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Made in China may work for 1-shirts, but food?

GUEST
OPINION

The U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture
(USDA) released
alarming data that
impacts all Ameri-
cans in February of
this year as part of
its Census of Agri-
culture. The United
States lost 141,733
farms between 2017
and 2022. In Colo-
rado, we lost 2,837 farms or 7% of all
operations during this five-year period.
Lest readers assume the data is due to
consolidation—big farms buying little
farms—the data also show a loss of 20
million farm acres between 2017 and
2022.

During this same five-year period,
the U.S. population increased by
nearly 8.5 million people. So how are
we feeding all these people? The truth
is, we are not. All my life, the United
States has raised enough food to feed
its own people and has exported its ex-
cess, that is until recently. The USDA
announced in 2023 that the United
States is now a net importer of food.

Alarm bells should be going off
throughout our country, but this
abrupt turn of events didn’t even make
the evening news. What happened
to the folks chanting “buy American”
when retailers first stocked clothing
and household gadgets made in for-
eign countries? If ever there was the
need for an outcry, it is now.

Petrocco Farms was established more
than one hundred vears ago by my
grandmother. She and my grandfather
immigrated from [taly to Wyoming to
work in a coal mine. My grandfather
and some of his relatives were killed in
a mining accident, so grandma moved
her young children to a farming area
north of Denver and purchased a few
acres to cultivate vegetables. They
worked very hard. The farm grew and
prospered.

As a young man, my three brothers
and | wanted to buy farmland, but no
bank would lend to an Italian im-
migrant’s son. We were fortunate to
secure loans from a fellow Italian and
grew to a size that would support our
families. Today, we have a large farm
by Colorado standards, strictly out of
necessity. Over the vears, as we made
less and less money per acre, we were
forced to expand to counteract tight-
ening financial margins.
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A farmer drives his tractor planting and fertilizing sugar beets on this 80 acre parcel in Erie.

This “squeeze” on our financial
margin continues. Like the 141,733
U.S. farms lost between 2017 and 2022,
we are wondering if we can afford to
continue farming.

Vegetable farming is labor intensive.
Organic farming is even more labor
intensive, because weeding must
be done by hand. Petrocco Farms
has both conventional and organic
acres. The cost of labor is the biggest
expense for our farm, and it has risen
steeply over the past two decades.
Most of our seasonal labor is hired
through the government’s H-2A pro-
gram for foreign workers. In Colorado,
the minimum mandated pay for these
employees in 2024 is $16.63. Farmers
must also pay for their round-trip
travel to Colorado, for their housing
and for their transportation while em-
ployed. Farmers also pay a hefty fee to
the government to hire these folks.

In 2021, the Colorado General
Assembly further burdened farmers
by enacting the Ag Labor Rights &
Responsibilities Act (ALRRA), taking
away any financial margin they had
left. Legislators (wrongly) thought
that farmers were abusing the workers
they so desperately needed, yet despite
their good intentions, the act does
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nothing to benefit our employees.

Among the most onerous compo-
nents of ALRRA is the mandate of
overtime pay. Prior to 2021, Colorado
and 45 other states did not have over-
time pay for agricultural workers due
to the reality of farming.

When crops need to be picked, they
must be picked. Now neither farmer
nor farm worker are happy. Because
farmers cannot afford to pay overtime,
they must either hire more employees
or cut back on the number of acres
they plant with labor-intensive crops
like vegetables. Consequently, work-
ers who once could work and earn as
much as they needed for their families
back home, now find their earnings
restricted.

This is just one example of how
farmers are losing the ability to earn
a living. It is one reason—a major
reason—that farm numbers through-
out our country are dropping. Farmers
produce an amazing array of nutri-
tious food, and we love doing it, but
many are giving up.

ALRRA’s required overtime pay puts
Colorado agriculture at a competi-
tive disadvantage. Forty-four states,
including all the states surrounding
Colorado, do not pay overtime to ag

workers. The daily pay for ag workers
in countries throughout the Americas,
from which we are now importing re-
cord amounts of produce, is about the
same as Colorado’s hourly pay.

And you can bet they do not pay
overtime.

Given this data, it is not surprising
that the United States is now a net
importer of food.

My plea to the Colorado lawmakers
and rule makers: Please, please learn
about agriculture to avoid making
rules that hurt us. And to consumers:
vou have power, too. You can choose
where you shop and what vou buy. If
the places you shop don’t offer in-sea-
son local produce, let the proprietors
know that they're doing a disservice
to our state’s hard-working agriculture
community. Without support from
legislators and consumers, Coloradans
may soon need to rely on other states
and foreign countries for their daily
sustenance.

Dave Petrocco, Sr., 77, began working on the farm
in 1954 at age seven. He and his family weeded,
thinned, and harvested vegetables by hand. He
hopes to continue working with Petrocco Farms
as long as his health allows, and the farm is not

regulated out of business.



