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• The fresh produce sector is highly labour-intensive, with 
many of its crops still harvested and packed by hand. 

• Each year about 60,000 seasonal workers are required for 
these roles. 

• However, fewer than 5 per cent of these seasonal workers 
are British, 60 per cent are migrant workers on 6-month 
visas from the Seasonal Worker visa route. 

• The remainder are EU workers with permanent residence or 
Ukrainians on extended visas.



UK seasonal worker visa route

• Post Brexit, a new visa route, also called the Seasonal Worker 
Scheme (SWS), was set up as a pilot in 2019 to bring in 
seasonal workers from non-EU countries. 

• After five years of operation and expansion in numbers, the 
UK government in May 2024 extended the Seasonal Worker 
visa route for another five years from 2025 to 2029. 

• The number of visas available to the horticulture sector in 
2025 will be set at 43,000 with 2,000 for poultry work.
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Source countries

• The major source countries for workers have been 
Ukraine, and the Central Asian countries of 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kazakhstan.

• These countries account for 42 per cent of all worker 
visa approvals. 

• Ukraine was dominant in 2019, 2020, 2021 and 2022.
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2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 Q1

SW Worker 
total 2,494 7,274 30,234 36,973 33,587 10,640

Ukraine 2,262 6,359 20,131 7,884 2,538 202
Kyrgyzstan 0 1 318 4,363 8,029 2,952
Tajikistan 0 2 1,042 3,974 5,670 1,717
Uzbekistan 0 2 600 5,021 4,378 1,697
Kazakhstan 4 11 402 2,711 5,195 2,260
Moldova 180 285 880 2,200 2,170 607
Russia 47 195 2,320 959 17 2
Nepal 0 0 522 2,800 167 6
Bulgaria 0 0 1,129 1,238 898 201
Romania 0 0 690 1,160 1,054 138
North 
Macedonia

0 0 123 667 883 62

Indonesia 0 0 0 1,463 2 2
Belarus 0 201 1,011 236 2 0
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How the Seasonal worker visa route works

• UK Government has authorised a small number of recruitment 
companies, known as ‘scheme operators’, to recruit and manage 
how workers are allocated to farms. 

• Farmers are required to hire their overseas workers through these 
companies.

• These scheme operators are not the employer. They cannot 
sponsor Seasonal Worker visas directly. 

• As part of the visa sponsorship arrangements, scheme operators 
also have explicit duties to look after workers’ welfare and make 
sure they are paid properly.
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How the scheme has worked in practice

• Independent UN human rights experts criticised the Scheme in these 
terms:
The [UK] Government needs to hold scheme operators 
accountable through effective supervision and audits, as well as 
regular labour inspections on farms, protecting against human 
rights abuse by business enterprises domiciled in its territory, in 
line with the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights. 
Perpetrators of labour exploitation must be prosecuted, and access 
to justice and effective remedies must be guaranteed to victims.

•
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Worker response

• A government survey of workers with 2022 visas showed that 86 per 
cent of the 4,290 workers who responded to the survey had a positive 
or extremely positive experience. Nearly all respondents (97.6 per 
cent) wanted to return in future. 

• However, the survey only achieved a 12 per cent response rate.
• The Government has agreed to handle better worker complaints.
• Also agreed to improve worker accommodation although nine out of 

10 respondents (88 per cent) were happy with their accommodation. 
• For just over half of the workers surveyed (55 per cent) said transport 

costs after arriving in the UK were their biggest cost.
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Key conclusions

• Highly centralised mode of control
• Rapid expansion of numbers not monitored well
• Lack of formal agreements with sending governments
• Insufficient monitoring by government but increased role for 

supermarkets and industry association
• The financing of a UK smart phone app for the SWS workers to load 

onto their phones is one key example of how to identify potential 
problems workers are experiencing as early as possible is a notable 
achievement.

• Absence of legal framework for the scheme
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Key recommendations July 2024 
Migration Advisory Committee Review

• Provide certainty about the future of the scheme by confirming visa 
numbers and any further extension to the scheme on an annual basis

• Allow for a more flexible visa – to enable employers to plan more 
efficiently and for workers to maximise their earnings without adding 
complexity to the route.

• Fairer work and pay for workers - a lack of pay data for those on the visa 
makes effective monitoring of pay very difficult.

• Tighten, communicate and enforce employee rights – more coordination 
needed to address current fragmented enforcement landscape to provide a 
more adequate safeguard of seasonal worker rights.

• Give consideration to the Employer Pays Principle - Seasonal Workers 
currently bear the cost of both their visa and their travel…; costs which can 
be considerable, and which increase the risk of debt bondage.
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Seasonal workers in Spain
• Spain, along with France, Germany and Italy, are described as having State-led systems 

for recruiting low skilled foreign workers.  Temporary circular labour migration programs 
(TCLM) in Spain started in the early 2000s due to irregular migrant in the 1990s. 

• The legal framework allows for the seventeen autonomous communities or regions in 
Spain to apply and request a quota for their area. Growers then need to request an 
authorization. The approval takes one to three months. The approval process involves 
local, state, and national involvement so the process is slow. Growers wanted all year 
migration, seeing 7 to 9 months as too short and expensive to operate. The result is that 
only two provinces Huelva and Lleida in Catalonia are involved in the seasonal worker 
program.

• Only a third of the seasonal workers come under the program. The rest come from 
Eastern Europe due to free movement from EU countries. This allowed employers to 
organize the sourcing of workers privately to ensure they had the workers they 
needed. Workers are often recruited from Eastern European countries eg Romania by 
labour market intermediaries such as large labour hire firms.
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Seasonal workers in Spain

• In 2022, the Spanish government changed the requirement for single short-term 
work periods of up to nine months for seasonal contracts. Seasonal workers can 
now gain a multiple-entry work authorization which allows them to stay and work 
in Spain for up to nine months each year for four years.

• If workers comply with the rules, they can renew their work authorization for 
another four years or switch to a two-year residency and work permit.

• The policy objective is to provide an incentive to “play by the rules” by 
providing a predictable path to additional or more flexible work permits for 
workers who abide by the circularity rules.
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Seasonal workers in Spain
• The countries that have signed bilateral agreements on migration with Spain 

include: Morocco, Senegal, Guatemala, Honduras, Ecuador, and Colombia.
• These agreements include a system of selection and supervision controlled by the 

Spanish government that covers every stage of the migration process, starting in 
countries of origin and continuing throughout their stay in Spanish territory

• A quota is set for each sector and country of origin and updated each year.
• Recruiting workers through these bilateral agreements involves various 

mechanisms of bilateral cooperation. 
• The country of origin has to create a mechanism to receive generic job offers 

and search for and select adequate candidates for those jobs. 
• A coordination mechanism is created such as a bi-national coordination 

committee to function as a selection commission. 
• Representatives of Spanish companies recruiting workers can also participate. 
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Seasonal workers in Spain
• Employer preferences have dominated the selection process for workers. Their obligation to 
cover most of the travel costs of the workers has created a preference for workers from nearby 
countries, at first from Eastern Europe, such as Poland, Romania, and Bulgaria before they 
joined the EU and later from Morocco.

• Employer prefer to recruit women workers. They see women workers as more docile than 
men, more competent in picking strawberries, cleaner in their accommodation and, being from 
Morocco, they do not drink alcohol. Women aged 18 to 40 were requested because of the hard 
work. They were required to have agricultural experience coming from rural areas, 
unemployed and should have children so maximise their incentive to return home each season.

• The main months for work are March to June and September. Numbers have fallen from 
60,000 workers to 15,000. This is due to migrants from Latin America and Eastern Europe 
coming independently of the program. Workers want work for the whole year because if they 
have can demonstrate they have worked for three years they can get a regular visa.
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Thank you!
www.devpolicy.org   
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