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As we all know, fair trade and immigration are two interconnected 
issues.  Unjust free trade agreements and international trade policies 
have forced family farmers off  their lands and decimated domestic 
industries in other countries.  Many people have few choices other 
than migrating in search of work, safety and a better life for themselves 
and their families.  Many of these migrants cross the border to become 
farmworkers and other food system workers in the U.S.

Almost twenty million people in the U.S. work in the food system, 
and more than half of the workers in some food industries are 
undocumented immigrants.  The Food Chain Workers Alliance 2012 
report “The Hands That Feed Us” concludes that undocumented workers 
are often vulnerable to abuse and exploitation because of their 
immigration status.  In fact, we found that undocumented workers 
were over two and a half times as likely to earn less than the legally-
required minimum wage as compared to documented workers.

This past summer, the legislative agenda of Congress and the Obama 
Administration included a major immigration reform bill.  While the 
attention to immigration reform was more than welcome, many of 
the specifi c provisions considered from the beginning were very 
problematic.  For example:

• The path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants 
who have been in the U.S. since before December 31, 2011, 
would be a minimum of thirteen years.  In the meantime, 
these immigrants who work and pay taxes would not 
have access to aff ordable health insurance and economic 
support programs.

• While some reforms were proposed for guestworker
programs, the continued reliance on temporary foreign 
labor would still leave farm and food workers vulnerable to 
exploitation.

• The proposal focused heavily on border enforcement, 
meaning more militarization and criminalization of 
immigrants.  Rather than putting $4.5 billion more towards 
border control, why not invest that money in education 
and skills training for the communities already here?

• For future immigrants, the bill would create a merit-based 
system that would replace family unity as the cornerstone of 
immigration policy.  This would begin a shift to immigration 
that favors employability and, in the long term, has 
consequences for demographics, making it harder for low-
income people of color to immigrate to the U.S.

Advocates worked to minimize the damage of immigration reform in 
this round, but what should we do then to advocate for fair trade and 
immigrant rights from the start?

• Immigration reform does not change the fact that 
workers’ rights will still likely be violated by unscrupulous 
employers and companies, so workers will continue to 
organize, and fair trade activists should support their 
campaigns.  You can also support eff orts to increase the 
minimum wage that will benefi t immigrant and other 
low-wage workers.  Learn more about current organizing 
campaigns for food workers, and how to support raising 
the minimum wage, at www.foodchainworkers.org.

• Immigration reform also does not address the unjust 
trade policies and agreements that often force people 
in other countries to migrate.  Get involved with eff orts 
to fi ght the proposed Trans-Pacifi c Partnership which is 
being called the “NAFTA of the Pacifi c.”  Learn more at 
www.citizenstrade.org.
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