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Foreword
This research was carried out within the 
framework of the OurFoodOurFuture project 
(CSO-LA/2020/411-443), funded by the European 
Commission as part of the DEAR (Development 
Education and Awareness Raising) Programme 
and promoted by WeWorld together with 15 other 
European organisations in order to promote 
new models of consumption, sustainable food 
supply chains and fair trade relations, respect 
for human rights of male and female workers. 

The research investigates the labour 
exploitation of migrant women in the agro-
food chain in Italy, in particular in the Agro 
Pontino area, in the Lazio region, interweaving 
elements of analysis concerning management 
of migratory flows, organisation of labour 
market, agro-industrial production, processing 

system and large-scale distribution, illicit 
labour brokering, the so-called “caporalato” (a 
form of illegal intermediation and exploitation 
of agricultural workers) and organised crime.

This research is based on processing of 
information, data and observations from 
leading national and international think 
thanks and experts and on a collection of 
primary information with a field research 
in the Agro Pontino area in Spring 2021, 
accompanied by interviews with 7 female 
labourers, 5 entrepreneurs, and other 16 
stakeholders including associations, trade 
union representatives, administrators and 
policy-makers.
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2.2.	Racialization and sexualisation of migrant 
women workers’ occupations

The specific organisation of the Italian labour 
market, together with its internal dynamics, 
the related supply chains with reference to 
distribution, commercial and promotional 
systems, outsourcing together with a descent of 
the primary sector towards widespread forms 
of exploitation and irregularity, a consequent 
increase in low specialisation and qualification 
as well as temporary or seasonal jobs, have 
increased the vulnerability of female migrant 
labour. 

Suffice it to consider that about 80% of the 
contracts entered into in Italy with migrant 
women in 2018 were precarious and 40% were 
employed in part-time activities, compared 
to 13% of men20. It is clear that the set of 
fundamental rights for personal and family 
emancipation is not recognised, in some cases 

denied or difficult to access for female migrant 
workers, as will be investigated below. The 
violation of rights of migrant women is led by 
a systemic subordination resulting from the 
specific organisation of the labour market and 
its social functioning, discriminatory practices 
and procedures and widespread prejudices that 
accentuate the exploitation and marginalisation 
of migrant women employed in Italy.
In particular, occupational segregation of 
migrant women is strictly linked to the cultural 
construction of feminized occupations (process 
of sexualisation) in the production system of 
host societies with specific reference to caring 
and farm-labour activities21. This condition does 
not derive from a natural inclination of women, 
especially migrants, to carry out specific tasks, 
but from a specific organisation of the relative 
labour market that ethnicizes and sexualises 
in relation to its own convenience, generating 
products, in this case agricultural products, that 
are the result of this process and the expression 
of a systemic blackmail and marginalisation22.

80% 
precarious 
workers

contracted 
migrant 
women 
workers

20. Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Security, X Annual Report, Foreigners in the Italian labour market, 2020, https://www.lavoro.gov.it/
documenti-e-norme/studi-e-statistiche/Documents/Decimo%20Rapporto%20Annuale%20-%20Gli%20stranieri%20nel%20mercato%20del%20
lavoro%20in%20Italia%202020/X-Rapporto-Annualestranieri-nel-mercato-del-lavoro-in-  Italia.pdf.

21.  Sarti, La costruzione dell’identità  di genere nei lavoratori domestici, in R. Catanzaro, A. Colombo, Badanti & Co. Il lavoro domestico straniero in 
Italia, Bologna, Il Mulino, 2009, p. 59.

22.  N. Piper, International Migration and Gendered Axes of Stratification: Introduction, in Id., New Perspectives on Gender and Migration: Livelihood, 
Rights and Entitlements, New York-London, Routledge, 2007, pp. 1-18; K. Calavita, Gender, Migration and Law: Crossing Borders and Bridging 
disciplines, in «International Migration Review», Vol. 40, n. 1, 2006, pp. 104-132.
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Female migrant labour in agriculture is generally 
characterised by being imposed by a complex of 
cultural and economic rules, practices, norms 
and cross-interests, constantly considered low 
cost and with very low social value, forced into a 
logic that is often ‘machist’, bossy and criminal, 
and liable to be blackmailed also because of 
family needs and related constraints. In short, 
there is a sort of racialization and sexualisation 
of legal and illegal occupations of migrant 
women that leads to widespread prejudice, 
violence and racism on the part of the natives 
when they benefit from positions of power. In 
this way, the categories of race, gender and 
class merge into a socially accepted whole. 
According to Ambrosini (2005), the ethnic and 
gender stereotypes are closely linked. Take for 
example the domestic worker, once called “la 
donna” [the woman], now often referred to as 
“la filippina” [the Filipina].
The same applies to Indian women employed in 
agriculture. In past years, female workers were 
called by their employers, when they were of 
Italian nationality, by names such as “le donne” 
[the women]. 

With the entry of migrants onto agricultural 
labour, and in the specific case of Indian 
women labourers, there has been a change in 
terminology, and now the term “Indian women” 
is used. It is “the Indian women” who work 
in agriculture and it can happen, as has been 
the experience in the province of Latina, that 
some employers do not know the first name 
of their Indian workers but limit themselves, 
also to avoid a somewhat friendly and non-
authoritarian relationship, to calling them 
“Indian/s”. The racialization of women labourers 
thus generally implies their segregation on 
the basis of supposedly perceived and often 
“naturalised” ethnic and sexual differences, 
when in fact these are only culturally ascribed. 
This racialization and sexualisation of work is 
part of a hierarchy of duties and silences that 
limits or even cancels out migrant women’s 
fundamental rights and freedoms, especially 
when they are employed in certain particularly 
tiring and socially undesirable activities. 
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exploitation of their migrant labour force, 
reorganising their management and forms of 
employment in a very short time and leading 
to the deterioration of their fundamental 
freedoms. While, for example, more than 
300,000 agricultural migrant workers, i.e. 
almost 30 per cent of the total, worked less than 
50 days per year in the pre-pandemic phase, as 
officially declared by their employers, although 
in reality they worked at least three times as 
much, during Covid-19 the number of working 
days officially registered by farms decreased 
by 20 per cent, with an increase in the number 
of hours per day worked and not registered, in 
the pace of work, and in the intensity of daily 
work with a corresponding increase in the risk 
of serious accidents. 

During the pandemic, the average working time 
for migrants employed in agriculture oscillated 
between 8 and 15 hours per day, again recording 
an increase especially in medium and large 
farms, also due to their ability to intercept, 
through large-scale distribution, the increased 
demand for these goods sold in urban shopping 
centres and supermarkets. As far as female 
migrant labourers are concerned, in this case 
the gender difference, as is often the case 
in other sectors, played a role of serious 
disadvantage. Indeed, female migrant workers 
during phase 1 of Covid-19 continued to receive 
20-30% lower wages than their male colleagues 
and workmates. In addition, the lockdown 

resulted in their greater social marginalisation, 
with increased cases of violence at work and in 
the family. 
If the lack of personal protective equipment is 
common practice, pandemic has also further 
worsened safety conditions. With reference to 
the anti-Covid-19 measures provided for by the 
various D.P.C.M. [Decree of the Italian President 
of the Council of Ministers] - and in particular to 
work with face masks, gloves and antiseptic gel 
- it appears that, in about 85% of cases, these 
sanitary devices are purchased by the workers 
themselves, further reducing the already 
meagre salary38. In the most extreme cases, i.e. 
in 25% of those involved, for purely economic 
reasons, the same face mask is used for several 
weeks or even without the relevant compulsory 
sanitary equipment39. 

On the whole, Covid-19 has not led to a stand-by 
of exploitation but to an acceleration and often 
worsening of the living and working conditions 
of migrant labourers, which the so-called 
provvedimento di emersione from irregular 
work has not remedied but only disappointed 
well-founded expectations of reform and 
justice.

“In the farm where I worked, for 
example, we women had to buy our own 
gloves, and during the pandemic we 
also had to buy masks, boots, hats... in 
short, everything we needed to work. 

38. Tempi Moderni, 2021, https://tempi-moderni.net/2021/08/12/dal-quotidiano-domani-lo-sfruttamento-dei-migranti-altempo-della-pandemia.
39.  Ibidem.
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jobs but also having problems with their 
families, friends and parents, despite 
various forms of discrimination”.

Shergill Kaur, Indian labourer 
in the Agro Pontino area

(...) When I can, I advise women to 
make complaints, but it is necessary 
to remember that if you are a woman, 
a wife and a mother, (...) you have to 
confront your husband before taking 
this decision. You have to think about 
it carefully because the whole family 
is exposed, starting with your son or 
daughter, and this often prevents you 
from making any complaint. (...) It is very 
difficult to file a complaint and, if you 
are a woman, immigrant, exploited, wife 
and mother, you speak little Italian and 
you are a victim of a caporale, not only 
do you not file complaints but you do not 
even speak because the consequences 
are very high and I understand them 
well. (...) It is not only migrants who are 
afraid to report, but also Italians. The 
problem is that if you make a complaint, 
you don’t work and you don’t get the 
money you are entitled to”.

Paola, Italian female labourer 
from Agro Pontino  

“They took information about our lives, 
they followed what we wrote and posted 
on social networks, especially Facebook. 

If someone vented her situation on 
social networks, she was immediately 
filmed and asked to delete.”

Irina, Moldavian female labourer, 
former employee of a company in Latina

“My husband did not want to do anything 
at first because we are foreigners and 
he does not trust Italian justice. Some 
Indians were cheated by lawyers who 
had committed themselves to defend 
them and who instead settled with the 
farms and took most of the money owed 
to the workers. Besides, we do not speak 
Italian well and they can easily cheat you. 
Even going to court is not easy. We work 
all day in the countryside, so it is difficult 
to have time to go to court. If the boss 
does not give you the day off, you cannot 
go. And then we do not have a car and 
we would have to pay some friend with 
a car to drive us to court. (...) We thought 
about it a lot and then, thanks to the 
Tempi Moderni association, we decided 
to file a complaint for the months we 
worked where I only got a few hundred 
euros. We turned to a lawyer who does 
not want money and seems very good. 
He comes from Rome, his name is Arturo, 
he has no friends among the farms and 
we trusted him. We didn’t pay a single 
euro and this is fundamental for us.” 

Pallavi Kaur, Indian female labourer 
in the province of Latina
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•	 strengthening of labour inspectors on 
formal identification of victims of labour 
and gender exploitation and support with 
adequately trained cultural male and 
female mediators; 

•	 the provision of social and labour 
integration pathways in cooperation with 
social services, including victims of socio-
occupational exploitation practices; 

•	 gender equality campaign for the whole 
population, including resident migrants;

•	 full implementation of the Italian Law No. 
199/2016  to combat caporalato, starting 
with the nationwide dissemination of the 
Rete del Lavoro Agricolo di Qualità [Quality 
Agricultural Labour Network];

•	 the adoption of a regulatory framework 

against “double-bidding” auctions and 
unfair trading practices in business-to-
business relationships in the agricultural 
and food supply chain;

•	 promotion of a European ethical 
ǁǟʫˉȩ̨ǁƒˉȩɴɣ ʻ̈ʻˉǟɝ for products in the 
agro-food and distribution chain, starting 
with a public recognition of the price at 
source of fruit and vegetables on sale 
and raising consumer awareness on the 
transparency of the labour, distribution 
and production chain;

•	 the inclusion of conditionality with respect 
to human rights and the environment in 
any national public incentive to the agri-
food chain and in the contributions deriving 
from the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP);
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•	 the application of ILO Convention C190 
against violence and harassment in the 
workplace, which has already been ratified 
by Italy but needs adequate measures to 
ensure its implementation;

•	 the adoption of an EU law on mandatory 
corporate human rights and environmental 
due diligence, which makes compliance 
binding throughout the agro-food value 
chain and identify specific administrative 
and criminal responsibilities of business 

enterprises. Small and medium-sized agri-
food enterprises cannot be excluded from 
these responsibilities, also to prevent 
and halt the existing “externalisation” 
of exploitation. However, they should be 
supported and incentivised to have the 
capacity to adapt their organisational and 
control systems without jeopardising their 
sustainability in all dimensions, including 
the economic one. 










