
 

                                  

 

 

The Human Cost of Fresh Food
Romanian Workers and Germany’s Food Supply Chains
Cosma, Valer Simion ; Ban, Cornel ; Gabor, Daniela

Document Version
Final published version

Published in:
Review of Agrarian Studies

Publication date:
2021

License
CC BY-NC-ND

Citation for published version (APA):
Cosma, V. S., Ban, C., & Gabor, D. (2021). The Human Cost of Fresh Food: Romanian Workers and Germany’s
Food Supply Chains. Review of Agrarian Studies, 10(2). http://www.ras.org.in/the_human_cost_of_fresh_food

Link to publication in CBS Research Portal

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us (research.lib@cbs.dk) providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Download date: 24. May. 2023

http://www.ras.org.in/the_human_cost_of_fresh_food
https://research.cbs.dk/en/publications/47e6221f-56f8-48b2-b043-2b10dea45a71


R E S E A R C H A R T I C L E

The Human Cost of Fresh Food:
Romanian Workers and Germany’s Food Supply Chains

Valer Simion Cosma,* Cornel Ban,† and Daniela Gabor‡

Abstract: Fresh food supply chains in Europe’s transnational agribusinesses

depend on cheap, non-unionised, and privately managed labour from low-wage

eastern European countries. The costs versus benefits of this phenomenon are

under-studied. By examining seasonal farm migration from Romania to

Germany, we argue that the Covid-19 pandemic is, for farmworkers, a Janus-

faced event. On the one hand, it has worsened the precarity of migrant

farmworkers. Changes in the German state’s pay legislation that excluded

workers from social benefits, and the reluctance of the German state to enforce

labour legislation to the full in the early stages of the pandemic, sharpened what

we have termed the structural disempowerment of migrant farmworkers.

Romanian seasonal workers have had little choice but to implicitly subsidise the

costs of German farm products. At the same time, the health crisis has made

their work visible and led to processes that challenge the perception of migrant

workers as passive agents. In this regard, we refer specifically to (i) the supportive

media coverage in Romania, Germany, and beyond and (ii) the assertion of

union-affiliated farm and abattoir labour activism in Germany. These planted

seeds of contestation, and collective action against abuses sprang up in several

farms. Combined with a flare-up of Covid-19 in German abattoirs in the summer

of 2020, these campaigns for visibility and improved working conditions led the

German government to alter legislation so as to better protect seasonal labour in

the fresh vegetable and meat sectors. Going forward, the tension between these

two opposing sociopolitical drivers may shape the governance of seasonal labour

in Europe.
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tural work, food supply chains, Covid-19, labour unions.
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INTRODUCTION

Europe’s food supply chains would fall apart without workers from eastern Europe.
This reality has once again, and in a dramatic way, been highlighted by the Covid-
19 pandemic. At least a million and a half farmworkers from “the East” are needed
for these perishable-good supply chains. It was Brexit Britain that first announced
that their country’s crops would rot in the fields if close to 100,000 farmworkers
from eastern Europe – typically the object of Brexiteers’ xenophobic scorn – were
not immediately airlifted to the United Kingdom.

Subsequently, the Netherlands, Germany, and Belgium organised air bridges to
transport agricultural workers from Romania and Hungary through the months of
April and May, when most of eastern Europe was in quarantine. While the
Romanian army and police patrolled communities, handing out fines for the
smallest breaches of lockdown, the Romanian government also effectively created a
sector of exception within that state of quarantine by allowing tens of thousands of
workers to return to the orbit of precarious seasonal migration to German (and
other western European) farms. In the early stages of the pandemic, the German
government expressed concerns regarding the supply of fresh food (Neef 2020,
p. 642); these measures of the Romanian government addressed those concerns.1

Western European farms benefit from massive European Union (EU) and national
subsidies, which crowd out agricultural exports from the global South (Bureau and
Swinnen 2018). Yet the pay and working conditions in parts of Europe’s food supply
chains that are not yet automated (such as those of fresh produce or meat) remain
precarious. International supermarkets pit producers against each other and rely on
wage suppression to retain the relatively small profit margins of these sectors.2

While the Eastern European workers, in theory, enjoy the legal protection awarded
to formal labour by EU law, the Covid-19 pandemic has exposed, and in some cases
sharpened, working conditions that are often exploitative. This was true not just of
countries with large informal sectors, weak labour unions, and dual labour markets,
such as Greece, Spain, or Italy (Ban 2012; Ban 2016; Durazzi, Fleckenstein, and Lee
2018), but also of countries like Germany, where informal-sector work in the
economy is low and, despite the recent erosion, labour relations are tightly regulated
by labour unions (Mummert and Schneider 2002).

Eastern Europe’s incorporation into the manufacturing chains of western Europe
turned these countries into exporters of increasingly complex products, particularly
in the automotive sector, with record low levels of unemployment as the main result
(Ban 2019; Ad�asc�alitei and Guga 2020). Furthermore, eastern Europe experienced
significant increases in real wages, powered in part by an active industrial policy

1 Craciun (2020), Neef (2020), Yapici (2020), García-Colón (2020), Costi and Gabor (2020), and Ban (2020b).
2 In contrast, cereal farms have double-digit margins; see European Commission (2019). For a ranking of profit
margins by agricultural activities in a north-western European setting, see Van Galen and Hoste (2016).
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(Markiewicz 2019) and income policy (Ban and Ad�asc�alitei 2020). In Romania, the
average net wage increased by nearly 400 per cent between 2005 and 2020,3 and the
net minimum wage rose by 300 per cent in a shorter period (2008–20).4 East-central
Europe may be a periphery of European capital, but it has done much better than
the countries of the region that did not become a part of the EU, with Ukraine,
the more impoverished western Balkans, and Moldova serving as cautionary
development pathways. Given this, why do such large contingents of eastern
European workers continue to expose themselves to harsh, precarious labour and
pandemic-related health risks?

This article, which is based on fieldwork, focuses on Romania, by far the largest source
of intra-European migration in general, and seasonal farm labour in particular.5 The
focus is on seasonal Romanian labour in Germany’s agriculture, a section of
Europe’s labour market whose exploitative practices, high levels of informal
working, and abusive work conditions have been relatively ignored by academic
research published before the Covid-19 pandemic (most of the literature on this
topic deals with southern Europe or the USA). Moreover, the studies published after
the pandemic began are descriptive and based on desk research (García-Colón 2020;
Neef 2020).

POST-COMMUNIST ENCLOSURES AND PUSH FACTORS OF MIGRATION

The large share of the rural population in the total population of Romania is the result of
late urbanisation, a reliance on rural–urban commuting, and the comparative
advantage of commuters having higher net incomes as a result of saving on housing
and food costs. During the extensive de-industrialisation triggered by the market
reforms of the 1990s (Gabor 2010), Romania even recorded some urban–rural
migration as a survival option among sacked industrial workers. The shock therapy
of 1997 raised the phenomenon of urban–rural migration to unprecedented levels
(Sandu 1999, pp. 160–70; Sandu 2010, p. 52; Kideckel 2010, p. 150; Petrovici 2013,
p. 46; Mateoc-Sîrb et al. 2014, p. 216; Ban 2014).

Nevertheless, beyond survival, a healthier natural environment, and tighter
communities, rural life has little to offer in economic terms. After collective farming
came to an end in 1989, the transformations of the 1990s dealt hard blows to
prospects of living off the land in Romania. The dismantling of large, state-owned
agribusinesses and the restitution of land to former owners and their heirs did not

3 See INS (2020).
4 See Anghelut�a (2018).
5 At 3.181 per 1,000 population, Romania’smigration rate in 2020 is one of the highest in theworld, on parwith the
Dominican Republic. According to the International Organisation for Migration, Romania is one amongst the
countries in Europe with the largest population losses due to migration (alongside Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia,
and Lithuania). In terms of sheer numbers of emigrants, Romania ranks fourth after Russia, Ukraine, and
Poland with 3.5 million migrants (IOM 2019).
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bring about a mass of profitable medium-scale farms as the advocates of reforms
had promised (Petrovici 2013; Troc 2016). Instead, livestock numbers were halved,
irrigation systems fell apart, and large expanses of land were left fallow, with
millions of owners deprived of modern means to work the land or of
institutionalised markets to sell the output (Fraser and Stringer 2009). In a short
time, Romania turned from a net food exporter to a net food importer, and as the
restraints on re-privatisation of land were lifted in 2005, most of the land was
purchased at bargain prices by private agribusinesses and investment funds adept at
land-grabbing (Popovici, B�alteanu, and Kucsicsa 2016, p. 337).

Most importantly, the combined outcome of highly unequal class relations at the time
of nationalisation (1950s) and contemporary market-based agricultural reforms was a
highly polarised land structure, with 52 per cent of arable land occupied by farms of
over 100 hectares, 4.5 per cent of land owned being middle farmers (10–50 hectares),
and the rest by highly fragmented small farms of less than 10 hectares each. Most of
this land is used to cultivate cereal, cattle feed, and monocropped sunflower. In
contrast, the potentially profitable medium-sized farms provide income to a smaller
share of the rural population in 2020 than they did during the neo-feudal early
1900s. The rural middle class (whose holdings are between 10 and 50 hectares)
constituted 3.7 per cent of the rural population in the early twentieth century and
owned 8.9 per cent of arable land. The share of this section in the rural population
today, 4.7 per cent, is roughly the same as it was a hundred years ago (Mih�ailescu
2018, pp. 26–27).

To this day, the prospects for the rural masses breaking out of subsistence farming and
the associated low incomes are limited. While permanent farmers’ markets proved to
be resilient in urban Romania, local farmers have been edged out of these markets by
semi-formal food sellers who are agents of local agribusinesses or importers. The
success of legislative attempts in 2017–18 to force supermarkets to purchase a part of
the food from local producers was short-lived. The income from farming, even in
the best of cases (rural producers of organic or semi-processed foods for
sophisticated consumers), hovers slightly above the gross earnings from wage work
at the minimum wage.6

The long-term consequences of neoliberal restructuring unmediated by social
bargaining (Ban 2020a) and combined with a weak state prevent small farms from
generating sustainable and decent incomes. There is thus a strong and rational
impetus for seasonal migratory work, even at the peak of a pandemic. Migration is
further enhanced by the thin safety nets that exist in Romania, a reflection of it
being a country with fragile finances (Ban and Rusu 2020).7

6 Interview with organic food cooperative Produs in Bistrita-Nasaud, Romania.
7 The lack of tax capacity accompanied by high fiscal deficits is termed a “weak fiscal state” by Ban and Rusu
(2020).
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Most informants describe the work on German farms as extremely demanding. This
account by one of our respondents is typical:

We were paid according to the boxes of vegetables harvested. We worked from dawn
until 7 p.m. Sometimes we worked at night, with tractor headlights illuminating
the fields. It was tough. No toil, no gain. They paid 60 cents for each box of carrots and
1 euro and 80 cents for a box of onions. No way could you earn anything if you
dragged your feet. You had to push on and on. They never gave us any paid holidays.
We worked Sundays. We worked on Easter. The Germans observed the holidays, but
they sent us into the fields. We were probably between 300 and 400 people from
Romania alone, most of us from the villages of Maramures and the Salauta Valley.

The overall income differentials between Romania and Germany explain much of the
willingness of Romanian workers to engage in this kind of seasonal activity, including
taking health risks during a pandemic. Taking an entire year, the gap betweenmonthly
net income from seasonal work in Germany for periods averaging six months (€6000)
and the net minimum wage in Romania for two months (€3300) is hardly dramatic.8

There is also the physical stress from the extremely long 15-hour work days of a
migrant worker. The decision to migrate makes more sense when one accounts for
the fact that transnational seasonal work is often combined with flexible work
arrangements at home. Some of the seasonal workers have full-time contracts in
Romania and negotiate a two-month leave of absence (we even found a policeman
among them), with employers accepting this arrangement due to a tight labour
market and worker leverage. Thus, the income from seasonal work is a net addition
to incomes earned at home. So, it is not merely the wage differential between
Germany and Romania but the overall income differential that explains the
willingness of seasonal migrants to cope with the additional toil. These findings
reinforce Agota Abran’s (2016, 2018) insight that transnational capital in areas as
diverse as medicinal plant picking and fresh food appropriates the outcome of
bespoke yet low-paid skills for maximising productivity.

DRIVERS OF SEASONAL FARM WORK: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

There is a rich literature that explains why the demand for low-wage, highly insecure
labour in European food harvesting and processing shifted from domestic/local to
global/migrant labour. Despite labour market deregulation and welfare trimming
since the 1990s, the flexible pool of farmworkers in high-income EU member-states
shrank as villages were depopulated (Kasimis, Papadopoulos, and Pappas 2010),
rural women joined non-farm labour markets (Rye 2014; Kasimis, Papadopoulos,
and Pappas 2010), and low-skilled rural youth took up better-paid jobs in the
growing service sector, whose expansion in the countryside was in part ushered by
the same deregulatory processes that facilitated the expendability of these workers
(García-Colón 2020).

8 See Eurostat (2020) for Romanian labour statistics.
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The post-2008 austerity-based macroeconomic regime failed to reverse this structural
trend, despite a drastic increase in the numbers of employed and underemployed
persons (Helgadóttir 2016; Perez and Matsaganis 2018). In Germany, farm work
pays a minimum wage (€1555 per month), which is almost four times the level of
unemployment benefits (€432 per person per month). Nevertheless, the fact that
housing and child benefits are not paid in cash, as well as the demanding physical
strain involved and, often, the skills necessary for work in greenhouses or abattoirs
(Voivozeanu 2019) keep the local precariat away from the labour-starved parts of
the food chain. The result has been employer preference for international labour
(Kasimis 2008; Rye and Scott 2018), particularly the “just-in-time” migrant
workforce demanded by vertically integrated food chains and agribusinesses (Rye
and Scott 2018).

Critical factors powering the dependence on Romanian labourers are their higher
productivity, willingness to work longer hours, willingness to cope with sub-par
working and living conditions, and at the same time being easy to replace (García-
Colón 2020). An important source of consensus in the literature suggests that these
features of the workforce are due to structural disempowerment (acceptance of
informal work arrangements, lack of language competence, and very limited
integration into labour unions are typical of rural populations) and a dual frame of
reference (low wages and poor working conditions in the home country makes
seasonal labour in the richer country relatively tolerable, and even appealing) (Rye
and Andrzejewska 2010; Rye and Scott 2018; García-Colón 2020). Consequently,
“employers see the results of this through the presence of migrant workers who
appear motivated, reliable, and attractive to employ, especially relative to would-be
domestic workers” (Rye and Scott 2018).

This article probes the analytical value of the structural disempowerment and dual
frame of reference theses in the case of seasonal migration of Romanian workers to
Germany, a country where 700,000 Romanians form a veritable army of essential
workers in areas as diverse as healthcare and agriculture.9

METHODOLOGY AND DATA

Ourmethodology is that of a qualitative case study.We drawon 25 in-depth interviews
with seasonal workers in several high-migration sites in Romania (Bistrita-Nasaud,
Maramures, and Salaj). The interviews were carried out by one of the authors in
May and August, 2020. Additionally, the same author carried out personal
observation of transport activities in these areas in Romania. All the authors
undertook a close reading of Romanian, German, and British media reports;
institutional social media posts; statistical registries; and secondary literature. In
addition to interviewing the seasonal workers themselves, we also exchanged

9 See Jacobs (2020).
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e-mails and had telephone conversations with German labour organisers working
among seasonal workers and with members of a Romanian producer cooperative
from northern Romania (Produs in Bistrita-Nasaud).

Romania is an interesting case because it has Europe’s largest pool of rural labour,
with 46 per cent of the population living in rural areas in 2017 (Figure 1) and with
agricultural employment accounting for 22 per cent of the active labour force in
2020 (though down from 31 per cent in 2010). Indeed, in eastern Europe, Romania,
Slovakia, and Poland (in this order) have the largest proportions of rural population
among total population. However, in absolute numbers, Poland and Romania
together have a total rural population of about 25 million people (Figure 2), a
number that dwarfs newer EU member-states, and between the two countries, the
share of rural to total population is higher in Romania. We calculated that, in 2017,
about four million Romanians were experienced farmers. Of these, a large number
were from mountainous areas with scarce cultivable land and had decades
of experience of internal migration for farm or forestry work (Petrovici 2013,
pp. 43–44), going back to the period of state socialism and the early transition years
(Troc 2016, p. 59). It was from these regions that we selected our informants: Oas,
Maramures, and Tara N�as�audului.

All three authorswere born and raised in these regions, and this enabled them to reduce
the social distance with the interviewed workers. In terms of selection criteria, these
fieldwork sites are particularly interesting also because their history of familiarity
with the German-speaking world (the region was a part of the Austro-Hungarian
empire until 1918) gave their inhabitants a rich horizon of expectations about
working for and interacting with German speakers (Cosma 2008, 2009, 2011).
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STRUCTURAL DISEMPOWERMENT

Our interviews and analysis of relevant media reports suggest that Romanian seasonal
workers continue to migrate for seasonal work even during a pandemic for different
reasons: the possibility of higher wages, the paucity of wage work within
commutable distances (rents for a family of four on minimum wage can take up
more than half the wage income), the aspiration to fund expenses of children’s
higher education in expensive college towns, and the need to build homes that
ensure privacy and have bathrooms.10 However, structural disempowerment was
sharpened by the pandemic crisis, as the German state accommodated the structural
pressures to lower labour costs in the farming sector.

Before the pandemic, coalitions of trade unions, farmers’ associations, NGOs, and
church groups had emerged to address the informal working conditions of eastern
European seasonal workers. With funding from the German state and the DGB
(Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, the German Trade Union Confederation) union,
coalitions such as Faire Mobilität (Fair Mobility) sought to enforce fair wages and
working conditions in line with German law. The pandemic complicated these,
however, allowing German farmers to exploit the weakening of the German state’s
ability to enforce labour regulations (Baccaro 2015; Baccaro and Howell 2017) and
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10 One can see the results over time. If, in 2005, 85 per cent of rural homes had no indoor plumbing, in 2018, the
share fell to 50.1 per cent (Voicu 2006, p. 15; INS 2018). The size and quality of housing in the villages with large
migrant labour improved dramatically,withmore than one-fourth of the housing stock rebuilt anew.Most villages
now have a small service sector, and car ownership has boomed. In some areas, status competition took the shape
of building large luxury homes and doing away with centuries-old vernacular architecture (Troc 2016, pp. 59–60).
Only the share of rural youth in university has not increased, which is hardly a secondary issue.
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its willingness to relax these amidst the crisis to allow farmers to address the chronic
labour shortages.11

While some of the workers received contracts before leaving Romania, most of them
signed contracts only upon arrival. The terms were opaque, and farmers tended to
not provide the workers with copies of the contracts.12 Perhaps more importantly,
employers often disregarded the formal terms, particularly those concerning hourly
pay, resorting instead to informal agreements and quotas. They could do so by
exploiting the long-term hollowing out of the bureaucratic infrastructure that
enforces labour rules. This situation was not something new, it was only made
visible due to the pandemic. Faire Mobilität reported that labour standards such as
payment of the German minimum wage or pandemic-time housing standards (one
person per room, except for families) in farming could not be adequately enforced
because of the understaffing of labour inspectorates (less than 10 per cent of farms
were inspected in 2019).13 Similarly, the German government admitted that it lacked
the staff to enforce work and health safety rules in slaughterhouses, a problem
compounded by the existence of myriad subcontracting arrangements engaging in
complex blame games that are hard to adjudicate.14 Structural disempowerment also
manifested itself in the lack of legal support for workers who had to face employers
for breach of contracts or other measures with legal consequences, which were used
to intimidate poorly educated non-German-speaking farmworkers.15

There were, however, new developments brought by the pandemic. According to
German media reports, the frequency of inspections checking on health standards
fell further in the first months of the pandemic,16 with the German Labour Ministry
taking six months to step up controls, and that too only in response to a flare-up of
infections during the summer of 2020 and under pressure from the media and
labour union activists working amongst farmworkers.17 There have also been
reports of quarantine conditions being observed loosely, with cases of infected
workers being made to live in close quarters in containers with bunk beds and even
compelled to work in the field while sick.18 Furthermore, the German state extended
the employer exemption for social security contributions from 70 to 115 days, which
left seasonal farmworkers even more vulnerable to the health arrangements made
by each employer. In effect, this meant that they were tied to the farms where they
started work upon arrival. Surprisingly, the German state did not seek to enforce the
terms under which pandemic-time work could be organised. Although a concept

11 Authors’ correspondencewith FaireMobilität; see alsoGerman press reportage on this issue (Pitu and Schwartz
2020).
12 Authors’ correspondence with the Faire Mobilität representative.
13 German Ministry of Labour, SARS-CoV-2-Arbeitsschutzstandard, April 2020.
14 See Peine (2020).
15 Cosma (2020).
16 Sandt (2020).
17 See Spotmedia (2020).
18 For video, see Digi24 (2020b).
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paper of the German Agriculture and Interior Ministries clearly stipulated that
transportation costs had to be assumed by the farms, our informants and Faire
Mobilität pointed out that the opposite was often the case in practice, with bus fares
subtracted from the workers’ pay. The German state also made little effort to set up
formal coordination mechanisms with the Romanian state. The Romanian
government made symbolic gestures such as token ministerial farm visits. Even
these were undertaken only in response to a great deal of international media
coverage, which led to media coverage in Romania.19 This included even
conservative and private TV stations otherwise insensitive to labour issues, adding
to the chorus in the home country.20 All this, however, had no impact on the actual
working conditions until a second outbreak of the pandemic, which hit German
abattoirs in the summer of 2020 and led to a change in German law banning labour
subcontractors in large abattoirs and farms. A similar passivity was true of the
Romanian labour confederations, which remained unresponsive to the initiative of
their German peers to unionise seasonal workers so that they could be better
protected via transnational labour union deals.

Organisations like FaireMobilität are not state agents and are too few in number to deal
with the flow of hundreds of thousands of workers. In other words, while one can see
some of the institutional elements of a state–labour union partnership that one would
expect from Germany’s social solidarity traditions, when it comes to the systematic
enforcement of labour standards for seasonal workers, the German state was not the
strong state one would have expected, at least for the duration of the lockdown.

Structural disempowerment is magnified by Romanian workers’ reluctance to join
labour unions despite information campaigns organised by the latter.21 This is not
surprising. First, rural workers are not used to labour unions. The labour union
movement in Romania is a shadow of what it was during the first transition decade,
with the 2011 neoliberal reforms leading to a major collapse in membership and
institutional leverage (Ad�asc�alitei and Muntean 2019; Ad�asc�alitei and Guga 2020);
but even in its heyday in the 1990s and early 2000s, it never penetrated in the
countryside, where independent farms dominate and the share of landless
population is relatively small. No social bloc with political representation for
farmers exists in Romania, so the socio-economic problems of the countryside are
not articulated in the political agenda in organised ways as historically observed
elsewhere (Ban 2020b). Though both social democratic and socialist unions have
been active on German farms and have deployed Romanian and Polish-speaking
organisers (with one of the unions managing to coordinate a strike), their reach has
been limited due to the fact that workers often mistook labour activists for agents of
the German state, leading to mistrust.22 Secondly, even in the neo-corporatist

19 For video, see Pitu (2020), Tenter (2020), Nahoi (2020), Digi24 (2020a), and Stoica (2019).
20 See Digi24 (2020b) and Forbes (2020).
21 Post by Marius Hanganu, labour activist at Faire Mobilität. See also Hessenschau (2020).
22 Correspondence with Marius Hanganu of Faire Mobilität.
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systems of north-western Europe,23 the idea of labour union representation for
seasonal workers is new and the resources dedicated to this line of work remain
relatively low.24

Nevertheless, a combination of renewed flare-ups of the pandemic during the summer
of 2020, media attention, and renewed labour union efforts led the Bundestag (the
German federal parliament) to plug a loophole that enabled German meatpacking
firms and farms to hire subcontractors accused of abusive labour practices
(undercounted work hours, charges for equipment, unhygienic and cramped
accommodation). Although these changes have been on the labour agenda for
decades, the abattoir lobby in particular had prevailed before the pandemic. The
changes, which make farms and abattoirs directly responsible for housing standards
and equipment for electronic recording of hours, will nevertheless not come into
effect until January 2021.25

DUAL FRAME OF REFERENCE

Romanian seasonal workers in German agriculture are keen to push their labour to
maximum productivity levels. They are paid by quotas based on verbal agreements,
have to navigate precarious working conditions, and have little access to health
security when they get injured on the job. Their work and living conditions at
home are often comparable, and for some, conditions are worse in Germany than
at home. Many of them come from communities that had engaged in domestic
seasonal work away from home for many decades and under even more
demanding terms.

In the work culture of internal migration from Romania’s mountainous areas to the
plains during the periods of socialism and early transition, “performance pay”
(piece-rated work, paid by quantity harvested), based on oral agreements, was
standard. Moreover, payment was mostly in kind, with workers transporting corn
back to their villages by train to feed pigs and cattle, which they then sold.26 A
respondent from the village of Telciu said that the housing was basic and
overcrowded (58 persons to a room), sanitation was non-existent, and working
hours lasted from dawn to sunset. Many of the seasonal workers are over 50 years
of age and have not known any other kind of working conditions. Compared to this,
living in gender-separated containers, six to a room and with some access to
bathrooms (however squalid), may seem like an improvement. Other researchers
have confirmed the difficult working conditions of domestic seasonal work during
the years of socialism and the 1990s (Troc 2016, pp. 59–60).

23 Neo-corporatism refers to a tripartite social contract between government, business, and labour.
24 Ibid.
25 See Solomon (2020).
26 The exception seems to have been fruit picking, which tends to be paid in cash.
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By law, and in contrast to European countries such as Spain, seasonal workers in
Germany do not receive benefits in addition to net wages. This passes the burden of
social welfare to the Romanian state and the sending communities – another aspect
of East–West asymmetries. Our fieldwork confirmed that highly vulnerable rural
populations, and particularly rural women with no history of formal employment,
were culturally accustomed to the idea of not having access to pensions or proper
health insurance (workers carried medicine with them and seemed to take pain-
relief medicine to cope with heavy labour), having lived for decades in an informal
subsistence farming regime where free healthcare ceased to be a reality after the
end of socialism. But while old-age care used to be provided by traditions of
intergenerational solidarity in the family, the erosion of these traditions makes
seasonal migrants even more socially vulnerable.

Romania has a low unemployment rate, and the main complaint of both the
manufacturing and service sectors before the pandemic was shortage of labour (Ban
2019). This led the government to issue 40,000 work permits for migrant workers
from Asia in 2019. One may wonder why the shortage of labour in Romania could
not be addressed by the population surplus in the countryside. Our interviews and
consultation of official wage statistics suggest that, for most of this population, the
choice is between an industrial job in urban areas for a net wage of 300–400 euros a
month (plus pension, health insurance, and unemployment benefits) and seasonal
migration for six months a year that leaves one with at least twice that amount on a
monthly basis but without benefits. The latter option entails much higher work
intensity (12-hour days with no weekends off are typical) for two seasons of nearly
three months each. If incomes from migration were taxed, the net income from
seasonal migration would shrink to hover slightly above a typical industrial job in
Romanian towns, making it less attractive. Indeed, if they were to provide benefits
and keep the net wages attractive, current pay levels for farmworkers in Germany
effectively would have to be nearly twice as high as at present.

In this way, since the German state assumes no responsibility for old age support and
healthcare, these two critical items will most likely be passed on to the budgets of the
families of these workers and the meagre social security budget of the Romanian state.
Thus, German supply of fresh food at current prices depends on the German state
shrinking the social wage (mean income after allowing for redistribution through
taxes and transfers in money and real terms) to workers such as Romanian farm
labourers.

Interviews with the workers suggest that, in many cases, German farmers did not
provide housing and transportation conditions that could enable minimum social
distancing, whereas the provision of sanitation facilities was minimal.27 Indeed,
informants said they lived in the same tenements as they did before the Covid-19

27 Filip and Vorreyer (2020).
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pandemic. Beyond wearing masks and being banned from leaving the farm premises,
no other measures seem to have been taken on a systematic basis. These loose health
standards had consequences: one asparagus picker died of Covid-19 without receiving
medical care, and in aGerman slaughterhouse, 500 Romanianworkers became infected
because of cramped housing conditions. Romanian hospitals, which had 1,500
respirators for a resident population of 19 million, would be left to take care of the
migrant workers’ parents and grandparents if the latter were exposed to the virus
upon workers’ return from the job.

Beyond economic motivations, there are transformational cultural factors at work as
well. In the Romanian countryside, the transition to adulthood tends to be
intermediated by early participation in the labour market (Horváth 2008, p. 782).
Indeed, participation of children and adolescents in the toils of the family farm or
informal farm employment with other families is the norm, albeit decreasingly so. It
is on the back of this cultural structure that the transformations ushered by
transnational seasonal work manifest themselves.

Thus, our personal observations and interviews confirm that there is a culture of
migration emerging amongst rural youth in which the acquisition of status in
the community hinges on the acquisition of real estate, consumer goods, and
used but prestigious brand automobile purchases. Such purchases cannot be
made in the short term by transitioning to adulthood via education or minimum-
wage jobs in factories. Our interviews with the school inspectorate in Bistrita
(county capital of the Bistrita Nasaud region) revealed that, although plumbers,
welders, builders, chefs, and bakers formally trained for free in the county’s
schools could draw much higher wages and enjoy superior working conditions
in Germany than those of seasonal farmworkers, the prospect of yielding to the
cultural pressure to acquire such status markers is far stronger than completing
formal education in vocational schools. In the long term, this means that an
entire generation of rural youth will have their working lives bedevilled by the
vagaries and inequities of seasonal work in agriculture and will not have old-age
and health insurance.

Though our informants agreed that long hours are standard and accepted as such
for the sake of high levels of pay at the end of the season, there was disagreement
on working conditions, with some of them reporting satisfactory conditions on
farms, whereas others complained about unsanitary, overcrowded container
housing, lack of heating, and inadequate food.28

Before the pandemic, access to health services was often irregular and arranged on an
informal basis. Contestation and organised struggle to demand fair treatment was

28 Kühnel (2020).
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often made difficult by concerns about upholding the networks of solidarity amongst
seasonal workers:

I worked for several years (2015, 2016, and 2017) on a farm in Germany, where I was
making around €2200 a month – money in hand after food and accommodation. But
they worked us like slaves. I would work between 12 and 15 hours a day, waking up at
4 a.m., in the field until 9 or 10 p.m., and then loading the trucks till 12 midnight.
There were nights where I got three to four hours of sleep. And when I had to go to
the hospital, it had to be on someone else’s health insurance, even if they had charged
me for one. I threatened that I would call the Romanian Embassy and the German
labour inspectors so they could see how we were mistreated. The owners got a bit
scared, but I didn’t want to call because there were many people from my home town
working on the farm and I was worried about endangering them. The owners finally
decided to pay for the days in hospital, but there, if you don’t work, you don’t earn.

The Covid-19 pandemic, however, made organised responses possible andmore visible
via social media. It made precarious working conditions worse, since choosing another
employer was, at least in the first months of the pandemic, almost impossible if an
employer broke the terms of the agreement.29 During the summer of 2020, evidence
emerged of a farm resorting to violence and neglecting quarantined workers to such
a point that they had to be fed by the Red Cross.30 Denied the possibility of moving
between farms, some seasonal workers turned to collective organising. Faire
Mobilität noted cases where workers were paid less than agreed upon, which
sometimes led to conflict, mass layoffs, and protest.31

At the same time, our August 2020 interviews and our review of Romanian media
investigations revealed, for the first time, that there was deep disappointment with
working conditions in Germany and the very idea of labour migration there. Most
importantly, however, the institutional context of the German labour market proved
to be richer in terms of opportunities for solidarity that qualify for inclusion in the
conventional scope of the dual frame of reference thesis. Faire Mobilität has
Romanian speakers, and it set up mobile information centres, ran information
sessions, and used the local media to name and shame with respect to abuses in
working conditions.

By June 2020, the critical German and international media coverage of Covid-19 in
German slaughterhouses, combined with strikes and pressures enforced by labour
activists regarding work conditions yielded some results, with the German
government deciding to limit the presence of intermediaries in meatpacking.32

When a farm in the Bornheim area that was being shut down offered to pay only
360 euros a month (the minimum wage in Romania) and provide stale food, its

29 Research conducted by Romanian media outlets and our own fieldwork revealed reports of workers not
receiving medical care or having their IDs taken away for the duration of the season.
30 Cosma (2020).
31 Correspondence with Faire Mobilität.
32 Palzer (2020).
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workers, assisted by a socialist German labour union, organised a strike that enabled
them to extract a fairer deal.33 Faire Mobilität also reported to us that in some labour
conflicts, workers joined the unions that helped themdealwith the dispute. To us, these
are forms of class solidarity organised by formal institutions of theGerman society that
belong to the dual frame of reference; given the absence of a Romanian institutional
counterpart, they do not yet qualify as a form of transnational solidarity of the
institutional kind.

All these offshoots of class solidarity may or may not be a game changer moving
towards institutional forms of transnational solidarity involving Romanian and
German unions, and future research could follow up to what extent the labour
activism of these exceptional times proved to be a systemic challenge to the dual
frame of reference. At any rate, our research suggests that in national institutional
contexts such as Germany, where labour unions still play an important role and
labour legislation has not been thoroughly liberalised, the dual frame of reference
concept should not be read as precluding the possibilities for transnational collective
action.

CONCLUSIONS

In her research on Euroscepticism, Dutch scholar Catherine de Vries argues that for all
their differences, the Eurosceptical parties of north-western Europe share two main
agenda points: they want less intra-EU migration and lower monetary
contributions. Yet the Covid-19 pandemic highlighted the reality that seasonal
farmworkers, nurses, doctors, and home caregivers are essential to Europe’s food
chains and care sectors.

Going further, this article shows that the security and competitiveness of food supply
chains in Germany, the engine of the European economy, do indeed run on structural
disempowerment and dual frames of reference of eastern European workers, such as
those coming from Romania.

Emerging collective action in Germany and the assertion of labour union activity on
farms and in abattoirs induced pro-worker legislative action by the German state
and introduced important qualifications to these approaches to our understanding of
migrant labour. Moreover, the article uncovers cultural aspects of the dual frame of
reference that have not been previously explored.

Both the German state and labour unions have viable institutional infrastructures in
place to uphold labour standards. Nevertheless, even if one assumes that the farm
and meat lobbies do not always get their way in the legislative arena, existing
institutional structures may be far from adequate to deal with widespread informal

33 Westbrock and Meurer (2020).
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labour and even criminal practices in this sector (the sector itself often depends on the
existence of multiple exceptions to the law).34 Indeed, during the first months of the
pandemic, the German state appeared less mighty institutionally and more
influenced by Big Food lobby power than conventionally understood.

The East–West asymmetries highlighted in the analysis, the low-wage growth model
that prevails in Romania, and the general, though uneven, exclusion of the countryside
from the benefits of this country’s integration into the EU underpin the extensive social
vulnerability faced by hundreds of thousands of rural Romanians who consider
seasonal work as a way of life.
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