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"Officials at the Wintergreen Resort in Nelson County fear that an immigration reform bill in the U.S. Senate could eviscerate the 11,000-acre resort’s labor pool.

“We’re all flipping out,” said Jeff Duncan, Wintergreen’s vice president for human resources.

Like many other Virginia vacation resorts, hotels, landscaping firms and seafood companies, Wintergreen relies on immigrant workers who come to the United States on H-2B visas.

But the H-2B visa program for seasonal unskilled immigrant workers and the H-2A visa program for agricultural laborers would be eliminated under Senate Bill 1348, sponsored by U.S. Sen. Edward M. Kennedy, D-Mass.

The two visa classifications would be replaced with new ones called Y-2A and Y-2B. But opponents - such as Winter-green - say new fees attached to the Y-2A and Y-2B visa applications would make it all but impossible to continue importing seasonal workers.

Increased costs

To perform housekeeping, janitorial, cooking and dishwashing duties, Wintergreen brings 60 workers each year for 10-month stays from countries such as Jamaica on H-2B visas. Under the higher fees, Duncan estimated that it would increase the cost of its visa applications from $15,000 to $60,000 per year.

“They’re scrapping something that we rely on for labor,” Duncan said. “Without it, we wouldn’t have any choice but to eliminate some services. We literally can’t find enough workers without them.”

To hire a foreign worker on an H-2B visa, an employer must show the U.S. Department of Labor that it pays a prevailing wage and has sought to hire American citizens for the job. If U.S. citizens are not taking the job, the employer applies to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement agency for a visa. If approved, the consulate in the worker’s home country issues the worker the temporary work visa.

“These are low-level, low-skill, low-literacy jobs,” said Libby Whitley, president of Mid-Atlantic Solutions Inc. in Lovingston, which applies for H-2B visas on behalf of companies. “They do things like mow grass, shuck oysters and entry-level construction work. They’re typically paid between $7.75 and $8.50 per hour.”

If the immigration reform bill is approved as written, Whitley thinks it could devastate countless companies that rely on seasonal labor from foreign countries.

“I honestly believe it would make it impossible for an employer to use,” she said. “You’re going to drive a lot of small companies out of the market because they could see as much as 50 percent increases in labor costs.”

By the book

In a statement Tuesday, Kennedy said the bill’s reforms to guest worker programs and the green card system will provide “greater assurance that future immigration will be within the law, instead of underground, so that immigrants are less likely to be exploited, less likely to harm American wages and jobs, and are more likely to pay taxes.”

U.S. Sen. Jim Webb, D-Falls Church, has concerns about the immigration bill, including its provisions on guest worker programs.

“My position on immigration reform has consistently called for tighter border security; strict enforcement of penalties for larger-scale employers who hire undocumented workers; the elimination of guest worker programs other than for seasonal work with documented departure and return; and an equitable program that allows a percentage of immigrants who have put down roots in this country an earned path toward citizenship,” Webb said in a written statement.

A spokesman for U.S. Sen. John W. Warner, R-Alexandria, said Warner has not yet taken a position on the bill, but is a longtime supporter of H-2B visa program.

“He continues to be mindful of the many benefits provided to our economy by this program, which allows Virginia businesses, under limited circumstances, to hire temporary seasonal workers legally when necessary,” said John Ullyot, Warner’s director of communications.

U.S. Rep. Virgil H. Goode Jr., R-Rocky Mount, said he opposes eliminating the H-2A and H-2B visa programs, he said. “If anything, they just need to tinker with the guest worker programs that we already have,” he said." 

