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Visa restrictions and travel difficulties follow
pandemic

By Tom Precious

NEWS ALBANY BUREAU CHIEF

ALBANY – New York farmers who rely on foreign
seasonal workers for everything from planting
tomatoes and pruning trees to picking apples have
found themselves on a labor scramble during the
Covid-19 pandemic.

Some farmers have simply had to do without workers,
for instance, who come early each year from South
Africa to help with spring planting and other early
season tasks.

Some farmers across upstate found themselves
bureaucratic go-betweens to cope with U.S. consulates
and embassies that shuttered amid the Covid-19 spread
and, as a result, prevented or delayed workers from
reaching New York from Mexico, Guatemala and other
nations.

Other farmers became internet flight trackers as they
watched air carrier disruptions affect workers coming
to upstate from countries such as Jamaica or domestic
workers coming from U.S. territories such as See
Farms on Page A7

Appleton farmer Jim Bittner, center, is in the
orchard with Ruben Gomar Jr., 19, and Yuliza
Gomar, 17. Both are U.S. citizens, but their father
came from Mexico 20 years ago to work on the
farm. Photos by Sharon Cantillon/Buffalo News

Agustin Cessa, an H-2A worker from Mexico, picks
sweet cherries at the Bittner farm. He arrived
before Covid-19 restrictions were in place.

Virus presents new challenges to farmers in need of workers

BUSINESS

Farmers are taking measures to protect workers
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Now, as the major late summer harvest season
approaches for two of the big users of the foreign
worker guest program – fruit and vegetable operations
– farmers are cautiously eyeing international and U.S.
customs rules, the transportation industry and, of
course, the spread of Covid-19.

“We wish we had a crystal ball as to what was going to
happen with Covid locally,” said Jim Bittner, whose
Niagara County farm has 400 acres of fruit trees, much
of which will be harvested soon with the expected
arrival of 20 more workers from rural Mexico.

Like other farms using workers in the foreign worker
guest agriculture program, known as H-2A, Bittner is
taking an assortment of measures to protect both the
foreign and domestic workers with the now-familiar
cleaning and social distancing steps, as well as plans to
keep the Mexican workers in separate fruit fields for 14
days after they arrive and additional housing in case
anyone becomes sick and needs to be quarantined.

“We are very, very active on what we can do to
minimize the risk. Farmers are paying attention to it.
My nightmare is I’ve got 125,000 bushels of apples to
pick in September and October and if we have an
outbreak we’ll have a huge problem,” Bittner said.

Labor pool shortages are nothing new to New York’s
farmers, especially those who need to sharply bolster
staff levels during hands-on harvest seasons. For
starters, farms are located away from population
centers, so transportation can be a problem for some
workers.

The work is often seasonal, physically demanding and
the pay is not great. So, attracting domestic workforces
is even more difficult this year, despite high
unemployment levels. In fact, the federal bump in
unemployment payments until the end of July – in
which the top weekly payment level is now $1,105 –
also made it difficult for farmers, and other employers,
to lure jobless workers to the farm fields or orchards or
greenhouses.

“We’re still not getting as many local applicants as
we’d like,” said Hal Kreher, a partner with Kreher
Family Farms, a major poultry farm in Clarence.

“This year with Covid was proof in the pudding. With
unemployment rates reaching the heights it did the last
few months, we still had a very difficult time getting

Many agriculture sector businesses encountered
logistical problems with H-2A in the early months of
the pandemic.

“It took us a while to get the guys in,” said Mike
Braddell, one of the owners of Lakeside Sod Supply, a
Clarence Center company that has been using H-2A
workers for a dozen years.

The four workers who came from Mexico to his firm –
a supplier of sod and fertilizers – arrived about a month
late in April. They are due to stay until about
Thanksgiving.

“To be honest with you, these guys, what they do, are
invaluable. They are very, very smart guys and we give
them lots of responsibilities,” he said of the foreign
workers.

How did his firm handle the delay?

“It’s farming. You just go to work. It is what it is,”
Braddell said.

While some sectors, such as landscaping, are now
flourishing, Braddell’s business has some question
marks this year. That’s because a considerable part of
his business – supplies for sports fields at schools and
youth sports leagues – has gone dry as organized sports
were shut down.

“It’s very difficult to plan your year when you don’t
know what the rest of the year will bring,” he said.

The H-2A program is a complex endeavor for many
farms, with its various rules and logistical hurdles;
many farms use private agents to take care of the
whole process. This year, with Covid-19, there are
added dimensions.

Henry, of W.D. Henry & Sons, said his Erie County
farm has 26 workers from Puerto Rico – who are U.S.
citizens and so considered domestic workers; many of
the same workers have been coming to the farm for 10
or so years. Another 32 H-2A workers at the farm now
are from Mexico.

“Fortunately for us, the workers that were coming to
work for us were all returning workers with passports
that did not expire. That was kind of just lucky on our
part,” he said.

“Not having them here for the beginning of our spring
flowering shipping and the beginning of our vegetable
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local workers,” said Dan Henry of W.D. Henry &
Sons, a fifth-generation farm in Eden.

Enter the H-2A workers, who can legally be here up to
three years, though most just come for a season or so
of planting or harvesting. The H-2A is a special federal
visa program that became strained this spring when
borders and embassies closed. It took intervention by
some government officials and the private sector to
convince the United States to relax in-person interview
requirements for H-2A applicants. An in-person
interview was previously required in many cases; now,
those interviews have been waived for foreign workers
who previously participated in H-2A.

That has enabled farms in Western New York to
continue hiring foreign workers – though some arrived
weeks or more late because of the customs delays or
scheduling nightmares with airlines or the
transportation means taken by many Central American
workers to the region: bus.

Farm labor experts say there is a structural shortage of
domestic farm workers, and that without the H-2A
program a range of farm goods would either not get
planted or die on the vines or trees or bushes.

“The workforce is absolutely critical,” said Richard
Stup, agricultural workforce specialist at Cornell
University’s College of Agriculture and Life Sciences.

The H-2A workers are typically skilled in farming,
whether operating machinery, handling pesticides or
knowing how to pick pieces of fruit quickly and
without bruising them.

Many Mexican workers in Western New York are,
back home, farmers who are raising money to some
day buy their own farms there. Watchdog groups have
raised issues about such things as living conditions at
some farms for the foreign workers, but H-2A
supporters say the program has become more attractive
to workers from some countries because they can earn
much more for their families during relatively brief
stays in the United States.

Stup said the program is set up to avoid low-cost labor
coming into the country and displacing American
workers. “It hasn’t displaced workers for years and
years,” Stup said of advertising programs to ensure
domestic workers know about job openings on farms.

Last year, about 8,000 H-2A workers came to New
York, according to Lauren Williams, senior associate

planting was certainly a challenge,” Henry said of
May, his farm’s busiest month, when some of the
workers had not been able to make it.

The safety steps this year are many: screenings before
workers leave their home countries. Some farms are
testing foreign workers when they arrive for Covid-19;
others are keeping the H-2A workers apart from other
workers to avoid commingling in the first two weeks, a
step taken to avoid Covid-19 spikes seen in some
agricultural and processing operations in the country.

At Bittner’s orchard in Niagara County, five H-2A
workers arrived from Mexico in March “just before
things got complicated,' he said. Soon after, with
consulates closing in Mexico and transportation snags,
the complications set in.

Now, the 400-acre farm near Lake Ontario is picking
sweet cherries. Soon, peaches need to be harvested.
Then comes the big crunch: apple picking season,
when most varieties have only a threeor four-day
window in which to be harvested. For that to happen,
Bittner will need his 20 additional H-2A workers from
Mexico, and then for all the farm’s workers to remain
healthy. On the farm’s side: the work is outdoors,
where people are generally believed to be safer from
Covid-19.

“They’re farmers. They grew up on farms. They
understand what it is to farm and be in agriculture,” he
said of his H-2A workers. He hires the workers directly
and based only on recommendations from H-2A
workers he’s already hired over the years.

For now, Bittner is hopeful for his business. But he
talks of a farmer friend who has stands at Thruway rest
stops and the business has been a disaster this year
because of less traffic on the road by people either
staying home or, in Western New York, with the
Canadian border still closed to most people.

The Cuomo administration’s agriculture department
was asked about the impact of Covid-19 on the H-2A
program; it deferred questions to the state Labor
Department and did not make the state agriculture
commissioner, Richard Ball, available for an interview.

New York, from Western New York to the Mid-Hudson
Valley, produces the nation’s second largest apple crop,
and H-2A workers are a key reason. The busiest H-2A
season in the state is fast approaching, and there are
question marks, especially if Covid-19 keeps spreading
in the states.
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director of national affairs at the New York Farm
Bureau.

The state Labor Department, which has offices in
Buffalo and Rochester that help administer parts of the
H-2A program on behalf of the federal government,
said that so far in 2020 a total of 430 requests for H-2A
workers have come from farms seeking about 6,400
individuals from foreign nations.

While many H-2A travel problems appear to be
recently resolved, at least for many upstate farmers, no
one can accurately predict the future with Covid-19.

Some workers travel to New York after working in
other states, especially in the South, but most come
from their home countries to their H-2A employer.

As New York restricts travel from some states where
Covid- 19 is surging, the H-2A workers – like other
farm workers – are considered essential to the
economy, so they do not have to self-quarantine for 14
days upon arriving in New York if they come from one
of the hot button Covid-19 states.

“The jury is still out as to how much we’re going to be
affected for the fall harvest season,” Stup, the Cornell
professor and analyst, said of the H-2A workforce in
New York.

At Jim Bittner’s 400-acre farm, workers are busy
harvesting sweet cherries. He says the real crunch
will come in late summer when the Niagara County
farm is ready to harvest apples and the demand for
workers will outstrip the available labor. Sharon
Cantillon/Buffalo News
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