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January, 2013

Dear Colleagues:

Thank you for your interest in Michigan’s workforce development industry clusters.  The vitality of 

our state’s priority industry clusters – Agriculture, Energy, Health Care, Information Technology, 

and Manufacturing – are essential components of a thriving economy.  There is growing evidence 

that industry clusters are an effective organizing framework for positively impacting economic and 

workforce development activities.  It is critical that we examine these clusters to understand job 

opportunities, industry talent needs, as well as workforce supply; and the Workforce Development 

Agency, in partnership with the Office of Labor Market Information and Strategic Initiatives is pleased 

to make this resource available.

This industry cluster briefing analyzes several labor market measures including employment 

concentration, trends, and forecasts; key occupations; education program completers; and workforce 

demographics.  It is an additional tool to assist in the implementation of the Michigan Industry Cluster 

Approach (MICA). MICA focuses on aligning efforts – initiatives, programs, and funding – around priority 

clusters for a demand-driven workforce system.  This approach, led by the Workforce Development 

Agency is being implemented in partnership with employers, the Michigan Works! System, the 

Michigan Economic Development Corporation and local economic development entities, education 

and training providers, and statewide trade associations.  A key activity of MICA is the convening of 

groups of employers to identify and develop solutions to address workforce needs. 

We hope that you find this information valuable. It should provide a road map that leads to stronger 

partnerships and a more effective workforce development system.  Please contact us if you have 

questions about this analysis, or would like more information about the Michigan Industry Cluster 

Approach.

Respectfully,

Christine Quinn, Director

Workforce Development Agency



•  In 2011, the market value of Michigan’s agricultural 

products was a little over four billion dollars or about 

1% of the state’s total GDP.  Michigan is a major net 

exporter of agricultural products to other states and 

the world.

•  The Agriculture cluster was among the few Michigan 

sectors to record employment expansion since 

before the recent recession.  Between 2005 and 

2011, agricultural payroll jobs grew by +2.9 percent, 

while jobs across all industries in Michigan dropped 

significantly by -11.2 percent.

•  Automation in farm processes will limit future job 

gains in the Agriculture cluster, although the Food 

processing manufacturing sector is expected to 

continue to add jobs over the next decade.

Workforce Development Agency2

Michigan’s 
Agriculture Cluster 

Workforce: 

KEY 
FINDINGS

One of the biggest challenges for Michigan agriculture is finding 

the right people with the right skills to do the work we need done. 

From high-level, technologically advanced professional jobs to 

managers to field workers who can help with harvest and milk 

cows, we need people willing to work and help feed the world.

—Jim Byrum

President

Michigan Agri-Business Association
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•  Many jobs in the Agriculture cluster require on-

the-job training, but not necessarily advanced 

education.  Around 15 percent of jobs in 

agriculture require at least an associate’s degree.  

This is well below the all industries average rate 

of 25 percent of workers requiring at least an 

associate’s degree.

•  Agricultural cluster weekly wages, although 

$150 below average, grew 2.6 percentage 

points faster from 2005-2011 than the statewide 

wage growth rate of 8.2 percent.

•  The sources of labor supply in farming 

are unique and varied.  A smaller share of 

the workforce is supplied through formal 

educational programs, and recruiting is often 

local in nature.  Recent changes have occurred 

in the availability of migrant labor. Industry 

leaders believe that agriculture is facing 

current or future labor shortages in high-tech 

occupations such as Agri-business management, 

Crop and soil scientists, Animal husbandry, GPS-

aided fertilizer and Crop-protection materials 

application, Site-specific soil sampling, Logistics 

and transportation, and Process controls in grain 

elevators.  Also, access to high quality seasonal 

employees is important if the farm sector is to 

grow. 

C L U S T E R  H I G H L I G H T S

              AGRICULTURE  TOTAL, ALL 
                          CLUSTER           INDUSTRIES

EMPLOYMENT

          Payroll 80,400    
3,270,400

          Self-employed Farmers 56,000  

Short Term Job Change 
(2009-11)  +1.2% +3.2%

Long Term Job Change 
(2005-11) +2.9% -11.2%

% of Workers over 
55 years old 20% 18%

% of Female Workers 35% 49%

Total Wages/2nd Quarter 
2011 $709 Million $35 Billion

AVERAGE WEEKLY WAGE

          Farming $464 

          Wholesale and Retail $679 $827

          Food Processing $818 

Change in Average  
Weekly Wage (2005-2011) +10.8% +8.2%

Online Job Vacancies 
(April 2012) 700 132,000

Educational Program 
Completers (2009-10) 600 282,800

% of Jobs Requiring A  
College Degree (Associate’s +) 15% 25%

% of Skilled Workers 
(Long-term OJT +) 29% 47%

Source:  Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives



The Agriculture cluster is critical to the Michigan 

economy in terms of the production and the revenues 

it generates.  It is also a major source of exports to other 

states and all over the world. 

There are a variety of different estimates of the number 

of agricultural jobs in Michigan.  These employment 

estimates vary because of 1) the definition of the cluster 

used, 2) the type of jobs counted, and 3) the data source 

and methodologies used.  For example, information on 

industry jobs in this study comes primarily from Michigan 

unemployment insurance tax records.  This source does 

not reflect many small farmers, unless their payroll is in 

excess of $20,000 per quarter.  These tax records capture 

only paid workers and not self-employed and unpaid 

family members working on farms.  However, the USDA 

Census of Agriculture does attempt to count jobs of all 

types (full or part-time, seasonal and migrant, paid and 

unpaid including self-employed)  (See Table 1.)

80,400
CLUSTER 
PAYROLL JOBS

chart 1: 
Agriculture Cluster 
Employment by Sub-sector

Workforce Development Agency4

Michigan’s 
Agriculture Cluster

CRITICAL 
TO THE STATE’S 

ECONOMY

47% 31% 22%

Food Processing

37,822

Farm
ing 

24,756

Agriculture W
holesale

and Retail 

17,820

Source:  Bureau of Labor 
Market Information & 
Strategic Initiatives



FARMING, LIVESTOCK, AND 
FISHING accounted for 31 percent of 

cluster employment.  This sub-cluster 

comprises establishments primarily 

engaged in growing crops, raising 

animals, and harvesting fish and other 

animals (e.g., farms, ranches, dairies, 

greenhouses, nurseries, orchards, 

Christmas tree growing, or hatcheries.)

AGRICULTURE WHOLESALE AND 
RETAIL businesses are engaged in 

the sale and distribution of food and 

animal products as well as farm and 

garden equipment.  Nursery, garden, 

and farm supply stores are included 

in this category.  About 22 percent of 

cluster jobs were in this sub-cluster 

during the second quarter of 2011.

FOOD PROCESSING includes 

manufacturing facilities that transform 

livestock and agricultural products 

into products for intermediate or 

final consumption.  About 47 percent 

of direct agriculture cluster jobs in 

Michigan were tallied in this sub-

cluster in 2011.

SELF-EMPLOYED
The 2007 Census of Agriculture 

indicates that there were 56,014 full 

and part-time self-employed farmers 

in Michigan in 2007 (or 30,906 full-

time equivalents.)  The 2010 American 

Community Survey estimates this value 

at 14,811 (or 8,949 full-time.)

chart 1: 
Agriculture Cluster 
Employment by Sub-sector
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The Agriculture cluster as defined in this study comprises direct Farming, livestock, 

and fishing activities (NAICS 11), and also includes Food processing manufacturing 

as well as Wholesale and retail services that deal exclusively with agricultural 

produce.  For example, wholesalers of farm and garden equipment, wholesalers 

of dairy products, meat, fruits and vegetables, etc. are included.  Other studies, 

such as a recent report from Michigan State University, show higher job counts by 

expanding the scope of industries covered.   The MSU study includes direct and 

indirect jobs in retail and food service (655,000 jobs), and indirect and induced 

jobs in agriculture and food processing (120,000 jobs.)    

As of the second quarter of 2011, paid workers in the Agriculture cluster, 

according to unemployment insurance tax records, represented about 2.5 

percent of total payroll jobs in Michigan.

VARIOUS ESTIMATES OF MICHIGAN 
FARMING JOBS

SOURCE                       HIRED SELF-EMPLOYED 
                WORKERS                  FARMERS

American Community Survey 
(2010 – Full & Part-time)         35,395 14,811

USDA Census of Agriculture 
(2007 – Full & Part-time)         86,072 56,014

Quarterly Census of 
Employment & Wages            
(UI Payroll Reports - 2011)         24,756         —

Michigan State University Study1 
(Full-time equivalents)           42,820 30,906

Source: Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives

table 1: 

1 Knudson, WIlliam A., et al., 2012. “The Economic Impact of Michigan’s Food and Agriculture System,” Michigan State University, Working Paper No. 01-0312
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With our abundant natural resources, Agriculture has always 

been one of the cornerstones of the Michigan economy.  

Nationally, Michigan ranks among the top five largest state 

producers of dry beans, cucumbers, celery, asparagus, fresh 

market carrots, and other products.  Michigan is also a net 

exporter of agricultural products to other states and the 

world.   

•  Jobs in the Agriculture cluster have been growing above 

average over the past six years, partly in response to rising 

food prices.  According to data from the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, the growth rate of the food price index for the 

Midwest region was three percentage points above the 

growth rate of the general Consumer Price Index (CPI), 

between 2002 and 2011. 

•  Increased demand for agricultural products, generated 

by the production of alternative energy (ethanol) and 

by food needs in developing countries (South Korea, 

China, India, etc.), and a favorable exchange rate for the 

dollar help to also explain the recent expansion of the 

Agriculture cluster in Michigan.  For example, Michigan 

exports of agricultural products rose from $1,177 

million in 2006 to $1,754 million in 2010; a growth rate 

of 49 percent.  Michigan’s exports of meat products 

(excluding poultry) more than doubled over this period 

(+120 percent.)

chart 2: 
Employment  Growth
Trends

 7

2009-2011

Short Term
 History

6

MICHIGAN 
AGRICULTURAL 
JOBS ADVANCE 

DESPITE NATIONAL 
RECESSION

3.2%

1.2%
2.9% 0.4%

5.8%

    2005-2011

           Long Term
 

                  History

2008-2018

Projected

Agriculture

All Industries

Source: 
    Bureau of Labor Market 
        Information & Strategic Initiatives

-11.2%
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•  While total Michigan payroll jobs fell sharply 

(-11.1 percent) from 2007-2009, with the housing 

market crash and financial difficulties in the auto 

industry, direct jobs in the Agriculture cluster 

recorded no change over this period.  Jobs in the 

Agriculture and livestock sub-cluster inched up 0.2 

percent, while Food manufacturing jobs edged 

down by -0.2 percent.

•   Although farm labor remains relatively low 

wage, jobs in the Farming sub-cluster grew by 

6.7 percent between 2005 and 2011, at a time 

when total jobs in Michigan were declining.  

Two industries with notable job advances were 

Animal production and Wineries.  Jobs in Food 

processing also outpaced the general Michigan 

economy over this period, rising by 3.2 percent.  

Employment in Animal slaughtering and 

processing expanded by 14 percent, and Sugar 

and confectionery product manufacturing added 

nearly 200 jobs or +13 percent.  Payroll jobs 

in the Wholesaling and retailing of agricultural 

products declined by -2.5 percent over this 

period.  Half of the industries included in this 

sub-cluster lost jobs between 2005 and 2011.

•   At $678 in 2011, weekly wages in the Agriculture 

cluster are $150 below the all-industry average 

but have expanded faster than average over the 

past six years (+10.8 percent.)  The Farming sub-

cluster pays the lowest average wage ($464), 

while the wage in Food processing (with more 

skilled labor) is similar to the all-industry average 

of around $800 a week. 

AGRICULTURE RELATED 
INDUSTRIES WITH LARGEST 

NUMBER OF JOBS
(2nd Qtr. 2011)

INDUSTRY AGRICULTURE 
                  JOBS

Crop Production 15,863

Bakeries and Tortilla Manufacturing 7,962

Animal Production 6,623

Fruit and Vegetable Preserving and 
Specialty Food  Manufacturing 5,918

Animal Slaughtering      5,909

INDUSTRIES WITH EMPLOYMENT 
GAINS 2005- 2011 

INDUSTRY GROWTH 
                 RATE

Animal Production 40.8%

Animal Slaughtering and Processing 14.1%

Sugar and Confectionery Manufacturing 13.1%

Fruit and Vegetable Merchant Wholesalers 12.8%

Bakeries and Tortilla Manufacturing 5.2%

table 2: 

table 3: 

Source: Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives

Source: Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives
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Almost every type of job title can be found in the Agriculture 

cluster.  Indeed, the cluster employs such recognizable 

occupations as Farmworkers, Food scientists, and Agricultural 

managers, but also less obvious occupations like Industrial 

engineers, Retail sales workers, and Mixing and blending 

machine setters, operators, and tenders.  Table 4 summarizes 

some of the key occupations in the Agriculture cluster. 
 

•  Jobs in the Agriculture cluster represent around two 

percent of total occupational employment in Michigan.  

•  Ten of the top fifteen large agricultural occupations 

require short to long-term on-the-job training.  About 

15 percent of jobs in agriculture require at least an 

associate’s degree, well below the 25 percent of jobs in 

this educational category across all industries.

•  The most common occupation in the Agriculture 

cluster is Farmworkers and laborers, crop, nursery, and 

greenhouse, with close to 22 percent of total agricultural 

employment.  Workers in this occupation “manually 

plant, cultivate, and harvest vegetables, fruits, nuts and 

field crops.” (O*Net.)  The second largest occupation is 

Farm, ranch, and other agricultural managers (10 percent 

of total jobs in the Agriculture cluster.)

•  Employment in many agricultural occupations is 

expected to decline over the next ten years, mainly due 

to a continuous mechanization of agricultural services. 

However, there will still be job openings due to the need 

to replace workers.

•  Food processing occupations are expected to grow 

the most (+4.1 percent) over the next decade.  Food 

 98

MOST KEY 
AGRICULTURE 
OCCUPATIONS 

REQUIRE 
ON-THE-JOB 

TRAINING 
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table 4: 

Source: Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives

KEY OCCUPATIONS IN AGRICULTURE  

FARMING OCCUPATIONS      

Farmworkers and Laborers, 
Crop, Nursery, and Greenhouse 16,650 -0.6% 0 450 $10.86  Short-term OJT

Farm, Ranch/Other Agriculture Managers 7,625 +8.2% 65 155 $33.96  Bachelor’s +

Farmworkers, Farm and Ranch Animals 2,325 -0.1% 0 65 $11.56  Short-term OJT

Agricultural Equipment Operators 1,700 -0.4% 0 45 $12.37  Short-term OJT

Graders and Sorters, Agricultural Products 825 -2.9% 0 15 $9.87  Work experience

First-Line Supervisors/Managers Farming  725 +7.8% 5 0 $27.80  Work experience

Food Scientists and Technologists 250 +9.6% 5 10 $32.63  Bachelor’s

FOOD PROCESSING OCCUPATIONS      

Food Batchmakers 2,100 +8.2% 15 50 $13.27 Short-term OJT

Bakers 1,400 -0.6% 0 35 $11.71 Long-term OJT

Meat, Poultry, and Fish Cutters 
and Trimmers 575 +6.5% 5 20 $11.51 Short-term OJT

Food and Tobacco Roasting, Baking, and
Drying Machine Operators and Tenders 525 -0.6% 0 15 $15.79 Short-term OJT

AGRICULTURAL SUPPORT      

Packaging and Filling Machine Operators 2,200 -1.3% 0 35 $13.49 Short-term OJT

Packers and Packagers, Hand 1,550 -7.2% 0 25 $10.41 Short-term OJT

Industrial Truck and Tractor Operators 1,325 -1.0% 0 40 $16.16  Short-term OJT

OCCUPATION CURRENT         JOB            ANNUAL           ANNUAL AVERAGE MINIMUM
 JOBS       OUTLOOK     OPENINGS     OPENINGS HOURLY TRAINING
                   2018          GROWTH      REPLACEMENT      WAGE 

processing firms will provide job opportunities for production workers, such as Machine operators, as well as support 

positions such as Technicians, Industrial engineers, and Business and professional workers.

OJT = On-the-Job Training
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OUTLOOK MIXED 
FOR FARM, FOOD 

PROCESSING, AND 
SUPPORT JOBS

•  Farming occupations represent about 42 percent 

of all jobs in the Agriculture cluster.  Farmworkers 

and Farm managers are the top two occupations in 

this sub-cluster with a combined employment of 

24,300 in 2008 (or 77 percent of all employment in 

the farming sub-cluster.)  Jobs in this sub-cluster are 

expected to grow by 2 percent by 2018 (which is 

nearly four percentage points below the all-industry 

job growth rate in Michigan).

•  Jobs in Food processing are projected to rise by over 

200 (or +4.1 percent) by 2018.  Food batchmakers, 

Meat, poultry, and fish cutters, and Slaughterers and 

meat packers are among food processing occupations 

expected to add jobs.

•  Agricultural support occupations comprise almost all 

categories of jobs, including Management, Business 

and financial, Computer and engineering, Sales, 

Production, and others.  Many of these occupations 

have a small employment base in the Agriculture 

cluster, but together these jobs provide just over half 

of the cluster’s employment.  Agricultural support 

jobs are forecast to decline by 1.3 percent by 2018. 

•  The top five skills that a Farm, ranch, and other 

agricultural manager must possess are: Critical 

thinking (using logic and reasoning to identify the 

strengths and weaknesses of alternative solutions, 

conclusions or approaches to problems); speaking; 

active listening; judgment and decision making; 

reading comprehension; and time management.



•  Farmworkers, which account for 

a significant share of cluster jobs, 

are actually expected to record job 

reductions in the long run, partially 

due to continued mechanization 

of the Agricultural cluster.  Among 

the skills that farmworkers must 

increasingly possess is the ability to 

monitor operations and to control 

the operation of equipment or 

systems.  A possible career ladder 

for Farmworkers to move to a 

first-line supervisory position is by 

gaining significant skills through 

work experience.  Acquisition of 

a bachelor’s degree in business 

administration would then 

provide a possible path to a farm 

management position.

•  Agricultural occupations shown 

in Table 5 below are expected to 

register job gains, present many 

annual job openings, and offer 

an above-average wage, for each 

of three educational categories. 

Farm managers and supervisors are 

obviously vital in the planning and 

coordination of farm operations. 

Sales managers, Industrial engineers, 

and Financial analysts are important 

support occupations, particularly 

in the Food processing sub-cluster. 

Agricultural inspectors, Food scientists, 

and other technician positions are 

crucial in the improvement of the 

quality of agricultural products. 

Machine operators play a crucial role 

in the processing of food for final 

consumption.

AGRICULTURE   11

HIGH-DEMAND, HIGH WAGE OCCUPATIONS 
BY EDUCATION AND TRAINING REQUIREMENTS

BACHELOR’S DEGREE  ASSOCIATE’S DEGREE OR ON-THE-JOB 
OR HIGHER              VOCATIONAL TRAINING    TRAINING

table 5: 

Source: Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives

Sales Managers

Industrial Engineers

Financial Analysts

Farm, Ranch, and Other 
Agriculture Managers

Food Scientists and Technologists

1st-Line Supervisors/
Farming Workers

1st-Line Supervisors/Production Workers

Agricultural Inspectors

Agricultural and Food Science Tech.

Life, Physical, and Social Science 
Technicians, All Other

Industrial Machinery Mechanics

Mixing and Blending 
Machine Setters

Inspectors, Testers, Sorters, 
Samplers and Weighers

Maintenance and Repair Workers

Food Batchmakers
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One important way to measure the labor supply in 

the Agriculture cluster is to look at the numbers of 

people completing education and training programs in 

agriculture-related programs.  According to the National 

Center for Education Statistics, over 550 degrees or 

awards were granted in agricultural science programs in 

Michigan in 2010.    

•  The Agriculture cluster relies less on formal program 

completers for providing a supply of labor than is 

the case in other industry sectors.  In fact, about 

two-thirds of all agricultural jobs only require work 

experience in a related occupation or on-the-job 

training.  However, in Michigan there has recently 

been increased interest among educational 

institutions and training providers in developing 

formal programs in agricultural fields of study.

1312

EDUCATION 
COMPLETERS 

CONCENTRATED IN 
TECHNICAL, SCIENCE, 

AND AGRICULTURAL 
BUSINESS SUPPORT 

PROGRAMS

chart 3: 
Agriculture Related 
Program Completers, 
2009-2010 Academic Year

Total Degrees/

Aw
ards

Doctoral

M
aster’s

Bachelor’s

Certificate  (> 1 Yr.  < 2 Yr.)
Certificate  (< 1 Yr.)

Associate’s

17

Source: National Center for
 Educational Statistics

556

57 73 33107

269
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•  Most occupations currently 

requiring formal training (a 

postsecondary vocational degree 

or higher) in the Agriculture cluster 

tend to be support occupations 

(Financial analysts, Accountant 

and auditors, Business operations 

specialists, Industrial engineers, etc.) 

This partially explains the relatively 

low numbers of completers in 

academic fields directly related to 

agriculture.

•  Agricultural degrees awarded have 

trended downward since 2006, 

falling by -160 or -22.3 percent.  The 

trend for the other four clusters of 

Energy, Health care, Information 

Technology, and Manufacturing has 

been either flat or on the rise.  The 

total number of degrees awarded 

in any field rose in Michigan by 14 

percent during this period.

•  Agricultural degrees awarded by 

Michigan colleges and universities 

prepare students in Animal science 

and Food science occupations.  This 

can lead to jobs as Researchers and/

or Technicians in the genetics and 

development of domestic farm 

animals, as well as positions related 

to the analysis of food safety and 

the nutritional content of food. 

Students are also trained through 

colleges and universities to acquire 

management skills for farm and 

food processing businesses.

MAJOR AGRICULTURE 
RELATED PROGRAMS

Animal Sciences, General

Horticultural Science

Restaurant, Culinary, and Catering Manager

Landscaping and Groundskeeping

Food Science

Agri. Business and Management, General

table 6: 

Source: National Center for Educational Statistics

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

chart 4: 
Agriculture Related Program
Completers Trends

556
514494

685
716

Source: National Center for Educational Statistics
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ale

Information on the demographic characteristics and 

educational attainment of the Michigan agricultural 

workforce can help address questions about future 

workforce needs.
 

•  While the share of employed men and women 

across all industries is evenly distributed, jobs in 

the Agriculture cluster are held by men by a factor 

of nearly 2 to 1.  This is partly because agricultural 

activities are physically demanding and may require 

long hours away from home, as well as the use of 

heavy machinery.

chart 5: 
Agriculture Cluster
Employment by Gender

 15

RETIREMENTS AND 
SUCCESSION KEY 

ISSUES FOR 
AGRICULTURE 

CLUSTER 

chart 6: 
Agriculture Cluster
Employment by Age

Fem
ale

< 21 

22-24

25-34

35-44

55-64

65-99

45-54

35% 65% 10% 6% 20% 20% 25% 15% 5%

All 
Industries

14 Workforce Development Agency

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Local Employment Household Dynamics

49%
51%

8%

7%

21%
22%

25%

15%

3%
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•  The share of employees under age 21 in the 

Agriculture cluster is higher than the all-industry 

average, in part due to a greater use of family 

members in agriculture.  In addition, agriculture is 

one of the main sources of summer employment 

for high school youth in rural areas of Michigan (e.g., 

corn detasseling.)

•  A recent study found that 40 percent of Michigan 

small farm operators are over the age of 65, raising 

the future key issue of retirement and succession in 

the farming industry (Miller, S. et al., April 2012.)2

•  The educational characteristics of the agricultural 

workforce reflect the point that over two-thirds of 

jobs in this cluster require work experience or on-the-

job training.  Agriculture has a significantly higher 

share of workers with lower levels of education (high 

school diploma or below.)  Conversely, the cluster 

has a significantly lower share of workers with at least 

some college education.

•  The turnover rate in the Agriculture cluster is two 

percentage points below the all-industry average 

rate of 8.5 percent, possibly reflecting a more stable 

workforce due to the use of family members.  This 

data does not capture the highly mobile migrant 

workforce.

chart 6: 
Agriculture Cluster
Employment by Age

chart 7: 
Agriculture Cluster
Employment 
by Education

65-99

Less than 

High School

High School

or Equivalent

Som
e College or

Associate’s Degree
Bachelor’s Degree

or Above

16% 36% 31% 17%

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, Local Employment Household Dynamics

All 
Industries

9%

30%

33%

27%

2 Miller, Steve and Suran Cocciarelli, April 2012. “The Michigan Farm 
Succession Study: Findings and Implications,” Center for Economic Analysis, 
College of Agriculture and Natural Resources, Michigan State University 
(USDA Grant)
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The majority of small farms are family owned and are 

highly mechanized.  Most of the time, the owner and 

family members are the only ones that work on the farm. 

Migrant and/or seasonal workers are sometimes hired 

when needed (e.g., to harvest crops that are hard to pick 

using machines.  Examples include berries, asparagus, 

spinach, etc.)

Most small farms have been in their respective 

communities for many years and have been passed on 

from one generation to another. In their recruitment 

of workers, small farmers tend to focus on local 

communities.  They advertise in local newspapers or 

utilize local connections.  Recruitment at local high 

schools is also common.

On the other hand, food processing firms often need 

workers with specific skills.  These firms are more likely 

to use official recruitment services such as online job 

boards, workforce agencies, and others.  

    

1716

CURRENT ONLINE 
JOB ADS 

MOSTLY IN FOOD 
PROCESSING 

chart 8: 
Online Job
Advertisements
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•  As of the second quarter of 2012, 

there were 698 job ads posted 

online by Michigan businesses 

in the Agriculture cluster.  This 

represents an over-the-year decline 

of seven percent.  Less than 10 

percent of these ads were in core 

agricultural occupations, as most 

were for support positions.

•  Inventory clerks, Managers of 

production workers, Drivers/sales 

workers, and Laborers and freight, 

stock, and material movers are 

among the most advertised jobs 

online in the Agriculture cluster. 

 

•  Employers in the Agriculture 

cluster are looking for workers 

that can handle heavy equipment 

such as tractors.  Employers also 

seek workers that can tolerate the 

physical demands of agricultural 

activities.  Additionally, food 

processing firms often need workers 

with solid computer software skills. 

26,38024,440

table 7: 

Source: Conference Board, Help Wanted Online® (HWOL)

DISTRIBUTION OF 
AGRICULTURE ADS 

BY AGE

Less than 30 days old — 50%

30 to 59 days old — 35%

60 to 179 days old — 9%

180 days old and above — 7%

 

OCCUPATIONS WITH 
GROWING ONLINE 

VACANCIES

Laborers and Material Movers

Customer Service Representatives

Human Resources Managers

Financial Analysts

Driver/Sales Workers

table 8: table 9: 

KEY SKILLS 
EMPLOYERS ARE 

SEEKING

Microsoft Office Suite

Commercial Driver’s License (CDL)

Personal Protective Equipment 
Technicians (CPT)

Material Handling Equipment

American Production and Inventory 
Control Society Certification (APICS)



Workforce Development Agency

The Bureau of Labor Market Information and Strategic 

Initiatives produces long-term (2008-18) employment 

forecasts for the agricultural cluster in Michigan, and for 

specific agricultural occupations.    

•  Partly because of continued mechanization of 

agricultural activities, employment in the Agriculture 

cluster is expected to remain flat over the next 

decade.

•  Agricultural industries expected to record job gains 

include Animal production, Animal slaughtering and 

processing, and Food and vegetables wholesaling. 
 

•  Agricultural sub-clusters with over 1,000 jobs 

expected to record job reductions include Fruit 

and vegetable markets, Farm and garden equipment 

merchant wholesalers, and Nursery, garden, and farm 

supply stores.
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ONLY MINOR 
CHANGES IN 

AGRICULTURE 
JOB LEVELS 

FORECAST 
THROUGH 2018 

chart 9: 
Projected Job
Growth Rate

Agriculture

All Occupations

0.4%

5.8%

Source: Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives



•  The majority of agricultural occupations that are 

expected to register job expansion are concentrated 

in the Food processing sub-cluster.  These occupations 

include Machine setters and operators, as well as 

Industrial engineers, and Mechanics.

ANNUAL JOB OPENINGS EXPECTED DUE 
TO NEED TO REPLACE RETIRING WORKERS

•  Another way to analyze occupational 

employment projections is by looking at 

the number of annual job openings.  Large 

occupations tend to generate many openings 

mostly from the need to replace workers who 

retire or otherwise leave an occupation.  For 

instance, the occupation of Farm, ranch, and 

other agricultural managers, with over 7,600 

jobs in Michigan, is expected to generate 62 

annual job openings due to growth and 155 

due to replacement needs.  The occupation 

of Farmworkers and laborers, crop, nursery, 

and greenhouse, although declining over the 

next decade, is still expected to generate 450 

job openings each year, due to the need to 

replace retiring workers.
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FORECASTS OF OCCUPATIONAL 
JOB GROWTH AND 

ANNUAL JOB OPENINGS

HIGHEST GROWTH RATE (2008-2018)  

 Mixing and Blending Machine Setters, 
Operators, and Tenders 16.4%

Separating, Filtering, Clarifying, 
Precipitating, and Machine Setters 
Operators, and Tenders 16.2%

Industrial Engineers 13.3%

Extruding, Forming, Pressing, 
and Compacting Machine Setters, 
Operators and Tenders 13.2%

Industrial Machinery Mechanics 10.7%

MOST ANNUAL OPENINGS (2008-2018) 

 Farmworkers Crop, Nursery, Greenhouse 450

Farm, Ranch, and Other Agri. Managers 220

Food Batchmakers 70

Farmworkers, Farm and Ranch Animals 65

Laborers & Freight, Stock, Mat. Movers  50

table 10: 

Source: Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives

Source:  Bureau of Labor Market Information & Strategic Initiatives
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The Agriculture cluster is a crucial part of our economy.  

It provides Michigan residents with food and other 

products necessary for daily life, and the economy 

with an important source of export income.  While the 

cluster’s workforce presents several advantages, it also 

faces multiple challenges.  

2120

AGRICULTURE 
CLUSTER’S 

WORKFORCE 
PRESENTS SEVERAL 

ADVANTAGES, 
BUT ALSO 

FACES MULTIPLE 
CHALLENGES

18.3%

This report further underscores what the 

food and agriculture community has been 

saying for the last several years, which 

is that this sector has long been a force 

for economic stability. It is also ripe for 

job and economic growth. There are job 

opportunities in a variety of areas from the 

farm to food processing to large animal 

veterinarians. I am excited to see what 

the future holds for Michigan’s food and 

agriculture producers.

—Jamie Clover Adams 

Director

Michigan Department of Agriculture 

and Rural Development
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RELATIVELY CONSISTENT JOB 
GROWTH
The Agriculture cluster was among the 
few sectors of the Michigan economy 
that recorded job growth throughout 
the past decade.  Examples of 
expanding agricultural industries 
include Animal production, Animal 
slaughtering and processing, Fruit and 
vegetable merchant wholesalers, and 
others. 

ABOVE AVERAGE WAGE GROWTH
Between 2005 and 2011, wages in the 
Agriculture cluster grew faster than the 
statewide average.

DIVERSE AND COMPETITIVE 
SECTOR FOR MICHIGAN
Michigan is the second most 
agriculturally diverse state in 
the nation, producing over 200 
commodities.  It is a big producer of 
soybeans, dry beans, cherries, and 
blueberries. 

KEY SOURCE OF EXPORTS FOR 
THE MICHIGAN ECONOMY
Michigan’s agricultural products are 
a primary source of exports to other 
states and other countries.  In 2010, 
Michigan ranked among the top 10 
exporters of fruits, vegetables, sugar, 
and nursery and greenhouse products.
 

SHORTAGES OF MIGRANT 
WORKERS AND RECRUITING 
DIFFICULTIES AMONG LOCAL 
WORKERS
The demographics of migrant workers 
are changing.  It was once the case 
that whole families would migrate 
from state to state, and would establish 
annual working relationships with 
specific farmers.  Today, migrant 
workers are increasingly single men 
and women, and do not form long-
term ties with farmers that migrant 
families once did.  Farmers now rely 
more on local connections and family 
members for their employment needs. 
Mechanization has increasingly become 
a factor.  The result is that crops that are 
hard to mechanize (such as asparagus, 
strawberries, etc.) are at a disadvantage 
because of the difficulty in attracting 
the needed migrant workforce. 

INCREASING WAGES
Migrant workers are historically paid 
based on productivity (for example 
by the quantity of crop harvested.) 
Domestic workers typically prefer hourly 
rates of pay that are subject to labor 
law.  A shift in the industry from migrant 
to domestic workers might increase 
production costs to farmers and would 
impact their profitability.  There is also 
increasing pressure on farmers to 
raise the pay and other benefits (e.g., 
housing) for migrant workers.

SHORTAGES OF HIGH TECH 
WORKERS Industry leaders also 
perceive the likelihood of future 
shortages of skilled technical 
occupations in agriculture, in key areas 
such as Soil scientists, GPS-aided fertilizer 
application, Logistics and transportation, 
and Process controls.

AGING FARM OPERATORS 
The MSU study by Miller, S. et al.  
(April 2012) found that approximately 
35 percent of all Michigan farmers 
expect to retire within the next 10 
years.  About nine percent of farm 
land is expected to be sold to non-
farm development and six percent 
will be left idle.  Young workers have 
opportunities to seek employment 
in urban areas.  However, these 
same young workers are also 
needed as future Farm managers 
and entrepreneurs in the Agriculture 
cluster.  The aging of the agricultural 
workforce should open job prospects 
for younger workers.

ADVANTAGES

CHALLENGES



If you found the information in this analysis of value, 
you may be interested in other cluster-related publications:

Michigan Industry Cluster Approach (MICA) Guidelines
http://web.michworks.org/OWD/index_wp.htm

Labor Supply / Demand and Labor Shed Studies  
www.michigan.gov/lmi

The Michigan Department of Technology, Management and Budget, Bureau of Labor Market Information and 
Strategic Initiatives (LMISI) conducted the research, and compiled and analyzed the information for this report. 

Other publications authored by LMISI are available at www.michigan.gov/lmi.

Rey Guzman
Agriculture Talent Manager
(517) 335-6799 
or by e-mail at 
guzmanr1@michigan.govwww.michigan.gov


