






Breaking Down the Barriers: A Deeper Look into Fear, Immigration, & Discrimination

    

Discussion
Farmworkers struggle with fear, immigration, and discrimination on a daily basis. The findings listed here reflect a deep-

rooted challenge to farmworkers accessing care, one that will not be overcome easily. Understanding the causes, manifestations, 
and results of this fear, however, is a responsive first step for health workers. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (UDSA) estimates that approximately half a million unauthorized workers currently 
exist within the U.S. agricultural industry, more than any other sector in the country.  Regrettably, some vigilant and vocal 
communities throughout the United States have emphatically opposed the influx of undocumented immigrants, creating a 
resounding national backlash. In many instances, this anger has prompted government officials to take a forceful political 
stance towards undocumented farmworker communities. Immigration prosecutions now make up well over half (54%) of 
all federal filings, for a total of 91,899 cases in 2009, an all-time high (Trac Immigration, 2009).  The resulting climate of 
fear continually pushes undocumented farmworkers deeper into the 
shadows of our society, escalating the barriers to health care that these 
communities face. 

Due to the vulnerability that undocumented status creates, there 
is frequently an unjust imbalance of power between farmworkers and 
their employers. When these instances occur, an employer or contractor 
may harmfully leverage their power, subjecting workers to inequitable 
treatment. Employers are faced with few negative repercussions for their 
actions because of limited labor inspections. In an environment such 
as this, it seems unlikely that farmworkers will be consistently given 
critical occupational health and safety information.  

Farmworkers find themselves in tenuous positions as a result of this 
hostile climate. The possibility of encountering immigration officials or being threatened by an employer taxes the mental 
health of farmworkers. They live with the constant fear and anxiety of losing their jobs or being deported back to their country 
of origin. Many farmworkers have endured emotional, physical, and financial costs in order to immigrate to the United 
States. Because they sacrificed so much already, these farmworkers live with the psychological burden of managing the daily 
risk of deportation. In a climate of fear such as this, it is no surprise that farmworkers find it hard to trust health center staff, 
or any institution for that matter. Even farmworkers with legal permission to work in the U.S. encounter discrimination 
from community members, sometimes within the health care environment. 

These factors, along with other findings in Breaking Down the Barriers, have created a perfect storm that is keeping an 
estimated 80% of farmworkers from accessing the health services they need. Comments from farmworker participants 
resoundingly indicate that they do not think they have the choice to receive health care. As grim as this may be, it creates 
a sound opportunity for health organizations to meet this challenge head on by continuing to break down these barriers. 
Outreach staff are on the front lines where farmworkers live, work, and congregate, and can make major strides in building 
trust, dispelling myths, and linking them to the health and social services that they need.     

    How Can You Help Alleviate Fear In Farmworker Communities? 
The following are actions that your health center can take to address and alleviate fear in farmworker communities. For 
additional assistance with implementing these strategies, please contact HOP at www.outreach-partners.org.

Take the time to observe and learn about fear and immigration issues within your local farmworker community. •	
Provide a safe forum for farmworkers to talk about the fear and anxiety they experience. 	•	
Enhance communication and listening skills to build trusting relationships with the farmworker community. •	
Build or participate in a farmworker-focused coalition to help advocate on behalf of the farmworker community. •	
Partner with appropriate agencies to offer farmworkers education on their legal rights. •	
Nurture positive relationships with employers and help advocate for farmworkers in the work place. •	
Participate in a cultural humility and sensitivity training. •	
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