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Elder Options, Inc.
Phone: (530) 626-6939 • (800) 336-1709 

Sacramento / El Dorado Hills / Folsom
Phone: (916) 391-8083

South Lake Tahoe
Phone: (530) 541-1812

elderoptionsca.com

Elder Options supports older adults,  
the disabled and their families by creating 
care services that enable your loved one 
to experience a life lived fully every day.

“A Life Lived Fully Every Day”
Elder Options, Inc.

Since 1988

Celebrating 30 Years

Elder Options, Inc.
“A Life Lived Fully Every Day”

Since 1988

Reverse Mortgages
Financial Freedom — Learn More Today!

Do Business with a Professional
You Can Meet in Person.

•  Pay off existing mortgages 
or debt and lower your 
monthly expenses.

•  Monthly income for as 
long as you live.

•  Receive your money as 
you request it; As a lump 
sum or as a line of credit.

•  No payments as long as 
you live in your home.

Drop By or Make an In-Home Appointment  — 
We’ll Come to You!

• Computer Repair/ Virus Removal        
• Tune-up/ Data Backup
• Password Recovery/ HouseCalls/ Training
• Home and Business IT Services

In Business since 1984!
530-626-1399

384 Placerville Drive, Placerville

New & Refurbished
Computers

Sales and Service

23 years, Soto says.
After an exchange in 

Spanish and receiving 
juicy peaches the size of a 
softball — the first thing 
Soto’s eaten since her day 
began at 4:30 a.m. — she 
puts the car in drive and 
leaves a trail of dust in 
her wake.

These days, her father 
gets up at 3 a.m. to work, 
harvesting what’s ripe 
before the sun turns it, 
Soto explains. Often 
he’s out until 10 at night 
because he can’t find 
workers to tend the fields.

In search of skill
Rewind to summer 

2010, when the United 
Farm Workers (UFW) 
— a labor organization 
within the agriculture 
industry — launched 
its “Take Our Jobs” 
campaign.

UFW’s Marc 
Grossman, former 
aide to activist Cesar 
Chavez, explained on 
the phone in August 
that the campaign was 
launched during the 
height of the recession 
when many Americans 
were out of work. The 
UFW launched an online 
application asking the 
American public to sign 
up for jobs in the fields, 
no matter where in the 
U.S. they lived.

If immigrant farm 
workers were to walk 
off the fields, the U.S. 
would need half a 
million legal residents to 
replace them and keep 
domestic agriculture jobs 
from moving offshore, 
the UFW said in an 
announcement of the 
campaign.

According to 
Grossman, the campaign 
website had 4 million 
hits and roughly 11,500 
visitors filled out the 
application forms.

“To our knowledge, 
about 12 people showed 
up to work one day 
on a farm and no one 
lasted longer than that,” 
Grossman said.

“It’s not something that 
you pick up a book and 
learn in a day,” Madrona 
Vineyards owner Paul 
Bush said in late October.

“This is something you 
experience and learn over 
time.”

Taking a break from 
the tanks as workers 
blow leaves off the tasting 
room’s roof in the crisp 
morning air, Bush looked 
out over his then-empty 
vines and shared a 
limited perspective of his 
experience with migrant 
workers in Apple Hill. He 
stressed that he cannot 
speak for all growers in 
the area, but only for his 
business.

Madrona’s workers are 
all documented, either 
as citizens or green card 
holders, he explained, 
adding that it’s important 
for the business to fulfill 
the federal government’s 
requirements. Those 
Bush hires have specific 
skill sets, knowing how 
to prune, pick and thin, 
knowing the ins and outs 
of how a crop works, 

what it needs and how 
it communicates what 
it needs, not to mention 
the stamina to handle the 
physical labor.

“Understand that it’s 
not an easy job,” Bush 
said. “You really do need 
to know what you’re 
doing.”

In hiring a worker, 
Bush said 10 years of 
experience is ideal but the 
more time spent working 
in agriculture, the better. 
Bush’s crew, which works 
full-time and year-round 
at Madrona, has been 
around a while, with 
some workers spending 
upwards of three decades 
there.

He considers himself 
lucky. But with changing 
weather patterns and a 
somewhat unpredictable 
harvest schedule, Bush 
tries to augment his 
team during a harvest 
with qualified workers 
from the surrounding 
area. Trying to bring in 
a qualified international 
worker involves a visa 
process that is too 
difficult and expensive 
for an operation the 
size of Madrona. In the 
past, Bush has tried 
to bring over a fellow 
vintner’s daughter from 
Europe to work in the 
fields for a summer, but 
the procedure was so 
complicated he doesn’t 
try anymore.

“It seems like there’d 
be a much better worker 
visa process,” Bush said. 
“Agriculture is feast or 
famine and it’s not like 
you can say, ‘I can wait 
seven months to see if 
this (document) will go 
through.’ All of a sudden, 
your crop is rotting in a 
field.”

Add in the double-
whammy of an aging 
labor force, with younger 
generations tending to 
lean toward college, and 
Bush predicted some 
wineries will turn toward 
automation in the future. 
A decrease in a migrant 
worker population may 
not mean more jobs for 
American citizens, but 
more jobs for machines.

“It’s one of those things 
where, if you start doing 
the math and it’s hard 
to find labor, then we’ll 
just get a machine that 
does it,” Bush said. But 
machines lack subjective 
human judgment and 
may not know the 
difference between a 
good grape and a bad 
grape. In the end, Bush 
said, the consumer 
suffers, because they’re 
paying more for 
something that has a 
lower potential quality.

Bush hesitated to offer 
an opinion on whether 
non-citizen workers 
should be able to stay 
in the United States 
but said a clearer, easier 
visa system would be 
ideal from a grower’s 
perspective.

Fear factor
According to the 

Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 17.1 percent 
of the U.S. workforce in 
2017 was comprised of 
foreign-born workers — 

whether legally admitted 
immigrants, refugees, 
temporary workers or 
immigrants here illegally. 
Of that foreign-born 
workforce, about half was 
Hispanic. The bureau, 
a division of the U.S. 
Department of Labor, 
went on to say native-
born Americans were 
more likely to work in 
managerial, professional 
occupations, while 
foreign-born workers 
tended to work in service 
industries.

Going off the UFW’s 
anecdotal experience, 
Grossman estimated 
between 75 and 80 
percent of California’s 
agriculture workers 
are immigrants in the 
country illegally. The 
numbers depend on the 
crop and region of the 
state, he said.

“The growers are 
frustrated because they 
say they’re suffering 
from labor shortages,” 
Grossman said. “No one 
is winning.”

Though the UFW 
is not active in the El 
Dorado County area, 
in regions of California 
where the union is active 
— the central valley and 
in the Napa-Sonoma 
area — Grossman said 
workers are becoming 
increasingly afraid 
of going to work. 
Immigrations and 
Customs Enforcement, 
or ICE, has increased 
its presence in rural 
communities like Wasco, 
McFarland, Arven 
and Delano, setting 
up roadblocks in early 
mornings when workers 
are headed to the fields, 
Grossman said.

Back at his vineyard, 
Bush added that even 
with a 17 percent wage 
increase this year, 
he couldn’t attract 
workers to help with the 
harvest. When asked 
why, Bush ascribed it, 
in part, to the overall 
sense of uncertainty 
and unfriendliness that 
immigrant workers may 
face in the area. Other 
regions may be friendlier 
and more inviting to 
migrant workers, and 
thus be more attractive to 
them.

Though Bush’s team is 
documented, he has seen 
a “general sense of fear” 
in the industry and noted 
that anxiety takes a toll 
on workers’ performance.

“It’s one of those things 
where you can have 
the documentation but 
that doesn’t mean that 
you can’t be targeted or 
something anyway,” he 
said.

Statistics on immigrant 
employment in El 
Dorado County have 
proven difficult to 
find, but the National 
Agricultural Workers 
Survey, conducted by 
the U.S. Department 
of Labor, sheds some 
light on nationwide 
trends. Run from 1999 
to 2014, the survey took 
information from 1,500 
to 3,000 workers per 
year across the country.

According to the 

survey’s most recent 
data — from 2013-14 
— nearly 70 percent of 
workers reported Mexico 
as their country of birth, 
while 17 percent were 
white and U.S.-born.

About 30 percent of 
farmworkers in the U.S. 
were citizens in 2013-14, 
according to the survey, 
while almost half were 
working without official 
authorization.

Hidden contributors
“Go to Amerikan Ichi 

— everyone’s Hispanic,” 
Soto says in between 
bites of peach on the 
way to her first job of 
the day. “Brick’s — go 
back in the kitchen and 
everyone’s Hispanic. Go 
to any restaurant here 
and, in the back, they’re 
Hispanic.”

Making her way from 
farmland to storefronts, 
Soto winds through 
the curves of Highway 
49 explaining that 
immigrant workers, 
legally authorized or 
otherwise, aren’t limited 
to the fields of Apple 
Hill or restaurants. 
As someone with a 
knowledge of that 
specific community, 
she knows of hotels 
and movie theaters that 
hire workers without 
legal documentation for 
after-hours cleaning, 
she said, leaving room 
for the question: What 
might the local economy 
— an economy steeped 
in agriculture and 
hospitality — look like 
without them?

Grossman couldn’t 
speak to the El Dorado 
County economy, or 
that of the greater 
Sacramento region. 
But on a statewide and 
national scale, he said 
the agriculture industry 
would be “decimated” 
if all immigrants here 
illegally were deported, 
since most citizens 
haven’t demonstrated 
a willingness to do the 
work. The solution? 
Grossman said those who 
are already here working 
should have a smoother 
path to citizenship, since 
they possess the skills 
and motivation to be 
productive.

Soto echoes this on the 
last few minutes of her 
commute from Marchini 
Ranch to Amerikan 
Ichi. In Mexican culture, 
she says, you are raised 
to work hard and care 
about the end result of 
your labor.

You don’t stop when 
you’re tired, she says, you 
stop when your work is 
done.

Hopping out of her car 
and making her way to 
the employee entrance 
of Amerikan Ichi, 
hours ahead of the next 
segment of her day — 
picking up her children 
and heading to a second 
job at the Placerville 
library — Soto’s work 
won’t be done well into 
the evening.

Read part three in 
Monday’s edition of the 
Mountain Democrat.

Immigration Continued from A1

Democrat photos by Gray Baker
Two skiers hit the same rail on the upper snowshoe park of Sierra at Tahoe Saturday, Dec. 8.  

HITTING THE SLOPES

Ben O’Donnell, Parker Eshach and Ryan Holland of Folsom stop to take in the view before 
heading down the hill at Sierra at Tahoe.
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