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To ensure food security and 
sustainability, the EU must place 
migrant workers and their dignified 
working conditions at the heart of 
the next policy cycle 

Core Reflections: 

> Recent farmers’ protests across the EU have led to 
policy changes and initiatives seeking to reinforce 
the agri-food sector’s shorter-term resilience to 
crises, raising concerns, however, for their impact on 
long-term sustainability targets. 

> Despite their vital role in the agri-food sector, 
(irregular) migrant workers, who often face poor and 
exploitative working conditions, have largely been 
overlooked. 

> In the new policy cycle, measures addressing the 
needs of farmers and ensuring adequate protection 
for agricultural workers, including (irregular) 
migrant workers, will be indispensable to achieving 
sustainability and resilience.   

> Targeted measures for migrant workers include 
the protection-sensitive implementation and 
enforcement of relevant labour standards, as well 
as efforts to address structural conditions leading to 
irregularity.    

> Achieving sustainability and resilience will also 
require enhanced efforts to address the uneven 
distribution of wealth in the supply chain, boosting 
farmers’ competitiveness and strengthening their 
position vis-à-vis downstream actors. 
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Introduction 

In early 2024, Brussels, alongside several other 
European capitals, was gripped by a series of farmers’ 
protests over mounting financial, administrative and 
geopolitical pressures. With the European Parliament 
elections approaching, the European Commission and 
national governments were fast to react with several 
practical and legal initiatives. 

While these measures can be seen as reinforcing 
the agri-food sector’s resilience to more immediate 
and shorter-term pressures, they have also sparked 
controversy for watering down environmental targets 
necessary for long-term sustainability. 

Strikingly, despite their indispensable role in the effective 
functioning, sustainability and resilience of the EU’s 
food system, agricultural workers, including migrant 
workers, have scarcely featured in the political debates 
and institutional responses following the protests. This is 
especially surprising considering the sub-standard working 
conditions and exploitation many of them continue to face. 

In this context, this manifesto draws attention to the 
structural conditions that undermine the dignity of 
migrant agricultural workers, in line with the goals of the 
DignityFIRM project. At the same time, it highlights that 
the EU can only build a more resilient and sustainable 
agri-food sector if measures that benefit both farmers 
and migrant workers are prioritised. As the new political 
cycle approaches, this manifesto points to key actions 
and initiatives that EU policymakers should consider to 
that end. 

Farmers in focus as agricultural 
reforms come under the spotlight 

As a core component of the 2019 Green Deal, and 
as reflected in its 2020 Farm to Fork Strategy (F2F 
Strategy), the EU has set out to transform its agricultural 
sector into one that is more environmentally and socially 
sustainable and, at the same time, more resilient to 
crises. Meanwhile, the current 2023-2027 Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) includes three sustainability 
pillars: economic, environmental, and social. 

Farmers, in Brussels and elsewhere, while not forming 
a unified movement, protested over burdensome 
administrative requirements, primarily linked to 
environmental obligations under the CAP, as well as 
growing financial pressures in relation to broader 
supply chain dynamics. Russia’s full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine, and measures taken to support Ukraine, 
placed food sovereignty and security squarely on the 
EU’s agenda, raising the stakes and transforming the 
protests into a geopolitical issue. 

Against this background, with a breakthrough of 
farmers’ parties at the national level and the European 
Parliament elections on the horizon, the European 
Commission and member states were under pressure 
to come up with a show of support. Key measures 
introduced in response aim to provide greater flexibility 
in the CAP’s environmental conditionalities, including 
exemptions for smaller farms from compliance controls. 
In addition, measures were also proposed to address 
structural imbalances along the supply chain. Among 
others, these include a planned proposal on cross-
border enforcement of unfair trading practices, as well 
as initiatives that will make it easier for farmers to act 
collectively vis-à-vis downstream actors, increasing 
their bargaining power. 

While easing environmental requirements in particular 
has drawn criticism from commentators, not all of the 
EU’s efforts to transform the agricultural sector have 
been derailed. Overall, the measures and proposals 
introduced show that support for farmers is considered 
indispensable for building a more resilient food system 
in the face of existing and possible future crises. 

https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/european-green-deal_en
https://food.ec.europa.eu/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/common-agricultural-policy/cap-overview/cap-2023-27_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/common-agricultural-policy/cap-overview/cap-2023-27_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/sustainability_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/sustainability_en
https://www.aljazeera.com/gallery/2024/3/27/angry-farmers-block-brussels-to-protest-eu-policies-cheap-ukraine-imports
https://www.politico.eu/article/farmer-protest-europe-map-france-siege-paris-germany-poland/
https://www.politico.eu/article/grain-ukraine-eu-farmers-pain-eu-member-agriculture-kyiv/
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20240320-polish-farmers-block-roads-in-new-ukraine-imports-protest
https://ecfr.eu/article/war-business-and-politics-polands-support-for-ukraine-amid-agricultural-protests/
https://www.politico.eu/article/dutch-election-geert-wilders-party-for-freedom-netherlands-farmers/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_24_1493
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-starts-setting-agriculture-and-food-chain-observatory-2024-04-09_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/news/commission-delivers-report-implementation-eu-rules-against-unfair-trading-practices-food-supply-2024-04-23_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_24_1493
https://www.epc.eu/en/publications/From-protests-to-policy-What-is-the-future-for-EU-agriculture~57f788
https://www.euractiv.com/section/biodiversity/news/contested-nature-restoration-law-passes-eu-parliament-despite-last-minute-revolt/
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(Migrant) workers as indispensable 
yet vulnerable agricultural actors

Considering recent events, it comes as a surprise that 
the contribution of migrant workers, whose labour is a 
structural and vital component of the EU’s agricultural 
sector, was virtually absent from both public discussions 
and policymakers’ reactions to the protests. Without 
them, a sustainable and resilient food system is impossible.  

Despite their essential role in producing, harvesting and 
distributing food in the EU, migrant workers typically 
experience difficulties in accessing decent working and 
living conditions, and are vulnerable to exploitation. 
This can include lower or unpaid wages, longer 
working hours, poor or exploitative accommodation 
or unsafe work. Migrants in an irregular situation – 
whose contribution to F2F sectors, from agriculture to 
food delivery, is significant – are especially at risk of 
exploitation and sub-standard working conditions.

These dynamics, and the challenges faced by migrant 
agricultural workers are acknowledged in EU policy. 
The F2F Strategy, for example, explicitly notes the 
importance of ensuring the well-being of workers. In line 
with its social pillar, the current CAP also introduced, 
for the first time, a social conditionality mechanism. 
Under the mechanism, certain CAP subsidies are 
made contingent on compliance with rules on pay 
transparency and predictable working conditions, and 
on workers’ health and safety. 

In addition, the EU has passed legislative instruments 
which stand to benefit agricultural workers by 
embedding mandatory due diligence and human rights 
protections into supply chain dynamics. Key recent 
examples include the Corporate Sustainability Due 
Diligence Directive (CSDDD) and the Forced Labour 
Regulation. 

Rather than doubling down on these efforts and 
acknowledging the essential role played by migrant 

workers in the agricultural sector, the EU’s response to the 
farmers’ protests suggests the risk of backpedalling on 
commitments, including regarding social sustainability. 
For example, proposals to delay or even remove social 
conditionality from the CAP were put forward during 
the Commission’s consultation process on measures that 
could reduce the administrative burden on farmers.  

While the Commission did not yield to these pressures, 
robust implementation of the social conditionality 
mechanism will be crucial. But more broadly, to ensure 
food security and the sustainability and resilience of its 
food system, the EU will have to ensure steadfast, if not 
stronger, support for migrant workers in the agri-food 
sector by taking further initiatives in the future. As the 
new policy cycle approaches, this begs the question of 
how the EU could achieve that, politically and practically.

Credit where credit is due to 
farmers and workers in the new 
legislative cycle 

Looking at the political and media reaction to the 
protests, one might get the misleading impression that 
the wellbeing of migrant workers is difficult to square 
with farmers’ interests and demands. Yet, the farmers’ 
protests have brought the sustainability and resilience 
of the EU’s agri-food sector into the spotlight, both of 
which will require measures that benefit farmers and 
workers in the new political cycle. 

To begin with, the uneven distribution of wealth in the 
agri-food sector remains a core structural challenge. 
With a large portion of consumer revenue in the sector 
often going to downstream actors at the points of 
processing, distribution and sale, farmers face financial 
pressure to cover their costs. This creates the risk that 
they address the pressure by turning to more vulnerable 
migrant workers. Considering that a large portion of 
CAP subsidies go to larger farms, smaller to medium-
sized farms are particularly at risk in this regard. 

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/publications-other-work/publications/collecting-data-situation-social-protection-seasonal-workers-agriculture-and-food-sectors-eu-member-states-after-covid
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/689347/EPRS_BRI(2021)689347_EN.pdf
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-81210-2_8
https://brill.com/view/journals/emil/24/2/article-p179_1.xml?language=en#ref_FN000002
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/publications/are-agri-food-workers-only-exploited-in-southern-europe
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/publications/are-agri-food-workers-only-exploited-in-southern-europe
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/common-agricultural-policy/cap-overview/cap-2023-27/key-reforms-new-cap_en#:~:text=Social%20dimension&text=Under%20this%20new%20social%20conditionality,reduction%20to%20the%20farmer's%20payment.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019L1152
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019L1152
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:31989L0391
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32009L0104
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2024-0329_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2024-0329_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2024-0309_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2024-0309_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=COM(2024)139&lang=en
https://www.catalannews.com/society-science/item/farmers-sound-alarm-on-rising-food-prices-we-are-not-reaping-the-benefits
https://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/like-germany-france-targets-food-industry-supermarkets-to-protect-farmers-income/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2590332220303675
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Proposed efforts to address these imbalances are 
welcome, but must be carried forward and result in 
concrete results in the new cycle. 

This could include further investigation into prohibiting 
purchases below production costs, as already 
implemented in some member states, as well as efforts 
to limit or compensate for the presence of cheaper, 
non-EU products on the market. 

Building resilience and sustainability will also require 
policymakers to think outside of the box, for example, 
considering the establishment or expansion of fair-
trade schemes, which could include social sustainability 
criteria. In addition,  in accordance with guidelines 
published by the Commission in December 2023, 
farmers can, subject to certain conditions, enter into 
cooperation agreements on sustainability without 
breaching EU competition law. While this measure is 
only meant to enhance environmental sustainability, 
the exceptions could be extended to agreements 
which promote social sustainability, to the benefit of 
(migrant) workers.

More than this, support for implementation as well as 
enforcement of the CSDDD and the Forced Labour 
Regulation must be prioritised in the new cycle. By 
requiring employers to take proactive steps against 
harmful labour practices, these instruments can help 
avoid abuse along the food supply chain. Employers that 
have the resources to comply will gain a competitive 
advantage. Considering this, adequate support should 
be made available to smaller and under-resourced 
employers in particular. 

Measures that can strengthen farmers’ positionality or, 
more broadly, contribute to ending violations of human 
rights along supply chains must be complemented, 
however, with further measures targeted at protecting 
migrant agri-food workers. 

To begin with, in the new policy cycle, it will be crucial 
to ensure the implementation of the CAP social 
conditionality mechanism. This requires strengthening 
the capacity of responsible national authorities, who are 
often underfunded and in some countries, struggle to 
fulfil their monitoring and enforcement responsibilities. 
The exemption of small farms from compliance checks, 
combined with only voluntary sustainability reporting 
standards may also mean that poor working conditions 
go unnoticed for longer. 

In this context, while strengthened support for farmers 
remains key, it will be important that the flexibility 
granted in response to the protests is balanced with 
measures that effectively ensure the protection of 
workers. Strengthened cooperation with and between 
social partners will be key in this regard, in particular 
trade unions, to ensure that poor and exploitative 
conditions are made known. Reinforcing and expanding 
the mandate of the European Labour Authority, 
including to conduct own-initiative investigations, could 
provide a further layer of oversight, while at the same 
time strengthening the Agency’s capacity to support 
national authorities.

At the same time, efforts must ensure that 
implementation of the social conditionality mechanism 
is protection-sensitive, and that all migrant workers 
benefit from it, including those in an irregular situation. 
Complementary firewall protections should be put 
in place and fully utilised for this reason, to ensure 
that where persons in an irregular situation come into 
contact with labour authorities during checks, or when 
making use of complaint or reporting procedures, they 
are not at risk of deportation. 

In addition, to put an end to the structural conditions that 
lead to the exploitation of irregular migrant workers in 
particular, pathways out of irregularity will also be of 
the essence. While the treatment of irregular migrant 
workers remains the prerogative of member states, 
and regularisation is politically divisive tool, experience 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_24_1493
https://www.globalcompliancenews.com/2022/01/23/spain-amendment-of-law-12-2013-on-measures-to-improve-the-functioning-of-the-food-supply-chain-law-16-2021-of-december-14-2021-13012022/
https://www.theparliamentmagazine.eu/news/article/why-ukrainian-and-eu-farmers-are-disappointed-by-a-new-trade-deal
https://www.agra.fr/agra-presse/sites/agra-presse/files/2024-03/Non%20paper%20pratiques%20commerciales.pdf
https://www.agra.fr/agra-presse/sites/agra-presse/files/2024-03/Non%20paper%20pratiques%20commerciales.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_6370
https://www.whitecase.com/insight-alert/new-guidelines-cooperation-agri-food-sector-show-more-pragmatic-approach
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/05/europe-new-eu-due-diligence-law-governing-big-business-is-a-landmark-advance-for-human-rights/
https://www.fairtrade.net/news/csddd-key-to-tackle-impacts-but-support-for-implementation-is-needed
https://www.etuc.org/en/document/etuc-position-implementation-employers-sanctions-directive
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/11/13/council-adopts-farm-sustainability-data-network-regulation/#:~:text=The%20newly%20adopted%20FSDN%20regulation,to%20fork'%20and%20biodiversity%20strategies.
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/11/13/council-adopts-farm-sustainability-data-network-regulation/#:~:text=The%20newly%20adopted%20FSDN%20regulation,to%20fork'%20and%20biodiversity%20strategies.
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-02/UDW_Toolkit_Successful-approaches-of-cooperation-labour-inspectorates-social-partners.2021_EN.pdf
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-02/UDW_Toolkit_Successful-approaches-of-cooperation-labour-inspectorates-social-partners.2021_EN.pdf
https://effat.org/category/agriculture/#:~:text=EFFAT%20activities%20in%20the%20agriculture,working%20conditions%20in%20this%20sector.
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/B-9-2024-0059_EN.html
https://www.socialistsanddemocrats.eu/newsroom/strengthen-european-labour-watchdog-ensure-protection-all-workers-urge-sds
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/282552407_The_Case_for_'Firewall'_Protections_for_Irregular_Migrants
https://zenodo.org/records/10875942
https://migrant-integration.ec.europa.eu/news/migrant-regularisation-italy-contested-measure_en
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shows that it can bring diverse benefits. Apart from 
addressing labour shortages for states, it can facilitate 
strengthened access to socio-economic rights for 
individuals, decreasing vulnerability and promoting the 
dignity of workers. 

In the midst of repeated crises with origins and 
implications across policy fields, efforts to build 
resilience and sustainability in the EU’s agri-food sector 
will only grow in importance. EU efforts and initiatives 
to be taken in the next policy cycle must ensure that 
both farmers and workers, including migrant workers 
who are an integral part of the agri-food sector, receive 
comparable attention and support. Food security, and 
the dignity and wellbeing of migrant workers both 
depend on it.

https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Regularisation-mechanisms-and-programmes_Why-they-matter-and-how-to-design-them_EN.pdf
https://migrant-integration.ec.europa.eu/news/italian-government-adopts-targeted-regularisation-migrant-workers_en
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2023-12/counteracting-undeclared-work-labour-exploitation-third-country-national-workers.pdf
https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/Europe-in-the-age-of-permacrisis~3c8a0c
https://www.epc.eu/en/Publications/The-Green-Deal-in-times-of-polycrisis-Aligning-short-term-responses-w~5893c8
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About DignityFIRM

Towards becoming sustainable and resilient societies we must address 

the structural contradictions between our societies’ exclusion of 

migrant workers and their substantive role in producing our food.

www.dignityfirm.eu
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