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Abstract

This paper discusses the expanding phenomenon of international mobility to 
the rural areas of Europe. First it extends the theoretical discussion of international 
mobility to rural regions and presents comparatively the ‘northern’ and ‘southern’ 
European models of migration as well as the implications of these migration flows 
upon the rural areas of Europe. The paper moves to the case of Greece presenting 
research results related to the implications of the migratory phenomenon upon the 
rural economy and society and to the issues of migrant mobility and integration. 
Finally, the paper projects the implications of the present economic crisis upon 
the migrant populations and their countries of origin and raises issues of policy 
to counter depopulation trends and to support rural sustainability. 
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IntrodUCtIon

Human mobility is an increasingly central dimension of globalisation. Policy 
makers and citizens look with growing interest upon the connection between this 
emerging mobility and the economic and social outcomes on the migrant-sending 
and migrant-receiving countries. 

1 This paper draws largely from a presentation of the author in the Thematic Symposium 
“Mobilities and Stabilities in Rural Space” organised by the European Society of Rural Sociology 
in the context of the XXIII ESRS Congress held in Vaasa, Finland in August 2009.
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As Europe undergoes a rapid demographic change migrant workers are going 
to become more and more important. 

The EU Commission, being fully aware of these developments, issued a Green 
Paper in 2005, in which it is clearly stated that the EU will need 20 million 
migrants between 2010 and 2030 to cover the decline of its economically active 
population. However, the designation and implementation of a Policy Plan for 
legal migration in 2005 does not seem to have been success story (Commission of 
the European Communities 2005). The EU has still not resolved the contradiction 
of the acknowledged labour needs and the adoption of restrictive migration 
policies. Nevertheless, net migration into Europe is still increasing and is now 
the largest component of population change.

Structural rigidities in European labour markets imply that shortages of both 
skilled and unskilled labour in most countries are likely to coexist not only with 
large pools of unemployed and/or inactive people, both nationals and migrants, 
but also with continuous inflows of new migrants. 

The segmentation of EU labour markets, in conjunction with differences in 
economic, social, and institutional characteristics, has given rise to two distinct 
‘migration regimes’ in northern and southern European countries. 

These ‘migration regimes’ are distinguished with respect to migrant and host 
country characteristics, labour market and policy content and effectiveness. 

More specifically, Southern Europe constitutes a ‘special case’ of European 
capitalism characterised by late industrialisation, large agricultural and tourist 
sectors, speculative urban development and an extensive family-based informal 
economy. These characteristics make up the framework for the construction of the 
so-called ‘Southern European model of migration’. What differentiates this model 
from the ‘Northern European model’ of legal migration for work in the ‘fordist’ 
industrial sectors of post WW II countries like Germany, UK, France, Sweden 
etc., are: its wide ‘illegality’, due to migration controls and restrictive policies; the 
multiplicity and heterogeneity of nationalities migrating towards Southern Europe; 
the asymmetry of their gender composition (being overwhelmingly male); the 
differentiation of the geographic, social and cultural origin of migrants; and finally 
the coexistence of migration with high unemployment and underemployment in 
the receiver countries (King 2000).

The recent economic crisis has raised new concerns about migration. Concerns 
are related to the size and implications of it in the host countries and there are 
concerns for the expected implications of the crisis upon the sending countries. 
Such issues are discussed later in the paper.
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deMoGrAPHIC trendS In rUrAL eUroPe

In the greatest part of the twentieth century, the regional pattern of population 
change in most European countries was characterised by a ‘rural exodus’ and an 
increasing urbanisation. 

However, from the 1970s onwards ‘counter urbanisation’ became a common 
trend in the ‘well developed’ parts of the world. Together with a parallel process 
of ‘de-agriculturalisation’ of rural households and an increasing development of 
non-agricultural activities in rural areas, these processes contributed largely to 
the formation of a ‘new rurality’ characterising more and more the rural regions 
of Europe. 

Ageing of the population has been an important issue in the rural regions of 
some Member States, notably Spain, Greece, Portugal and France, where the rural 
populations contain a higher proportion of people over 65. The same countries 
show a relatively low ratio of children (0–15) to pensioners (>65), a low ratio of 
young adults (15–24) to pensioners, and a high overall dependency ratio (total 
population/ages 15–64). Thus, it comes as no surprise that the ageing of the rural 
and farm population and the need to accommodate or reduce the flow of young 
people out of the countryside has been a serious challenge to the generational 
renewal and the sustainability of the European rural regions. This development 
reveals the complexity of the rural labour markets and the social mismatch of 
the demand and supply of employment. 

In terms of gender, the most important pattern is the ‘masculinisation’ of the 
more sparsely populated Nordic rural regions and the out-migration of younger 
women from the less developed rural regions of Southern Europe and the New 
Member States This development too influences fertility rates and the sustainability 
of rural regions (Study on Employment in Rural Areas (SERA) 2006).

Statistics show that almost 17% of the rural population in the EU is over 
retirement age. In the rural regions of France, Greece, Spain and Portugal, in 
particular, the proportion of retired people is above the EU average and between 
18-22% while the dependency ratios are higher. 

In EU-25 only 10% of farm holders are younger than 35 years old (European 
Commission 2006). On the other hand, the continued restructuring and 
modernisation of Europe’s agriculture is expected to place a heavy burden on 
many rural areas. According to a Communication from the Commission (COM 
2006 857 final), on the basis of current trends, it is to be expected that in the EU-
15 some 2 million full-time workers will leave the sector by 2014. In addition, 
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1–2 million full-time workers may potentially leave the sector within the ten New 
Member States, and 1–2 million workers in Bulgaria and Romania (European 
Commission 2007). 

Particularly those rural areas that are most remote, depopulated or dependent 
on agriculture face strong challenges regarding growth, jobs and sustainability 
in the coming years.

MIGrAntS In tHe rUrAL reGIonS oF eUroPe

Some of these demographic imbalances have been halted so far by two 
independent developments: ‘counter urbanisation’, mentioned earlier, and 
“international migration’’. Thispaper concentrates on the latter because 
migration is considered more crucial for both the demographic and the economic 
revitalisation of rural regions. 

Strong migration flows to rural regions are a relatively new phenomenon 
in the European context and they have had a significant and growing impact on 
peripheral and rural areas. 

A number of factors can explain that. 
On the one hand, the restructuring of agriculture has created significant 

demands for labour that could not be satisfied because of the unfavourable 
demographic changes in rural areas related to rural exodus and ageing of the 
population; on the other hand, the indigenous labour rarely has the necessary 
motivation and mobility for such work and is unwilling to work for low wages 
and under poor working conditions. Furthermore, the European countryside has, 
over the past few years, become an arena for the development of non-agricultural 
activities – manufacturing, tourism, housing expansion, and new consumption 
patterns, connected to leisure and recreation that have increased demand for 
labour.

In such an environment migrants come and fill the gaps left in the rural labour 
markets by the national population. These gaps are socially defined and regulated 
rather than strictly economically prescribed. Employees end up in different 
segments of the labour markets on the basis of their ethnicity, gender and class. 
For migrants, these sectors consist mainly of agriculture, construction, family 
handicraft, hospitality/tourism, and domestic services in which they provide 
their labour for the marginal, least secure, highly exploitative, under-paid and 
non-insured jobs (Kasimis 2008; Hoggart & Mendoza 1999).
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SoUtHern eUroPeAn CoUntrIeS

A number of interdependent factors like globalisation, EU enlargement and 
the particular socio-economic developments in Southern European countries 
(e.g., improvement of living standards and education, women’s integration 
into the labour market, expansion of the tertiary sector and finally the extended 
informal economy) have transformed these countries from senders to receivers 
of migration flows (King 2000).

Evidence shows a rapid increase in migrant employment in agriculture and 
rural regions that expanded in late 1980s and early 1990s. This is connected to 
agriculture’s particular weight in the economies and societies of all Southern 
European countries. In fact, half of the agriculturally employed population and 
two-thirds of the farm holdings of the EU – 15 were concentrated in the European 
South before the enlargement (European Commission 2004).

In Italy, migrants are over-represented in agricultural employment in 
comparison with the economically active population of the country (13.1 percent 
as against 5.3 percent). They make up 60 percent of the total seasonal labour 
force in agriculture, even though the majority of them are irregular and mostly 
seasonally employed in the crop seasons. Two thirds of those employed originate 
from Eastern Euroean countries like Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovenia and 
Romania (De Zulueta 2003; Calavita 2006). 

Spain’s 2001 Census showed that 17 percent of all migrants are settled in rural 
areas. According to evidence provided by the Ministry of Employment and Social 
Affairs for year 2005, the agricultural sector concentrates 9,4% of all insured 
migrants, a percentage well above the 5,3% of the indigenous labour employed 
in the sector. Moroccans represent 40,7% Equadorians 15,3% and Romanians 
11,5%. Recent evidence shows that Romanians and Bulgarians have recently 
started replacing the once-dominant African migrants (Cánovas Pedreño, 2005; 
Ministry of Employment and Social Affairs, 2005; Mendoza, 2001; Hoggart and 
Mendoza, 1999). Even Portugal’s large-scale agriculture now reportedly relies 
heavily on inexpensive migrant labour. In rural areas, migrants are employed in 
construction and the agricultural sector (especially in the Alentejo, Ribatejo, and 
Oeste regions) (Baganha and Fonseca 2004; Malheiros 2002).

In Greece the percentage of migrants employed in agriculture is over 17% 
of their total population. They provide nearly one fifth of the total labour days 
expended in the agricultural sector having become the exclusive contributors of 
wage labour (Kasimis 2008).
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Arriving from the Balkans, African and Asian migrants have fuelled these 
often labour-intensive regional economies, working in economically restructured 
rural areas and increasingly specialising seasonal agriculture. 

The latter point involves continually hiring new agricultural labourers from 
the lowest segments of the job market, assigning them the least skilled jobs and/or 
hiring them on a casual and irregular basis to work in both entrepreneurial and 
family farms. However, migrants are not restricted to agriculture. They often play 
a multifunctional role in rural regions alternating between agriculture, tourism 
and construction. They are also engaged in the provision of an overall support of 
aged populations, especially in marginal or mountainous rural areas.

Migrants and women (migrant and indigenous) make up the wage labour for 
the intensive crops where gender and ethnicity define the terms and conditions 
of employment. In the South, irregular migrants are employed to ensure flexible 
labour relations in a time of continuous efforts for the deregulation of labour 
markets. For that purpose often the bureaucratic treatment of migrants reflects 
the requirements of a social organisation of agriculture in which those involved 
in production are often deprived of citizen’s rights (Pedone 2005; Mendoza 
2001).

Migrant labour in the rural regions of Southern Europe constitutes a ‘new rural 
class’ the presence of which has often caused social tensions connected directly 
with their way of life, work conditions and their management of residences. 
On the other hand the contining arrival of irregular migrants serves to maintain 
a model of agricultural production that inhibits the process of labour and social 
integration of migrants in these rural regions. 

nortHern eUroPeAn CoUntrIeS

In some northern European countries, such as Ireland, Scotland, England, 
Germany and the Scandinavian countries (particularly Norway), rural areas 
have particularly benefited from the 2004 EU enlargement. Increasing evidence 
suggests that the majority of migrant workers from the 2004 accession states 
have found employment in rural areas rather than in the traditional migration 
centres. 

More than one in three agricultural workers in the UK (England and Scotland) 
are estimated to be migrants almost exclusively arriving from Accession 
8 countries representing approximately ¼ of the total number of the Workers 
Registration Scheme (WRS) registrations (Jentch 2007). 
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One in three dairy farms in many rural areas are employing Polish workers 
whereas nearly 300,000 Poles and a few thousand Czechs or Romanians flood 
to Germany each year during the six-week asparagus harvesting season (The 
Christian Science Monitor 2006).

The agricultural sector is among the top receiving branches of migrant workers 
in the Norwegian economy, especially in the summer season. Since 1990, when 
the Norwegian authorities established a seasonal migration quota programme 
directed towards meeting the demand for labour in the sector, the number of 
migrant workers employed in agriculture has been rising to reach an estimated 
number of 22,000 in 2005 (Andrzejewska 2007).

An initial analysis of migration patterns to Northern European rural regions 
shows that:

– The arrival pattern of migrant workers in rural areas was intensified after the 
EU enlargement, is more seasonal than in urban areas and is organised legally.

– Rural migrant workers are geographically concentrated in specific areas.
– This geographical concentration is related to the greater concentration in 

specific sectors: agriculture and the food industry, hospitality, manufacturing, 
distribution.

– Migrants provide wage labour in a predominantly entrepreneurial 
agriculture.

– In these rural areas migrant workers are a significant proportion of the 
overall workforce.

But migrants working in the rural areas of Northern Europe are not always 
regular and European. Reports related to the fish and the cockles industries make 
reference to extensive employment of irregular Chinese labourers. Irregular 
employment, deteriorating working conditions and low remunerations are 
reportedly expanding. Just before the crisis, increasing shortages in labour and 
the demands for an urgent increase in the seasonal agricultural workers were 
reported. 

In agriculture (dairy farming, fruit and vegetable), fish farming and processing 
and hospitality, migrant labour has become a structural characteristic of the 
industries according to the statements of the employers themselves.

At a geographical level, once we examine the phenomenon of migration 
comparatively, it becomes clear that the European countries under consideration 
do not constitute a homogeneous frame of reference. Thus, the theoretical 
construct of a ‘Southern’ and a ‘Northern’ European model of migration could be 
challenged. First, Southern European countries are not a ‘unified’ geographical 
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entity and within each of them – especially Italy and Spain – regional differences 
are substantial. Second, more emphasis should be placed upon the differences 
observed between the Southern European countries, mostly in relation to the 
composition of the migrant population and the relations between the recipient 
country and the countries of origin. 

The changes observed in the past few years – mostly in the demographic 
composition of migrant population – could lead to a revision of a number of 
characteristics of the Southern European model of migration. For example, in 
relation to gender issues of migration and the observed asymmetry of proportions 
of men and women migrants, recent evidence shows that the proportions are 
becoming increasingly equal (Bell 2002; ISMU 2005). 

Hence, the theoretical models of Northern and Southern migration discussed 
cannot be treated as confirmed models given the development of the phenomenon 
and the changes a number of other developments can bring to most countries. The 
question posed, therefore, is whether in the next few years it will still be possible 
to talk about the particularity of the Southern European model of migration or 
whether the changes in the socio-economics and the demographics of migration, 
as well as the discussion on integration and diversity in the European South, will 
lead to a convergence of the characteristics of the Southern and the Northern 
models of migration. 

MIGrAntS In tHe rUrAL reGIonS oF GreeCe

Migrants in Greece arrived en masse after the collapse of Central Eastern 
European Countries communist regimes in 1989. Easily crossed borders with the 
Balkan neighbours Albania, Bulgaria and Yugoslavia and extensive coastlines 
turned the country quickly into a migrant receiver. As a result, although Greece 
was at that time still one of the less-developed EU states, in the 1990s it received 
the highest percentage of immigrants in relation to the size of its labour force. 
Today migrants are unoficcially estimated to amount to 1.2 million (just over 10% 
of the country’s population). Nearly 2/3 of them originate from neighbouring 
Albania (Zografakis, Kontis, Mitrakos 2009; Kasimis and Kassimi 2004).

In rural Greece demographic factors, connected with the massive rural exodus 
of the 1960s, as well as the restructuring of agriculture and the expansion of other, 
non-agricultural activities, have caused labour shortages that have not been filled 
by the indigenous population. 
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Such labour deficiencies are explained not only by demographic and structural 
factors but also by social factors, especially the rejection of low-status, unskilled 
and badly-paid jobs in rural areas by the younger generation. Improvements in 
the level of education and the standard of living as well as the spread of urban 
consumption patterns in the past 25 years, have led to the creation of high 
expectations by the younger generation, who have been looking for jobs outside 
agriculture and away from rural areas. Moreover, the integration of women into 
the labour market, the accompanying changes in family structures and the lack of 
adequate social infrastructures have resulted in increased demands for domestic 
support work.

Labour deficiencies have undoubtedly had substantial negative implications 
for the cost of production and the competitiveness of Greek agriculture. 

The arrival of migrants, seen in retrospect, has offered solutions to these 
pressing problems generating, at the same time, new demands for labour and 
new job positions in agriculture and the countryside in general (Kasimis 2008; 
Kasimis and Papadopoulos 2005). 

A SHort ACCoUnt oF reSeArCH FIndInGS

The implications of the settlement and employment of migrant labour upon 
the rural households and rural areas have been studied by our team in various 
research projects carried out in rural regions of the country over the past 8 years 
(Kasimis, Nitsiakos, Zacopoulou, Papadopoulos 2002; Kasimis and Papadopoulos 
2006; Kasimis, Papadopoulos, Pappas 2008). In these studies a multi-method 
approach combining both qualitative and quantitative methods of both indigenous 
and migrant populations in paradigmatic/exemplar rural regions of Greece has 
been adopted.

These paradigmatic regions were: marginal/mountainous, dynamic lowland 
regions of intensive agriculture and multifunctional/pluriactive island regions 
combining both agricultural and non-agricultural activities (Map 1). 
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Map 1. Paradigmatic 
Rural Study Regions

The main hypothesis of these studies has been that migrant workers addressed 
four structural developments in rural Greece: first, the longstanding shortages of 
labour that had resulted from the restructuring of its agricultural sector and rural 
economy; second, the demographic crisis experienced by the rural population as 
a result of the rural exodus connected with emigration in the 1950s and 1960s; 
third, the social rejection by the younger generation of life and labour in rural 
areas; and last, the increased opportunities of the rural population for off-farm 
employment. 

SUrVIVAL And exPAnSIon 

In our studies it was confirmed that despite the overall declining agricultural 
employment and the expanding ‘multifunctionality’ of the Greek countryside, 
agriculture still remains a central feature of the social and economic life of the 
rural population. 
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Two-thirds of farm holdings and more than half of rural households employed 
migrant labour. 

The arrival of migrants played a crucial role in the restructuring of labour 
relations in rural regions. Wage labour in Greek agriculture almost doubled its 
size in the years following their arrival contributing ¼ of total labour expended 
in the farms. This non-family wage labour is almost exclusively migrant labour 
today.

The contribution of migrant labour varied in degree in accordance with the 
weight and role of the agricultural sector in the different rural regions. 

In the vibrant lowland agricultural regions, the contribution of migrants 
was higher and primarily found in agricultural production and processing and 
secondarily in construction. In regions combining agricultural and non-agricultural 
activities their contribution was still high but was diffused to all sectors. In the 
‘marginal’ and mountain areas it was lower but migrants combined the roles of 
both worker and caretaker of aged people. More particularly, on the one hand they 
worked in the reconstruction and revival of the traditional housing environment 
with the use of traditional materials, contributing to the conservation of the rural 
landscape, and on the other, they provided aged households with the labour 
necessary to preserve the traditional way of living. Without the migrant labour, 
many aging people would likely have lost their traditional way of life. In other 
words, in the absence of a satisfactory social infrastructure system in these areas, 
migrants undertook the support role hitherto played by members of the wider 
family. The importance of that for the social cohesion of those areas and for the 
integration of women in the labour market, in a family-centric rural society, is 
high.  

On the other hand, migrants supported both the survival and the expansion 
of farms. However, the use of migrant labour was, in economic terms, more 
significant for the larger, ‘entrepreneurial’ farms. More analytically:

In the dynamic regions of intensive agriculture in particular, the average 
non-family wage labour days per farm more than doubled after the arrival of 
migrants and the process of socio-economic differentiation in the countryside was 
accentuated despite their employment by the larger strata of the rural population 
which serviced different needs for different purposes. 

Similar to other Southern European countries, migrants in Greece have 
replaced and expanded pre-existing models of seasonal wage employment which 
were part of cyclical movements of internal migration. That labour was provided 
by ethnic groups who travelled seasonally to meet the labour demands (Rom, 
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Pomac Muslims from northern Greece) and/or by poor land workers from other 
rural regions. However, improved living standards and better education halted 
such internal migration in the 1980s. 

Thus, the employment of migrant labour did not act as a substitute for 
indigenous wage labour. It acted rather complementarily to family labour by 
filling seasonal deficits and meeting increasing demands in both agriculture and 
rural regions as a whole. 

Additionally, it resulted in a new family division of labour on and off the 
farm. It facilitated the partial withdrawal of family labour and the adoption of 
new family employment strategies. Farm operators reduced their workload and 
devoted more time to farm organisation and management; spouses either reduced 
their work or returned exclusively to housework whereasother members of the 
family sought employment outside of agriculture. 

Two interconnected processes illustrate the implications of migrant labour 
upon gender employment in family farms. On the one hand, migrant labour 
favoured the expansion of larger farm holdings located in plain rural areas, 
allowing them to compete in the market, expand, modernise their cultivation and 
increase their production. The result of it has been the ‘masculinisation’ of the 
larger farms, which has provided additional pressure towards the domestication 
and/or off-farm employment orientation of female family members. 

On the other hand, migrant labour had an indirect influence on the gender 
identity of women farmers in smaller farm holdings, and especially those located 
in the less favourableareas of the country, by providing non-family labour to 
substitute for a sufficient quantity of family, male labour. The availability of 
migrant labour offered an alternative to the labour of males who sought full-
time, off-farm employment. Migrant labour in the smaller farms has, therefore, 
facilitated their ‘feminisation’ giving women the opportunity to take over the 
management of the farm and obtain a professional farmer identity.

Migrants have contributed positively to the demography of rural areas. Rural 
stock farmers, in particular, welcomed both the increased availability of labour 
and the infusion of eligible women. Mixed marriages increased seriously in both 
the ‘multifunctional/pluriactive’ and the ‘marginal’/mountainous areas. Of even 
greater significance for the demography of the rural regions was the presence of 
the migrants’ children in all types of primary and secondary education schools. 
In a number of rural communities schools re-opened for the first time in years to 
receive the children of migrants. 
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MoBILIty And InteGrAtIon

Over the past few years older migrants have started moving out of wage labour 
in agriculture in search of job stability and improved school education for their 
children. Albanians show higher professional and social mobility when compared 
to other nationalities. They are becoming increasingly stable, moving away 
from seasonal and opportunistic jobs and seeking more regular and permanent 
employment in construction or in setting up their own businesses in trade, tourism 
or agriculture either through renting land or sharecropping. Such behaviour tends 
to depend on the length of residence in the region and the requirements in the 
life cycle of the migrant family. 

In agriculture Albanians have been replaced by irregular Bangladeshis, 
Pakistanis, Indians, Bulgarians and Romanians, who have taken over the hard, 
low-paid, unhealthy jobs living in appalling conditions. 

These new arrivals provide the cheap unauthorised labour that keeps the cost 
of production low securing a more aggressive position for Greek products on the 
national and international markets.

To date, the integration of older – Albanian mostly - migrants appears to 
have resulted largely from the individual/family strategies of the migrants 
themselves, rather than from the provisions of an institutional framework. 
Albanians show faster individual and family strategies of integration compared 
to other nationalities.

This research indicated that migrant workers were relatively more accepted 
and integrated in the less-developed rural regions than in the developed ones. 
This was related to the proportion of migrants in the total population of each 
region, their family status, and their job characteristics. Migrants and the local 
population had largely overlapping opinions about the prospects for integration. 
Both populations believed that the prospects for integration were much better 
for migrants who lived in the countryside with their families, as opposed to 
seasonal/irregular labourers travelling without families. 

The former adopted strategies that were immediately related to the future of 
their children. 

tHe exPeCted IMPLICAtIonS oF tHe eConoMIC CrISIS

The present economic crisis has highlighted even more the contradictions 
of Europe’s migration policies and the dangers of loosing an import factor 
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thatcontributes to rural sustainability; that factor is the possibility of a gradual 
withdrawal of migrants from the rural labour markets (Papademetriou and 
Terrazas 2009).

The crisis is expected to affect migration on 4 levels: employment, return 
migration, remittances and social integration. However, it is too early to reach 
clear conclusions with regards to the outcomes (Development Research Centre 
on Migration, Globalisation and Poverty 2009). 

The impact of the crisis on migrants’ employment will likely depend on how 
severely it affects sectors in which migrants work and how long the crisis lasts. 

Research has shown that low-skilled migrant workers are more vulnerable 
in a recession. Despite all this the majority of migrants seem to decide to stay on 
and are expected to show high levels of flexibility, mobility and willingness to 
adjust. That explains why, despite the concern of national governments and policy 
makers about natives’ jobs and employment opportunities and the introduction 
of subsidised return programmes, most of these policies failed (Spain introduced 
a programme of paid return with no success so far – only 1400 out of 100.000 
joined it). 

However, migrants from Accession 82 countries are more recession responsive. 
They have a low cost of return and no barriers to re-entry when conditions allow it. 
Additionally, improving conditions back home following EU support have reduced 
unemployment while at the same time conditions deteriorate in other advanced 
EU countries. All these mean that the decision to return is easier for them. 

Figures released by the Office for National Statistics in May 2009 showed 
the number of people from Eastern Europe leaving Britain more than doubled 
between September 2007 and September 2008. In the 12 months before September, 
56,000 people from the A8 countries left Britain, compared with 25,000 in the year 
before September 2007. However, the net number of migrants from the countries 
still rose, although the figure was far lower than at the same point in the previous 
year. Immigration from non-EU states is expected to slow as the government’s 
new points-based system, which allows entry only to workers with professional 
skills needed in the UK, starts to take effect (The Financial Times 2009).

In agriculture and the food sector, international trade pressures along with the 
reform of the CAP and the consequent reduction of subsidies and crop changes, 
followed by the recent economic crisis, have led to increasing pressures to either 
reduce the size of migrant employment and/or re-engage more family members in 

2 Accession 8 countries are: Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 
Slovakia, and Slovenia
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order to cut down labour costs. This development implies a redefinition of labour 
relations and of family division of labour on and off the farm in particular, and 
may have consequences for the future of migrants in rural regions. 

The crisis has also brought changes to the attitudes of the indigenous 
population towards agricultural work. There are indications that Britons were 
“now applying for some of the more seasonal, agricultural-type jobs” they might 
have rejected before (The Financial Times 2009). 

The situation is rather different for the non-EU migrants. Despite the close 
distance with receiving countries like Greece and Italy, no mass returns are found 
for Albanians for example. The family structure and long duration of their stay 
along with the weak economic prospects in their home country make the decision 
to return more difficult.

In other cases, the cost of returnning, the weak human capital they carry and 
their family conditions make return a difficult decision. 

In the midst of an economic crisis, the direction of development and the size 
of threats to the sustainability of the rural regions of both receiving and sending 
countries are still difficult to foresee. It all depends on the depth and duration of 
the crisis and on the structural characteristics of the labour markets and of the 
migrants themselves. 

It may be that the most important thing for migrant sending countries is the 
size of remittances. 

There has been some discussion that the economic downturn will be a blow to 
migrant remittances, which have been identified as a key source of external capital 
for developing countries in the past decade. In the case of Albanian migrants, for 
example, we know that their remittances contribute more than 1/3 of the total 
monthly household income back home.It is even higher for rural households that 
get more than 50% of total remittances. For the World Bank that percentage goes 
up to 67%. It becomes evident that migration makes a positive contribution to the 
sustainability of the rural regions not only of the receiving countries but of the 
sending too. A possible reduction of remittances therefore is expected to affect 
sharply the living conditions in rural regions where poverty is higher than in the 
urban regions (World Bank 2009). 

Economic and social integration will be affected by job losses and a limitation 
of access to social welfare benefits. On the other hand, unemployment may cause 
tensions between native and migrant populations. Sensitivities about migration 
have sharpened in UK and other European countries (Spain, Greece), with strikes 
over the hiring of migrant labour. With unemployment rising, politicians fear the 
political reactions and the exploitation of this issue by far-right political parties/
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groups (UK, Greece, France, Italy). Migrants who remain abroad are expected 
to be in an increasingly precarious position with fewer opportunities for formal 
employment and the possibility of greater stigmatisation, the result of which may 
be abuse and discrimination. 

ConCLUSIonS And IMPLICAtIonS For PoLICy

Migrants have been employed in many tasks, with differing skills, and 
significant geographic mobility over the seasons. In short, they have provided 
a highly flexible labour force. They have not supplanted native wage labourers; 
rather, they have improved the organisation and management of farm enterprises, 
relieving family members of manual tasks. Hired to do arduous, health-threatening, 
and low-paid jobs, they have greatly served rural areas and have been very 
important for the agricultural and wider economic development of them. 

In regions where agriculture holds a significant position in the local economy, 
the positive consequences of migrant labour have ranged from farm preservation 
to farm expansion and modernisation. The most appreciated economic effects have 
been on large-scale farms and businesses that depend heavily on the availability 
of migrant labour. Migrants have played a significant role in the expansion 
ofthese farms, agricultural intensification, and modernisation. For smaller and 
pluriactive farms, they have offered the opportunity to preserve the farm while 
the farm operator and/or family members hold off-farm jobs. In this process, they 
have contributed to the ‘feminisation’ of small farms and the ‘masculinisation’ 
of large farms.

In marginal areas, migrants have provided rural households with the 
labour necessary for the maintenance of their traditional/cultural life. This last 
contribution is key to understanding the social and demographic implications of 
migrants’ presence in the rural regions of Southern Europe in particular.

Migrants have offered great services in other forms of rural economic activities 
such as construction, hospitality/tourism, and personal/domestic services providing 
necessary labour at a low cost. They have also improved the demographics in 
many rural regions. In some regions lacking women willing to get married and 
to stay in rural areas, migrant women offered ‘solutions’ as spouses, improving 
fertility rates and keeping young farmers on the land. 

The Greek experience is a valuable frame of reference for policymakers in 
most Southern European countries – and indeed, some in Northern Europe – as 
they grapple with the challenges and opportunities of migration. Policymakers 
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must cope with Southern Europe’s persistent demographic, structural problems, 
the informality of rural labour markets and the continued rejection of agricultural 
work by the younger generation. If not tackled, these issues are expected to have 
a negative effect on the future of rural areas at a time of severe worldwide pressures 
connected with the World Trade Organisation negotiations, CAP reforms and the 
recent EU enlargement. 

Despite a widespread acknowledgement of the migrants’ positive contribution 
by the rural populations of the receiving countries, insecurity is still expressed, 
negative stereotypes have been maintained and a form of ‘resistance’ to the 
acceptance of the cultural differences which their presence implies is still apparent; 
thus, setting up serious obstacles to the integration of migrants.. 

This is mostly important in times of economic crisis and rising insecurity of 
a native population and is possibly one of the factors that makes Europe maintain 
a restrictive migration policy.

It is interesting that while the work of migrants is becoming increasingly 
important most Member States have few policies designed to attract, admit, 
and benefit systematically from the work of migrants. On the contrary member 
States design unsuccessful programmes for the repatriation of migrants when 
the persisting problems of Europe’s agricultural sector and rural regions require 
policies that will regulate and monitor their employment and integration. These 
policies need to adhere to principles of social justice, and should resolve the 
problems of regularisation, of equal pay for jobs of equal value and of social rights. 
They should promote economic efficiency through job training and education. 
Such an approach must also support the restructuring of the agricultural sector 
and the development of the countryside. 

We must recognise that rural areas also need to deal with the new EU policies 
of rural environmental protection, the production of quality agricultural goods, and 
the requirements for multifunctional agriculture, which in addition to producing 
food and fibre, will preserve the landscape and create rural employment.

Today the plethora of more or less restrictive national policies and bilateral 
agreements on migrant entry, quotas, etc., highlight the need to: 

–	 Improve the implementation of the regularisation programmes as 
a precondition for the integration of migrants in rural economies and societies.

–	 Design operational plans at a national level and adopt differentiated 
and flexible policies, on the basis of varying regional characteristics, for the 
management of regional/seasonal or permanent demands for labour. 
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–	 Expand EU agricultural training programmes to include migrants in a way 
that improves their professional capabilities and understanding of new farming 
practices within the framework of new EU agricultural policies. 

–	 Instigate and support local government initiatives for the reception and 
integration of migrants in rural regions providing the required services and 
facilities that would maintain them and their families in the countryside. 
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