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At the request of the Advisory Council on Social Security, the Social Security Board is 
conducting studies of social insurance measures in use in other countries for groups excepted 
from the Social Security Act. The following article outlines briefly certain measures adopted 
on behalf of workers in agriculture. It is anticipated that outlines of measures in use in other 
fields will be published in subsequent issues of the Bulletin and that reports on the completed 
studies will be issued at a later date. 

I n many Western European countries, old-age 
protection has already been extended to the va r i 
ous groups of workers i n the agr icul tural indus
tries. I n the Uni ted States, however, the terms of 
the Federal law establishing old-age insurance 
operate to exclude agr icul tural employees. 1 The 
principal reason advanced for this exception was 
that the adminis t ra t ion of the program for agri
cultural workers would present great difficulties 
at the outset. These anticipated difficulties are 
ascribed to many factors: the te r r i tor ia l expanse 
of the Uni ted States; the large proport ion of farm 
operators, unpaid family workers, and share
croppers, as contrasted w i t h wage workers; the 
seasonal and frequently migra tory character 
of farm labor; the problem of obta ining wage 
records when cash wages are only a par t of the 
remuneration. 

Al though no country of Western Europe has had 
to meet these adminis t ra t ive difficulties on so large 
a scale, the same types of problems have had to be 
faced in a t tempts to provide old-age protect ion 
for agricul tural workers. I t is not our purpose to 
analyze the characteristics of agricul tural labor i n 
the Uni ted States or to compare them w i t h the 
characteristics of American industr ia l and com
mercial labor or w i t h agr icul tura l labor i n foreign 
countries. The significant poin t is tha t a s tudy of 
European systems of old-age insurance indicates 
that these countries have had somewhat similar 
problems to meet and tha t they have devised 
methods of including agr icul tural workers either 
in their general con t r ibu tory old-age insurance 
programs or in parallel systems. I n European 
countries as well as in the Uni ted States, there are 
self-employed farmers who operate small-scale 

farms w i t h o u t any hired help or w i t h members of 
their own family , employers who engage i n large-
scale industrialized farming and employ many 
wage workers, and tenants who fa rm under various 
types of contractual relationship. 

Even though there is considerable s imi la r i ty 
between the type of adminis t ra t ive difficulties 
which migh t be created by the fa rm patterns of the 
Uni ted States and those met i n European countries 
which have enacted laws for agr icul tural as wel l as 
for industr ia l and commercial workers, there are 
significant differences between the organization of 
agriculture i n the Old and the New W o r l d . The 
social structure of the European village, the more 
concentrated and more stable relat ion of the popu
la t ion to the land, the greater r i g i d i t y of occupa
t ional status, the var ie ty of cooperative organiza
tions, the more definite character of the labor 
contract, and the more firmly established organiza
tions of agricul tural workers—all these differentiate 
European agr icul tura l patterns from comparable 
conditions i n the Uni ted States. 

The legislation and operation of programs to 
protect agr icul tural workers i n Europe against 
the risks inherent i n old age can, therefore, be 
only suggestive of what may be done i n the 
Uni t ed States. Br ief examples from a s tudy of 
the old-age insurance systems of five European 
countries where operating data are available and 
where analogies to agriculture i n the Un i t ed States 
migh t be drawn may, however, serve to indicate 
the general approach to the solution of some of 
the adminis t ra t ive difficulties as i t has been worked 
out i n each of the five countries. The countries 
selected for comment are Great B r i t a i n , France, 
Germany, Sweden, and Aus t r ia . 2 
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1 Agr icu l tu ra l employment is excepted under the Federal old-age insurance, 
program. State old-age assistance programs, however, apply to a l l needy 
aged persons 65 or 70 and over, w i t h o u t regard to previous occupational or 
employment status. 

2 Because Aust r ian experience preceding the framing of the social insurance 
laws indicated that a separate system for agricul tural workers was desirable, 
the Aust r ian law is included i n this comparison. However, because of the 
precarious state of Austr ia 's finances since 1928, the system was never pu t in to 
operation and, i n view of the recent amalgamation of Aus t r i a w i t h Germany, 
the system may be completely modified . 



The laws of these five countries differ i n scope 
of coverage and adminis t ra t ive techniques. I n 
endeavoring to relate this European practice to 
the American scene, the size of the American 
populat ion which is involved should be considered. 
The number of persons gainful ly employed in 
agriculture fluctuates as does the number in al l 
other gainful employments. Of the to ta l 48.8 
mil l ion gainful workers recorded in the 1930 census, 
some 10.5 m i l l i o n , or 21 percent, were found i n 
agriculture. Th i s group can be broken down by 
Employment status roughly as follows: 

Farm operators 5,300,000 
Unpaid family workers 1,700,000 
Sharecroppers 700,000 
Wage workers 2,800,000 

Total 10,500,000 

Figures showing the agr icul tura l coverage of the 
five European old-age insurance systems are no t 
available, b u t census data on the to t a l occupied 
popula t ion and the number of those engaged i n 
agr icul tura l pursuits are given below for a l l except 
Sweden to indicate the relat ive proport ions of 
agr icul tura l workers, inc lud ing workers engaged i n 
forestry and fishing, i n each of the countries: 

Great Britain (1931): 3 

Total occupied population 21,055,000 
Agriculture 1,398,000 

Operators 384,000 
Employees 1,014,000 

France (1931): 4 

Total occupied population 21,600,000 
Agriculture 7,700,000 

Operators (including family 
workers) 5,500,000 

Employees 2,200,000 
Germany (1933): 5 

Total occupied population 32,296,000 
Agriculture 9,344,000 

Operators 2,182,000 
Employees 2,645,000 
Assisting family workers 4,517,000 

Austria (1934): 6 

Total occupied population 3,175,000 
Agriculture 1,004,000 

Employers 291,000 
Employees 359,000 
Family workers 354,000 

3 In te rna t iona l Labour Office, International Survey of Social Services, 1933, 
Studies and Reports, Series M (Social Insurance), N o . 13 (Geneva, 1936), 
V o l . 1, p . 354. 

4 I b i d . , V o l . 1, p . 220. 
5 I b i d . , V o l . 1, p . 312. 

6 I b i d . , V o l . 2, p . 16. 

Figures alone, however, give b u t a par t ia l i n d i 
cat ion of the complexities of agr icul tura l employ
ment status here or abroad. M a n y farm operators 
i n the U n i t e d States—possibly more than a m i l 
l ion—are only part-time farmers and receive a 
sizable share of their income from indust r ia l or 
commercial business activit ies or employment. 
Of the wage workers, possibly as many as half are 
employed i n nonagricul tural employment during 
a t least pa r t of the year. 

I t should also be noted tha t the number of ag
r icu l tu ra l workers who are employed on larger 
farms i n the U n i t e d States constitutes a consider
able propor t ion of the to ta l number of agricul tural 
wage workers. Though farms employing three 
or more workers consti tute only 2 or 3 percent of 
al l farms, they account for approximately 40 per
cent of a l l agr icul tural wage workers . 7 

The total number of persons gainful ly occupied 
in agr icul tural work represents only about 20 per
cent of the to ta l number of gainfully occupied 
persons in the Un i t ed States. I n Great B r i t a i n 
the agricul tural group constitutes less than 7 
percent of the to ta l , i n Germany nearly 30 per
cent, in Aus t r i a a l i t t l e over 30 percent, and i n 
France s l ight ly more than 35 percent. Compara
ble figures for Sweden are not available, bu t a 
recently published survey of Swedish social work 
and legislation 8 indicates tha t in 1930 agriculture 
and subsidiary occupations offered employment 
to 39 percent of the gainfully occupied populat ion. 

Figures on farm wage workers as dis t inct from 
unpaid family workers and farm operators are 
available only for France, Germany, and Aust r ia . 
I n these three countries as well as i n the Uni ted 
States, farm labor represents only about one-third 
of the to ta l reported in the census as engaged in 
agriculture. 

Four of the five countries studied made no dis
t inc t ion between agricul tural and indust r ia l wage 
workers when their con t r ibu to ry old-age insurance 
programs were first established. Thus Germany 
i n 1889, France i n 1910, Sweden in 1913, and Great 
B r i t a i n i n 1925 passed laws to protect against o ld-
age dependency all persons who were dependent 
on a wage for a l i v i n g . Fur thermore , the Swedish 
program has covered all adul t citizens, the pro
prietor along w i t h the tenant former, the manager 

7 Wendzel, Jul ius T . " D i s t r i b u t i o n of H i r ed Farm Laborers in the Uni ted 
States." Monthly Labor Review, V o l . 45, No . 3 (September 1937), pp.561-568. 

8 The Royal Social Board. Social Work and Legislation in Sweden. 2d 
rev. English ed., Stockholm, 1938, p. 26. 



of an agricul tural cooperative, and the fa rm 
laborer. 

The provisions of the French general old-age i n 
surance law, passed i n 1910, have been modified 
substantially from t ime to t ime as applied to 
agricultural wage workers. One outstanding 
change introduced in 1935 establishes flat con t r i 
butions by agricul tural workers whereas the con
tributions for industr ia l workers va ry w i t h wages. 
An interesting feature of the French system is the 
inclusion of small share-tenants (those who had 
leased livestock valued at less than 1,000 francs 
when they became tenants) along w i t h agricul tural 
wage workers i n the insurance system. The 
owners from whom these share-tenants lease their 
farms pay the share of the insurance cont r ibu t ion 
which is ord inar i ly borne by the employer. Large 
share-tenants who employ farm workers are not 
covered by the system. They are considered as 
employers and, as such, pay contr ibut ions for 
their workers, bu t their landlords refund these 
contributions. 

The Aust r ian law is the only one of these five 
which provides an entirely separate old-age insur
ance system for agricul tural workers. These pro
visions, enacted in 1927, have never been p u t in to 
operation, however. 

The methods used by each of these foreign 
countries to meet the adminis t ra t ive difficulties 
arising from the characteristics of agricul tural 
labor are noted briefly in the fol lowing paragraphs. 

Scattered Population 

I n dealing w i t h problems which arise from the 
scattered agricul tural populat ion, preexisting gov
ernmental and pr ivate organizations are frequently 
util ized. For example, the postal system has been 
used for the payment of pensions under nearly all 
the programs. I n some cases vo lun ta ry mu tua l 
benefit and cooperative societies have been placed 
under government supervision and used as or
ganizing centers. I n Sweden the general system 
of taxation has been integrated w i t h the adminis
trat ion of social insurance. 

I n several countries various mutua l insurance 
societies established on a vo lun ta ry basis provided 
a means for overcoming the difficulties connected 
wi th scattered populat ion. Great B r i t a i n , when 
the program of con t r ibu to ry old-age insurance 
was introduced, uti l ized the preexisting compulsory 
health insurance system which had been b u i l t 
upon the framework of pr iva te mu tua l benefit 

associations and insurance societies. I n France, 
likewise, the system of cont r ibu tory old-age i n 
surance was set up i n close conjunction w i t h m u 
tua l benefit societies and agr icul tural cooperatives. 
These societies play a par t no t on ly i n collecting 
and disbursing funds bu t also i n the investment 
of reserves. 

I n spite of the apparent wisdom of bo th Great 
B r i t a i n and France i n t ak ing advantage of these 
existing organizations, many European adminis
trators of social insurance regard the relationships 
w i t h these nongovernmental societies as unneces
sarily complicat ing the work of the social insurance 
offices. On the other hand, the same adminis
trators look w i t h favor on the integrat ion of 
various types of governmental insurance agencies, 
such as unemployment , health, i n v a l i d i t y , and 
survivors ' insurance, wh ich have parallel coverage. 

I n Sweden, which has the most nearly complete 
coverage i n i ts old-age insurance program, the 
system of collecting contr ibut ions has been made 
an integral par t of the general system of collect
ing property and income taxes payable b y nearly 
the entire adul t populat ion. Th i s coordinat ion 
seems to have produced a higher percentage of 
payments of contr ibut ions i n ru ra l areas than i n 
urban areas. 

Seasonal Employment 

The practice of t reat ing seasonal or temporary 
employment varies w i t h the different systems. I n 
England, which includes only wage workers under 
the con t r ibu tory insurance program, persons em
ployed i n certain types of work of a temporary or 
casual character, such as p icking hops and perish
able fruits, are excluded from the payment of con
t r ibut ions . Since the p icking crews are assembled 
on an emergency basis w i t h no fo rm of wage con
t ract and no regular pay r o l l , the inclusion of such 
workers would present great adminis t ra t ive dif f icul
ties. Germany likewise excludes such types of 
temporary work . I n addi t ion , persons may re
ceive a certificate of exemption f rom contr ibut ions 
for seasonal work which does n o t last longer than 
12 weeks i n any one season or 50 days i n the entire 
year, provided they follow no other insured occu
pat ion regularly. Th i s exemption is good for a 
year at a time. 

France excludes persons earning less than 1,500 
francs ($49.80) a year, and this status is measured 
by the earnings of the preceding year. Under the 
Swedish system the problem of seasonal employ



ment is no t significant, since taxes are collected on 
an annual basis. 

I n general i n these foreign countries, persons who 
engage solely i n seasonal or temporary agr icul tura l 
employment are n o t covered by the old-age i n 
surance program, and neither they nor their em
ployers pay contr ibut ions to the system for such 
employment . 

Migratory Workers 

I n the countries of Western Europe w i t h old-age 
insurance systems for agr icul tura l workers, the ad
minis t ra t ive problems for workers who migrate 
f rom one place to another w i t h i n the count ry are 
no t serious. Under nat ion-wide, federally oper
ated systems no par t icular difficulties are encoun
tered i n keeping insurance records for such workers. 

Workers who migrate f rom one count ry to 
another, however, create problems which have no t 
been completely solved i n any count ry . Between 
England and N o r t h e r n I re land , methods have been 
developed for the exchange of old-age insurance 
credits earned by workers. On the other hand, 
Polish workers who formerly migra ted to Ger
many i n numbers paid no contr ibut ions to the 
German insurance system. The employers of those 
workers are required, however, to pay their por
t ion of the con t r ibu t ion i n order to avoid set t ing a 
p remium upon the employment of alien labor. 

Unpaid Family Workers 

Unpa id fami ly workers create no problem in a 
system of pract ical ly universal coverage such as is 
found i n Sweden, since nearly a l l adults contr ibute 
to old-age insurance through general taxat ion. I n 
countries w i t h narrower coverage, fami ly workers 
on farms as wel l as i n indus t ry tend to be omi t t ed . 
Germany permits fami ly workers to enter the o ld -
age insurance system on a vo lun ta ry basis. The 
Aus t r i an law specifies tha t fami ly workers other 
than the spouse are included unless the employer 
gives w r i t t e n assurance tha t he w i l l provide for 
them i n o ld age. I n France fami ly workers are 
required to pay contr ibut ions i f any other workers 
are hired by the fa rm operator. 

Wages in Kind 

The problems tha t arise when remunerat ion for 
labor is pa r t l y or ent irely i n food and lodging, 
rather than i n cash, are not dissimilar f rom those 
occurring i n indus t ry and commerce when wages 
i n k i n d are received. The solutions likewise are 

similar. I n France and England the payment of 
" f l a t " contr ibut ions (unrelated to the amount of 
wages) avoids any diff icul ty i n this respect. Under 
the German and Aus t r ian laws the goods or serv
ices received are valued i n accordance w i t h pre
va i l ing local prices, and the cash equivalent is 
included as wages; the evaluation is made by an 
adminis t ra t ive au thor i ty after consultation w i t h 
organizations representative of bo th workers and 
employers. 

Social Forces 

While the adminis t ra t ive problems deriving 
from the special characteristics of agricul tural labor 
should not be minimized, i t is evident tha t sys
tems have been developed in Europe to include 
agr icul tural workers of a l l types. Methods for 
obtaining universal coverage, l imi ted coverage for 
agr icul tural wage workers, coverage for tenant 
farmers, and compulsory or vo lun ta ry coverage 
for the self-employed have been devised. The 
Systems and the adminis t ra t ion have both been 
adjusted to meet the circumstances when the de
mand in the various countries was sufficiently 
insistent for protect ing agricul tural as well as 
indust r ia l workers against old-age dependency. 

The Aus t r ian old-age insurance laws for the two 
groups reflect the way in which these pressures 
have affected the character of the legislation. 
The pol i t ica l s t rength of the various groups con
cerned is manifest i n the systems. The program 
for indus t r ia l workers provides for centralized 
federal admin i s t ra t ion ; the law for agr icul tural 
workers leaves the way open for adminis t ra t ion 
by the various provinces. The contr ibut ions for 
indust r ia l workers are uni form throughout the 
na t ion ; those for agr icul tura l workers may vary 
from province to province. The law for indus
t r i a l workers provides for vo lun ta ry insurance 
of certain groups of wage workers excluded from 
compulsory coverage. N o similar vo lun ta ry 
coverage privileges are granted to those excluded 
by the agr icul tura l system. There is no prov i 
sion for compulsory coverage of self-employed 
independent tradesmen under the law for indus
t r i a l workers; ye t the agr icul tura l provisions 
pe rmi t farmers and tenants to part icipate in the 
compulsory system. 

The concessions made to provincia l forces in 
the agr icul tura l system were viewed w i t h appre
hension by one of the outs tanding social insurance 
experts ( M a x Lederer) , who feared tha t the un



equal d i s t r ibu t ion of risks i n the provinces would 
necessitate the cur ta i lment of benefits. 

Another example of the pressure of local forces 
is found i n the his tory of agr icul tura l coverage 
in Germany. D u r i n g the first 10 years' operat ion 
of the general old-age insurance system, the 
Reichstag was flooded w i t h pet i t ions f rom large 
and small landowners set t ing fo r th the hardships 
entailed by the payment of contr ibut ions. The 
protests, however, went unheeded. Subsequently, 
an invest igat ion of the s i tuat ion revealed negli
gible differences between agriculture and indus t ry 
so far as the payment of contr ibut ions was 
concerned. 

I t is w o r t h no t ing t h a t i n Sweden and France, 
where agr icul tura l workers are included in the 
old-age insurance systems, there are sizable 
agricultural populations which have been s trongly 
organized. The one system includes the self-
employed, tenants, and wage workers, whi le the 
other covers tenants and wage workers. 

I t is clear t h a t adminis t ra t ive procedures can 
be developed to give old-age security to workers 
i n agricul ture as we l l as to those employed i n 
indus t ry and commerce. The types of systems 
developed, however, have arisen o u t of the condi
tions w h i c h prevai l i n each count ry and have 
taken on forms closely related to the habi ts and 
customs of the various peoples. W h e n the laws 
were w r i t t e n to cover the pr inc ipa l common 
needs, the framework of the systems was deter
mined b y the extent to wh ich the groups con
cerned were effectively organized. Various groups 
have played their p a r t i n ob ta in ing for agr icul
t u r a l workers i n Western Europe the benefits 
wh ich were being given to indus t r ia l and com
mercial workers. I f European experience is any 
guide, the adminis t ra t ive problems i n America 
w i l l be solved b y careful adjustment of the 
statutes to existing and established conditions 
which differentiate agricul tural f rom indust r ia l 
employment. 


