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Where Did All the Workers Go?
I think if you have read our newsletters long enough you have an idea of how busy
harvest time (late July through mid-late October) can be. This year’s harvest topped
them all! There were many things that happened that caused it to be particularly
crazy, but the labor shortage in California definitely caused our biggest struggle. The
past few years have sometimes been difficult to find workers for harvest and sorting,
but this year was by far the hardest. Our harvest (which ended up being our biggest
one yet!) was delayed 2-3 weeks because of a combination of not finding workers to
help us harvest the crop and because of a string of difficulties in finding functioning
harvesting equipment. Part of our problem was that harvest takes several days in a
row to complete and since we don’t have a regular staff of farm workers, we were
reliant on finding people in need of work only for several days at a time, working
long, hard hours. Usually we only managed to find people that could work over the
weekends but not during the week, or they demanded pay that was well beyond our
budget. This is a labor crisis that farmers and construction companies all over California are facing, and it is increasing in severity every year. If you were to search on
the Internet “labor shortage in California,” you would find a wealth of articles discussing this problem. California is the nation’s most agricultural state, and it employs millions of workers to care for and harvest the agricultural products that the
rest of the nation and the world consume. The vast majority of these workers are
foreign-born and come from south of the border. Over 70% of farmers have reported
having difficulty finding enough workers in the past five years, and 90% of farmers
have had to raise wages (usually by 60%) in order to find workers. Many farmers
have had to respond to this labor shortage by delaying harvest (in which you often
lose a lot of your crop), not harvesting part of the crop at all, and by planting less
acreage than in previous years (one farmer in California’s Central Valley has reduced his strawberry acreage from 80 acres to 9 acres, after two years of not having
enough workers to harvest the crop). This is a real issue, and the underlying causes
are many. It is a reality in our current society that there is a dearth of Americans
who will not work on farms, though they will accept perhaps a lower wage working
in a warehouse distribution center or at a fast-food restaurant. It is also a reality that
the food we eat has been harvested by foreign-born hands—adding another dimension to “local food.” I’ll leave you with an interesting note made by one California
farm laborer: “There are no Americans in the fields.” It is certainly a different culture of work we live in now. Whatever the real solution is, it isn’t simple.
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Meet the Farmer: Nicholas Paddock
Only six years old at the time we moved to the farm, Nicholas (now 25) has spent the most
time growing up on the farm (since the oldest of us kids, Kyle, moved out-of-state during college). As a kid, he spent hours playing outside, as well as helping Dad/Brian build our brick
patio and work on the cars. Later on he attended UC Davis
where he studied International Relations. After graduating, he
came home and worked on the farm a lot (his main jobs were
rodent control and whatever odd job Dad found for him to do)
while also working several other seasonal jobs. Currently he
holds another ag-related job, working for a local crop duster. He
is often working nearby, though he lives in the Sacramento area
now. Nicholas’ favorite farm job growing up was putting in our
original irrigation system and his least favorite job is weedwhacking. His favorite memory of the orchard is a recurring
one—seeing the almond blossoms come out every spring.

Brian harvesting the old-fashioned
way—using tarps, long poles, and
mallets to knock off the crop
A conventional almond
harvester

Owls are a great natural method for rodent control

A beneficial insect among the
harvest

Crazy Times

A prune harvester harvesting
some of the last trees

We would like to take a minute to tell you a little about the complexity of this year’s harvest, which was particularly challenging. For the first 8 years of harvesting, we harvested
our trees with mallets and poles. Then the trees grew too large for such methods. We started contracting with a local prune harvester to use an almond boat with tarps attached and
a mechanical shaker. This method requires 6 laborers plus Brian to complete the job, but
it is effective. This year our harvester could never give us a date for harvest due to not being able to find enough workers reliably. Days then weeks went by as they strung us along.
Meanwhile Brian started to inquire with other harvesters. This harvest we ended up going
through 12 harvesters. Each one had the same story—short on labor or failing equipment.
We ended up harvesting ¼ of the orchard with mallets and poles (which is incredibly
slow) and 1/4 with a conventional mechanical shaker and dragging tarps which is faster,
but again we ran into labor problems. Temporary farm labor wanted almost twice the
amount they have been paid in the past, often also wanting gas money and specific hours
guaranteed. With little-to-no choice, we paid it. For the last half of the orchard, Brian finally found another prune harvesting machine, and the owner was willing to try it out on
almonds. It unfortunately damaged many trees (because prune harvesters require a taller
trunk section), but we did manage to complete harvest. This whole fiasco of harvest took 3
weeks longer than normal, countless hours on the phone, and depleted funds rapidly paying for the more expensive labor. Before we could get all the nuts off we experienced high
winds which caused many of the almonds fall off—a loss for the orchard business.
“Stressful” underestimates the difficulties experienced during this harvest. Yet thank God
we still had a very high yield. One wonders what the yield would have been like had we
been able to harvest on time. Now that harvest is complete and all our products are on our
website, we can devote our time to mowing; pruning; spreading compost, gypsum, and
chicken manure; surface disking, and planting the cover crop of vetch and mustard.

