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Abstract 

This qualitative case-study highlights the importance of the phenomenon of migration, under 

the aspect of civic activism of migrants, and its impact on Italian agricultural sustainable 

development. Migrants are too often seen as a burden rather than active agents of development. 

The present research investigates how political activism of migrants develops and eventually 

affects the sustainable development of the sector. It also focuses on the reason behind Italian 

workers inhibition towards protests against exploitation and indecent working conditions, in 

the agricultural fields. It analyses past protests, captures the voices of immigrants and local 

activists and their consequences on sustainable development. The results suggest that 

immigrant civic activism, even if limited in size, enhances development under different 

perspectives, particularly taking into consideration two parameters: Sustainable Development 

Goals 8 and 10. The strength of this study, is the added value of a spotlight on the differences 

between social groups in agricultural work exploitation, in this case natives and migrants. 

Through the investigation on their living and working conditions, the reasons which push them 

to collaborate or be in conflict in their activism for social change emerge.  

 

 

Keywords: Migration & Development, Agriculture, Agricultural development, Social 

inequality, Work conditions, Work exploitation, SDGs, Social protests, Political activism, 

Gangmaster system 

 

Words Count: 14.978 

 



 

1  

Acknowledgements 

To all the people who participated in this study, opening their hearts to me, even though it 
meant to arise painful memories. 

To all the people who could not participate to this research, cause their voice has been broken 
too early by injustice.  

This thesis is dedicated to them, with the hope to give contribution for positive change in 
such a corrupted system. 

 

& 

 

To mom and dad who have taught me the meaning of hard work and resilience. 

To my grandparents, who have taught me the meaning of unconditional love. 

To my brother who has taught me the importance of gestures, which sometimes is more 
valuable than words. 

To Francesca, Cecilia, Giulia, Francesca, Chiara, Valentina, Alice, Sonia and Vanessa who 
have taught me the meaning of true friendship, despite time and distance. 

To Roberto who has taught me the meaning of patience, enlightening the darkest moments of 
this journey with his optimism and love. 

To my supervisor Prince Young, whose guidance has been crucial to stay focus and 
accomplish my objective, in such a hard time for the world. 

To all the amazing people I have met in the past 2 years, the LUMID family, my professors 
and my friends from Lund, without whom this experience would have never been as 
unforgettable as it is. 

 

Thank you for the support. I am grateful for having you in my life. 

 

  



 

2  

List of Acronyms 

FLAI CGIL Federazione Lavoratori Agroindustria (Federation of Italian Agro-
workers) 

IAW Italian Agricultural Worker 

ISTAT Istituto Nazionale di Statistica (National Institute for Statistics) 

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals 

UNDP United Nations Development Program 

DCs Developed Countries 

LDCs Least Developed Countries 

MAW Migrant Agricultural Worker 

EP Energy Poverty 

SDG Sustainable Development Goal 

USB Unione Sindacale Braccianti (Agricultural Workers Trade Union) 

 

 

  



 

3  

Table of Contents 

	 Introduction	..................................................................................................................................	5	
1.1	 Research	problem	and	questions	..................................................................................................	5	
1.2	 Purpose	of	the	research	and	significance	...................................................................................	6	
1.3	 Structure	of	the	thesis	.......................................................................................................................	8	
	 Literature	Review	........................................................................................................................	9	
2.1	 Migration	and	development:	Migrants’	political	activism	in	receiving	countries	........	9	
	 Background	................................................................................................................................	13	
3.1	 SDGs	fulfilment	in	Italy	....................................................................................................................	13	
3.2	 Employment	rates	and	the	agricultural	sector	in	Italy	........................................................	15	
3.3	 Migration	and	development	in	Italy	...........................................................................................	16	
	 Theoretical	Framework	.........................................................................................................	18	
4.1	 Migration-Development	Nexus:	migrants’	integration	........................................................	18	
4.2	 Logic	of	Collective	Action	within	the	framework	of	Social	Capital	Theory	for	social	
transformation	and	development	.............................................................................................................	19	
	 Methodology	...............................................................................................................................	21	
5.1	 The	research	design	.........................................................................................................................	21	
5.2	 Data	Collection	Methods	.................................................................................................................	22	
5.2.1	 Sampling	.......................................................................................................................................................................	22	
5.2.2	 Interviews	....................................................................................................................................................................	23	

5.3	 Data	Analysis	......................................................................................................................................	24	
5.4	 Ethical	Considerations	and	Role	of	the	researcher	...............................................................	24	
5.5	 Limitations	..........................................................................................................................................	26	
	 Analysis	of	findings	and	discussion	....................................................................................	27	
6.1	 The	Italian	agricultural	system	....................................................................................................	27	
6.2	 Decent	job	and	workers’	rights	in	Italian	agriculture	..........................................................	30	
6.2.1	 The	gangmasters	system	or	Caporalato	.........................................................................................................	30	
6.2.2	 Workers’	rights	observance	in	the	agricultural	sector	in	Italy:	living	and	working	conditions	
of	local	and	immigrant	workers	.........................................................................................................................................	32	

6.3	 Political	activism	for	social	change	applied:	a	journey	into	Italy’s	activism	from	its	
origins	to	nowadays	.......................................................................................................................................	37	
6.3.1	 Effects	of	migrant	protests	on	sustainable	development	........................................................................	44	

	 Conclusions	.................................................................................................................................	46	

Bibliography	.......................................................................................................................................	47	
Annex	1	-	List	of	interviewees	.............................................................................................................................................	53	
Annex	2	–	Interview’s	guide	.................................................................................................................................................	54	



Figures Index 
 

Figure 1 - The SDGs illustrated by the UNDP website. (United Nations Development 
Programme, 2020) ................................................................................................................... 13	
Figure 2 - SDGs trend: last available year compared to 10 years before by goal (ISTAT - 
Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020) ....................................................................................... 13	
Figure 3 - The table is representative of the Italian occupational data by citizenship and age in 
2019. The high levels of employability of migrants show the need for the country to increase 
the integration of foreigners as an economic strategy (Direzione Generale ll'immigrazione e 
delle politiche di integrazione, 2020). ..................................................................................... 16	
Figure 4 - The scheme represents the barriers usually faced by migrants to get fully integrated 
within the italian society. Among the phenomena pointed out, it is particularly relevant to 
notice for the scope of this research is point 4 in light blue, as well as the social mechanisms 
behind point 5 in orange (Ceschi, et al., 2019). ....................................................................... 16	
Figure 5 – This scheme illustrates the reasoning behind the process of reflexivity of the 
present research (Patton, 2015). .............................................................................................. 25	
Figure 6 - Percentage of impact of migrant workers in the agricultural sector over a the total 
workers per municipality. ........................................................................................................ 27	
Figure 7 –  Representaion of Camara Fantamadi, immigrant agricultural worker from Mali, 
dead in the fields in Puglia region, at the age of 27 on 24/06/21 ............................................ 36	
Figure 8 – Labour rights activism components ....................................................................... 37	
Figure 9 - Yvan Sagnet joining a protest against the gangmasters system and labour 
exploitation in the South of Italy (Iuliano, 2019). ................................................................... 42	
  



 

5  

 Introduction 

1.1 Research problem and questions 

Italy is the third country in Europe in terms of volume of agricultural production and 

exportation. The agricultural sector is crucial for the country, as confirmed also by the latest 

“2020 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Report. Statistical information for 2030 

Agenda in Italy” (ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020). It represents 15% of the 

income of the total national economy, with a value of 522.170 billion euros (Marras, et al., 

2020). Nowadays, economic and commercial trends cannot be critically analysed, without 

considering the level of sustainability of a country, especially in its most successful sectors. In 

this regard, as illustrated by ISTAT statistics (Istituto Nazionale di Statistica), Italy needs to 

invest more in sustainable development in order to overcome development challenges in 

specific sectors. When the national SDGs values register a deterioration or impasse, this is 

usually linked to economic and structural problems. 

In the context of intensive seasonal agriculture, for instance, a central role is played by the 

Gangmasters system: it consists of an illegal form of labour intermediation that has the goal of 

recruiting workers, especially during the most intense periods of agricultural work. This system 

rooted in the Italian agri-food chain, in a framework of supermarkets hegemony, prevents Italy 

from ensuring decent living and working conditions for agricultural workers, most of whom 

are immigrants (Scotto, 2016). In light of that, this paper analyses the position of migrants 

working in Italy, within the framework of the protests against work exploitation in the 

agricultural sector. In the last decade, migrants have been having a role as “watchdogs” and 

advocates for workers’ rights (Associazione Nocap, 2019), given the slavery conditions they 

are often forced to face in the fields (Scotto, 2016). Therefore, the following research questions 

will be investigated: 

Main Research Questions 

“How has the political activism of migrants affected the sustainable 

development of Italy’s agricultural sector?” 

“Why do Italians not engage in political activism to ensure the 

sustainable development of Italy’s agriculture?” 
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1.2 Purpose of the research and significance 

The general purpose of this study is to understand the relevance of the role of migrants in the 

progress towards sustainability of a developed country as Italy, through their political activism. 

The study tries to give a voice to migrants living in Italy, often described as slackers and 

society’s parasites by Italian right-wing parties’ representatives, bringing their stories under 

the spotlight and demonstrating their usefulness for the receiving country (Ceschi, et al., 2019). 

The specific goal of this research aims at analysing migrants’ effects on the sustainable 

development of Italy’s agricultural sector, which is one of the biggest economic sectors of the 

country, both in the short as well as long term (Marras, et al., 2020). In this paper, sustainable 

development is viewed in terms of UN SDGs. The parameters considered in this research are: 

 

 

 

SDG 8 is particularly relevant to identify the short-term outcomes of migrants activism and 

give a perspective also in the long-run, for sustainable growth of the country, under a human 

development point of view, including the improvement of work conditions, from safety to fair 

salary. On the other hand, SDG 10 is useful to study the current level of inequality within the 

country, in particular the difference in opportunities between locals and migrants. In light of 

that, this study tries to understand the social dynamics behind the choice of joining and/or 

starting a protest against an unwholesome system and its effects. Specifically, it investigates 

the different involvement in protests between immigrants and natives’ groups of workers. 

The relevance of this research lies in the socio-political propagandistic situation of Italy, where 

the political class, in particular conservatist parties, have adopted xenophobic and securitarian 

positions against the widespread phenomenon of migration, that: 

have actively contributed to weakening the reception and integration policy frameworks, even 

when the latter had clearly showed their added value and sustainability, including for the 

local residents (Ceschi, et al., 2019, p. 7). 
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The demonstration of the positive effect of migration on the Italian community, aims at 

contributing to raise awareness and positively impact and change the widespread mentality of 

us versus them mobilised by politicians. In this way, people are pushed to perceive migrants as 

“different from us”, forgetting that their nationality and personal path, do not affect their 

essence: they are human being, with the same rights, needs and facing the same problems that 

any Italian might face (Ceschi, et al., 2019, p. 41; Caritas e Migrantes, 2020). They should have 

the chance to become part of the societal “we” through a solid structure of immigration policies 

and socio-cultural integration (Ibid.). 

Given the broad spectrum of branches, topics and sectors influenced by the core problem 

investigated in this paper, the analysis will focus on the contribution of migration to the 

sustainable and inclusive agricultural development of Italy. The definition of “sustainable 

agricultural development” itself is quite broad and includes a variety of aspects that cannot all 

be covered as in the framework of this study. The classical definition given by Food and 

Agriculture Organization (FAO) is: 

To be sustainable, agriculture must meet the needs of present and future generations, while 

ensuring profitability, environmental health, and social and economic equity.  

Sustainable food and agriculture (SFA) contribute to all four pillars of food security – 

availability, access, utilization and stability – and the dimensions of sustainability 

(environmental, social and economic) 

 (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2021). 

FAO also indicates 5 key principles of sustainability for food and agriculture (Ibid.): 

1. Increase productivity, employment and value addition in food systems (Ibid.) 

2. Protect and enhance natural resources (Ibid.) 

3. Improve livelihoods and foster inclusive economic growth (Ibid.) 

4. Enhance the resilience of people, communities and ecosystems (Ibid.) 

5. Adapt governance to new challenges (Ibid.) 

This research addresses the social dimension of agricultural development, without deepening 

into the environmental sphere of the sector. Indeed, aspects related to human social and 

economic development are the focus of the present study, reflected by point 1, 3 and 5 of the 

list above, in line with SDG 8 and 10. 
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In this paper, no reference will be made to other sectors which register workers, including 

migrants’, exploitation in the country such as domestic work or the construction sector 

(Dolente, 2012). Numerous studies have already been conducted on the legislative impact of 

illegal migrant workers protests, and on foreigners’ agricultural workers conditions in Italy. 

The present one stands out, given the void in this field of study in understanding Italian 

workers’ position, their level of involvement in facing exploitation. Indeed, the author analyses 

the motivations of Italians not to join the cited movements of protests and the local cultural 

bound of Italians’ mentality to the illegal agricultural labour system, which contributes to the 

deadlock of the country’s development of the sector. This aspect is central in the present 

research. 

1.3 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is structured in seven chapters. Following the introduction, the second chapter 

discusses the literature on similar studies conducted on the phenomenon of migration in relation 

to development and on migrants’ activism. The third chapter, instead, outlines the background 

to the research giving an overview of Italy’s occupational situation, particularly in relation to 

the agricultural sector, deepening into its relevance for the economy as well. Finally, it presents 

the main data registered in the past 10 years regarding SDGs monitoring, as well as the 

migratory situation in the country, jointly to the political positions and public opinion in this 

regard. The fourth chapter gives an overview of the theories chosen to drive the analysis of 

findings: Migration-Development Nexus with a focus on integration, Social Capital Theory 

within the framework of Logic of Collective Action illustrated through Group Theory, in the 

light of migrants’ role within societal transformation. Thereafter, as a fifth chapter, the 

methodology is described. Chapter six is the analysis of findings, guided by the theoretical 

framework as well as the literature review, which is integrated with the background. Chapter 

seven provides a conclusion to the analysis and suggestion for future research. 
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 Literature Review 

This chapter aims to provide a review of the literature used to elaborate this reflection on 

migrant’s contribution to the sustainable development within the Italian agricultural sector. At 

first available research on the impact of migration on development is discussed, followed by 

specific studies on the topic in Italy. Besides, migrants’ challenges and organisation methods 

for political activism in other receiving countries all around the world are highlighted. 

2.1 Migration and development: Migrants’ political activism in receiving 

countries 

The link between migration and development has been observed throughout history, especially 

on the side of economic and social development (Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 2003). It is still 

characterized as an unsettled kind of relationship (Papademetriou & Martin, 1991). 

Governments such as the Danish one, in 2001 financed research to deepen into the possible 

relationship between migration and development (Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 2003). In the related 

report by Nicholas Van Hear, Ninna Nyberg Sørensen and Poul Engberg-Pedersen (2003:6), 

migration is defined as the result of imbalances in development, but also as actively influencing 

it. They state that migration can be affected by local and international development strategies 

and support agreements. Moreover, it can impact a country’s plan of action, both in the 

domestic and foreign spheres (Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 2003). Migrants should be considered 

as a development resource, especially given the fact that developed countries recognize their 

dependence on immigrant labour despite their policies on this issue often internally 

contradictory (Ibid.). They also observe that the definition of migration changes depending on 

the historical moment. In Europe’s public opinion, the concept of migration has changed 

throughout the past 50 years, from an element enhancing economic growth in the host countries 

and development in the sending ones, to xenophobic and rejecting approaches to the 

phenomenon (Ibid.). The present study lies within the older definition. 

For Stephen Castles and Mark Miller (2003), migration is extremely important in reshaping 

societies around the world (Castels & Miller, 2003). This view is reinforced by Anna 

Triandafyllidou (2009) who explores mobilisations of sub-Saharan immigrant activists in 

Europe, highlighting the fact that they should be seen, not only as vulnerable victims, but as 

social actors holding the power of influencing the environment around them, just as much as 
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locals can do (Triandafyllidou, 2009). Evidence shows that immigrant civic activism, even if 

limited in size, brings new perspectives to receiving societies (Ibid.). In other words, migrants 

have their own voice, and they bring with them their strengths and weaknesses. Immigrants’ 

rights activism has been widely studied in different countries framework, as in the case of USA 

and Japan, where migrants’ political participation is a milestone in the countries’ policies and 

development (Shipper, 2020). Indeed, it is demonstrated that when immigrants can participate 

in the politics of their host societies, they give a contribution in formulating integration policies, 

directing the debate on immigration reforms which impact various sectors, starting from the 

labour one (Ibid.).  

Experience of migrants’ protests can be found in different countries and labour sectors: in 

Belgium, for instance, it is interesting the way seasonal agricultural workers dealt with 

injustices they faced and tried to change the racialisation processes and inequalities, which are 

constitutive of the human resources dimension of the agro-industrial complex of the country 

(Raeymaekers, et al., 2015). In Hong Kong, a study by Nicole Constable (2009), illustrates 

how migrant workers’ protests and activism have been shaped by domestic worker 

subjectivities and by the sociohistorical context of the country (Constable, 2009). In Spain, 

migrants with or without legal papers, organise themselves to survive institutional racism and 

xenophobia in the places where they manage to settle after their long and tortuous exodus 

(Huerta, 2015). Migrants’ struggles find expression on movements characterised by 

demonstrations and propaganda campaigns: the problem is that these strategies are not 

effective, as in the case of most contemporary social movements (Ibid.). Often, migrants 

perform protests through already instituted practices, such as pickets, strikes, lock-ins, 

sanctuaries, taking over public buildings, carrying out hunger and thirst strikes. These actions 

seek to make visible the fact that millions of people are outlawed by the government’s policies 

themselves. In this way they advocate to have more resonance through the mass media, to give 

a hint to transform present social structures (Ibid.). 

The responsiveness and participation of immigrants, in this paper, will be analysed in the 

framework of the agri-food sector. Their presence in the labour agricultural market of European 

countries, has already been addressed by the research project “New Plantations: Migrant 

mobility, ‘illegality’ and racialization in European agricultural labour” (Raeymaekers, et al., 

2015). The mechanisms of inclusion and segregation of migrant workers in competitive agri-

food chains are investigated, to increase the sustainability level of the social sphere of 
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agricultural production regimes. The findings highlight a new labour framework while 

observing the multidimensional context of migrant subject positions.  

In some countries, such as Norway, the State is on the side of migrants, which face struggles 

in relation to farm-work and strawberries picking activities. The structural disempowerment of 

migrant workers gives them weak negotiating positions with employers. In addition, exploited 

migrants tend to accept wages lower than minimum national standards (Ryea & 

Andrzejewskac, 2010). This is due to their perception of salaries influenced by home-countries, 

in most of cases lower than Norwegian ones (Ibid.). Norwegian authorities also settled strict 

regulations to prevent illegal mobilization of incoming labour force (Ibid.). 

This is unusual among governments, as emerged in the report “Migrant Workers in 

Commercial Agriculture” by Philip Martin: in New Zealand, Australia, Spain, Canada and the 

USA, the adoption of fair labour regulations, only arose following farm worker protests or 

events of injuries. In any case, only some policies are aimed at encouraging a real change in 

the system, convincing farm employers to abide by these laws and raise labour standards and 

productivity over time. This leads to a widespread toleration of unauthorized work which do 

not adequately protect guest workers, causing situations of substandard housing and other 

deficiencies (Nori & Farinella, 2020; Martin, 2016). Therefore, political activism of migrants 

is crucial to enhance work conditions in the receiving country.  

This is also the case of Italy, where the high impact of migration on the Italian labour system 

is demonstrated by the 8th annual report “Italian Labour market” by the Directorate General of 

Immigration and Integration Policies (2018). Narrowing it down to the agricultural 

sector, reports from the International Organization for Migration “A Sectorial Approach to 

Labour Migration: Agriculture and Domestic Work” (IOM, 2017) reveal the percentage of 

migrants in specific labour fields. Moreover, Macrì et al. (2018) studied the presence of foreign 

workers in Italian agriculture by going into detail on the characteristics of the farms that employ 

them through the statistics available at a micro level, with the aim to highlight the regions and 

sectors that most depend on this type of labour for their production. From this research also 

limitations, in terms of irregular work emerges as one of the main problems for the reliability 

of studies in this field. Furthermore, Omizzolo and Sodano, with “L’assimilazionismo e i 

lavoratori immigrati nell’agricoltura italiana. La comunità Punjabi in Provincia di 

Latina” (2015) go into details with the specific case of immigrant workers in central Italy.  
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Given the scope of the present research, it is important to understand the situation of migrant 

labourers in the agri-food system in Southern and Northern Europe, particularly considering 

the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, which worsened price distortions, unfair competition 

and distribution dynamics within the sector (Corrado & Palumbo, 2020). This exacerbated the 

conditions of already precarious and vulnerable workers employed in the agri-food system, 

especially migrant workers in Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Spain. In these countries 

national governments adopted measures to simplify the mobility and recruitment of seasonal 

migrant workers, without finding a solution to their daily exploitation (Ibid.). Corrado and 

Palumbo’s (2020) study highlights a sharable point in light of the present research, concerning 

the necessity to conduct a serious and rigorous revision of migration policies to make safe and 

legitimate labour immigration, together with structural interventions to increase workers’ 

rights, ensuring decent living conditions and adequate welfare services. These initiatives would 

be in line with SDGs implementation at local and EU level, transforming the agri-food systems 

in more environmentally sustainable and rights compliant (Ibid.). This gives hope to incentivize 

the Italian government to do the same, as claimed by several migrants’ and local activists in 

the territory. 

An important guide in order to understand the role of migration flows in a globalized world, 

with specific focus on the case of Italy is the report “Common Home – Migration and 

Development in Italy” by Caritas Italiana (Ceschi, et al., 2019), an updated analysis of the 

impact of migration on the Italian society and politics, within the framework of the migration-

development nexus. The study highlights the public opinion mechanisms arising from 

xenophobic political rhetoric, and the actual resonance of migration on the economic 

development of the country, underlying the necessity to allow the acceptance of new social 

models which include, rather than refuse, migrants as part of the social “we” (Ibid.). This vision 

has been fortified by Angelo Scotto, who tries to answer the question “Can the role of migrants 

as activists who allow positive social changes that also affects the local population, be a vector 

of integration?” (Scotto, 2015). The present investigation builds its main findings on these 

studies, adding to the existing research a focus on Italian workers’ role.  
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 Background 

A comprehensive overview of the regional context related to the core topic of the research is 

necessary in order to understand the level of Italy’s development in terms of fulfilment of SDGs 

as well as the characteristics of the agricultural system. This chapter will take into account the 

organization of labour in this sector, including levels of employability of national and 

immigrant workers. The role of migration and the local perspective about it will be briefly 

discussed to better understand the cultural approach to this phenomenon within the country. 

3.1 SDGs fulfilment in Italy 

Italian sustainability has been improving in the past decade. Data indicates that since 2010 the 

country registered an overall success (ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020). Figure 2 

shows the progress of each SDG, taking into account the most recently available data from 

2019, compared to the ones registered in 2010. The graph indicates a widespread number of 

positive trends: the rate of indicators that improve is high, 70% or more, for SDG2, 4, 7, 9, 12 

and 17 (ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020).  On the other hand, SDG1 - Zero Poverty 

shows the highest level of worsening indicators (60.0%) (Ibid.). 

A short insight into the goals considered in this research is given as follows: 

“Goal 8 focuses on the promotion of a new model of economic development that 

combines economic growth with environmental protection and ensures 

inclusion and equity in the distribution of economic resources and working 

conditions” (United Nations Development Programme, 2020).  

Figure 2 - SDGs trend: last available year compared to 10 years before by goal 

(ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020) 
Figure 1 - The SDGs illustrated by the UNDP website. (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2020)  
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The main goal is to ensure full employment employment and decent work for all, particularly 

important for the categories at risk of exclusion (ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020). 

Indeed, in Italy, the economic situation since 2015 faced an increase in terms of GDP per capita, 

even if slowed down from 2017 onward. Despite that, the positive trend has granted an 

improvement in the normally registered high-level of non-regular occupation and 

simultaneously, a reduction in unemployment (Ibid.). Other context indicators1 covered by 

SDG8, such as fairness in compensation, improving safety conditions in the workplace and 

eliminating all forms of labour exploitation, do not show a decisive reduction in the gap with 

the average of the European countries (Ibid.). 

“Goal 10 aims at reducing disparities based on income, gender, age, disability, 

race, class, ethnicity, religion and opportunity and to increase the income of the 

poorest 40% of the population. [...] SDG 10 promotes social inclusion globally 

with a special focus on migration and migrant remittances” (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2020).  

Income growth of low-income population faced a deterioration before 2017, since when the 

income of the whole population increased more than the income of the poorest 40% of the 

population3 (ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020). That year Italy’s income share of 

poorest people was lower than EU 28 average (Ibid.). This event was accompanied by a 

decrease of 7.9% of new residence permits issued (Ibid.). The reduction was largely due to the 

decrease in permits issued for asylum applications, as dictated by the Decree Law, 04/10/2018 

n° 113, G.U. 03/12/2018 approved by the former internal affairs’ minister Matteo Salvini, 

which had repealed the permit for humanitarian reasons, reducing the scope of the reception 

system for asylum seekers (Ministry of Justice, 2018). This impacts the level of equal 

opportunities among people living over the Italian territory: no residence permit is equivalent 

to no rights. 

 

 
1 In 2018, the Italian government spending in employment programmes and social protection from unemployment amounted 
to 1.19% of GDP and 2.45% of national budgets. However, the last year increase has not compensated the contraction of 2017 
and both indicators are lower than 2013 (ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di statistica, 2020). 
3 The presence of refugees remained low (less than 1% of residence permits valid on 1st January 2019). Acquisitions of 
citizenship continued to decrease. In 2018 there were new 103,485 acquisitions, 23.8% less than in 2017 (ISTAT - Istituto 
nazionale di statistica, 2020). 
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3.2 Employment rates and the agricultural sector in Italy 

In Italy, both agriculture and the food industry appear as the most resilient sectors of the 

national economy. In 2020, a reduction of -8.6% and -8.3% respectively in terms of added 

value has been estimated, against a general average of more than -10% (CREA - Consiglio per 

la ricerca in agricoltura e l'analisi dell'economia agraria, 2021). They have shown very 

interesting internal dynamics and promising signs of development in recent years, soon 

becoming the core elements of the Italian bio-economy5, which is now one of the strongest 

elements of the Italian economy (Ibid.). 

The country is a leader in the agricultural sector at European level, second only to France and 

Germany: with more than 12 billion hectares of available land, Italian agriculture produces 

16.8% of a total production of 188,7 billion of the European Union agricultural income (Istat - 

Istituto Nazionale di Statistica, 2019). In 2018, for the fifth year in a row, all aggregates relating 

to employment in the Italian economy grew (Marras, et al., 2020). The socio-demographic 

composition of the work employed has changed: the weight of women has increased (42% in 

2018, 40% in 2008), while the weight of younger people has decreased, partly as a consequence 

of the ageing population. Finally, the weight of foreigners has increased, in relation to forms 

of segregation in occupations that are not much sought after by Italians anymore, such as farm-

work and fruit-picking (Ibid.). 

In overall terms, 3.8% of Italian occupation is related to the agricultural sector (Ibid.). A 

particularly critical aspect in this regard, is the high rate of employment irregularity. According 

to estimates made by ISTAT as part of the national accounts, in 2017 non-regularly employed 

persons in Italy accounted for 13.1% of total employment, 3.3 million individuals circa, and 

generated about 4.5% of GDP. The irregularity rate shows significant differences across 

economic sectors, with a value of 23.8% in agriculture, 6.6% in industry in the strict sense, 

16.0% in construction and 13.9% in services, with peaks in the latter sector reaching 17.1% in 

the hotel and public services sector, 23.8% in recreational activities and, finally, reaching a 

particularly high value in the domestic work sector of 58.3%. The highest incidence of irregular 

employment is observed among women, young people and in the South (Istat - Istituto 

Nazionale di Statistica, 2020). Employment in agriculture remains stable, with a slight recovery 

 
5 The bio-economy includes all production sectors that use renewable biological resources from land and sea - crops, forests, 
fish, animals, micro-organisms, as well as biological residues and waste. It is represented by 64% by agriculture and food 
industry. (CREA - Consiglio per la ricerca in agricoltura e l'analisi dell'economia agraria, 2021). 
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of the female component (+2.9%), which is nevertheless in a strong minority, representing less 

than 27% of the total. The importance of the contribution of foreign workers continues to grow, 

with an incidence now close to 18% (Centro di ricerca Politiche e Bio-economia, 2020). 

3.3 Migration and development in Italy 

In Italy, the complex phenomenon of migration has 

been a central theme in public debates, particularly 

in the last two decades. Even though, numerous 

international and supranational organizations, EU 

for instance, recognize the importance of making 

migrants active through co-development strategies, their inclusion into the Italian society 

remains complicated (Ceschi, et al., 2019). 

As also other European countries, Italy faces 

the two sides of the same coin: need to 

include people coming from foreign - 

particularly developing - countries, available 

to cover low-skills and not highly 

remunerative job positions in the sectors of 

agriculture, construction, care and domestic 

work. On the other hand, the importance of 

foreign workers is evident for the economic 

sector, as illustrated in Figure 3, where the 

level of (official) employability of European 

Union citizens, extra-communitarian 

citizens and Italians is indicated: foreigners, 

cover one third of the total labour force in 

Italian agriculture (Ceschi, et al., 2019). 

Moreover, migrants’ presence in the country counterbalance the demographic trends of 

workforce ageing and depopulation (Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 2003): 

Over the last few years, the foreign component in the labour market has become key in the 

Italian economy, not only because of the importance that foreign workers have had and 

Barriers	for	
migrant’s	
integration	
in	Italy

1.	Persisting	
barriers	to	

education	and	
specialised	
training

2.	Disruption	of	
the	Italian	

refugee	reception	
system	due	to	the	
Security	Law

3.	Emergence	of	a	
xenophobic	and	
nationalist	
discourse	
targeting	
migrants	

4.	Lack	of	migrant	
political	

representation	
and	upward	
social	mobility

5.	Erosion	of	
solidarity	among	
the	migrant	
population

Figure 4 - The scheme represents the barriers usually faced by migrants to get 
fully integrated within the italian society. Among the phenomena pointed out, 
it is particularly relevant to notice for the scope of this research is point 4 in 
light blue, as well as the social mechanisms behind point 5 in orange (Ceschi, 
et al., 2019). 

Figure 3 – Data related to the occupational division in the 
agricultural sector by citizenship (Ceschi, et al., 2019). 

AGRICULTURE 
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continue to have in the performance of specific tasks, but also by virtue of the compensatory 

effect they have determined 

(Directorate General of Immigration and Integration Policies, 2018, pp. 2-3). 

Indeed, Italian labour market heavily relies on foreign workforce (Caritas e Migrantes, 2020). 

Despite that, the political strategies recently adopted by right wing parties6, have contributed 

to the spread of a negative perception of migrants among the majority of locals (Ceschi, et al., 

2019; Huerta, 2015). For this reason, Italian legislation register a lack in  reception and 

integration policies. Some politicians keep prioritizing the needs of consensus, rather than the 

necessities of the country, spreading the rhetoric of hate (De Marco, et al., 2020; Martin, 2016). 

As a matter of facts, the presence of foreigners balances labour force supply where it lacks 

from locals. Migrants are not depicted as an “added value”, rather wrongfully as a heavy lift 

for society (Ceschi, et al., 2019).  

As a consequence, a cultural emergency is arising, due to exponential spread of the narratives 

of “us versus them” among an always more frustrated and hostile Italian public opinion that 

blames foreigners for the worsening of the local population’s conditions (Ceschi, et al., 2019). 

Therefore, effective integration appears as a hard goal to reach in the short term, overcome 

instead by growing social tensions and barriers faced by immigrants as shown in Figure 4 

(Ceschi, et. al, 2019; De Marco, et al., 2020; Martin, 2016). As a matter of facts, these social 

conflicts overshadow the real current situation. Both groups face some common structural 

barriers, inconveniences and inefficiencies that perpetuate an unequal society: the growing 

precariousness, vulnerability and inequalities affect everyone, even if in different ways (Ibid.). 

Therefore, it is crucial to increase awareness about the way socio-economic processes and 

alteration can influence indiscriminately citizens of every country, migrants, and residents. 

This should be a priority, also given the importance of human mobility in the development 

framework: the crucial role of migrants to sustainable development worldwide has, indeed, 

been recognized by the Declaration and Program of Action of the International Conference on 

Population and Development in Cairo in 1994 (Ibid.; Nyberg Søresen, et al., 2003).  

 
6 For instance, Matteo Salvini during his period as internal affairs minister, he approved the Decree-Law No. 113 of 4 October 
2018: Urgent provisions on international protection and immigration, public security, as well as measures for the functionality 
of the Ministry of the Interior and the organisation and functioning of the National Agency for the administration and 
destination of assets seized and confiscated from organised crime (Ministry of Justice, 2018). 
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 Theoretical Framework 

As follows a description of the main concepts and existing theories, considered relevant for the 

scope of this study, that will also guide the analytical process is given (Yin, 2003). 

4.1 Migration-Development Nexus: migrants’ integration 

“International migration is part of a transnational revolution that is reshaping societies and 

politics around the globe” (Castles & Miller, 2003, p. 5) 

The above statement is true both in sending, as well as receiving countries. In recent years, 

academics have shifted the focus of the debate about migration, on the role of migrants as social 

actors (Martin, 2016). Too often, they are depicted as victims, while their – sometimes crucial 

– role as active actors in social and political context is completely ignored 8  (Blumer & 

Solomons, 2009). 

The migration-development nexus is a phenomenon which can have different consequences. It 

can enhance development, which causes migration itself. The understanding of this relation is 

complex, given its characteristics of transcendency from national boundaries, needing deep 

analytical cross-national studies, cooperation between states as well as between migrants and 

local groups. Given the consideration of existing and potential migration-development links, 

as in the case of the present research, means posing fundamental questions about migrants as 

individuals, that first of all are human beings, acting within a globalized world and a modern 

society, characterized by socio-economic and political structures (Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 

2003).  

The migration-development nexus rhetoric, is the groundwork for this thesis, being elementary 

both for the choice of topic and research questions, as well as establishing a path of reasoning 

for the analytical phase of the research. It is believed by the author, indeed, that migrants’ role 

as activists can be necessary for a change in the status quo of a country, and its consequent 

development, as in the case of its effects on caporalato in the Italian agricultural sector (Martin, 

2016). Indeed, migrants have a set of channels, different from local workers, they can use as 

 
8 As a matter of fact, from a Developed Countries (DCs) perspective, migrants are usually considered in their 
limited role as labourers and economic actors, without including in this vision their potential in being incorporated 
into society and polity (Zolberg, 2001). Moreover, numerous DCs’ employers have an interest in recruiting labour 
from Least Developed Countries (LDCs), often resulting in illegal activities to avoid complying with existing pay 
and working conditions regulations. These factors heavily contribute to the gap widening between policy goals 
and results in the sector (Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 2003). 
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an added value in the receiving societies. They can transform ghettoization10into a social capital 

source, the burden of having nothing to lose and a family in another continent into freedom to 

stand out. Therefore, through their actions within the receiving society they can have an impact 

on the enhancement of domestic law and their presence might have a positive cultural impact 

as well. Lastly, in some cases, the presence of immigrants is essential for the demographic 

situation of a country, which impacts the labour supply trends as in the case of Italy (Ceschi, 

et al., 2019; Directorate General of Immigration and Integration Policies, 2018; Marras, et al., 

2020). 

4.2 Logic of Collective Action within the framework of Social Capital Theory 
for social transformation and development 

Before differentiating the behaviour of distinct communities within the same society towards 

a specific problem, in this case caporalato and work exploitation, the social dynamics driving 

interactions between people and groups, as well the ones behind their actions, need to be taken 

into consideration. To do that, the Logic of Collective Action and the collectivistic definition 

of Social Capital as a specific kind of resource available to enhance development, will be 

illustrated as follows. 

Social Capital is a concept difficult to define. It is not a single entity, but it is defined by its 

function. This thesis goes with the following definition “the links, shared values and 

understandings in society that enable individuals and groups to trust each other and so work 

together” (OECD, 2007, p. 102). Putnam elaborates this concept through a collectivist 

approach, considering the creation of social capital as the product of a mutual exchange of 

relationships, not essentially based on individual utility. The individual who comes into contact 

with others will bring with him his own "capital" which he will pool with individuals, receiving 

from them their "social baggage". In this sense, social capital is both a private and public good 

benefiting everyone in the group, not only those who invest in organizing the associations or 

networks (Claridge, 2015; Putnam, et al., 1993). 

Thus, an individual who, in the course of his/her existence, interacts with other individuals will 

increase his/her knowledge, enabling him/her to pursue goals that would otherwise be difficult 

to attain. In fact, the union of individuals with different values and experiences makes it 

 
10 The word “ghettoization” refers to the process whereby people belonging to minority groups are made to live 
in particular areas of cities and towns due to factors relating to their religious, ethnic or racial background (SM, 
2016). 
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possible to solve collective problems, relying on relational networks and social capital that vary 

from individual to individual (Putnam et al., 1993). This also leads to possible enhancements 

of static and problematic situation that will benefit the whole community, not only the 

individuals who actively organize themselves to find a sustainable solution. 

In the case of the present study, migrant agricultural workers are seen as groups of individuals 

who have common interests, as to better the living and working conditions of the whole class 

of labourers. Specifically, migrants have interactions with other people facing the same 

problems and having the same individual goal: within “ghettos” with other 

migrants, and outside with the part of the Italian community with whom they share the same 

issues (agro-workers). They choose to gather together and organize protests against the 

unwholesome system that exploits them, which in case of positive outcome could lead to 

sustainable solutions and long-term development (Olson, 1971). 

Consequently, what happens between the two social groups is interesting. Migrants with a 

similar background gather and organize protests against the unwholesome system that exploits 

them, which in case of positive outcome could lead to sustainable solutions and long-term 

development for everyone in the sector. Their fights, therefore, end up benefitting also Italians 

who actively decide not to join such movements and silently accept the situation. They might 

freely choose not to join forces with migrants to find solutions, given the different kind of 

social conditions they live in and of social capital they own, that could lead them to alternative 

solutions to the problem. Their situation reflects the Group Theory vision stating that groups 

act in order to achieve a common or group goal. Individuals in a group act out of self-interest, 

because otherwise it would be very unlikely that they could reach goals that benefit everyone, 

themselves included (Olson, 1971).  
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 Methodology 

This chapter discusses the methodology used to conduct the fieldwork and the analysis of the 

present study. The general research design, as well as data collection’s specific procedures, 

coding methods and the reasoning behind the analysis of data, will be explored in the following 

paragraphs. 

5.1 The research design 

This research utilies a qualitative approach within a single case study design, in order to 

explore the effects of migration in terms of (in)activism in Italy by immigrants and locals, to 

enhance the sustainable development of the agricultural (labour) sector (Yin, 2003). In 

particular this will be a revelatory case, which gives the opportunity to better understand the 

central topic of this work, putting the investigator in a position to analyse a phenomenon not 

widely studied (Bryman, 2012). Applied research approach is used indeed, in order to 

understand the nature and sources of societal problems and answer questions important for 

society (Patton, 2015). While migration’s effects on development have been deepened in the 

past, the chance to investigate the specific case of this phenomenon in relation to activism 

against exploitation systems, especially the caporalato organization, is innovative and makes 

this case very specific. The selection of qualitative methods is due both to the strong accent on 

the subjectivity of research, being the author highly involved through context interpretation, 

coding and reflexivity process. Subjectivity is at core of studies which try to identify the 

reasons behind social movements, as in this case (Yin, 2003).  

The ontological approach in this research takes a constructivist vision, which recognizes the 

crucial role of the investigator and society in constructing the patterns social science studies. 

Subjects, depending on their perception of the world, can have different perspectives on the 

same situation. This approach makes the world multiple and dependent on the observer’s point 

of view: this implies social facts (Moses & Knutsen, 2019). 

Important to highlight, the fact that the present study does not aim at being representative of 

other similar situations, being the impossibility of generalization one of the main critics to the 

case study analytical method (Bryman, 2012). For the same reason, the external validity of this 

case cannot be registered given the complexity of migration effects on society in different 

countries, social and political contexts (Ibid.). 
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5.2 Data Collection Methods 

A single case study, conducted in such a critical period for empirical research11, needs a clear 

strategy in terms of data collection methods, especially for the sake of construct validity (Yin, 

2003). The multiple embedded research method, has been preferred to the holistic one, 

taking into consideration different unit of analysis, necessary to be studied in order to find 

answers to the main RQs indicated in Chapter 1 (Ibid.). Considering that, the correct 

identification of the unit of analysis should lead not to commit mistakes in the selection of unit 

of data and specific individuals to interview (Ibid.): 

Table 1 – Unit of analysis and unit of data illustrated in detail 

 

Moreover, the identification of gatekeepers among the authors’ network -in her hometown and 

her university- to get in contact with the interviewees people, has been necessary for the field 

procedure preparation (Creswell, 2017). As a matter of facts, not only interviews have been 

useful for the scope of this research. Both for the pandemic situation making the organization 

of meetings and focus groups hard, as well as the complexity of the topic, needed follow-up 

research on available documentation. The data collection might be individual, but the sources 

of info can include official statistics and archival records (Yin, 2003). 

5.2.1 Sampling 

An important step in the research process is to correctly select the people to interview, to reach 

a sufficient large sample number and to meet all interviewees availability requests for joining 

the study (Creswell, 2017). The strategy chosen to select interviewees is the purposeful 

sampling, given the need to understand a specific case and not to generalize the findings (Ibid.). 

The people interviewed have been strategically chosen, trying to assure a good deal of variety 

 
11 Given the Covid-19 related pandemic restrictions, especially in Italy, to meet people and conduct field-work. 

Unit	of	Analysis
• Workers	living	and	working	

conditions
• Activists	ways	of	organization	
(interaction	between	italians	and	

migrants)
• Activists	influence	on	agricultural	

development

Unit	of	Data
• Italian	workers
• Migrant	workers

• Activists/Labour	Union	
Representatives	

• Experts	in	the	sector
• Statistics/Reports	on	migration	and	

agricultural	work
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in the resulting sample (Bryman, 2012). After a first round of interviews, through the method 

of snowball sampling, the researcher conducted further interviews to complete the data 

collection, being able to get in touch, not only with experts and activists from organizations, 

but also with migrants and local workers. This strategy is, indeed, recommended when 

networks of individuals are the focus of attention (Coleman, 1988). The sample includes:  

o 4 activists/labour unionists 

o 3 agricultural migrant workers 

o 1 agricultural Italian worker & 2 Italian researchers who experienced life of workers 

through camouflage in-the-field experience and  

o 3 researchers/experts. 

More information about them is indicated in Annex 1. Its size and characteristics of the 

individuals composing it, made the saturation of data possible (Ibid.). 

5.2.2 Interviews 

The 13 interviews conducted were in-depth semi-structured (Patton, 2015). This has been 

considered as the best way to collect data in this case, combining the advantages of both 

structured and semi-structured interviews: the investigator based the interaction with the 

interviewed on pre-elaborated questions (Annex 2), different for each of the three categories 

selected (Bryman, 2012). At the same time, the interviewer tried to go with the flow of the 

exchange, encouraging the interviewees to focus on aspects more relevant for them or to bring 

in new perspectives through follow up questions (Patton, 2015). 

Interviews with migrant workers were voluntarily left more open, in order to give voice to 

them, making them free to share their thoughts and sensitive experiences. In the case of 

researchers, the interview guide featured  more technical questions. Nevertheless, the author 

found herself involved in interesting exchanges related to topic discussed in the interview 

(Patton, 2015). Finally, interviews with activists find themselves in-between the previous two 

groups, being them considered in part experts in the sector, but also involved in-the-field, which 

makes them more sensitive to the topics. In all three cases, to keep the conversations more 

natural and to make the person interviewed at ease, the researcher decided to record the 

interviews and transcribe them right afterwards (Bryman, 2012). 
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The interviews were mainly conducted via Skype or Zoom, even if a couple of them managed 

to be conducted face-to-face, when the Italian government loosened up the restrictive measures 

related to Covid-19. Specifically, when interviewing a migrant worker, now founder of a bio-

farm, the place chosen for the meeting was suggested by him: the biological market where he 

sells his products. This was a crucial experience for the researcher, being the only chance she 

had to immerse herself in the world she was studying, having the possibility to apply 

observational data collection as well (Patton, 2015). Each interview lasted, on average, between 

one and two hours. All the interviews have been conducted in Italian and the related findings 

were translated by the researcher into English. 

5.3 Data Analysis 

The analysis of collected data followed the explanation building strategy, aiming at generating 

an intensive examination of a single case (Bryman, 2012). Therefore, data retrieved a coding 

process of qualitative information, through the computer software NVIVO (Patton, 2015). 

Data collected from the interviews and desk research underwent a coding process that took 

various steps: since the research criteria set up phase, as well as during interviews and 

transcriptions, primitive codes were generally established, in accordance with the scope of the 

study. Afterwards, in the first steps of the use of NVIVO, potential themes were identified 

through a more structured research using query tools to select the most frequent topics among 

the sources used. After a deep evaluation of the queries conducted, the main themes that 

emerged were almost totally in line with the expectations and the research questions. When the 

pure analysis of data came to first results, those were contextualised within the theories chosen 

and compared to the literature review (Patton, 2015). Therefore, it was only after aligning the 

codes to the theories that substantial concepts emerged, which were afterwards elaborated by 

the author through a reflexivity process, transforming them into relevant findings (Bryman, 

2012, p. 578). 

5.4 Ethical Considerations and Role of the researcher 

Ethics in research involving critical situations and people in danger, is necessary in order not 

to increase the risks for interviewees and assure the respect of each individual involved. Ethical 

research has been conducted, first carefully asking delicate questions, and trying to include all 

the voices of the people related to the core problem addressed in the research, ethically 

conducting the purposive sample, without discriminating anyone by gender, nationality, 
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religion or social status. The anonymity of the participants has been respected by assigning 

aliases to the people interviewed (Creswell, 2017).   

As anticipated in the previous paragraphs, the researcher has a crucial role, particularly in the 

data related issues: the process of reflexivity followed by the author throughout the whole 

study, influenced the way interviews were conducted and data interpreted. During the 

interviews, follow up questions were asked in the perspective of a reflection based on social 

context of origin of the interviewed people, their current social context and their past 

experiences of life. When the latter were not clearly mentioned by the counterpart, the 

researcher tried to deepen its interpretation of the conversation through movements and voice 

tonality, often changing or avoiding some questions. 

This approach has been applied not only to “sensitive on the topic” people, but to researchers 

as well, namely people that might be considered as biased by their field of expertise, their 

political opinions or not directly involved in the actions analysed. Reflexivity is a way to 

preserve the researchers’ impartiality while interpreting the collected data (Patton, 2015). This 

is what the researcher did, also taking advantage of the fact that she was not an expert on the 

topic and she was aware of her initial “ignorance” about it: reading and learning of a new topic, 

she preferred to wait to hear different opinions before giving a personal interpretation to the 

facts analysed. She was open to learn and absorb, as many information and witnessing as 

possible, emphasizing the importance of deep introspection, political consciousness, cultural 

awareness, and -above all- ownership of one’s perspective (Ibid.). Reflexivity leads both to 

understanding one’s perspective and to owning that perspective. That ownership of perspective 

is where voice 

intersects reflexivity 

(Ibid.). The image 

below shows the 

approach behind the 

research methods: 

The importance of 

reflexivity in this 

research lies on the 

doctrine of sociology 

of knowledge, which Figure 5 – This scheme illustrates the reasoning behind the process of reflexivity of the present 
research (Patton, 2015). 
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affirms that knowledge and consciousness are influenced by social conditions, but not 

determined by them (Moses & Knutsen, 2019). Indeed, observations and experience depend 

on the attitude of the researcher, who is not neutral, but naturally develops opinions. The author, 

tried to balance subjectivity, while getting in touch with single people having specific (often 

strong) life experiences, and analytical critical thoughts (Moses & Knutsen, 2019)12. 

5.5 Limitations 

Italy has been seriously affected by Covid-19 since March 2020, which has caused a prolonged 

crisis situation that the government has managed with semi-lockdowns and the shutdown of 

many activities. Particularly, the connection with migrants and agricultural workers has been 

very hard to realize, due to the limitations to free movement among Italian regions, as well as 

access to agricultural fields. In general, the fear of the Covid-19 virus has had a negative impact 

on the quantity and quality of interviews, given the fact that most respondents have preferred 

online meetings, rather than face-to-face interviews. This implied the impossibility to observe 

the body language of respondents, as well as to interview the selected interviewees who had 

not a stable internet connection. Restrictions affected the variety of interviewees’ sample as 

well, especially in terms of gender representation. Women are not easy to find among 

agricultural workers, especially migrant ones. Being unable to move to southern regions to 

conduct the interviews, the size of the sample has been progressively reduced. Even though it 

was complicated to find available women to speak, also their voices were included in the 

research, in the principle of “leaving no one behind” (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, important to mention among the limitations, is the fact that the inconvenient 

nature of topics addressed in this research, related to Mafia action in agriculture, to politics 

involvement in the agricultural unwholesome system and to the interests in keeping the status 

quo of different actors, prevented politicians and representative of influent agricultural owners 

(such as Coldiretti13) to accept their active involvement in the research.  

 
12 “In short, people obtain knowledge by consulting a pool of available and common knowledge produced and 
maintained - or carried by - members of the society that exist around them. Second, knowledge is social and 
impersonal - or, better, transpersonal or interpersonal. Knowledge is part and parcel of the social community in 
which people live. This community shapes people's knowledge and affects the way they perceive the world.” 
(Moses & Knutsen, 2019). 
13 Coldiretti (Confederazione Nazionale Coltivatori Diretti) is the largest association representing and assisting Italian 
agriculture. Founded by Paolo Bonomi on 30 October 1944 as a union of small farmers, in the course of its history, thanks to 
its initiatives in favour of agriculture and its widespread organisation, it has established itself as the main Italian agricultural 
association. https://www.coldiretti.it/  
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 Analysis of findings and discussion 

The analysis chapter is structured according to the themes that emerged from the coding 

process: interviews with Italian and migrant agricultural workers, activists and experts, as well 

as reports and sources of contextual information concerning the topic addressed in this 

research, considered useful to answer the research questions. The present analysis of findings 

will be guided by the theories selected in chapter 4, which will help the synthetization of data 

and structuring of the results building process, within the indicated context of the present study. 

A descriptive process, constituting the foundation of qualitative inquiry, has been conducted 

before rushing into the interpretation of data, to indicate precise patterns for the findings to 

emerge (Patton, 2015). The latter will be presented thematically, filtered through a reflexivity 

approach to organize and illustrate the author’s interpretation of them (Ibid.). 

At first the researcher wants to give an overview of the organization and mechanisms of the 

agricultural sector in the country and its level of sustainability, to place the basis for the analysis 

of immigrant-Italian workers relationship and to better acknowledge the framework of the 

gangmaster system. This information is necessary in order to understand the roots of the core 

issue: the structural problems of the system are the cause of the living and working conditions 

of agro-workers, as illustrated in chapters 6.1 and 6.2, addressing RQ2. Therefore, the analysis 

of the current situation, leads the interpretation 

of resistance events and manifestations 

organized in the past 10 years, including their 

effects in the case of Italy, further deepening 

into RQ2 and answering RQ1 (chapter 6.3). 

6.1 The Italian agricultural system 

The Italian agri-food system is one of the 

cornerstones of the national economy. 

Agriculture and the food industry also emerge 

among the most resilient sectors of the national 

economy in the face of the current crisis (CREA 

- Consiglio per la ricerca in agricoltura e 

l'analisi dell'economia agraria, 2021).  Figure 6 - Percentage of impact of migrant workers in the 
agricultural sector over a the total workers per municipality.  
Source: Censimento Agricoltura 
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Nowadays the presence of migrant workers employed within the Italian agriculture is a 

structural element and a peculiarity of the sector (Macrì, et al., 2018). Figure 6 illustrates the 

percentage of migrant workers over the total amount of registered agricultural workers, per 

municipality14. In some cases, the level reaches 75/100% (blue areas), demonstrating the lack 

of available Italians to be employed in low skilled jobs, as well as the centrality of the presence 

of migrants for the economy of the country (Scotto, 2016). The contribution of immigrant 

labourers is crucial to the sector analysed, also in terms of specialization and competences 

provided. Despite that, many migrant workers in the field cover low-skills job positions, many 

others are essential as skilled labourers such as pruners, tractor drivers or livestock farmers 

(FLAI CGIL representative). Therefore, the quality of the contribution they make to building 

multifunctional agricultural systems is another milestone to their presence in the development 

of this sector (De Rosa, et al., 2019; Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 2003), as also emerged from the 

interviews conducted among labour unions representatives from FLAI CGIL Lazio and USB 

Gioia Tauro. The development of the economy of the country is strictly related to the migratory 

flows towards the peninsula, as demonstration of the strong nexus existent between migration 

and development. Sometimes the positive outcomes of this relationship are not maximized, 

witnessing the unbalanced relationship between migration and development illustrated in the 

literature review (Nyberg Sørensen, et al., 2003). Development, in the case of Italy, is 

prevented from receiving the positive effects of immigration, in terms of integration and socio-

economic enhancement. 

Throughout recent decades, many Italians and foreigners have paid the high cost of labour 

exploitation by criminal organizations, often with their lives (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 

2018). The vulnerability of the exploited, the fears of the victims, the difficulty of monitoring 

and investigating by the competent bodies, the absence of valid legal instruments in terms of 

assistance and protection of the victims are some of the reasons that make it difficult for 

criminal phenomena to emerge. In general terms, it can be said that labour exploitation 

advances unchecked where there is a lack of structural and programmatic national policies 

aimed at simultaneously guaranteeing the human rights of the victims and eradicating illegal 

underground economic systems (Carchedi, et al., 2015). This is a case, in which migration 

could strongly and positively influence politics and practice in the receiving country as 

 
14 The number of Italians registered does not reflect the amount of actual Italian farm workers. As deepened later 
in this study, often Italian farm owners register their relatives as “workers” in order to allow them to get access to 
government subsidies. On the contrary, the numbers of registered migrants is certainly lower than the widespread 
adoption of illegal methods of living. 
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explained by Nyberg Sørensen, et al. (2003). It does impact politics but does not favour 

enhancements in the sector as referred in the literature review (Ceschi, et al., 2019). 

From the consultations with scholar-activists (SOS Rosarno - Scholar activist, University of 

Pavia researcher) came out that, the high levels of those illegal practices reside in the structure 

of agricultural supply chains globally. Since the 1980s, three phenomena have developed, 

throughout southern Europe, particularly in Italy: 

1. the role of intermediaries (i.e. supermarkets, which manage 75% of the sector ca.); 

2. the transformation of work conditions and practices in agriculture; 

3. the structure of the agricultural sector. 

Over the last 30 years (starting from the ‘80s), more than 1.5 million farms have disappeared. 

In the last 10 years, the number of farms has fallen by 32% and the area of those remaining on 

the market has increased. This is associated with the growing hegemony of the supermarket 

over distribution of fresh food (SOS Rosarno - Scholar activist). In Italian agriculture, inspite 

of the growing territorial ties, such as the renovated attention to the “made in Italy” products 

and their “good quality”, supermarkets have a central role: marginalization of farmers and 

migrant workers is a direct consequence of that. Indeed, for farmers, the functioning of this 

structure is not sustainable. They could be considered as the equivalent as employees of 

supermarkets, which request “just in time products”, meaning the production of items for the 

next day. This new model brought a transformation of labour organization, with increasing 

availability of work, transformation of supply and labour relations, which impacted the systems 

of wage decrease and levels of flexibility of labour (Ibid.). Therefore, Italian agriculture cannot 

be defined fully sustainable, because of its structure based on the dominant production model 

(Iocco, et al., 2019). In this way, migration can only be seen as a tool for this system not to 

collapse, rather than as an opportunity to improve the production system. Having people who 

work for hours with extremely low wages, it contributes to give the possibility to suppliers to 

meet the requirements of supermarkets, who dictates the rules of this unsustainable system. 

Agricultural producers, in order not to be kicked out of the market, are forced to undergo and 

accept low sell prices established by big multinationals. Since they cannot cut fixed costs of 

production, they are forced to cut on workforce. This leads to the exploitation of desperate 

people in search of a job to survive (SOS Rosarno - Scholar activist). 
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6.2 Decent job and workers’ rights in Italian agriculture 

The following section aims at investigating the main problematics related to agriculture in Italy, 

trying to answer RQ2, deepening into living and working conditions in agriculture (6.2.1 and 

6.2.2). The vision endorsed here is reinforced in chapter 6.3. 

6.2.1 The gangmasters system or Caporalato 

In the past few years, ISTAT registered a growth in unobserved and illegal economy (Martin, 

2016). The whole agro-productive sector is heavily hit by forms of illegitimate way of 

managing production and exportation of Made in Italy goods (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 

2018). The wide diffusion of labour exploitation in the sector, does not put Italy in a good 

position in terms of SDG8 and 10 progresses. This is worsened by the fact that the position of 

Italians is very different from the one of immigrants: why do they have such different 

treatment? Indeed, this implies inhibition of locals towards system’s problems, transforming 

migrant workers into the mean for social transformation, as migration-development nexus 

theory demonstrates. To answer that question and to understand how immigration in Italy can 

be related to the sustainable development of the sector, a leap into the origins of caparolato is 

necessary. 

The current situation of the agricultural Italian system, is the consequence of a historical path, 

characterised by structural differences lying within the economy of the country, as emerged 

from interviews with experts in the sector (SOS Rosarno - Scholar activist, University of Pavia 

researcher). As a matter of facts, all Italian sectors register strong differences between northern, 

central and southern regions. ISTAT statistical surveys of the last census show differences in 

terms of type of companies: in the North, firms tend to be larger and more developed, while in 

the centre/south mostly small and medium-sized. This difference stems from the agricultural 

reforms of the 1950s. Central-southern companies developed a typology of organization based 

on labour force instead of technological enhancement as in the north of the country. Thus, the 

search for cheap labour laid the foundations for the development of caporalato, even before the 

growth of migratory flows. The specific origins of caporalato are related to the way, in the 

South, the Italian economy developed after the World War I: initially, workers in the south 

were mainly farm labourers who were given land. Moreover, the system in the south was based 

on day labour. Since the employer did not always have the skills to select workers, the figure 

of the “gangmaster” or “caporale” emerged (Ibid.). 
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The arrival of foreign labour in the 1980s created a vicious circle: the increase in availability 

of personnel brought low-cost labour to become the only mean of competitiveness for 

companies in the centre/south, although there were also cases in the north. This situation led to 

structural problems that hinder political and economic reforms, which brought to a reduced 

modernisation of the sector and to a subsequent impossibility (even nowadays) to make 

innovation happen, having negative effects on workers' rights (University of Pavia researcher). 

This has caused the necessity to track their internal mechanisms of this illicit system, in order 

to safeguard workers, lands owners and the quality of products. With the aim to succeed in this 

fight, the historical Italian labour union FLAI-CGIL has taken care of research whose outcome 

is the “Agromafie and Caporalato report”. Every year, the report analyzes the composition of 

employment in the agricultural sector, the presence of immigrants, their living and working 

conditions: no protection for them, life in ghettos emarginated from the rest of the society and 

salaries which reaches the lowest levels of 1 euro per hour worked in the fields, picking 

tomatos, for a total of 12 hours every day (FLAI-CGIL, 2018; FLAI-CGIL, 2017; Martin, 

2016). 

As witnessed among the interviewed agricultural workers (Annex 1), as well as activists who 

pretended to be migrant workers for research goals, in order to further explore the situation on-

the-field (Scholar/Research with camouflage in-the-field experience nr. 1 & nr. 2), gangmasters 

recruitment nowadays, works always at the same conditions: a significant function is played 

by labour intermediaries, who are of both Italian and foreign origin. They are generally of the 

same nationality as the groups of workers they hire to bring them to work and to introduce 

them to employers and entrepreneurs who wish to bypass the official agencies that match 

labour supply and demand. The corporal carries out this intermediary function only to make 

money. This profit is accumulated through a quota that the corporal establishes with the worker, 

usually in a one-way manner, similarly to how it happened in Norway (Carchedi & Dolente, 

2011; Ryea & Andrezejewskac, 2010). Informal labour supply and demand meeting places 

exist in many cities. In fact, it is not difficult to find foreign labour available by the day or by 

the week, depending on the needs of the production cycle that one intends to activate and carry 

out. They can be found in proximity of squares or near bus and coach stations connecting the 

city to surrounding villages. Labour is gathered in these areas, to be better intercepted by the 

corporals, and to be sorted in the different workplaces of the city or its hinterland (Carchedi & 

Dolente, 2011). 
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In Italian jurisdiction the technical definition of caporalato system is illicit intermediation in 

the employment of agricultural labour (it may also apply to other sectors ie. construction), 

prohibited as such by Article 20 of Italian Law 83/197015 (Scotto, 2016). Mafia influence on 

the economic and social sphere, is heavy16: criminal organizations present over the territory, 

especially in the South, have important influence on agriculture (Carchedi, et al., 2015). As a 

matter of facts, Mafia offers a service where the State is not able to keep control (USB Gioia 

Tauro Activist). High level of awareness among institutions about the problematics affecting the 

Italian agricultural sector, as well as a lack of political will to actively intervene and take 

responsibility to change the status quo, is recurrently emerged from the data extrapolated from 

the interviews conducted for the present research (Annex 1). 

6.2.2 Workers’ rights observance in the agricultural sector in Italy: living 

and working conditions of local and immigrant workers 

As mentioned above, the parameter chosen to observe the level of development of Italian 

agricultural sector are two of the Sustainable Development Goals: SDG8, in terms of decent 

work conditions and sustainable livelihoods and SDG10 to highlight existing inequalities in 

the sector. The interconnections among these two SDGs, will be contextualized and 

harmonized with the research focus in the next paragraph: the increase in poverty and 

inequalities, together with the difficulties faced by migrants in the ghettos (SDG 10), will be 

connected to the indecent work conditions present in the agricultural fields (SDG8) (Ceschi, et 

al., 2019; Caritas e Migrantes, 2020). 

General living conditions 

Poverty rates in Italy have increased particularly among the most vulnerable population 

groups: people with precarious work contracts, low level of education, and foreign 

nationality influence the poverty risks: 14,2 % points difference between workers with 

fixed terms (22,8%) and with permanent contracts (8,6%). Workers holding only 

secondary school diploma or lower qualification have 13,1% more chances to face 

poverty, with respect to those who held tertiary degree (6%). Finally, the most evident 

 
15“Norme in materia di collocamento e accertamento dei lavoratori agricoli”. 
16 Corporals mediate between supply and demand for labour in a given geographical area and in a given sector, 
in the sense that they are in charge of selecting, on behalf of the employers, the labour needed for the activities, 
choosing among the aspiring workers. This selection process (which takes place informally, within a black 
economy framework) does not take place once and for all but is usually practiced daily (Ibid.). 
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inequality data are recorded between foreign people, having 30,4% chances to be at risk 

of poverty, compared to 10 % of Italian workers (ISTAT - Istituto nazionale di 

statistica, 2020). Those who are refugees and applicants for international protection, 

belong to the most at-risk groups, as well as migrant workers and members of their 

families (Caritas e Migrantes, 2020). In the country, poverty manifest itself in different 

ways: 

- Electricity resources can present risks of energy poverty (EP), like many other 

developed countries, especially among the most disadvantaged social categories 

(Ibid.). 

- Home heating related problems is triple among the population at risk of poverty 

(30% against 10% compared to the rest of the population) and higher among 

foreign citizens (23% vs. 14% for Italians) (Ibid.). 

- Lack of (legal) work opportunities and access to social safety nets, and decent 

living conditions (existence of ghettos) (Ibid.). 

These conditions are faced on daily base by migrant agricultural workers, who usually 

live in ghettos or provisional warehouses built by local organizations, as often happens 

in other countries facing this situation (Martin, 2016). These places characterize the 

marginalization process of immigrants in the sector: they have no chance to interact 

with locals since those spots are placed in the countryside, far from the city centre. They 

are forced to live there, because they face deep problems in finding a house for rent, for 

different reasons: racial motivations, impossibility to afford the rent and necessity to 

move from one place to another depending on the working season. Life for them is not 

easy, as witnessed on the skins of migrant workers interviewed: 

The conditions there were simply terrible, awful, both in the field and outside: the 

ghetto lacked basic services for a decent life. We had neither hot water nor water in 

general. We survived the day only because local associations brought us clothes and 

food 

 (MAW3). 

Even if differences in treatment are registered also among migrants’ ethnicities, the 

widest gap is between the conditions of migrants as a whole and Italians. Indeed, when 

locals are involved in agriculture-related labour activities, they have more protection 
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than foreign labourers. Migrants are more exploited, given their different background 

and network conditions. Having a family to rely on makes a huge difference, as well as 

the capability to speak the exploiters language and knowledge about Italian labours’ 

legal framework. Italians are advantaged, having alternatives if the situation becomes 

untenable (MAW1). They can easily change jobs and escape exploitation. While 

migrants, in the absence of regulatory elements such as procedures for obtaining a 

residence permit, are prevented from doing so. Also, most of the Italians who work in 

the fields, do so only for a period, when they may be in economic difficulty, but usually 

that is not a permanent profession (IAW).  

Salary 

Also, in terms of labour rights and decent work conditions the situation is difficult for 

immigrants: 

At the beginning of the season, we were paid about 25 euros per working day (this 

method of payment is cheaper for owners when there is more fruit to pick and 

harvesting is faster). Later in the season, we were paid per 3,50 euros per box 

(MAW2). 

Each box can contain up to 400 kilos of tomatoes and the box itself weights 70 kilos. 

The problem of the payment per box is that in order to fill a whole box it can take hours, 

depending on the ability of the picker, as witnessed by Ivan Sagnet in his book “Ama 

il tuo sogno. Rivolta nella terra dell'oro rosso” (Sagnet, 2007). Following this 

exploitation system, a person can spend the whole day under the sun in the middle of 

August, with no access to water or food, with no right to rest, from sunrise to sunset, 

earning merely 10/15 euros (Ibid.). 

Comparing these witnessing with Italians’ conditions, high level of inequalities can be 

noted. As mentioned by a direct witness, a researcher who also worked in the fields for 

a period of time, during her interview she stated that “the colour of the skin determines 

the price of the work per box” noticing a different treatment between her, an Italian 

worker, and the other immigrant workers (SOS Rosarno - Scholar activist). Indeed, in 

terms of salary, Italians gain more in average than migrants they are never paid per box, 

and each day is paid around 35 euros (irregularly) (MAW3). In any case the salary is 
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very low for everybody, despite the nationality, but Italians are a bit more favoured 

(USB Gioia Tauro Activist). 

Work contracts 

Migrant workers usually have three work contracts options: 

1. Legal contract, which is very uncommon. 

2. Grey contract: the owner makes a contract only for a small part of the actual 

days worked by the person. This is a way to elude the payment of general and 

safety nets related taxes. 

3. Black work, which corresponds to illegal work (MAW3). 

Unfortunately, most of times migrants are forced to accept humiliating working 

conditions, because also one euro difference, if sent back to the country of origin, can 

be crucial for the survival of a whole family (MAW2). 

“In this country, you reserve a better treatment to animals that to us” (MAW1) is a 

sentence pronounced by a migrant worker interviewed, which summarizes the 

emotional status of these people. 

For the Italians in the sector, living and working conditions are widely different, and 

for sure, better (MAW1). Although always paltry, they are treated favourably. For the 

reasons mentioned above, their bargaining power is higher than the one of lonely and 

poor migrants, who often find themselves in such position when bargaining abroad for 

a job (Ryea & Andrzejewskac, 2010). Italians are usually not as desperate. Furthermore, 

locals have more skills such as ability to drive tractors or use similar tools, which makes 

them in a more competitive position (Ibid.). Moreover, most of the Italians appearing 

in the official labour statistics in the sector, are owners of fields or relatives of farmers 

who are officially registered as agricultural workers. This is a typical fraud, given the 

fact that relatives are usually registered even though they have never seen a field of 

tomatoes in their lives. They do it, only to obtain unemployment subsidies or other 

forms of assistance from the government (Labour Union Representative – FLAI CGIL; 

USB Gioia Tauro Activist; Scholar/Researcher with camouflage in-the-field experience 

2). 
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“Inequalities generate hate” 

(Scholar/Researcher with camouflage in-

the-field experience 2). This is the reason, 

besides all the forms of exploitation and 

above-described indecent living 

conditions, why immigrants lately have 

faced an increasing number of racial 

physical aggressions from locals, which  

place them in a position of constant fear, 

even while they are asleep, besides 

everything else (Mangano, 2010). “There 

is no possibility of integration without 

decent payments and legal work contracts” 

(MAW1). 

Inequalities can also generate 

opportunities. This might seem as a 

paradox, but ghettoization, can be seen as a phenomenon which leads to solidarity and towards 

the creation of a solid Social Capital, among immigrants living in those isolated places and 

sharing the same pitiful conditions. This gives them the strength to survive, and to organize 

resistance against a system that exploits them and that do not take into consideration that, 

besides their skills, they are human beings. Trust is the key element at the basis of this social 

mechanism to happen. Migrants' lack of confidence in Italians and in co-nationals who cover 

the position of corporals, push them together to rely on each other, in the bubble society created 

within ghettos. Their common values, hopes and background, being most of them irregular 

immigrants, who tackled dangerous and very long travels from their homelands, as well as the 

fact that they are lonely, with no family network (in most of the cases) over the Italian territory, 

push them to work together, in the name of freedom and justice for the whole category of 

agricultural exploited workers. Migrants have more than a reason to arise against the system. 

On the other hand, Italians are not really incentivized in fighting for the cause, given their 

different situation. They prefer not to come together and contribute to the already existent social 

capital of their foreigners’ colleagues, since they do not have sharable fights. Italians are not 

as much exploited as migrants are, and as mentioned before, they can rely on family nets to 

Figure 7 –  Representaion of Camara Fantamadi, immigrant agricultural 
worker from Mali, dead in the fields in Puglia region, at the age of 27 on 
24/06/21  
Source: http://maurobiani.it/2021/06/27/camara-fantamadi/  
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avoid being exploited. Moreover, often Italians registered in the sector either are the exploiters, 

or the fictional workers of family farms. This mechanism of turning the system into their 

favour, make them united against injustice in a different way from immigrants. The choice of 

silence is, in any case, a form of associationism through their available social capital. Not 

arising against the system, they manage not to be exploited, but to exploit it instead. More 

insights about Italians (in)activism are given in the next paragraph. 

6.3 Political activism for social change applied: a journey into Italy’s activism 
from its origins to nowadays 

Over the Italian territory, both natives 

and immigrants working in the 

agricultural sector find a representation 

in the framework of labour’s rights 

activism as illustrated in Figure 7.  

Labour Unions’ (in Italian “Sindacati”) 

action takes place on different levels, 

but the central one is bargaining with employers on their willingness to protect workers whose 

contractual rights are not respected. For instance, when a worker is not provided with a regular 

contract, or in the case of foreigner workers, when the employer does not ensure the employees 

to meet their basic needs such as a shelter, food, good sanitary conditions, documentation for 

resident permits or adequate salaries – among the others – it tries to find long terms solutions 

(Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto - FLAI CGIL, 2016). Some of them, such as FLAI19, actively 

try to promote a new mentality among employers, where the regularization and respect of 

worker’s rights should be a priority for them: adopting a sustainable development strategy 

which focuses both on products, as well as, labour quality, it can increase awareness and it can 

have international resonance, also influencing the opening of new markets, impacting 

positively the economic growth of the sector (Ibid.; Labour Union Representative – FLAI-

CGIL). 

 
19 FLAI: Federazione Lavoratori Agroindustria is an italian trade union for agricultural workers and workers 
in the food processing industry. Its fundamental statutory principles include protecting, defending and promoting 
the individual and collective rights of the workers it represents (permanent and temporary employees, seasonal 
workers, casual workers) and strengthening solidarity between all permanent, temporary and unemployed workers 
(FLAI-CGIL, 2018). 

Labour's	
rights	
activsm

Labour	
Unions

Street	
Labour	
Unions

No	Profit	
Organizations	/
Migrants'	

Associasionism

Figure 8 – Labour rights activism components 
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In order to answer the second research question, an insight within Italian agricultural workers’ 

protests and history is necessary. An inactivity trend of this category in the recent years has 

emerged from the interviews conducted. It is the outcome of a process developed throughout 

the years. In general, agricultural labourers have limited organisational capacity, as they are in 

daily competition. Italians, however, have been very active in the framework of peasants’ 

revolts. In the early 1900s and later in the 1940s and 1950s, the social conflict within the Italian 

agricultural world was tangible. The struggles of those years led to a revolutionary agrarian 

reform and a process of modernisation of rural activities. In this context, the role of the CGIL 

and the Italian trade unions was central. The spirits of revindication of farm workers, therefore, 

begun to decrease. In the meantime, a strong phenomenon of abandonment of the countryside 

started, which negatively affected political mobilisation. The average age of farm workers 

increased, changing Italy's predisposition to union struggles. Political conflict in the 

agricultural sector therefore decreased, having shifted towards the industrial sector (Researcher 

University of Pavia; Scotto, 2015). It was in the 1960s that the figure of the corporal began to 

become more widespread. However, until the 1990s, when the first migratory flows strongly 

influenced the composition of agricultural work, the situation was quite different from today: 

the corporals had a different role. They were themselves Italian labourers who, having gained 

the employer's trust, were able to 'move up the ladder' by becoming in charge for recruitment. 

They were not exploitative towards their colleagues and fellow citizens. In addition, in Italy, 

owners and workers often reached agreements to exploit the safety nets system, taking 

advantage of illegal opportunities: for example, if the minimum number of working days per 

month is legally reached, the rest of the days of the month are worked illegally in order to 

obtain state compensation. In this way, profit is maximised. This happens also nowadays: thus, 

Italians in the sector are present but less willing to mobilise, as they are more likely to exploit 

this system of widespread illegality (USB Gioia Tauro Activist). Therefore, for many years, 

Italian farm workers, while living in situations of misery, did not organise themselves as in 

previous decades to obtain more rights. 

In the 1990s, Italy became a country at the centre of migratory flows. Migrants from Eastern 

Europe and Africa changed the face of Italian agricultural work. This phenomenon was 

perceived negatively, as it was seen as the cause of a worsening of working conditions, which 

were instead caused by much deeper structural problems (Researcher University of Pavia). 

Nevertheless, when the media resonance of some cases of deaths in agricultural fields became 
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national, as in the case of the killing of the South African farm worker Jerry Masslo20 in Castel 

Volturno, a new wave of mobilisations, with Italians at the centre of the protests, began. The 

anti-racist Italian movement was created and led to a reform of Italian legislation regarding the 

recognition of refugee status. On the contrary, in recent years, revolt actions have not been 

organised by Italians, also due to the low level of employment of locals in the sector 

(Scholar/Researcher1). Another reason is ideological: the collapse of the trade unions in the 

twentieth century has paved the way for a nationalist vision of society even among Italian 

labourers. A rhetorical and racist narrative that consolidates the individualisation of farm 

workers and conflict from below, thus left the field open to the intermediation of modern 

caporalato (Researcher with camouflage in-the-field experience 1). This phenomenon has 

disrupted the sense of social capital union to fight injustices among Italian workers. 

This trend towards individualization of work, together with a decreasing presence of locals in 

the fields, have increased the intolerance of Italians towards migrant workers, often wrongly 

seen as people who “steal” job opportunities to Italian citizens (Ibid.; Caritas e Migrantes, 

2020). The slow and arduous progress of a part of the foreign community, especially in the 

south, does not involve Italian labourers also for cultural reasons, already specified in the 

previous chapters, and emerged from most of the interviews conducted, Italians unemployed 

are usually “in transit” in the fields. The family network (their relative’s work, their elderly 

parents' pensions, their own undeclared work) and the institutional network (citizenship 

income, redundancy funds, mobility, regional compensation for agricultural work) guarantee 

them some form of extra assistance (Researcher with camouflage in-the-field experience 1). 

In his study, Angelo Scotto (2015) highlights the reasons of a different approach to activism 

and revolts against the working conditions in agriculture: he states that physical violence and 

protests are more likely to arise from migrants rather than from the Italian community, given 

their different socio-economic status, as well as the psychological approach to the problem of 

exploitation. Italians seem to be more prone to accept the forms of injustice they are subject to, 

having internalized it after years of stillness. In other words, they have no hope of obtaining 

better working and living conditions. On the contrary, migrants appear ready to physically fight 

against it, or at least to try to make their voice heard before accepting it (Ibid.). Italians remain 

the minority, marginal, inactive social group within agricultural protests. In the big agro-

 
20 He was a refugee living in Italy, who was murdered by a gang of criminals. His case deeply affected public 
opinion on racism in Italy. 
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companies they may be those who have permanent employment relationships, so no need to 

protest (Labour Union Representative – FLAI-CGIL). Given the different attitude towards the 

problem and the different background, immigrants prefer to organise themselves by their own 

means. When Italian workers manifest their unsatisfaction, joining mobilisations led by 

migrants’ workers, they always have a marginal role (MAW1; Scholar/Research with 

camouflage in-the-field experience 2). As witnessed by a researcher in disguise, who worked 

for roughly one year in the field around Rome’s area, and who contributed to organize a wide 

protest movement back in 2016, the few Italians who joined the protest in the city centre of 

Rome, kept the boundaries with immigrant co-workers. For instance, they decided to come to 

the meeting place by car, rather than by organized bus, and looked at the manifestation as 

outsiders, on a side of the square (Scholar/Research with camouflage in-the-field experience 

2). 

The dream of FLAI-CGIL is the realization of integration of Italian traditional activism and 

migrants organization for resistance, as stated by the secretary of FLAI-CGIL Lazio (Labour 

Union Representative – FLAI-CGIL). FLAI-CGIL in Lazio region was aiming, indeed, to 

integrate Sikh (Indian ethincity) activists within the union’s system. Indian immigrants, for 

example, organise themselves by temples. Each temple has a president, a management 

committee and various oligarchies. The problem is that often, they feel "threatened" by Italian 

trade union actions. They prefer other forms of organisation to fight for their own causes 

(MAW). Moreover, it is very hard to make integration between the struggles of Italians and 

migrants possible, given the different background and conditions they live in 

(Scholar/Researcher1). The existence of such trusted organizations makes Italians at first more 

aware of their rights and gives them the perception of having a solid network to rely on, despite 

their direct activism in the fight for problems which affect their category. In this case, Social 

Capital already exist, and natives feel to belong to it, even without being actively involved in 

the labour unions fights. Consequently, almost exclusively Italians turns to labour unions 

(Labour Union Representative from FLAI-CGIL). On the other hand, “Immigrants do not trust 

USB21 activists, not even co-nationals working for labour unions” states an activist from USB 

labour union in Gioia Tauro (USB Gioia Tauro Activist). 

When organizations such as “Caritas” arrived in the ghettos, we never trusted them at first. 

We always thought that they could cooperate with corporals or landowners, rather than help 

 
21 USB stands for Unione Sindacale di Base and it is an italian labour union. 
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us. We were worried they could come to worsen our conditions or make us lose our job. We 

only trusted our ghetto’s co-workers, mostly co-nationals (MAW1). 

Cooperation with migrants’ organizations is difficult, then, because they do not trust Italians’ 

organizations (MAW3). It is very difficult for them, for instance, to approach sub-Saharan 

labourers: “they hardly trust anyone, especially Italian associations, who approach them saying 

that they are fighting for their rights. In the past, many associations have been dishonest and 

have taken advantage of the 'immigration business', promising changes for the labourers that 

have never happened” is what a Sub-Saharan migrant witnessed (Ibid.).  

Even for African activists it is difficult: they are told that they come to sell their brothers, 

being in cahoots with Italian associations. Field work is difficult today, in the last few 

months, the farm workers have been self-organising: the migrant farm workers must take the 

floor, start the fight on the front line for their rights. No one else should fight for them 

(MAW2). 

Therefore, Street Labour Unions have been created. They can be considered as an appendix of 

the more classic Labour Unions. This parallel and alternative unions system has the goal to 

reach foreign and non-foreign workers by going into the fields, close to the companies, to the 

places where the workers gather. This strategy can be considered as a “hunting” of workers, 

often unaware of their rights or even of the mere possibility to ask for help. Going around the 

harvesting is also useful to observe the dynamics behind illegal hiring mechanisms and 

exploitation practices (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto - FLAI CGIL, 2016). 

Indeed, this is an instrument labour union can use to fill the gap between institutions and 

immigrant workers rights. From the interviews conducted, the mistrust towards these 

organizations arose from the lack of consideration of real irregular and immigrant workers’ 

necessities: “When institutions sit at the same table as labour unionist, migrants’ voices are 

not brought to the conversation, their real need are not considered” (SOS Rosarno - Scholar 

activist). This is at the basis of organizational differences among ethnic groups. 

Different kind of estimation of problems and different causes and levels of motivation, brings 

immigrants to organize themselves in an autonomous way, because “The auspicable change 

is not what we imagine for them, but what they think for themselves” (Scholar/Research with 

camouflage in-the-field experience 2). 
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Within ghettos, indeed, interesting organization dynamics can be observed. Many No Profit 

Organizations and Migrants Associations (Candia & Carchedi, 2012) are nowadays active on 

the Italian territory, to promote workers’ rights.  

One of the most famous ones is the organization NoCap22, NGO created by Yvan Sagnet, the 

man-symbol of the fight for rights 

organized by migrants in Nardò, 

Puglia, in 2011. As he illustrates in 

his books regarding his personal 

experience as exploited immigrant 

agro-worker, this type of 

organization comes from the ghettos 

community’s development present 

in the areas around the agricultural fields where migrants work and live. The concentration of 

the same individuals, sharing the same background, culture and difficulties has been a huge 

boost for episodes of revolts (Corrado & Perrotta, 2012). The mentioned protest was one of the 

first relevant of recent years, together with Rosarno revolt, organized in Calabria in 2010. In 

that case migrants united against racism-based aggressions to immigrant farm workers in the 

country (Mangano, 2010). The violent physical attacks and awful situation that immigrants 

were forced to face on daily basis, brought the whole local ghetto community to mobilize and 

raise awareness on what was happening in the south of Italy, as witnessed by one of the 

organizers, interviewed by the researcher (MAW1). 

In the last years, another migrant worker stepped into the public scene, as representative of all 

exploited people in the sector: Abubakar Soumahoro. He founded the “Lega Braccianti”, which 

is an NGO who aims at representing all exploited categories in the country. He organizes tours 

all over the country and protests in the squares of the main towns in Italy to raise awareness 

about the agricultural sector and advocate for workers’ rights against caporalato. The last wide 

and resonant manifestation has been organized in Rome on May 19th, 2021. 

Both Yvan Sagnet and Abubakar Soumahoro, are the symbol of the application of Group 

Theories on the mechanisms inside the Italian countryside’s ghettos: people sharing the same 

 
22NoCap is a migrants-funded NGO base in Puglia, where the Nardò revolution took place in 2011. More 
information can be found at the following link https://www.nocap.it/ 

Figure 9 - Yvan Sagnet joining a protest against the gangmasters system and labour 
exploitation in the South of Italy (IULIANO, 2019). 
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exploitation conditions, mobilize themselves, not exclusively for their own sake, but to obtain 

a common good. This vision is strengthened by the fact that they risk their lives openly fighting 

against mafia organization, because the common goal is considered as central in order to 

change the status quo. In other words, they choose to gather and organize protests against the 

unwholesome system that exploits them, which in case of positive outcome could lead to 

sustainable solutions and long-term development (Olson, 1971). Political activism, in this case, 

is the outcome of their necessities. This view is reinforced by the fact that nowadays, despite 

their relevance on the scene, Yvan Sagnet and Abubakar Soumahoro are not considered 

representative, neither by their ex-colleagues nor by local Italian activists. Once left ghettos, 

they have been absorbed into a vortex of fame and politics, that make them look to the eyes of 

their peers as corrupted, who do not raise the voices of their fellow colleagues anymore, but 

they imitate the work of labour unions (MAW2; IAW).   

Italy is clearly provided of means to “make people speak out” as indicated above: labour 

unions, street labour unions, Italian no-profit organizations and immigrant funded NGOs. The 

problem which makes this system inefficient is the lack of coordination among them: as stated 

by an interviewee, who is both an employer and an activist for worker’s rights (very rare to 

find): 

These people [Sagnet, Soumahoro etc.] have ruined our work of years, abandoning the 

places where they started and selling themselves to the media and labour unions. We trusted 

them, but they lost themselves in the way. And now, we remain here while they are gone, with 

a network destroyed, trust and relationship to be rebuilt from zero  

(IAW). 

Having the same objective, is not enough to reach it. Especially in a country where 

administrative, bureaucratic and judiciary mechanisms result complex and slow, and where the 

power of mafia organizations is still, unfortunately, very influential on the legislative 

procedures (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto - FLAI CGIL, 2014). 
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6.3.1 Effects of migrant protests on sustainable development 

The protests organized by immigrant agro-workers in Italy, as mentioned above carried on 

since 2010, have had an impact on the sustainable development of the country under different 

perspectives (Triandafyllidou, 2009). 

In general, the feedback concerning a real change in the campaigns, about living and working 

conditions is not always positive. This is related to the lack of political will to listen to the needs 

of agricultural workers and implement solutions. As mentioned by all interviewees short- and 

long-term solutions, indeed, exist and have been proposed to national and local authorities, but 

never really taken into consideration by them (Labour union’s representatives, activists and 

agricultural workers). An example is the proposal of abolition of the Law Bossi-Fini23 adopted 

in 2002 in order to increase the control over immigration. This regulation’s main characteristics 

impose immediate expulsions with accompaniment to the border of irregulars, the issuing of 

residence permit only with a work certificate, restrictions on the duration of the permit and 

criteria for remaining in Italy, among the others (Anna Franchin, 2013). The application of 

such law is in favour of criminal organizations based on caporalato and black labour market 

system. Indeed, following this law, if an illegal immigrant denounce exploitation, the victim 

him/herself will be incriminated and expelled from the country (Mangano, 2010). Even if 

greatly critised, this has been in part tried to be solved at the very beginning of the Covid-19 

crisis, in March 2020, when the Italian Minister of Agriculture adopted the Law No. 34 art. 

103, also known as “Sanatoria”,  which consists in a possibility of bringing to light existing 

irregular work relationships with foreign nationals, as well as issuing temporary residence 

permits to foreign nationals who were already in possession of such permits, which expired on 

31 October 2019 and were neither renewed nor converted into another residence permit 

(Ministero dell'Interno, 2020). This can be considered as a very first step towards the fulfilment 

of SDG 8, in terms of decent working conditions and increasing equality (SDG10) in terms of 

opportunities and rights within the same country. Until when the political class will change 

attitude towards workers’ rights in this field and towards migration, no structural change will 

be recorded (Scholar/Researcher1). 

Even when migrants’ protests and forms of associationism did not achieve their main 

objectives, they managed to shift the spotlight of the public opinion on undiscussed topics. The 

 
23 Decree Law No. 189 of 30/09/2002. 
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fights brought to the surface the conditions of people working in the fields, the impediments to 

eradication of caporalato and the impossibility to change the status quo. Therefore, in terms of 

community impact, these protests were useful to provide information and raise awareness: 

Mafia organizations, managed to keep the silence over the illicit behaviour conducted in the 

field of agriculture through caporalato for years. No reaction by Italians involved in the sector, 

brought to a widespread ignorance among citizens on how the food industry was treating 

workers. As stated in an interview “in an anti-mafia sense, against racism, discrimination and 

exploitation, activism is the first step towards progress” (Scholar/Research with camouflage 

in-the-field experience 2). Awareness and understanding of problems that seem far from ours, 

can lead to the creation of a sense of community which is intrinsically linked to development. 

The long-term process of building up community and household social and economic 

capacities in an informed and sustainable manner, in order to eradicate poverty and 

vulnerability, and to promote social justice, can be achieved through the application of human 

development strategies focused on people (Caritas e Migrantes, 2020).  

This introduces the thematic of integration as a mean to reduce inequalities. The immigrant 

phenomenon in Italy, highlights immigrant associations’ fundamental role in cultural, social 

and political integration between old and new arrivals and the host society (Candia & Carchedi, 

2012). Integration of immigrants -as a consequence of local activism- and community impact 

go side by side. Indeed, it can be related to the improvement of policies supporting rural 

development, as well as their direct implementation to make agricultural markets more 

functional and ensure equitable access to land and technology(Ibid.). For instance, activism of 

migrants finds a positive and reliable effect in this framework, when the exploited manage to 

become entrepreneurs, producing their own nation's typical vegetables and fruits, which can 

then be exported, e.g. Sikh’s products from Rome’s area, could find a rich market among 

European Indian communities (enrichment of agricultural production). Immigrants could 

contribute to opening of markets. Otherwise, they could create cooperatives as in the case of 

Barikamà, whose co-founders have been listened by the author: they give an example of 

integration and achieved independence (they now manage to pay a rent and obtained a 

residence permit), after joining the revolts in Rosarno in 2010. Their path started with a protest 

in the South of Italy to end up in Rome, with the creation of a biological farm (MAW2). 

Entrepreneurial independence of these actors in our society can be a tool to enriching the 

country both in economic and social sense (Scholar/Research with camouflage in-the-field 
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experience 2). This can be summed up with the following citation: “Instead of giving fish to 

your friend, teach him how to fish” (MAW3). 

 Conclusions 

In conclusion, from this research emerged that migrants are more active than Italian agro-

workers in the fight against caporalato, exploitation and racism. The reasons lay behind 

historical/social complex paths, which nowadays bring: 

- Italians to be a privileged minority in the agricultural sector, that accepts the situation 

of less exploitation, often as a temporary job, having a trustful family net and labour 

union system to rely on. 

- Migrants to be more exploited, who activate autonomously in their ghettos, where 

social capital finds fertile ground. They do not trust Italian organizations and 

institutions, and with their fights throughout the years managed to: 

o Raise awareness about the conditions of agro-workers in Italy 

o Push institutions for an improvement of the existent legislation 

o Increase the possibility of integration, through innovative solutions. 

This is a boost for the Italian agricultural sector towards an improvement of working and living 

conditions and reduction of inequalities, that would not be achieved by Italians only. This 

research demonstrates that immigrants’ activism, in the field of agriculture, is crucial in order 

to fulfil sustainability in the sector, in terms of human and social development.24 

 
24 Research on this topic cannot be stopped given the upraising and continuously fearful chronicles events happening every 
day in the fields. The present analysis could be a starting point for regional specific research or comparative research among 
different regions in Italy. Moreover, gender-oriented studies on women working in the Italian agricultural fields would be 
interesting to deepen into. 
Research can be a tool to raise awareness, demonstrate wrongful convictions and increase knowledge about what unlawful is 
happening around us. We should never stop researching when injustice happens around us. 
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Annex 1 - List of interviewees 

 Role Gender Organization Regional area Date 

1 Migrant Agricultural 
Worker 1(MAW 1) M 

• Migrant Agricultural worker 
• Activist from Rosarno’s 

rebellion 
• Bio-farm co-founder 

Calabria/Lazio - 
South/Center of Italy 07/03/2021 

2 Migrant Agricultural 
Worker 2 (MAW 2) M • Migrant Agricultural worker 

• Activist 
Calabria/Lazio– 

South/Center of Italy 20/03/2021 

3 Migrant Agricultural 
worker 3 (MAW 3) M • Migrant Agricultural worker 

• Activist 
Piemonte/Calabria - 
North/Center of Italy 19/03/2021 

4 Italian Agricultural 
Worker (IAW) M 

• Italian Agricultural Worker 
• Activist - Osservatorio Migranti 

Basilicata 

Basilicata – South of 
Italy 26/02/2021 

5 Labour Union 
Representative - USB  M • Labour Union Representative - 

USB Pavia 
Lombardia – North of 

Italy 15/03/2021 

6 USB Gioia Tauro Activist M • USB Gioia Tauro Activist Calabria– South of Italy 10/03/2021 

7 
Labour Union 
Representative – FLAI-
CGIL  

M • Labour Union Representative – 
Flai CGIL Lazio– Center of Italy 17/02/2021 

8 SOS Rosarno - Scholar 
activist W 

• Scholar-activist 
SOS Rosarno, Università della 

Calabria 

Calabria – South of 
Italy 26/02/2021 

9 Researcher 
Univeristy of Pavia  M • Researcher 

Univeristy of Pavia South of Italy 19/02/2021 

10 Scholar/Researcher 1 M • Scholar/Researcher South of Italy 17/02/2021 

11 Scholar/Researcher 2 M • Scholar/Researcher South of Italy 07/03/2021 

12 
Scholar/Research with 
camouflage in-the-field 
experience 1 

M 
• Scholar/Research with 

camouflage in-the-field 
experience 

South of Italy 15/02/2021 

13 

Scholar/Research 
with camouflage 
in-the-field 
experience 2 

M 
• Scholar/Research with 

camouflage in-the-field 
experience 

Lazio – Center of Italy 24/02/2021 
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Annex 2 – Interview’s guide 

 
INTERVIEW'S GUIDE  

for Activists and Labour Union's representatives 
1. From your experience as a trade unionist/activist, what would you say are the major 

problems in the Italian agricultural sector? What prevents sustainable development of 
the sector? 

2. How did they outperform Italian workers in previous years, when they were the main 
ethnic group in the agricultural sector? 

3. In the gap years (1960s - 2011) why didn't the Italians rebel? 
4. What is the role of your association/union in the fight for workers' rights in the 

agricultural sector? What does the trade union do on a daily basis to try to defeat 
'caporalato' and other forms of exploitation? Do workers approach the trade union or do 
workers approach them? Does your association/union interact and collaborate with 
smaller communities of local activists? 

5. Since 2011, the year of the famous Nardò revolt, has the situation of workers improved 
in the Italian countryside? What is the current situation for workers in the sector? Are 
there many cases of forced labour? Are there any other forms of exploitation of workers 
in addition to forced labour? 

6. A review of research carried out in the past years shows a very pronounced activism 
among exploited immigrant communities, rather than Italians. In the case of your 
association/union, who do you target more? Italians or migrants? 

7. If more migrants turn to the trade union, do you think that Italians, due to cultural factors 
(also linked to a greater acceptance of the presence of the Mafia on the territory where 
the state does not arrive) are more resigned to accepting situations of exploitation? If, 
on the other hand, more Italians turn to the trade union, is this due to the fact that 
migrants prefer to organise themselves independently? 

8. What are, in general, the living conditions of the exploited Italian workers who come to 
you? Are they different from those of immigrants? Are there big wage differences 
between Italians and immigrants? Or do they share the same exploitative conditions? 

9. What initiatives should the Italian government take to improve the current situation? 
(Clearly Law 199/2016 is not efficient enough as indicated in the IV Agromafie e 
Caporalato report). What is Italy missing to eradicate these exploitative conditions? 
Why is nothing being done at the grassroots level to eradicate the problem of 
exploitation? 
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INTERVIEW'S GUIDE  
for Researchers 

1. From your experience as a researcher in the field, what would you say are the major 
problems in the Italian agricultural sector? What prevents sustainable development - 
especially in terms of workers' rights - in the sector? 

2. Did you find, during your field experiences, the presence of Italian labourers in the 
sector? If so, are the living conditions of Italian workers different from those of 
immigrants? Are there big differences in salaries between the two groups or do they 
share the same exploitative conditions? 

3. A review of research carried out in past years reveals a very pronounced activism 
among exploited immigrant communities, rather than Italians. Are you familiar with 
the organisational dynamics of revolt processes in the sector? Is it the norm for the 
two communities to organise separately, or do they support each other? Is there 
conflict? 

4. In your opinion, do ghettos allow the development of a stronger social capital that 
pushes migrant communities to mobilise, compared to local communities, who share 
many cultural aspects but do not always share labour issues? Or do Italians lack 
motivation to mobilise against the exploitation of farm workers? Could an answer to 
the lower activism of Italians be linked to cultural factors, also related to a greater 
acceptance of the mafia presence on the territory, where the state does not arrive and, 
consequently, to a resigned acceptance of exploitation situations? 

5. In some cases indicated in research in the field, a benevolence towards corporals 
emerges, in stark contrast to the view of these figures depicted and described 
negatively in the book 'Love your dream' by Yvan Sagnet. What is the norm? 

6. In your opinion, at this historical moment, could activism actions organised by 
migrants be fundamental for the development of the sector? More generally, can the 
process of migration and integration enhance the development of an industrialised 
country? 

7. What initiatives should the Italian government take to improve the current situation? 
What is missing in Italy to eradicate these exploitative working conditions? What can 
it do to implement the existing laws? Since the payment in boxes is the only one 
conceived as correct and fair by many workers, and it also seems to be the simplest 
method of work organisation, should the incorporation of this method in the 
organisational structure of the agricultural sector be an option? Are nasted markets a 
viable alternative in the long run? 

INTERVIEW'S GUIDE  
for Agricultural Workers 

1. What were your living conditions when you worked in the camps? Were they different 
from those of the Italians? 

2. As activists/army activists have you collaborated with trade unions or other 
organisations? Explain why. Did you collaborate with Italians or did you organise 
among yourselves? In general, how do you see organisations of Italians mobilising? 
(activists who come to the ghettos for example). 

3. Why do you think the Italians are not mobilised? 
4. What initiatives should the Italian government take to improve the current situation? 

What is missing in Italy to eliminate these exploitative conditions? 
5. What are the main problems of the Italian agricultural sector today? 


