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Protect migrant workers,
standards for all:

enforcement in

sectors

Core Reflections

> There is a growing mismatch between
economic realities, labour market needs
and migration policies in agri-food sectors.
While many of these sectors typically rely on
foreign workers, restrictive policies create
barriers to their employment, fuelling
informal labour practices and heightening
the risk of exploitation.

> Significant gaps persist between EU
legislation and policies on paper, including
those protecting migrant workers, and their
effective implementation in practice.

> While exploitative and unsafe working
conditions disproportionately affect
migrant workers, particularly those in
situations of irregularity, enforcement gaps,
combined with broader economic and

policy dynamics worsen standards for all.

This project has been funded by the Eurcpean Union’s Horizon 2020

€PC

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE

raise
strengthening

Farm-to-Fork

> The EU institutions, and the European
Commission in particular, should take a
more assertive role in closing
implementation and enforcement gaps and
ensure that legal provisions translate into
tangible protections for workers.

> Promoting fair working conditions and
ensuring that migrant workers can legally
access employment and essential services
will strengthen retention, reduce precarity
and enable contributions to tax systems and
broader communities, strengthening social

cohesion and economic resilience.
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Introduction

Employers in Farm to Fork (F2F) sectors
face growing economic uncertainties and
value-chain pressures. At the same time,
they are increasingly unable to meet labour
demand with EU workers and turn to
non-EU workers to fill the gaps.

Foreign workers have come to form a

crucial part of the EU’s F2F workforce,
contributing vitally to the EU’s economy
and food security. Yet, while often grouped
together, foreign nationals working in F2F

highly heterogeneous
population. They use different channels to

sectors are a

move to EU member states for work and
fall under different policy and legal
frameworks. Some already reside in and
move from other member states. Others
may be awaiting a decision on their asylum
claim or are recruited seasonally. Others
still may be in a situation of irreqularity,
move between irreqular and regular stay,
or transition from one type of residence

status to another.

Whatever their channel of entry or resident
status, the outcome is often the same:
subsistence needs and precarity push many
foreign workers in F2F sectors to accept
substandard working conditions in the
absence of better alternatives. Limited
access to information on rights and
safeguards aggravates their vulnerability
to abuse, particularly for those in situations
of irregularity, reinforcing a downward
r ffectin Il

iral _in | r_stan

workers.
These dynamics underscore the need for

more robust EU action to detect, prevent
and remedy exploitation of foreign

s
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workers. The current restrictive turn in EU
migration policy suggests that, in the

short-term, member states are unlikely to

pursue  ambitious labour  migration

agendas. Yet, persistent labour shortages

and economic pressures signal that F2F
sectors will continue to rely heavily on
foreign labour.

Unless the EU ensures more effective
measures that strengthen enforcement
and address structural labour market
realities, protection gaps will continue to
generate negative spillover effects across
the workforce, undermining social cohesion

and food systems.

Rights on paper, gaps in
practice: how EU
frameworks leave foreign
workers unprotected

in F2F
disproportionately exposed to precarious

Foreign workers sectors are

employment, poor working and living

conditions, and limited access to social
protections. DignityFIRM research shows
that migrant workers face systematic
issues such as long working hours, low pay,
inadequate housing, and

enforcement of occupational health and
safety  standards. These are often

weak

compounded by limited access to reliable

information on rights, union

representation, and legal recourse.

Although EU-level frameworks

address the situation of foreign workers

several

and include provisions relevant to their
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https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/01/labour-and-skills-shortages-in-the-agro-food-sector_c9915f4e/ed758aab-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/01/labour-and-skills-shortages-in-the-agro-food-sector_c9915f4e/ed758aab-en.pdf
https://www.safehabitus.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/SafeHabitus_Policy-brief_Migrant-workers.pdf
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/economic-bulletin/articles/2025/html/ecb.ebart202408_02~8e16d5aa2f.en.html
https://effat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Briefing-Note-ahead-of-EP-Plenary-Debate-on-Farmers-and-Farm-Workers-Conditions.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Working-Paper.-Dignity-for-irregular-migrants-employed-in-Farm-to-Fork-Sectors.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Working-Paper.-Dignity-for-irregular-migrants-employed-in-Farm-to-Fork-Sectors.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/689347/EPRS_BRI(2021)689347_EN.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/THE-GOVERNANCE-OF-IRREGULAR-MIGRANT-WORK-V-3-1.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/DF_Policy-Brief_EN.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/THE-GOVERNANCE-OF-IRREGULAR-MIGRANT-WORK-V-3-1.pdf
https://effat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Briefing-Note-ahead-of-EP-Plenary-Debate-on-Farmers-and-Farm-Workers-Conditions.pdf
https://effat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Briefing-Note-ahead-of-EP-Plenary-Debate-on-Farmers-and-Farm-Workers-Conditions.pdf
https://effat.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Briefing-Note-ahead-of-EP-Plenary-Debate-on-Farmers-and-Farm-Workers-Conditions.pdf
https://d1xp398qalq39s.cloudfront.net/content/New_Pact_Book_Web.pdf
https://d1xp398qalq39s.cloudfront.net/content/New_Pact_Book_Web.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/01/labour-and-skills-shortages-in-the-agro-food-sector_c9915f4e/ed758aab-en.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/THE-GOVERNANCE-OF-IRREGULAR-MIGRANT-WORK-V-3-1.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/DF_Policy-Brief_CIDOB-1.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/s12992-025-01104-9.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/WP2_MappingEvidence-1.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/WP2_MappingEvidence-1.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Working-Paper.-Dignity-for-irregular-migrants-employed-in-Farm-to-Fork-Sectors.pdf

protection, their effectiveness is
undermined by insufficient implementation
and weak enforcement. lllustrating this are
the Seasonal Workers Directive (SWD),
Posted (PWD),

Employers Sanctions Directive (ESD) and

Workers Directive

Victims’ Rights Directive (VRD) examined in
detail by DignityFIRM researchers.

With sectors such as agriculture and
hospitality relying heavily on foreign
seasonal labour, SWD was designed to
address the demand. The SWD also aims to

secure decent living and working conditions

for migrant workers. However, the
pathways created under the SWD remain
narrow and temporary, and protections for

workers patchy.

While the SWD in principle allows seasonal

workers to change employers, strict
conditions, time limits, and the discretion

left to national authorities mean that

changing employer is difficult in practice.

Workers can remain dependent on
employers, as their regular resident status
hinges on maintaining an authorised
seasonal work relationship. This can reduce
workers’ bargaining power and discourage
both the reporting of abuses and departing
from exploitative work relations. Moreover,
while most member states facilitate
re-entry in
provisions, gaps remdin. Where re-entry or

line with the Directive’s

renewal are perceived as uncertain,
analyses suggest, this can weaken

incentives for circularity and contribute to
overstaying. This risk is compounded by
limited access to long-term residence

pathways at EU level.

Some F2F workers move across the EU and

access EU labour markets through

s
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arrangements regulated by the PWD which
allows workers to be temporarily posted to
another member state. The Directive also
requires that posted workers benefit from a
core set of employment conditions in the
host country. These include remuneration,
maximum working time and minimum rest
periods, minimum paid annual leave, and
occupational health and safety standards.

Originally designed to facilitate the free
movement of services in the context of the
internal market, the PWD applies to both
EU citizens and, under certain conditions,
non-EU nationals. In recent years, reports
indicate the PWD is increasingly being used
to post non-EU nationals, including in the

agri-food _sector.
documented abusing practices linked to

Research has also

posting non-EU nationals, such as

fraudulent intra-EU posting and the
circumvention of labour obligations and
social security. Posted workers, particularly
non-EU nationals, report problems such as

underpayment, excessive working hours,

and limited access to leave.

Another instrument with an unfulfilled
protective potential is the ESD. Its primary
objective is to combat the employment of
irregularly  staying migrants through
dissuasive sanctions on employers. At the
same time, it includes some protective
provisions for affected workers, including
to ensure the payment of outstanding
wages and the ability to lodge complaints
against  their employer. In practice,
however, foreign workers in an irregular
barriers to

situation face significant

reporting substandard or exploitative
working conditions. Civil society and the EU
Rights (ERA)

Fundamental Agency
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2014/36/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/1996/71/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2009/52/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2012/29/oj/eng
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Working-Paper.-Dignity-for-irregular-migrants-employed-in-Farm-to-Fork-Sectors.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2014/36/oj/eng
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/reader/download/f5352a18-3205-4345-a9de-e8886a9d4178/chapter/pdf?context=ubx
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-severe-labour-exploitation-workers-perspectives_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2019-severe-labour-exploitation-workers-perspectives_en.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files_en?file=2020-12/00_eu_seasonal_workers_study_synthesis_report_en_1.pdf
https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/system/files_en?file=2020-12/00_eu_seasonal_workers_study_synthesis_report_en_1.pdf
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/reader/download/f5352a18-3205-4345-a9de-e8886a9d4178/chapter/pdf?context=ubx
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/publications/MPIE-Seasonal-Workers-Policy-Brief-Final.pdf
https://i-claim.eu/project/comparative-report/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2003/109/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2003/109/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/1996/71/oj/eng
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2025-03/ELA-posting-third-country-nationals-report.pdf
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2023-04/ela-report-posting-third-country-nationals.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/1996/71/oj/eng
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2025-06/Third_country_nationals_report.pdf
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2025-06/Third_country_nationals_report.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2009/52/oj/eng
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Working-Paper.-Dignity-for-irregular-migrants-employed-in-Farm-to-Fork-Sectors.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Working-Paper.-Dignity-for-irregular-migrants-employed-in-Farm-to-Fork-Sectors.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-employers-sanctions-directive-report_en.pdf
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/EmployerSanctions.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-employers-sanctions-directive-report_en.pdf

highlighted that where labour and
immigration enforcement are entangled,
fear of detection and removal can deter
migrants from coming forward. Firewalls
could address this problem, but these are

often weak or absent.

In situations where a foreign worker

becomes the victim of a conduct
constituting a crime under national law, the
VRD offers a

protective framework than the ESD. It

more comprehensive

applies to all victims irrespective of

nationality or residence status and
establishes minimum standards on access
to support as well as information on legal
aid. It also obliges member states to ensure
that competent authorities and victim
support services provide these protections
in a non-discriminatory and accessible
manner. In practice, however, as with the
ESD, the extent to which migrants in _a

situation of irreqularity can benefit from

these provisions varies considerably. This is
due to differences in criminal systems and

the absence of effective safe reporting
mechanisms insulating access to support

from immigration enforcement.

From implementation gaps
to erosion of worker
standards

DignityFIRM research demonstrates that

the rights of migrant workers established in

law often only exist on paper. This can lead
to worsening conditions for all workers.

Migrant workers, particularly those in

irregular  or  otherwise  precarious

situations, often face substantial barriers to
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claiming their rights, making them more
vulnerable to exploitation. Employers may
deliberately assign the most demanding,
hazardous, or low-paid tasks to those least
able to enforce protections, in this context.
This dual labour market, or workforce
segmentation, leads to the experience of
the most precarious workers setting implicit
benchmarks.

Underreporting _violations by migrant
workers, often driven by fear of

immigration enforcement, loss of legal
status or livelihood, amplifies these effects.
This can contribute to undermining the
credibility and overall effectiveness of

labour inspections and
mechanisms. Where inspections are less

reporting

frequent and enforcement weak, violations
affecting all workers may become more
common as the likelihood of their detection
is reduced.

In addition, complex subcontracting chains
common in F2F sectors further dilute

employer accountability, delaying remedies
and amplifying negative effects across the
workforce.

These gaps interact with broader economic

pressures.
competition  and

Intense downstream price

margin  pressures
incentivise F2F employers to rely on labour
cost reduction as a key adjustment
mechanism. Some employers may even
exploit weak enforcement to gain a

competitive advantage by cutting labour

costs and lowering investment into health
and safety standards. Where the perceived
risk of detection is low, some could consider
that the economic benefits of a cheap,
informal and irregular labour outweigh the
sanctions. In

potential costs of
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https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/WorkerComplaintMechanismLeaflet_EN.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/07_Policy_Brief_Picum.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2022/702670/IPOL_STU%282022%29702670_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2012/29/oj/eng
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/VictimsDirectiveGuide_Justice_EN.pdf
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/VictimsDirectiveGuide_Justice_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2018-0168_EN.html
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/VictimsDirectiveGuide_Justice_EN.pdf
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/VictimsDirectiveGuide_Justice_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52022SC0179
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/THE-GOVERNANCE-OF-IRREGULAR-MIGRANT-WORK-V-3-1.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/07_Policy_Brief_poland2.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/07_Policy_Brief_poland2.pdf
https://www.cidob.org/sites/default/files/2024-11/Working%20Paper.%20Migrant%20Workers%20Irregularity%2C%20precarity%2C%20dignity%20and%20relevant%20actors.pdf
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/621604/rr-essential-but-invisible-and-exploited-050624-en.pdf;jsessionid=DE86BB450CB9449552E7E2FD48EC7045?sequence=24
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/621604/rr-essential-but-invisible-and-exploited-050624-en.pdf;jsessionid=DE86BB450CB9449552E7E2FD48EC7045?sequence=24
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-employers-sanctions-directive-report_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-employers-sanctions-directive-report_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2024/six-points-workplace-inspectors
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2018-protecting-migrant-workers-boosting-inspections_en.pdf
https://www.etuc.org/sites/default/files/2022-01/Securing%20workers%20rights%20brochure_EN.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/DF_Manifesto_01_def.pdf
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/DF_Manifesto_01_def.pdf
https://migrationpolicycentre.eu/are-agri-food-workers-only-exploited-in-southern-europe/
https://migrationpolicycentre.eu/are-agri-food-workers-only-exploited-in-southern-europe/
https://www.ips-journal.eu/topics/economy-and-ecology/from-impunity-to-accountability-7540/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/docs_autres_institutions/commission_europeenne/com/2021/0592/COM_COM(2021)0592_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/docs_autres_institutions/commission_europeenne/com/2021/0592/COM_COM(2021)0592_EN.pdf

labour-intensive sectors such as F2F, these
dynamics can trigger a ‘race to the
bottom”, where poor working conditions
become the norm to remain competitive.

Without consistent enforcement, these
structural pressures reinforce one another,
producing negative spillover effects that
lower standards for all workers in F2F

sectors.

Protecting the EU’s
workforce and food
system requires a

stronger Commission push
on implementation

Closing implementation and enforcement
gaps is essential not only to protect migrant
workers but also to uphold the EU’s broader
commitments to fair labour standards and
sustainable food systems for all. Many of
these gaps are widely recognised: the
European Commission, alongside the EU
Rights
partners, and civil society organisations

Fundamental Agency, social

have all acknowledged some of these
challenges.

In its 2024-2029 Political Guidelines, the
Commission set out to tackle exploitation of
migrant workers in the EU labour markets
and ensure their decent working conditions.
Building on these, the mission letter to the
Commissioner for Internal Affairs and
Migration, Magnus Brunner, lays the
groundwork for a possible strengthening of
the policies aimed at preventing the
exploitation of workers in an irregular

situation during this mandate. The current
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political context suggests that there will be
limited space for ambitious reforms.

Over one year into the new mandate, the
roll-out of the Pact on Migration and
Asylum and connected reforms, including
of the return system, have dominated the
migration agenda. Yet, if it is to close the
gaps and deliver on all its commitments,
the European Commission should prioritise
the  effective  implementation and

enforcement of existing frameworks.

Several initiatives could contribute to
advancing this goal. The European Labour
Authority (ELA) is undergoing a revision of
EU Quadlity Jobs
Roadmap highlighted that a strengthened
ELA  could

exploitative

its mandate. The

contribute  to  tackling

working conditions also

affecting non-EU workers, enhancing

efforts against undeclared work, and
improving cooperation with
law-enforcement bodies. To fulfil this
potential, the reinforcement of ELA's
mandate should prioritise enabling the
Agency to close gaps identified across
member states, support safe reporting

channels and bolster labour inspectorates.

Improvements could also come from the
forthcoming Quality Jobs Act, expected in
late 2026. The proposal should address
occupational health and safety risks as well
linked to
of which are

as abusive practices
subcontracting, both

prevalent in F2F sectors.

Further actions, including reports assessing
the implementation and monitoring of the
SWD and ESD may pave the way towards
targeted revisions in the future.
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https://news.industriall-europe.eu/documents/upload/2024/5/638515575594131563_Adopted_-_Misusing_shortages_for_a_new_race_to_the_bottom_Equal_treatment_for_migrant_workers_now_-_EN.pdf
https://news.industriall-europe.eu/documents/upload/2024/5/638515575594131563_Adopted_-_Misusing_shortages_for_a_new_race_to_the_bottom_Equal_treatment_for_migrant_workers_now_-_EN.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e03c60e7-4139-430b-9216-3340f7c73c20_en?filename=social-summit-european-pillar-social-rights-booklet_en.pdf
https://www.unfoodsystemshub.org/docs/unfoodsystemslibraries/national-pathways/european-union/european-union-pathway.pdf?sfvrsn=48850b55_1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52021DC0592#:~:text=It%20identifies%20the%20necessary%20actions%20to%20strengthen%20the,protect%20the%20rights%20of%20irregular%20migrants%20and%20inspections.
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2021-employers-sanctions-directive-report_en.pdf
https://www.etuc.org/en/document/etuc-position-implementation-employers-sanctions-directive
https://www.etuc.org/en/document/etuc-position-implementation-employers-sanctions-directive
https://picum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/EmployerSanctions.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e6cd4328-673c-4e7a-8683-f63ffb2cf648_en?filename=Political%20Guidelines%202024-2029_EN.pdf
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/ea79c47b-22f8-4390-a119-5115dc40fc3e_en?filename=Mission%20letter%20-%20BRUNNER.pdf
https://dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/DF_Manifesto_02-2-1.pdf
https://dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/DF_Manifesto_02-2-1.pdf
https://dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/DF_Manifesto_02-2-1.pdf
https://d1xp398qalq39s.cloudfront.net/uploads/ckeditor/2025/10/14/planning-for-uncertainty-dp-v3.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52025PC0101
https://epthinktank.eu/2025/12/26/the-eus-migration-policies-an-overview-of-developments-in-2025/
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e6cd4328-673c-4e7a-8683-f63ffb2cf648_en?filename=Political%20Guidelines%202024-2029_EN.pdf
https://www.ela.europa.eu/en
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/82975aa7-bdd6-4a64-b3e3-82433901f8f7_en?filename=Quality-Jobs-Roadmap_Communication_2025.pdf
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/82975aa7-bdd6-4a64-b3e3-82433901f8f7_en?filename=Quality-Jobs-Roadmap_Communication_2025.pdf
https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/document/download/059a1e18-2508-4520-9b15-5831c50e0f91_en?filename=Consultation_Quality-Jobs-Act_2025.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_25_2917
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The extent to which these initiatives will The recently adopted EU Talent Pool has

meaningfully improve the current situation the potential to facilitate
remains uncertain, however. It will depend recruitment into sectors
on the degree of prioritisation the facing labour shortages. The initiative
Commission will give to implementation could also enhance  recruitment

standards, as it foresees mandatory
vetting of  employers, including
temporary agencies. The system will rely

gaps and, simultaneously, social policy
objectives. Reflecting wider structural

challenges, social considerations are on the list _of EU-wide shortage
neither at the top of the EU agenda nor the occupations, which member states may
main EU policies adopted, suggesting that adjust by notifying the Commission to
not all these goals will receive attention in reflect national labour-market needs. At

present, most F2F occupations do not

the current cycle.
feature on this list, limiting the extent to

Yet, despite this political climate, the need which the Talent Pool will benefit these
implementation will not  diminish,

particularly considering labour market

realities in F2F sectors. Employers will Limited - availability of legal - migration

continue fo struggle fo meet labour pathways and burdensome administrative

demand through the recruitment of the procedures, including uncertainty around

domestic  workforce especially  for processing times, will likely continue to

. complicate the recruitment of non-EU
low-wage, seasonal, or  physically

nationals from abroad. lllustrating the

demanding roles (see Box 1).
latter, procedural delays and narrow

Box 1: New EU tools, old guotas render the SWD an insufficient
exclusions: what SPD and instrument to meet shortages and sectoral
the Talent Pool mean for needs, in addition to falling short of
F2F addressing the risks of abuse. Meanwhile,
The Single Permit Directive (SPD), due to other potential sources of labour, such as
be transposed into national legislation by international students or asylum seekers,
21 May 2026, will streamline access to are also constrained by working-hour caps
work and residence permits under a or delayed access, creating further barriers

single procedure. In contrast to the SWD,
the SPD should facilitate changing
employers during the validity of their Against this background, informal and
permit. However, non-EU nationals
recruited as seasonal or posted workers
will not be able to apply for the single
permit, nor convert or renew existing
permits under this scheme, excluding exploitation. In response to acute labour
many migrant workers in F2F sectors. shortages in F2F sectors, some member
states have resorted to ad hoc solutions,

to addressing labour needs.

undeclared work will likely continue to fill

the gaps, exposing workers to substandard
conditions and heightened vulnerability to

including regularisation programmes or the

Protect migrant workers,
raise standards for all_Pg.6
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https://www.epc.eu/publication/von-der-leyens-downgraded-priorities-democracy-social-issues-and-environment/
https://www.epc.eu/publication/von-der-leyens-downgraded-priorities-democracy-social-issues-and-environment/
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2025-06/EURES_Report_on_labour_shortages_and_surpluses_2024.pdf
https://www.ela.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2025-06/EURES_Report_on_labour_shortages_and_surpluses_2024.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1233/oj/eng
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2023%3A716%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52023PC0716#:~:text=2023)%20716%20final-,annex,-to%20the
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52023PC0716#:~:text=2023)%20716%20final-,annex,-to%20the
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a26e3f29-4096-11ee-952f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a26e3f29-4096-11ee-952f-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/01/labour-and-skills-shortages-in-the-agro-food-sector_c9915f4e/ed758aab-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2023/01/labour-and-skills-shortages-in-the-agro-food-sector_c9915f4e/ed758aab-en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2016/801/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2024/1346/oj/eng
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Working-Paper.-Dignity-for-irregular-migrants-employed-in-Farm-to-Fork-Sectors.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.dignityfirm.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/DF_Policy-Brief_EN.pdf

issuance of temporary permits to workers
already resident in the country. lllustrating

this, in  January 2026, the Spanish
government approved a large-scale

regularisation initiative  providing a

pathway to residency for irregularly
staying migrants meeting basic criteria, as
a pragmatic measure to reduce informality
in the labour market and expand access to

legal employment and social protections.

Although these initiatives are welcome and
may improve conditions for some, they do
not transform the structural issues that
generate dependence on informal and
precarious labour. They also remain subject
to the discretion of member states.

s
* .
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Towards stronger
enforcement and more
resilient labour markets

While
structural conditions, closing enforcement

unable to address underlying

gaps across F2F sectors and addressing

unfair working practices will remain
essential. Strengthening the
implementation of existing legislative

frameworks would reduce precarious and
exploitative employment of the non-EU
workforce while raising standards for all
workers. It would also enable migrant
workers to participate more fully in local
communities and national tax systems.
Ensuring effective access to rights and
socio-economic inclusion is therefore not
only a matter of dignity, but also an
investment in social cohesion, sustainable
food systems, and the EU’s economic
resilience.

DIGNITY
FIRM

Protect migrant workers,
raise standards for all_Pg.7



https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/lang/en/gobierno/councilministers/Paginas/2026/20260127-council-press-conference.aspx
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/lang/en/gobierno/councilministers/Paginas/2026/20260127-council-press-conference.aspx

PC e

EUROPEAN POLICY CENTRE FlRM

Deliverable information
ScheduleInformation

Title and number Protect migrant workers, raise standards for all:
strengthening enforcement in Farm-to-Fork
sectors

Work Package, Task and | Manifesto 3 - WP3.2

Deliverable

Publication date 16.02.2026

Doi reference 10.5281/zenodo.18593002

Author Karina Smrekovd (EPC)

Dissemination level PU

Deliverable type Manifesto

Protect migrant workers,
raise standards for all_Pg.8

This project has been funded by the Eurcpean Union’s Horizon 2020
research and innovation programme under grant agreement Mo 101094452
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Protect migrant workers, raise
standards for all: strengthening
enforcement in Farm-to-Fork sectors

February 2026

About DignityFIRM
Towards becoming sustainable and resilient societies we must address
the structural contradictions between our societies’ exclusion of

migrant workers and their substantive role in producing our food.

www.dignityfirm.eu
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