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This special edition of the HesaMag magazine issue  
‘Migrant workers in Fortress Europe’, which features 
a selection of articles from the original issue, has been 
produced by the European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) in 
cooperation with the European Trade Union Confederation 
(ETUC) for International Migrants Day, observed on 18 
December to honour the human rights and fundamental 
freedoms of migrants. 
HesaMag is a twice-yearly magazine all about health and 
safety at work, published in both English and French by the 
ETUI. It is profusely illustrated, printed in full colour, and 
designed to appeal to a wide readership. HesaMag sets out 
to show that occupational health is not just something for 
specialists but also an important political issue, as well as a 
daily concern for millions of workers.
HesaMag offers a wide range of content, featuring articles, 
reports and interviews written with the non-specialist reader 
in mind. Each issue includes a special report on a topic with 
practical implications for workers’ health. But it also includes 
articles on issues that are high on the EU’s health and safety 
policy agenda, an international section, reports on trade 
union initiatives and book reviews.

You can access the full PDF versions of HesaMag issues at 
http://www.etui.org/en/Publications2/Periodicals/HesaMag. 

Alternatively, subscribe to receive the magazine by post, free of charge, simply 
by sending your request via email to etui@etui.org or by filling in the online 
form at  http://www.etui.org/en/Publications2/Periodicals/HesaMag. 



ETUC demands 

ETUC calls, in its priorities for the new mandate of the EU 
institutions from 2019 and for the next five years, for the following 
on migration:  

A comprehensive migration and asylum agenda for Europe 
that commits all member states; based on solidarity, responsibility 
and full respect of human rights, including the revision of the Dublin 
Regulations and the support to search and rescue at sea.

Establish safe and legal channels for economic migration, 
and an integration and inclusion policy based on equal treatment 
of migrants in the labour market; including through the full 
implementation of the Partnership for Integration signed by the 
European Commission and the social partners in 2017.

The ETUC has consistently called for the EU to do more to save 
the lives of those who risk drowning in the Mediterranean Sea, 
condemned the criminalisation of those who help refugees and 
migrants, and criticised the EU policy of paying Turkey and Libya 
to keep refugees out of Europe. Refugees and migrants are not 
enemies!    

ETUC actions 

ETUC has been working since 2015 with, and helped to set up, 
UnionMigrantNet - a network that provides assistance to migrant 
workers to support integration into the world of work and into 
host communities, and to promote equality, fairness and non-
discrimination.

ETUC also works with chambers of commerce, enterprises 
and unions on an EU funded project ‘LabourInt’ to promote the 
integration of migrants and refugees into the labour market. 

With PICUM (the Platform for International Cooperation on 
Undocumented Migrants), UnionMigrantNet and ETUC have been 
working, and encouraging all trade unions, to promote the rights of 
undocumented workers.  

In December 2017 the ETUC signed a partnership agreement 
with European employers’ organisations and the European 
Commission on integrating refugees into EU labour markets, 
committing employers and the Commission to work to get refugees 
quickly and effectively into work.

Trade unions working for integration,  
Governments stopping it!  

Two EU-funded, trade union-led integration courses for migrants 
have been stopped by right-wing governments. 

Italy  

In 2017-18, unions CISL ANOLF, CGIL AND UIL joined with 
employers and Milan metropolitan government to organise a sixth 
month integration project for 40 asylum seekers. 

Candidates were selected for their Italian language skills, 
stability in the Milan region and willingness to follow the integration 

process. The first 3 months of the project consisted of 120 hours of 
Italian lessons financed with EU money, 20 hours of civil education 
and 60 hours of professional training in areas such as baking, 
electronics and basic mechanics. 

The second half was a three-month internship in a range of 
workplaces, during which time they received a 500 Euro a month 
stipend, a travel pass and meal vouchers. 

Thirty-four of the 40 students were given full-time jobs at 
the end of the process, either with a permanent or a three-year 
contract that could be renewed. This reflected the satisfaction of 
the employers with the work ethic and ability of the candidates. 

The candidates were taking the integration course to get a 
residence permit on humanitarian grounds. This was the only legal 
route through which people from third countries could come to 
Italy to seek work. However, the Five Star/Lega Nord government 
abolished that permit. 

The candidates will remain in Italy but will not be able to 
continue to work legally. It means the companies involved in the 
project will have invested time and money into training people 
who cannot work any longer. The candidates will turn to the black 
market, meaning the state will no longer benefit from their tax and 
social contributions. 

Trade unions have gone to court for a review of the 
immigration cases of the candidates and recently won an appeal 
on behalf of one. Unions and employers are asking for the new 
government to repeal this law. 

Greece 

The Athens Labor Union Organisation (EKA) established an 
integration project for 125 asylum seekers or those granted asylum 
in March 2019 with the support of the Greek government and the 
municipality of Athens. 

The aim was to use the long period between application 
for asylum and the decision to help people integrate into Greek 
society, which filled a gap in official government services which 
were concentrated on reception of migrants. 

The programme was split into four parts: information about 
how to access the labour market, how to access training and 
education, relocation and EU mobility and entrepreneurship 
training. They also received legal advice and vocational training in 
areas such as IT. A digital skills course was delivered to prepare 
candidates for a government recognised certificate. 

One of the soft benefits of the course was that participants 
were able to leave the reception centres for migrants and to 
integrate into the community.  

However, the course was severely disrupted when a large 
number of the candidates were relocated outside of the city of 
Athens without notice. 

The new government has also impeded asylum seekers 
accessing the labour market by imposing a sixth month waiting 
period between the time you apply for asylum and the point at 
which you are legally allowed to work. 

The ETUC is the voice of workers and represents 45 million 
members from 90 trade union organisations in 38 European 
countries, plus 10 European Trade Union Federations.

ETUC stands for ‘Solidarity & respect for 
ALL workers – local & migrant’
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Migrant workers 
in Fortress Europe
Special report coordinated by
Mehmet Koksal and Laurent Vogel

When the Community Treaties were revised in 
1992, one of the legal concepts introduced was 
that of EU citizenship. The Member States could 
have granted this citizenship to everyone living 
within the EU’s borders, but instead they decided 
to afford this privilege only to individuals who 
met a particular requirement: being a national 
of an EU Member State. Although almost three 
decades have passed since then, the same 
requirement continues to apply, dividing the 
population of the EU into “haves and have-nots” 
in terms of their rights. The number of legally 
resident migrants stands at over 22 million, 
but the number of Europe’s “undocumented” 
migrants, whose status is precarious and whose 
rights in many areas are limited as a result, is 
much harder to determine.

These migrants are often forced to tolerate 
adverse working conditions; since they are 
discriminated against in the labour market, both 
male and female migrant workers are pushed 
into low-skill industries and professions that are 
more hazardous to health and less well-paid than 
other jobs, a situation that is justified by racist 
stereotypes and assumptions.

The goal of the HesaMag editorial team in compiling 
this report was to introduce readers to a number 
of real-life examples drawn from a variety of EU 
Member States. The migrant workers in all of these 
examples are caught in a metaphorical stranglehold 
that gradually squeezes the life out of them, and 
sometimes extinguishes it completely. One side 
of this is the status of being a non-national in 
one of the EU Member States, which can mean a 
denial of rights or even in some cases expulsion 
to a country where they are likely to fall victim to 
violence or discrimination. The other is the upswell 
of xenophobia confronting them, which is being 
stoked by far-right groups but tolerated with varying 
degrees of willingness by a much broader spectrum 
of political parties.

Fortress Europe may be erecting barricades to shut 
out the rest of the world, but these barricades are 
encountering resistance in the form of numerous 
new initiatives launched not only by groups of 
migrants who have banded together to fight for 
their rights, but also by other organisations acting in 
solidarity and out of a desire to build a fairer future. 
Trade unions – which from their very inception have 
striven to overcome the divisions and hatred that 
do nothing but harm workers – have also lent their 
support to these developments.

Eva María Jiménez 
Lamas runs a service 
for migrant workers at 
the Brussels branch of 
the Confederation of 
Christian Trade Unions.
Image: © Martine Zunini



autumn-winter 2019/HesaMag #2011 Special report 2/33



autumn-winter 2019/HesaMag #2012

Bethany Staunton
ETUI

“A worker is a worker”: the trade 
unions organising migrants
Migrants are an integral, if often exploited, part of the European workforce, 
and trade unions across the continent are making efforts to organise them. 
However, they face a complex set of challenges, particularly if the workers are 
undocumented. Trade unionists from four different countries talk about their 
initiatives, revealing a remarkable diversity of approaches.

Trade unionists from  
FLAI-CGIL head out into  
the fields to talk to 
migrant labourers.
Image: © Pietro Ruffolo
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Eva María Jiménez Lamas is a busy woman. 
She has been running a service for migrant 
workers at the Brussels branch of the Con-
federation of Christian Trade Unions (Con-
fédération des Syndicats Chrétiens, CSC) 
since 2012. In the second-most cosmopol-
itan city in the world, with 62% of the pop-
ulation foreign-born, this means Eva always 
has plenty of work on her plate. People come 
to seek the union’s advice and support on is-
sues ranging from unpaid wages to obtaining 
work and residence permits. "We are very 
well organised and very well known," she 
says, not without some pride. No stranger to 
the migrant experience herself, Eva came to 
Belgium as a child from Spain, and she is pas-
sionate about her work. There is one aspect 
that she is particularly enthusiastic about: the 
union’s inclusion of undocumented migrants, 
who due to their precarious legal status are 
particularly vulnerable to exploitation by 
employers. The CSC offers not only political 
support for their cause but also member-
ship – something not all unions do. "What 
sets us apart is that we actually organise un-
documented workers within the union," she 
explains. While many organisations provide 
invaluable support services to migrants, Eva 
feels there is an important case to be made 
for trade union action: "Supporting isn’t the 
same as organising."

She’s not the only one who thinks trade 
unions have a crucial role to play in empow-
ering migrant workers. Not far away from her 
office, on the other side of Brussels city centre, 
Mercedes Miletti, policy advisor at the Euro-
pean Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), 
coordinates the Union Migrant Net network. 

Her work may be a little more removed from 
the frontline than that of Eva’s, but she has 
the same goals in mind. The network connects 
trade unions in different EU countries that 
offer services to migrants, providing contact 
information to newcomers seeking assistance 
and facilitating the exchange of best practis-
es between trade unionists. Her position on 
the issue is clear: "The trade union movement 
should be organising migrants and consider 
all workers as workers." It’s a conviction that 
lies at the very heart of international trade 
unionism: a worker is a worker, wherever he 
or she is from. But how can unions put this 
principle into action?

Not all workers have the same needs

Migration has become the subject of par-
ticularly heated debate in Europe in recent 
years, with much of the political and media 
attention focused on the so-called "irregular" 
arrivals of refugees by land and sea. These 
numbers have actually diminished since 
their peak of over a million in 2015 accord-
ing to data from the International Organisa-
tion for Migration – just under 69 000 were 
recorded in September 2019 for the year so 

far. Nevertheless, migrants, from both with-
in and outside of the EU, are still very much 
part of our societies. Figures from Eurostat 
(the EU’s statistical office) show that at the 
beginning of 2018, there were 22.3 million 
non-EU citizens living in the EU, which is 
4.4% of the EU28 population, plus 17.6 mil-
lion EU citizens living in a different Member 
State than their own. For those people who 
do not have the necessary papers to work or 
reside legally in the country where they live – 
the clandestine population of "undocument-
ed migrants" – figures are harder to come by, 
but their number has been estimated to be in 
the millions. 

Trade unions face a few challenges in 
their efforts to organise these populations. 
First of all, migrant workers are often to be 
found in partly informal sectors such as agri-
culture, construction and domestic1 and care 
work2, where exploitation is rife. They can 
therefore be harder to reach, because they 
are not based in the workplaces and forms of 
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The CSC offers not only political support for 
the cause of undocumented migrants but also 
membership – something not all unions do.

1. See also Berta Chulvi’s 
article on migrant domestic 
workers in Spain, p. 25.

2. See also Jean-François 
Lebrun et Aurélie Decker’s 
article on migrant female 
domestic workers, p. 22.
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employment where unions tend to be strong-
est. Language, culture and community are 
also factors that may create some difficulties. 
"Some communities are very close-knit, and 
you need to gain their trust – it’s a work of 
years," says Mercedes. "Their primary objec-
tives are often: 'I need to earn some money to 
send to my family'. They are often only avail-
able on Sundays due to heavy work schedules. 
They don’t have time to come to your meet-
ings. Then, for some groups, it may be hard to 
make them understand the importance of the 
trade union movement." 

Finally, there is the issue that, even 
once recruited, migrant members may have 
needs and concerns that warrant particular 
attention. In their study on trade unions and 
migrant workers,3 researchers Stefania Mari-
no, Rinus Penninx and Judith Roosblad out-
line one of the main dilemmas facing unions 
if they have chosen to recruit workers from 
abroad, which is whether these members 
should receive "equal" or "special" treatment. 
Should all members be considered in the 
same way, with common interests, or should 
unions develop "targeted policies" to help mi-
grant workers? This question is particularly 
pertinent when it comes to undocumented 
migrants. Franca van Hooren, assistant pro-
fessor of political science at the University of 
Amsterdam, studied attempts at union or-
ganising of undocumented migrant domestic 
workers in the Netherlands. She found that 
these workers sometimes had different pri-
orities from the union. One campaign, for 
example, focused on achieving better em-
ployment rights for all domestic workers and 
the formalisation of the sector, but for the 
undocumented workers involved, their legal 
status in the country came before all other 

concerns. None of the recognition gained for 
their work counted for anything if they didn’t 
have resident rights. "This was a recurring 
theme, recognition," notes Van Hooren. She 
discovered that just the fact of having a mem-
bership card meant something to the workers 
she talked to, as they used it as a form of ID. 
"Above all, they wanted a voice, to be heard." 

Back at Migrants CSC Brussels, the fight 
for regularisation is front and centre. The CSC 
estimates there to be up to 150 000 undocu-
mented migrants in Belgium, almost solely 
concentrated in Brussels. "People talk about a 
twentieth district," says Eva, referencing the 
nineteen municipalities of the Brussels-Capi-
tal Region. "Some workers have been here for 
ten years and never been regularised." They 
have fallen victim to a "hostile environment" 
created by restrictive government migration 
policies and by inconsistencies in nation-
al legislation on residence and employment 
rights, particularly as regards the application 
of European criminal and migration law. The 
Migrants CSC Brussels unit has two main ob-
jectives: raising awareness and campaigning 
to change the law. This involves political lob-
bying and media attention-grabbing demon-
strations, but also organising the workers 
themselves, informing them of their rights 
and about how to record evidence of exploita-
tion and mistreatment by employers. The unit 
covers many fronts, with an action committee 
of undocumented workers, a league of female 
domestic workers, a legal advice service, ac-
tivist training, and research and communica-
tions sections. When it comes to seeking jus-
tice for undocumented workers, "the legal is 
linked to the political and to collective action," 
says Eva. This is a doctrine that can be found 
in numerous other trade union initiatives to 
organise migrants, undocumented or other-
wise. As Mercedes Miletti (ETUC) points out, 
it’s not just undocumented migrant workers 
who need attention from unions: "All kinds of 
migrants are in vulnerable situations to one 
extent or another."

Organising workers on the margins 
of employment in the UK

Originally from Ecuador, Maritza Castillo 
Calle came to the United Kingdom in 2013 af-
ter having lived in Spain for seventeen years. 
"I found work as a cleaner for a company 
that the University of London was outsourc-
ing to, but the conditions were terrible," she 
says. "These zero-hour contracts4… It’s really 
bad here, worse than in Spain." However, she 
soon joined a small, independent union called 
the Independent Workers Union of Great 
Britain (IWGB). The IWGB has made head-
lines in recent years for its loud, vibrant and 

One of the main 
dilemmas facing 
unions if they have 
chosen to recruit 
workers from abroad 
is whether these 
members should 
receive "equal" or 
"special" treatment. 
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media-friendly campaigns featuring direct 
action, boycotts of university buildings, and a 
fair bit of Latin music on street protests. And 
the University of London (UoL) happened to 
be the epicentre of much of this action, as 
several of its member institutions came un-
der fire for outsourcing their cleaning and 
support staff to companies that offered them 
worse pay and conditions than what they 
would receive in-house.

The IWGB specialises in organising 
workers on the margins of formal employ-
ment who, according to Danny Millum, sec-
retary of the UoL branch, "slip through the 
gaps of traditional union organising. They are 
an invisible workforce." Migrants have been 
integral to the union since its inception, par-
ticularly at the UoL branch which was born 
out of the "3 Cosas" campaign for sick pay, 
holiday pay and pensions for outsourced uni-
versity staff, many of whom were immigrants. 
Danny points out that "migrant workers were 
the ones who were most set on doing some-
thing about it." The workers set up the branch 
themselves in 2012, despite the university’s 
refusal to officially recognise the union. 

Amongst the union members, the 
cleaners are primarily from Latin America 
or Portugal; the security guards are generally 
from African countries. With such a diverse 
membership, language can be a big issue. "It’s 
another level of difficulty, which is hard to 
overcome," admits Danny. The IWGB offers 
language courses and holds workshops giving 
basic legal advice, which can be a huge bur-
den on resources for the small, independent 
union. Far from being voiceless members, 
migrants are part of the union’s structure, 
which aims to be as democratic as possible. 
Decisions are made at mass meetings (held in 
Spanish and Portuguese as well as English) 
rather than in committees, of which there are 

3. Marino St., Roosblad 
J., Penninx R. (2017) 
Trade unions and migrant 
workers: New contexts 
and challenges in Europe, 
ILERA and Edward Elgar 
Publishing.

4. “Zero-hour contracts”, 
common in Great Britain, 
place the worker at the 
disposal of the employer 
without guaranteeing 
a minimum number of 
hours and thus without 
guaranteeing reliable 
payment. To read more 
about this subject, see the 
ETUI policy brief Regulating 
uncertainty: variable work 
schedules and zero-hour 
work in EU employment 
policy (2019), Agnieszka 
Piasna (ETUI), available 
to download for free on 
http://www.etui.org. 
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none, and the IWGB tries to ensure balance 
in representation. Maritza is now the chair of 
the UoL branch. "It’s a union for the workers," 
she proclaims. "A union for the people." Like 
many of her fellow members, she still doesn’t 
have a British passport, as she uses her Span-
ish ID. But Brexit (the UK’s pending exit from 
the European Union) is now looming over 
them, threatening to destabilise the rights 
they do have under EU free movement rules. 
"Every day, I meet with the workers and they 
ask me: 'what’s going to happen?'"

A Polish union for Ukrainian workers

An even smaller and newer trade union can 
be found in Poland. The Intersectoral Trade 
Union of Ukrainian Workers in Poland was 
set up by Yuriy Karyagin, a Ukrainian eco-
nomics professor, amid a wave of escalated 
immigration of Ukrainians fleeing the con-
flict and political unrest in their home coun-
try. Estimates have ranged from 800 000 to 
up to two million Ukrainians currently living 
and working in Poland, which has been cit-
ed as the largest migration wave to a single 
European country in years. In 2018, Ukrain-
ians received 81.7% of all work visas issued 
by the Polish government. Replacing the la-
bour shortage left by Poles moving to west-
ern Europe, the newcomers often find them-
selves in sectors with little regulation, labour 
protection or trade union presence, such as 
construction, agriculture and domestic care. 
"Their working conditions are very bad, often 
working 10, 12, even 15 hours a day," says Yu-
riy, who has himself been working in Poland 
since 2009. While he estimates around 90% 
of these workers to have the necessary legal 
papers to be in Poland, Yuriy has discovered 
that many of them don’t have proper work 
contracts. "The employers convince them 
that they’ll be paid higher wages if they don’t 
have an agreement."

The union’s skeleton staff and reliance 
on the occasional help of volunteers means 
that Yuriy, as its president and driving force, 
has had to focus on individual casework. He 
offers free legal advice to members in difficult 
situations with work and residence permits, 
informs labour inspectorates about unscru-
pulous employers, and liaises with factories 
and employers he knows to be fair in order 
to help find work for Ukrainian newcomers. 
The union may be small, but its membership 
is growing, currently standing at just over 
1 000. Yuriy has done his job of attracting 
the attention of the media, and, with delib-
erately low membership fees, at this point he 
doesn’t even need to actively recruit workers. 
"They call him at night!" laughs Katarzyna 
Duda, international officer at the All-Poland 

Alliance of Trade Unions (Ogólnopolskie Po-
rozumienie Związków Zawodowych, OPZZ). 
The much bigger and more established con-
federation has given its support to the fledg-
ling union, which has filled a gap in the trade 
union recruitment of Ukrainian immigrants, 
made difficult by the language barrier. Yuriy 
has his office at the OPZZ headquarters and 
the OPZZ’s Vice President Piotr Ostrowski is 
also the secretary of the Ukrainian workers’ 
union. However, the Intersectoral Trade Un-
ion of Ukrainian Workers remains independ-
ent. Yuriy may have to forego uninterrupted 
sleep a little while longer.

The trade union on the road in Italy

While Yuriy doesn’t need to step out of his 
office to recruit members, Monica Ceremi-
gna of the Italian General Confederation of 
Labour (Confederazione Generale Italiana 
del Lavoro, CGIL), has found that it is some-
times necessary to take the trade union to 
the workers. Italy has made the news in re-
cent times with harrowing stories of labour 
exploitation, trafficking and abuse of migrant 
workers, often from African or eastern Eu-
ropean countries, particularly in its agri-
cultural sector. Seasonal field labourers in 
the southern regions have been found to be 
living in makeshift camps, forced to rely on 
the whims of illegal "hirers", the "caporali", 
who act as middlemen between local farmers 
and the workers for a cut of their wages5. One 
aspect of the CGIL’s approach has thus been 
to push for legislative reform. This they have 
achieved to some extent, with Italy passing a 
law in 2016 that criminalises the caporalato 
system. "For the first time, the link between 
exploitation of workers and mafia crime was 
highlighted," says Monica, who is a project of-
ficer in the CGIL European and international 
department. "But it’s still always a fight, as 
legislation needs to be enforced at the region-
al level."

Another big part of the union’s work 
on this front, however, is trying to organise 
the workers themselves. The agricultural 
branch of the CGIL, FLAI-CGIL (Federazi-
one Lavoratori Agroindustria), champions a 
strategy it calls the "Sindacato di strada". It’s 
a concept that could be translated as "trade 
union on the road". The idea is for trade un-
ionists to travel throughout the country, 
going directly to the meeting points where 
workers gather or where they are hired by 
the caporali, and informing them about their 
rights, advising them on employment con-
tracts, and making the union known to them. 
"You have to go where they are," says Monica. 
"We are always in the field, trying to empower 
these people." 
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Technology has played an important 
role in this approach, says Monica. "Years 
ago, trade unionists used to give workers wa-
ter bottles that had information about the un-
ion underneath the label. Nowadays, it’s a bit 
easier to get in touch, but it can still be com-
plicated." WhatsApp was used to map out the 
territory and geotag the workplaces and pick-
up points of the labourers. The campaign has 
boosted the union’s membership, but Monica 
stresses it’s not just about recruiting migrants 
but involving them too. Undocumented work-
ers can be union delegates, and many of the 
CGIL officers are themselves of foreign origin 
and so can communicate with the workers in 
their own language. Amidst what has been an 
increasingly hostile political environment in 
Italy, with the country at the frontline of the 
debate on immigration into the EU, Monica 
is adamant about one thing: "Human rights 
have no border."•

More information

Union Migrant Net:  
https://www.unionmigrantnet.eu/ 

Confédération des syndicats chrétiens, Bruxelles: 
https://www.lacsc.be/csc-bruxelles

Independent Workers Union of Great Britain: 
https://iwgb.org.uk/ 

Intersectoral Trade Union of Ukrainian Workers  
in Poland:  
http://www.mpupp.kit-sleuth.in.ua/en/

Federazione Lavoratori Agroindustria:  
https://www.flai.it/campagne/sindacato-di-strada/ 

"Every day, I meet 
with the workers and 
they ask me: 'what’s 
going to happen  
after Brexit?'"

5. See also Angelo 
Ferracuti’s article on 
migrant agricultural labour 
in Italy, p. 16. 
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Angelo Ferracuti
Journalist and writer

Photos by Angelo Ferracuti
See the full photo reportage by Angelo Ferracuti at ww.etui.org 

Rocco and his brothers
The writer Angelo Ferracuti takes us across the Gioia Tauro plain in Italy in the 
company of “roving” trade unionists, seeking out itinerant workers who harvest 
citrus fruits for derisory wages. These are mostly African migrants who have fled 
from desperate situations in their own countries, only to find that living and 
working conditions in Italy often fall well short of what they had hoped for.

Rocco Borgese and his 
brothers, the “roving 
trade unionists” 
Dumbia Mohamed and 
Jacob Atta Kwabena, 
at Contrada Russo, 
Taurianova (Italy).
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Moussa, Ivorian 
acricultural labourer 
and rabbit keeper, 
poses behind the 
container where he 
lives in Rosarno (Italy). 

The white van sets off at dawn, when the weak 
beam of the streetlights scarcely illuminates 
the districts’ deserted buildings, houses, fields, 
endless industrial zones, and abandoned fac-
tory buildings. Rocco Borgese, General Secre-
tary of FLAI-CGIL1 for the Gioia Tauro plain, 
with his neatly trimmed moustache and goat-
ee and wide-awake eyes, drives slowly, talking 
animatedly to me about someone who shared 
his forename, Rocco Pizzarulli. He was the 
region’s very own Giuseppe Di Vittorio2, who 
worked as a caporale (overseer) for the Duca 
Sforza, but later embraced the cause of the 
peasants and set up the Polistena Chamber 
of Labour. In the back of the van are Dumbia 
Mohamed, from Côte d’Ivoire, and Jacob Atta 
Kwabena, from Ghana: "roving" trade union-
ists, still sleepy and taciturn. Three times a 
week, they drive around the plain together to 
talk to the workers picking oranges and man-
darins in the countryside, two thirds of them 
without a proper contract. Fifty cents a box for 
oranges; one euro for mandarins: starvation 
wages that might amount to twenty-five euros 
a day, working from dawn to dusk, minus the 
three euro commission for the foreman and 
another three euros for a sandwich and some 
water. A lot of them do not even pause to eat, so 
that they can pick more fruit. The roving trade 
unionists distribute gloves, socks and scarves, 
and ask them if they need help. On other days, 
they hand these items over to the Chamber of 
Labour to help asylum seekers, unemployed 
people and the needy. "In the morning, I go to 
the office where foreigners, like me, come to 
renew their residence permits, and I take the 
guys to the police station, check contracts and 
appeals and contact lawyers," says Dumbia. 

"Cases of exploitation are the order of the day," 
explains Jacob. "I know a Gambian guy who 
worked for eight months trimming trees and 
driving tractors, and he wasn’t paid. I called 
Rocco, and we suggested that he should lodge 
a complaint to request an inspection, but right 
after that he disappeared." 

Itinerant labourers

When the harvest period arrives, these itin-
erant labourers return here in search of work 
from Trentino, Piedmont or elsewhere in the 

1. FLAI – Federazione 
Lavoratori Agroindustria 
(Federation of Agro-
Industrial Workers) – is part 
of the main Italian trade 
union confederation, the 
CGIL – Confederazione 
Generale Italiana del 
Lavoro (Italian General 
Confederation of Labour).
2. Giuseppe Di Vittorio 
(1892-1957) was a 
legendary figure of 
the Italian trade union 
movement.
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south, such as Naples and Foggia, or from 
the Sicilian greenhouses. Sometimes entire 
families with little children arrive, dazed af-
ter hours on the road, their luggage piled up 
on old cars, or travelling for days by train. 
Before them, in the 1960s, it used to be Ital-
ians working in agriculture here, then came 
the Moroccans, the Poles and the Albanians – 
people whose story was told by Alessandro 
Leogrande3 in a book that has now become a 
classic of reportage: Uomini e caporali (Men 
and Corporals) (Feltrinelli).

Five thousand people – who had come 
to Italy from Ghana, Mali, Togo, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Burkina Faso, Nigeria, Senegal and Niger – 
were living in the shantytown of San Ferdi-
nando when it was evacuated two weeks ago 
due to a fire. A mother of six, Lisa Potter, had, 
it appears, set fire to her shack in a fit of jeal-
ousy. Surawa Jaithe, a 17-year-old Gambian, 
29-year-old Moussa Ba from Senegal and the 
young Nigerian Becky Moses, aged 26, all died. 
Soumaila Sacko from Mali had lived there too. 
He was a trade unionist with the USB,4 shot 
dead in June in San Calogero, where he was 
collecting old sheet metal to build a shelter in 
an abandoned factory. "In 2018 alone, there 
were seven fires," recalls Rocco. "When I went 
there, it was like a hell of broken glass. Three 
of these fires caused fatalities." FLAI paid 
for Moussa Ba’s remains to be repatriated to 
Senegal. "For me, dignity is fundamental," he 
continues in a serious voice. "He came here 

wanting to improve his life, and he met with 
death. We want to give him a dignified burial 
in Africa, where he was born." 

I saw a woman’s badly burned body in 
a shocking photo taken on a mobile phone, 
stretched out on a sheet and covered in mud, 
with just a few areas of flesh that could still 
be distinguished: dark, scorched flesh with 
cracks like craters.

Exploited by Coca Cola, Fanta and 
San Pellegrino

"Here, it’s the multinationals that dictate the 
rules of the market," affirms Rocco. "Coca 
Cola, Fanta, San Pellegrino. The big land-
owners prioritise quantity when they sell the 
product, and this reduces the value of the cit-
rus fruits, and hence the wages: it’s the mar-
ket that gives rise to exploitation. The rest is 
down to the Ndrangheta.5 The security decree 
has placed almost all the workers on the wrong 
side of the law, so now they are much more vul-
nerable to blackmail. If they don’t comply with 
their bosses’ rules, they get the sack." 

The basic pay packet of an agricultur-
al worker should be 45 euros, and can be as 
high as 60. However, legal workers are very 
rare; the others are all undeclared, or work-
ing in the "grey" economy, according to the 
jargon: they have a bogus contract, a letter 
of appointment for a long period – four to six 
months – then, when the employer "calcu-
lates" the days worked on a quarterly basis, 
there may be only six or seven out of the three 
months. "The real problem here is that there’s 
no respect for workers’ rights; these new 

slaves are a convenience for many people, 
particularly the criminal underworld, which 
is, de facto, in charge of the organisation of 
work in the countryside," explains Borgese. 
"Where there’s more fruit, they pay 25 euros 
a day, but where production is lower, they pay 
piece rates." 

At the first light of day, this underground 
population of young African crop pickers is 
already on the move. On the almost empty 
main roads of Rosarno, a town in the Gioia 
Tauro plain, we see them, like ghosts, ped-
alling laboriously along on their bikes with 
their beanies pulled down over their faces 
and gloves protecting their hands that grip 
the handlebars. They emerge from all over 
the place, tirelessly, after spending the night 
in makeshift shelters, abandoned farmsteads 
with no drinking water, rat-infested ruins or 
the tent camp, set up a few hundred metres 
away from the old Gioia Tauro shantytown to 
house the migrants after the fires. Before the 
clearance, 3 500 people lived in these shacks, 
including Maicol, the butcher, and Issa, the 
hairdresser. There was also a bicycle repair 
shop, ethnic restaurants, a discotheque, a 
mosque (which was just a shack with mats to 
kneel down and pray on) and an evangelical 
church. Hovels like something from the film 
Miracle in Milan, lined with cardboard and 
supported by wooden pillars; makeshift shel-
ters put up by these new oppressed people of 
the world, made of waste materials picked up 
on the street, with metal sheeting and plastic 
on the roofs. Inside, there are braziers and 
tin cans where fires used to be lit for heating, 
alongside worn-out mattresses recovered 
from waste dumps. "Whenever there was a 

"The security decree 
has placed almost all 
the workers on the 
wrong side of the law, 
so now they are much 
more vulnerable to 
blackmail."

3. Alessandro Leogrande 
(1977-2017), writer and 
journalist, published an 
article about the revolt of 
African day labourers in 
HesaMag # 15. All articles 
are available at www.
etui.org > Publications > 
Periodicals.
4. USB: Unione Sindacale 
di Base. On the murder 
of Soumaila Sacko, see 
HesaMag # 18.
5. The Calabrian mafia.

Gordon, 23-year-old 
footballer and barber, 
has come over from 
Belgium.
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"These new slaves are a 
convenience for the criminal 
underworld which is, de facto,  
in charge of the organisation of 
work in the countryside."

problem, the police would let me and the boys 
know before they brought out the handcuffs. 
They used to call us from the countryside too, 
if there were disturbances or brawls," recalls 
Rocco. "On 31 December, the rumour spread 
that three people had died in a fire, but fortu-
nately it wasn’t true. We were there from elev-
en o’clock at night until five in the morning." 
The men are the only ones who have a truly 
human relationship with these people; they 
know and trust them. The roving trade union 
has rediscovered a human gesture that was 
there at its origin: mutual aid.

Dumbia and Jacob

Before they became trade unionists, Dumbia 
and Jacob were two of these people. Their 
journey, as for so many others, involved 
crossing the desert, reaching Libya and then 
sailing over the treacherous sea to the island 
of Lampedusa. Both Christians, they had fled 
for religious reasons, to escape from author-
itarian fathers and Islamist fundamentalists. 
"I used to play football. Then, when I was 17, 
I fled to Burkina Faso, a desperately poor 
country," recalls tall, slender Dumbia, with 
his soft, regular facial features, as we continue 
our journey in the van. "Later, I got to Tripoli, 
and I stayed there for five months, working as 
a labourer." His epic tale continues with a kid-
napping, a ransom demand, a period of cap-
tivity in the warehouses, a first voyage that 
ended before it started, arrest and detention 
in Libyan prisons, and six days of sailing on 
the open seas. "I didn’t even know I was going 
to Italy. I didn’t know where we were head-
ing. The main thing was to get out of Africa," 
he says. He landed on Lampedusa and was 
transferred to a refugee camp in Turin, until 
he "discovered on Facebook that there was a 
team of Africans playing in the amateur foot-
ball league at Bosco di Rosarno, and I decided 
to come down here." Every day, he worked in 
the fields, and at least three times a week, af-
ter crop picking, he trained. On Sundays he 
was on the football field, exploited there too, 
paid on a "performance" basis – if the team 
won, he earned more. At that time, he was 
playing football and living in the shantytown 
with his wife Hpy, who sold ethnic products 
in her shop. Rocco used to come around with 
Jacob and hold meetings to raise the workers’ 
awareness. "I wanted the union to belong to 
them, I was trying to get other guys to join the 
union, and he spoke French, so at first we used 
him as a cultural mediator. But before I took 
him on," he adds, with an amused expression, 
"I did give him an interview. I asked him to 
repeat sentences out loud in Italian, like in a 
meeting, and he was able to do it." For oth-
ers, like the weary-looking Ghanaian Nana 
Boakye Josa, with curly hair and a beard, an-
other FLAI-CGIL volunteer, the journey was 

even more dramatic. He crossed the Niger de-
sert along with some others. "There were ten 
of us," he recounts, looking distressed, "but 
eight of them died. They were Christians, and 
the Libyan police decapitated them before my 
eyes." He lied to save his skin, claiming that 
he was a Muslim and asking them where the 
mosque was. He came across the trade union 
in the old tent city. He says that when he is 
picking fruit in the cold and in the rain, he 
feels angry about how hard he works without 
earning anything. He regrets coming here, 
but asks in dismay: "Where am I supposed to 
go now? I come from Africa, I escaped death in 
search of a better life, and I sleep in a disgust-
ing place where fires break out every night, 
and they have already cost three lives." Jacob, 
too, lost a friend in the course of his journey: 
"I don’t want to talk about it any more," he be-
gins, as we head into the countryside. "It was 
a terrible journey. We walked for four days 
without food or water. I had never imagined 
that, one day, I would be crossing the desert 
on foot." When his friend died, they stopped. 
"We prayed, then we buried him in the sand." 
Others, like Paco, another volunteer roving 
trade unionist, have yet other stories to tell. 

Very tall and with a distinguished air, wear-
ing a pair of mirror Ray-Bans and a black 
leather jacket, with a shiny silver ring on his 
ring finger, Paco used to be a surveyor. He 
once designed a multi-ethnic kindergarten in 
Sweden. When he came to Italy, he worked for 
a building firm in Schio, but with the crisis 
in the construction sector he lost his job and 
found himself out on the street. Then, like so 
many, he turned up on the Gioia Tauro plain, 
and he now lives in the porter’s lodge of a 
factory. On the night Moussa Ba died, Paco’s 
shack was burned down too. "Before he went 
to bed, he told me he was really tired because 
he’d had a long day’s work. A Ghanaian guy 
knocked at my door. I went out, and the fire 
was spreading. All I managed to save was the 
television and my bicycle. You could smell 
burning flesh. I cried all night; I couldn’t get 
back to sleep," he confided.

Even though it is the end of the season, 
we still find the last labourers at the rounda-
bouts and at the arched bridge in south Ro-
sarno. So Dumbia and Jacob, and Rocco too, 
get out of the van; they hand out information 
sheets, protective gloves and woollen socks. 
A car with a foreman at the wheel takes off 

Dumbia and Jacob in 
front of the tent camp, 
San Ferdinando, Gioia 
Tauro (Italy).
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at speed, tyres squealing, as soon as he sees 
them. Jacob stops to listen to Frank, a large 
Nigerian with a melancholy expression, 
who used to live in the shantytown but has 
now moved into an abandoned house in the 
country with his wife and small daughter. 
"The house is unsafe and it’s really cold…," 
he breaks off, unable to finish the sentence. 
At the Scattareggia crossroads, meanwhile, 
there is no one, although at the height of the 
harvest this was where you could find the 
highest concentration of people in the area. 
In the mornings, they would get as many as 
200 here. 

At Contrada Testa dell’Acqua, we come 
to the container camp where Jacob used to 
live. His old plot is still there, and behind it 
the chicken run and kitchen garden, which 
he still tends. Meanwhile, Gordon is outside 
the entrance, trimming another young man’s 
beard. He is 23 and has a shock of black hair 
that cascades down his neck. He came here 
from Belgium, where he plays football as a 
centre-forward in the Third Division, to re-
new his residence permit. A footballer and 
barber, he is attending a bee-keeping course 
in order to obtain his documents. He is one of 
the few who has managed to free himself from 
slavery. Moussa, on the other hand, with his 
bald, oval-shaped head, wearing Ray-Bans, 
raises rabbits behind the container where 
he lives. Back in Côte d’Ivoire, he used to 
raise rabbits too, he tells me, but he also kept 
sheep. "There’s no more work here," he con-
tinues calmly. "I’ll be off to Turin soon. I’m 
going to pick apples and peaches in Saluzzo." 
There is no guarantee that, when he comes 
back in October for the season, he will get his 
lodging back. Another African like him could 
get there first and take it.

Leaving Rosarno, we pass through the 
Bosco area, a landscape full of citrus groves, 
until we turn off onto a dirt road that disap-
pears into the fields towards Contrada Russo 
in Taurianova. Here, since the evacuation, 
200 labourers have been living in crumbling 
old farmhouses, where the collapsed roofs 
have been covered with plastic sheets. There 
are abandoned gas cylinders all over the 
place, old mattresses, laundry hanging out 
to dry and lots of bicycles in a shed. Many of 
these labourers have already left. There is just 
a young man jigging around, clutching his 
mobile phone, which is playing reggae music, 
talking to himself and saying "no work today" 

to no one in particular. There are two men sit-
ting opposite each other on two sagging sofas, 
who have lit a fire with a tree trunk. One of 
them, from Mali, wild-eyed and with a bushy 
beard, fled from the civil war. He is an asy-
lum seeker, and he shows Jacob his papers. 
Another Ivorian boy at the back is listening 
to music from a loudspeaker attached to his 
mobile phone. His name is Baffo, and he is 
singing the anthem of his country’s nation-
al team.

Gioia Tauro: abandoned industrial 
zone

By the time we reach the second industrial 
area of San Ferdinando, it is late afternoon. 
Along the deserted main streets, the migrants 
are cycling back from work. Beyond them is 
the port of Gioia Tauro and the sea, hidden 
behind the clumps of cherry laurel; the cranes 
stretch upwards towards the sky. "This indus-
trial area never took off," explains Rocco at the 
wheel. "It’s completely abandoned, the facto-
ries decommissioned… There are just a few 
agri-food firms processing oranges." The area 
where the shantytown used to be is a shock-
ing sight: there are piles of rubble like after an 
earthquake, mud, tangled metal and dust. In 
the tents on the other side of the road, which 

look as though they could become a new shan-
tytown, a Maremma sheepdog on the hunt for 
food is nosing around in the rubbish strewn 
about outdoors; some men are checking their 
bicycle chains. Bazoma, a young man with 
very black, frizzy hair, is selling whisky for one 
euro a glass; another is complaining because 
you cannot use gas cylinders for cooking any 
more; yet another is showing Dumbia some 
documents – his asylum application has been 
rejected, and he will have to appeal; all over 
the place people call out to Rocco, each want-
ing something different.

A little further along, at the end of a 
long road, is the new tent camp: 50 tents with 
accommodation for 700 people, patrolled by 
the carabinieri and the police, monitored by 
a security guard and with entry controlled 
by card. Alongside is the Hospitality School, 
which runs Italian classes and also has a legal 
guidance counter run by FLAI. At the en-
trance, the young people are returning from 
work, athletic and agile, wheeling their bicy-
cles, and disappearing down the path. Ester 
Momo is a young Nigerian woman of no fixed 
abode, with short hair and a dark green par-
ka, who looks sad and resigned. Her parents, 
both Christians, were killed by Boko Haram; 
she fled because she was being harassed; she 
applied for political asylum and is looking for 
somewhere to stay here. For women, things 
are even tougher, something confirmed by 
Yasmine, a stout woman with a broad face. 
"The work is too hard," she says. "Women 
earn less, 10 euros, because they can’t pick 
more than 10 crates a day." In the tent, she 

"The roving trade union has rediscovered  
a human gesture that was there at its origin: 
mutual aid."
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After the fire, two 
hundred day labourers 
came to live in 
abandoned farms. 
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"In the tent, she 
sometimes feels 
desperate: she thinks 
it is a ridiculous place 
to live, wonders why 
she ever came here 
and feels homesick  
for her country."

sometimes feels desperate: she thinks it is a 
ridiculous place to live, wonders why she ever 
came here and feels homesick for her coun-
try. When she speaks to her daughter on the 
phone, her daughter implores her: "When are 
you coming back?" Ibrahim tells us that she 
fled Ghana in the company of Asuma, who 
had married two women, but then they quar-
relled. She says that, now, where she works 
as a crop picker, they give her 30 euros a day. 
"It’s not much, but I have to accept it to sur-
vive." There is a bed in one corner of the tent, 
to the side there are bags containing clothes 
and shoes, and opposite there are pots and 
pans, overhead sheets hanging on a wire and 
little, sparkling, coloured lights, of the sort 
that are used to decorate a Christmas tree, 
hanging from the ceiling. The work is hard for 
everyone – all the young people I meet con-
firm this, like Omar from Senegal, who does 
all sorts of odd jobs. "Right now, I’m going to 
be a barman, and in May I’m going to work as 
a dishwasher in Tropea." Crop picking is par-
ticularly tough: getting up at dawn, cycling 

for miles and miles, wearing light clothing so 
you can work well, suffering from the cold, 
the rain, the wind, the water that soaks your 
clothes, continually bending down and stand-
ing up throughout the day, and then cleaning 
the pesticide-filled greenhouses. "Some-
times you have to take off your gloves, light 
a fire and warm up," explains Jacob, who has 
worked in the fields. "If it rains, the water gets 
in everywhere." 

On the return journey, Dumbia gets out 
at Gioia Tauro with Jacob, takes his leave and 
says he has to go home. "Madame" (as Rocco 
has nicknamed his wife) is expecting him – 
she has been alone all day. When she arrived 
in Italy, still a minor, she was destined to end 
up on the street. The woman who had paid for 
her passage from Nigeria was blackmailing 
her family, saying that she would kill the girl 
unless they gave her money. "I took her into 
care in Riace. She was just a little girl," he had 
confided to me that afternoon in little more 
than a whisper, his eyes brimming with tears. 
"I married her to rescue her."•
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This new camp  
has 50 tents to 
accommodate  
700 people.
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Jean-François Lebrun
Personal services specialist

Aurélie Decker
European Federation for Services to Individuals (EFSI)

The status of migrant female domestic 
workers in Europe: time for an overhaul
An increasing number of Europeans are calling on female domestic workers to help 
them in their ordinary daily tasks. Too few of these domestic workers enjoy decent 
working conditions that allow them to live in dignity. Must the well-being of a 
growing proportion of Europe’s citizens be secured at the expense of a minority 
that is more often than not invisible to and misunderstood by the general public 
and overlooked by our policymakers?

A 2014 campaign  
for the recognition  
of domestic work  
in Brussels.
Image: © Belga
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Defined by the International Labour Organ-
ization (ILO) as "work performed in or for 
a household or households", domestic work 
(also called personal and household servic-
es, or PHS) continues to be a largely unrec-
ognised sector. Whether referred to as "em-
ployés de maison", "aides-ménagères", or 
"assistants de vie dépendance" (in French), 
"colfs" or "badanti" (in Italian), or "traba-
jadores domésticos" (in Spanish), depending 
on the country of provision or the services 
that they provide, these workers all perform 
household tasks and provide personal assis-
tance in the recipient’s home. They are em-
ployed in that capacity on either a full-time or 
part-time basis to cook, clean and carry out 
garden maintenance as well as to take care of 
children and dependent persons. Today, there 
are over eight million declared domestic 
workers in Europe, 91% of whom are women.

Outsourcing and undeclared activity

Demand for domestic services tailored to in-
dividual needs will become inevitable in the 
future owing to societal changes: by 2030, 
37 million individuals will be over the age 
of 80, there will be an increased number of 
one-parent families and a rise in the employ-
ment of women. 76% of unpaid care activities 
are carried out by women.

Outsourcing domestic work is one of 
a number of solutions (including, for exam-
ple, improved allocation of tasks, reduction 
in working time, and leave for specific pur-
poses) offering households greater choice in 
terms of the life-homecare balance. However, 
most of the time this choice still involves ex-
cessive costs. Let us not overlook the fact that 
a household has to pay the domestic worker’s 
wage costs which cover not only the take-
home pay but also taxes and social security 
contributions, which may sometimes mean a 
twofold increase of the net pay. This is one of 
the main factors explaining the extent of un-
declared work in this sector, which ranks third 
in the list of activities most affected by illegal 
employment in the European Union (EU).

Against a background of stagnation, or 
even reduction, in state support for making 
access to these services affordable, undeclared 
activity presents one alternative for, on aver-
age, almost 50% of households (30% in Mem-
ber States that have developed support meas-
ures and 70% in the other Member States), 
which accounts for eight million jobs. The fact 
that the equipment and products needed are 
provided by the users, that the individuals’ 
homes cannot be accessed for the purpose of 
labour inspections and that the level of techni-
cal proficiency required remains low increases 
the likelihood that such activity will be carried 
out on an undeclared basis.

76% of unpaid care 
activities are carried 
out by women.

A fragmented sector beset with 
various challenges

Traditionally, female domestic workers are 
employed directly by individuals or by organ-
isations providing personal services. The lat-
ter are, historically, made up of public servic-
es or non-profit bodies subsidised by the state 
and, more recently, by private undertakings. 
This is the predominant model in Europe, 
given that it applies to approximately 70% of 
these workers.

Direct employment, which accounts for 
30% of the declared work, is, as a rule, part-
time and involves a number of employers. In 
some circumstances, the female workers live 
in the home of their employers. This is espe-
cially the case in the countries of southern 
Europe where a not insignificant proportion 
of the resident workers are migrants. Oc-
casionally, they may be hired on this basis, 
erroneously claiming "au pair" status. In re-
cent times, the jobs market has witnessed the 
emergence of self-employed, female domestic 
workers as a result of the developing collab-
orative economy and digital platforms very 
often associated with insecure, casual and 
secondary employment.

The complexity of this sector due to the 
coexistence of various forms of employment, 
including undeclared work, is underpinned 
by the following features: the isolation of 
female workers working alone in private 
homes, poor social recognition, and major re-
cruitment and retention problems due in par-
ticular to the salary and hours of work.

These difficulties notwithstanding, do-
mestic work provides nationals of less devel-
oped countries with an opportunity. Although 
female immigrants do not all work in the 
homecare services sector, this is often the type 
of work towards which they will initially grav-
itate. Thanks to an inadequate local workforce 
and the diaspora of systems in place, a major 
migratory movement referred to as the "care 
drain" (exodus of care professionals) has grad-
ually set in. The proportion of migrant work-
ers in the sector is estimated at 17% worldwide, 
but this situation varies immensely depend-
ing on the countries concerned. Accordingly, 
some 75% of the sector’s workforce in Italy 
are migrant workers, whereas the rate is 60% 
in Spain. It is, therefore, right and proper to 
focus attention on the specific place occupied 
by these migrant female domestic workers and 
their working conditions.

Fewer rights and deficient social 
security

The fact is that female migrant domestic 
workers will find themselves simultaneously 
in both declared and undeclared employment. 

The working conditions in bodies providing 
services to individuals may be regarded as 
normal in the sense that the positions are 
subject to the collective agreements and la-
bour laws common to all employed persons. 
In terms of direct employment, in the vast 
majority of Member States, it will be noted 
that some systems deviate from labour and 
social security legislation. These derogations 
are applied in relation to some specific fea-
tures of domestic employment (for instance, 
whether or not it is residential, if it is part-
time or otherwise, whether it involves a single 
employer or multiple employers, and whether 
or not it concerns a private household) and to 
a desire to reduce labour costs by lowering 
social security contributions, which usually 
goes hand in hand with a reduction in rights 
or social security cover. These distinctions 
may be highly significant or completely triv-
ial, as is particularly evident in France where, 
although laying down derogating provisions, 
the framework of laws and agreements in 
place offers working conditions that are simi-
lar to those normally applied.

Derogating measures in the context of 
direct employment are a key issue, and they 
interfere with the implementation of the Do-
mestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189) of 
the International Labour Organization, bear-
ing in mind that the purpose of that conven-
tion is to guarantee conditions that are not 
less favourable than those applicable to work-
ers generally. To date, this text has been rati-
fied by seven EU Member States only (name-
ly, Belgium, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Italy, 
Portugal and Sweden).

Derogating measures likewise apply in 
respect of casual employment and jobs relat-
ing to the platforms on which domestic work-
ers are treated as self-employed workers, or 
micro/autoentrepreneurs. It should also be 
noted that casual work is not covered by Con-
vention No. 189.

As for undeclared work, workers do not 
acquire any rights (to pensions, paid leave, 
maternity leave, etc.) and are not covered 
against any of the hazards that may arise 
when carrying out their tasks (termination 
of employment, sickness, accident, etc.). Iso-
lation, the fear of losing one’s job, the fear of 
being deported and the burden of proof lying 
with the victim are all features that restrict, 
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sectors. In 2016, for instance, health insur-
ance providers in France reported a 9.4% 
average for accidents leading to a cessation of 
work or permanent disability in the personal 
assistance and care sector, as opposed to 6% 
for the construction sector and 3.3% for the 
economy as a whole. Simple but repetitive 
actions, such as wringing out a mop, become 
problematic and may lead to major muscu-
loskeletal disorders (which make up 87% of 
cases of occupational illness in the French 
sector). Prevention in the area of health and 
safety at work presents a real challenge for 
the sector simply because the workplace is 
a private home which is difficult to monitor, 
and responsibility for any equipment used lies 
fully with those households. Furthermore, the 
language, social and cultural barriers experi-
enced by migrants limit their access to the ex-
isting preventive measures.

What are the prospects for progress?

Despite these alarming findings, there are 
also sound practices in place. First of all, in 
terms of combating undeclared work, some 
public authorities have adopted systems 
which give formal domestic employment a 
competitive edge over undeclared work, by 
means of measures that reduce the rate paid 
by service users while also offering workers 
genuine social protection and training. Ex-
amples include titres-services in Belgium, 
the plan Borloo in France and RUT-avdrag 
in Sweden. All too often, the Member States 
turn their back on implementing measures to 
improve the sector’s employment quality, for 
fear of the costs incurred as a result, and in 
spite of the many payback effects which con-
siderably reduce the net cost of state interven-
tion. It is vital for all public policy to be com-
bined with a general upgrading of the sector 
and its image.

It is necessary to consider the specific 
needs of migrant workers and this must ul-
timately lead to a ban on reporting undoc-
umented domestic workers to immigration 
services through labour inspection, following 
a routine visit or a complaint. This practice, 
which is common in many Member States, 
helps to perpetuate the cycle of exploitation 
of domestic workers. Therefore, in order to 
limit their vulnerability and to make the 

employers accountable, there has to be a dis-
cussion about the possibilities of extending 
labour immigration policies to cover domes-
tic workers. Similarly, granting a temporary 
work permit to migrants whose residence 
permit applications are under consideration 
would enable them to work legally (and thus 
avoid undocumented work) as a means of 
subsistence during the months that their files 
are being examined.

Respect for these workers’ fundamental 
rights under the UN Migrant Workers’ Rights 
Convention and ILO Convention No. 189 must 
be examined. It is also essential to provide mi-
grant workers with access to quality multilin-
gual information regarding their rights and to 
encourage them to coordinate themselves by 
creating collective groups, with the support of 
the trade unions and civil society stakehold-
ers. One example to be cited in this regard 
is the case of the Filipina domestic workers 
in the Netherlands who, in 2006, founded 
UMDW (United Migrant Domestic Workers) 
which was affiliated to the Netherlands trade 
union FNV. In this respect, the adoption of 
ILO Convention No. 189 has highlighted these 
movements and contributed to overhauling 
the brand image of domestic work.

In 2018, a cooperation exercise be-
tween various stakeholders in the sector, 
spearheaded by the Platform for Internation-
al Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants 
(PICUM), was launched at European level in 
order to discuss the common issues of con-
cern regarding the employment of migrants, 
in the hope of raising awareness among Eu-
ropean policymakers. European Commission 
support would, after all, make it possible to 
galvanise a proactive policy in that regard 
among the Member States. This action might 
be developed through technical assistance 
based on the sharing of best practice and data 
gathering, as well as by including this sector 
in the European Pillar of Social Rights and 
conducting an assessment of current Europe-
an law on lawful immigration.•
More information

Webpage on personal services, on the Europa website:  
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?-
catId=1427&langId=en

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights:
https://fra.europa.eu/en

ILO Convention No. 189:
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/domestic- 
workers/lang--en/index.htm

Report by the European Trade Union Confederation:
https://www.etuc.org/en/report-out-shadows- 
conference-organising-and-protecting-domestic- 
workers-europe-role-trade-unions

Support for a ban on reporting undocumented 
domestic workers to immigration services 
through labour inspection.

to a significant degree, workers’ access to 
regularisation procedures and to judicial 
remedies. Furthermore, in order to assert 
their rights, migrant workers must be in a 
lawful situation. Determining factors here 
are whether there is an employment contract 
and what their original citizenship is. Under 
freedom of movement for workers of the Eu-
ropean Union, female migrant workers from 
Member States may gain easy access to jobs 
in this sector, enjoying the same rights as na-
tional workers except in the case of "posted 
workers", in which case the salary and work-
ing conditions depend on the host country, 
whereas the social security contributions are 
those of the country of origin.

Workers confronted with working con-
ditions akin to labour exploitation are, for 
the most part, migrants in an illegal situation 
and lodging with their employer. Marked by 
a crippling workload, the complete absence 
or insufficiency of pay, long hours of work, 
and a lack of leave and social security cover, 
these exploitative practices may lead, in rare 
instances, to some form of domestic slavery. 
This was made evident in the judgment deliv-
ered in 2005 by the European Court of Hu-
man Rights in relation to the plight of a young 
Togolese girl held in servitude in Paris (case of 
Siliadin v. France, Application No. 73316/01, 
ECHR 2005-VII). Although slavery has been 
abolished throughout Europe for many years, 
10% to 14% of the trafficking in human be-
ings, in particular trafficking into the EU, 
would appear to be undertaken for the pur-
pose of exploitation through domestic labour. 
Generally speaking, restrictive migration 
policies, the existence of work (and residence) 
permits linked to the employer, and the lack 
of legislation on domestic workers lodging 
in the household where they work contrib-
ute to strengthening the dependence and the 
precarious situation of those workers, thus 
increasing the incentives to perform unde-
clared work.

In addition to the employment status 
and remuneration, the physical constraints 
and the occupational hazards encountered by 
female domestic workers must also be taken 
into consideration. In view of their long work-
ing hours, exposure to chemical products, 
heavy lifting and carrying, solitary work and 
a significant psychological burden, these fe-
male workers face higher risks than in other 
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The “home front”
How migrant domestic workers cope with unfettered 
exploitation

They leave their home countries intent on building a better future, but all that 
awaits them is exploitation. They work without papers in private households, 
often in exchange for a roof over their heads. Devoid of any specific training, they 
look after dependent and sick people, having to cope with overbearing emotional 
demands without outside help. Many of them find themselves subjected to 
physical and psychological mistreatment, and even sexual violence. Left alone in 
the face of brutal abuse, migrant domestic workers in Spain have started to join 
hands to gain mutual support.

Many domestic workers 
face sexual harassment 
from their employers. 
Image: © Belga

Berta Chulvi 
Journalist
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Last August, in the context of what they called 
"Operation Ayote", Spanish police arrested 
eight members of a gang recruiting Nicara-
guan women to work as home helps in Spain, 
taking care of elderly or sick dependants. A 
total of fifty women have been identified as 
the gang’s victims since 2016. The gang con-
stantly threatened its victims with reprisals 
against their families left behind in Nicara-
gua to ensure that they obeyed orders and 
did not denounce their recruiters. Relatives 
of gang members living in Nicaragua were 
tasked with finding the victims, more often 
than not young, unskilled women with chil-
dren to look after and on the verge of social 
exclusion, making them prey to promises of 
well-paid dignified work in Spain. On accept-
ing, they were given a plane ticket and 1000 
euros in cash, allowing them to enter Spain 
on a ninety-day tourist visa.

Once in Spain, they were contacted by a 
gang member who sent them to places to stay 
in La Rioja or Huesca, two provinces in the in-
terior of the country. He immediately confis-
cated their passports and money, telling them 
that they were now 6000 euros in debt to the 
organisation and that this had to be repaid 
quickly, at a rate of 600 euros a month. The 
group’s leader – herself a woman – usurped 
the identities of the young women to post ads 
on the internet and social networks. Once a 
contract had been concluded with the em-
ployers, she sent the victims to perform the 
services, with instructions underpinned by 
new threats. Paid directly by the customers in 
cash at the end of the month, the young wom-
en had to hand over 85% of their wages to re-
pay their debts. The rest was supposed to be 
enough for them to get by on in Spain. When 
they needed rest or found themselves out of 
work, the gang put them up in its rooms, bill-
ing them for all services. If they were unable 
to pay, it lent them money at a 20% interest 

rate. This could push up their debts to astro-
nomical heights, making them difficult to re-
pay. Certain victims told us how, in an effort 
to reduce their debts, they had been obliged 
to have sex with the gang leader. These epi-
sodes were filmed without their knowledge. 
The women were then subjected to the threat 
of the pictures being published if they did not 
pay their dues. Finally, a phone call denounc-
ing trafficking in human beings sparked off 
the police investigation.

Why do these mafia gangs go 
unnoticed?

For a long time, the victims of the group 
smashed by Operation Ayote went unnoticed 
in Spanish society, a society benefiting from 
their services. It is estimated that the or-
ganisation was responsible for putting some 
five hundred women on the domestic work 
market since 2009. The fact that it was able 
to operate without fear of punishment is un-
doubtedly due to the generalised exploitation 
characterising the whole domestic services 
sector in Spain.

By no means a marginal sector, it is 
growing constantly: estimates put the num-
ber of people working in the sector at 750 000, 
83% of whom are women working in private 
households in Spain. The country has one of 
the highest numbers of domestic employees 
in Europe, for two main reasons: it is very dif-
ficult for people to reconcile their work and 
family life, and at the same time, widespread 
deregulation of these services has resulted in 
very low wage levels and a high percentage of 
work in the informal economy. Estimates put 
the percentage of domestic workers without 
an employment contract at 30-40%. A study 
recently conducted by the Catalan branch 
of the Comisiones Obreras (CCOO) union 

revealed that 51% of domestic employees 
came from abroad, a percentage higher than 
in any other sector. In the hotel and catering 
sector for example, the other sector employ-
ing large numbers of adult migrants, the per-
centage is "only" about 30%.

The term "domestic employee" also con-
ceals major disparities in working conditions. 
On the one hand there are the women official-
ly employed by cleaning or home-help compa-
nies which pay social security contributions, 
while on the other hand there are the wom-
en employed directly by private individuals 
in need of their services. The latter group of 
women, the majority of whom are migrants, 
are the ones suffering from deplorable work-
ing conditions: they either work without con-
tracts or they are registered with the Spanish 
"special social security system", the special-
ness of which lies in them being excluded not 
just from unemployment benefits but also 
from the scope of the law on the prevention 
of occupational risks, while at the same time 
subjecting them to particular terms of dis-
missal, by means of "rescission". 

“If you fall ill, you get fired!”

"Rescission" is the legal procedure allowing 
private individuals to dismiss their domestic 
workers without having to justify their ac-
tion and without having to pay compensation 
equivalent to 12 days’ wages, a bargain way to 
get rid of a sick worker, regardless of whether 
she is a victim of a work-related accident or 
suffering from an occupational disease or any 
other normal illness. Even if she has an em-
ployment contract, the same rules apply. Such 
dismissals at no cost constitute in practice a 
flagrant mechanism for circumventing wom-
en workers’ right to health, as they are gen-
erally dismissed if they fall ill. This is some-
thing often highlighted by representatives of 
various women’s organisations which, thanks 
to their extensive use of social networks, con-
stitute social and moral support platforms for 
their members.

While causes vary and procedures dif-
fer in the use of this mechanism, the result 
is always the same, as Daybelyn Juares from 
the association Mujeres Migrantes Diversas 
(Diverse Migrant Women) explained: "If you 
fall ill, they’ll fire you. And in many cases, 
you’ll find yourself without a roof over your 
head as you were previously housed by your 

The solitude of women workers and their lack 
of knowledge of their rights help aggravate 
their precarious situation and their inability 
to defend themselves.
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A survey has shown that 40%  
of migrant domestic employees 
have suffered various forms of 
sexual harassment.

accident but did not report it to the labour 
inspection authorities: "She didn’t have a 
residence permit. But even if she had had 
one, she wouldn’t have said anything. The 
people are afraid, so they prefer to keep their 
mouths shut." Véliz told us of the many cases 
of intoxication and allergies caused by gases 
emanating from the chemical products used. 
Another colleague, for example, got ammo-
nia on her face and was burnt. "She stayed 
stretched out in the bathtub. Despite this 
young woman having an employment con-
tract, she was sent packing because of the ac-
cident. Her face still bears the after-effects." 
Véliz also recalled the case of another worker 
who suffered intense pain while ironing and 
was diagnosed as having carpal tunnel syn-
drome. "She was also fired. She had to stop 
doing domestic work and look for something 
else. But she wasn’t entitled to anything at 
all: no unemployment benefit, no compensa-
tion." Another Mujeres pa’lante member who 
was working without a contract fell from a 
ladder while cleaning the windows. She was 
also fired. She had to prove that she had fall-
en in that house and did not want to go to 
court: "It’s our word against theirs and the 
people know that we have little chance of 
winning," explains Véliz.

Shirley from the Libélulas association 
told us of another case of a worker with an oc-
cupational disease who had been dismissed: 
"One of my friends got polyps in her nose af-
ter being exposed to degreasers that she used 
for cleaning. She had been working nearly 
two years in that household. She had to have 
an operation to remove the polyps, while the 
intoxication affected her eyesight. After the 
operation, her employers dismissed her. At 
that very moment, her residence permit ex-
pired. As she had no employment contract to 
justify its renewal, she found herself again 
working without papers."

Libélulas chairwoman Isabel Valle high-
lighted the psychosocial risks to which work-
ers are exposed due to the contempt shown to 
them. "Imagine the case of this young woman 
who has just arrived and who doesn’t know 
how a washing machine works. She didn’t 
separate the white washing from the coloured 
washing. When her employer saw that one of 
her T-shirts had been ruined, she told her that 
one whole year of work would not be enough 
to compensate for the T-shirt." Valle also told 
us of the case of a young woman employed as 
a live-in worker in a household in Figueras, a 
town near Barcelona, for 500 euros a month. 
"I asked her: 'But how can you get by on so lit-
tle?' and she replied: 'Isabel, I can’t even pay 
for my room, yet I have to send money home'." 
Such situations of desperation explain why 
women workers accept any amount.

“Horrible things happen in these 
homes”

The most sordid psychosocial risk domestic 
employees come up against is sexual harass-
ment. The men who harass these women often 
do it with the complicity of their wives or chil-
dren who play down the incidents: "Well, my 
husband was turned on last night, wasn’t he?" 
This was the question a harasser’s wife put to 
her employee to let her know that she had also 
heard her husband drumming on the door of 
the room where her maid lay in terror.

This controversial subject has attracted 
the attention of social anthropologist Sílvia 
Bofill from the University of Barcelona. Sílvia 
Bofill and Norma Véliz from Mujeres pa’lante 
have just published a new study highlight-
ing the sexual harassment faced by migrant 
housemaids1. The study shows that the phe-
nomenon is far from marginal and that we 
are witnessing hushed-up structural macho 
violence in one of the most deregulated and 
precarious markets in Europe.

One of the participants of the survey 
conducted by Bofill and Véliz, Amina (a fic-
titious name) found simple but frank words 
when speaking of the drama facing these 
women: "Horrible things happen in these 
homes". Coming from Morocco, for seven 
years she was subjected to sexual violence 
from the husband of the Alzheimer patient 
she was looking after. She put up with it all 
to provide for her children, until she couldn’t 
take it anymore and took sick leave. This led 

1. The full text of the study 
(in Catalan) is available 
on: https://irla.cat/
publicacions/assetjament-
sexual-dones-migrades-
treballadores-llar-cures/

employer." She recalls the case of a colleague 
who lodged in the house where she worked 
and who suffered from an attack of renal colic: 
"She was working without a contract and she 
started getting terrible abdominal pains. The 
owner told her it wasn’t worth going to see a 
doctor. All she needed to do was to drink some 
herbal tea. When the young woman’s condi-
tion got worse and her employers saw that she 
was in great pain, they drove her to the hos-
pital. But they dropped her off in the middle 
of the night two blocks away from the hospi-
tal, with instructions not to say who she was 
working for. They didn’t even go near the A&E 
department. The young women called the 
numbers of the association’s coordinators and 
we went there to pick her up. She remained 
in hospital for several days. After being dis-
charged, she didn’t go back to her employer, 
because nobody from the family had deigned 
to inquire how she was faring." Juares also 
told us about Deriber, a woman who had lost 
the use of three of her fingers after a brick fell 
onto her hand. Her employer had dismissed 
her on seeing that she could no longer do the 
household chores. When she first came to the 
association, she didn’t want to denounce her 
employer. But she changed her mind after 
Daybelyn took her to the Centro de Infor-
mación de Trabajadores Extranjeros (CITE, 
the Information Centre for Foreign Work-
ers) run by the Catalan branch of the CCOO. 
The family thought they could get away with 
everything at little cost. But when they got 
a letter from the CCOO, they acknowledged 
having employed Deriber as a maid. The vic-
tim ultimately won her court case with the 
social and legal support of the union.

Norma Véliz from the Mujeres pa’lante 
(Forwards, women) association had similar 
stories to tell, such as that of a colleague who 
became intoxicated after mixing bleach and 
ammonia. She had been dismissed after this 
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to her being dismissed and kicked out of the 
house. Her testimony for the investigation 
was shocking.

Several women’s associations have 
measured the reality of this hidden violence: 
a study conducted in the Basque Country re-
vealed that 22% of migrant women providing 
domestic service were subjected to sexual 
harassment. Another survey conducted in 
Madrid in 2017 put the percentage at 24%. 
Bofill and Véliz interviewed eighty women 
in Barcelona, arriving at similar results: 41% 
affirmed having received vulgar comments, 
innuendo or sexual proposals, 28% had en-
dured excessive groping, while 10% had re-
ceived demands for sex, with or without pres-
sure. Finally, 10% stated that they had been 
subject to sexual violence.

Magdalena is one of them. She came to 
Spain from Guatemala to escape the violence 
there and found work in Barcelona in the 
home of an elderly couple, where she worked 
six hours a day, Mondays to Saturdays, with-
out a contract, for 550 euros a month. The 
wife was basically bound to her wheelchair. 
Magdalena helped her get dressed and take 
a shower and accompanied her to the shops. 
After one month, the husband started har-
assing her, putting his hand under her skirt 
while she was cooking. The wife didn’t notice 
anything. After two months, Magdalena quit, 
but without denouncing her aggressor as he 
had threatened to accuse her of stealing if she 
did so. Similarly, she didn’t explain her rea-
sons for quitting to the recruitment agency as 
she was afraid of not being understood.

The testimony of a woman named 
Lourdes is particularly revealing: when she 
turned to the employment agency which had 
found her the job to denounce her employ-
er, an elderly widower who made her prop-
ositions and spoke of sex during meals, the 
agency told her that this was quite normal 
among old men and that she shouldn’t attach 
too much importance to it. The agency thus 

legitimised what had happened to her. The 
case of Rosa Maria, a sixty year-old woman 
from Colombia, is similarly illustrative: she 
worked a few hours a week for an elderly cou-
ple: "I was up a ladder doing some cleaning 
when the grandfather came over in his wheel-
chair and put his hand on my thigh. I was so 
afraid I almost fell off the ladder." On getting 
down, Rosa Maria was furious and asked him 
why he had done that. He replied that he had 
not done anything at all and that he would tell 
his children she had hit him. She decided to 
discuss the incident with the oldest daughter, 
but she didn’t believe her.

Union initiatives in defence of 
domestic employees

Social movements are reacting in many dif-
ferent ways to this situation. First of all, the 
platforms established by unions and women’s 
associations are calling on the Spanish gov-
ernment to ratify ILO Convention 189 (the 
Convention on Domestic Workers) as a first 
step towards changing working conditions. 
Ratification would bring domestic services 
under the umbrella of unemployment in-
surance, would put an end to "rescission" as 
grounds for dismissal, would make all in-
come liable to social security contributions 
and would lead to the full application of la-
bour law, including the law on the prevention 
of occupational risks.

Simultaneously, the unions are devel-
oping various strategies to tackle the complex 
problem of migrant workers in the domestic 
services sector. The CCOO’s Federación de 
Construcción y Servicios (Construction and 
Services Federation), for example, is cur-
rently setting up PROMODE, a project run in 
cooperation with Italian and French organi-
sations, with a view to developing a joint Eu-
ropean programme to make such work visible 
and valued. For its part, the Instituto Sindical 

de Trabajo, Ambiente y Salud (ISTAS, the 
Union Institute for Labour, the Environment 
and Health) has developed an information 
package for women workers and their em-
ployers presenting the various exposures to 
occupational risks and providing recommen-
dations on how to prevent these risks. Al-
though private employers are to a large extent 
unaware of such occupational risks, they have 
an obligation to prevent them. Regulations 
covering the special employment relationship 
in domestic services oblige employers to pro-
vide their employees with safe and healthy 
working conditions. They can incur liability 
when this is not the case.

The most difficult aspect for the unions 
is to actually work with the victims of such 
exploitation: their workplaces and origins 
rule out traditional union action strategies. 
In reaction to these difficulties, the Catalan 
CCOO’s information centre for foreign work-
ers has developed a methodology for estab-
lishing a trust-based relationship with groups 
of migrant women. Carles Bertran i Bruguera, 
the centre’s director, explained this approach 
to us: "We need to take account of the sol-
itude of these women workers and their lack 
of knowledge of their rights, two phenomena 
aggravating their precarious situation and 
their inability to defend themselves. This is 
especially true since a great number of them 
have no residence or work permits for Spain. 
Many of them are organised in associations, 
sometimes grouped around their nationality 
of origin, which function as personal devel-
opment groups and which help them to regain 
control over their lives, but also to claim their 
rights and denounce the situations of exploita-
tion they are subjected to. The experiment, 
launched in 2017 in Catalonia at the instiga-
tion of the CITE and the CCOO’s Construction 
and Services Federation, seeks to bring such 
groups and the unions together. Its outcome 
is an appreciable increase in union member-
ship among the target audience. It has also 
heightened the visibility of these employees 
and the fight for their rights in the media and 
corridors of power. This visibility has led to 
concrete progress, as witnessed by the signing 
of an agreement between the Generalitat de 
Catalunya (the government of the Autonomous 
Community of Catalonia), the sector’s main 
representatives and the principal unions. The 
agreement lists no less than 37 measures, in-
cluding some of the key demands of the work-
ers concerned.•
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Interview with writer Hans Vandecandelaere

Interview by
Mehmet Koksal
ETUI

Prostitution: a view from the other side 
of the window
Prostitution, migration, urban planning, social status and working conditions: 
the new book by Brussels-based historian and writer Hans Vandecandelaere covers 
a wide spectrum of themes. Don’t Ask Me Why is a study of the prostitution 
business and the working conditions affecting female sex workers in Belgium, 
including foreign nationals.

Why such interest or special focus on 
prostitution?

Hans Vandecandelaere – My book’s title is, 
funnily enough, En vraag niet waarom (Don’t 
Ask Me Why). I think that’s the big question 
that every sex worker keeps getting asked: 
"So, why do you do this job?" In the end, she’ll 
just reply with "Stop asking me why, will you!" 
I get the same treatment because journalists 
constantly ask me the same question: "Why 
did you write this book?" (Laughter). Any-
way, to be serious for a moment, when I wrote 
my first book on migration in Brussels, I was 
already doing my research in Rue d’Aerschot 
in Brussels (the red-light district). Although 
I had been intrigued at the time by this sub-
ject area, my approach to it was clearly no dif-
ferent from that of many other researchers, 
inasmuch as I wouldn’t speak with the sex 
workers themselves. So, this means you opt 
for the main, traditional research methods, 
such as going to speak with the police and 
health-sector professionals, but you are less 
likely to dare to have a conversation with the 
sex workers themselves. As I said, this subject 
started to fascinate me as far back as eight 
years ago, and I just thought there should be a 
much more anthropological approach, inter-
viewing the sex workers as a journalist right 
where they work, "on their beds" so to speak.

In fact, you describe a somewhat unusual 
method in this book. Can you tell us a little 
bit about how you managed to persuade 
them to talk to you?

The book provides an insight into all branch-
es of the sex industry, from street prostitution 

and the windows on one hand, to the digital 
phenomenon of prostitution by webcam on 
the other. You need to apply a separate meth-
odology to some degree for each branch, 
but, when it came to the windows, I devel-
oped what I call in my book the "twee-mi-
nuten-klant-strategie", which means acting 
as a client for the two minutes needed to make 
it into the worker’s bedroom before openly re-
vealing the nature of my "visit": "I’m actually 
called Hans, and I haven’t come here for that. 
I’ve come about my book."

But weren’t the prostitutes afraid? You have 
to admit, seeing a client like that is a bit odd. 
Did you have to pay for these "visits"?

No, they weren’t scared, just a little intrigued. 
For the girls in the windows, I’d say that, 80% 
of the time, I did have to pay for the interview, 
because let’s not forget that they conduct their 
business in a really expensive rental sector. 
For a 12-hour shift in Rue d’Aerschot in Brus-
sels, they’ll pay 250 euros a day.

You mean that the prostitute pays the 
250 euros for the 12 hours to the landlord?

Not to the landlord, no – to the window  
operator.

We also find out in the book that the 
nationality of the women behind the 
windows has changed a great deal over 
the years. In the past, there seemed to have 
been many Belgian and French prostitutes. 
But the arrival of foreign nationals in the 
1990s brought a diversity to the face of 
window prostitution. There’s a lovely turn 

En vraag niet waarom: 
Sekswerk in België (Don’t 
Ask Me Why: Sex Work In 
Belgium)
by Hans Vandecandelaere, 
published by EPO, Brussels, 2019
French version to be published in 
March 2020 by 180° éditions
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of phrase in the book about the windows 
being mirrors that reflect the economic 
crises prevailing in the women’s countries 
of origin. The shifting nationality of window 
prostitutes therefore seems to depend 
on which countries are most affected by 
economic turmoil.

Yes, I think that gross national product also 
plays a significant role in the prostitution in-
dustry: the higher it is in the host country, the 
greater the likelihood that this country will 
attract prostitution. And that’s where you’ll 
find a link between prostitution and econom-
ic crisis occurring elsewhere. The migration 
we saw in the 1990s was significant in terms 
of window prostitution in Belgium. Prosti-
tutes in the early 1990s were still mainly Bel-
gian, but by the end of the decade the whole 
situation had been turned on its head, with 
the majority of them now foreign nationals 
mainly coming from eastern Europe and the 
Balkans, as well as Latin America and Africa. 
Then there was another shift in the noughties 
towards home-based prostitution and mas-
sage parlours.

We acknowledge this shift and the arrival of 
a new population on the prostitution scene, 
but where did the Belgian prostitutes go? 
Did they disappear off the face of the earth? 
Did they stop touting for business?

I just don’t know. Good question.

Prostitution is generally considered to be 
illegal in Belgium, but you explain in this 
book that this isn’t the case. The illegality 
lies in the exploitation or promotion of this 
occupation, and not in the prostitution itself.

It’s actually the facilitation of prostitution 
that is unlawful. And so, in Belgium, we have 
an abolitionist law which says that you can 
lawfully be a sex worker. But while this isn’t 
illegal, any third parties engaged in the busi-
ness are breaking the law and are liable to 
prosecution. The rule is that money cannot be 
earned by one party on the back of the pros-
titution activity of another party. This situ-
ation has repercussions for the status of sex 
workers because while a prostitute may enter 
into a contract of employment, she has to play 
around with fictitious job titles, such as "mas-
seuse" or "waitress", so as to avoid divulging 

that she is a prostitute. Why is that? Because 
when you have a contract of employment that 
refers to prostitution, the prostitute’s boss au-
tomatically becomes a "pimp" in the eyes of 
the law, and he then runs the risk of prose-
cution. The other viable option for prostitutes 
is to adopt self-employed status, but then the 
same problem will arise when they have re-
course to the third-party services of, say, a 
web designer or an accountant – they all will 
be treated as benefiting from prostitution, 
and that’s illegal.

Who are the winners and losers in this 
system? 

The system definitely has its losers. Let’s start 
with the sex workers themselves: without for-
mal status, they cannot gain access to social 
or medical insurance cover. Then there are 
the bona fide operators who must live in con-
stant fear of prosecution. I think that bona 
fide operators have a really important role to 
play in guaranteeing the workers’ well-being. 
That said, you might well ask yourself how 
many of those women actually want a recog-
nised social status. To my mind, a vast num-
ber of them would reply that they are happy 
with the system as it stands because it allows 
them to earn "black" money. And that’ll do 
nicely, thank you!

Is it really black money (undeclared income)?

Often it is, yes, it’s black money, but that’s not 
always the case everywhere. In the world of 
the webcam, for example, the workers can 
download forms and sheets from the online 
platform for submitting their tax returns. 
Workers in the pornography industry also 
operate under artist status, but a major part 
of the business clearly remains undeclared. 
Personally, I’m all in favour of making this 
sector much more transparent through par-
tial decriminalisation.

Would that mean legalisation and putting 
an end to this abolitionist policy?

No, not legalisation. Prostitution has been 
legalised in the Netherlands, and in Germa-
ny too. But legalisation implies a desire to 
create – or indeed invent – brand new laws 
just for the sake of formalising this single 
profession only. Decriminalising prostitution 

entails maintaining those provisions of crim-
inal law that are absolutely vital, such as 
measures to combat human trafficking and 
child prostitution, but the remaining features 
of the profession can be transposed into the 
existing legislation, that is to say, employ-
ment legislation. Therefore, nothing actually 
needs to be invented.

Isn’t that already the case right now in 
Belgium? Aren’t we already in a system 
where the public authorities, in particular
in Antwerp, are in fact trying to codify the 
situation by compelling people to register?

What the City of Antwerp is doing in the 
Schipperskwartier (the red-light district) is 
simply organising the district and ensuring 
the quality of the bars. And so the operators 
are kept on a tight leash, and they can’t af-
ford to have a criminal record or deviate from 
the rules. However, in relation to undeclared 
work, the City of Antwerp reacts with: "that’s 
none of our business. It’s a federal matter, and 
it’s up to social inspection services to enforce 
the law".

What can the local authorities do to improve 
working conditions? In your book, for 
example, you clearly explain the change that 
took place locally in 2011 in Schaerbeek, 
the Brussels municipality which decided to 
introduce the requirement that all bars must 
apply for a certificate of compliance – an 
idea that was originally developed 10 years 
earlier by the City of Antwerp.

First of all, there’s no governance for the 
other sectors of prostitution. Anything to do 
with local governance is confined to manag-
ing street or window prostitution. The back-
ground to this is that, after the migration in 
the 1990s, the districts with windows had 
completely outgrown their original perime-
ters. There were many instances of nuisance 
but also, to some degree, problems associ-
ated with human trafficking. The red-light 
districts were expanding. The municipal 
authorities decided to take measures to re-
duce the public space and regulate it more 
effectively, and Antwerp was at the forefront 
of the change, delineating the zone of activ-
ity and inventing the compliance certificate. 
To be issued with a certificate, the workplace 
in question was required to cover a certain 
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surface area in square metres and to have 
sanitation facilities, hot and cold water, etc. 
If you compare, let’s say, work premises in 
Schaerbeek from before to now, conditions 
have improved hugely.

You also refer to French tourists who 
regularly come to Belgium in search of 
prostitutes. It’s interesting to read how 
France applied a firmer policy under Nicolas 
Sarkozy’s presidency, which resulted in 
French "punters" regularly making the trip 
to Belgium.

Sarkozy himself launched the measures to 
criminalise the clients, with France witness-
ing the overhaul of the legislation in 2014. 
Sweden was the first country to introduce a 
"neo-abolitionist" law. The Swedish govern-
ment is still spouting nonsense now, claiming 
that prostitution figures have fallen massive-
ly, when in fact there are no substantiated fig-
ures, and the prostitution scene there is con-
siderably more dangerous than elsewhere.

What can be said about the prostitution laws 
worldwide?

Most countries apply prohibitionist laws 
which criminalise the three parties in-
volved, namely the sex worker, the client 
and the third-party facilitators. The United 
States, Russia and the countries of the Mid-
dle East apply this system. Even Thailand 
– a country with a highly developed sex in-
dustry – follows this model. Europe, for the 
most part, operates a pro-abolition system, 
like in Belgium. The neo-abolitionist move-
ment is gaining popular momentum due to 
the efforts made at European level by a large 
lobby campaigning for the European Com-
mission to criminalise the clients. Countries 
such as Sweden, Norway, Iceland, France 
and Canada apply this system. By contrast, 
we then have the legalisation system oper-
ating in Germany, the Netherlands, Greece 
and Turkey.

Advocates of abolitionism will tell you that 
prostitution isn’t an occupation, that it isn’t 
work, it’s exploitation.

The first argument that abolitionists use is 
that prostitution is a form of violence against 
women, because they see men as nothing 

more than sexual predators who objectify 
women. That doesn’t make sense, because sex 
workers offer a service and aren’t a commod-
ity to be sold. Then their second argument 
is that freedom of choice doesn’t come into 
play, because it’s always the woman’s precari-
ous situation that leads her into prostitution. 
I personally promote a more subtle theory. In 
terms of freedom of choice, yes, socio-eco-
nomic development may be lagging behind, 
and certain pressures or cultural factors may 
imply the absence of absolute freedom, but it’s 
a little too easy to say that prostitution isn’t a 
free choice, when so many people in all kinds 
of sectors could be described as working 
against their will. These women do it because 
this job allows them to earn more money and 
to create other freedoms for themselves. Be-
sides, talking with the prostitutes makes you 
realise that there are, in fact, quite a number 
of middle-class women among them, and 
therefore extreme precariousness is not the 
primary cause of their entry into prostitution.

But what drives this middle class to engage 
in prostitution?

Very often, you’ll meet people who already 
had jobs in eastern Europe, but these jobs 
were in a traditional, poorly paid sector. 
These women will have come from the middle 
classes. What drives them is quite simply the 
desire to make more money and to have so-
cial mobility. So, we have to stop stereotyp-
ing prostitutes: the very existence of a mid-
dle-class prostitute shows, amongst other 
things, that prostitution does not come down 
to stereotyping. That’s what I found so fasci-
nating about prostitution, because you stand 
at a crossroads between various contempo-
rary issues affecting our societies, such as 
issues of migration, ethics, feminism, urban 
planning and social issues, to name just a few.

One figure reported in the book, which 
I found very interesting, and which emerges 
from the work conducted by Assistant 
Professor Stef Adriaenssens at KU Leuven 
(Catholic University of Leuven), values 
the prostitution business in Belgium 
at 870 million euros, 42% of which is 
attributed to the escort and home-based 
prostitution market and only 17% to the 
prostitution windows. That’s a huge figure, 
don’t you agree?

Yes, and my theory is that the prostitution 
windows are currently in crisis. They now ac-
count for a mere 17% of business, although the 
professor did tell me that this finding doesn’t 
as yet afford us the right to talk of crisis, be-
cause a second study is needed to facilitate a 
comparison. Nevertheless, the tremendous 
competition from prostitution on the inter-
net or internet-dependent markets, such as 
the escort sector and massage parlours, are 
leading to the gradual absorption of the old 
markets for prostitution, including street and 
window prostitution.

Is it conceivable that, 20 years down the 
line, there will no longer be any visible 
prostitution in European towns and cities? 

I really don’t know, and this is precisely what 
people are wondering. Are we going to be part 
of an implosion in the wake of a crisis in the 
window prostitution business and internet 
competition, or are we going to become in-
creasingly intolerant of visible prostitution, 
as is already the case in many Belgian towns, 
especially in Wallonia? Let’s not forget that 
Wallonia has watched virtually all of its win-
dows disappear: only six windows are left in 
Liège, and there’s a small district in Seraing. 
As far as the windows are concerned, I am 
very pragmatic, and I feel that each neigh-
bourhood should be looked at individually: for 
some of them, there may well be a legitimate 
interest in closing them – here, I’m thinking 
of Saint-Josse near the Gare du Nord in Brus-
sels where conditions have become really 
harsh due to human trafficking, not to men-
tion the fact that it is a very dense urban area. 
But there are also other neighbourhoods with 
these windows that should be left alone, such 
as in Antwerp or Ghent, areas that present 
absolute proof that several urban functions 
can coexist. Antwerp’s Schipperskwartier has 
become a fantastically upmarket, ultra trendy 
neighbourhood to live in and yet, right on the 
doorstep, prostitution is happening without 
any bother or fuss. The future of the towns 
and cities will also be galvanised through the 
improved management of working conditions 
for all of their stakeholders and residents – 
which also involves having discussions with 
those at the lower end of the social scale.•
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Frontex, keeping a forceful watch at 
the borders of Fortress Europe
With its coastguards and border guards, this is the European Union institution 
that has expanded the most rapidly. In the space of 15 years, Frontex has become 
the key agency in Europe’s migration policy, ensuring control of the periphery 
of the Schengen Area and policing the Mediterranean, from its headquarters in 
Poland down to Spain and the south of Albania. But its detractors condemn 
this as a further manifestation of “Fortress Europe”.

It is particularly 
dangerous for pateras 
among the heavy  
traffic of the Strait  
of Gibraltar.
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Border guards Jan and 
Christian intercepted 
22 migrants earlier in 
the week. 

The two elderly people waiting by the road-
side suddenly vanish, swallowed up by the 
thick cloud of dust that whirls up behind 
the passing patrol. Bringing up the rear in 
the convoy of three vehicles travelling along 
the bumpy road in the little Albanian village 
near Kapshticë, on the border with Greece, 
Dominik has no choice but to wind up the 
window, to avoid getting the dark leath-
er seats of his rugged 4x4 coated in a beige 
film. The 29-year-old German wants to keep 
everything clean. Just two weeks into his 
mission in this Balkan country, he has been 
using this Land Rover for work every day. It is 
a very special "Discovery" model. On the blue 
emblem superimposed on the metallic grey of 
the vehicle’s bodywork is the wording: "Euro-
pean Border and Coast Guard Agency".

Since 22 May 2019, the European Un-
ion (EU) Member States have allowed Fron-
tex to deploy 50 border guards in the "Land 
of Eagles", split between Kapshticë and Gjiro-
kastër, the other border post further south. 
This is unlike any other mission in the histo-
ry of the agency: for the first time, it is taking 
place in a non-EU country. When it was creat-
ed in 2004, Frontex was only responsible for 
coordinating the integrated management of 
Europe’s external frontiers. Now it is carrying 
out wide-ranging operations in several Euro-
pean countries and in the Mediterranean. For 
Fabrice Leggeri, Frontex Executive Director, 
this "important stage" makes it possible, un-
der the agreement signed with the Albani-
an government in October 2018, to "combat 
irregular migration and, in particular, put 
a stop to the wild fluctuations in migration 
flows". The aim is to avoid a repeat of the 2015 

episode, when more than 120 000 men and 
women crossed the region via the "Balkan 
route", often wrong-footing national control 
bodies.

"Frontex helps us find out who’s cross-
ing the border. In conjunction with the local 
authorities, it keeps logs, takes fingerprints 
and fills out forms that help identify peo-
ple-smugglers, so they can be arrested," ex-
plains Izabella Wiewor, one of the organisa-
tion’s spokespeople, from the back seat of the 
Land Rover. She adds that "2 310 migrants" 
have been intercepted by the surveillance 
patrols since the start of the mission. In to-
tal, there are 12 nationalities represented by 

those supporting the Albanian police under 
the aegis of Frontex. Back home in Germany, 
Dominik belongs to the federal police, follow-
ing a stint with the riot control police. Here 
in Albania, he may not be fitted with body 
armour or a shield to protect against violent 
demonstrators, but he does carry a revolver, 
a truncheon, a pair of handcuffs and a flash-
light. And he pairs the European agency’s fa-
miliar blue armband with a bullet-proof vest. 
"Frontex is much more interesting: you get to 
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"The agency 
reflects a Europe 
that is becoming 
bogged down in an 
increasingly security-
centred rationale." 

travel around Europe, share experiences and 
so on. It’s my seventh mission, but my first 
time in Albania," he recounts, not forgetting 
to flash a broad smile to the Frontex represent-
ative in the rear-view mirror. Izabella, the ar-
bitrator of what may and may not be divulged, 
regularly gets involved in the conversation, 
particularly when it comes to describing the 
frontier guards’ day-to-day dealings with 
migrants. One of the agency’s activities is to 
"interview" certain migrants to obtain infor-
mation on the networks of people-smugglers. 
According to Caroline Intrand, codirector of 
the Belgian non-profit CIRÉ (Coordination et 
initiatives pour réfugiés et étrangers), this is 
when "the lack of a legal framework and any 
transparency, and the poorly defined nature 
of the objectives and use of data collected" 
becomes apparent: "There is no particular 
procedure guaranteeing respect for the phys-
ical or moral integrity of the people who are 
intercepted."

Turning a blind eye to abuse

In August 2019, the agency found itself in the 
spotlight following a joint publication by the 
German investigative journalism site Cor-
rectiv, the British newspaper The Guardian 
and the German channel ARD. On the basis 
of "hundreds of internal documents", the in-
vestigation revealed that Frontex had turned 

a blind eye to the mistreatment by local offi-
cials of asylum seekers in Bulgaria, Hungary 
and Greece. These revelations cast a shadow 
over the impressive rise of the agency, which 
could have a budget of more than 11 billion 
euros by 2027, compared with the few tens 
of millions it had at its inception. "While the 
agency can suspend an officer deployed by 
Frontex, it does not have the authority over 
the national border police forces," responded 
Frontex in a news release.

Leaning against their two cars, 31-year-
old Christian and 42-year-old Jan are rather 
reticent in describing how they themselves 
intercept refugees. The two Germans are 
working together on this early September 
afternoon. They are patrolling with Mario, a 
28-year-old Albanian policeman. Jan speaks 
last and is rather serious. The last time he ar-
rested migrants was just two days ago. Twen-
ty-two of them got picked up by the authori-
ties. "The families don’t run away. When you 
find them, they stay together. Often, they’re 
from Iraq. The men on their own are always 
Algerians or Moroccans – that lot, as soon as 
you see them, they run away. Then we catch 
up with them and detain them," he says, but 
doesn’t let on whether he uses handcuffs on 
those who offer most resistance. Once they 
have been rounded up, the border guards 
call the Albanian police to take the asylum 
seekers to a centre, where their identity is 
recorded. "When there are a lot of families, 

the women and babies go first. That happened 
about a month ago." It is difficult to establish 
how long people stay at this centre under su-
pervision, and in what conditions. They are 
then sent to Tirana, the Albanian capital, or 
Babrru, which has the country’s only centre 
for asylum seekers. The daytime patrol finish-
es its last circuit at eight o’clock in the evening 
and is then joined by a different team.

Night falls on the valleys of Kapshticë. 
Except at the border post, street lights are 
rare in the nearby villages. A little earlier in 
the day, when the sun was chasing away every 
inch of shade, we met a shepherd, whose dai-
ly rounds were interrupted by the Frontex 
agents. When asked "Have you seen any mi-
grants going by?", the old man had seemed 
embarrassed to reply in front of the author-
ities and the journalists. Lowering his head, 
his eyes almost invisible under his broad-
brimmed beige hat, he whispered: "There’s no 
one by day. But night-time is a different mat-
ter…" These more frequent arrivals are con-
firmed by Anton and Pavel, two Czech border 
guards on a mission for the European agen-
cy. From 8 p.m. until the small hours, along 
with another team, they scan the hills using a 
thermal camera mounted on the roof of their 
van. "When the weather conditions are good, 
you can see as far as 20 km. But, on average, 
the camera can zoom in up to 10 or so kilo-
metres from our position," explains Pavel, the 
team leader and head of the Brno police in his 

In Albania, citizens 
are often requested to 
gather information on 
people smugglers.
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The Spanish maritime rescue service  
pales into insignificance compared with 
Frontex’s finances.

home country. On the two monitors fixed to 
the wall, the guards can see the smallest de-
tail, zoom in with the joystick, focus, record 
a sequence and take photos. Each night, they 
say they identify between one and three small 
groups of migrants. Once they have them on 
the screen, Pavel and Anton have to alert the 
Albanian police, but Frontex agents can also 
go along to meet these people. This is what we 
see from a recording made on 21 August. The 
guards catch up with three men. They encircle 
the asylum seekers, get them to sit down and 
keep them in the torchlight. Once they have 
been contacted, the Albanian authorities pick 
them up and take them to the centre near the 
border post. It is often Andi who takes on the 
task of calling the patrol: he is the only Alba-
nian working directly with the team using the 
thermal camera. Before Frontex, the 25-year-
old worked in passport control in the north 
of the country. With his blue armband, Andi 

seems happy with his current job, which gives 
him more responsibility.

643 agents and a budget of  
320 million

Frontex makes a big play of this cooperation 
between local police and European agents 
deployed by the Member States. However, the 
agency, with its spectacular growth, is not to 
the taste of every European country, such as 
those with populist governments that fear 
loss of sovereignty. At the agency’s headquar-
ters in Warsaw, Izabella Cooper never miss-
es an opportunity to mention that Frontex 
would not exist without the European coun-
tries. It is one way of countering the argument 
that "the armed wing of European migration 
policy", as its detractors call it, must be kept 
under control. It is a view that is emphatically 

not shared by Frontexit, a group of research-
ers and associations which claims that there 
is a genuine lack of transparency about the 
agency’s activities. "The EU is scrambling to 
build up Frontex, even though no study has 
been made of the impact of its current activ-
ities on fundamental rights. The agency re-
flects a Europe that is becoming bogged down 
in an increasingly security-centred rationale, 
to the detriment of both the rights of exiles 
and their support structures."

On the eleventh floor of the modern 
building in Warsaw’s business quarter, 
Cooper, a former spokesperson for the United 
Nations, tries to justify the role Frontex plays: 
"The countries of Europe were not set up to 
deal with the migration crisis of 2015. For one 
thing, they didn’t have enough equipment or 
even an internet connection on the Greek is-
lands. Initially, lots of people went unrecord-
ed. The priority was to reestablish border 
control." The 2015 "wake-up call" for Member 
States was the trigger for an overhaul of the 
agency, to expand its powers. This change 
gave rise to the reform adopted in 2016 by 
the European Council of heads of state or 
government. This was a real turning point in 
the prerogatives of Frontex, then reaffirmed 
in October 2018 by a new reform along these 
lines. The number of officials went up from 
309 in 2015 to 643 in 2018, and the annual 
budget increased from 143 to 320 million eu-
ros over the same period. "The EU recognised 
the fact that Frontex should not be operating 
under urgent conditions. We aren’t there to 
firefight. We have to prevent the fire in the 
first place," explains Cooper.

Frontex can now rely on its own mate-
rial resources to achieve this objective. The 
text provides that the agency can buy on 
its own behalf, or rent under a leasing ar-
rangement – everything it needs to perform 
its operations. "The difficulties faced by in-
dividual states in securing and protecting 
their borders showed that Frontex too need-
ed strengthening, especially in areas where 
tensions exist. Now we can purchase our 
own equipment – helicopters, planes, patrol 
vehicles and so on," says Izabella Cooper in 
the agency’s Situation Centre. Behind her, 
four large screens display images of boats 
out at sea, alongside tables and curved lines. 
Among the three rows of desks, each with 
two computer monitors per workstation, 
Disma Malgarini explains the sources of the 
data being displayed. "These are real-time 
images, which our experts are observing 
24 hours a day over periods of several days. 
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Sailor Manuel Capa 
denounces the 
militarisation of the 
Spanish maritime border.
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They can be transmitted by a camera or by 
radar installed on our airborne platforms: 
a plane, a drone, a satellite or even a bal-
loon," explains the Head of the Situation 
Centre. This "balloon" refers to an aerostat 
deriving from two tenders held in November 
2017 and October 2018, worth 400 000 and 
500 000 euros respectively. Tender records 
show that, since the 2016 reform, no fewer 
than 70 calls for tender have been issued, 
worth a total of more than 340 million euros.

This budget rankles with Manuel Capa. 
A seaman for eight years with the Spanish 
Maritime Safety and Rescue Society (or "Sal-
vamento Marítimo"), this father and member 
of the trade union Confederación General del 
Trabajo (CGT) is first in line to pick up men, 
women and children who are risking their 
lives crossing the Strait of Gibraltar. The 
maritime rescue service pales into insignif-
icance compared with Frontex’s finances. In 
the port of Tarifa in the far south of Spain, 

Capa describes one of the vessels that sets out 
to sea to pick up survivors from the rickety 
craft they call "pateras". "This is the Maria 
Zambrano, named after the Spanish phi-
losopher who had to flee the Franco regime. 
There are 10 to 12 people on board. We start 
by throwing a rope fore and then aft of the 
boat carrying the migrants, and we approach 
very carefully," he explains, pointing to a 
39-metre orange vessel. Behind him, lying on 
the cement floor, a patera has been brought 
into port. Between the six benches of this 
fishing boat, used by 60 migrants a few days 
previously, are the scars of a fatal crossing: 
among two T-shirts and a stained pair of 
jeans, there are a number of lifebuoys strewn 
on the floor of the boat. "They aren’t strong 
enough to save someone from drowning," 
says Capa, who complains of a serious lack 
of staff and resources for Salvamento Marí-
timo’s primary mission: to save lives. The or-
ganisation has 80 people to cover no less than 

600 kilometres of sea border, from Cartagena 
to Barbate. Frontex is currently deploying five 
vessels, two helicopters and 292 agents in the 
field. But Salvamento Marítimo has very little 
to do with the agency. "We never see them. 
Actually, no one really knows what they’re 
doing," explains one of the organisation’s cap-
tains, who wished to remain anonymous for 
fear of a backlash.

Subcontracting border control

In Spain, Frontex says it is conducting the op-
erations Hera, Indalo and Minerva. The first 
dates from 2006 and is a groundbreaking 
mission for the agency. It involves patrolling 
off the coasts of Morocco, Senegal and Mauri-
tania, together with the fleet of each country 
concerned, to intercept people trying to reach 
the Canary Islands and return them to their 
port of departure. The other two missions 
have been going on since 2014 in the Medi-
terranean. "Frontex observes, but does not 
rescue," continues the vessel’s pilot. "When 
we sail in from the open sea after rescuing a 
patera, there are about 20 Red Cross person-
nel waiting at the port to receive the refugees 
and identify any first aid needs, backed up by 
several Spanish police from the Guardia Civ-
il. There are 15 or so Frontex agents there as 
well. They take notes and then leave." It is no 
coincidence that there is a military presence 
from the Guardia Civil and the European 
agency, given that surveillance and rescue 
along the Spanish sea border are increasingly 
beyond the control of civil organisations like 
Salvamento Marítimo. This assumption of 
control is backed up by bilateral agreements 
between Spain, the European Union and Mo-
rocco. The policy has slashed the number of 
migrants arriving in Spain from more than 
60 000 in 2018 – the year when, according to 
the International Organization for Migration, 
Spain was top of the list of European coun-
tries for arrivals of asylum seekers – to few-
er than 16 000 in 2019. To "congratulate" his 
partners on this result, Fabrice Leggeri went 
to Rabat in June, where he met Noureddine 
Boutayeb, the Moroccan Minister for the Inte-
rior, and his staff. In Africa, Frontex is on fa-
miliar territory. As evidence of its power out-
side Europe, the agency has numerous liaison 
officers posted there, particularly in Niger. Its 
presence is not likely to encourage NGOs to 
stop speaking out about the outsourcing of 
the European Union’s border control and the 
increasing power that Frontex now wields.•

This policy has slashed the number of 
migrants arriving in Spain from more than 
60 000 in 2018 to fewer than 16 000 in 2019.
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A patera left abandoned 
at the port of Tarifa 
(Spain).
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Interview with British MEP Magid Magid

Interview by
Bethany Staunton
ETUI

Politics on borrowed time
The walls of Magid Magid’s office in the European Parliament are bare. This is 
understandable, as the newly elected Member of the European Parliament (MEP) 
for Britain’s Green Party is in Brussels on a potentially short-term contract. At the 
time we are conducting this interview, the looming Brexit deadline means he could  
be packing up again, so decorating may turn out to be a pointless exercise.

Not your average 
politician: British 
MEP Magid Magid in 
front of the European 
Parliament in Brussels.
Image: © Chris Saunders
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Five months in political office is just long 
enough to make an impression, and Magid 
Magid is an expert at this. Black, young, Mus-
lim, and very outspoken, he does not look, 
talk or dress like your average EU politician. 
Born in Somalia, Magid came to the UK as 
a child with his family, as refugees from the 
civil war. He grew up in Sheffield, a city with 
an industrial, working class heritage in the 
northern region of Yorkshire, where he joined 
the Green Party. First elected as a local coun-
cillor, the young Magid made national head-
lines in 2018 when he became Sheffield’s Lord 
Mayor, a civic leadership position that exists 
in the major cities of the UK. Revolutionising 
the traditionally ceremonial role, the young 
activist-turned-politician had his official 
photograph taken perched on a balustrade of 
the town hall staircase, pairing his heavy gold 
chain of office with green Dr. Marten boots. 
With strongly pro-immigrant and anti-racist 
politics, when Mr Magid isn’t challenging the 
status quo verbally or on his Twitter feed, he 
lets his T-shirts do the talking, which usual-
ly bear such messages as "Immigrants Make 
Britain Great" or "F*** Fascism". He is a cam-
paigner for Remain but is not uncritical of the 
European Union (EU). Now he’s set to shake 
up European politics, even if he only has a 
short time to do it in.

Magid Magid, your communication style 
is a very creative one, even theatrical. For 
example, as Lord Mayor of Sheffield, you 
"banned" Donald Trump from the city and 
declared a "Mexico Solidarity Day" (while 
wearing a sombrero). Have you brought 
some of this style to your MEP role?

That’s a good question. I always try to engage 
people. For me it’s all about trying to capture 
people’s attention with a positive message. 
Especially when attention spans are get-
ting shorter, the question is: how do you cut 
through the noise? 

But I’m sad to say that I’ve not done as 
much as I’d like to in this role, mainly because 

of Brexit. It’s kind of stifled my creativity in 
some way. Before, I felt like I could think 
ahead. I had the privilege of being able to plan 
things, whereas now it’s just a bit chaotic. A 
week is a long time in politics, but with Brexit 
it’s literally hours.

You may only be here for a short time in 
the European Parliament if Brexit goes 
ahead. What can you hope to achieve in 
this time?

I’ve been trying to spend as much time as 
possible in the UK, because I still think we’re 
going to have to put Brexit back to the British 
people, either as a general election or a peo-
ple’s vote. Or possibly both. I’d hate to think 
that even out of the four months I was MEP 
I had a month’s holiday – that’s why I didn’t 
have a holiday in August. So, in the region 
that I represent, Yorkshire and Humber, 
I’ve been having conversations with people, 
"Brexiteers", who didn’t vote for me. I’m a big 
advocate of having difficult, awkward conver-
sations and trying to find some commonality. 
It’s also about mobilising the Remain people, 
getting them enthused. 

You’ve voiced support for a second 
referendum. What do you think about 
the arguments, from both the Right and 
the Left, that this could be considered 
undemocratic?

Democracy is not static. We are current-
ly being pushed towards a no-deal Brex-
it. That wasn’t on the ballot paper, nobody 
campaigned for it. Some people who voted 
for Brexit still want to have some sort of EU 
rights. It’s in everyone’s interest to vote and 
campaign against this. At the end of the day, 
the Leave campaign was based on lies and 
fear, where they broke electoral rules. We 
need to have a fair and honest referendum, 
and Remain needs to be on the ballot. 

But I also don’t think anybody can cam-
paign for just "Remain" because that, in my 



39 autumn-winter 2019/HesaMag #20

if I didn’t use my platform or voice to really 
challenge things and champion certain caus-
es. It is what it is and I’m thick-skinned. In 
any case, here in the Parliament I can’t tell 
a fascist from a non-fascist because they all 
wear suits – so I just smile and say hi.

You’re a member of the Green Party, and 
in these recent European elections we saw 
what some people called a "green wave". 
Trade unions often talk of the importance 
of ensuring a "just transition". Do you also 
think this needs to be a central part of 
climate policy?

Absolutely, and it’s our responsibility to cre-
ate it. That means training people to develop 
new skills to be able to work in the renewa-
bles sector. When we talk about climate jus-
tice, social justice has to go hand in hand. 
You can’t have one without the other. So we 
need to look at how our economy functions, 
we need to make sure there are sustainable 
jobs for people, that people aren’t living on 
the poverty line and that they receive a living 
wage on which they don’t just survive but also 
thrive. All these things are interlinked.

Every European country has their own 
problems, they’re all at different stages. I ap-
preciate that there can’t be one blanket poli-
cy for all. But we [the Greens] would love for 
every EU country, as part of their budget re-
view, to prioritise climate change and to bring 
emission cuts to the bare minimum. And we 
need to start working with the developing EU 
countries and making sure that everyone’s 
pulling their weight and working towards that 
– which means there also need to be sanc-
tions. We’re doing this to protect our planet 
and everyone’s in it together.•

https://twitter.com/MagicMagid 
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opinion, is accepting the status quo. We need 
to remain and reform. We need to put forward 
a proposition of how we want the European 
Union to change. For example, Ursula von der 
Leyen [the newly elected European Commis-
sion President], where did she come from? 
Out of nowhere. It would be great if every 
European citizen had the opportunity to vote 
for the Commission President. We should 
also have multiple candidates, proposed by 
the European Parliament, rather than just a 
couple of people suggested by the European 
Council of heads of state or government of the 
Member States.

And what about European politics, beyond 
Brexit? If this potentially short time in your 
MEP role means you have to prioritise, what 
are the most important issues for you?

A big focus for me has been refugees. I’m 
from Somalia and my family had to flee civil 
conflict. We ended up in Sheffield, which has 
a very long, rich history of welcoming people 
from all over the world. But nobody chooses 
to leave their home, their friends, their com-
munity and everything they have unless they 
have no other choice.

I think the refugee crisis is the defin-
ing characteristic of the European Union. We 
need to stop acting as if it’s a nuisance of some 
sort. You can’t sit on the fence. You can’t be in 
the middle of what’s right and what’s wrong. 
Of course, some things aren’t black and white, 
but we’re talking about the preservation of 
human life, especially when it comes to unac-
companied child refugees, who are so vulner-
able to persecution and trafficking.

One of the things I really want is for 
the EU to be tougher on states like Italy who 
[under the previous government] were hap-
py to turn the Mediterranean into some sort 
of cemetery. Or the UK, for example, which 
does not take its fair share of refugees. I want 
to see the political will to back policies and 
legislation where the EU takes a more ac-
tive role. I also want the EU to create safe 

passages for people and to end the detention 
centres in Libya. 

Do you think the discourse around 
migration, race and ethnicity has become 
more toxic in recent years?

Definitely. It was one of the driving forces and 
tools used to get people to vote for Brexit. But 
it’s nonsense. We know, statistically, econom-
ically – every factor you want to look at – that 
immigrants are more of a gain to the British 
economy, culture, everything, than they are 
a drain.

Even the language that’s used, such as 
being an "illegal" immigrant… Nobody can be 
"illegal". All these words have meaning. De-
humanising people causes murder.

You yourself experienced an incident in 
Strasbourg, when an individual in the 
Parliament asked you to leave on your first 
day of work, which drew the attention of 
anti-racist activists. Have you encountered 
a lot of prejudice in the "EU bubble"?

It’s nothing that’s exclusive to the European 
Parliament. You find it in a lot of different 
spaces and environments. We’ve all been so-
cially conditioned to expect what a politician 
looks like, and when a person of colour is in a 
position of authority, people are just genuine-
ly a bit baffled. At the beginning, I got people 
asking me which MEP I work for.

On the whole, the people that we elect 
to be our leaders do not reflect the people that 
they are there to represent. And if we’re really 
talking about having an equal and fair socie-
ty, we need to address that problem.

There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t 
get some sort of racist abuse, whether that be 
through social media, email, letters. People 
always say, "maybe you should tone it down 
a bit Magid, maybe you shouldn’t be too po-
litical". But I haven’t got that privilege. I’m a 
black, Muslim refugee living in this current 
political climate. It would be such an injustice 
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Migrant workers: a threat to “our 
European way of life”? Or vulnerable 
and exploited?

Discriminations against migrants, engrained in the law, have an undoubtable 
impact on the quality of their working conditions. And because discrimination 
creates fiercer competition for jobs, this could, by a kind of boomerang effect, 
be damaging to employment as a whole. Are these migrants a threat to the 
“European way of life” or should they simply be seen as people living and 
working in harsher, exploitative conditions?

A migrant attempts to 
climb over a barbed-
wire border fence to 
enter the Spanish 
territory of Ceuta.
Image: © Belga
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September 2019: Ursula von der Leyen, the 
new President of the European Commission, 
is distributing portfolios to the commission-
ers nominated by the 271 Member States of the 
European Union. Each commissioner is given 
a job title and a mission letter setting out the 
broad outlines of his or her future policy. Mar-
garitis Schinas is the Commissioner-designate 
for Greece and a member of the centre-right 
conservative party Néa Dimokratía. His role 
is to be the commissioner responsible for 
"protecting our European way of life", and his 
activities will focus on three areas: skills, mi-
gration and security. Very quickly, numerous 
voices are heard protesting that, once again, 
a major player in world politics is drifting off 
course. In what way is migration a threat to 
"our European way of life"? And, above all, 
why talk about migrants and public safety in 
the same breath? Building on their successes 
at the polls in many countries, groups on the 
far right have managed to influence the speech 
and actions of many traditional parties. 

The idea of the foreigner as a threat, as 
the cause of innumerable problems, is clearly 
nothing new in party political propaganda. 
We are, however, witnessing an intensification 
of institutionalised violence against migrant 
populations, the likes of which have not been 
seen since World War Two. Children incarcer-
ated, individuals detained for simple admin-
istrative irregularities which have never been 
ruled on, the undermining of a basic principle 
of the law of the sea that victims of shipwreck 
must be rescued, and subcontracting by the 
European Union of inhuman practices includ-
ing imprisonment, torture and forced labour 
in non-EU countries that are supposed to be 
the first line of defence of Fortress Europe 
(such as Libya, Morocco and Turkey). 

Of the 112 000 people who crossed the 
Mediterranean in 2018, more than 2 200 
perished, according to the Office of the Unit-
ed Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 
Hundreds of thousands of people, whose legal 
statuses can vary enormously, just about sur-
vive in Europe in shantytowns, in insanitary 
housing or with no roof over their heads at all 
– in numerous cities, in farming areas or close 
to a border that is hard to cross. In Denmark 
in January 2016, an overwhelming majority 
of parliament – encompassing the far right, 
all the liberal and conservative parties and 
the social democrats – voted through a law 
empowering police to strip asylum seekers of 
their cash and assets above the value of 10 000 

kroner (1 340 euros). Just 27 members from 
green political parties and the radical left op-
posed this controversial law. The official justi-
fication given by proponents of the law is that 
the state must be able to claw back money from 
anyone who is a drain on the public purse. Fol-
lowing this line of reasoning, and setting aside 
any racist perspective, one might logically ar-
gue that anyone receiving any form of social 
benefits should also be fair game. The true jus-
tification was provided by the Danish People’s 
Party (DF), a far rightist group which supports 
the measure: "Our message [to migrants] is 
this: if you must come to Europe, stay away 
from Denmark."

Harsh utterances like this have touched 
off racism of the worst kind in a number of 
groups of the population. Cases of discrimi-
nation are on the rise, such as punitive raids 
or individuals being insulted or attacked on 
public transport because of the colour of their 
skin. It is reasonable to conclude that it is not 
migrants who threaten "our European way of 
life", but rather the self-proclaimed defenders 
of that way of life who endanger the migrant 
population and the well-being of the public as 
a whole.

Inequality before the law

A brilliant analysis of the concept of national-
ity has recently been published by the French 
jurist Karine Parrot. Her book is concerned 
essentially with France, but its analysis could 
broadly be applied to the other countries of 
the European Union. She shows that nation-
ality is a recent concept. Far from being a fun-
damental characteristic of a human being, it 
is a tool that allows every state to divide pop-
ulations into two groups. Citizens have spec-
ified rights that are denied to foreign nation-
als. This "fabrication of the non-citizen" first 
made its appearance amongst the population 

in the years following the French Revolution. 
The process spread and was further refined 
during the era of colonial conquest. It pro-
vided justification for the huge inequalities 
between people who were all subject to the 
authority of the same state. At certain times, 
however, when the state was short of man-
power for industry or war, surprising solu-
tions were found to help people acquire citi-
zenship fast.

On the matter of European law, Ka-
rine Parrot’s verdict is unequivocal. The law 
is cold and brutal. The construction of tight 
borders is a profitable business for multina-
tional companies which are increasingly re-
sourceful in devising ways of monitoring peo-
ple and controlling them by force. The fences 
erected around the Spanish enclave of Ceuta 
in North Africa are barbaric, with sharp razor 
wire that cuts, mutilates and inflicts serious 
injuries. Europe’s Dublin Regulation, mean-
while, which requires asylum seekers to apply 
for asylum in the first EU country they reach, 
seems to be deliberately unworkable and to 
justify arbitrary and violent treatment.

Karine Parrot’s analysis is valuable 
chiefly because it points to the continuity be-
tween the countless measures that delineate 
and discriminate against legal immigration 
and those that seek to curb illegal immigra-
tion. Thus, the status of seasonal workers 
who are not EU nationals condemns them to 
working in precarious jobs, demand-driven 
and renewable at the employer’s whim, and 
in many cases this situation means that their 
immigrant status swings to and fro between 

Of the 112 000 people who crossed 
the Mediterranean in 2018, more than 
2 200 perished, says the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.

1. In view of Brexit, the 
United Kingdom has made 
no nomination for the office 
of European Commissioner.
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In 24 of the 
28 Member States of 
the European Union, 
the law makes it a 
criminal offence to 
facilitate the entry 
of illegal migrants, 
even if it was not done 
for profit. condemning them to a precarious existence, 

the political decision-makers help to perpet-
uate poor working conditions, low pay, higher 
occupational risks and, generally speaking, 
a social climate in which there is less chance 
that respect for their social and fundamental 
rights will improve. Whether we are talking 
about women working in Parisian nail par-
lours or farm workers in Italy, popular unease 
and forms of resistance are on the rise. It is 
the most obvious paradox of this generalised 
xenophobic demagoguery that it feeds on the 
fears of those whose circumstances are inse-
cure, who are concerned for their future. But 
by blaming this imagined enemy – the for-
eigner – it further weakens labour’s position 
against capital.•

Further reading

Lemozy F. (2019) Retour sur la notion de “travail 
esclave” au Brésil: Zara et les travailleurs migrants 
boliviens, Problèmes d’Amérique latine, (1), 115-129.

Parrot K. (2019) Carte blanche. L’État contre les 
étrangers, Paris, Éditions La Fabrique.

Vosyliute L., Conte C. (2019) Crackdown on NGOs 
and volunteers helping refugees and other migrants, 
ReSOMA Final Synthetic Report, June 2019:  
http://www.resoma.eu/node/194.

legal and illegal. In fact, the European rules 
are broadly derived from the status created 
in agreements between France and her for-
mer colonies.

The pitfalls of a sensationalist 
portrayal

One justification for the current arsenal of 
legal rules relies on the portrayal of some mi-
grant groups as hapless victims with no say 
in their own fate. Condemnations of human 
trafficking, or other modern forms of slavery, 
are doubtless well-intentioned. Tragedies do 
indeed happen when people have no doc-
uments and no rights. But, in the great ma-
jority of cases, these references to trafficking 
and slavery are deceptive. Unlike real slaves 
who have been trafficked, most migrants 
have chosen to leave their countries of origin 
for a wide variety of reasons. Their freedom 
is compromised by their illegal status, which 
can work to the advantage of multiple inter-
mediaries involved in their transportation to 
Europe, their residence and their work. But 
portraying this as "slavery" shifts the blame 
for its essential cause (the status of being "il-
legal" that is decreed by the state) on to those 
intermediaries. Some of these individuals 
may be part of a criminal organisation, but 
that is by no means the norm. Plenty of peo-
ple-smugglers, landlords or employers have 
a keen nose for profit and few scruples about 

how they achieve it, but they are not a part 
of major organised crime. Organised crime 
often spreads out its activities very carefully: 
thus, in Italy, ’Ndrangheta, one of the coun-
try’s main mafia groups, has received signif-
icant funding from the Italian state chan-
nelled through cooperatives it set up to run 
centres for asylum seekers.2

EU legislation on human trafficking is, 
in fact, built on highly ambiguous concepts.3 
Legal instruments to combat people-smug-
gling were adopted in 2002. The scope of 
these is very broad, because they cover all 
activities which foster illegal immigration, 
including entry, transit and residence. Per-
sons involved in entry or transit may be pros-
ecuted as criminals, even if they did not act 
for monetary gain. Instead of penal sanctions 
exclusively targeting organised crime, all hu-
manitarian acts and measures of public soli-
darity with migrants are considered criminal 
offences.

A recent study shows that this legal 
framework has led to the criminalisation 
of solidarity in many Member States of the 
European Union. Some of them, like Poland 
and Hungary,4 have gone far beyond EU law 
in adopting domestic anti-NGO legislation. 
Most other countries, meanwhile, have used 
the punitive EU framework to prosecute 
NGOs and individuals acting out of solidar-
ity or for humanitarian reasons. In 24 of the 
28 Member States of the European Union, 
the law makes it a criminal offence to facil-
itate the entry of illegal migrants, even if it 
was not done for profit. The low point in this 
campaign against the fundamental duty to 
save human lives was reached in July 2019 
when Carola Rackete, a German activist and 
captain of the rescue ship Sea-Watch 3, was 
arrested in Italy for bringing 40 survivors of 
a shipwreck into port in Lampedusa. She was 
charged with "assisting illegal immigration".

It is common knowledge that most mi-
grants, whether legal, illegal or somewhere 
in between, are living in Europe on a more 
or less permanent basis. The existing rules 
certainly make them more vulnerable. By 

The Dublin Regulation seems to be  
deliberately unworkable and to justify  
arbitrary and violent treatment.

4. The Hungarian law was 
passed in 2018 as part of 
a “Stop Soros” campaign 
which combined new forms 
of xenophobic hostility 
to refugees and barely 
concealed antisemitism.
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2. Messinetti S. (2017) 
’Ndrangheta, non ong: 
milioni sulla pelle dei 
rifugiati, Il Manifesto, 
15 May 2017.
3. See Directive 2002/90/
EC of 28 November 2002 
defining the facilitation of 
unauthorised entry, transit 
and residence, and Council 
Framework Decision of 
28 November 2002 on the 
strengthening of the penal 
framework to prevent the 
facilitation of unauthorised 
entry, transit and residence.


