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REPORT SUMMARY
Wisconsin dairy farms continue to face significant challenges as 
persistently low milk prices and widespread labor shortages strain 
operations. Farmers are struggling to cover rising input costs while 
maintaining productions levels, putting family farms at risk. The lack of 
available and reliable agricultural labor further exacerbates these issues. 
Concentrating on these challenges requires immediate action, including 
policy solutions to stabilize milk prices, improve market access and ensure 
a steady supply of labor to support the nation’s dairy industry. Addressing 
milk prices could significantly address dairy farmers’ need for labor.

The 2024 Wisconsin Dairy Committee meetings focused on addressing 
the critical labor challenges faced by Wisconsin’s agricultural sector. Key 
stakeholders, including representatives from the American Farm Bureau 
Federation (AFBF), congressional staff members, and state leaders, provided 
valuable insights into the growing concerns and potential solutions related to 
workforce shortages and labor policies.
One of the primary areas of concern is the H-2A visa program, which has become increasingly costly 
and administratively complex. Employers in Wisconsin are grappling with a 137% increase in fees, 
stringent housing requirements, and wage mandates that require paying workers the highest applicable 
rate for any task performed during the day. These rising costs, coupled with administrative delays and 
inefficiencies in the visa application process, are pushing some employers to reconsider participation 
in the program. Currently, Wisconsin employs approximately 2,800 H-2A workers, a number that could 
decline if these challenges persist.

The need for a reliable, year-round labor force is particularly critical in industries like dairy, which 
operate continuously and cannot rely solely on seasonal workers. However, dairy farms remain effectively 
excluded from the H-2A program, creating significant strain on operations that are already struggling to 
find sufficient workers. Furthermore, wage volatility and inflexible pay structures exacerbate financial 
pressures on Wisconsin farmers. 

The committee also highlighted broader workforce development concerns, including the need to support 
transitioning veterans, promote agricultural career pathways for nontraditional students, and preserve 
farmland through effective succession planning. Programs that connect retiring farmers with aspiring 
agriculturalists could play a pivotal role in maintaining Wisconsin’s agricultural heritage and fostering 
generational renewal in the industry.

The committee conducted several meetings hearing from stakeholders at both the federal and state levels. 
This report concludes the committees work over the last 12 months. It identifies several issues within the 
H-2A program and includes 17 recommendations at both the state and federal level.
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YEAR-ROUND VISAS: 
The report discusses expanding access to year-round visas, which would help Wisconsin 
farmers who require a steady labor force throughout the year, especially in dairy and other 
industries with labor needs beyond the seasonal harvest period. Implementing this could 
mitigate workforce shortages in non-harvest months.

WAGE AND BENEFIT ADJUSTMENTS:  
A recommendation to address wage concerns, including better structuring of compensation, 
could be crucial for Wisconsin’s farmers to remain competitive. Some Wisconsin farmers have 
raised concerns about rising wages due to changes in the federal wage rate for H-2A workers 
and adjusting the framework to ensure fair wages while maintaining program integrity could 
help keep costs manageable.

HOUSING COSTS:  
The report touches on improving policies related to housing requirements for H-2A workers. 
Wisconsin farmers face significant costs to provide compliant housing, and incorporating   
state-level tax deductions or incentives for these expenses would align with some of the 
working group’s recommendations. This would help mitigate the financial burden on farmers 
and encourage broader participation in the program.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
In addition to the hours of testimony the committee received from stakeholders, the committee also 
relied on recommendations from the Congressional Working Group. This included several that can 
be applied to Wisconsin, particularly as the state continues to address agricultural labor challenges. 
Here are a few of the key recommendations that could benefit Wisconsin’s agricultural landscape:

STATE RECOMMENDATIONS
The Wisconsin Dairy Committee makes the following recommendations that can be addressed at the state 
level. Considering many of these do not have corresponding WFBF state policy, counties should consider 
making policy recommendations to the Policy Development Committee.

1. Create a state program to connect retiring veterans with ag careers.1. Create a state program to connect retiring veterans with ag careers.
The Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection (DATCP) has a website 
dedicated to resources for retiring veterans to begin agriculture careers. Many of the resources are 
supplied by non-profit organizations. The state also has a number of agricultural jobs available on its 
Wisjobs.com website.
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The state should invest in a centralized bureau within DATCP as it would provide retiring veterans with 
streamlined support as they transition into farming. A centralized bureau within Wisconsin’s Department 
of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP) could serve as a single point of contact to help 
veterans navigate the agricultural sector. This initiative could involve:

a. Cross-Agency Collaboration:a. Cross-Agency Collaboration:
Coordinating with the Wisconsin Department of Veterans Affairs, the USDA, and local agricultural 
organizations to provide comprehensive services.

b. Resource Allocation: b. Resource Allocation: 
Offering access to funding opportunities such as grants, low-interest loans, and land purchasing programs 
specifically tailored for veterans.

c. Educational Support: c. Educational Support: 
Partnering with institutions like UW-Extension to provide education on modern farming practices, 
business management, and navigating agricultural policies.

d. Mentorship Programs: d. Mentorship Programs: 
Connecting veterans with experienced farmers for hands-on learning and guidance.

e. Marketing Assistance: e. Marketing Assistance: 
Helping veterans identify market opportunities, including direct-to-consumer sales and value-added 
product creation.

2. Increase promotion of ag career pathways. 2. Increase promotion of ag career pathways. 
Currently, Wisconsin offers several resources to promote agricultural career pathways, focusing on 
education, workforce development, and industry pathways. Many of these resources target younger 
or traditional students.  Additional promotional funding should focus on non-traditional students, 
those looking for a career change, or returning veterans.

Wisconsin should focus on emerging fields like precision agriculture, data analytics, and robotics. 
These fields could attract nontraditional students, particularly those with technical or military 
backgrounds that align well with these skills. To reach these audiences, WFBF can collaborate with 
technical colleges and universities to offer flexible learning opportunities, including online courses 
and evening or weekend programs. Targeted financial incentives, such as scholarships, grants, or 
loan forgiveness programs, could further reduce barriers to entry for non-traditional learners.

By emphasizing how transferable skills—such as business management 
or technical expertise—apply to agriculture, WFBF can attract a broader 
audience and strengthen the state’s agricultural workforce.
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3. Increase promotion of Wisconsin Farm Center. 3. Increase promotion of Wisconsin Farm Center. 
The Wisconsin Farm Center, housed within DATCP, provides critical resources and support to farmers 
across the state, including financial planning, succession planning, and conflict mediation. Increasing the 
promotion of the Farm Center could enhance its impact, particularly by reaching underserved groups like 
beginning farmers, veterans, and nontraditional students.

Integrating these efforts into broader agricultural workforce initiatives or a veteran-focused bureau could 
help scale the Farm Center’s impact while ensuring Wisconsin farmers are aware of and have access to its 
valuable resources.

4. Create state program to connect exiting farmers with new farmers to 	4. Create state program to connect exiting farmers with new farmers to 	
keep land in agricultural use.keep land in agricultural use.
Creating a state program to connect retiring farmers with aspiring farmers could address critical 
challenges in Wisconsin agriculture, including farmland succession, preserving agricultural land, 
and supporting new farmers entering the industry. This type of initiative would ensure farmland 
remains in production while fostering generational renewal in agriculture.

Wisconsin could create a centralized database where retiring farmers can list their available land 
and new farmers can search for opportunities. This could include profiles detailing property 
characteristics, potential financing arrangements, and mentorship options. Additionally, offering 
lease-to-own or long-term leasing arrangements that allow aspiring farmers to establish themselves 
before taking full ownership could increase success rates of those taking part. The program could 
also provide guidance on structuring agreements that benefit both parties.

Wisconsin could model their program after Minnesota’s Beginning Farmer Tax Credit which 
encourages retiring farmers to sell or rent land to beginning farmers through financial incentives 
or Iowa’s AgLink Program that matches retiring farmers with beginning farmers and offers 
educational resources on succession planning.

5. Increase the number of DWD housing inspectors for H-2A program. 5. Increase the number of DWD housing inspectors for H-2A program. 
Wisconsin’s Department of Workforce Development (DWD) oversees the H-2A program, which involves 
temporary agricultural workers. DWD is responsible for ensuring compliance with federal labor standards, 
including through outreach and advocacy. Within DWD, Migrant Seasonal Farm Worker (MSFW) services, 
including Monitor Advocates, ensure that agricultural labor is conducted in accordance with labor laws. 
These services involve monitoring job centers and following up on complaints related to farmworker rights.

Wisconsin has approximately 2,800 H-2A workers, and with only two inspectors handling oversight, the 
capacity for consistent and thorough inspections is limited. This number of inspectors is insufficient given 
the widespread locations of H-2A workers across the state and the number of farms employing them. 
Consequently, there are concerns about inconsistent enforcement of H-2A regulations, which include 
ensuring compliance with housing conditions, wage standards, and other worker protections.

The challenge of covering such a large volume of workers and employers, with just two inspectors, means 
that not all farms or workers receive regular inspections. This can lead to lapses in ensuring that employers 
are meeting the standards necessary to protect both H-2A workers and local labor forces. Given the 
complexities of H-2A compliance, including the requirement to maintain proper housing, transportation, 
and pay practices, more inspectors or resources would be required to address these issues effectively.
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6. Create state drivers permit for employment only.6. Create state drivers permit for employment only.
For Wisconsin, a driver’s license specifically for employment purposes could benefit migrant 
workers, especially in agriculture, where transportation is often crucial to reaching work sites, 
while maintaining the boundaries on civic participation. This type of policy could also promote 
safer roads by ensuring that individuals driving for work purposes are trained and insured.

Several states have considered or implemented similar options to allow undocumented or non-
permanent residents to obtain licenses for driving but not voting. These licenses typically focus on 
proving the individual’s ability to drive safely and meet employment needs while still preventing 
participation in voting.

7. Increase state deduction for housing costs in H-2A program.7. Increase state deduction for housing costs in H-2A program.
Wisconsin currently does not provide a state tax deduction for the housing costs associated with the H-2A 
program, which places an additional financial burden on farmers who must provide housing for their 
temporary agricultural workers. Under the H-2A program, employers are required to provide adequate, 
compliant housing for workers, and these costs can be significant. Without a state tax deduction, farmers 
are left covering these costs out of pocket, which increases overall expenses and can discourage the use of 
the program.

Implementing a state tax deduction for housing costs associated with H-2A workers would align 
Wisconsin with other agricultural states that have recognized the need to support farmers in managing 
the additional costs of hiring migrant labor.

FEDERAL RECOMMENDATIONS
The Wisconsin Farm Bureau Dairy Committee makes the following recommendations related to 
changes Congress should take to address Wisconsin’s agricultural labor needs. Several of these 
recommendations do not have corresponding AFBF policy. Counties should consider making federal 
policy recommendations to the WFBF Policy Development Committee.

1. The federal government should work to create a single portal for  1. The federal government should work to create a single portal for  
H-2A submissions. H-2A submissions. 
Currently, employers wishing to participate in the H-2A program must interact separately with the 
Department of Labor, the Department of Homeland Security, and the Department of State.  The Dairy 
Committee received a presentation from Michael Bushman, who highlighted the continued reliance on 
paper-based processing and the delays caused by agencies requiring decisions before employers can 
advance to subsequent steps. He demonstrated the extensive paperwork involved in filing applications on 
behalf of employers and expressed the frustration of frequently needing to follow up with bureaucrats to 
track the progress of applications. Establishing a single, internet-based, electronic system for all aspects 
of the application process would reduce application delays. Employers would also be able to see where in 
the process the application is and any additional information needed.
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2. Modify H-2A program to accommodate dairy farm participation. 2. Modify H-2A program to accommodate dairy farm participation. 
Currently, dairy farms are effectively excluded from participating in the H-2A visa program, which is 
designed to provide a legal pathway for temporary agricultural workers to assist U.S. farmers during 
peak labor demand periods. Unlike seasonal crop farms, dairy farms require year-round labor due to 
the continuous nature of milking and herd management. This exclusion places significant strain on dairy 
farms, which often struggle to find a stable and reliable workforce to meet their ongoing labor needs.

Farmers across Wisconsin face a critical need for access to a reliable and consistent labor force to sustain 
their operations. The H-2A program, which facilitates the hiring of temporary agricultural workers, has 
the potential to address this need by providing a legal and structured pathway for securing dependable 
labor. Expanding access to the program would offer Wisconsin farmers an essential tool to maintain 
productivity and meet the demands of their dairy operations.

a. Allow for H-2A employers to stagger work entry. a. Allow for H-2A employers to stagger work entry. 
Under current law, Wisconsin employers must file separate applications 
for each worker’s date of entry, each requiring its own application fee. This 
process creates unnecessary duplication and inefficiency. To better support 
Wisconsin’s agricultural employers, the law 
should allow a single application to cover 
all workers needed for an entire year or 
growing season. Simplifying the process 
would reduce administrative burdens, 
lower costs for employers, and improve 
processing times, enabling farms to focus 
on their operations rather than excessive 
paperwork.

Mr. Bushman spoke about having 
employees on the same schedule leaves 
some employers scrambling to cover those 
times when employees are in transit. For seasonal crops, this isn’t a big issue 
but doesn’t work for year-round commodities like dairy. If the program is 
to move to year-round, having staggered employee work entry times is 
mandatory so that farm operations have continuous employee coverage.
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4. Hold agencies accountable to H-2A application deadlines. 4. Hold agencies accountable to H-2A application deadlines. 
Mr. Bushman told the committee how he can face weeks to months of delays in the H-2A application 
process. To support Wisconsin’s farms and ensure they have access to a reliable workforce, USCIS 
should align the processing of waiver applications with the expedited timelines for H-2A visas. Timely 
adjudication would provide employers with clarity on whether the intended beneficiary will secure a visa 
or if a substitution is necessary, helping to prevent labor shortages during peak seasons.

Ensuring timely decisions would help Wisconsin farms maintain their productivity and avoid labor 
shortages during critical planting, harvesting, or daily operations. Such reforms would not only alleviate 
uncertainty for employers but also strengthen the stability of Wisconsin’s agricultural workforce, 
benefiting the state’s rural communities and economy as a whole.

5. Increase communication between agencies and employers on  5. Increase communication between agencies and employers on  
H-2A applications. H-2A applications. 
The Dairy Committee heard from Mr. Bushman about the significant communication challenges 
between applicants and the agencies responsible for processing applications. This lack of 
responsiveness has created immense frustration and delays for Wisconsin agriculture employers, 
where timely decisions are critical to maintaining operations.

Mr. Bushman shared his personal experience, detailing numerous unsuccessful attempts to 
contact agency officials to check on the status of applications. With no clear avenues for updates or 
resolutions, he was ultimately forced to travel several hours to meet in person with administrators 
in a bid to move the process forward.

This lack of communication not only wastes valuable time but also places additional financial 
and logistical burdens on Wisconsin employers, who rely on these applications 
to secure the workforce they need. Improved communication systems and 
streamlined processes are essential to ensuring Wisconsin’s agricultural 
employers can navigate these bureaucratic hurdles effectively and focus on their 
operations rather than administrative roadblocks.
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3. Streamline H-2A application process.3. Streamline H-2A application process.
In recognition of the time-sensitive nature of agricultural work in Wisconsin, the 
United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) should expedite the 
adjudication of H-2A petitions. Decisions should be issued within just a few days of 
submission. Likewise, the State Department should prioritize the processing of H-2A 
visa applications to ensure Wisconsin farms can secure the seasonal workforce they 
need without unnecessary delays.



6. 6. Allow for flexibility in the H-2A wage calculation for work performed that 	Allow for flexibility in the H-2A wage calculation for work performed that 	
is ancillary to the worker’s main contact job responsibilities. is ancillary to the worker’s main contact job responsibilities. 
Under current law, employees must be compensated at the highest wage rate applicable to any task 
performed during an entire workday. For example, in a typical 8-hour workday, if a worker primarily 
engaged in milking cows spends even a small portion of their time driving a truck—whether 10 minutes 
or 7 hours—they must be paid the higher truck driver wage rate for the entire day. This policy can 
significantly increase labor costs for Wisconsin farmers, creating financial challenges and inefficiencies in 
managing farm operations.

The Dairy Committee recommends introducing additional flexibility in the H-2A wage calculation to 
better reflect the realities of agricultural labor. Specifically, the committee supports an exemption for 
tasks performed that are ancillary to a worker’s primary contracted job responsibility. This change would 
ensure that wage calculations are fair and aligned with the worker’s primary responsibilities, helping 
Wisconsin farmers manage labor costs while maintaining compliance with labor standards.

8wfbf.com

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

2020 2021 2022 2023

North
east I

North
east I

I

Appalachian I

Appalachian II

Southeast
Lake

Cornbelt I

Cornbelt I
I

Delta

North
ern Plains

Southern Plains

Mountain I

Mountain II

Mountain III

Califo
rnia

Florid
a

Hawaii

USA Average

Small Farm Weekly H-2A Wage Outlays 2023
Final Rule Increase Over Current Rule by Regional Average

Source: BLS, DOL, USDA, NASS



9

7. Wage reform for employees in the H-2A program. 7. Wage reform for employees in the H-2A program. 
Wage rates under the H-2A program are based on the higher of the following: federal or 
state minimum wage; the prevailing wage as determined by the Department of Labor 
using a special methodology to conduct wage surveys for each particular task in very local areas; or 
the adverse effect wage rate, defined as the regional weighted average hourly wage rate for crop and 
livestock workers reported in USDA-National Agricultural Statistics Service’s annual Farm Labor 
Survey of non-supervisory farm and ranch workers.

To prevent large fluctuations in wage rates, plans should cap wage increases and decreases, thus 
providing more stability and predictability to employers. Another option would be to grant a waiver 
exemption from the AEWR for small farms. Creating a waiver authority for the Secretary of Labor to 
exempt small farms from the AEWR would help keep family farms in business and prevent further 
consolidation in the agricultural industry and reliance on foreign imports for Americans.
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8. Provide flexibility in housing qualifications. 8. Provide flexibility in housing qualifications. 
Currently, employers are required to provide housing for all 
H-2A employees, which adds to the program’s mandated wage 
costs. This requirement often forces farmers to purchase 
or build housing that is only used seasonally. Implementing 
changes to the H-2A housing requirements, along with better 
loan support for farmers, would improve the program’s housing 
situation. These adjustments could reduce housing-related 
costs while enabling farmers to modernize and update existing 
H-2A housing facilities that may be outdated.

Mr. Bushman testified that housing requirements are 
increasingly stringent in their requirements and overly 
prescriptive creating significant challenges for farmers. These 
strict regulations often compel farmers to invest in housing 
that is only used seasonally, driving up costs unnecessarily. 
Some examples include requiring the refrigerator to maintain 
a temperature of 40 degrees and requiring a guardrail on a top 
bunk in bunk beds. The H-2B program, another guest worker 
program, doesn’t require housing inspections and allows for the 
use of mobile homes.

By introducing more flexible housing standards and providing 
better loan support, farmers could reduce costs while still 
ensuring suitable accommodations. This approach would 
also enable farmers to modernize and improve H-2A housing 
facilities more effectively.

9. Increase funding for DOL to process H-2A applications. 9. Increase funding for DOL to process H-2A applications. 
The Department of Labor should increase funding to streamline the processing of H-2A applications. 
Enhanced funding would allow for additional staff and resources to handle the growing demand, reducing 
delays and ensuring farmers have timely access to the workforce they need. This investment would 
improve the efficiency of the program and better support agricultural employers in meeting critical labor 
demands.

Source: Information from AW Labor Solutions

10. DOL should increase usage of electronic communications and reduce 	10. DOL should increase usage of electronic communications and reduce 	
physical paper usage to increase efficiency and effectiveness in  physical paper usage to increase efficiency and effectiveness in  
communicating with those applying.communicating with those applying.
The Department of Labor should expand the use of electronic communications to enhance the efficiency 
and effectiveness of the H-2A program. Currently, all communications must be conducted via written 
correspondence or phone calls, which can be time-consuming and cumbersome. Implementing digital 
communication tools, such as secure online portals and email systems, would streamline the process, 
reduce delays, and improve responsiveness for both farmers and program administrators.

Housing Checklist for H-2A
Visa Employees

100 square feet of living space (per worker) with at least 50 
square feet used as a sleeping area.

Proper protection from the elements.

Ceiling height must be at least 7 feet.

Each worker must have one bed.

Flooring must be either wood or concrete.

There must be windows that open.

A cooking stove must be provided with cabinet and 
counter space.

One refrigerator for every six workers must be provided.

An adequate heating system must be available.

All showers and sinks must have hot water.

For every 10 occupants there must be at least one toilet
and shower.



CONCLUSION
Ultimately, the 2024 Agricultural Labor Report underscores the urgent need 
for reforms at both the state and federal levels to address workforce shortages, 
reduce administrative barriers, and support Wisconsin farmers in navigating 
a challenging labor landscape. These efforts are essential for sustaining the 
agricultural economy, which remains a cornerstone of Wisconsin’s rural 
communities and economic vitality.

By applying these recommendations, Wisconsin could better support its agricultural community and 
address the ongoing challenges of labor shortages while maintaining strong standards in worker 
protections.
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