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YUMA – Every month, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics publishes a report listing metropolitan areas with 
the highest unemployment rates in the country. 
 
Yuma – a city on Arizona’s western edge – often finds itself at the top of that list. It had a non-seasonally 
adjusted unemployment rate of 23.2 percent in October, when the national average hovered at 4.8 
percent it’s a distinction no city wants. And it’s a statistic local business leaders and community officials in 
Yuma insist doesn’t accurately depict the area’s economic condition. 
 
After all, Yuma ranks in the top 1 percent of U.S. counties in vegetable sales, acreage and total sales, with 
gross receipts topping $1 billion. And the region is the second-leading producer of lettuce in the U.S, 
accounting for 90 percent of the nation’s leafy green vegetables in the winter months, according to a 
University of Arizona presentation. 
“We’re really tired of talking about the unemployment rate because it’s not reflective of this community,” 
said Julie Engel, CEO of the Greater Yuma Economic Development Corp. But people generally use the 
unemployment rate as diagnostic of overall economic health of countries, states, counties and cities. Why, 
then, wouldn’t it be relevant for Yuma? 
“A lot of the unemployment is related to the seasonality of our work,” said Jason Rogers, who manages a 
date farm in Yuma. 
 
However, Tom Krolik, an economist at the Bureau of Labor Statistics, said while Yuma’s high 
unemployment rate is a special case because of the area’s emphasis on agriculture, the jobless rate has 
become normal for the region. 
“It’s an extreme-weather area, an agricultural area, but there’s not much else we can really do to try to 
figure out what’s going on there,” Krolik told Cronkite News in 2012. “At some point, you just become so 
accustomed to it that it becomes a fact on the ground, something that’s out of mind.” 
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In a telephone interview in December, Krolik said skeptics of the high unemployment rate often 
speculate that the bureau has not calculated the figure properly. But the bureau stands by its 
information. 
Krolik said many farm workers based in the Yuma area travel north to California, following the winter 
farm work season. If they can’t find work and they file for unemployment, the unemployment checks 
come to Yuma. 
Because the bureau uses unemployment insurance data to calculate metro area unemployment rates, 
that’s part of the reason why Yuma often has a higher unemployment rate, Krolik said. 
 

Yuma has long history in agriculture 
 
Yuma was first incorporated in 1871 as Arizona City before adopting its current name in 1873. 
The area blossomed into a major agricultural center after the completion of the Laguna Dam in 1909. 
The dam diverted water from the nearby Colorado River to help the region with its key crops, including 
dates, lettuce and melons. 
Originally a community of about 1,000 at its settling, Yuma’s population stood at an estimated 93,400 
people in 2014, according to the Census Bureau. 
At 106 square miles, the majority of the land within city limits is devoted to farming, with residential 
pockets throughout. State Route 95 runs through the town’s heart and intersects Interstate 8 near a 
major freight train hub and an Amtrak station. 
The area’s historic downtown on Main Street features a classic movie theater and a variety of antique 
shops and restaurants, as well as the region’s Mexican consulate. 
 

Some products see rapid growth 
 
At Martha’s Gardens, a family-run date farm, Rogers said he employs as many as 80 people during peak 
harvest season, from September to December. 
 
Medjool dates originated in ancient Egypt and Iraq and are well suited for the arid climate of Yuma and 
California’s Coachella Valley. 
 
In 1940, Yuma had 450 acres of date palms, according to the Los Angeles Times. Now, Yuma is home to 
the world’s largest orchard of Medjools, at 2,700 acres. 
 
Engel said the date-farming industry has grown exponentially, at a rate of 35 percent annually. 
Rogers’ operation is more modest, with 8,000 palms growing on 100 acres. In addition to wholesaling 
dates, Martha’s Gardens sells baked goods, locally made honey and date shakes, a novelty many 
travelers make pit stops for en route to California. He leads tours of his family’s farm and factory, taking 
visitors in a trailer hauled by an ATV. “I hear a lot at the end of the tour, ‘I’ll never complain about the 
price of dates again,’” Rogers said. “The sheer number of hours and activities that are required both 
within the growing season and outside of it, I think people get a better appreciation for what it takes.” 
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An influx of migrant workers 
 
A growing number of U.S. farm workers want their children to get an education to avoid the 
backbreaking labor they endure, Engel said. And as the U.S. economy continues to improve, more 
people have found other, less physically demanding ways to earn cash. 
 
As a result, Yuma farms, including Martha’s, often turn to farm workers from Mexico. Before sunrise at 
the San Luis border checkpoint, about 30,000 workers cross the border from Mexico to begin their work 
day, Engel said. 
 
“You won’t believe your eyes,” Engel said. “That city takes on a complete metamorphosis of the amount 
of people that are crossing and getting ready to go on buses and go to the fields – it’s insane.” 
 
Of the 1 million farm workers in the U.S., a majority are Mexican, according to the Labor Department. 
But the industry faces a shortage of farm workers for several reasons: previous delays in seasonal-
worker visas, crackdowns on illegal immigration and a declining birthrate in Mexico were listed as 
reasons in a Wall Street Journal article. 
 
Matt McGuire works as the general manager of farming operations at JV Farms, a branch of the JV Smith 
Co., which operates farms in Arizona, California, Colorado and Mexico. To attract farm workers and 
comply with visa regulations, Engel said some companies have purchased hotels and converted them 
into housing for employees and their families. 
McGuire manages hundreds of workers at a 12,000-acre lettuce farm. He said the company wants to 
hire more workers to keep up with increasing demand and the approaching harvest season. To attract 
more laborers, he raised wages and added jobs for those seeking alternatives to picking crops, such as 
tractor drivers or other machinery operators. 
 
“In the agricultural community, I don’t know why people don’t come out to work,” McGuire said. 
“We’re labor-short right now and have been since the start of the season.” At JV Smith, McGuire 
oversees about 300 workers for eight to nine months, about the length of the regular growing season. 
His farm also utilizes 500 independent contractors during the growing season. Come harvest season, the 
farm adds another 500 workers to meet peak demand at season’s end. “You can make really good 
wages in this industry,” McGuire said. “But you have to be willing to work.” 
The average hourly wage is about $9.75. Crews that work based on the amount they can harvest can 
earn the equivalent of $13 to $18 per hour, he said. 
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Reshaping the narrative 
 
Community leaders like Engel, McGuire and Rogers agree: There’s plenty of work to be done to 
educate residents about the importance of farming to the greater Yuma area. 
 
Ashley Kerna, a University of Arizona economic impact analyst, made a presentation at the Arizona 
Leafy Greens Food Safety Committee’s Education Tour in late November. She indicated Yuma had the 
highest market value for agricultural sales per farm in Arizona, according to the Yuma Sun. 
 
Yuma generated $1.7 million on average per farm in 2012, according to the most recent Department 
of Agriculture Census of Agriculture from that year. For every 100 agribusiness jobs, 78 more are 
created as a result, according to the University of Arizona study. 
 
The gross agricultural contribution to the state’s gross domestic product – the monetary value of all 
finished goods and services produced within that state’s borders – was $7.3 billion in 2012, according 
to the University of Arizona study. 
 
And the industry gives back to the state in other ways, too. In the aftermath of the E. coli spinach 
contamination scare of 2006, Arizona growers took the lead in food safety regulations, which were 
later adopted by the USDA, and even Mexican growers, Engel said. 
 
Engel said some of the headlines proclaiming the high unemployment can be demoralizing, and there 
needs to be a shift in Yuma’s narrative to counter the negative perception. 
 
Media organizations such as the Wall Street Journal and Yuma Sun have noted the changes in 
unemployment rates when the bureau released new statistics, but the articles merely ranked U.S. 
cities without further explanation of how Yuma’s seasonal jobs affect its unemployment rate. 
 
“We have to change our story,” Engel said. “We have to make it about the statistics that tell the 
picture the way it actually is.” 
 
 
 
Includes information from Arizona Republic reporter Ronald J. Hansen. 
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The University of Arizona is now offering students in China a chance to earn a dual degree in law, 
exposing them to the quality and breadth of legal education offered to students here in the U.S. 
and addressing the increasing globalization of legal practice. 
 
The UA received accreditation to offer a Bachelor of Arts in Law in Qingdao, China. 
 
The dual degree program would be offered through Ocean University of China. It's the first joint 
U.S.-China program in law available fully in residence in China, according to a press release. 
 
The program will allow Chinese students to earn undergraduate law degrees from both 
universities in four years. It introduces students in China to the same U.S. law courses and legal 
training as UA students receive in Tucson. The students will also have the option of completing a 
portion of their studies in residence at the UA's Tucson campus. 
 
University leaders said that with China being the second-largest economy in the world, both 
countries would benefit from a better understanding of the U.S. economy and its laws. 
 
The program aims to train a new generation of bilingual lawyers competent in both legal 
systems. 
 
77 students are currently enrolled in the inaugural class, which launched in fall 2015. 

 
Copyright 2016 Tucson News Now. All rights reserved.  
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MCAS Yuma A Major Player In Local Economy 
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Yuma’s military presence is a vital part of the local economy. In fact, Marine Corps Air Station Yuma 
contributed about $615 million a year to the city and state’s coffers last year in the form of 
purchases, creating jobs, and procuring services and commodities from local businesses. 
 
While agriculture generates about $3.3 billion dollars a year, Robert Misemer, community liaison 
officer for MCAS Yuma, noted that when you add the $425 million Yuma Proving Ground contributes 
to what the air station does, you are looking at over a billion dollars worth of combined economic 
activity the military provides to the local economy. 
Misemer explained that the air station has a population of about 4,000 active duty Marines and 
sailors, about 2,300 civilians, and 5,500 family members, including 3,000 who live off base, all of 
whom spend money in the community. ”That money is spent all kinds of ways.” Misemer said. 
 
In addition, the air station has to pays for its utilities – natural gas, sewage and water – which totals 
about $6.5 million a year. Military personnel and their families also spent another $5.6 million last 
year seeing doctors off base, according to Misemer. 
One of the often overlooked economic impacts that military members and their families provide to 
the local economy, Misemer said, is car sales. ”The car dealerships know well, but most people 
forget,” Misemer said. “Young Marines coming back from wherever they were deployed have a lot of 
money in their pockets and generally buy a lot of new vehicles.” 
Misemer added that military members buying vehicles also benefits the state’s economy because 
they have to buy licenses and tags and pay other fees and taxes on each purchase. 
 
Last year the federal government, Misemer estimates, also paid the Yuma area school districts 
$440,000 to make up for lost property taxes associated with military school children. 
“That is money they would have gotten through property taxes if these children were not military 
dependents,” Misemer said. 
As one of the Marine Corps’ premier aviation training bases, MCAS Yuma was the second busiest air 
station in the Department of Navy and busiest in the entire Marine Corps last year with 187,000 take 
off and landings. With superb flying weather throughout most of the year and access to 2.8 million 
acres of bombing and aviation training ranges, each year the air station also hosts numerous visiting 
units and aircraft from U.S. forces and its allies. 
  
Misemer said last year about 12,000 visiting Marines temporarily spent time at MCAS Yuma, 
spending money in the community during their visit. There was also a steady stream of contractors at 
the air station, he added, who rented cars, stayed at local hotels and ate in restaurants. 
There are about 2,400 military retirees living in Yuma County, of whom about 500 are Navy and 
another 500 Army. Misemer said that number nearly triples to 6,600 when their dependents are 
included. 
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”It is a good population,” Misemer said. “That is about 6,600 people who don’t have to live here but 
chose to either because of jobs or what the base offers.” 
 
MCAS Yuma’s economic impact over the years has been high as $1 billion and as low as $500 
million. Misemer said air station was a very busy place in 2011 and 2012 as it has prepared for the 
arrival of the new F-35, pilots and crews, with the first aircraft arriving in November 2012. 
 
The reason, he added, was due to construction and renovation, which included four new hangars 
that each cost $38 million. Other construction included an Intermediate Maintenance Activity 
building, an F-35 Simulator Facility and a new Field-Carrier Landing Practice training facility that was 
built on the Barry M. Goldwater Range. 
 
While not as apparent as some of the other projects, Misemer said there was other work done to 
upgrade the air station’s utilities and communication capabilities to ensure it had the power 
resources to support the conversion and all of its infrastructure needs. 
 
”It so happens that Yuma was going through the worst part of the recession in those two years, so it 
was just a blessing that the federal government said to build the hangars,” Misemer said. “We 
suspect it helped the local economy a lot.” 
 
As the new home to VMX-22, an operational test and evaluation squadron, and VMU-1, an 
unmanned aerial vehicle squadron, Misemer said MCAS Yuma’s economic impact is likely to 
increase slightly in coming years as more personnel are stationed at the base. 
 
“We are going to have about a 10 percent increase in the number of Marines and sailors assigned 
to the air station, as well as an increase in dependents,” Misemer said. “It will happen gradually 
over a few years and not all at once.” 
 
While the money has not been appropriated yet, Misemer said more construction is expected to 
also take place in the coming years. He said two hangars still need to be built as well as a new chow 
hall. The medical and dental complex is also slated to be renovated. 
 
In addition to installing new fiber optics, Misemer said sewer pipes and cable lines are also 
eventually going be replaced. 
 
 
James Gilbert can be reached at jgilbert@yumasun.com or 539-6854. 
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A collaborative effort between the Yuma Union High School District, the Southwest Technical 
Education District of Yuma (STEDY) and Arizona Western College enabled about 40 select high school 
students to work with photography industry experts at a recent expo on the AWC campus. 
 
During the event, the students attended various sessions with the experts to learn more about digital 
photography, according to Jeni Sumner, executive director of program management for STEDY. 
“They went through three different workshops, and they (the experts) critiqued their work and 
showed them how to improve their work,” she said.  
 
The industry experts included Luigi O, Bill Butler, Sarah Ikard and Carlos Negrete. “Each one of them 
taught the students something regarding digital photography and how to market their work so they 
can become more marketable when they leave high school,” Sumner said.  
 
The students became involved with the expo through their high schools as part of the Career and 
Technical Education Program (CTE). “That’s what STEDY does, we enhance and support CTE in all of 
Yuma County,” Sumner said.  
 
Students that participated were of various grades and came from San Luis High School, Yuma High, 
Cibola and Kofa. According to Sumner, each student was chosen based off the work they have done 
in digital photography. “Those four campuses have digital photography in their CTE curriculum,” 
Sumner said. “They are not offered at every campus, and San Luis has a very strong program that 
includes their marketing as well.”  
 
The event lasted for half a day and included subjects such as photojournalism, lighting and 
photography composition. Though an expo of this sort had occurred in the past, Sumner said this 
year was an even larger event.  
 
The expo was coordinated by Nereida Lansman who is a CTE counselor at San Luis High School. “She 
really put the whole thing together,” Sumner said. “Events like this teach students about industry 
standards and this in turn will help them be more successful and employable after high school when 
pursuing their career in industry,” Sumner added.  
STEDY was established in 2014 and has been operating for about five months locally and is “one of 
the 14 approved, Joint Technical Education Districts throughout Arizona,” according to its website. 
 
For more information on STEDY, visit www.stedyyuma.com or call 928-373-1182. STEDY is located at 291 S. Main St. 
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