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In lieu of the Executive Director’s Diary, Tom Tonnesen, the Institute’s associate director, has written
some thoughts on the issue of immigration as a prelude to the IRE’s upcoming conference to be held on

April 26-27, 2007.

Immigration: Many Faces; Many Facets

The inherent contradictions

y the time this issue of
Kaleidoscope IT
appears, the IRE’s con-

ference, “Immigration: Many
Faces; Many Facets,” will be
right around the corner (April
26-27,2007). For the last year
or more, perhaps no domestic
issue has garnered the head-
lines more than immigration.
Debate rages over how to man-
age immigration, who should
be allowed to enter, border
security, pathways to citizen-
ship, labor and the role of U.S.

in all of this conjure up

images in my head. I picture
the wall that is to be built and
extended along the U.S.’s
southwest border with Mexico,
a border that did not exist prior
to 1848. Walls, of course, can
be built to keep things (or peo-
ple) in, and/or to keep things
(or people) out. This wall like-
ly will be quite imposing, with
all sorts of lights, electronic
sensors, and plain-old barbed
wire. Kind of reminds you of a
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Rural Wisconsin, Latino Labor and the
Migration Paradox

Paul Kaldjian & Lawrence Hoffman
University of Wisconsin — Eau Claire

he industrial landscape of the
I United States has changed signifi-
antly over the last twenty years,
as multinational firms have relocated
their plants from traditional centers of
industry in the United States to new
industrial regions of low-cost production.
In the context of globalization, regional
images and examples that come to mind
include Wisconsin jobs lost to Mexican
magquiladoras, foreign-owned plants that
specialize in labor-intensive assembly
activities. Central to this globalization
process is the search for cheap and typi-
cally unskilled labor.

In contrast to manufacturing plants,
agricultural production is tied to place in
ways that make it less likely to relocate
in search of low-cost labor. People and
factories can move but good agricultural
land cannot, and many farmers have a
history with their lands and communities
that make moving unthinkable — liveli-
hood and place are too closely integrated.
Moreover, fresh produce does not trans-
port easily like shoes or computers. Yet,
labor is a critical concern in the agricul-
tural and food sector. As competitive eco-
nomic pressures squeeze farmers and as
young people stream out of rural areas
and occupations, the availability of
affordable and reliable labor has declined.
So, instead of taking production to labor,
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agriculture attempts to attract it. Proximi-
ty to plentiful Latino labor has long sup-
ported California’s comparative advan-
tage in agriculture. Midwestern farmers
are now tapping this same labor pool.

INTRODUCTION

Since the late-1990s, Latinos! have,
increasingly, been hired to fill the labor
needs of dairy farmers in Buffalo and
Trempealeau Counties, Wisconsin. This
labor has helped keep many local dairy
farms viable. Due in part to the commit-
ted, vigorous and innovative efforts of
numerous individuals and organizations
in these two counties — to address needs
and problems before they become wide-
spread — the relationships between local
communities and employers and new
Latino immigrants? have progressed rela-
tively smoothly. The potential for diffi-
culty appears to have been tempered by
the fact that the population of labor
migrants has been small and their pres-
ence has been discreet. However, as the
Latino community continues to grow,
long-term residents rooted in Buffalo and
Trempealeau Counties” communities may
feel threatened, and problems could be
exacerbated, as recently seen in western
Wisconsin.

In August 2006, the newly-elected
mayor of Arcadia, WI (pop. 2402, Trem-
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pealeau Co.) published an editorial in the

local weekly Arcadia News-Leader, in

which he proposed to:

* make English the official language of
Arcadia;

* require that local information signs
be in English only;

« alert federal agencies to complaints
about undocumented workers;

* revise housing codes to limit the
number of people living in rental
housing units; and

¢ require that an American flag accom-
pany any foreign flag on display.

In presenting what the LaCrosse
Tribune called an anti-immigrant mani-
festo, the mayor stated, “If you employ
illegal immigrants or rent to or house
illegal immigrants, there will be conse-
quences. They are not welcome here.”
(Editorial Board 2006) The mayor
tapped into a national rhetoric and divid-
ed the town. He added Arcadia to the
growing list of small towns and commu-
nities across the United States split over
what to do about a changing demogra-
phy. The mayor emotionally wielded a
brutish tool to address real concerns but
with little apparent regard for cause or
consequence. His reaction indicates a
need for properly understanding and
proactively addressing the role of
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Most of the work | do is related to food and food systems — why we
eat what we eat and the issues and activities involved in connecting
the people, places and practices of food production with those of its
consumption. As the discipline that embraces space, place and
nature-society relations, geography is well suited to this.

My research is most rewarding when it addresses community or
social needs. This investigation into Latino migrant labor in rural
Western Wisconsin is one example. It attempts to provide context,
clarification and perspective to immediate needs and a deliberation
that is easily derailed by fears, misunderstandings and distant
rhetoric. Local leaders are using this paper to help with migration
education in our region.



