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Abstract

Migrant workers have become a structural feature of agriculture across the global core, yet

whether this dependence is deepening has not been established over a long time series

or tested against a major shock. This article revisits the question through a longitudinal

comparative case study of seven core states—the United States, Canada, Australia, New

Zealand, Japan, Spain and Italy—selected on a most-dissimilar-systems logic and read

through the world-ecology framework, in which cheap food rests on cheap labour. Drawing

on primary statistical portals and administrative registers, it reconstructs the legal channels

of entry into agricultural work and traces their evolution across roughly a decade and into

the post-pandemic period, correcting and completing the evidentiary base of earlier studies.

In every case, the dependence has persisted or intensified: where it has not continued

to rise, it has settled at a historically high plateau, and nowhere has it reverted to its

earlier level. It held, moreover, under conditions designed to curtail it—anti-immigrant

administrations and COVID-19 border closures—as states reconfigured their migration

channels to preserve the supply. The findings confirm that the migrantisation of agricultural

labour is a structural and expanding condition of accumulation in the global core.

Keywords: migrantisation; agricultural labour; world-ecology; labour migration; seasonal

workers; global core; cheap food; COVID-19

1. Introduction

Migrant workers have become a structural feature of agriculture across the global

core. Their growing presence has generated a substantial literature, long established in

settings such as the United States [1] or Canada [2] and more recent in Europe [3,4], the

Pacific [5,6] and Asia [7,8], where the near-simultaneity of these trajectories points to a

single, globally expanding process. Yet despite the breadth of this literature, its geographic

reach has remained limited. Most contributions are grounded in single enclaves or regions,

or in single national cases; cross-national comparisons are rare and, where they exist, tend

to pair only two countries or cover a small number of cases (see, for instance, Howes [9] or

Bojarczuk et al. [10]). Whether the patterns documented in these settings reflect a common

structural dynamic or the parallel unfolding of nationally specific processes has therefore

received little systematic attention.

This scholarship has accounted for the displacement of national workers by migrants

mainly on two grounds: a productive one, tied to the industrialisation of farming in

specialised enclaves that demand abundant wage labour [11], and a sociological one,

whereby rising welfare in the core’s rural areas has rendered poorly paid, low-status and

physically gruelling farm work unappealing to local populations [12].
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What these accounts have tended to overlook is that the phenomenon is not merely

local, national or supranational but global, and that its synchrony betrays systemic roots in

the trajectory of global capitalism. To foreground this, the present study adopts the concept

of “migrantisation” [13]—the constitution of the migrant as a distinct social category,

set apart by the legal, social and mobility conditions that apply to migrants alone. In

agriculture, the term names the expanding and structural dependence of the core’s primary

sector on migrant labour. The pattern is not new: as in the colonial monocultures once

worked by displaced and enslaved populations, workers drawn from the global periphery

remain decisive for the production of cheap food [14,15].

An earlier study [16] read this dependence through the world-ecology paradigm, cast-

ing migrant labour as a contemporary global reserve army whose cheapness underwrites

not only farming but also the accumulation cycles of the capitalist world-system, of which

cheap food is a load-bearing pillar [14]. That argument, however, rested on illustrative

cases rather than measurement. A later comparative analysis [17] addressed the deficit by

assembling secondary statistics to gauge both the scale of agricultural migrantisation across

the core and its upward trend, in the spirit of testing and reinforcing the theory through

a comparative case study [18]. It confirmed a continuous, apparently irreversible process

across all core settings examined.

Two constraints, though, leave that conclusion open. The series only reached 2016

or 2018, depending on the case, since the analysis was carried out that year, leaving a

period of up to 10 years that can now be examined. During this period, the COVID-19

pandemic provided an unforeseen natural experiment [19]. A subsequent chapter [20]

showed that, even amid border closures and confinements, states deployed exceptional

measures that preserved—and at times enlarged—their migrant farm workforce. Yet that

evidence covered only 2020–2021, a too-short window to tell whether it was a temporary

rebound from a lasting trend.

This article confronts both shortcomings. Reproducing the comparative design of the

two earlier studies [17,20], it adopts a longitudinal perspective that lengthens the series by

roughly a decade and carries it into a post-pandemic landscape reshaped by big institutional

changes. A few salient developments, by way of example, warrant renewed attention:

wholly new schemes have appeared, such as Australia’s Pacific Australia Labour Mobility

(PALM programme, which absorbed its two predecessors in 2022 [6], or Japan’s Specified

Skilled Worker visa, launched in 2019 [7]) and established schemes have been recast, as

with Spain’s extension of origin-country recruitment toward Latin America [21] against

a falling supply of Eastern European labour increasingly diverted elsewhere, notably

to Germany [22].

Against this backdrop, the article pursues two objectives. The first is substantive: to es-

tablish, over a longer series and into the post-pandemic period, whether the migrantisation

of agricultural labour in the global core has persisted, intensified or merely reconfigured,

and thus whether the world-ecology hypothesis still holds once the historical perspective

the previous studies lacked is restored. The second is methodological: to correct and

complete the evidentiary base on which those studies rested. To pursue the first, the

analysis replicates their comparative case design, examining the same set of core states

and, for each, tracing the legal channels of entry into agricultural work and their evolution

over time. To pursue the second, it draws directly on the official statistical portals and

administrative registers of each country, turning to other sources only in isolated cases

where these did not provide the required series. This grounding in primary data allows it

to revise inaccurate figures and to recover recruitment channels that were then unknown or

undisaggregated—most visibly in New Zealand and Canada—while confronting a problem

the earlier pieces left implicit: the heterogeneity of the available metrics (visas granted,
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visa holders, employment counts, labour-market authorisations), which must be reconciled

with care, lest a change in source be mistaken for a change in reality.

The article first sets out the world-ecology framework and the criteria for delimiting

the global core and then examines the structural nexus between migration and agriculture;

it next presents the comparative design and its sources, discusses the cases by region, and

draws the comparison together in its concluding remarks.

2. Locating the Core of the World-Ecology

World-systems analysis holds that the world-economy is a single capitalist system

organised into core and peripheral zones, a premise central to Structuralist International

Relations [23] and traceable to the dependency theory of Raúl Prebisch and the Economic

Commission for Latin America (CEPAL) in the 1950s. In Wallerstein’s formulation, core

zones concentrate monopolistic, capital-intensive production and appropriate surplus from

the rest of the system, while peripheral zones, abundant in variable capital, trade on the

unequal terms imposed by the core [24]. Coreness, on this view, is relational rather than

territorial: it follows the production processes that command the greatest surplus at a

given moment—textiles in the nineteenth century, global value chains today—so that an

activity is core-like only while it remains scarce and monopolisable. States are indispensable

units because sustaining such quasi-monopolies requires considerable juridical, military

and political capacity; this is why, the relational definition notwithstanding, it remains

meaningful to speak of core and peripheral states.

This article reads agricultural migrantisation through world-ecology, Jason W. Moore’s

reformulation of that tradition, which incorporates nature into the analysis of accumulation

and treats the history of capitalism as the successive appropriation of cheap natures—food,

labour, energy and raw materials—among which cheap food, sustained by cheap labour, is

decisive [14]. Like the world-systems analysis it extends, world-ecology takes the division

of the system into core, semi-periphery and periphery as given rather than as something

to be established anew, an assumption that is unproblematic for its own purposes. For

the present study, however, identifying which states constitute the core is not incidental

but foundational, since the comparison depends on selecting cases that belong to it. That

identification has to be drawn from the Structuralist classifications devised for the purpose.

Several such classifications exist. Their authors weigh different variables—aggregate

income, centrality in trade networks, political power—but converge on a similar set of core

areas [25–27]. For a study that returns to these cases a decade on, it is significant that the

map has not been redrawn since [17]. Work published after 2019 has confirmed and refined

the hierarchy rather than revising it: Kostoska et al. [28] recover the three-tier structure from

sectoral trade networks, and Valizade et al. [29] apply the core/semi-periphery/periphery

scheme to a contemporary panel dataset. Most directly, Jacinto [30], examining the trade

ties of 191 countries across the 2008–09 crisis, finds the top of the hierarchy—the United

States, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, France, Italy, Japan and the other

advanced economies—unchanged, with mobility limited to a few semi-peripheral countries.

The stability these studies document supports retaining the same cases as the earlier work.

Table 1 brings together the classifications used here alongside those of the United

Nations’ World Economic Situation and Prospects, which, though not Structuralist, broadly

classifies the same states as “developed economies” and thus corroborates the mapping

from outside the tradition [31]1. The agreement among them is considerable, and the

disagreements are confined to the fringes of the core. All place Canada and the United

States in the core without exception; in Asia-Pacific, the differences concern only whether

to include borderline cases such as Singapore, Israel or the Chinese Special Administrative

Regions; and the chief locus of disagreement is the European Union, treated as core in
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its entirety by some classifications and only in part by others. Because these divergences

are minor and fall outside the cases that concern this study, and because the aim is not

to propose a classification of its own, the analysis follows the earlier work in adopting

Chase-Dunn, Kawano and Brewer [25]—that is, in working with the states that qualify as

core under every classification rather than only under one.

Table 1. Comparative list of classifications of the world-system core.

Chase-Dunn, Kawano
and Brewer [25]

Babones [26]
Dunaway and
Clelland [27]

United Nations [31]

America Canada; United States Canada; United States Canada; United States Canada; United States

Asia-Pacific Australia; Japan; New Zealand
Australia; Hong Kong;

Israel; Japan; New
Zealand; Singapore

Australia; Chinese SARs;
Japan; New Zealand;

Singapore

Australia; Japan;
New Zealand

Europe

Germany; Austria; Belgium;
Denmark; Spain; France; Italy;
Netherlands; United Kingdom;

Sweden; Switzerland

EU-15 (except
Portugal); Iceland;

Norway; Switzerland

EU-15 (except Portugal,
Luxembourg and
Greece); Monaco;

Norway; Switzerland

EU-27; United
Kingdom; Iceland;

Norway; Switzerland

Source: own elaboration from Chase-Dunn, Kawano and Brewer [25], Babones [26], Dunaway and
Clelland [27] and United Nations [31].

From that list, the study draws the cases examined here. The criterion for selection is

belonging to the core; these are the same states examined in the two earlier studies [17,20]:

the United States and Canada; Australia, New Zealand, and Japan; and, within the Eu-

ropean Union, Spain and Italy. Taking only Spain and Italy from the Union, rather than

each of its core members, is a deliberate choice grounded in the structure of European

agricultural production, set out below when the European case is introduced.

3. Migration and Agriculture: A Structural Nexus

Agriculture has historically depended on mobile labour. Long before the present

configuration of global agri-food chains, the work was usually performed by mobile popu-

lations in many contexts: poor rural workers from neighbouring regions, enslaved popu-

lations forcibly moved to plantation economies, or seasonal labourers recruited through

state or employer schemes. What changes across periods is not the need for mobile labour

itself but the political, legal and institutional forms through which it is made available,

disciplined and cheapened. In the contemporary capitalist world-ecology, this function has

increasingly been fulfilled by migrant labour [16].

The structural link derives, first, from the organisation of production. In the enclaves

that supply fresh fruit and vegetables to core markets, seasonality, perishability and just-in-

time logistics generate intense labour peaks, requiring large numbers of workers for short

periods at short notice; and although the sector has been transformed technologically, many

labour-intensive tasks remain difficult to mechanise, leaving production deeply integrated

into global markets yet dependent on abundant, flexible and disposable labour [32]. This

work has, at the same time, become progressively unattractive to local populations, marked

as it is by low wages, long days, physical exhaustion, risk, isolation, and low status [4],

with migrants concentrated in its most demanding, least protected, and lowest-paid po-

sitions [33]. Migrant labour does not merely fill temporary shortages, then, but resolves

a structural contradiction: the need to sustain labour-intensive production in economies

where the labour required has become socially devalued and increasingly rejected by the

national workforce [16].

Migrants are channelled into farm work not only because they are present in receiving

countries but also because their legal, social and economic positions make them available
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for precisely the work that locals abandon. Wage differentials between origin and desti-

nation remain crucial [34], but they do not exhaust the explanation: for many migrants,

agriculture is also an entry point to the labour market, a means of sustaining a migration

project, or a stage within longer trajectories of mobility [35]. The sector, therefore, depends

on both structure and agency—employers and states design the formal architecture of

admission, but the recruitment process has historically relied on migrant social networks as

a constitutive infrastructure of supply in its own right; migrants engage with both formal

channels and informal circuits to pursue their own ends.

This dual movement is central to the concept of migrantisation. The migrant farm-

worker is not simply a foreign worker but one placed in a differentiated social position:

temporary visas, employer-tied permits, irregular status, language barriers, dependence on

employer-provided housing, and the threat of dismissal or deportation together produce

a labour force legally and materially distinct from the national one [15]. Such differen-

tiation is not a side effect of agricultural labour regimes but one of their conditions of

possibility. Across the global core, the legal route may differ—guest-worker programmes,

training schemes, working-holiday visas, seasonal permits, posted work, origin-country

recruitment or irregular employment—but the outcome is comparable: a workforce that is

mobile, temporary, segmented and weakly protected [36]. Migrantisation thus rests not on

any single instrument but on a layered migration infrastructure that can be recomposed

whenever one channel becomes insufficient.

Irregularity is central to that infrastructure, but not in isolation from formal channels.

In many enclaves, irregular employment coexists with authorised work, producing a

continuum between regular, informal and “grey” labour [37]: a contract may regularise

residence without securing decent work, while a permit-holder may labour without a

formal contract or below legal standards [38]. For seasonal workers, legality itself is

precarious, with the right to reside tied to a single employer, a short stay, and the obligation

to return [39]. Intermediaries, whether legal or informal, convert this vulnerability into

labour supply by controlling dimensions that, in some cases, extend beyond access to work,

such as housing, transport, and documentation, and by translating the abstract demand for

cheap, flexible labour into concrete dependency [40].

Gender and racialisation further shape these regimes. The selection and allocation

of workers are routinely justified by stereotypes about nationality, endurance, obedi-

ence, or supposedly gendered capacities, producing internally segmented workforces

in which tasks, wages, risk, and autonomy are distributed along lines of gender, nationality,

race, and status [41].

Migrant workers are not, however, passive bearers of this vulnerability. The literature

documents agency ranging from mobility strategies and occupational trajectories to resis-

tance, legal mobilisation and union engagement [35,42]. Migrants may accept exploitative

conditions because they serve broader projects, yet they also contest them when opportuni-

ties arise. Resistance, however, often triggers recomposition: employers replace organised

groups with newer or more vulnerable workers, while states and intermediaries adjust

recruitment to restore supply [34]. Agency modifies the system without dissolving the

structural demand that draws migrants into it.

The COVID-19 pandemic made that demand unusually visible. As border closures and

lockdowns threatened the circuits on which harvests depend, states acted overwhelmingly

to preserve migrant labour rather than to reorganise production: agricultural workers were

declared “essential”, visas were extended, undocumented workers were regularised or

tolerated, and those already present were redirected into farm work [43]. The pandemic did

not suspend migrantisation but revealed the institutional elasticity through which migrant

labour is maintained under crisis. Workers deemed necessary enough to be exempted
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from closures were not protected enough to secure improved rights, housing, or healthcare,

and the language of essential work rarely yielded durable improvements [44]. The crisis

did not create the vulnerability of migrant farmworkers; it exposed and legitimised the

mechanisms already producing it [11].

The implication for this article is that agricultural migrantisation must be analysed

longitudinally, not as a single stock of workers, nor as the rise or fall of one programme,

but as a system of channels that may expand, contract or substitute for one another: a

fall in seasonal entries may conceal longer stays, and a new programme may formalise a

dependence that previously operated informally. The task is not only to count migrant

workers but to reconstruct the changing institutional architecture that makes them available

to agriculture. Seen through the world-ecology, that architecture performs a systemic

function: by supplying labour that is cheap, flexible and differentiated, migration sustains

the production of cheap food in the core. The migrantisation of agricultural labour is

therefore not an anomaly of poorly regulated markets nor a temporary response to local

shortages, but a recurrent solution to the structural contradiction of industrial agriculture

identified above. This is the premise that the following comparative and longitudinal

analysis sets out to test.

4. Methodology

The study is designed as a longitudinal comparative case study. It retains the com-

parative architecture of the two earlier works mentioned [17,20] and extends the analysis

over time. The comparison rests on a most-dissimilar-systems logic [45]. The cases are

selected because they share a common structural position within the core of the capital-

ist world-ecology, as centres of global accumulation. Within it, however, the cases are

highly heterogeneous: they are located on four continents, rely on dissimilar agricultural

structures, and govern the admission of foreign labour through migration regimes that

differ markedly in design—from the bilateral schemes of the Pacific to the seasonal-permit

systems of southern Europe and the training-based channels of Japan, for instance. If cases

that share this structural position but differ so substantially across institutional, geographic,

and agricultural dimensions nonetheless move in the same direction, the shared outcome

is unlikely to be an artefact of any single national setting. It can instead be more plausibly

interpreted in relation to the systemic dynamics described by the world-ecology framework.

Within each case, migrantisation is operationalised as the volume and trajectory of

migrant labour entering agricultural work through its various legal channels. The analysis,

therefore, identifies, for each country, the full set of visa categories and admission routes

that supply the sector, and reconstructs, for each country, the longest and most consistent

available series. The scope sought is deliberately narrow: the labour-intensive, largely

seasonal harvest work of horticulture and viticulture, rather than livestock and dairy

farming or food processing that draw on migrant labour in different ways. The available

statistics do not always allow this scope to be isolated, however. In some countries,

the figures can be confined to horticulture, whereas in others, only a broader “primary

agriculture” aggregate—taking in dairy and livestock farming—can be obtained. The

analysis aspires to the narrower category throughout and, where it cannot be separated,

uses the closest available approximation, noting the difference in coverage on a case-by-

case basis. Read across the period, three outcomes are possible, mirroring the question

posed in the introduction: a generalised decline would suggest that the dependence is

contingent and reversible; a generalised rise, or a sustained high level, would confirm its

structural character; and a heterogeneous pattern, advancing in some cases and receding in

others, would qualify the thesis and call for case-specific explanation. It should be noted

that this criterion is directional rather than quantitative: the analysis identifies whether
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the dependence has risen, stabilised or declined across cases, but does not measure the

magnitude of change relative to the overall size of agricultural employment in each country.

The total volume of agricultural labour is not held constant, a constraint arising from the

heterogeneity of the available sources and acknowledged as a boundary condition of the

comparative design. Because the object of measurement is the process of migrantisation

itself, two dimensions present in the 2020 study are set aside. The national composition of

the workforce, treated there as a separate aim, is retained only as qualitative characterisation

within each case rather than as data to be charted; and irregular employment, which cannot

be quantified consistently across systems so different, enters only through the narrative

of each case, where it bears on the reading of the legal figures, with the partial exception

of the United States, Spain and Italy, where the survey-based sources (NAWS, EPA and

ISTAT respectively) measure the workforce directly irrespective of legal status and therefore

incorporate a substantial share of irregular employment within the figures themselves, as

detailed in the following paragraph.

The empirical base is built, as far as possible, from primary sources: the official statis-

tical portals and administrative registers maintained by each state’s immigration, labour

and agriculture authorities, rather than the secondary compilations on which comparative

work of this kind often relies (see Appendix A, Table A1). Only in isolated instances does

the analysis resort to alternative material. This grounding in primary data underwrites the

article’s second methodological contribution. Returning to the sources a decade on, with

channels now better documented and statistics more finely disaggregated, makes it possible

to correct figures that were inaccurate in the earlier works and to incorporate recruitment

routes that were then unknown or could not be isolated—shortcomings most pronounced

in the New Zealand and Canadian cases, where several channels had been overlooked

or conflated. The map of legal entry routes into agricultural work is thus completed and,

where necessary, revised.

This reconstruction confronts a difficulty that the earlier studies left implicit and that

becomes acute over a long series: the available data are heterogeneous in two respects—in

the nature of their source and in the unit they count. As to source, most of the cases

are documented through administrative registers compiled by the migration or labour

authorities, but three draw, wholly or in part, on sample surveys: NAWS, for the resident

crop workforce in the United States, and the national labour-force surveys for the foreign

agricultural workforce in Spain (EPA) and Italy (ISTAT). This difference is consequential: a

register captures only those who pass through the legal channel it administers, whereas a

survey measures the workforce directly, irrespective of legal status, and so takes in much

of the irregular employment that permit-based registers miss, which is precisely why the

European cases are read through labour-force data rather than visa counts. As to unit, the

registers themselves are not commensurable: they variously report visas granted (a flow),

visa or permit holders on a given date (a stock), employment counts derived from tax

or social security records, and labour-market authorisations issued to employers, which

licence posts rather than count people; the surveys, for their part, yield estimates of an

active or employed population, subject to sampling error rather than exact enumeration.

These quantities are not freely interchangeable, and a series assembled from more than

one of them can register apparent movements that reflect a change in source rather than

a change on the ground. The analysis handles this in three ways: by preferring, for each

country, the longest internally consistent series and stating which metric it represents; by

splicing series only where the underlying definitions are comparable, and signalling the

join where they are not; and by declining to read discontinuities at such joins as substantive.

The Japanese case illustrates the stakes—what looks at first like a fall in the agricultural

workforce between 2011 and 2012 resolves, on inspection, into a change in reporting

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16080259

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16080259


Societies 2026, 16, 259 8 of 29

source rather than a movement on the ground, with a higher trainee count giving way

to a lower employment count for substantially the same workers. Throughout, the aim

is to ensure that the trends reported track the phenomenon rather than the instruments

used to record it.

The cases are presented by region in the sections that follow, each setting out its chan-

nels, sources and series in detail before the comparative discussion draws them together.

5. Core Areas in North America: The United States and Canada

5.1. The United States

US agriculture is the longest-documented case of dependence on migrant labour and

the one in which that dependence is most openly institutionalised. The reliance on Mexican

workers in particular long predates the contemporary period: the Bracero programme

(1942–1964) already organised the temporary admission of hundreds of thousands of

Mexican labourers for the fields, fixing a template—temporary, employer-tied, nationally

concentrated—that the sector has reproduced ever since in different ways worldwide [1].

Today, a migrant reaches agricultural work in the US by one of three routes. The first is

to hold lawful permanent residence—or another status carrying work authorisation—and

take employment in the sector; the second is to work without authorisation, in the irregular

condition that has long characterised a large part of the crop workforce; the third is to

enter on a temporary H-2A visa. Created by the Immigration Reform and Control Act

of 1986 as the agricultural strand of the older guest-worker provisions, the H-2A visa

lets employers recruit foreign workers for seasonal tasks once they have certified to the

Department of Labour that no domestic workers are available and that the hire will not

depress local wages or conditions [46]. It sets no numerical ceiling, binds the worker to the

sponsoring employer for the term of the contract—initially up to a year and renewable in

yearly increments to a maximum of three, after which the worker must leave the country

before being readmitted—and obliges the employer to provide housing, transport and

a guaranteed minimum wage; by the same definition, it is confined to seasonal work,

excluding the year-round labour—dairy above all—that does not qualify.

For a longitudinal test, the question is therefore not whether this dependence exists but

whether it has deepened, and two complementary sources allow it to be tracked. The first

two routes are captured together by the National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS), an

employment-based sample survey of the resident crop workforce that, by design, excludes

H-2A workers. The earlier study established that this workforce was overwhelmingly

foreign-born—around three-quarters of the total—and drawn very largely from Mexico.

The most recent NAWS estimates, which now extend to 2022, leave that picture essentially

unchanged: according to the author’s calculations using the survey data, migrants still

make up roughly 75 per cent of the workforce, and Mexican nationals account for close

to 90 per cent of them in the period 2015–2022, which continues the precedent series that

stopped in 2014. The stability is itself the finding.

The two sources are complementary rather than competing, and each registers a dif-

ferent dimension of the same dependence. NAWS, a periodic sample survey, measures

the standing crop workforce—the stable and irregular routes together—and shows a mi-

grantisation that is already structural and stabilised at a high level: a resident base that

has been overwhelmingly foreign-born and Mexican for three decades. The H-2A, for its

part, is a continuous administrative count and, being uncapped, tracks employer demand

almost directly; it therefore registers the other face of the process—not the stable base but its

growth, the rising increment of guest-worker labour drawn in on top of that base. Migranti-

sation over time is then most visible in the H-2A, but because the other routes seem to have

reached their peak and stabilisation. Layered on top of that already migrant-dominated
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resident base rather than contained within it, the H-2A series has risen steeply (Figure 1).

After holding near 30,000 through the early 2000s and reaching a first peak of around 60,000

in 2008, followed by a dip during the recession, it entered a near-uninterrupted climb from

2011, multiplying it several times over within a decade, passing 200,000 by the end of the

2010s and reaching 315,328 workers in 2024.

Figure 1. H2A Visas Issued during the period 1997–2024; Source: US Department of State, Bureau of

Consular Affairs (2026).

That ascent did not pause for the pandemic; if anything, it quickened. The COVID-

19 emergency might have been expected to interrupt the inflow, yet H-2A workers were

exempted from the 2020 entry restrictions, designated essential, and admitted in greater

numbers even in that first year. The stretch from 2020 to 2022, far from registering

the contraction the pandemic seemed to threaten, is one of the sharpest rises in the

entire series.

Further evidence of the programme’s structural character lies in its persistence across

administrations pursuing restrictive immigration policies [47]. Under the first Trump ad-

ministration (2017–2021), an enforcement-and-restriction agenda did not halt the growth

of H-2A admissions, which continued to rise throughout the period. The same pattern

reappeared after 2024. The administration that took office in 2025 adopted mass depor-

tation as a central policy, and the consequent removal of undocumented workers—who,

by US Department of Agriculture estimates, still represent around two-fifths of the agri-

cultural labour force2—produced labour shortages on many farms. Rather than curtail

the programme, as the Project 2025 blueprint had recommended [48], the administration

expanded it, expediting H-2A processing [49] and relaxing its conditions by lowering the

mandated wage floor and introducing a housing adjustment that reduces the cash wage

payable to workers given employer-provided accommodation [50]. That a government pur-

suing the expulsion of undocumented migrants simultaneously enlarged the principal legal

channel supplying agricultural labour indicates that the dependence is not contingent on

policy orientation but structural. The rate of expansion has nonetheless slowed: the series

has continued to rise since 2022, though more moderately than during the rapid growth

of 2010–2022. The Department of Labour [50], however, projects that the lower wages

introduced in 2025 will attract an additional 119,000 workers and bring the programme

beyond 500,000 by 2030, surpassing even the peak of the Bracero era.
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5.2. Canada

Canada’s reliance on managed seasonal migration is the most deeply institutionalised

after that of the United States, and among the oldest anywhere. Its Seasonal Agricultural

Worker Program (SAWP) has run continuously since 1966—beginning with Jamaica and

extended to Mexico and other Caribbean states thereafter—making it one of the longest-

running bilateral guest-worker schemes in the world [9] and Canada one of the settings

with the longest research tradition on agricultural migration [2]. The longitudinal test,

therefore, carries particular weight in this case: in a system that has organised migrant

farm labour for six decades, what is at issue is no longer the existence of the dependence

but whether it continues to deepen or has settled at a stable level.

Agricultural admissions in Canada are processed through the Temporary Foreign

Worker Program (TFWP), which includes several distinct channels for the “primary agri-

culture” group. The SAWP remains the historic core: bilateral, restricted to Mexico and

participating Caribbean states, with a stay of up to eight months, and tied to a named

employer who must provide housing. Besides, it sits the Agricultural Stream, formalised

in 2011 (with antecedents dating back to 2002), open to workers of any nationality and

admitting stays of up to two years, including year-round on-farm production; in this

sense, it resembles the US H-2A visa more closely than the bilateral SAWP does [51]. Al-

though nominally open to any nationality, in practice it draws heavily on Guatemalan

workers—its largest national group—whereas Mexicans and Caribbean nationals predomi-

nate in the SAWP3. Smaller low- and high-wage agricultural streams complete the group.

Two permanent-residence measures also affect the sector without adding to temporary in-

flows. The Agri-Food Pilot, launched in 2020, offered workers in a handful of non-seasonal

agri-food industries—meat processing, mushroom and greenhouse production, and live-

stock raising—a route to permanent residence once they had accumulated qualifying work

experience in Canada, in place of the repeated renewal of temporary permits; it was a small,

capped scheme whose intake peaked at just 1570 admissions for agriculture in 2024 before

its closure in 2025. The one-time In-Canada Workers Initiative, launched in 2026, accelerates

the transition of existing temporary workers—including Agri-Food Pilot applicants—to

permanent residence, though it is still too early to gauge its impact.

This study analyses Labour Market Impact Assessment (LMIA) positions, the one

register reported consistently by channel from the first available year, 2018, to the present,

and therefore the only sound basis for comparison across the streams. Positions are

authorisations, not people: an approved LMIA licences an employer to fill a number of

posts, the permit for each worker is issued afterwards by Immigration, Refugees and

Citizenship Canada (IRCC), the federal immigration department, and not every position

yields a permit or an arrival, so positions exceed permits, which in turn exceed arrivals—in

2022, for instance, the SAWP recorded 48,909 positions against 37,035 permit holders4. For

the purpose of tracking the trend in migrantisation, however, this gap is immaterial: the

series is consistent over time, and what is at issue is the direction of change rather than the

exact headcount in any given year. IRCC does publish stock data on permit holders, but

its year-end snapshot understates the seasonal SAWP almost entirely, since those workers

have departed by 31 December, and it is not disaggregated by channel for the full period;

for comparison between streams, it is therefore unsuitable and is not used here.

Figure 2 plots these positions from 2018 to 2025. Primary-agriculture positions rose

from just under 70,000 in 2018. The series also bears on whether the pandemic arrested the

process: it did so for only a single year—the count held flat in 2020—before climbing to

a historic peak of 100,354 positions in 2023, with an exemption from the Quarantine Act

keeping the border open to agricultural workers throughout the emergency.
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Figure 2. LMIA positions in primary agriculture by channel, 2018–2025; Source: ESDC, Temporary

Foreign Worker Program LMIA Statistics, Table 09 (2026).

After 2023, the total fell back, easing to about 83,000 by 2025. The composition of that

decline, however, is decisive. It is driven almost wholly by the SAWP, whose positions

dropped from roughly 55,000 in 2023 to some 41,000 in 2025, while the Agricultural Stream

held close to 42,000—having climbed from around 18,000 in 2018 to draw level with the

SAWP by the end of the series. One plausible reading of this recomposition is that the longer,

two-year permits of the Agricultural Stream reduce the headcount a farm requires: where

the SAWP would fill a given span with two or three successive eight-month placements, the

Agricultural Stream can cover it with a single worker retained throughout, so that a shift

toward it lowers the number of positions even where the labour input is unchanged—a

substitution employers may favour, for certain crops, in order to retain their workforce for

longer. On this reading, the contraction of the seasonal channel reflects a change in how

migrant labour is recruited, rather than a retreat from it.

A longer-run reading is consistent with this. The level reached in 2025, around

83,000 positions, remains well above the just under 70,000 of 2018, so that even after the

fall, dependence remains higher than before the pandemic. In a country that has institution-

alised migrant farm labour since 1966, this may mark not the reversal of a rising dependence

but the plateau of one long since structural: a migrantisation that may have ceased to grow

not because it is receding but because it is already saturated. Where the United States

shows continued intensification, Canada shows the mature form of the same process—a

high, recomposing plateau in the oldest of the core’s agricultural-migration systems.

6. Core Areas in the Asia-Pacific: Australia, New Zealand and Japan

6.1. Australia

Australia’s agricultural sector has drawn on migrant labour through two main chan-

nels, and its recent history is largely the story of a shift between them. The older and,

until lately, larger source is the working holidaymaker—the backpacker on a temporary

visa for whom farm work funds travel and, above all, extends the visa. The newer is a

purpose-built Pacific labour scheme, developed from the late 2000s to place workers from

the Pacific islands and Timor-Leste in seasonal and longer-term rural jobs. The longitudinal

question is whether, across this recomposition, the sector’s overall reliance on migrant

labour has deepened.
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Working Holiday Maker visas—subclasses 417 (Working Holiday) and 462 (Work and

Holiday), each granted for an initial twelve months—admit young people for a working

holiday and have long supplied the bulk of Australia’s seasonal farm labour [52]. These

backpackers come overwhelmingly from the high-income economies of Europe and East

Asia—the United Kingdom, Germany, France and Italy, alongside South Korea, Taiwan

and Japan—rather than from the developing countries that supply the managed Pacific

scheme [53]. The link to agriculture is built into the visa: completing a stipulated period

of specified work in regional Australia, eighty-eight days, earns a second-year visa, and

a further period a third, an incentive that channels backpackers into agricultural work;

eligibility has also been widened, the upper age limit raised to thirty-five for several

nationalities. Because that qualifying work is predominantly, though not exclusively,

agricultural, the second- and third-year grants serve as a proxy for backpacker farm labour,

while first-year grants track the inflow of backpackers in general, where it is not possible to

identify who performed agricultural work. Figure 3 plots all three. First-year visas, after

holding between roughly 165,000 and 200,000 through the 2010s, fell precipitously in 2020

when the borders closed, then recovered to about 196,000 by 2024. The agricultural proxy

moved even more sharply: second-year grants, which had run near 35,000–45,000 before the

pandemic, dropped to around 5000 in 2021 and then surged to a record of around 90,000 in

2024, while third-year grants—available only since 2019—reached roughly 37,000 by 2025.

Backpacker farm labour, in short, not only recovered from the border closures but returned

above its pre-pandemic peak.

Figure 3. Working Holiday Maker visas granted by year, 2005–2025 (first-, second- and third-year);

Source: Department of Home Affairs, Working Holiday Maker visa programme statistics (2026).

The Pacific channel runs in parallel, through a clear genealogy. It began as the Pacific

Seasonal Worker Pilot Scheme (2008), confined to agriculture; became the Seasonal Worker

Programme (2012), offering seasonal placements of up to nine months (under the visa’s

Seasonal Worker Program stream, having first used the now-closed Special Program visa,

subclass 416); was joined by the Pacific Labour Scheme (2018), which added longer-term

placements of one to four years; and was consolidated, announced in November 2021

and operating from April 2022, into the single Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM)

scheme [6], retaining a short-term (seasonal) and a long-term stream. Two further measures

belong to the pandemic moment: a temporary COVID-19 visa (subclass 408 Temporary
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Activity, Pandemic Event stream, granted for up to twelve months and since closed to

new applicants) that allowed workers already in the country remain and work in critical

sectors, including agriculture, and a short-lived Australian Agriculture Visa, announced

in September 2021 and likewise framed under subclass 403, which brought in no workers

before being folded into PALM.

Over time, following this channel’s agricultural component requires more than one

administrative register: the Department of Home Affairs’ holder counts (BP0019) and the

Department of Employment and Workplace Relations’ PALM data by sector. The resulting

series, plotted in Figure 4, combines these sources, and its joins are signalled rather than

concealed. Its earliest years (2008–2011) are pilot visas granted, a flow; from 2012 to 2019

it is the stock of Seasonal Worker Programme holders present on 30 June; for 2020 and

2021 it adds the Pacific holders of the COVID-19 visa, whose attribution to agriculture is

an estimate—the count itself is drawn from the register, but assigning it wholly to farm

work is an assumption; and from 2022 it is the PALM agricultural total reported by sector,

which deliberately excludes the long-term stream’s large meat-processing component. The

step between 2021 and 2022 is, consequently, part genuine growth and part a change in

coverage, and should not be read as a true doubling.

Figure 4. Migrant agricultural workers from the Pacific in Australia, 2008–2026. Source: own

elaboration from Department of Home Affairs (BP0019) and Department of Employment and Work-

place Relations, PALM scheme data (2026). Spliced series: pilot visas granted (2008–2011), Seasonal

Worker Programme holders (2012–2019), Seasonal Worker Programme holders plus an estimate of

the COVID-19 visa (2020–2021), and PALM agricultural workers by sector (2022–2026).

With that caution, the trajectory is unambiguous (Figure 4). The Pacific agricultural

workforce climbed from a few dozen at the 2008 pilot to around 5700 by 2019; it dipped only

slightly in 2020—even as the working-holiday inflow collapsed—sustained through the

emergency by the COVID-19 visa, which retained Pacific workers already in the country;

and it then rose steeply as PALM consolidated, reaching a peak of 22,445 in 2023 before

easing to 18,295 in 2026. The post-2023 decline, as in Canada, reads as a settling rather than

a retreat: the channel stands several times larger than a decade earlier and well above any

pre-pandemic level.

Australia, therefore, confirms the dependence while displaying it in motion. The

composition of the migrant workforce has shifted—backpackers, whose presence proved
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fragile the moment the borders closed, giving ground to a purpose-built Pacific scheme

designed precisely to secure a stable supply—yet the reliance itself has not loosened but

grown. The pandemic is the revealing episode: it removed the backpacker workforce

within a single season, while the managed Pacific channel, cushioned by the COVID-19

visa, held and then expanded. Both streams emerged from the emergency at or above their

earlier highs—the working-holiday route at record numbers of farm-qualifying visas, the

Pacific scheme on a plateau several times its pre-pandemic size—so that the sector now

rests on two enlarged migrant channels rather than one.

6.2. New Zealand

New Zealand’s horticulture and viticulture—kiwifruit, apples and wine above

all—turn on a seasonal labour peak that the domestic workforce has long been unable to

meet, and the country has assembled an unusually layered set of migrant channels to fill

it [54,55]. Four supply the sector, each with its own legal form and its own logic.

The principal channel is New Zealand’s temporary migration program: the Recognised

Seasonal Employer (RSE) scheme, introduced in 2007. It admits workers from eligible Pacific

Island states—Vanuatu, Samoa and Tonga foremost, alongside Fiji, the Solomon Islands

and the smaller states of the region—on the RSE Limited Visa, confined to horticulture

and viticulture and tied to an approved employer, for up to seven months in any eleven

(nine for the more distant Kiribati and Tuvalu), under an annual cap set by the government:

19,500 in 2023/24, raised to 20,750 for 2024/2025 [54]. It is the cleanest of the four series, a

count of workers.

The second channel is the working holiday. The Working Holiday Scheme visa allows

young people from roughly forty countries with reciprocal agreements to stay for 12 months,

and a substantial part of the seasonal harvest is gathered by these backpackers, drawn—as

in Australia—overwhelmingly from Europe and East Asia rather than from the global

periphery. The visa records no sector; however, the number of working holidaymakers

cannot be attributed to agriculture, as many never set foot on a farm, though many do. As

in Australia, the figure is still worth reporting in full, for its magnitude and because its

movements bear directly on the sector. What can be assigned to agriculture with certainty is

the second-stage visa. The Working Holidaymaker Extension (WHE) grants a further three

months in return for three months of horticultural or viticultural work, is available once,

and is taken up onshore; it is therefore the agricultural component of the working-holiday

channel. Figure 5 shows both. The first visa held at around 60,000 to 70,000 before the

pandemic, collapsed to 894 in 2021 when the border closed, and rebounded to a record

74,910 in 2022; the WHE, an order of magnitude smaller at four to five thousand, fell almost

to nothing in 2021–2022, when few backpackers remained onshore to extend, and recovered

from 2023.

The third channel is the Supplementary Seasonal Employment (SSE) visa, the suc-

cessor to the short-lived Transitioning to Recognised Seasonal Employer (TRSE) scheme

and—contrary to what the earlier study implied—has been in operation since 2009/10

rather than 2015. It allows student and visitor visa holders already in the country to take

up horticultural or viticultural work for up to six months, once only, when New Zealanders

are not available. It is small by design.

The fourth is the Accredited Employer Work Visa (AEWV), which replaced the Es-

sential Skills visa in July 2022. The Essential Skills visa had been the country’s principal

employer-sponsored temporary work visa: a migrant-led permit, tied to a named em-

ployer and granted for up to three years, to fill a post for which no New Zealander was

available, subject to a labour-market test that obliged the employer to advertise the role

first [55]. The AEWV reorganised the same route around the employer rather than the
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worker—requiring the employer to obtain accreditation and pass a job check before the

migrant can apply—and extended the maximum stay to five years (three for lower-skilled

roles). Employer- and job-specific, it is the general labour route and applies across agri-

culture and many other sectors. The two visas are one channel under successive names,

and Figure 6 treats them as such: the series records Essential Skills employment alone from

2016 to 2021, and the combined Essential Skills and AEWV total from 2022, capturing the

workforce’s migration from the old scheme to the new. In 2022, the Essential Skills visa still

made up 99 per cent of the channel’s agricultural employment; by 2023, only 26 per cent;

and by 2024, just 5 per cent—the AEWV having all but completed the takeover. Because

the Essential Skills visa was closed to crop-harvest work and the route is not seasonal, the

channel captures the year-round agricultural workforce—dairy farming above all, with

livestock and non-harvest horticultural roles—rather than the seasonal harvest covered

by the other three. It is shown here on that broader agricultural basis; since the channels

are set side by side rather than summed, this series need not be confined to horticulture as

the others are, and the wider coverage is simply noted. Two further seasonal visas opened

under the same framework in December 2025, but remain negligible.

Figure 5. Working Holiday visas (first visa, all sectors) and the WHE (horticulture/viticulture),

New Zealand, 2016–2025 (calendar year). Source: MBIE Migration Data Explorer, W1 Work Visa

Decisions 2025.

These four channels are recorded in incommensurable units—the RSE in workers, the

WHE and SSE in visa decisions, the employer-sponsored route (Essential Skills and AEWV)

in employment counts drawn from payroll records. They cannot meaningfully be added,

and no aggregate total is therefore offered. Figure 6 instead sets the four series side by side,

each on its own metric, so that the trajectory of each can be read without implying a false

common denominator. The working-holiday extension reappears here, carried over from

Figure 5, because it is the one agriculturally defined part of that channel.
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Figure 6. Migrant agricultural labour in New Zealand by channel, 2016–2024. Source: own elaboration.

RSE (RSE scheme statistics): workers. WHE and SSE (MBIE Migration Data Explorer; SSE by

fiscal year, aligned to its start year): visa decisions. Essential Skills and AEWV agriculture (MBIE

Migrant Employment Data, Sectoral output): PAYE employment headcount—Essential Skills alone

for 2016–2021, Essential Skills plus AEWV for 2022–2024. The metrics differ, and the series are

not summed.

The series describes a deepening reliance, interrupted but not reversed by the pan-

demic. The RSE, the backbone, climbed from under 7000 in 2011 to a pre-pandemic peak

above 12,000, collapsed to barely 2000 in 2020 when the border shut, and recovered not

merely to its earlier level but beyond it, to some 17,000 from 2022 onwards—a workforce

now larger than before the disruption. The working-holiday extension followed the same

pattern of collapse and recovery: steady at four to five thousand, near zero in 2021, and

restored by 2024.

The SSE follows a more revealing curve. Marginal throughout the 2010s, with a few

dozen approvals a year, it rose abruptly to nearly 5000 in 2020/21 and then fell back to a

few hundred by 2024/25. The spike is not an anomaly, but the system is operating under

stress. With the border closed and both the Pacific and the backpacker inflows cut off, the

government turned to the labour already onshore, expanding the SSE so that stranded

students, visitors and former working holidaymakers could bring in the harvest: it waived

the usual police and medical checks and moved expiring working-holiday holders across,

measures explicitly confined to the 2020/21 season5. As the border reopened in 2022 and

the RSE and backpackers returned, the supplementary route was no longer needed and

was phased out. Its peak is, in this sense, counter-cyclical—it rose precisely because the

other channels had failed and fell as they recovered. Finally, the employer-sponsored route

is the second-largest agricultural channel after the RSE. The Essential Skills visa and, from

2022, the AEWV together sustained a year-round agricultural workforce of roughly 4000 to

6000 throughout the period, with dairy dominating. Most of its visible movement after

2022 reflects the changeover between the two visas rather than any real change on the

ground; what the series records is a substantial and stable migrant presence in year-round

farm work, alongside and distinct from the seasonal harvest channels.

New Zealand thus confirms the thesis and, in the SSE episode, exposes part of its

mechanism. The dependence did not lessen across the decade but deepened—the RSE
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alone now stands larger than ever—and the pandemic, far from loosening it, showed how

readily the system improvises substitutes when its usual supply is interrupted. When the

Pacific workers and the backpackers could not come, the harvest was still gathered by

redirecting the migrants already in the country. The composition shifted and the channels

multiplied, yet the reliance on migrant labour held and grew.

6.3. Japan

Japan presents the most distinctive institutional configuration in the core, having

admitted migrant farm labour for three decades under the legal fiction that it was not

labour at all. Where the other cases organised migration through openly designated work

or seasonal-worker schemes, Japan channelled foreign workers into agriculture through a

training programme, a “side door” [56], and only recently has it begun to reconstitute that

dependence as labour migration in name as well as in fact [8]. The longitudinal question is

therefore twofold: whether the reliance has deepened, and what the change in legal form

reveals about it.

The older channel is the Technical Intern Training Programme (TITP), descended

from the Foreign Trainee Programme of 1990 and established in 1993 to “transfer skills”

to developing countries. Agriculture was introduced in 2000–2001—horticulture and

livestock first, then crop farming and dairy—and from 2010 the scheme was restructured

into successive stages (Technical Intern Training I, II, and III), permitting a stay of up to

three years, later extendable to five. The trainee is tied to a single accepting employer,

cannot change workplace, and may not bring family; recruitment runs through sending

organisations in the country of origin and supervising organisations in Japan. Although

framed as training, the programme has throughout functioned as a source of low-cost

labour, and its documented abuses—debt-financed recruitment, confinement to a single

employer, sub-standard conditions—have drawn sustained domestic and international

criticism. It was largely this criticism that prompted the reforms that followed [57].

Two further channels opened the sector to foreign labour. The first was a limited

experiment: from September 2017, under the Act on National Strategic Special Zones, a

“Foreigners for Agricultural Support” scheme admitted workers on a designated-activity

visa for up to three years in four designated zones—Aichi, Kyoto and Okinawa prefectures

and the city of Niigata—placing them through certified dispatch agencies rather than tying

them to a single farm. Conceived as a pilot to test the admission of foreign agricultural

workers outside the training fiction, it admitted only a few hundred workers over 2017–2019

before being absorbed into the SSW [57] and is excluded from Figure 7.

The Specified Skilled Worker visa (SSW), introduced in April 2019, was the first to

openly and at scale admit foreign labour to agriculture [7]. Its lower tier, SSW (I), grants a

stay of up to five years without family accompaniment; unlike the trainee, the specified

skilled worker may change employer within the agricultural field, and agriculture is among

the few fields in which dispatch, rather than only direct, employment is permitted. Workers

who complete the second stage of the TITP may transition into the SSW without sitting the

skills or language tests, so that the two schemes operate as much as a sequence as they do

as alternatives [58]. The whole edifice is now set to be recast once more: under legislation

passed in 2024, the TITP is to be abolished and replaced by a new Employment for Skill

Development scheme (ESD), due to take effect by 2027, which abandons the language of

training, treats the workers as labour, and is designed to feed into the SSW6.

The series is recorded on different bases, and the agricultural TITP figure is itself

drawn from three successive sources: the Reports from the Japan International Training

Cooperation Organisation (JITCO) for 1999–2011, the Ministry of Health, Labour and

Welfare (MHLW) for 2012–2022, and the Immigration Services Agency (ISA) for 2023–2024;
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the SSW figure is the ISA’s throughout. JITCO reported trainee numbers; the MHLW

figure counts foreign nationals in agricultural employment as of October each year, by visa

status (its “Summary of Employment of Foreign Nationals”, reproduced by the Ministry

of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, MAFF); and the ISA figure counts holders of the

relevant residence status. Two joins follow from this. The first, from 2011 to 2012, is a

change in source rather than a movement on the ground: JITCO’s trainee estimate ran some

3000 to 6000 above the MHLW’s employment count, so the level steps down in 2012—from

18,556 to 13,841—although the underlying reality barely changed. The second, at 2022–2023

(30,575 under the MHLW to 30,171 under the ISA), is, by contrast, almost seamless. The

agricultural TITP series is therefore homogeneous from 2012 onward, and the step at that

year must not be read as a decline. For the same reason, the two channels cannot simply be

added before 2023: a sum of the MHLW employment count and the ISA residence count

for 2019–2022 runs above the homogeneous official total (about 43,562 in 2022), and only

from 2023, with both drawn from the ISA, is the combined figure internally consistent

(54,032 that year, matching MAFF). Figure 7 plots the two series, each on its stated basis.

Figure 7. Migrant agricultural workers in Japan by channel, 1999–2024 (TITP agriculture and

SSW agriculture). Source: TITP: JITCO Reports worker counts (1999–2011), MHLW agricultural-

employment counts by visa status (2012–2022; “Summary of Employment of Foreign Nationals”,

reproduced by MAFF) and ISA residence counts (2023–2024); SSW: ISA, “Number of Specified Skilled

Worker Residents” (via MAFF). The 2011–2012 step reflects a change in source, not a real fall; the

National Strategic Special Zones scheme (249 workers, 2017–2019) is excluded.

The trajectory is unambiguous. Agricultural TITP numbers climbed from around

1000 at the end of the 1990s to 18,556 in 2011. The apparent fall to 13,841 in 2012 is the

change in source described above rather than a real contraction; on the homogeneous

MHLW basis, the series resumed its rise from 2015, climbing steeply to a peak of 33,004 in

2020. That peak and the decline that followed are genuine pandemic effects, both internal to

the MHLW series: the 2020 high reflects in part trainees who could not return home under

the border closures, and the fall to 30,030 in 2021 reflects the suspension of new entries,
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with recovery thereafter—the ISA figures for 2023–2024 standing at around 30,000–31,500.

The SSW agricultural series, starting from almost nothing in 2019, reached a few thousand

by 2021, then rose sharply to 27,786 by mid-2024, and has continued to rise. Across all

channels, the foreign agricultural workforce numbered roughly 54,000 in 2023 and around

58,000 by October 2024 (ISA and MHLW counts, reproduced by MAFF), far above the level

of a decade earlier and still rising.

The pandemic, which in Japan took the form of unusually prolonged border closures

that all but suspended new foreign entries between 2020 and 2022, did not reverse this.

The agricultural TITP count dipped only modestly under those closures before recovering;

the government permitted foreign workers laid off from factories to move into farm work

as an emergency measure [59]; and the SSW expanded throughout, its growth fed partly

by onshore transitions from the TITP that required no border crossing. As elsewhere in

the core, a shock that might have curtailed the inflow instead demonstrated the system’s

capacity to sustain its agricultural workforce by recomposing its channels.

Japan thus confirms the thesis while displaying its most revealing institutional signa-

ture. For two decades, the migrantisation of its agriculture advanced under the euphemism

of “training”; it is now being openly reconstituted as labour migration, first through the

SSW and soon through the scheme that will replace the TITP altogether. The change in

legal form is not a loosening of the dependence but its formalisation—the law catching up

with a reliance long since structural—and across the decade, and through the pandemic,

that reliance has only grown.

7. Core Areas in Europe: Spain and Italy

Within the European Union, the analysis focuses only on Spain and Italy, a choice that

follows from the structure of European agricultural production rather than convenience.

The classifications used to delimit the core do not treat the Union as core in its entirety (see

the corresponding section); and, more to the point, the fresh fruit and vegetables consumed

across the core European states—and in Switzerland, which imports much of its food

from the Union [60]—are grown disproportionately in the Mediterranean south. Spain

and Italy are the Union’s two dominant producers and exporters of fresh produce [61]: as

Table 2 shows, between them, they account for close to half of EU-27 output, far ahead of

France, Poland, the Netherlands or Germany. The remaining core members are, in large

measure, consumers of agriculture produced elsewhere. Spain and Italy thus operate as the

market gardens of Europe [17], and because their agricultural sectors and their migration

dynamics have followed closely parallel paths, they are examined here together as a single

European case.

Two features distinguish the European cases from the others. First, the legal archi-

tecture of supply is itself plural: foreign agricultural labour reaches the fields through

intra-EU free movement (above all of Romanians and Bulgarians since the 2007 enlarge-

ment), through origin-country recruitment and seasonal-permit schemes for third-country

nationals, and through a large irregular component—channels that, as the framework

argued, substitute for one another as conditions change. Second, and consequently, the

figures used here are not visa counts but labour-force survey aggregates: the Spanish

Labour Force Survey (EPA) and the Italian Labour Dataset compiled by ISTAT. These

capture the foreign agricultural workforce directly—including much of the irregular em-

ployment that permit-based registers miss—but at two costs that must be kept in view:

they measure slightly different quantities (the data from EPA used here reports the foreign

active population, that is, the labour force, while ISTAT reports the employed), and neither

can be confined to horticulture, each covering the whole of agriculture (in the Italian series,
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agriculture, forestry and fishing together). They are, in other words, the broadest available

measure of the phenomenon rather than its narrowest.

Table 2. Production of fresh fruit and vegetables in the EU-27, by member state (thousand tonnes and

share of the EU-27 total) in 2024.

Tons % Over Total EU-27

European Union—27 countries (from 2020) 63.537 100

Spain 15.138 24

Italy 13.993 22

France 5.904 9

Poland 5.403 9

Netherlands 5.200 8

Germany 4.298 7

Other countries 13.600

Source: Eurostat [Crop Production in National Humidity [Apro_cpnh]].

7.1. Spain

Spain’s transformation into a destination for agricultural migrants is recent and rapid.

As late as the early 1990s, the foreign presence in its fields was negligible; the country

was still a sender rather than a receiver of farm labour [62]. The industrialisation of the

Mediterranean enclaves—the greenhouses of Almería, the berry farms of Huelva, the

orchards of Murcia and the fruit of Lleida—turned it, within two decades, into one of

the core’s largest importers of agricultural labour, organised through a characteristic mix

of channels: the free movement of Romanians and Bulgarians, who came to dominate

several enclaves after 2007; the origin-country recruitment scheme known since 2014 as

the Gestión Colectiva de Contrataciones en Origen (GECCO), used above all to bring

Moroccan women to the Huelva harvest under the selection criteria described earlier; and

a substantial irregular workforce, largely sub-Saharan, that serves as a reserve across the

southern enclaves [21].

The trajectory is measured here using the EPA’s count of the foreign active population

in agriculture, a series that runs uninterrupted from 1987 and, drawn from a household

survey, captures the workforce irrespective of legal status (Figure 8). It rose from around

2400 in 1987—and fewer still in the early 1990s—to 34,000 by 1999, then climbed steeply

through the 2000s, passing 122,000 in 2003 and 193,000 in 2007, reaching a first peak of

247,300 in 2012. The financial crisis and its aftermath produced a retreat to a trough of

206,800 in 2014, followed by an uneven recovery across the second half of the decade.

The pandemic and its aftermath bear directly on the longitudinal question. The

2020 figure dipped to 210,575 as the closure of the Moroccan border interrupted GECCO

recruitment and confinement disrupted the harvest; the state responded by declaring

agricultural work essential, extending permits, and encouraging the hiring of unemployed

residents and even unaccompanied minors to bring in the crop [43]. What followed was

not a retreat but a recomposition. As Moroccan supply proved fragile and Romanian

labour, long central to the enclaves, was increasingly drawn toward better-paid work in

Germany [22], the GECCO scheme was extended toward Latin America to diversify its

origins [21]. The series rebounded immediately to 248,850 in 2021 and 249,600 in 2022, and,

after a brief dip, reached a record 252,275 in 2025—the highest level in the entire series. The

dependence did not weaken across the decade; it deepened, even as the channels supplying

it were reshuffled.
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Figure 8. Foreign active population in Spanish agriculture, 1987–2025. Source: own elaboration from

INE, Encuesta de Población Activa (foreign active population, agriculture).

7.2. Italy

Italy’s agriculture rests on a comparable, and comparably plural, dependence, or-

ganised through the free movement of Romanians and Bulgarians—the largest foreign

groups in its fields—alongside a strong North African presence (Moroccans and Tunisians

above all) and a substantial sub-Saharan one (notably Malians, Senegalese and Gambians,

many of them among the country’s large population of asylum seekers and refugees) [63],

recruited through annual quota decrees (decreto flussi) for non-EU seasonal workers [64]

and through an irregular workforce mediated by intermediaries such as caporali (informal

gangmasters) and by legal labour agencies [40].

The series used here is ISTAT’s count of employed foreign nationals in agriculture,

forestry, and fishing, drawn from the labour force survey (Figure 9). It records an almost

uninterrupted rise: from 51,039 in 2008 to 102,028 in 2012, then to 146,924 in 2016, and

finally to 157,453 in 2019. A change in the survey’s underlying dataset from 2018 introduces

a methodological join in the series, flagged here rather than smoothed; the definitions are

close, and the join does not interrupt the trend. The figure continued upward through the

pandemic to a peak of 164,842 in 2021, eased to about 152,000 in 2022–2023, and then rose

again to 163,692 in 2024 and a record 179,700 in 2025.

The pandemic is again the revealing episode, though Italy’s response took a different

form from Spain’s. Rather than dip, the count rose in 2020 (to 161,050), in part because the

government, facing the threatened loss of its harvest labour, regularised undocumented

agricultural and domestic workers under the 2020 emergency legislation and retained those

already present [44]. The regularisation drew part of the sector’s large irregular workforce

into the recorded figures—an instance of the institutional elasticity the framework described,

in which a channel that had operated informally was, under pressure, formalised. The latter

easing in 2022–2023 did not reverse the longer-term trend: by 2025, the foreign agricultural

workforce stood at its highest recorded level.

Analysing the two market gardens of Europe jointly confirms the thesis in the clearest

terms the study affords, for here the measure is the workforce itself rather than the legal

channels that supply it. Both series stand at record highs at the end of the period—some

252,000 foreign actives in Spanish agriculture, some 180,000 foreign employees in Italian

agriculture—having grown severalfold across the series and absorbed the pandemic with-
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out lasting interruption. The European case also displays the recomposition of channels

more visibly than any other: as Moroccan recruitment faltered and Romanian labour was

drawn toward Germany, Spain turned to Latin America; as the harvest was threatened in

Italy, the state regularised the irregular. The origins and legal routes shifted; the depen-

dence did not. That this is registered not in visas issued but in the surveyed presence of

foreign workers—irregular labour included—makes the European evidence the firmest

confirmation that the migrantisation of the core’s agriculture is structural rather than an

artefact of any one admission scheme.

Figure 9. Employed foreign nationals in Italian agriculture, forestry and fishing, 2008–2025. Source:

own elaboration from ISTAT, Labour Force Survey (occupati, foreign citizenship, agriculture, forestry

and fishing).

8. Final Remarks

The study set out to subject a standing claim to a longitudinal test. Two earlier analyses

had argued that the agriculture of the global core depends structurally on migrant labour,

and that this dependence was deepening; but each rested on foundations that left the

conclusion provisional. The first [17] drew on a strictly pre-pandemic cross-section (most

updated data went until 2018) and could only forecast that the trend would continue; the

second [20] observed the dependence through the pandemic itself, but across a window

of two years too short to distinguish a durable pattern from a momentary rebound. By

lengthening the series over roughly a decade and extending it into the post-pandemic

period—and by reconstructing the legal channels of entry from primary sources, this article

was able to adjudicate among the three outcomes posed at the outset. A generalised decline

would have shown the dependence to be contingent and reversible; a generalised rise, or

a sustained high level, would have confirmed its structural character; a heterogeneous

pattern, advancing in some settings and receding in others, would have qualified the thesis

and demanded case-specific explanation. The evidence falls decisively under the second.

In none of the six cases did the dependence recede to anything approaching its earlier

baseline. Where it continued to climb, it reached historic highs: the H-2A channel that

supplies seasonal labour to the United States agriculture more than doubled over the

decade and exceeded 300,000 workers, and the foreign agricultural workforces of Spain

and Italy both stand at record levels. Where the upward movement has flattened, it has

done so at a plateau far above that of a decade earlier rather than reversing: Canadian
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agricultural positions, after peaking in 2023, remain well above their pre-pandemic level,

and the contraction observed is confined almost wholly to the seasonal stream while the

longer-term one holds, a recomposition in how migrant labour is recruited rather than a

retreat from it; Australia’s purpose-built Pacific channel, similarly, has eased from its peak

yet remains several times its pre-pandemic size. New Zealand and Japan complete the

picture from two further angles: in the former, the dependence not only recovered from

a near-total pandemic collapse but surpassed its previous level, while in the latter, it has

been openly reconstituted in a new legal form, the fiction of “training” giving way to an

explicit labour-migration framework that formalises rather than relaxes the reliance. The

trajectories differ in shape, but they differ within a single direction. The generalised decline

that would have marked the dependence as contingent appears nowhere in the record.

Two features of this convergence give it particular weight. The first is that the de-

pendence held, and in several cases intensified, under precisely the conditions that might

have been expected to reverse it. The clearest instance is the United States, where an

administration that made mass deportation a central policy simultaneously expanded

the principal legal channel supplying agricultural labour, expediting its processing and

lowering its wage floor; a government committed to expelling undocumented migrants

thus enlarged the route through which documented ones enter agricultural work. That the

dependence proved indifferent to so hostile a policy orientation indicates that it is not a

policy preference but a structural condition.

The second, and more telling, feature is the behaviour of the system under the

pandemic—the closest approximation to a natural experiment that the question admits.

An unprecedented and near-simultaneous closure of borders was the moment when a

contingent dependence should have broken down. It did not. States overwhelmingly

acted to preserve their migrant farm labour rather than to reorganise production without it:

agricultural workers were designated essential and exempted from entry restrictions, visas

were extended, and labour already present was redirected into the fields. The declines that

did occur were, with one exception, neither deep nor durable, and were reversed within a

season or two. The exception is instructive. Where a channel did collapse outright—the

working-holiday backpackers in Australia and New Zealand, whose presence depended

on open borders and collapsed once those borders closed—the shortfall was met not by a

contraction of output but by the rapid enlargement of a substitute: the COVID-19 bridging

visa in Australia, which retained Pacific workers already in the country, and the supplemen-

tary seasonal route in New Zealand, whose counter-cyclical peak rose precisely because

the other channels had failed. The pandemic, in short, did not suspend the migrantisation

of agricultural labour; it exposed the institutional elasticity through which that labour is

secured when its usual supply is interrupted.

This elasticity is also visible in the longer-run proliferation of channels. Across the

cases, new schemes have been created and old ones recast: Australia consolidated its Pacific

programmes into a single mobility scheme; Japan launched a skilled-worker visa and

legislated its successor; New Zealand opened further seasonal routes; and Spain extended

origin-country recruitment toward Latin America as its Eastern European supply was

diverted elsewhere. The reconfiguration is the mechanism of its persistence: as one route

proves insufficient or politically contentious, another is opened or enlarged to take its place,

so that migrantisation rests not on any single instrument but on a layered infrastructure

that can be recomposed at need. The channels change; the reliance does not.

That six cases so unlike one another—dispersed across four continents, built on dis-

similar agricultural structures, and governed by migration regimes ranging from bilateral

seasonal compacts to training schemes— should nonetheless move in the same direction is

the central result. Under the most-dissimilar-systems logic that organises the comparison,
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a shared outcome across settings that differ in almost every particular cannot plausibly be

an artefact of any one national configuration; it points instead to a cause the cases hold

in common. That cause, on the reading advanced here, is systemic: the place agriculture

occupies in the capitalist world-ecology, where the provision of cheap food rests on the ap-

propriation of cheap labour, and where, in the core, that labour is increasingly migrant [16].

The dependence is not a transitional feature of particular labour markets but a structural

and expanding condition of accumulation in the core.

The article’s contribution to the literature is threefold. First, it moves beyond the

case-specific and regional analyses that have dominated the field to provide longitudinal,

primary-source evidence across seven dissimilar core states simultaneously—establishing

empirically what the accumulation of national studies had been able only to suggest: that

the migrantisation of agricultural labour is not a cluster of parallel local phenomena but

a globally operating process driven by systemic dynamics rather than by the particular

productive requirements of each affected context. Second, it extends and corrects the

evidentiary base of the world-ecology argument over a substantially longer and more

recent series, incorporating legal channels that earlier comparative work had overlooked

and reconstructing others from primary sources rather than secondary compilations. Third,

by treating the COVID-19 pandemic and successive restrictive administrations as stress

tests of the dependence, it provides what case-by-case analysis cannot: evidence that the

process withstands conditions expressly designed to curtail it, which constitutes the most

direct empirical confirmation yet of its structural character.

Several limitations of the analysis should, however, be acknowledged. The study

deliberately sets aside the sociodemographic characterisation of the migrant agricultural

workforce—its gender composition, age structure, and nationally concentrated patterns of

recruitment—in order to maintain analytical focus on the volume and trajectory of legal

entry channels; this restriction limits the account of how migrantisation is experienced

and contested at the level of individual workers and labour regimes. A further limitation

concerns the measurement criterion itself: the analysis identifies the direction of change

across cases but does not quantify it relative to the overall size of agricultural employment

in each country or to changes in the agricultural sector’s share of the economy over the

period. Total agricultural employment is not held constant, and a more rigorous test

would read the trajectory of migrant labour against these denominators rather than in

absolute terms alone.

These limitations point toward productive directions for future research. One is to

extend the comparison beyond the core to examine whether the same systemic logic op-

erates in semi-peripheral and peripheral settings where comparable patterns have been

documented—as in Poland, where the mass recruitment of Ukrainian and Asian work-

ers into agriculture has converted a long-standing emigration country into a significant

migration hub, or countries such as the Dominican Republic or Argentina, which occupy

analogous positions in regional agri-food chains. If the dynamics identified here extend

across positional boundaries within the world-system, the world-ecology argument would

gain considerably wider empirical support. A second direction concerns the relationship

between migrant labour and mechanisation. Throughout the period under analysis, the

reliance on migrant farm labour has deepened consistently and has not been displaced by

the expansion of agro-robotic or AI-driven technologies, which remain unevenly developed

and largely concentrated in specific crops and operations. This finding is itself theoretically

significant: it suggests that, at least within the period and cases examined here, cheap

migrant labour and technological substitution have not operated as simple alternatives,

and that the structural conditions sustaining the former have outweighed the incentives

to invest in the latter. Whether the accelerating development of agricultural robotics and
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AI will alter this balance—shifting core agriculture toward a different mix of labour and

technology, or eventually toward a more thoroughgoing substitution—remains an open

empirical question that the present analysis cannot settle. Future research in this line will

need to track not only the trajectory of migrant labour flows but also their relationship to

mechanisation trends, paying particular attention to whether technological change modifies

the structural conditions on which the world-ecology argument rests or simply reconfigures

the channels through which cheap labour is appropriated.

The arrangement is, however, on its own terms, less secure than its scale suggests: it de-

pends on a supply of workers willing to accept conditions the local workforce will not, and

the same agency that makes migrants available also makes them capable of contesting those

conditions, as the recurrent recourse to recomposition under pressure already suggests [65].

Across a longer series, into a post-pandemic landscape, and under conditions designed to

curtail it, the migrantisation of agricultural labour in the global core has not receded but

deepened—confirming, on firmer empirical ground than was previously available, that the

current systemic strategy for producing cheap food structurally depends on employing the

cheapest possible migrant workforce.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

AEWV Accredited Employer Work Visa (New Zealand)

CEPAL Economic Commission for Latin America

COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019

EPA Encuesta de Población Activa (Spanish Labour Force Survey)

ESD Employment for Skill Development scheme (Japan)

ESDC Employment and Social Development Canada

EU European Union

GECCO Gestión Colectiva de Contrataciones en Origen (Spain)

INE Instituto Nacional de Estadística (Spain)

IRCC Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada

ISA Immigration Services Agency (Japan)

ISTAT Istituto Nazionale di Statistica (Italy)

JITCO Japan International Training Cooperation Organisation

LMIA Labour Market Impact Assessment (Canada)

MAFF Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (Japan)

MBIE Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (New Zealand)

MHLW Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (Japan)

NAWS National Agricultural Workers Survey (United States)
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PALM Pacific Australia Labour Mobility scheme (Australia)

PAYE Pay As You Earn (New Zealand)

RSE Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme (New Zealand)

SAR Special Administrative Region

SAWP Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program (Canada)

SSE Supplementary Seasonal Employment visa (New Zealand)

SSW Specified Skilled Worker visa (Japan)

TFWP Temporary Foreign Worker Program (Canada)

TITP Technical Intern Training Programme (Japan)

TRSE Transitioning to Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme (New Zealand)

WHE Working Holidaymaker Extension (New Zealand)

Appendix A

Table A1. Statistical sources consulted.

Source Year Type of Record Institution Issuing Country

National Agricultural
Workers Survey (NAWS)

2022 Survey

U.S. Department of
Labor—Employment

and Training
Administration

United States

Nonimmigrant Visa
Issuances by Visa Class and

by Nationality (H-2A)
1997–2024 Register (visas issued)

US Department of State,
Bureau of Consular

Affairs
United States

Temporary Foreign Worker
Program—LMIA Statistics

(Table 09)
2018–2025

Register (labour-market
impact assessments)

Employment and Social
Development Canada

(ESDC)
Canada

Working Holiday Maker visa
programme statistics

2005–2025 Register (visas granted)
Department of Home

Affairs (Australian
Government)

Australia

Working Holiday Maker
dataset (BP0019) and PALM

scheme data
2008–2026 Register

Department of Home
Affairs; Department of

Employment and
Workplace Relations

Australia

Migration Data
Explorer—W1 Work

Visa Decisions
2016–2025

Register (work-visa
decisions)

Ministry of Business,
Innovation and

Employment (MBIE)
New Zealand

Recognised Seasonal
Employer (RSE)
scheme statistics

2016–2024
Register (scheme

workers)

Ministry of Business,
Innovation and

Employment (MBIE)
New Zealand

Migrant Employment
Data—Sectoral
output (PAYE)

2016–2024
Register (PAYE
employment)

Ministry of Business,
Innovation and

Employment (MBIE)
New Zealand

JITCO Annual Reports
(technical-intern
trainee counts)

1999–2011
Register

(trainee counts)

Japan International
Training Cooperation
Organization (JITCO)

Japan

Summary of Employment of
Foreign Nationals (by

visa status)
2012–2022

Register (foreign
employment)

Ministry of Health,
Labour and Welfare

(MHLW); reproduced
by MAFF

Japan

Residence counts/Number
of Specified Skilled
Worker Residents

2019–2024
Register (residence

status)

Immigration Services
Agency (ISA);

via MAFF
Japan
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Table A1. Cont.

Source Year Type of Record Institution Issuing Country

Crop production in national
humidity [apro_cpnh]

2024
Register (production

statistics)
Eurostat European Union

Encuesta de Población
Activa (Labour Force Survey)

1987–2025 Survey
Instituto Nacional de

Estadística (INE)
Spain

Labour Force
Survey—Occupati

(foreign citizenship)
2008–2025

Register (labour
statistics)

ISTAT Italy

Source: own elaboration. The table lists the official statistical series and administrative registers un-
derlying the figures and Table 2; reporting bases differ across sources, as detailed in the figure notes.

Notes

1 The WESP labels these states “developed economies” rather than “core”. The 2018 edition used in the earlier study [17] listed the

EU-28; the 2026 edition reflects the United Kingdom’s departure from the Union (EU-27, with the United Kingdom now classified

as a developed economy outside the EU). The grouping is otherwise unchanged.
2 See “Legal status of hired crop farmworkers, fiscal 1991–2022” available at https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-

gallery/63466 [consulted 26 June 2026].
3 See “Temporary foreign agricultural workers: From far afield to our fields” Statistics Canada available at https://www.statcan.gc.

ca/o1/en/plus/9179-temporary-foreign-agricultural-workers-far-afield-our-fields [consulted 25 June 2026].
4 This data on permit holders comes from “Temporary Residents: Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP) and International

Mobility Program (IMP) Work Permit Holders—Monthly IRCC Updates” available at https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/

360024f2-17e9-4558-bfc1-3616485d65b9 [consulted 26 June 2026].
5 See “New Year border exception for seasonal workers in the horticulture and wine industries” available at https://www.beehive.

govt.nz/release/new-year-border-exception-seasonal-workers-horticulture-and-wine-industries [consulted 26 June 2026].
6 See “ESDP (Employment for Skill Development Program)” available at https://yourjapancareer.jp/esdp-japan/ [consulted

26 June 2026].
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