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Tue rroBLEM of acquiring suflicient quarters of
coverngo to achiove insured siatus under old-apo
and survivors insurance is of speeial significnnce
to workers who shift between covered and non-
covered employment and who come only intermit-
tently under tho old-age and survivors insurance
program.’ Ono of the largest groups of such
workers is that of agriculturnl laborers who aseck
work in the industrinl labor market for a part of
the ycar. DBeeause of their low earnings in agri-
culture and the scasonal character of the employ-
ment, they are foreed o supplement their earnings
by employment in industry. At the samo time,
many industries draw upon the surplus of agri-
cultural labor to meet specinl neods or sensonal
penks of production.

In nddition to this shori-time or “shuttling'
movement of agricultural workers in and out of
coverod employment, there are also the long-
time occupational changes of young agricultural
workers who move into industry and more or less
permanently remain there as well ns the corre-
sponding movement of older workers out of indus-
try into agriculture. Sinee these long-time move-
ments cannot effectively assert themselves until
alter the program has been in operntion for many
moroe years, tho data presented in this article are of
necessity limited to the short-time movement
only.

Eligibility for bonefits under the old-nge and
survivors insurance program is based not only on
tho wages which a worker reecives from covered
employment but also on the distribution of such
wages by enlendar quarters. To qualify for bene-
fits a worker must have been engaged in covered
employment for roughly half of the time, computed
on the basis of quarters of a calendar year, since
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1936 or since he reached age 21, if that date oc-
curred after 1936, In addition, in each quarter
for which ho would claim coverage, he must havo
recoived wages of at least $60,

To threw some light on the problems affecting
agricultural laborers, an annlysis was made of two
recent surveys, ono relating particularly to migra-
lory agriculturnl workers, the othor to local sca-
sonal workers in agriculture,

Tho survey of migratory workers was mado by
the Farm Sccurity Administration during the
spring and summor of 1940 in selceted problem
arens in New Jersey, Michigan, Virginia, North
Carolina, South Carolina, and Kentucky, Farm-
ing aroas were selocted in whieh migrant workers
concentrated and constituted probloms for thems-
selves and the community. In these arcas, pota-
loes, strawberries, fruit, berries, or truck were
the principal erop. In all, 1,411 schedules were
collected on the employment experionce of farm
Inborors. Ior those who reported social socurity
numbers, information on their wages in covored
employmont and their insured status under the
old-age and survivors insurance prograin was
obtained irom the files of the Social Socurity
Board. Of the total nuniber of schodules, 86.5
poreent, and of those with socinl security numbers,
91 porcent, represented workers who had been in
the arca less than 6 months,

Although the sample is considered to be ropre-
sentative of the experience of migratory agricul-
tural workers in tho States scleeted, tho fact
should boe stressed that the data ean be considered
only qualificdly representative of the experience
of migratory workers throughout the Nation,
Certain major arcas whore migratory agricultural
workers are numerous—such as Florida, Califor-
nin, and the West Coast in genoral—woere not
surveyed; these may diffor from the arcas sur-
veyed in tho degree to which they present oppor-
tunitics for covered cmploymont. Additional in-
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formation on migratory workers in California is
now being collectod.

Tho sccond survey was conducted by the Bu-
reau of Old-Age and Survivors Insurance in 10
countics of Virginia in the summer of 1940, The
counties were scleccled as representative of the
important types of farming in the State; 2,039
workors wore interviewed, including both farm
operntors and laborers. As in the I'SA survey,
information on those who reported social security
numbers was supplemonted with material on
wages from covered cmployment. The farm
operators, migratory workers, and sharecroppers
who were included in the study are omitted in
the onsuing discussion, oxcept where otherwise
noted, and attention is focused on the experiences
of local seasonal workers.

Extent of Movement Between Agriculture and
Covered Employment

While there are indications of an appreciable
difference in the dogres to whielr migratory
workers and local seasonal workers in agriculture
find their way into covered employment, it is
ovident from both surveys that a large and prob-
ably a growing proportion of each of these two
important groups of agriculturnl workers Las been
coming periodically under the old-age and sur-
vivors insurance program. Thus, of the migra-
tory workors surveyed by the FSA, almost half—
46 percent—had cnrned wages in covercd om-
ployment during tlie period 1937-39. The small
group of migratory workers included in tho
Virginia survey showed a similar proportion—44
percent—who had spent some time in covered
employment during the same period. Of the
local seasonal workers studied in Virginia, 20
percent had been in covered employment during
tho same period.

The difference in the degree to which the two
groups had entered covered employment may
undoubtedly be attributed to differences in thoir
agricultural attachments. The migratory workers,
with an attachment to agricultural jobs less
stable than that of local seasonal workors, are
by the very fact of their migration brought inlo a
geographically wider range of labor markets.
They thus como into contact with o greater
number of opportunities for industrial employ-
ment. The significant faet, bhowever, is that
oven the geographically restricted group of local
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gensonal workers who tend to remain in an aren
where they can return to regular scasonal om-
ployment in agriculture do find their way in
off-senson periods into covered employment to
the extent of one-fifth of their number,

If tho figures on those two groups are goneralized
and supplemented with data on the oxtent to
which regular hired hands and sharccroppers? en-
tored covered employment in the period consid-
erod, it would appear that more than 800,000 of an
estimated 4.5 million porsons who are likely to be
employed annually in agriculture?® have bhecome
subject to taxation for old-age and survivors
insurance sinee the program went into effect in
1037. In the future, it is evident, this proportion
will increase; ovon disregarding any forces which
may operate to increase the number who find
covored employment at any one time, n normal
turn-over will inerease the number who find such
cmployment at sotne time,

The dnta of both studies indiente, moreover, n
tondency toward increase in the number who go
imto covered omployment at o particular time.
Thus, of the migratory workers in the FSA survey
who had some wage eredits in the period 1937-39,
63 precent were reported employed in covered
industry in 1937, 65 pereent in 1938, and almost
76 porcent in 1939, Similarly, of all agricultural
workers in the Virginin survey— including farm
owners and operators, migratory workors, and
sharceroppers, as well as local scasonal laborers—
who had wages from covered employment, 56
pereont had wage credits in 1937, 60 percent in
1938, and more than 75 percent in 1039,

Though part of this annual increase may ho
attributed to a greatoer degree of compliance with
the provisions of the Socinl Sccurity Aet on the
part of employors, it also significantly coincides
with o goneral rise in industrial activity. Fhis
rise has boen aceelerated since 1939 and is recciv-
ing now impetus ns the defense program swings
into oporation, Should it continue, there is
renson to beliove that directly or indircetly the
attraction of agricultural workers into covered
industrinl employment will be increased. This

1 Dotn gatheres durlng the survoy in Yieglnin fndieated that regulnr hiced
hands and shareeroppers wero fess likely than the other groups ta ender covered
cmploymont, Ahoeut 8 pereetit of Lho regular hirert hands and 10 pepeent of
tho sharecroppers interviewed had had wages In covered employment In the
period studied.

1°This Nguro represents an estimated mnx!tnm of 4 million wage workers

and a halt milllon sharecroppers; some of tho wage worlkers may spend enly o
very smnll part of the year In agriculture,
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attraction will be modified only to tho extent that
the forcos creating unemployment, underemploy-
moent, and poverty in agriculture cease to operato
as thoy have in the past.

Should industrial depression set in and oppor-
tunitios for industrial employment declino, the
flow of agricultural workers into industrial om-
ployment would probably diminish. Moreover,
tho experience of the deprossion poriod of the
1930’8 indientos that tho countor-flow fromn in-
dustry to subsistonee agriculture will increase.
This trend would only serve to intensify the
problem of workers shifting botweon covered and
noncovered employinent, in that the movemnent
would bo away from covered employment and
workers would be unable to maintain the insurcd
stntus they may have acquired. Tt would also
provide a basis for an incrense in the genoral
shuttling movement, sineo the exporience of these
persons would condition thom io scelk whatever
short-time employment might be available in
industry,

Insurance Status of the Agricultural Worker

A worker who nequires 40 quarters of covorago
becomes fully insured, i. e,, he and cortain of his
dependents are eligiblo for benefits when he
renches the ago of 65 and retires from covered
employmeont, or his survivors are entitled to
benefits whenever ho dies. A worker who is not
fully insured but who, at the time of his death,
has aequired 6 or mors quarters of coverage of the
12 preceding the quarter in which he dies, may be
said to bo a currently insured worker, and certain
of his survivors are eligiblo tor survivor benefits,
Since in the period under consideration there are
only 12 quarters, fully insured status and currently
insured status are practically synonymous, and
reference need only be made here to insured status
in genernl.

The findings of the two surveys indicate that
the great majority of the agricultural workers
who have been paying taxes on wages from
covored employment have failed to moet require-
ments for benefits. They have, therefore, heon
contributing to a syastem in which they have thus
far aequired no insurance protection. Eighty-five
pereont of the migratory workers who have paid
insurance contributions on wages in covered em-
ploymont and 89 percent of the loeal scasonal
workers had less than 6 quarters of coverngo; that
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is, they failed Lo carn at least $50 in oach of 6 or
more of the 12 quarters during 1937-39,4

There are several basic factors which account
for the relatively disndvantageous position of
agricultural workers who are engaged intermite
tently in employments covered by the present
old-age and survivors insuranco program. In the
first place, many fail to achieve the required
number of quarters of coverage, This failure is
duo in part to the dovetailing of their work in
covered employment with work in agriculture,
which of itsclf tends Lo a scasonal concentration
of their taxable wages; or, even if thoy aro availablo
for covered employinent in a sufficient number of
quarters, there are frequently no jobs available
for them. In the sccond placo, many who do
suceeed in aequiring covered employment in a
suflicient number of quarters, fail to meet the
requirement of $560 in wages in a suflicient number
of quarters.

To acquire quarters of coverage during 1938-39 %
at a rate to provide insured status in the future,
cach worker wonld have had to ecarn $50 or more in
taxable wages in at least 4 of the 8 possible quarters.
But 58 pereent of the migratory workers and nearly
68 percont of the loenl sensonal workers who had
some such cmployment were in covered omploy-
nent for less than 4 quarters.  Furthermore, the
majority failed, beeause of their low wages in these
periods, Lo accumulate even 1 quarter of coverage.

Of the remaining 42 percent of migratory work-
ers and approximately 33 pereent of local soasonal
workers who had covered employment during 4
or more quarters, less than half reecived as much
a8 $50 in each of 4 querters and about 15 porcent
did not earn as much as $50 in any quarter,

The adverse effect of insufficient and poorly
distributed wage earnings on the position of theso
workers under the present insurance systom may
bo illuatrated in another fashion. Three hundred
dollars was the minimum amount which, if
properly distributed on a quarterly basis through-

+1t Is notable that, as n recent sainple study of soclal socurity records ro
venls, n substantial number of all workers who have beon contrlbuting on
their wnges under tho aot hava so for not earnod insured status, The gronp
of ngricultural employees hero consldered aocounta for s part of this large
group. The falluro of others Lo acquire Insured status 1s traceahla Lo shifting
botweon eovered employment and noncovorod ocoupsiiona other than
agriculture or o unemployment, undoremploymont, or irrogular parilcipas
tien in tho labor market (students, housowlves, and so forth).

! For this specific comparison o 2-year perlod i used, Instead of the 3-yenr
heriod 1037-39, since, n a reault of roporting proosdures In offoot for 1037, the
records of the Bocinl Beeurity Doard do not perm!t analysls of the quarters
of entrance Inte covered employment in that year.
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out the poriod 1037-39, would havo onabled a
workor to obtain insured status in the period.
Moro than 67 porcent of the scasonal local laborors,
and approximatoly the same proportion of tho
migratory workers, oarncd less than $300 in
taxable wagoes in this 3-year poriod. In addition,
many who carned more than this amount failed
to acquire insurced status because their earnings
wore concontrated in too few quarters. About
20 percent of the seasonal local laborers and 18
percont of tho migratory workers with somc
covered employmont received and paid taxes on
more than $300 in this period but failed to acquire
inaured status.

Thore is little basis for oxpecting that many
individuals in the group here studied will evor
acquire fully or pormanently insured status
through tho accumulation of 40 quarters of cover-
ago. In the 2 yoars 1938-39, 3G percent of the
migratory workers and 35 percent of the local
soasonal worltors acquired no quarters of coverago.
The average rate of acquisition of quarters of
coverago for both of tho classes surveyed was
less than 1 quarter a year. At this rate, it would
teke 40 yoars to accumulate 40 quarters of cover-
ago. Since more than half of these workers
are already over 30 years of ago and more than a
third are over 40 years, it is obvious that few
will be ablo to benefit by the 40-quarter pro-
vision unless there is radical change in both the
amount of their covered employment and their
present wage lovels,

Summary

In the normal course of their working lives,
large numbers of migratory agricultural workers
and local scasonal workers intermittently obtain
work in covered employment. Under the present
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provisions of the Social Sccurity Act, thoy are
automatically subject to payment of contributions
to tho social insurance system with respect to
their carnings in such employment., Howover,
many of these workers fail to acquire eligibility for
benefits under the present provisions of tho act
becauso of their low rates of pay and tho limited
and sporadic amounts of timeo they spend in such
employment, Of every 100 agricultural workers
in the samples studied whe had contributed to the
system on their taxable wages, only about 10 to 15
received insurance protection. This proportion,
it must be remembered, relates only to the agricul-
turnl workers who entered covered employment,
It represonts only about 2 percent of all agricultural
workers in the two aamples.

Tho cffcet of the current inerease in industrial
employmeont, particularly under the stimulation
of tho cxpanding defonse program, is difficult to
cvaluate. It may operate advantageously for
workers who have opportunity for greater and
more continuous covered cmployment; it may, on
the other hand, intensify the problem if it inerenses
the volume of workers who work too short periods
to acquire insured status. IEconomic conditions
arc constantly creating a surplus of workers who,
uncinployed or underomployed in agriculture, are
on the lookout for industrial employment. To tho
oxtent that these groups cannot be imunediately
and completely absorbed by expanding industries,
to the extent that they obtnin only intermittent
or low-paid employment, they will as a group con-
tinue to make contributions to an insurance sys-
tem from which they mny expect no protection in
return.  Their problein could be met only by a
system of extended coverage which would permit
basing the payment of benefits on wages from both
agriculture and industry,
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