increase wages to workers to a point where we could compete with other 
seasonal manual work forces in the country – which I don’t think is feasible, or 
we could lose all labor intensive agriculture either by mechanizing or growing 
somewhere else, like what is happening in many other crops OR we could develop 
a program to bring workers here. That would be extremely attractive to us 
because these are people that want to come here. They want to come here and 
work, some of them want to immigrate here and others of them want to come here, 
work, and then go home.191 

 
“It’s not the same quality fruit, but some people are going with machine harvesting, and I 
don’t know if that’s the answer… Our guys can probably send their kids to college, and 
they’re not going to want to come back and work vineyards, so I don’t know what the 
long term situation is.”192 Here, Small makes two important comments. The first is that 
there is no real “plan” for the future of agriculture. Just like the past century, farming is 
getting increasingly mechanized – 
certain Washington vineyards already harvest a portion of their wine grapes by machine – 
and so there is no reliable way to predict the necessary labor force. The second important 
point is that year-round or nearly year-round farm work is stable and better paying, which 
helps farmworker families save money and plan for the future. According to Small, the 
vineyard manager’s kids have a real opportunity for higher education – in part due to the 
stability of their parent’s jobs – and will not want to continue in agriculture.  

 
In conclusion, the wine industry has great potential to serve as a stage for 

farmworkers rights advocacy. Their high profit margins present an opportunity to 
increase farmworker benefits where other crops may not immediately be able to do so. 
Wine grape growers’ relatively new entry into Washington’s long-standing agriculture 
industry makes them ideal candidates to set a precedent for farmworker justice where 
other growers have perhaps been disillusioned by the traditional discourse that opposes 
unionizing efforts and increasing farmworker benefits. Washington’s position as the 
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third-highest agricultural producer in the nation means that any substantial change made 
here would set an example for the national agricultural industry.193 For all these reasons 
and more, it is crucial that the wine industry takes advantage of its potential to advance 
farmworker justice across the country. In order for both Washington’s wine industry and 
the national agriculture industry to thrive both economically and socially, growers and 
farmworkers must work together to create safe and sustainable working conditions for a 
predictable and secure labor force. Through the recommendations below growers, 
farmworkers and even consumers can find ways to spearhead this change.  

 
V. CONCLUSIONS 
 
 This research aims to demonstrate the complex interaction of factors that 
influence the experience and working conditions of farmworkers in both the wine 
industry and the greater agricultural industry. It is clear through in-depth interviews with 
growers, unions, farmworkers, and organizations, that in order to maintain a predictable 
and secure workforce, all of these groups need to work together. My primary research 
demonstrates that men, women, and older workers alike overwhelmingly prefer to work 
in vineyards than in other labor-intensive crops because it is less physically demanding 
and often more relaxed work. Despite its more attractive labor tasks, vineyards are still 
home to many common labor rights abuses. Although my interviews suggest that there 
are greater opportunities for upward mobility in the wine industry for Latino 
farmworkers, it is limited in nature. The farmworkers I interviewed that held managerial 
positions worked substantially longer hours, had less time for breaks, and were under 
much more pressure from their bosses than those farmworkers that worked only in 
pruning and harvesting.194 Heat exposure is the most immediate potential source of health 
problems for vineyard workers because there is no natural, shaded cover, but none of my 
interview participants reported any problems as a result of the heat.195 Wage theft is 
present – if not commonly occurring – in different ways, whether erasing hours from 
paychecks or not permitting farmworkers to take their lunch breaks. The detailed nature 
of vineyard tasks make it more appealing to women but also cause a sort of gender-based 
segregation in the fields that may have deeper ramifications about gender roles at home.  
 
VI. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 Through my research I have outlined specific policy and advocacy 
recommendations to target specific agricultural problems in the wine industry and to 
improve working conditions for farmworkers generally. The following recommendations 
are for growers, farmworkers, federal agencies, consumers, and activists.  
 
Purchase Local Fruits and Vegetables 
Problem: Job Insecurity for Farmworkers 
Actor: Consumers  
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 As noted by the USDA, consumer demand plays a large role in the type and 
quantity of produce that local farmers are willing and able to grow. If Washington 
residents – and this applies to any other agricultural region in the country as well – 
purchase more local fruits and vegetables, they will contribute to increasing job security 
for farmworkers because it will be less likely that these farms and processing plants will 
be outsourced.196 Purchasing local wines will potentially improve the working conditions 
for farmworkers at the local vineyards. However, it is extremely important to note that 
consumer produce choices only directly benefit the growers and do not guarantee more 
just working conditions for the farmworkers unless the growers take the initiative to 
invest in sustainable work practices.  
 
Do Not Exempt Farmworkers from the Food Quality Protection Act/Instate Mandatory 
Cholinesterase for Farmworkers That Work With Pesticides  
Problem: Pesticide Exposure  
Actor: Federal Government  

 
 As shown above, farmworkers are disproportionately exposed to dangerous 
pesticides because they are not covered by the Food Quality Protection Act. Although 
some pesticides are arguably necessary for crop production, and safety precautions can 
drastically mitigate exposure, if chemicals are deemed too dangerous for domestic use, 
then farmworkers should not be exposed to them either. Secondly, the pesticide testing 
now employed in California and Washignton should be extended to the rest of the nation 
through federal policy instead of only at the state level.  
 
Do Not Exempt Farmworkers from the Federal Fair Labor Standards Act 
Problem: Excessive Working Hours 
Actor: Federal Government 

 
Given the physically demanding labor tasks and 8-12 hours that vineyard 

farmworkers work daily, as many farmworkers in other crops do, and taking into 
consideration the substantially larger profit margins that vineyards have, this report 
strongly recommends a reconsideration of the Federal Fair Labor Standards Act that 
exempts farmworkers from overtime pay. As shown in my research, upward mobility for 
farmworkers in the wine industry does not lead necessarily to improve working 
conditions. When the pay is only slighter higher and the hours much longer, managerial 
positions can prove to be more demanding than standard field labor – making overtime 
pay even more essential. 
 
Incorporate Vineyard and Winery Management Skills for Farmworkers to Viticulture 
Program 
Problem: Limited Upward Mobility Options for Farmworkers 
Actor: Walla Walla Community College Viticulture Program (applicable to community 
colleges in all agricultural regions) 
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 As it stands, the Walla Walla Community College Viticulture Program has proved 
to be incredibly successful in recruiting students from all over the country. It has been 
covered in national papers like the Wall Street Journal197 and as “it is promoted and 
marketed to educated people,”198 it has attracted everyone from ambitious college 
graduates, middle-aged adults looking for a lifestyle change, and retired folks exploring a 
new hobby. The only people that have not been actively recruited, however, are those 
already working in the fields. At Woodward Canyon Winery, Small noted that, “we’ve 
never had anybody in the cellar or in the vineyard [go through the viticulture program] 
but in the tasting room,”199 further demonstrating the demographic that is utilizing the 
program. In order to facilitate upward mobility options for Latino vineyard workers, it is 
crucial to inform and actively recruit the people that are already working the fields. If 
they could enter into the degree program at the WWCC, Latino farmworkers could 
improve their vineyard management skills and gain access to higher paying positions in 
the industry where they have worked for years.  
 
Provide Structures That Provide Shade and Drinking Water on Farms and Vineyards 
Problem: Heat Exposure 
Actor: Growers 
 
 Dozens of farmworkers have died in just the past twenty years from heat exposure 
in the fields.200 For vineyard workers in particular, it is crucial that there is a shady place 
to escape the sun’s heat at the height the harvest season. When workers have quick and 
easy access to shade and drinking water, they will be less likely to experience 
dehydration, sunstroke, or any number of the more long-term health consequences of heat 
exposure as outlined above. Since vineyard workers cannot depend on the shade of the 
trees to protect them, they are especially in need of these types of structures.  
 
Comprehensive immigration reform 
Problem: Job Insecurity and Rights Violations 
Actor: Federal Government  
 
 Growers and farmworkers agree that a stable and predictable workforce is key in 
order to sustain the largest employment sector in our state.201 Currently, immigration 
status plays a large role in determining the access that farmworkers have to social 
services and in the confidence they have in reporting abuses when they do occur. A legal 
workforce would not only lessen the potential exploitation of this group, but it would also 
help growers plan for long-term crop investments, like whether to plant vineyards or 
apple orchards for example.  

Facilitate Unionizing Efforts on Farms and Vineyard of All Production Sizes  
Problem: Labor Rights Violations/Fear to Report Abuses 
Actor: Unions, Advocacy Groups, Universities, NGOs 
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 The testimonies by the unionized vineyard workers demonstrate the significant 
benefits that unionizing has brought to employees. When farmworkers, and employees in 
general, can count on the support of the union, they are more confident and more secure 
in their workplace. They are no longer as vulnerable to exploitative and confusing rights 
violations like wage theft and 12-hour days without breaks, and when these violations do 
occur, they can depend on the union to fight theses abuses. In addition, farmworkers can 
collectively bargain for benefits like health and dental insurance, paid vacation days, and 
possibly overtime pay. 
 
Reinstate Federal Agricultural Price Supports for Labor-Intensive Crops 
Problem: Unpredictable Weather Conditions/Small Profit Margin for Growers 
Actor: Federal Government 
 
 As history shows, federal intervention saved crops like wheat and corn during the 
great depression, and continues to provide important support for those industries today. 
Providing federal price supports for labor-intensive crops like cherries, apples, and grapes 
is one way to lessen the cost burdens for farmers. Farmworkers are the first to feel the 
effects of natural disasters, in the form of less available work hours and lower wages, and 
having the greater profit margin that price supports would protect farmworkers from the 
unpredictable consequences of early frosts and other uncontrollable natural phenomena.  
 
Provide Infrastructure Where Farmworkers Can Confidentially Report Labor Rights 
Violations  
Problem: Fear to Rebort Abuses (Particularly for Undocumented Farmworkers) 
Actor: Unions/Local Labor and Latino Rights Groups 

 
Regardless of their immigration status and documents, farmworkers need a secure 

environment where they can report labor rights violations and concerns under conditions 
of anonymity without threatening their jobs or livelihoods. When I asked Bairstow how 
Broetje determined what the most important needs were for the farmworkers, and he said 
simply, “We asked them.”202 Although even well-intentioned growers cannot expect to 
always get simple and direct answers from their employees, in this very concise response, 
Bairstow drives home a very important point – that in order to make the workforce more 
socially responsible, company managers need to get input from the workers themselves. 
This means that workers need to organize so that they feel comfortable is openly 
expressing their needs and concerns and so that managers take what they have to say 
seriously, as did Chateau Sainte Michelle. This is true in every labor sector, but 
especially in farm labor – where often times the labor force is migratory and changing – it 
is imperative that the worker’s have a voice in the policies and practices adopted to 
address their needs.  
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APPENDIX A Ð Interview Questions for Farmworkers in the Wine Industry 



 
• Can you tell me how your got your job at this winery or vineyard?  

o Was it hard to find? Is there a lot of competition for farm work jobs? 
o Who helped you find it? Do you have relatives that do similar work? 
o How long have you been working here? 
o Do you feel secure with this job? Why or why not?  

• Where did you work before the vineyards?  
o Was it still farm work? 
o Which type of work do you prefer? Apples, cherries, grapes, or another 

crop? What are the things about it that you prefer? 
o What are the differences in the types of work you do in each crop? 
o What do you least like about your job? Do you have a particular 

experience to describe it? 
• What kinds of specific tasks do you do in the vineyards? 

o Can you tell me the kinds of physical movements you have to do during 
planting? harvesting? Pruning? Irrigation? 

o Can you tell me about times you may have to work in awkward or 
uncomfortable physical positions?  

o Can you tell me about any heavy lifting that you have to do? 
o Do you use any chemicals in the fields or have contact with them?  
o How do these kinds of jobs make you feel, physically? 
o Do you feel like they have had any affect on your health? 

• How does vineyard work vary for men and women? 
o What are the specific differences do you experience?  
o Are your wages different? The tools you use? Your work schedule? Your 

relationship with your boss? 
o How do these differences affect your life? With your family? (i.e. 

childcare) With your health?  
• How do you feel about your overall health? 

o Do you have any particular health concerns? 
o Does anyone you know or work with have health concerns? 
o Can you tell me about a time when you thought you had a health problem 

related to the work you were doing in the vineyards?  
o How about in apples, pears, cherries, or a different crop?   

• Can you tell me about a time you have been injured at work in a vineyard? 
o Did you ask for help? Why or why not? 

!  Was there help available from your employer or another group? 
!  Where did you go for assistance? 

o How did your injury affect your work? Your life? Your family? 
o Is your injury still a problem or has is healed fully? 

• What kind of home do you have and where is it located? 
o How much of your monthly income goes towards rent? 
o What are some of the things you like and dislike about your housing? 

!  Electricity, plumbing, lighting, location/distance from work, 
heating, mold, pests, size, sanitation, cost, availability  

o Do you live there year round? 



o How do you get to work everyday?  
o How many people live in your house? Are they relatives? Is it 

comfortable? 
• Can you tell me about the wages and benefits you get working here?  

o How do you get paid? And how often? How much do you earn? Are there 
chances to start earning more, if you work here longer? 

o How is the pay here different from the pay in other crops like apples or 
cherries? How important is that to you? 

o Do you feel like you get a fair wage compared to other agricultural jobs 
you have had, or to the wages that your friends or family get? 

o Do you receive services like workers compensation? Health insurance?  
o How are these benefits different from your work in other crops? 

• What do you think is good about being in a union? What is not so good? 
o Are you in a labor union? Why or why not?  

o How (has/do you think) the union has impacted (your life/the lives of 
farmworkers) at work and at home? 

• Have you ever used social services? Why or why not? 
o Which ones? (Welfare, food stamps, free health clinics or medical 

coupons, job searches)  
• What do you do when you are not working? 

o Is there anything you would like to be doing that you can’t? 
!  Why not? Health? Time? Language? Distance? Family? 

Education? 
• Can you tell me about your family life? 

o Do you still have close family in Mexico?  
!  How often do you get to see them? 
!  Do you send them money each month, how much? 

o Do you have any kids? 
!  Does your working in the vineyards have any special impact on 

them, good or bad? What about in cherries or apples? 
!  What hopes and goals do you have for them? 
!  Do you think they should finish school, or go to college, or 

continue in farm work? Why do you feel that way? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 



APPENDIX B Ð Interview Questions for Farmworkers in the Wine Industry Ð 
Spanish 

 
• ÀC—mo lleg— a trabajar en esta vi–a?  

o ¿Tuvo problemas en conseguir tu posición? ¿Hay mucha competencia para 
trabajar en el campo? 

o Como lo encontró? Tiene parientes o amigos que hacen trabajo parecido? 
o Por cuánto tiempo ha sida trabajando acá?  
o ¿Se siente seguro con este trabajo? ¿Por qué? 

• ÀEn donde trabaj— antes de ac‡? 
o ¿También era trabajo agrícola? 
o ¿Cual tipo de trabajo prefiere? ¿la manzana, la cereza, la uva, otro cultivo? 

¿Cuáles son las cosas que prefiere? 
o ¿Cuáles son las diferencias entre las tareas que hace en cada cultivo? 
o ¿Qué le gusta menos de su trabajo? Tiene una experiencia específica para 

describirlo? 
• ÀCu‡les son las tareas espec’ficas que hace en las vi–as? 

o ¿Puede contarme sobre los movimientos físicos que tiene que hacer 
durante la plantación? ¿La cosecha, la poda, el riego? 

o Puede contarme cuando tiene que trabajar en una posición física 
incomoda? ¿tiene que levantar mucho peso a menudo? 

o ¿Usa químicos, insecticidas o tiene en contacto con ellos en su trabajo? 
o ¿Cómo le hacen sentir físicamente estos tipos de tareas? 
o ¿Siente que le han afectado su salud? 

• Como es distinto el trabajo en las vinas para las mujeres y los hombres? 
o Cuáles son las diferencias específicas que experimenta? 
o Son distintos los sueldos? Las herramientas que se usan? El horario de 

trabajo? La relación con el patrón? 
o Como le afectan su vida estas diferencias? A su familia? A su salud? 

• ÀC—mo se siente sobre su salud en general? 
o ¿Tiene alguna preocupación específica sobre su salud? 
o ¿Conoce a alguien con quien trabaja que tiene algún problema de salud? 
o ¿Me podría contar sobre un tiempo cuando pensaba que tenía un problema 

de salud relacionado a su trabajo en las viñas, en los ranchos de manzana, 
pera, o cereza? 

• Me podr’a contar sobre un tiempo cuando le ha sido lastimado en una vina? 
o Pidió ayuda? Por qué? 

!  ¿A dónde fue por asistencia?  
!  ¿Había ayuda disponible por parte de su jefe u otro grupo? 

o ¿Cómo  le afecto en su trabajo, su vida y su familia? 
o ¿Continua enfermo o está curado? 

• ÀQuŽ tipo de hogar tiene, y donde est‡ ubicado? 
o Cuanto paga por la renta? Cuánto gana por mes? 
o Cuáles son las cosas que le gustan sobre su casa? Las que no le gustan? 

!  Electricidad, ubicación/distancia de la granja, calefacción, insectos, 
tamaño, precio, disponibilidad, las cañerías, moho, la sanidad 



o ¿Vive en el mismo lugar todos los meses? 
o ¿Cómo llega a la granja para trabajar todos los días? 
o ¿Cuántas personas viven con usted? ¿Son parientes? ¿Es cómodo? 

• ÀMe podr’a contar sobre su sueldo y los beneficios que recibe ac‡? 
o ¿Cómo le pagan? ¿Con que frecuencia? ¿Cuánto gana?  
o ¿Hay oportunidades de ganar más, si se queda por más tiempo? 
o ¿Es distinta la forma de pago en la producción de uvas que de otros 

cultivos? ¿le importa eso? 
o Piensa que recibe un sueldo justo en comparación con otros trabajos que 

ha tenido? Con los sueldos que ganan sus amigos o parientes? 
o ¿Recibe servicios como seguro medico, o la indemnización por riesgo de 

trabajo? 
o ¿Cuáles son las diferencias de estos beneficios en otros cultivos? 

• Que piensa es lo bueno de las uniones? Que es lo malo? 
o Está en una unión de trabajadores? Por qué? 
o Como le ha afectado la unión en su vida, en el trabajo y en el hogar? 

• ÀHa usado los servicios sociales? 
o ¿Cuáles? (welfare, vales de comida, clínicas de salud o vales médicos, 

búsquedas de trabajo) ¿Por qué?  
• ÀQuŽ haces cuando no est‡ trabajando? 

o Hay algo que le gustaría estar haciendo que no haces?  
!  Por qué no? Tiempo, distancia, idioma, familia, educación, falta de 

interés, horario. 
• ÀMe podr’a contar sobre su vida familiar? 

o ¿Todavía tiene familiares cercanos en México? 
!  ¿con que frecuencia los puede ver? 
!  ¿Les manda dinero cada mes? ¿Cuánto? 

o ¿Tiene hijos? 
!  ¿Hay algún impacto, bueno o malo en ellos por su trabajo en las 

viñas? ¿es distinto que en los otros cultivos? 
!  ¿Cuales esperanzas o metas tiene para ellos? 
!  ¿Cree que deberían terminar el colegio, ir a la universidad, o seguir 

en los ranchos? ¿por qué? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
APENDIX C Ð Interview Questions for Erik Nicholson, United Farm Workers 

 
• How did you get involved at UFW? 

o What is your position, and what do you do? 
o Why do you feel so passionate about these issues? 
o Why are you working on this side of the farmer-laborer system, and not 

vice versa? 
• WhatÕs going on with UFWÕs activism? 

o How is that similar or different specific to the wine grape industry? 
o What kinds of labor rights abuses have you noticed as the most frequently 

occurring in the agricultural industry in general? 
o Who are you working with to address these issues or abuses? 

• Have there been any communities that were successful in organizing? 
o What are the main obstacles for organizing farm workers in the wine 

industry? 
o How are growers helping or hindering the process?  

!  Are these problems similar to other crops? 
!  What is being done to overcome these problems? 

• What is your general impression of the Washington wine industry and wine grape 
growers? 

o Are they progressive and supportive of farm worker issues or do they tend 
not to associate themselves with that aspect of the industry? 

o Does the grape/wine industry views themselves as part of the ag country.  
(Again it could be that they want to be more uppity snobby types and the 
ag industry doesn’t really help create that image they would like.) 

•  
• How and why is the UFW particularly involved with the wine grape industry in 

Washington? 
o What are the current most pressing labor issues is the ag industry in 

Washington state? 
o What have been the biggest barriers in your involvement? 
o How do these issues compare to the wine grape sector? 
o How do they compare to other crop growers in Washington state? 

• Who might you recommend to talk in more detail about particularities of the wine 
grape industry? Growers? Farm workers? 

o Who else in the community has been supportive of your work? 
o Are there any groups who have no been supportive? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

APPENDIX D - Interview Questions for Growers 
 

• What kinds of characteristics have you observed in the ag industry? 
o Do the Grape Growers Association and such wine associations collaborate 

much with other parts of the agricultural industry? 
o  Is there a lot of competition for farm work jobs? 

!  Do you think workers feel secure with their jobs? 
o What are the main concerns currently within the industry?’ 

!  Unions, labor rights, labor shortages, harvesting, weather 
!  How are these different in the wine industry? Do the workers face 

the same needs and concerns? 
!  Have you noticed a trend in crop preference? Why do you think 

that is? (pay, location, specific labor tasks) 
o What are the differences in the types of work in each crop? 

• What do you think are the main labor needs for farm workers? 
o Health issues, housing, immigration status, education opportunities, 

childcare, social services, language barriers, community involvement and 
inclusion, etc. 

o How do these compare in the wine industry to other crops? 
o What are the differences in physical movement between tree fruits, ground 

crops, and wine grapes for daily labor tasks? 
• Are you familiar at all with the Walla Walla CC Enology and Viticulture 

Program? 
o Have any of your employees completed the program? 

• How do you feel about the overall health of farm workers? 
o Are there any particular health concerns more frequent than others?  

• What is your impression of what workers do when they are injured? 
o Where did they go for assistance? Is there help available from employers 

or another group? 
o How did it affect their life, work and family?  

• Where do most farm workers live?  
o What are any concerns you might have about the quality of their housing 

situation? 
!  Electricity, plumbing, lighting, location/distance from work, 

heating, mold, pests, size, sanitation, cost, availability  
o Do they tend to live there year round? 
o How do they get to work everyday?  
o How many people live in their homes? Are they relatives?  

• Can you tell me about the wages and benefits you provide for your 
farmworkers? 

o How do you pay them? How often? Are there chances to start earning 
more, if they work here longer? 

o How is the pay here different from the pay in other crops like apples or 
cherries?  



o Do they receive services like workers compensation? Health insurance?  
o How are these benefits different from work in other crops? 

• Do they ever use social services?  
o Which ones? (Welfare, food stamps, free health clinics or medical 

coupons, job searches) Why or why not?  
• Can you tell me about their family lives? 

o Does working in the vineyards have any special impact on your 
employees’ families, good or bad? What about in cherries or apples? 

o What aspirations do your farmworkers have for their kids? 
!  Do you think they want them to finish school, or go to college, or 

continue in farm work? Why? 
o Do they still have close family in Mexico?  

!  How often do they get to see them? 
 
 
 

APPENDIX E Ð Interviews 
 
Bairstow, Roger.  Broetje Orchards. [10-9-09] 
Burks, Dennis. [10-16-09] 
Fazio, Dan. Washington State Farm Bureau. [10-23-09] 
Foster, Caleb. Buty Winery, Walla Walla, WA. [10-14-09] 
Gempler, Mike.  
Gifford, Kevan.  
Klicker, Mark. Washington State Farm Bureau.  
Muriel  
Nicholson, Erik. National Vice President, United Farm Workers. [10-23-09] 
Small, Darcey. General Manager, Woodward Canyon Winery.  
Walliser, Tom. [interview file erased] 
 
 
Farmworkers from Chateau Sainte Michelle, Woodward Canyon Winery, Pepper Bridge 
Orchard and Vineyard, Leonetti Cellars, and others.  
 
Luiz Gutierrez. Chateau Sainte Michelle. [11-25-09] 
Fortunato Tapia. Chateau Sainte Michelle. [11-25-09] 
Patrosinia Tapia. Chateau Sainte Michelle. [11-25-09] 
 
Pseudonyms are used to protect the farmworkers’ identity: 
 
Fernando [10-27-09]  
Andres [11-9-09] 
Mariela [11-17-09] 
Isabela  [11-17-09] 
Lila [11-6-09] 
Gasto – Orchard Homes, Milton Freewater, OR – [11-2-09] 



Jorge [11-2-09] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX F Ð Economic Impact of Washington Wine, Grapes, and Grape Juice 
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APPENDIX G Ð Washington StateÕs Active Vineyard Regions 
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