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The Agricultural Job Opportunity, Benefits, and Security Act

Many of the jobs filled by illegal immigrants continue to be ones that most citizens and other legal residents are unwilling to take.  Often these are the most labor intensive kinds of jobs, such as work on farms.  Some employers hire illegal immigrants with full knowledge of their status, while others may not be aware of it because forged documents are relatively easy to obtain.  Most employers prefer to hire legal workers, even if it means paying them more, while others are no doubt taking advantage of illegal workers by paying them below market wages and exposing them to sub par working conditions.

This is a bad situation for almost everyone involved.  We need to make it more difficult for illegal aliens to cross our borders and reduce the economic incentives - from both employer and employee perspectives - to crossing illegally.  I do not know if a guestworker program can be properly designed to ensure quick access to guest workers when employers need them and quick egress by workers when the demand for their labor has ended, and to ensure that employers treat guest workers fairly and are more accountable for them.  If the H-2A program could be reformed to effectively meet the demand for foreign workers with a legally registered supply, it might reduce the incentives that illegal immigrants currently have to cross our borders. 

I am a cosponsor of the Agricultural Job Opportunity, Benefits, and Security Act (H.R. 3142), which would streamline the current H-2A program to make it easier for employers to recruit H-2A workers when they need them.  The intent of the bill is to provide a stable, legal agricultural workforce and extend basic legal protections and better working conditions to more workers.   

The bill also proposes to permit illegal immigrants who can document agricultural work history to become temporary legal residents, and would allow them to become permanent legal residents after additional work requirements were met.  While this aspect of the bill can be seen as problematic, because it appears to reward illegal immigration.  The bill's sponsors, on the other hand, argue that an earned adjustment in immigration status is appropriate for many illegal farm workers because of the important contribution they make to the farm economy, because they and their families have already become integrated into their communities, and because our current immigration policies make it very difficult for farmworkers to enter the country legally, even when they are needed.

H.R. 3142 has been referred to the House Judiciary Subcommittee on Immigration, Border Security, and Claims.  No hearings have been scheduled at this time.  
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