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Mexican Braceros and US Farm Workers 
The Bracero program refers to 
agreements between the US and 
Mexican governments that allowed 
Mexican workers to fll seasonal jobs 
on US farms. Both the 1917-21 and 
the 1942-64 Bracero programs were 
begun in wartime and continued 
after WWI and WWII ended. Second, 
there were gaps between program 
regulations and workplace realities 
that became apparent over time and 
contributed to US decisions to end 
both programs. 

The third major Bracero impact 
reinforced the adage that there is 
nothing more permanent than tem-
porary workers. US farm employers 
adjusted to the availability of Bra-
ceros and planted more crops that 
relied on low-cost hand labor. Mean-
while, Mexicans workers became 
accustomed to higher wage US jobs, 
setting the stage for large-scale 

Mexico-US migration after the legal 
guest worker programs ended. Over 
10 percent of the 130 million people 
born in Mexico live in the US, and 
some of the large-scale Mexico-US 
migration in the 1980s, 1990s, and 
2000s can be traced to the migration 
networks established during earlier 
Bracero programs. 

WWI Braceros 

The frst Bracero program allowed 
farmers in the western US to recruit 
and employ “otherwise inadmissible 
aliens” to work on farms (and rail-
roads) beginning in May 1917; the US 
entered WWI in April 1917.  The avail-
ability of these frst Mexican Brace-
ros, who were employed mostly to 
thin, weed, and harvest sugar beets, 
encouraged growers to plant more 
sugar beets. 

No Dogs, Negroes, Mexicans sign 

Source: www.loc.gov/exhibits/civil-rights-act/images/cr0024_enlarge.jpg 

The US Department of Labor 
required farmers who wanted to 
employ Braceros to obtain certif-
cation from their local Employment 
Service ofce that there were not 
sufcient US workers to fll the jobs 
they ofered. The written contracts 
farmers had with Braceros ofered 
the same wages that were paid 
“for similar labor in the community 
in which the admitted aliens are to 
be employed.” Braceros received 
six-month work permits that could 
be renewed once, and had to leave 
the US at the end of their contracts 
“at no cost to the US government.” 
However, many farmers did not pay 
return transportation, and some Bra-
ceros stayed in the US. 

The 1917-21 Bracero program ended 
with mixed results. Farmers wanted 
Mexican workers, and the Mexi-
can government wanted jobs for 
peasants who had been displaced 
during the 1910-17 civil war. However, 
some Braceros returned to Mexico 
with few savings because of debts 
incurred to the stores located in 
employer-operated housing camps. 
Braceros often faced discrimination, 
as with “no dogs or Mexicans” signs 
in some rural stores and restaurants. 
After the program ended in 1921, 
Mexicans continued to enter the US 
illegally, and the establishment of 
the Border Patrol in 1924 did little to 
impede their movement. 

The Great Depression 

The 1930s were marked by farm 
labor surpluses. As the unemploy-
ment rate rose toward 25 percent, 
some 300,000 Mexicans who had 
arrived in the 1920s, as well as their 
US-born children, were repatriated 
or returned to Mexico between 1930 
and 1933 by state and local police in 
California and other states to open 
jobs for US workers. The Mexi-
can government cooperated with 
the repatriation, hoping to beneft 
from the return of citizens who had 
gained agricultural and industrial 
expertise in the US. 
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The Grapes of Wrath flm (1940) 

California had 5.7 million residents 
in 1930, and Dust Bowl migration 
brought 1.3 million Okies and Arkies 
to the state, most between 1935 and 
1940, increasing California’s popula-
tion by 25 percent. Steeped in the 
Jefersonian family farm ideal, some 
Dust Bowl migrants approached 
California farmers and asked for 
work, expecting to be treated as 
hired hands who would live and work 
alongside large fruit and vegetable 
farmers and later become fruit and 
vegetable farmers themselves. 

Dust Bowl migrants soon learned 
that California’s commercial farms 
hired crews of seasonal workers 
when they were needed, not year-
round hired hands. Many Dust Bowl 
migrants wound up in tent camps 
known as Hoovervilles, named for 
ex-President Hoover who many 
believed had done too little to cush-
ion the efects of the Depression. 
Dust Bowl migrants were US citizens, 
and there was concern that Hoover-
villes could become a breeding 
ground for Communists and others 
who wanted to organize Americans 

to support major changes to the 
socio-economic system, prompting 
the creation of federally funded 
farm worker housing centers, one of 
which served as a backdrop for John 
Steinbeck’s 1939 novel, The Grapes 
of Wrath. 

The late 1930s were unique in Cal-
ifornia farm labor history because 
the majority of seasonal farm work-
ers were white US citizens. Senator 
Robert La Follette, Jr. (R-WI from 
1925-46) chaired the Senate’s Sub-
committee of the Education and 
Labor Committee Investigating 
Violations of Free Speech and the 
Rights of Labor (1936-1941) and held 
hearings that included 

La Follette concluded that California 
agricultural associations enlisted 
state and local law enforcement to 
hold down wages and prevent farm 
workers from organizing unions. La 
Follette recommended that federal 
labor relations and protective labor 
laws that covered nonfarm private 
sector workers be extended to 
cover farm workers, or at least those 
who were employed on farms that 
received federal subsidies. 

World War II 

Instead of farm labor reforms, the 
outbreak of WWII allowed many Dust 
Bowl migrants to join the military or 
fnd nonfarm jobs, prompting farmers 
to complain of labor shortages and 
the US and Mexican governments 
to launch another Bracero program 
that began to admit Mexican work-
ers in September 1942. This wartime 
Bracero program was expected to 
expand quickly and then shrink as 
soldiers returned. However, the pro-
gram expanded slowly, to 62,200 in 
1944. The number of Braceros shrank 
to less than 20,000 in 1947, but illegal 
immigration surged. 

During WWII, there was about one 
apprehension for each Bracero 
admission. By 1947, there were 10 

apprehensions for each admis-
sion, as both farmers and workers 
learned that they could save money 
by fnding each other outside the 
legal guest worker system. Farmers 
realized they did not have to pay 
transportation costs for unauthorized 
workers, and US workers and unau-
thorized Mexicans did not have to 
be paid the $0.30 an hour minimum 
wages stipulated in Bracero con-
tracts. Mexicans who arrived illegally 
avoided the bribes that often had to 
be paid to gain entrance to Bracero 
recruitment centers. Legal immigra-
tion from Mexico peaked in 1956. 

President Truman’s Commission on 
Migratory Labor studied the efects 
of wartime Braceros on the wages 
of US workers and concluded that 
Braceros had “depressed farm 
wages and, therefore, had been 
detrimental to domestic labor.” The 
Commission was especially critical 
of what it called “drying out of wet-
backs,”  the process of apprehending 
unauthorized Mexicans, returning 
them to the Mexico-US border, and 
admitting them with Bracero con-
tracts and visas. Between 1947 and 
1949, 74,600 Mexican Braceros were 
admitted and “142,000 wetbacks 
already in the US were legalized by 
being put under contract.” 

Like the LaFollette Committee, the 
Truman Commission recommended 
that farm workers be covered by 
the Fair Labor Standards Act that 
establishes minimum wages and 
the National Labor Relations Act 
that gives workers union organizing 
rights. The Commission recom-
mended sanctions on US employers 
who hired unauthorized workers and 
eforts to persuade US farmers to 
employ more US workers rather than 
more Braceros. 

Congress rejected the Commis-
sion’s recommendations and instead 
enacted the Migratory Labor Agree-
ment (PL 78) in July 1951, which 
is often considered the Bracero 



 

 

program because most Braceros The ratio of unauthorized Mexicans apprehended to Bracero admissions was
arrived under its auspices. President almost 10 in 1947, almost seven in 1950, and over four in 1953. There was 1.1 
Truman wanted PL 78 to require the apprehension for each admission between 1942 and 1964
same wages and conditions for US 

Year Braceros Apprehensions Immigrants Apps/Braceroand Bracero workers, but Congress 
1942 4,203 11,784 2,378 2.8rejected his recommendation and 

required a minimum wage only for 1943 52,098 11,175 4,172 0.2 

Braceros. Congress also rejected 1944 62,170 31,174 6,598 0.5 

employer sanctions via the infamous 1945 49,454 69,164 6,702 1.4 
Texas proviso: “illegally harboring or 1946 32,043 99,591 7,146 3.1 
concealing an illegal entrant” was 1947 19,632 193,657 7,558 9.9 
made a felony, but employing unau- 1948 35,345 192,779 8,384 5.5 
thorized workers was neither harbor- 1949 107,000 288,253 8,803 2.7 
ing or concealing them. 

1950 67,500 468,339 6,744 6.9 

1951 192,000 509,040 6,153 2.7The PL 78 Bracero program had 
1952 197,100 528,815 9,079 2.7the same major features of earlier 
1953 201,380 885,587 17,183 4.4Bracero programs and the current 
1954 309,033 1,089,583 30,645 3.5H-2A program. Farm employers who 
1955 398,650 254,096 43,702 0.6wanted to hire Braceros needed 

certifcation from DOL that they had 1956 445,197 87,696 61,320 0.2 

tried and failed to fnd US workers 1957 436,049 59,918 49,321 0.1 

while ofering prevailing wages. 1958 432,857 53,474 26,721 0.1 
Furthermore, DOL had to certify that 1959 437,643 45,336 22,909 0.1 
the presence of the Bracero workers 1960 315,846 70,684 32,708 0.2 
would not adversely afect similar US 1961 291,420 88,823 41,476 0.3 
workers. 1962 194,978 92,758 55,805 0.5 

1963 186,865 88,712 55,986 0.5
The federal government in the mid-

1964 177,736 86,597 34,448 0.51950s tried to persuade farm employ-
1942-64 4,646,199 5,307,035 545,941 1.1ers to hire legal Braceros and tried 

to remove unauthorized Mexicans. Source: Congressional Research Service. 1980 

DOL made it easier for farmers to be 
agus, lemons, lettuce, and toma-certifed to employ Braceros, while 
toes between 1956 and 1958 were The Bracero program was ended forGeneral Joseph Swing led Opera-
Braceros. In 1959, the employment many reasons, including the mech-tion Wetback, which involved Border 
of Braceros peaked at 275,000 in anization of cotton and sugar beetPatrol agents and state and local 
October, when 137,000 or half of all harvesting, economic evidence thatpolice searching for and removing 
Braceros were employed in Texas, the presence of Braceros reducedover 1.1 million unauthorized Mexi-
mostly to harvest cotton. By 1962, the wages of US farm workers, and cans in 1954. 
peak Bracero employment had fallen political agreement that ending 
to 106,000 in September, including competition in the felds betweenBracero workers dominated the 
72,000 or 68 percent in California. Braceros and US farm workers would harvesting of many commodities 
Legacies beneft Mexican Americans. The USin the mid-1950s. Over half of the 

Department of Labor, under Presi-workers harvesting California aspar-
dents Eisenhower and Kennedy, con-

The Bracero share of harvest workers in selected California cluded that farm wages did not rise 
in areas where Braceros dominatedcommodities, 1955-58 (%) 
the farm workforce, that is, Braceros 

Commodity 1955 1956 1957 1958 were adversely afecting US farm 
Asparagus 39 55 62 56 workers. 
Lemons 70 71 82 82 

Lettuce 74 63 86 61 The Mexican government and US 
Tomatoes 67 79 75 73 growers in the early 1960s pleaded 

Source: CA EDD for the Bracero program to continue. 



Jan. F eb. Mar. Apr. M ay Jun e July Au g. Sept. Oct . Nov : Dec. 
~------ -- -- -- -- - -- --- -- - - - - --- -- - --- --

1959 
United States . 61. 7 60. 5 66. 7 77. 4 111. 8 133. 8 128. 1 1113. 6 223. 7 275. 3 174. 4 84. 6· 

Arizona ...• . _ .... - . 6. 3 4. 8 6. 4 9.9 9. 8 7. 1 3.4 5. 7 
Arltansas . • --··· ·-· .••......•••• •. ... ·-···· .3 5. 4 2.3 . 6 
California •••.. ___ .. 27. 6 28.5 32.0 39. 4 59. 2 57.6 49.5 59. 2 
Colorado ___ . .. . ·· - - ---- ·· ·-·-·· -·-- - - ______ 2. 0 5. 7 1. 5 2. 7 

g:~------------·---·----·-----·-----------·. 2· --·· . 2- -- (1) -- - - (1) --
Indiana ____________ ----·-·----- -·---- - - ---- - - ----- . 1 . 1 . 5 
Iowa _______________ ______ ---·-· -- --- · ______ --- --·· ------- (t) . 1 Kansas__________________________________________________ (1) (') 
Kentucky ________ .- --·-- ______ - · ··--·-·---_______ . 1 (1) 
Micbigan __ • __ •• ___ ·· --·- - - ···- ·· --- - ______ -- ---·- 3. 4 4. 0 11. 0 
Mlnnesota. ________ -- ---· - -···· ____________ · - -- -- · (1) (l) . 1 
Missouri _ •. ___ •• __ . ··- - - - ···· ·- ----· - -·- --- · --·- - - .1 . 1 

13. 1 
20. 9 
82. 1 
2. 2 
1.1 
. 1 
.2 

(1) 
(1) 

. 3 
1.1 
. 1 
. 7 

15.4 
39.0 
59.6 

.9 

.6 

16. 3 12. 3 · 
13. 9 ·--- ·- • 
33.1 28. 7 

. 1 ·- ·· - -

. 1 -·- - --· · - - ·--
(1) (1) 

• 4 (1) ··-··- . 
• 8 · · · ·-·- ·- - - - - . 
. 1 (1) · -··--

1.1 --· - ··- ·---·-
Montana .. -•- -··· · · ·- --· -- --· ·-·- - -----·- - 1.3 2.2 .2 ·-----· ·-- --·- ·-- -·-· ·· --·-- - - - - ·-
Nebraska ....... - .. ·· ·- ·· ··---- -· -·-- --·-·- . 2 2. I . 1 
Nevada •. - - •··-···- (1) -- -··- ______ -- - ·-- .1 . 1 . 1 (1) (1) (l) (1) (l) 
New Mexico- -· - · ·· . 3 2. 7 3. 5 3. 5 3. 7 5. 1 5. I 5. I 8. 2 19. 5 15. 5 5.2 
North Dakota _____ - ·-·--·-······-- -- ···----- -·--- (1) (1) --- -·-- --- --·- · · -·--· ·· - · ·· · - ···--
0!1ll!On-. -- --·-·· -- - · - --- ______ - -·· -· ··· · -- ·---- -- -----· - -·-- - -- · ------ .4 ··-- - -· ·- -·-·- -·· -· · 
South Dakota _____ ··------··---- - --··----·-··· --- .2 Tennessee- -·· ·· -·- --- --· ____________ ·····-_ ______ . 4 . 3 .7 . 8 .3 ·-· · -· ' 
Texas __ ·· · ·· ·-- -·-- 24. 5 24. 4 24. 9 24. 6 34. 7 42. 6 60. 7 107. 2 91. 8 136. 7 95. 2 38. 3 
Utah--. -----· -----· --·---·- ------- -· (1) . 2 .3 
W1'oonsin.·--·---· -· -· ·· -·-- -- --- ·- - ···-·· - ------ (1) 
Wyoming_··-- - -· - --· - · ·· -- - -·- - -- · - · --·· - · . 1 1. 2 

. 3 . 4 . 4 . 3 -- -· -·· - ·--·-

. 2 . 8 . 2 . 1 -···- · · ···· · -

. l (1) (1) ---·--- - ·- - --- -- -··-

Jan . Feb. Mar. Apr. May Jun e July Aug. Sept. Oct . Nov. D ec . 
-- -----+--1-- -- -- -- - - -- - - -- ---1-- --1---

1961 
United States_. 52. 0 47. 4 46. 4 54. 5 r 78. 4 108. 5 98. 3 111. I 146. 8 208. 5 129. 8 64. 1 

Arizona _______ •• ___ 6. 9 5. 4 5. 6 8. 9 7. 3 7. 1 3. I 3. 6 8. 6 10. 9 10. 5 8. 9 
.A.rkans11S.-·-··--· · -·-·-· -····- -·---- --··-· .5 10.8 10.7 . 4 .4 20. 9 10.6 ·- ·- - -California ____ . _____ 20. 3 19. 3 18. 5 23. 0 39. 3 43. I 36. 4 39. 0 59. 4 61. 6 24. 2 17. 2 
Colorado •• _ •• ___ ._ -·· - ·· -·- - -- ·----· -·---· 1. O 6. 6 2. 7 3. 4 3. 4 1. 1 - ·-·- ·· _____ _ 
Geo~a-·- ···· --- -- -·---· ----·- ______ -··--- -- -···· --···· - · --··- - -- -·-·- . 8 --·- --· --·---
Illinois ______ •••• --. ···--- ---··- -··-·- -···-· -- · -·-- (l) _______ ·--·--· . l _______ ---- -·- - ·----
Indi ana ____ · -··-·- -··--- ---·· - ____________ ---··-- ··-·--· .1 . 6 . 4 . 2 -·---·- _____ _ 
Iowa. -·---·-·-·--- · --·-· - --·· -- ·--··- ______ _______ _______ . 2 . 2 ----- ·- - - ---·- -··--·- _____ _ 
K ansas_·---------· ______ · ---··--··· -- · ·-·-----·-- . 1 (1) ( 1) ( 1) . 1 ( 1) 
Ken tuck y. -·---· ··---·-- ____________ ----·---·---· . 1 .1 
Mi oblgan __ ··---·-· -· - · -- -·--·· -·---- ______ ·---- -- 1. 7 I. 5 14. 3 5. 0 . 3 -·----- ____ _ _ 
Minnes ota --·- --- ----·· -·-- ·- ____________ · ---·-- -··- -· - ··----- ----··- c1) c1J _______ _____ _ 
Montana .-·--··---_____ __ _____ ___________________ 2. 3 (') (1) ---·--- _______ -· ----- _____ _ 
Nebr11Ska ____________________________ ----·· . 2 2. 0 . l · -· ·-·· --- -·-- ·--· -·- -·-- --- ·---- -
Nevada ____________ -·---· -· ---- ______ ______ (1) . I (l) (1) (1) (1) (1) (1) 
New M exico_______ 3. O 2. 9 2. 9 2. 7 2. 8 3. 7 3. 7 3. 6 3. 7 8. 0 6. 2 3. 3 
North Dakota ___________ ·--·- · ··---· ·--·-- _______ . I ·--·-·- ·-····· ----·-- ····-- · ··----- _____ _ 
Oregon _. ________ ._·----- ______ ----···--- - - _____________________ --··--· . 3 ···-- -- -·----- ·--- --South Dakota . ____________________________ ·--- --- . 2 (1) 
Ten.uessce. - ----·-· ---·-- ______ ----·- - --·-- --- ---· . 4 . 4 ------- ---- -- - ---·· -- .3 ------Texas ______________ 21. 7 19. 7 19. 2 19. 8 27. O 28. 4 38. 8 45. I 64. 5 104. 0 78. 0 34 . 7 
Utah _·--·-·--·-- - · ______ · ---- - --·--- -···- - . 1 . 2 . 2 
Wisconsin. ________ -·--- - ______ · -·--- ---· · - · - ----- (l) . 2 

.3 .3 . 1 -··----··----. 7 .1 . 1 (1) 
Wyoming _______ • __ -·- - -- -·---- ______ -··-·· . 1 I. 6 .1 .1 ------- ·· --- -- ------- - · ----

1962 
United States __ 40. O 34. o 32. 9 36. 5 64. 8 86. 7 65. O 74. 8 106. 1 101. 4 47. 2 29. 2 

1---1---1--- 1-- -- -- --- -- --- 1---1---1· - -
Arizona __________ • 5. 9 4. 5 4. 8 7. 1 6. 6. 8 2. 1 I. 4 3. 4 5. 1 7. 9 6.1 
Arkan sas_. ________ -· ---- -·--· - ·--·-- --··-- _______ 4. 8 3. 8 .1 3. 5 6. 8 . 9 
California ____ ···--- 15. 6 16. O 16. O 17. 7 38. 8 42. 7 34. 7 38. 2 71. 7 61. 7 19. 1 12. 2 
Colorado ___ ······---·-------·- ______ --- · - · 3.1 6.3 2.8 3. 1 2.8 1.1 · - - ·-· - ·-----
Illinois __________ • __ ·- -- - - ______ - ---·--·--- -- ····-- -· ·- --- ·-· ···- · -- - - - - .1 ·- --·-- -·- -·- · · · ---· 
Indlano _ •• •• -·-· ·-- ·-··-· ·-·--· ·-·- ·- _____________ ·---· -- . 2 .4 . 2 . l ----·-- ·-----
Itwa_. __ ·- ·······-- ·-···- --·--· ···--- - ---·- - ··- ·- - · --·-- · . 1 . 1 ··- - · -· ·- ·- ··· _______ · -·---
Ka.nsas ____ ·---·· ·· · --·-- ·--·-- -- -·-- -·---- (1) . I . 1 . 1 .1 .1 -··---- ·· ··- -Michiga.n ___ ... ____ ·---·- __________________ -· - -· - - .9 .5 12.7 1.7 . 1 -··-- -- -··- --
Minn esota_ ••• -· -- ··· ···-·-·· -··-··-·----·-- ·· --·- -· -· - -·--· · -·- l1) <') (1) -··-··· ···- -· 
Montana ___ ·· ·- ·- · --· ··-··-···---·---····--··---- 2.1 . 9 Cl) -- - --·- --- ---· ----·-- -··---
Nebraska __ ···--- ··---··-·--· -· ·---- -______ (1) 1.6 .5 -·-·--- _______ ----··· -· ----- _____ _ 
Neva da _·--·--·- ·-· (1) ·--·-· · -·--- _____ _ ·-·- --· . 1 P) (1) ( 1) 
New Mexico_._.___ I. 9 I. 8 I. 6 1. 5 I. 5 2. O 2. o I. 7 I. 5 1. 6 . 8 . 3 

~~fg0Dakota __ ••. ···-·· ·-··-· --·- -- · -·-- · -····· - ·---. 1· ·-·- .1 - -·--· ·· ·-·--=----·~=-::::::: :::::: 
Ten.uessoe ••• ·--·-· ---· ·· -·--- - ---·-- ______ - --·- ·- . 2 . 2 
T exas __ ·· ·-· -·--··- 16. 5 11. 7 10. 5 10. 3 14. 3 17. 6 16.1 
Utah ..• •-----··-·······-- ··· ···- -·-·· ---·- .2 .2 .4 
Wisconsin --- · ·--·-·- -·- ·-··- - ----·-- - ----·---·-·· Cl) . 2 
Wyoming.·----···· ---·-- · ·-·-- ______ -·- --· (1) 1. 3 . I 

16.0 
.3 
. 6 

(1) 

20. l 24.2 18. 5 10. 6 
. 4 . 4 -··-·-- --·---. 3 .1 (1) 

Bracero employment peaked in 1959 at 275,000 in October. Half of all 
Braceros were in Texas to harvest cotton 

Number of Mexican contract workers employed on farms at midmonth, 
by State and by month (In thousands) 

Bracero employment peaked in 1962 at 106,000 in September. Two-thirds 
of Braceros were in California to harvest fruits and vegetables 

Number of Mexican contract workers employed on farms at midmonth, 
by State and by month --Continued (In thousands) 

House Committee on Agriculture. 1963. Mexican Farm Labor Program. Subcommittee on Equipment, 
Supplies, and Manpower. Eighty-eighth Congress, frst session, on H.R. 1836 and H.R. 2009. March 
27, 28, and 29, 1963. https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/ls?feld1=ocr;q1=bracero%20congress%20 
hearing;a=srchls 

Congressional hearings featured 
testimony that predicted US farmers 
would be forced to follow their work-
ers to Mexico in order to produce 
fruits and vegetables for Americans. 

The Bracero program afected 
the evolution of the Mexican rural 
economy and US agriculture. Some 
rural Mexicans move toward the 
US border to increase the chance 
that they would be selected by US 
employers, leaving tens of thousands 
of Mexicans living along Mexico’s 
northern border in the mid-1960s 
and prompting the creation of the 
maquiladora program in 1965 so that 
US investment in assembly factories 
could provide jobs for ex-Braceros in 
Mexico. 

At a time when Mexico had a pro-
tectionist and inward-oriented trade 
policy, US factories on the Mexi-
can-side of the Mexico-US border 
could assemble goods to export and 
pay taxes only on the value added in 
Mexico, which was mostly Mexican 
wages. However, the maquiladora 
program was slow to expand and, 
when it did, border-assembly facto-
ries hired mostly young women, not 
the older men who had worked on 
US farms. Instead of providing jobs 
for ex-Braceros, maquiladoras drew 
even more Mexicans toward the US 
border. 

In the US, the availability of Braceros 
encouraged labor-intensive agricul-
ture to expand in the western states 
far from US consumers who were 
demanding more fruits and vege-
tables amidst a baby boom and an 
interstate highway system that facil-
itated the long-distance trucking of 
produce.  California displaced New 
Jersey as the US garden state. 
The end of the Bracero program 
led to a sharp jump in farm wages, 
as exemplifed by the 40 percent 
wage increase won by the United 
Farm Workers union in 1966 in its 
frst table grape contract, raising the 



 
 

 

The UFW won a 40 percent wage increase in its frst grape contract in 1966 

https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/50-years-later-remembering-delano-grape-strike-n433886 

minimum wage under the contract 
from $1.25 to $1.75 an hour at a time 
when the federal minimum wage 
was $1.25. Farmers who had been 
accustomed to Braceros accelerated 
eforts to mechanize hand tasks. In 
some commodities and areas, per-
sonnel managers developed smaller 
and more professional crews of farm 
workers who had higher earnings 
and were employed longer, as with 
the Coastal Growers Association in 
Ventura county. 

However, the networks created by 
two decades of legal and unautho-
rized Mexico-US migration were well 
positioned to fuel more migration in 
the 1970s, as US farm wages rose 
and the Mexican peso was devalued. 
Under the 1942-64 Bracero pro-
grams, between 1.5 million and two 
million Mexicans gained experience 
working legally in US agriculture, and 
at least 100,000 became legal immi-
grants when their employers spon-
sored them for visas. In the 1970s, 
these green-card commuters who 
maintained homes in Mexico and 
worked seasonally in the US were 
well positioned to recruit friends and 
relatives to fll US farm jobs. 

Some 65 years later, the Bracero 
program remains controversial. 
There are over 20,000 scholarly 

books and articles that examine how 
the Bracero program operated and 
its efects. Most emphasize the gaps 
between program promises and real-
ities that allowed US employers to 
take advantage of Mexican Braceros. 
Many proposals for new farm guest 
worker programs in the 1980s and 
1990s began with the announcement 
that a particular proposal was not a 
new Bracero program. 

Economic studies of Bracero pro-
gram efects often refect author 
beliefs about the efects of low-
skilled migration generally. Most 
1950s and 1960s studies concluded 
that Braceros depressed the wages 
of US farm workers, and these 
conclusions helped to persuade 
Congress to end the program. More 
recent studies conclude that ending 
the Bracero program did more to 
accelerate labor-saving mechaniza-
tion than to draw US workers into 
the felds, which could happen again 
if the unauthorized workers who 
are up to half of US farm workers in 
2020 are removed and not replaced 
by legal guest workers. 
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