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Abstract
Temporary Work Visas as US-Haiti
Development Cooperation:
A Preliminary Impact Evaluation*
We report a small-sample, preliminary evaluation of the economic impact of temporary
overseas work by Haitian agricultural workers. This work occurs in the United States in the
context of a pilot program designed as a form of post-disaster development assistance to
Haiti. We find that the effects of matching new seasonal agricultural jobs in the US with
Haitian workers differs markedly from the effects of more traditional forms of assistance
to Haiti, in three ways: The economic benefits are shared roughly equally between Haiti
and the United States; these benefits are very large, including raising the value of Haitian
workers’ labor by a multiple of fifteen; and the portion of the benefits accruing to Haiti is
uncommonly well targeted for the direct benefit of poor Haitian households. We discuss
implementation challenges faced by the program and the potential for policies of this kind
to complement more traditional forms of development and humanitarian assistance.
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Introduction

The world’s poorest workers can experience life-changing increases in income by working abroad,
even for a short time. This is because working in a rich country typically increases the economic
productivity of low-income workers by 300–1,000 percent (Clemens et al. 2016). By comparison,
even highly successful aid projects to fight poverty tend to raise incomes of the poor by 10–40
percent (e.g. Blattman et al. 2014; Banerjee et al. 2015b) while a large number of such projects
have no detectable effect on income (e.g. Banerjee et al. 2015a).
Income gains of this magnitude suggest important potential for a new form of international
humanitarian and development policy: fostering temporary labor mobility (Luthria et al. 2006;
Pritchett 2006). At this writing, New Zealand is the only country to experiment with building
a seasonal labor mobility program explicitly as a form of development cooperation (Ramasamy
et al. 2008; Gibson and McKenzie 2014b). The evaluation of that program, one of the only rigorous impact evaluations of temporary migration flows, found that its effects on the low-income
South Pacific islands home to the program participants ranked “among the most effective development policies evaluated to date” (Gibson and McKenzie 2010, 2014a), as well as benefiting
New Zealand’s economy (Winters 2016). But in general the economic effects of seasonal and
temporary migration have been little studied (Dustmann and Görlach 2016).a
In this paper we consider a pilot program to ease informational and bureaucratic barriers to
temporary labor mobility between Haiti and the United States. We present new and preliminary
evidence from a small-sample survey to evaluate the economic impact of temporary overseas
work by Haitians under this program. We focus on three ways that temporary migration differs
from more traditional development assistance: the mutual economic benefit to both countries,
the size of the income gains, and the direct benefit to poor families. We establish the counterfactual by surveying households that were willing and prepared to work in the United States but
barred from doing so by administrative events unrelated to their individual characteristics. Limitations of the results include the small sample size and possible questions of external validity.
We find that one worker-month of seasonal agricultural work by a male Haitian in the United
States raises his current wage by approximately 1,400 percent, adds roughly US$3,000 to the
1

economy of Haiti, and—if it represents a marginal addition to the stock of US seasonal agricultural workers—adds more than US$4,000 to the economy of the United States. Nearly all of the
resources transferred to Haiti directly benefit poor Haitian families, with the average effect of
doubling annual household income with 2–3 months of overseas work by one household member. This assesses the impact of migration to fill new agricultural jobs in the United States (the
‘Treatment-on-Treated’ effect), not the impact of the project on all those it would wish to reach
(the ‘Intent-to-Treat’ effect). These results suggest unexplored potential in fostering temporary
labor mobility as a policy to assist the poor—a policy alternative with much larger and more
direct benefits at the margin than traditional aid, with direct economic benefits to both the rich
and poor country involved.

2

A small pilot project in Haiti

In January 2010, a catastrophic earthquake in Haiti killed approximately 200,000-250,000 people,
with economic costs exceeding US$8 billion (Cavallo et al. 2010). In response, the Center for
Global Development commissioned a study of how US policies on Haitian labor migration could
contribute to the relief and reconstruction effort (Murray and Williamson 2011). This work highlighted the facts that regulations of the time made nearly all Haitians ineligible for employmentbased visas to the United States, while there have long been important flows of unlawful migration from Haiti. It recommended that policymakers consider allowing small numbers of Haitians
to apply for seasonal work visas, both to contribute to the post-earthquake recovery and to offer
an alternative, legal channel to unlawful migration.
This led a bipartisan group of eight US members of Congress and a coalition of humanitarian
non-governmental organizations to petition the Administration to exercise its discretion under
law to make Haitians eligible to apply for seasonal employment visas.b No change to statute
was required; several months later, Haiti was granted eligibility (Napolitano 2012). This seasonal
employment (‘H-2’) visa allows workers whose jobs do not require a university degree to enter
the United States for up to 10 months each year to work at a single employer.c To sponsor a
worker, an employer must receive certification from the state and federal Department of Labor
that recruitment for qualified US workers to fill each position was unsuccessful. The project
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considered here used exclusively the agricultural work visa (‘H-2A’).
The impact of granting Haiti access to the visa was difficult to assess. Visa recipients and their
families could not be interviewed, because the identities of US visa recipients are not made public. Moreover, the visa was little-used: between October 2012 and September 2013, 15 Haitians
received a seasonal work visa.d US employers who had already been sponsoring the visa for
workers of other nationalities were typically unfamiliar with Haiti and invested in the recruitment contacts and language skills needed to hire workers from Mexico, Jamaica, and Guatemala.
Haitian workers and officials were typically unfamiliar with the program and its associated requirements of bureaucratic procedure and documentation.
Many policy advocates expressed skepticism in personal communications about the potential
for the visa to benefit Haiti or the United States. The US seasonal work visa in general has
been heavily criticized as exposing workers to abusive recruitment practices (e.g. Owens et al.
2014) and requiring burdensome and expensive procedures for employers (e.g. U.S. Chamber
of Commerce 2015). A common and fundamental objection cited the general goal of economic
development policy as that of creating job opportunities within low-income countries—rendering
overseas work at best a substitute for more traditional development policy.
To evaluate the impact of seasonal work visas on Haiti and the United States, a pilot project
was created in late 2014. This project was designed to connect Haitian farmworkers with US
employers certified as unable to successfully recruit US seasonal agricultural labor. It was set up
jointly by Protect the People (PTP), a U.S.-based nonprofit humanitarian relief consultancy; the
Haiti office of the International Organization for Migration (IOM); and two Haitian agricultural
workers’ cooperatives, Sohaderk (in Kenscoff) and Feccano (in Plaine-du-Nord).
The principal activities of the project have been to identify US employers interested in Haitian
labor and assist them to meet the requirements for seasonal work visa sponsors; to vet and train
Haitian applicants for the visa in compliance with US and Haitian laws governing recruitment
and workers’ rights; and to assist Haitian workers with travel, including obtaining documents
such as birth certificates and passports. The project received support from the philanthropy
Good Ventures, and pro-bono assistance and consulting from the Haitian Ministry of Foreign
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Affairs and the Center for Global Development. In December 2015 management of the project
passed entirely to PTP, Sohaderk, and Feccano.

3

Evaluation method and survey sample

In early 2015, the Haitian agricultural cooperatives created a list of 82 Haitian farmers as candidates for overseas work through the program, favoring established farmers with immediate
family in Haiti who would be likely to return home when the visa term ended. The scale of
overseas work to date has been small, constrained primarily by US policy barriers. In 2015, US
employers sought to hire 62 workers through the program. Of these, 44 could not enter the
United States because the federal Department of Labor determined that US workers were available to fill the jobs in question; 29 workers’ visa applications at the US Embassy in Port-au-Prince
were rejected without explanation (27 individuals were denied for both reasons).e Some of these
workers were reassigned to new employers; in the end, 14 workers were able to conduct agricultural work in the United States in 2015: seven in Alabama and seven in Oregon. Every worker
returned to Haiti before his visa expired. Between January and September 2016, US employers
sought to hire 238 workers, of which 180 were blocked by either the state or federal Department
of Labor—thus 58 arrived to work in the United States, including eight of the original group who
returned on a new contract.
These difficulties in project implementation greatly restricted the size of the sample available
for an impact evaluation of overseas temporary work. But they also created an opportunity to
carefully assess that impact. Many Haitian workers eligible and willing to work overseas via this
program, and selected by a US employer, were not allowed to travel and take up employment.
Almost all of these (44 out of 48) were barred from traveling for reasons outside of their control
and unrelated to any personal characteristic of theirs.f Workers who were allowed to travel will
therefore tend to be much more similar to eligible workers who were not allowed to travel than
to typical Haitians, in all aspects other than the fact that they did or did not travel. By comparing outcomes for those who traveled to eligible, willing participants who did not travel, we can
therefore assess more accurately the effects of overseas work than by comparing participants
who worked abroad to other, non-participant Haitians—even if those other Haitians were oth-
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erwise similar on easily-observable characteristics. But the small sample size renders any result
necessarily preliminary.

3.1

Survey

A small evaluation survey was carried out in May 2016 to assess the program’s effects. The study
was designed to measure comparative living conditions for individuals who worked in the US in
2015 and those who had not yet had a chance to travel. 32 households, each with a different program candidate, were originally contacted for survey participation, based on geographic proximity and availability. Six households were unable to participate at the last moment (including
two households with a member that traveled to the U.S.); we successfully contacted an additional
four households without a member that traveled, bringing the sample size to the final 30. Twelve
workers in the final sample had traveled to work in the US in 2015. Five of these workers spent
13 weeks at an ornamental plant nursery in Alabama, earning US$10.59/hour; the other seven
spent four weeks at apple farms in Oregon and Washington state, earning US$12.69/hour. All 12
returned to Haiti by the end of 2015. At the time of our survey in May 2016, eight of these had
returned to the US for another season. Five workers surveyed had been originally selected by a
US employer, but were unable to travel due to the visa and work certification denials mentioned
above. The remaining 13 individuals in our sample had been selected for the candidate shortlist,
but had not yet traveled.
Interviews were conducted at the central offices of each agricultural cooperative, with PTP staff
providing translation to and from Kreyòl. When the candidate himself was available, we spoke
with him directly. If he had returned to the US on another work contract, the nearest relative was contacted. The survey questions were designed to mirror the 2012 Post-Earthquake
Living Conditions Survey, or ECVMAS (Enquête sur les Conditions de Vie des Ménages Après le
Séisme, described in World Bank 2014).g The major survey sections focused on basic household
demographics, education and employment information, dwelling and asset details, estimated expenditures, and international transfers. An additional module was added to assess the impact
of overseas work via the H-2A program (in the case of those who traveled) or expectations for
future overseas work (in the case of those who had not yet traveled).

5

Table 1: Summary statistics for households surveyed

Household members
Children (age 5–18)
Farm area (hectares)
Rooms in house
Cement floor?
Cinderblock walls?
Metal roof?
Income/mo. (US$) without project
Current expenditure/mo. (US$)
. . . of which food
. . . of which education
. . . of which transportation
. . . of which telephone
. . . of which household exp.

Mean

std. dev.

min.

5.8
2.1
1.1
3.7
0.8
0.7
0.73
183
237
102
37
59
18
21

1.5
1.6
0.81
1.1
0.41
0.47
0.45
139
121
59
32
53
13
18

3
0
0.25
2
0
0
0
16
68
24
0
0
3.2
4

max.
9
6
4
7
1
1
1
538
575
242
162
194
60
81

Includes all 30 households interviewed, whether or not the worker from that household was allowed
to travel. ‘Without project’ means without including remittances or repatriated savings by a household
member that worked in the US via this project. Income and expenditure are for entire household, average
per month over the year prior to the interview. 2016 US$, inflated from 2012 exchange-rate $ with US CPI.

The basic characteristics of the survey sample are summarized in Table 1. The average household
is a family of six, with two school-age children, living on a one-hectare farm that is their primary
livelihood. They are quite poor, living in basic structures generally without any services such as
sanitation, and spend more than half their income on food.

3.2

Selection into the sample

Haitian farmers became eligible for the survey sample because 1) they were members of two
established agricultural cooperatives that were known to field workers at the Port-au-Prince
office of the International Organization for Migration, 2) they were selected by the leadership of
those cooperatives to be among the initial participants in the program, and 3) their households
were available to be interviewed May 23–27, 2016. This triple selection creates the potential for
surveyed workers to be substantially different from typical Haitian farmers, which could affect
the external validity of the evaluation results. We have less concern about selection affecting
the internal validity of the impact evaluation, given that the survey sample includes 12 of the 14
households that had a member travel in 2015, and the fact that many of the eligible households
6

whose members did not travel acquired this status due to a force majeure outside their control.
Figure 1 shows the Haitian communes where the interviewees reside. 16 of the sampled households belong to an agricultural cooperative in the Ouest Department, in and around Kenscoff:
‘Sohaderk’ (Solidarité Haitienne pour le Développement Rural de Kenscoff ). The other 14 belong
to a cooperative in the Nord Department, in and around Plaine-du-Nord: ‘Feccano’ (Fédération
des Coopératives Cacaoyères du Nord). While Ouest has low rates of extreme poverty by Haitian
standards (below 25 percent), Nord has relatively high rates (above 33 percent) (World Bank
2014, p. 27).
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Figure 1: Communes of residence for surveyed households in Haiti

Figure 2: Non-program income per household in survey sample versus the nation

The survey sample includes all 30 households, with incomes converted at 62 gourdes/dollar, the rate at the time
of interviews in May 2016. The nationally-representative sample is the 4,930 households in the ECVMAS 2012,
weighted by sampling weight. ECVMAS incomes are converted at 42.2 gourdes/dollar, the average for October 2012
(the middle of the ECVMAS interview period) and inflated to 2016 dollars with the US Consumer Price Index.
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Notwithstanding the triple selection into the survey sample, the households in the survey sample
have similar incomes to typical Haitian households. Figure 2 compares the distribution of income
in the survey sample (from sources unrelated to US migration through this program) to the
distribution of household incomes in a nationally-representative sample. The mean monthly
income of project-eligible households from non-project sources is US$206 (95 percent confidence
interval [124, 288]). This is statistically indistinguishable from the mean household income in the
whole country, US$250 (in 2016 dollars inflated from 2012 with the US Consumer Price Index).
This limits the extent to which concerns about unobserved differences between the sample and
the general population could constrain the external validity of our findings on impacts related
to income.

4

Results

Here we compare differences in economic outcomes in the survey sample according to whether
or not a member of the household was allowed to work in the US in 2015. The US decisions
that disallowed some workers from entering the United States were largely independent of the
workers’ individual characteristics. We therefore interpret economic differences between the
allowed and disallowed groups as estimates of the effect of overseas work.

4.1

Effects of overseas work on household income

Current income. Figure 3 suggests that working in the US had very large effects on household income. Figure 3a considers household income during any given month that workers were present
in the U.S. For the households with a worker in the U.S., these estimates conservatively assume that the household received income from Haitian sources pro-rated downward according
to the fraction of the year that the US worker was absent. This is because farms of all workers who traveled continued to operate while they were gone, though often at levels of production that decreased to a greater extent with longer absence. Thus for example, if a household
earned US$150/month in Haiti and a member spent three months in the US (that is, 1/4 of the
year) earning US$1,800/month, we estimate their current income per month while abroad as

1 − 14 150 + 1, 800 = US$1912.5.h
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Figure 3: Effects on income
(a) Monthly income while workers abroad, all household members

(b) Average monthly income across entire year, household members in Haiti

Each black dot in histograms shows one household. Diamond shows group sample mean, surrounded by 95
percent confidence interval for group population mean. The exchange rate used is 62 gourdes/dollar, current at
the time of the survey (May 2016).

In the figure, each black dot of the histogram represents a single household. While workers
were in the U.S., income to them and their households averaged US$2,278 per month (95 percent
confidence interval [2,137, 2,420]), while income of eligible and willing families who could not
travel averaged US$147 (95 percent c.i. [88, 207]).i
Average income across one year. Figure 3b considers only income received by members of the
household who remained in Haiti, as a monthly average across all 12 months of the year that
preceded the survey. This average includes remittances and repatriated savings from the time
that workers who traveled were abroad, but may not include savings personally retained by the
worker after return.j It also includes several months when they were not abroad, reflecting the
10

fact that workers only spent a small portion of the year working abroad. That is, we arrive at this
monthly-average income by summing twelve months of income from sources in Haiti, adding to
that all money earned in the US over the course of 2015 that was given to household members
who remained in Haiti, and dividing the resulting sum by 12.
For those in Haiti who had a household member travel to the U.S., average monthly income over
the preceding year was US$364 (95 percent c.i. [277, 451]). In households without a member who
traveled through the program, average income was US$147 (95 percent c.i. [88, 207]), as noted
above.k
In the same group, if we omit from reported income all remittances and repatriated savings via
this project, average monthly income in the group with a household member who traveled was
US$237 (95 percent c.i. [140, 334]). A t-test of the equality of population means between nonproject income in the ‘traveled’ sample and the ‘did not travel’ sample fails to reject equality
with p = 0.081. But we do not necessarily expect equality of non-project income between the
households of those who traveled and those who did not travel, because it is possible that income
from temporary work overseas could have affected Haiti-based sources of income. Several of
the survey respondents with a household member who traveled reported spending some of the
proceeds from overseas work on things that could have affected Haiti-based household income
by the time of the survey. These include agriculture inputs such as seeds and fertilizer, and
inventory for home-based shops.
These estimates indicate that working temporarily in the United States raised the value of projecteligible Haitian farmers’ labor while abroad by approximately 1,400 percent (a factor of 15), relative to its current value in Haiti. Even a short span of several weeks’ work in the United States
was sufficient to more than double annual household income received by other household members. These effects are so large that they are statistically significant even in this small sample.

4.2

Effects on household expenditure and investment

Figure 4 suggests that the large increase in income occasioned by working in the US had negligible effects on current consumption expenditures of eligible households. Here, ‘current consump-
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Figure 4: Effects on current consumption expenditures

Current consumption expenditures includes: food, education, transport, communication, and other household
expenses. Each black dot in histograms shows one household. Diamond shows group sample mean, surrounded
by 95 percent confidence interval for group population mean.

tion’ expenditures include food, communications, transportation, education, and other recurring
household expenditures. It excludes large purchases of durable goods, land, livestock, construction, agricultural tools, and shop inventory. In the ‘traveled’ group, average household monthly
expenditures during the year prior to the survey were US$234 (95 percent c.i. [175, 292]), and
in the ‘did not travel’ group US$240 (95 percent c.i. [170, 309]). These are statistically indistinguishable.l This behavior accords with economic theory and evidence from several countries
that consumers typically smooth consumption over time and tend to consume little of transitory
income shocks, even large ones (reviewed by Jappelli and Pistaferri 2010).
Respondents were asked about current consumption expenditures in the month prior to the interview. To capture any large expenditures that may have occurred immediately after some
workers’ return to Haiti—typically 5–6 months before the interview—respondents were separately asked to enumerate any major purchases they had made over the previous eight months.
These included livestock, land, construction, and tools. In the ‘traveled’ group the mean major
expenditure over the eight-month period was US$654 (95 percent c.i. [35, 1,273]), and in the ‘did
not travel’ group US$688 (95 percent c.i. [–64, 1,439]).m The ‘did not travel’ group includes one
important outlier, suggesting that a comparison of medians is more informative. In the ‘traveled’
group, median major expenditures over eight months were US$292, and in the ‘did not travel’
group US$153.
12

Figure 5: New home construction in Haiti by a worker allowed to work in the U.S.

In the foreground is the foundation for the new home of a worker allowed to work in the US in 2015, under construction
in 2016 for his family of seven. In the background, his current two-room home. Taken May 22, 2016 in Milot, Nord by
Hannah Postel.

All ‘traveled’ households expressed plans to dedicate earnings from abroad to durable goods and
investments. At the time of the survey, seven of the twelve households with a member who
traveled had already begun this: two began home construction work (Figure 5), three bought
durable goods, and four paid down outstanding debt for agricultural investments. Each household surveyed also reported using the funds remitted to support other family members in Haiti,
though it was difficult to quantify the size of these transfers. As eight of the workers had already traveled again to the US for the 2016 farming season, many household members said they
would wait for the household member to return to Haiti at the end of the year to undertake the
bulk of investments. Eight households had plans to expand their home, three hoped to buy more
livestock, and three planned to open or expand small household shops.
We observe no effect on overseas work on school attendance by children living in the workers’
households; nearly all children age 5–18 in the households surveyed are attending school. The
average fraction of children age 5–18 who are attending school is 1.0 in the households whose
member worked in the US through this program, and 0.987 in the group whose member did
not work in the U.S. These are statistically indistinguishable in a two-sample test for equality of
proportions (p = 0.74).
13

5

Qualitative impacts

Because prior research has shown that the objective economic impacts of migration on migrants
can vary greatly from the impact on subjective well-being (Stillman et al. 2015), we asked all
respondents questions related to subjective perceptions of temporary work in the U.S. Every individual surveyed from a household whose member had traveled—either the worker who traveled or a close family members—expressed a desire to repeat US employment. Every household
whose member had not yet traveled expressed a desire for the member to travel in the near
future. Those who had already traveled to the US universally rated their satisfaction with the
program as a 10 out of 10. Beyond the sizable economic impacts of the program described above,
workers who had traveled also noted improved agricultural skills and a sense of greater freedom
and empowerment. “Now I can do anything I want,” a farmer’s wife from the Nord department
explained. The head of the agricultural cooperative Sohaderk expressed his satisfaction with the
program, noting that those who had worked overseas passed on their new knowledge and skills
to their neighbors upon return.
Households with workers who traveled reported substituting for the absent worker’s labor either
with other family members or with assistance from members of their cooperative association.
None reported hiring additional help for monetary compensation due to the absence. And none
of these mentioned a substantial decline in home-plot production.
Eligible and willing workers who were not allowed to work in the US did not have unrealistically
high impressions of their earning potential there. Each worker who had been unable to travel
was asked what they believed they could have earned in the US Almost all reported a figure that
was approximately correct (US$80–100 per day), though three respondents reported a figure of
US$10 per day, a substantial underestimate of their true earning potential.
Beyond the household interviews in Haiti, the seven men who worked in Alabama were personally interviewed at the Alabama farm, each in isolation from the others and with a Kreyòl
translator. Each was asked what concerns he had about the program and what he would change
about it. None of the seven reported anything that he would change about the program, and the
only concern—reported by several of the respondents—was their concern that the project might
14

not continue and they would be unable to work in the US again.
These perceptions differ markedly from descriptions of US work under the same visa as comparable to “slavery” (e.g. SPLC 2013). This suggests that well-known abuses of other (especially
Mexican) seasonal workers on the same visa, such as the charging of illegal and exorbitant recruitment fees (e.g. Owens et al. 2014) is not an inherent trait of the visa or of seasonal work
itself but of contextual factors, especially unregulated recruitment. This project and its effects
on participants suggest that recruitment can be properly designed to deliver very large benefits
to users of the visa.

6

Differences with traditional aid policy

These preliminary results from a small survey are sufficient to suggest three important differences between this project, designed to assist poor Haitians, and more traditional aid policy designed with the same goal. The available data suggest that temporary overseas work by Haitians
directly benefited the economies of both the United States and Haiti, whereas traditional aid
would benefit the economy of Haiti at best; that overseas work resulted in much larger financial
benefits per participant than traditional aid; and that overseas work targeted and benefited poor
households much more directly than traditional aid. Here we review the evidence for each of
these assessments.

6.1

Economic effects in both Haiti and the United States

Labor mobility by these Haitian workers is likely to have effects beyond the household level.
First, it is likely to have economic multiplier effects in Haiti. The survey evidence suggests that,
for every worker-month of overseas work, approximately US$1,700 will eventually be spent in
Haiti. Very little of the actual or planned expenditure described by survey respondents could
include imported goods, and essentially none of it will be invested outside Haiti. This means that
these expenditures ripple through the local and national economy, raising GDP by more than
one dollar for each dollar spent (Djajić 2014). The economics literature contains no estimate of
the size of this multiplier effect in Haiti, but the few available estimates for other developing
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countries range from 1.9 for poor villages in Mexico (Taylor 2004, p. 164) to 2.8 for Morocco
(Glytsos 2005). A rough, reasonable estimate would therefore be that each worker-month of
Haitian seasonal agricultural work in the US contributes at least US$3,000 to Haiti’s current
GDP.
Second, when US farmers expand their seasonal workforce, they add value to the US economy.
In this way, labor mobility differs sharply from a transfer of traditional foreign aid. The degree
to which it adds value in the US depends on the degree to which the US farmers who hire the
workers could achieve the same productivity by substituting other production inputs, such as
foreign workers from other countries, domestic workers, or capital. Here we analyze the effect of
an expansion in the foreign seasonal worker stock that is supplied from Haiti, not the substitution
of a foreign worker from (say) Mexico with a Haitian worker. Thus the productivity effect of
a new seasonal agricultural worker—from anywhere, but in this case from Haiti—depends on
the potential to substitute that foreign labor with domestic labor or capital. The potential for
substitution with domestic labor is nonzero but small: Clemens (2013a) finds that domestic labor
supply to similar seasonal agricultural jobs in the state of North Carolina barely changed during
the Great Recession—as local unemployment spiked from 4 percent to 11 percent—implying that
domestic labor supply to seasonal agricultural jobs is low and inflexible. This corroborates the
state and federal Dept. of Labor assessment in the case of the positions held by Haitian workers
in this project that US workers could not be recruited. But farmers could nevertheless partially
substitute for manual seasonal labor by spending more on other non-labor inputs, which we
explore below.
We can make rough estimates of the economic effects of this work on the United States economy
according to different assumptions about this substitution with other non-labor inputs. In the
short run there can be no substitution, so the marginal revenue product of an hour of Haitian
labor for the US farm is simply the revenue generated by the sales of the product created with
that hour of work (a Leontieff production function). In the long run the farmer could adjust
other inputs to partially compensate for reductions in foreign seasonal labor, so the marginal
revenue product of Haitian labor for the US farm would be the Leontieff estimate multiplied
by the cost share of foreign labor (with unit elasticity of substitution, a Cobb-Douglas production function).n Internal data from the employers participating in this program show that the
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ratio of farm revenue per unit output to Haitian wage per unit output is 3.65, and the share of
Haitian labor in production costs is 0.301. These figures imply that for every dollar earned in
Haitian wages in the U.S., between $3.65 (short run) and $1.11 (long run) are added to the US
farms’ productivity, which would then ripple through other sectors. Such multiplier effects of
added farm productivity through the rest of the regional US economy are well-studied, and are
approximately 1.5 for Oregon and 2.0 for Alabama.o These regional multipliers imply, conservatively using the 1.11 long-run multiplier on farm productivity, that a worker-month of Haitian
labor expands the US economy by more than $3,720 (Oregon)–$4,140 (Alabama).p The short-run
effects would be substantially larger.

6.2

Magnitude of financial flows

A second way in which this program differs sharply from more traditional types of development
assistance lies in the magnitude of the economic benefit to the poor. The typical experience
of Haitian temporary workers in the US through this project, people who began with typical
incomes for Haitians, was to immediately raise the current value of their labor by approximately
1,400 percent. Thus even a brief participation in overseas work (at most 13 weeks) was sufficient
to approximately double the annual incomes of the rest of the household.
These gains are much larger than the income gains produced for typical Haitians by almost all
other known policy interventions to reduce poverty. Positive income effects have been rigorously measured at 38–41 percent for grants to startup businesses by conflicted-affected youth in
Uganda (Blattman et al. 2014, p. 730); 20–25 percent for international anti-sweatshop activism in
Indonesia (Harrison and Scorse 2010); 10–30 percent for a successful project to transfer productive assets to the ultrapoor in several countries (Banerjee et al. 2015b); and statistically indistinguishable from zero for a set of six different microcredit programs around the world (Banerjee
et al. 2015a).
The income gains for temporary Haitian workers in the US are of a similar order of magnitude
to the income gains for poor households from Tonga and Vanuatu in New Zealand’s seasonal
agricultural worker program (Gibson and McKenzie 2014a). There, annual household income in
the absence of the program is NZ$1,400 in Tonga and NZ$2,500 in Vanuatu. Members of these
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households who perform seasonal agricultural work in New Zealand typically earn NZ$12,000
in a year, during less than seven months of work. This implies that a temporary work visa to
New Zealand increases the current value of household labor in Tonga by a factor of more than
14, and in Vanuatu by a factor of more than eight.q

6.3

Targeting to beneficiaries

A third way that overseas work visas differ from traditional programs to assist the poor lies in
their unusually direct targeting of beneficiaries. Easterly and Williamson (2011, Table 3) find
that 29 percent of foreign aid is spent on agency overhead and staff salaries. Action Aid (2011,
p. 43) estimates that roughly half of all official development assistance does not reach the poor—
for reasons that include being spent in the donor country or being spent to buy donor-country
goods and services at inflated prices. And of the fraction of aid that does reach the poor, a
substantial portion does not raise the incomes of the poor by more than one dollar for each
dollar of aid (Blattman and Niehaus 2014). Income earned by Haitian seasonal workers in the
U.S., however, goes directly to a Haitian household. More than 85 percent of this amount is
eventually brought or transferred to Haiti—the average fraction reported by the seven workers
in Alabama—and spent in Haiti by a poor family. It is difficult to identify a program of traditional
aid or international charity that targets the direct benefit of poor families with similar efficiency.
If 4,000 Haitian workers per year were to perform five months of similar work in the United
States—fewer than the number of Jamaican workers who currently do so each year—this would
generate a financial flow of over $30 million per year.r Unlike a numerically-equivalent flow of
traditional aid, essentially this entire amount would be spent by poor Haitian families, within
Haiti, on locally-produced goods and services. The aforementioned evidence on local multipliers
implies that this would increase Haiti’s GDP by an annual amount on the order of US$50–70
million.
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7

Conclusions

These evaluation results contain only preliminary evidence from a small sample in a tightly constrained pilot project. They do suggest unexplored potential in policy interventions to shape labor mobility as a form of development and antipoverty policy. The policy intervention described
here acted to overcome informational and bureaucratic barriers to Haiti-US labor mobility—but
did not require any changes to existing legislation in either country, and was able to act in a
post-disaster setting. The results imply that this project differed sharply from post-earthquake
aid to Haiti in three ways.
First, these estimates suggest substantial economic benefits, in both countries, from seasonal
Haitian work in the United States. We find that each worker-month raises the GDP of Haiti by
approximately US$3,000 and the GDP of the United States by approximately US$4,000. The US
portion of this benefit depends on the workers supplying a marginal increase in US demand for
seasonal agricultural labor—which was the case in this pilot. There were 20 worker-months of
US work by Haitians through this program in 2015, and 260 worker-months in 2016, for a total
of 280 worker-months across both years. A lower bound on the collective economic value-added
arising from this work is US$1.96 million, shared in roughly equal proportions between the two
countries. These benefits are very large considering the scale of this small pilot: 14 workers in
one year, 58 in the next, all starting out among the poorest people in the hemisphere. Traditional
assistance for Haiti would not be expected to provide any large direct economic benefits to the
United States.
Second, the economic benefits of overseas work to poor Haitian families exceed those of almost
any other known policy to assist the poor. Temporary overseas work raised the economic value
of a month of Haitian farmers’ labor by 1,400 percent, so much that only several weeks of overseas work was sufficient to approximately double the average annual income of their households
in Haiti. Economic effects of this magnitude, for typical beneficiaries, are essentially unknown
in traditional development assistance or international charity.
Third, approximately 80–85 percent of workers’ earnings through the project were spent in Haiti,
by a poor family, for their direct benefit. This is much larger than the fraction of traditional aid
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or charity that goes to the direct benefit of poor families. The data above imply that the large
majority of this money was invested—principally in new construction, agricultural land, farm
tools, and shop inventory.
This program also differs sharply from the only other migration-related US policy response to
the Haiti earthquake, known as Temporary Protected Status (TPS). Granted shortly after the
earthquake, TPS temporarily exempted most Haitians in the US illegally from deportation if they
had not committed crimes there or presented a threat to national security—provided that they
had left Haiti before the disaster, not in response to the disaster.s This designation was based
on the premise that the disaster had made life extremely difficult for people in Haiti, and that
a stay on deportations was “an important complement to the US government’s wider disaster
relief and humanitarian aide response” (DHS 2010). We note that the same reasoning would
support facilitating access to new opportunities for temporary labor mobility under existing
law, in response to the earthquake, in limited numbers and via channels that benefit the United
States. Our evaluation suggests that this program served that end.
We underscore the preliminary nature of these findings and the need for further investigation
and experimentation. Much more could be learned about the effects of overseas work on Haitian
families when a larger sample is available. The potential to expand policy interventions of this
kind deserves study, both within Haiti and in other settings of limited economic opportunity,
including post-crisis settings. Because over 4,000 Jamaican workers do similar work in the US
each year, and because Haiti has three times the population of Jamaica, it is prima facie plausible
that on the order of 10,000 or more Haitians annually could eventually participate in such work.
Programs of this kind are already demonstrated to be financially viable at large scale. There were
346,033 admissions to the United States on seasonal work visas in Fiscal Year 2014, and none of
these received philanthropic support; all costs are paid by US employers.
The analysis above implies that such a potential future flow, if workers stayed only three months
a year, would add on the order of US$100 million annually to the Haitian economy—and more
than this to the US economy. Facilitating access to lawful channels of Haiti-US labor mobility
is also likely to partially substitute for unlawful migration between the two countries (Hanson
2009). The principal constraint to such expansion appears to be demonstrating the efficacy of
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Haitian workers to more US employers—who are typically unfamiliar with Haiti and reluctant
to experiment with unknown workers during critical planting and harvesting periods—and the
bureaucratic burdens of using the seasonal work visa program, which make it broadly unpopular with employers. But the possibility of large and shared benefits presented by temporary
labor mobility suggest that innovation in this area deserves development policymakers’ scarce
resources.
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Notes

a Clemens

(2013b) measures the income effects on Indian computer programmers from short-term work in the

United States; Liebensteiner (2014) estimates the income effects of seasonal construction work by Armenians in
Russia; Clemens and Tiongson (2017) evaluate the effects on Filipino households from participating in a visa program
for temporary employment in Korea; and Kosack (2016) evaluates the effects of the United States seasonal employment
visa for Mexico in the 1940s–1960s on human capital investment in Mexico. But empirical evidence on the economic
effects of temporary work visas on development and poverty reduction remains scarce (Constant et al. 2013, p. 56).

b Sen.

Marco Rubio (R-FL), Sen. Bill Nelson (D-FL), Rep. David Rivera (R-FL), Rep. Ted Deutch (D-FL), Rep. Mario

Díaz-Balart (R-FL), Rep. Frederica Wilson (D-FL), Rep. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), and Rep. Corrine Brown (D-FL).
Their letter to the Secretary of Homeland Security and Secretary of State is available at http://www.cgdev.org/doc/
migration/Florida%20Delegation%20-%20H-2%20-%20HFRPP%20-%2022DEC11.pdf. The letter from nine humanitarian non-governmental organizations working on Haiti to the Secretary of Homeland Security and Secretary of State
is available at http://www.cgdev.org/doc/migration/Haiti%20NGOs%20-%20H-2%20-%2011DEC11.pdf.

c In

fiscal year 2014, there were 240,620 admissions to the United States of foreign nonimmigrant workers with

seasonal agricultural work visas (‘H-2A’), and 105,413 with seasonal non-agricultural work visas (‘H-2B’). The agricultural seasonal work visas included 224,552 from Mexico, 4,377 from Jamaica, and 1,486 from Guatemala (US Dept.
of Homeland Security Yearbook of Immigration Statistics 2014). The number of persons receiving the visa in any given
year is smaller than the number of admissions, since some workers arrive more than once in a year (for example,
once to work in spring planting and again to work in fall harvest).

d Reported

in: Dept. of Homeland Security, Yearbook of Immigration Statistics 2013, Nonimmigrant Supplemental

Table 2.

e As is standard practice around the world, no reasons were given for the group-based denial of visas at the embassy

in Port-au-Prince. The most common reasons for denial of a nonimmigrant visa include the officers’ assessment that
home-country ties such as property ownership are insufficient to motivate return. In this program, applicants were
vetted and trained by Sohaderk and Feccano for several months in a process designed to ensure return. As they
vetted potential participants, association leaders were aware that continued participation in the program would be
jeopardized if a substantial number of workers overstayed their visas. In the event, all of the workers who traveled
returned as scheduled.

f That is, 44 of the workers were unable to travel because their potential employers did not receive certification to

hire them, a bureaucratic process that does not involve consideration of the workers as individuals. The group that
was denied visas at the US Embassy in Port-au-Prince, which as mentioned above largely overlapped with those whose
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positions were not certified, were denied collectively—with no concerns noted by consular officers about particular
individuals in that group.

g The

ECVMAS interviews were conducted between August and December 2012. In October 2012 one US dollar

averaged 42.2 gourdes.

h In

one household whose member was allowed to work in the U.S., the same worker while in Haiti did half-

time hired construction work, and the survey respondent (his spouse) did not know how much he earned in that
occupation. We impute the value of that income source using the average value of half-time construction wage
earnings among ECVMAS households, in 2016 dollars: US$118 per month.

i This is close to a Purchasing Power Parity-adjusted estimate of the earnings differences, because the vast majority

of the earnings in both groups are spent in Haiti. The seven workers in Alabama, interviewed in person at their
worksite, estimated that 10–15 percent of their US earnings were spent in the U.S.; the US seasonal work visa requires
employers to pay for housing, transportation to and from the U.S., and weekday meals, minimizing workers’ expenses
while abroad. The median in the ‘traveled’ group is US$2,292, and in the ‘did not travel’ group US$108.

j Workers

who traveled abroad and their families were asked how much money the worker brought/sent back to

Haiti.

kA

t-test for the equality of population means rejects the null of equality with p < 0.0001. The median in the

‘traveled’ group is US$354, and in the ‘did not travel’ group US$108.

l A t-test

fails to reject equality of means with p = 0.89. The median in the ‘traveled’ group is US$208, and in the

‘did not travel’ group US$186.

m A t-test

fails to reject equality of means with p = 0.95.

n This

method is discussed further in Clemens (2013a). In Cobb-Douglas production, the output elasticity of an

input is well approximated by its cost share. The simplest version of the dual problem proceeds as min wL + rK s.t.
K, L

w L , where K, L are capital and labor, with prices r, w; A is total factor productivity; and
AK 1−α Lα = Q −−−→ α = w L+r
K
FOC
Q is some output quantity. For this reason the industrial organization literature commonly approximates firm-level

output elasticity with industry-level cost share of the input (e.g. Griliches 1963; Syverson 2004; Foster et al. 2008).

o These are the 2010 US Bureau of Economic Analysis Regional Input-Output Modeling System (RIMS II) regional

economic model agriculture-sector multipliers for Alabama and Oregon for output across all sectors of the state
economies. These are the ’Type I’ multipliers, which omit any local spending of wages by the Haitian workers.
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p For

Alabama, a worker-month of Haitian labor is paid US$10.59/hour × ∼5.5 days/week × 8 hours/day × 4

weeks/month = $1,864, thus $1,864 × (1.11 × 2.0) = $4,138. For Oregon, a worker-month of Haitian labor is paid
US$12.69/hour × ∼5.5 days/week × 8 hours/day × 4 weeks/month = $2,233, thus $2,233 × (1.11 × 1.5) = $3,719.
These estimates are furthermore conservative because, by using the Cobb-Douglas estimate of the farm productivity
multiplier (1.11), they assume that manual labor could be fully substituted with sufficient investment in machinery.
But machinery to fully automate the tasks performed by these workers does not exist. A more reasonable, but still
conservative estimate would take the ratio of marginal revenue product to wage as something greater than 2.0 rather
than 1.11, resulting in an estimate of over $6,700–7,455 per Haitian worker-month of added value to all sectors of
the US economy. The estimates are moreover conservative because they ignore multiplier effects in the US from the
10–15 percent of Haitian workers’ earnings that are spent in the U.S.

q For

example, for Tonga: NZ$12,000/7 months = NZ$1,714/month; NZ$1,400/12 = NZ$/117/month; and 1,714/117

= 14.7. This is a lower bound because not all Tongan workers stay the full duration of the maximum 7 months.

r ∼US$1,700

s The

per worker-month × 5 months × 4,000 workers = US$34 million.

announcement (DHS 2010) was accompanied by a warning that “attempting to leave Haiti now will only

bring more hardship to the Haitian people and nation. . . . Those who attempt to travel to the United States after
January 12, 2010 will not be eligible for TPS and will be repatriated.” (Napolitano 2010). This policy was revised a
year and a half later, after it was clear that Haitians were not departing in large numbers, to include people who had
departed after the earthquake (DHS 2011).
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