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Sylvia Torres-Guillén ’84 remembers the call that changed her life: she was working at her job as 
federal public defender one afternoon in mid-2011 when the governor’s office rang. Jerry Brown’s 
appointment secretary was on the line, asking if she’d consider heading the powerful agency that 
protects agricultural workers in the state of California: the Agricultural Labor Relations Board. “The 
what?” she wanted to ask. Jump three weeks ahead, “and there I was, accepting a post I had never 
applied for or sought out, or even previously knew about,” she says, “saying yes to something that 
was still totally mysterious – but very appealing – to me.” 
 
So began her journey as general counsel of California’s ALRB, which oversees the rights of the 
state’s roughly one million farmworkers, laborers who happen to grow half the fruits and vegetables 
sold in the United States. 
 
“I still can’t believe it,” she exclaims with a smile. 
 
Given Torres-Guillén’s personal and professional history, it’s hardly surprising that she was selected 
by Brown. She’d spent nineteen years as a federal public defender in Los Angeles after studying 
government at Harvard and receiving a law degree from Berkeley – and before that had grown up 
in East Los Angeles, where she had faced her own set of hardships. “Having been raised there I was 
comfortable with the Latino community, which makes up the majority of the farmworker 
population,” she says. “I also had extensive litigation experience.” Brown knew she would feel at 
home in both the courtroom and the fields, speaking eloquently in front of judges and relating 
personally to workers out on the land. 
 
So, in just days, her life took a 180-degree turn. After transferring her public-defense cases to 
colleagues, she moved with her husband and two young daughters to Sacramento – the place 
where, almost 40 years earlier, Brown had created the Agricultural Labor Relations Act and where 
he now wanted to revive it. 
 
“The Governor made it very clear to me that he wanted the agency completely transformed, and 
soon,” says Torres-Guillén. “He entrusted me with the responsibility of overseeing that 
transformation, and I took his wish very seriously. I relocated right away and have been running ever 
since.” 
 
The Cate alum has been running long distances at that: she admits to having logged 100 hours per 
week for the first two years on the job, and something close to that ever since. “I spent significant 
time early in my tenure righting the ship, so to speak,” she says. She would update Brown over 
lunch and after hours, all the while rebuilding a crumbling agency that had been victim of 
defunding and neglect and that had shrunk to one-tenth its original size. 
 
“I hired additional passionate employees and staff, provided them training, and made significant 
policy changes all to improve our ability to serve the agricultural community,” she asserts. That 
community included the laborers in spinach fields who’d complained of having to work in wet and 
rainy conditions around large machinery that threatened to knick their outstretched limbs; the 
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harvesters who’d been laid off when they asked for better pay; and the pickers who were let go 
when they petitioned for better working conditions, including clean drinking water and sanitary 
restrooms. It also included women who were sexually harassed by their employers and then fired 
for raising the issue. 
 
“If there’s an injustice, I’m going to speak up about it,” says Torres-Guillén. “That’s my nature.” 
 
“I also want to be a voice for this community,” she adds. It’s a big community spread over 
thousands of farms, so that’s no easy task. Since Torres-Guillén has stepped on board, about 100 
new unfair-labor-practice charges have been filed each year by workers, the unions that represent 
them, or the farmers who employ them. When farmworkers believe the Act has been violated, they 
go to one of the ALRB regional offices in Visalia, Oxnard, or Salinas to file a charge, and ALRB staff 
members – whom Torres-Guillén closely supervises – then investigate those charges. If they 
determine there’s reasonable cause to believe the violation has occurred, a complaint is issued and 
a process begins to resolve it, by agreement or an administrative hearing. 
 
Hearings happen all over the state, so Torres-Guillén spends a lot of time on the road. The rest of 
the time she’s in her Sacramento office at the ALRB headquarters, where she oversees budgeting, 
makes decisions about infrastructure, and starts outreach efforts to educate workers about their 
rights and remind employers about their responsibilities. She also keeps a pair of workboots handy 
for the days she’s out in the fields talking with them in person.  
 
It all seems like a big job for one person, but that motivates Torres-Guillén more than anything else. 
“I’m not intimidated by the scale of responsibility I have, I’m inspired by it,” she affirms. 
 
Now that the agency stands on solid ground, Torres-Guillén is working hard to expand it. She 
recently opened the Oxnard office and she’s hoping to open two others this year in underserved 
areas of the state. She has pushed for more funding and doubled the ALRB’s budget, and she has 
increased the number of staff as well as the skill and precision with which they do their jobs. She has 
transformed a fragmented agency into a robust political force with the will and the resources to 
make a difference. That’s a big accomplishment in a state with a $43.5 billion agricultural economy. 
 
“I see this work as an extension of the service I did at Cate,” says Torres-Guillén. On the Mesa, she 
headed the Los Niños program and the Holiday Cheer Committee, delivering gifts in December to 
Carpinteria families who couldn’t afford them and working alongside other Cate students in Tijuana 
on community construction projects. During that time she developed her commitment to 
underserved communities and strengthened her conviction that she was put on the planet to help 
level the playing field and right injustices. She remembers fondly the support she received from 
Sandi Ellis, who ran Cate’s community programs when Torres-Guillén was a student. “I am so 
grateful to her,” she says. “She was like a mother to me.” 
 
“At the core of who I am is a public servant,” she adds. In truth, it has always been that way: she 
served as translator for her Mexican-immigrant parents when she was young, and she helped out 
classmates on homework in grade school after she finished her own assignments, selected by her 
teachers to do so. “As a kid I wanted to be a doctor or lawyer or President just for what I would be 
able to do in those positions to help others,” she recounts. “And, as I have watched people around 
me experience abuse and discrimination, I have wanted to be a voice for them.” 



 
Torres-Guillén came to Cate as a sophomore in search of opportunities those people never had, in 
the process becoming the first in her family to attend boarding school and then college. Since the 
day A Better Chance brought her to the Mesa, she has devoted herself to helping others in the best 
way she knows how, which today involves making sure that the hundreds of thousands of people 
who play a critical role in the productivity of California’s booming agricultural sector are 
well-protected. What better way to serve her home state than that? 
  
  


