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Chapter 1: Introduction
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Southern Europe is the heart of the contradictions of globalisation: in fact, the extensive
changes in production and the market in the agricultural sector are deeply linked to the power
of large-scale distribution because of the inequalities, both economic and social, that it creates.
Crea (2020) estimates 405,000 foreign workers in the Italian agricultural workforce (regular
and irregular), of which 16.5% have an informal employment relationship, and 38.7% a nonunion salary. Only a limited number of large distribution groups exercise control over value
chains: these groups’ main objective is to increase sales by luring consumers with products at
low, attractive prices, which negatively affects both power and profit margins of the
agricultural and industrial sectors. On this basis, the agricultural sector is the most affected by
informal/undeclared work and exploitation of workers. This phenomenon has been affected,
and worsened, by the COVID-19 pandemic, which has shed light on the dramatic dynamics of
the workers. In fact, while between 2018-2019 the rate of irregular labour in agriculture was
39%, during the Covid-19 explosion it reached 48%. This means that nearly one in two
immigrant labourers were employed illegally during the pandemic (“Caporalato, arriva il
progetto per i diritti e il lavoro dei migranti”, 2020). Working hours have increased, and the
number of hours worked and not recorded by the employer (20%) have risen. In addition, the
average salary has dropped by 15%. These issues result as an effect "of the perverse
intertwining between the pandemic and the embedded system of migrant exploitation", as
sociologist Omizzolo explains (2020, p. 19). During the first COVID-19 lockdown, started in
March 2020, immigrant and Italian workers were recruited without protective masks, employed
in greenhouses, and forced to work on their knees in the mud for 300/500 euros monthly. Many
workers were called at night, forced to bike for 15 km to turn on radiators in greenhouses, and
then forced to sleep in the fields. This would occur daily, without being given any rest days.
This highlights the condition of these workers, one of subordination in its complete existential
sphere (Omizzolo, 2020). This scenario is the daily reality for thousands of migrant workers,
where agricultural dynamics meet those of criminal organisations, such as the mafia, that
generate substantial economic profit through the systemic exploitation of the most vulnerable.
Food labelling for products of the agri-food chain is one of the means that companies adopt to
communicate their efforts towards social sustainability and to promote responsible
consumption among consumers. Current research on sustainable consumption is quite
fragmented. In fact, existing literature, as well as the average consumer and public attention,
centre their attention mainly on organic consumption, showing the lack of importance given to
the realm of social sustainability. In addition, in Italy, there is no official, nationally enforced,

6

labelling system that certifies the conditions reserved for agricultural workers, although this is
a decisive aspect for the quality of production processes. Voluntary food labels are not adequate
and efficient on their own: they are tools that could and should be used to complement
government policy, law enforcement, and democratic worker organisations or unions, to
improve labour conditions in the agricultural sector. The reason behind discussing social
sustainability labels, specifically in terms of labour conditions, is to know what effects they
could have to improve the lives of agricultural workers. However, this type of labelling has
little ground in Italy. In fact, there is also a gap in Italian literature on this topic, with the main
academic work I could find focusing on countries that are ahead, compared to Italy, on the
awareness, discussion and adoption of social sustainability labels. This gap motivated me to
explore this topic and its complex dynamics.

1.1–Context: Agromafia

In the province of Latina, a renowned Italian location mainly characterised by agricultural
fertile land, the agricultural sector is highly controlled by Agromafie, a social system that
profits from exploitation of labour and human rights thanks to the collaboration of diverted
pieces of the state, businesses, and criminal organisations. The main expert on the concept of
Agromafie is Marco Omizzolo, an Italian sociologist, journalist, activist, and academic figure
that I have had the honour of meeting two years ago in Sabaudia, a beach town in the province
of Latina. Omizzolo graduated in sociology, with a thesis on international migration, and an
empirical study of the Indian Sikh community in the Latina area through a long and dangerous
field observation: he embarked on a first-person

journey to explore the real nature of

Agromafie, encountering various members of criminal organizations, traffickers of human
beings, and agricultural entrepreneurs that all have a role in profiting from the hard work of
workers, often foreigners, exploited in Italian agricultural farms. In fact, he infiltrated among
Indian labourers in one of the thousand farms of the area, and later did the same in a trip to the
Indian region of Punjab, on the trail of a human trafficker. His aim, obviously, was to
understand this phenomenon in depth, in order to then focus on potential solutions. In fact, the
extraordinary work and strong relationships with many workers built through his experiences
contributed in a decisive way to triggering a series of important changes, which led, in 2016,
to the largest strike by immigrant labourers in Italy, demanding decent living conditions and
fair wages. Over four thousand Indian labourers rebelled, protesting in a square in the city of
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Latina, which in addition to a great international resonance, resulted in the introduction of law
n. 199 against exploitation in agriculture, the most advanced in Europe to combat the
phenomenon of Caporalato (Acri, 2021).
Caporalato directly or indirectly poisons the agricultural sector, creating unfair competition,
causing damage both to honest entrepreneurs and to workers who see their rights and dignity
constantly violated. In 2019, the Agromafia registered a turnover of 24.5 billion euros, 10% of
the total Italian criminal GDP (Eurispes et al, 2019). Agromafie have established a multilevel
governance, where different criminal organisations deploy coordinated action in response to
their needs. This governance is based on partnerships between different specialisations,
territories and fields of action, and connects the relationships and affairs between the different
criminal organisations; they identify and open new fronts of collaboration and exchange;
intertwine the paths of the various mafias at a transnational level; foster new and fruitful
relationships and alliances; share powers and channels of communication; carry out lobbying
and conditioning actions on politics and institutions under trace; participate in the capital of
banks, financial institutions, and international funds. This modus operandi is characterised by
the pervasiveness, connections and complicity that criminal organisations are increasingly able
to express. The primary objective is to produce wealth and accumulate capital, thus
consolidating power, and using enormous financial resources to bribe and silently recruit new
followers, which widens the “grey area” by progressively blurring the line between legal and
illegal (Eurispes et al, 2019). The power of Agromafie is exacerbated by violence and
manipulation, where the fragility and precarity of migrant workers, as well as seasonal and
low-skilled nature of the work, makes them easily exploitable (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto,
2016). According to Omizzolo, Agromafie represent a criminal network that links perfectly
with the food chain, from its production to transport, from distribution to sale, managing to
discover and better manage the advantages of globalisation, new technologies, economy and
finance (Omizzolo, 2019). In Italy, there are about 80 agricultural districts where Caporalato
practices are now common, of which 33 have "indecent" working conditions and 22 forms of
severe labour exploitation. Labour exploitation is a common phenomenon of the Italian system;
according to the Agromafia report and Caporalato of the Placido Rizzotto Observatory of FlaiCgil (2020), of the circa 450,000 foreign workers in the Italian agricultural workforce, 180,000
are exposed to extreme social vulnerability and deeply problematic employment hardship
(Omizzolo, 2021). Today, faced with the inefficiency of the official placement services in Italy,
Caporalato has become the only system of intermediation and recruiting capable of efficiently
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guaranteeing the necessary amount of unskilled labour requested by producers, allowing for a
considerable reduction in labour costs for SMEs (Corrado, 2018).

An important element to these issues is the role of consumers: when a consumer enters a
supermarket to make a purchase, the products displayed on the shelves do not provide
information regarding what lies behind a product – its origin, history, the processing techniques
– this lack of important data prevents us from seeing whether the methods used in the various
stages of the agri-food chain comply with environmentalism and social justice (Etichetta
Narrante, 2020). Specifically, I explore this gap of knowledge: how social sustainability in the
production processes of agri-food products is omitted from food labels. Most certifications for
foods currently concern the environmental and human health realms, and the majority are on a
voluntary basis. Therefore, there is a pressing need to introduce mandatory ethical food labels
to ensure the protection of human and labour rights for agricultural workers, (Osservatorio,
Placido Rizzotto, 2020) especially migrant labourers, who arrive in Italy driven by the
substantial demand for seasonal workers. Most of them live in a state of administrative
irregularity, lacking living and working official permits, thus facilitating exploitation. (Gerini,
2021).

1.2– The Sikh community

In March 2021, ISMU (Multi-ethnicity Initiatives and Studies foundation) published a report
on migration trends in 2020, showing accurate estimates and reflections regarding the presence
of migrants in Italy, as well as the trends of social inclusion and exclusion. A total of 5,923,000
migrants arrived in Italy throughout the year, with 517.000 being categorised as “illegal
immigrants”. In 2020, the year marked by the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, there has
been an increase in arrivals: 34.000, compared to the two previous years (Ismu, 2021). Of the
circa one million agricultural workers, the numbers show that migrants are a key resource for
productivity. Despite this, it is estimated that 62% of seasonal agricultural workers migrated to
Italy do not have access to essential services. In addition, 64% of them do not have access to
running water and 72% present, after harvesting activities, diseases they did not suffer from
before (Ismu, 2021).
Many of the irregular immigrants in Europe come from Africa and Asia. In addition, a small
portion of the overall influx of irregular immigrants to the EU is made up of the Punjabi
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community, which originates from the Punjab state, located in north-western India. Despite it
being a small fraction, it comprises an important fragment of the irregular immigration from
India, specifically to both Italy and Spain. In Italy, mass immigration of Punjabi inhabitants
started in the 1990s. As part of this influx, large numbers of irregular young men with low
education and skills came to Italy looking for manual jobs, and the possibility of settling
permanently. Most of the Punjabi community in Italy incorporates Sikhs, who have created and
located their temples in several Italian cities. They are mainly found in the regions of Lombardy
and Lazio, specifically in the provinces of Rome and Latina (Garha, 2020).
The Sikh community in the province of Latina, an area south of Rome, is one of the
marginalised and exploited groups of workers that characterise the agricultural sector. “These
men work for me, and I don't care about unions, journalists, or police forces. If they come all
the way from India and do not return to their country after working for us, it means that they
are fine with living and working like this, and that in their country they would be much worse
off” (Omizzolo, 2019, p.27). These are the words of an Italian producer, a successful
entrepreneur, from the area of the province of Latina. Many agricultural producers think and
act like him, which is why human and labour rights violations continue to occur. In this
scenario, the “boss” decides everything regarding the workers: how much and when to pay
them, how and how much to make them work, how to treat them, where and how to let them
live. Some workers, after not having received their wages, have asked the bosses for it, and the
answers are always insults and/or physical violence, to the point that some workers end up at
the hospital. Many have been beaten up and left alone in the streets, others have committed
suicide because of the unbearable treatment they received daily. The logic of the Caporalato is
simple: the boss commands the worker, and the latter, especially if a foreigner, must obey.
Sociologist Marco Omizzolo, expert in international migration and specifically engaged in an
empirical case study on the Indian Sikh community in the province of Latina, has dedicated his
life and his research-action activity to help the thousands of workers in the Italian countryside
on the path towards emancipation. In his academic articles and books on the matter, he often
speaks about individual stories of courage and determination of workers that find themselves
victims of a system based on inequality, violence and corruption. Having lived with migrant
Indian workers for two years, he has established strong relationships with many of them. Ajit
Singh, 30 years old, has been living in the area for 7 years, and tells Omizzolo about his
situation: “I always work, all day, for little money. The effort is enormous, and the boss is
always very harsh on me. He uses bad words; I don't understand Italian well and he offends me
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for this. According to the labour contract, I should be earning 8 euros per hour, but the boss
only gives me 3 or 4 euros when and if he feels like it. Many of us do not get paid for months
and we must constantly beg for our money. How is it possible to live like this? I am a good
worker, I work restlessly, and I never create problems. This is not a life worth living”
(Omizzolo, 2019, p. 43). Moreover, many Indian labourers are obliged to take off their turbans
and shave their beards, two fundamental symbols of the Sikh religion. These practices are
aimed at making the worker as anonymous as possible, socially fragile, marginalised, and
therefore more easily blackmailed. The abandonment of religious symbols, especially by the
will of the boss, generates a latent reaction in the community that leads to the loss of the
religious, social, representation or recognized authority status, from which a greater social
fragility derives. Exposed to continuous violence, blackmail and being constantly humiliated
and intimidated, many Indian laborers fall into conditions of exploitation that in many cases
become forms of slavery (Omizzolo, 2019).

1.3–Research aim

The aim of this thesis is to explore the extent to which the implementation of ethical food
labels could solve the lack of adequate working and living conditions for seasonal workers
in the Italian agricultural sector, highlighting the severely problematic dynamics of
illegality that peak with the role of Agromafie. The specific purpose is to create a better
understanding of 1) what are the main challenges for migrant workers in the Italian
agricultural workforce 2) the complex dynamics of mafia’s role in controlling various
aspects of agri-food supply chains 3) analyse initiatives, regulations and legislation that
have failed, up until now, to ensure better transparency in the agri-food supply chain,
specifically focusing on the rights of migrant workers 4) delve into the realm of food
labels, offering insight on mandatory and voluntary standards, and assessing the extent to
which, if implemented, such labels would be an effective solution to the ingrained and
intricate dynamics of mafia’s role in the agricultural sector. For these reasons, the main
concepts discussed are those of human and labour rights, vulnerability and precarity,
mafia, corruption and deceit in the agri-food supply chain, national and international
legislation, consumers’ perception of social sustainability and Corporate Social
Responsiblity, and (ethical) food labels. This research thus contributes to a better
understanding of the vertical relationship between consumers, producers and vulnerable
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workers in the agri-food realm.

1.4–Main research question and sub-questions

This thesis research answers the following main question:
To what extent could food labels contribute to improving the working and living conditions
of migrant wage labourers in the Italian agricultural sector?

To be able to answer this question, the main question is divided into the following subquestions:
1)What are the main issues in Italian agricultural production today?
2) In what ways are mandatory quality certificates and voluntary labels an opportunity or a
(financial) burden for producers and corporations?
3)How can consumer choices and voices support the quest for better quality agri-food
production in terms of human and labour rights?

1.5 Thesis outline

This thesis is structured as follows: the first chapter introduces the topics of my research, briefly
discussing the context, the research aims and questions. The second chapter concerns
operationalizing the research questions, focusing on the different debates around wage labour
and exploitation in the agricultural sector, migration and othering as a way to explain/situate
exploitation, and the lack of effective food labelling and Corporate Social Responsibility. The
third chapter discusses the methodology used to answer these questions, as well as limitations
and ethical issues in conducting this research. The fourth chapter describes the main themes of
my research, analysing the agricultural sector in Italy, the agromafie as systems of exploitation,
and migration and othering as sources of labour. This chapter also illustrates a particular case
–that of the Punjabi community in the province of Latina. The fifth chapter presents two
examples of ethics in Italy: the “Coop” and “NoCap” cases. The sixth chapter discusses the
wins and losses of Italian legislation in tackling these issues, stressing the inadequacy and
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inefficiency of laws and regulations in guaranteeing human and labour rights for migrant farm
workers. The seventh chapter looks at potential solutions, delving into the realm of food labels,
CSR, networks and other attempts. Finally, the eighth chapter discusses my findings and final
remarks.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the main topics of my research by looking at different
theories, academic discourses, and previous research on the matter: wage labour and
exploitation in the agricultural sector, the effectiveness (or lack thereof) of food
labelling/corporate social responsibility (CSR), and migration/othering as a way to
explain/situate exploitation in the agricultural sector. These elements are conceptualised in
terms of violations of human and labour rights, deceit towards both producers and consumers,
and the duality of mandatory and voluntary narrating labels. In addition, these elements must
be placed in the context of illegality and exploitation brought forwards by the solid presence
of Caporalato in Italian agriculture, whose complex dynamics and strong embeddedness with
Italian history and institutions explain its ease in the persistence of human and labour
exploitation within the agricultural sector. This, in turn, explains why criminal organisations
hold substantial power, even beyond the existing laws and regulations established to combat it.
Therefore, Corporate Social Responsibility practices within agricultural businesses are
inadequate to tackle such an intricate phenomenon, and Italian controls and risk assessment are
unable to uncover immoral and illegal activities, easily eluded by criminal actors.

I operationalized my research questions through the analysis of academic debates on three main
topics that are central to this thesis: wage labour and exploitation in the agricultural sector,
labelling/CSR and their effectiveness, and migration and othering as a way to explain/situate
exploitation in the agricultural sector.

2.1– Wage labour and exploitation in the agricultural sector

The sectors in which illegal work by immigrants flourishes are the marginal ones, characterised
by a strong demand for unskilled, easily replaceable and low-cost labour, as well as by jobs
that are defined as of the “five Ps” (in Italian): precarious, heavy, dangerous, poorly paid,
socially penalised. It is no coincidence that the strong link between immigration and undeclared
work finds its maximum expression in the agricultural sector and, more precisely, in the context
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of those illicit intermediation relations between labour supply and demand, to which the
denomination of the phenomenon of illegal hiring is traditionally attributed (Spinelli, 2018).
The most advanced countries register more than one-third of international migrants in the
world: most are migrant workers, who find jobs through both formal, and (mainly) informal
channels once they reach their destination. This substantial amount of foreign presence
undoubtedly has a strong impact on the economic growth of destination countries.
Unfortunately, the widespread informal economy, inefficient management of labour migration
capacities, and the lack of active and suitable labour market policies results in severe issues
that impede many destination countries from “making the most of immigration” (OCDE/OIT,
2018, p. 3). In the European Union, many member states rely heavily on low wage, foreign
workforce for the agricultural sector. Since the nature of migration in this scenario is mainly
based on the agricultural seasonal calendar to respond to peak labour demands, agri-food
systems are intrinsically interconnected with migrant workers' living and working conditions
(Inversi, 2020).
Host countries that register a substantial presence of foreign workers have increasingly engaged
in both political and academic debates regarding the economic and social repercussions of
foreign workforce. In rural areas, the issue of foreign labour influx for the agricultural sector
appears different than non-agricultural areas. The agricultural sector is characterised by
seasonality, which implies high requests for temporary employment, for short periods of peaks
in labour demand; in fact, seasonal work covers a very large portion of agricultural work and,
also thanks to the matching mechanisms between supply and demand, finds fertile ground in
the use of migrant workforce, often through irregular processes (i.e., recruitment channels).
The contractual and social security dynamics, as well as the increase in production outsourcing
mechanisms, create possible advantages in the use of irregular labour, contributing to the
possibility of exploiting the most vulnerable workers (Inversi, 2020).

The phenomenon of labour exploitation in the Italian agri-food chain is currently little known:
because it develops mainly in a submerged fashion, it is often difficult to identify. The negative
social pressure that affects these cases pushes the phenomenon to hide and camouflage itself
within social practices that can be criticised, but which end up being, in some way, almost
tolerated. For these reasons, labour exploitation, among the forms of enslavement, is
undoubtedly the most widespread but at the same time the least perceived from a social point
of view (Inversi, 2020). In what follows, I will discuss the academic theories and public debates
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relevant to the issue of migration, labour exploitation, and the dynamics of the agri-food supply
chain.
The most influential theory of exploitation is Marx’s labour theory, according to which
“workers in a capitalist system are exploited to such an extent as they are forced to sell their
labour power to capitalists for less than the full value of the commodities they produce through
their labour” (Zwolinski, 2016, para. 19). According to Marx, workers’ labour under capitalism
is neither really on a voluntary basis nor entirely for the benefit of the workers: in fact, workers
lack ownership of the means of production, hence are forced to sell their labour power to
capitalists in order to survive and sustain themselves. In addition, workers are not working
entirely for their own profit because they are being exploited by capitalists, who take for
themselves a part of the value that workers created with their labour. Marx’s labour theory of
value shows that just like any other commodity, the amount of labour that is needed in
production processes determines the price, or wage, of labour power. According to Marx,
wages would be enough for workers to support their basic living costs. Moreover, Marx argued
that labour produces more than the quantity of value needed for its own reproduction: that is,
the so-called surplus value, which is defined as the difference between the value a worker
produces in a specific time frame and the value of the consumption goods that the worker needs
for sustainment for that period. Capitalists thus use force to confiscate the surplus value
produced by workers, which are in this way exploited. This occurs because workers lack
ownership of the means of production, so are forced to sell their labour power to capitalists for
less than the actual value of what they have produced. On the other hand, capitalists benefit
from the productivity of workers, which becomes the source of capitalist profit, “strengthening
that very power whose slave it is” (Marx 1847: 40 in Hurst, 2018, para. 16).

Socialist Thomas Hodgskin, in his condemnation of capitalism, asserts that “the labour of a
man’s body and the work of his hands are to be considered as exclusively his own. I take it for
granted, therefore, [...] that the whole produce of labour ought to belong to the labourer”
Screpanti, 2019, p. 3). Moreover, philosophers like David Graeber (2013, as cited in Screpanti,
2019, p. 5) use a normative approach to analyse Marx’s theory, arguing that Marx viewed
capitalism as wrong and contradictory: adopting a moral critique of the exploitative nature of
capitalism, the claim is that the use of labour that results in the creation of value alters the
values of individuals, with labour as a commodity distorting social dynamics, alienating
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workers and hindering their self-ownership, as they are used solely as a means for profit that
mainly benefits the exploiters. According to Screpanti (2019), Marx’s theory cannot be
interpreted with a moral condemnation: in fact, the theory is an account, an interpretation of
the workers’ feelings and struggles, and not a premise of a philosopher’s ethical beliefs.
Marx distinguished between two different theories of the employment relationship. The first
describes it as an agreement for the sale of a commodity, whereby workers cede the use value
of labour power, i.e., a flow of living labour springing from a stock of labour power. This
commodity seems to be a natural abstraction with the properties of a productive force.
Exploitation occurs when the exchange value of labour power is lower than its value-creating
capacity. In the second theory, the employment relationship is explained as a transaction
establishing workers’ subordination to capitalists and the subsumption of their productive
capacity under capital. While the former theory is subject to criticisms of moralism,
essentialism and naturalism, the latter is not, and maintains a persistent and realistic narrative
of exploitation under capitalism. According to Screpanti (2019), Marx’s theory of value is
incompatible with the theory of production prices and is not suitable for the assessment of
exploitation under capitalism, because it determines value in a non-capitalist system. In fact,
“one cannot argue that labour values represent the social structure of a capitalist mode of
production, whose superficial manifestations are expressed in the exchange values of
commodities” (Screpanti, 2019, p. 92). Moreover, Marx’s account of labour exchange in the
production process, characterised by intense work under the capitalist’s supervision, reveals
the legal and ideological institution where workers are treated as a commodity exchange,
because they are attracted to and persuaded by capital, thus accepting a submissive status in
the labour relationship. This revelation condemns the bourgeois hegemony and introduces a
perspective according to which capital’s despotism rules the employment relationship, which
allows the creation of surplus value (Screpanti, 2019).
This is relevant to my research, because as explained by Marx, capital accumulation depends
on the exploitation of labour-power, which is clearly seen in Italian agricultural firms. In fact,
the labour relationship between employers and employees is vertical, as shown by the notion
of Caporalato, an informal and illegal practice of recruiting and controlling the workforce,
aimed at extorting an illegal profit. Screpanti (2019) argues that the main capitalist misconduct
takes place in the production sphere, where capitalists impose their decisions thanks to the
power they hold. They order strict and efficient work dynamics in order to achieve commodities
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with a higher value compared to the wage earned by workers. According to Screpanti, “the
capitalist’s authority is a power of command in the production process, not a form of market
power. Wages are determined not by the crossing of demand and supply curves, but by a
bargaining process: in fact, the ‘labour market’ is not a market proper, but a battleground for
class struggle” (2019, p. 79).
In the current globalised, capitalist society, there are many cases in which workers, often of
foreign origin, are theoretically free to enter or exit a contractual employment relationship;
however, the state of need, subordination, dependence and underdetermination in which they
find themselves acts as a systemic constraint, inducing them to accept explicit working
conditions and forms of recruitment in full awareness that, under ideal conditions, they would
not have accepted. The “corporals” retain a large part of the remuneration received by the
workers, as compensation for the intermediation activity which, needless to say, exceeds fifty
percent of the total daily wage. Dishonest employers take up workers without having
communicated the recruitment to the Employment Centre, with all consequences in terms of
pay, contributions and taxes (Omizzolo, 2020). Not only that, but the worker who works in the
absence of a regular employment contract has no insurance coverage, nor protection in the
event of dismissal. Another example is the so-called “grey work”, a common practice that
involves the regular hiring of the worker with the aim of avoiding the penalties that illegal
hiring would involve; however, the contracts are falsified by registering lower duties, and
working hours to pay less taxes and contributions on the job (Ballanti, 2021).
An important actor in understanding the dynamics of exploitation is the state. In fact, states are
often seen as an instrument for finding answers and solutions to forced labour, rather than the
cause, in that they have a crucial role in producing the circumstances that allow forced labour
to exist and persist. Scholars LeBaron and Phillips (2018) address the problem of contemporary
unfree labour by proposing a framework that comprehends and compares the role of national
states in creating the political economy where conditions of unfree labour prosper. Unfree
labour is defined as labour that involves the use of intimidation or compulsion to ensure
labourers are working. Typical aspects of unfree labour consist of debt bondage, manipulation
of contracts and credit, (threats of) violence against workers or their families, and overcharging
workers for services, i.e., accommodation/ recruitment fees. States, both those who are among
the most powerful and influential in the global political economy and those which are less
powerful, have an active role in shaping neoliberalism, and are consequently responsible for
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building such a context where contemporary unfree labour thrive. This is in contradiction with
most of the existing literature on contemporary unfree labour, especially liberal approaches
that situate unfree labour’s roots in ancient times (LeBaron and Phillips, 2018).
Moreover, LeBaron and Philips believe that the notion of forced labour is often used in such a
way that advocates for a precise binary between ‘free’ and ‘forced’ labour. This view is seen
as problematic by the authors, because different levels of exploitation are found in ‘free’ labour,
with workers in low-waged sectors often moving between the categories of unfree labour and
other forms of exploitation throughout life. LeBaron and Philips favour the concept of “unfree
labour”, acknowledging the role of economic coercion in concretising unfreedom, and disagree
with the strict division between ‘free’ and ‘unfree’ labour, as demonstrated by the blurry
boundaries between these two categories in workers’ lives daily (2018).
In many academic debates, there is a lack of focus on the systematic aspect of states, focusing
more on understanding the relationship between capitalism and unfree labour (LeBaron and
Phillips, 2018). Some policy approaches that address the problem of unfree labour also
overlook the role of states as one of the main contributors to the issue. This is clearly shown
by the predominant types of forced labour created by governmental as well as international
organisations. For example, among the most known is that of the International Labour
Organization which classifies three types of forced labour: forced labour exploitation, forced
sexual exploitation, and forced labour imposed by the state. The first is the most commonly
widespread of the three around the globe, with the ILO estimating circa 19 million people being
exploited in the private economy. The suggestion is that the state is present as a crucial structure
or agent only in only one of the three types of forced labour, thereby ignoring the fact that also
for forced (sexual) labour exploitation, external conditions such as vague or lacking legal
frameworks, migration and mobility regimes, and the lack of control play an important role in
upholding the opportunities for exploitation by private individuals/firms in the ‘private
economy’ (LeBaron & Phillips, 2018).
Over the last three decades, Italy has undergone critical agrarian transformation, such as a
decrease in the number of farms, as well as the amount of used land, while the standard size of
farms has expanded. Another element of agrarian change in the last 30 years is the so-called
‘retailing revolution’ (McMichael and Friedmann, 2007), which has seen many agri-food
chains become retailer-driven. Supermarket chains acquired enormous power, and other than
exercising direct control over distribution, they also have an unquestionable role in shaping
food production, processing and consumption. Supermarket chains want to buy agricultural
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products at the lowest price possible, which in turn fuels the competition between farmers in
different countries. The response of many southern European farms to the pressure of vertical
food chains has been the growing use of a cheap and flexible labour force. Building on previous
empirical studies, Corrado et al., maintain that especially for the production of fresh fruit and
vegetables, several small and medium sized farms have been able to survive and benefit
especially thanks to the exploitation of migrant workforce, which usually are the best
candidates to fulfil their needs. In fact, this is “one of the strategies employed by southern
European farmers in resisting the liberalisation of international markets and the retailer-driven
transformation of supply chains” (Corrado et al, 2018, p.29). Moreover, according to Corrado
et al., another important element in the transformation of agriculture in the Mediterranean area
is the ‘defamilization of family farming, the expansion of wage labour and the structural
reliance on foreign workforce. Within this frame of reference, migrants are substitutes for farms
that used to rely on family labour, and most importantly, represent of cheap and flexible labour,
which is fundamental to cope with agri-food chains’ downward pressure on costs and the
requests of “just-in-time production”, an inventory strategy used to boost efficiency and
diminish waste (Corrado et al., 2018).
Since the 1990s, at both national and European level, agricultural labour markets have gone
through the process of liberalisation, with a reduction of the involvement of local public
employment offices in recruitment, and the national regularisation of temporary work agencies.
This led to the proliferation of private formal intermediaries in the agricultural labour market,
which heavily impacted recruitment processes in the agricultural sector. Of course, informal
recruiters have not disappeared, as shown by the presence of the Caporalato system. This is
explained by the inefficiency of formal recruitment, managed by both public and private actors,
which does not ensure improved working and housing conditions or better working contracts
than informal recruitment. In fact, it rather seems that it is a means to restrain and direct the
workforce. The intersection of different labour force sources in the same region, and its
differentiation based on nationality, gender and legal status has been a vehicle for maintaining
the cheapness and vulnerability of labour. In addition, phenomena such as racism, ethnicization
and segregation of migrant workers are crucial factors in exercising dominant power over the
migrant workforce, preventing cases of resistance and ensuring order in labour market and
social relations (Corrado et al, 2018).
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According to LeBaron et al. (2018), there has been an increase in awareness regarding the
structural nature of exploitation. Despite this, there is a lack of a comprehensive explanation of
the root causes and modus operandi of these structural forces; little has been done to explain
how these forces operate, and how they could be eradicated. Therefore, the lack of
understanding of, and thus of possible solutions for this issue is problematic and limiting for
both problems for policymakers and activists. Moreover, “we are also more likely to mistake
symptoms for causes, wasting precious resources on treating the former without ever achieving
real gains on the latter” (LeBaron et al., 2018, p. 5). The topic of labour exploitation has
ambiguous boundaries, as it intersects with other factors, especially in the Italian context,
which is characterised by deregulation on contractual regimes and by precariousness of the
labour market (Dolente, 2010). Despite improvements have been achieved, in the realms of
Italian politics and law for the safeguarding of victims of human trafficking and exploitation,
there are still several deficiencies and weak points that halter a satisfactory outcome. One
example is the irregularity of the application of f Article 18 of Legislative Decree No. 286/1998
(its scope is to assist and provide victims of exploitation and trafficking with specific needs,
such as a residence permit because of humanitarian reasons) depending on the area of the
country: the arbitrariness of this shows some clear issues with the efficacy of the legislative
system (Palumbo, 2016). Moreover, most policymakers and activists have an inadequate
approach at the basis of their action plan- this results in a focus on short-term and small-scale
policy interventions instead of adopting a comprehensive approach, which would lead to
bigger, significant results in the political realm, with concrete results in the long-run (LeBaron
et al., 2018). Furthermore, interventions and projects aimed at helping victims of trafficking
and severe exploitation are not among the main concerns on the policy agenda, and lack
adequate funding (Palumbo, 2016).
Alongside the phenomenon of illegal work, there are several cases of so-called “grey work”
which allow exploitation to prosper, that is, those working conditions which, although
apparently set within a framework of legality, are actually carried out in violation of the rules
that regulate them. In these cases, although there is an employment contract, it is not always
accompanied by guarantees, nor by the protections provided for by law and collective
bargaining. For example, forms of wage payment that are clearly different from those required
by collective agreements, usually disproportionate to the quantity and quality of the work
carried out; moreover, relationships in which there is a repeated violation of the legislation
relating to working hours, periods of rest, sickness, family allowances, and holidays. In
addition, the normative proliferation of atypical working contracts, justified by the need for
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greater employment, has certainly facilitated the abuse by the employer of these contractual
forms to evade the establishment of a relationship of “ordinary work''. It is therefore evident
that current forms of labour exploitation have found greater refinement in new legal
instruments, with the consequence that it is possible and easier to hide conditions of severe
labour exploitation behind certain types of (apparently regular) working contracts (Spinelli,
2018).
From the variety of the information gathered, the intricacy of the phenomenon is the main
characteristic that appears although according to popular belief forms of labour exploitation
are uncommon, thus an exceptional situation. However, the reality is different, in that
exploitative instances in the agricultural sector are systemic (Salvia, 2019). This calls for a
transversal approach that merges multiple disciplinary fields; an analysis carried out on several,
diverse fronts would in fact allow to deconstruct the paths of insertion in the contexts of
exploitation, such as identifying processes of specialisation and segmentation of the offer of
services aimed at facilitating/profiting illegal entries, and highlighting the strategies aimed at
making severely exploited workers invisible and confined (Dolente, 2010).
The next section explores the role of migration and the notion of “othering” as facilitating
factors for the exploitation of vulnerable migrant workers in the agricultural sector. Despite
workers’ essential contribution to the proper functioning of European economies, especially
during the Covid-19 pandemic, often migrants in key sectors, such as agriculture, are socially
isolated and exploited. This impedes workers to achieve integration in hosting countries, and
perpetuates negative stereotypes, thus undermining a real understanding of migration dynamics
among the population: on the other hand, these conditions strengthen the disputes on migration
in politics, exacerbating the phenomenon of “othering” (Cohen et al., 2022).

2.2– Migration and othering to explain/situate exploitation in the agricultural sector
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Migration is determined by lifetime net income (earnings) maximisation choices made by
individuals. People move (abroad) for the purpose of improving their economic and financial
prospects, as migration is a response to local/regional/national labour market disequilibrium.
The reason why people move is determined by factors of attraction or repulsion (pull and push
factors). Potential migrants for job purposes analyse the ‘pull factors’ of attractive qualities in
a specific destination and ‘push factors’ of deteriorating or negative conditions in the place of
origin (Gmelch, 1980, p. 140). Moreover, it is well known that foreign-born workforce will
often be found in low-paid and low-status employment in receiving countries. In fact, “the
disproportionate allocation of migrants to the lower segments of the labour market is an
important mechanism of contemporary economies” (Bauder 2006; Peck 1996, as cited in Lusis,
2012, p. 32).
Theoretical debates on migration are substantial in social sciences, providing different
arguments on why immigrants end up in the least enticing labour market positions. Massey et
al. (1998) underline an important distinction between theories that aim to explain the beginning
of migration on the one hand, and the perpetuation of it on the other. The former is analysed
through neoclassical, new economics, dual labour market and world systems theory; the latter
through network, institutional, cumulative causation and migration systems theory (Bakewell,
2010).
According to the neoclassical economics theory, analysed on a micro-level, individuals make
a cost-benefit analysis: if they expect a positive, financial net return, they are motivated to
migrate. This means that international migration is considered a way of investing in human
capital. In fact, individuals choose a location to move to based on how productive they can be
there, based on personal skills. However, before their productivity can take off and bring in
desired wages, certain steps are required: what must be considered is the material costs of
moving, sustaining oneself while travelling and looking for employment, learning new
languages and different cultural aspects, getting accustomed to a new labour market. Moreover,
the psychological side of leaving one’s country and support system to create new life
opportunities is another important factor behind movement. For these reasons, as people choose
the destination based on where opportunities are more beneficial for them, human capital
aspects that increase the expected amount of compensation or the likelihood of finding a job
abroad compared to their home country (such as education, experience, training) will logically
boost the possibility of moving, other things equal. In addition, personal attributes,
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circumstances or technology that minimise costs of migrating increase the net returns to
migration, increasing the possibility of international migration (Siudek & Zawojska, 2016).
According to the dual (segmented) labour market theory, the so-called “developed world” has
a dualistic economy, consisting of primary market (high-skilled, secure, well-paid, regular
employment) and secondary market (low-skilled, low-paid, seasonal, insecure employment).
Low-skilled migrants are required to fill job gaps in the secondary segment avoided by the
natives. In analysing the segmentation of labour markets, Stalker (2001) explains the
differences in the working conditions of individuals in the labour market by underlining the
nature of the capitalist economy, which benefits from the constant and harsh working
conditions that workers are subject to. The working conditions in the high-skilled, secure, and
well-paid primary sector are obviously very different from those in the second: for instance,
the former is characterised by stable conditions, adequate salaries, and possibilities of being
promoted, thus advancing in the corporate pyramid. On the other hand, the low-skilled, lowpaid and insecure secondary sector often includes a level of uncertainty, low wages and
working conditions, and little to no possibilities of progressing professionally. Even though the
two sectors need each other’s existence to function properly and efficiently, the boundaries of
the two are well-defined and inflexible; this is problematic for workers, as it impedes them
from moving between sectors. A limitation of this theory is the restricted geographical area of
interest: in fact, in explaining segmentation and its processes, it only refers to the country of
destination. This narrow focus does not take into consideration economic, social and cultural
factors in migrant source areas, which are a fundamental part in the understanding of
segmentation mechanisms. Thus, the author advocates for the inclusion of immigrant
transnationalism literature when analysing segmentation of migrant labour. Furthermore, the
authors suggest a change in the geographical approach: that is, stretching the focus, and not
limiting it to the destination country (Lusis & Bauder, 2010, p. 30).
Adam Smith’s classical theory of free competition puts the systematic analysis of the behaviour
of individuals, pursuing their self-interest under conditions of competition, at the centre of
economics. Smith’s “invisible hand" guides the forces of supply and demand in an economy.
According to this theory, by looking out for themselves, every person inadvertently helps create
the best outcome for all. Smith assumed that there is a perfectly efficient mobility of labour
between different professions and that the labour market is perfectly competitive (Rauhut,
2010). Smith considers poverty and unemployment to be the major push factors in the
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migration process (Smith 2000:156). In other words, differences in labour supply and demand
as well as wage differentials in different regions are the main factors stimulating migration.
Poverty and the wish of every person to provide for himself and his family are also strong
motives for migration.
Conclusions of neoclassical theory have been challenged by the rise of a new approach, called
"new economics of migration" (Starkand Bloom, 1985). This theory argues that when choosing
to migrate, the decision-making process involves various actors collectively, such as family
members, and not merely the individual person that will migrate. This “group calculation” has
the objective of ensuring a sufficient, expected income, as well as making sure market risks are
limited as much as possible. In fact, this theory believes in the important role of households
which invest scarce family resources in specific plans that give the opportunity of new sources
of income benefiting the family as a whole (Starkand Bloom, 1985).
Since the late 1990s, EU member states have adopted increasingly restrictive migration
policies, significantly reducing the legal channels of entry. In September 2017, the
Communication of the Commission to the European Parliament on the intermediate review of
the European Agenda on Migration defined "undeclared work" in specific sectors of member
states as a "pull factor" for irregular immigration in the European Union. For over 30 years,
especially in southern Italian regions, employment in agriculture has been the main channel of
access to and inclusion in the market of undeclared work for many migrants. Ineffective
immigration management contributed to determining a self-managed and informal system of
mobility, intermediation and job placement, within an agricultural sector that already had a
strong level of irregularity (Corrado, 2018). In this scenario, additionally, the inadequacy of
the reception systems in countries such as Italy exposes migrants to forms of exploitation and
abuse. Moreover, within the framework of an increasingly restrictive EU policy approach to
migration, there are exceptions, provided only for highly skilled and seasonal workers. This
clearly demonstrates how the interest of economic profit is the absolute priority, which in fact
pushes to admit seasonal workers in Italy because the agricultural sector desperately requires
manpower. The EU directive 2014/36 "on the conditions of entry and stay of third-country
nationals for the purpose of employment as seasonal workers" was adopted in order to meet
the demand for seasonal work in the EU Member States and address at the same time irregular
migration and the exploitation of migrant workers (Peers et al. 2012, as cited in Corrado, 2018,
pp. 15-16). The directive on seasonal workers also requires Member States to adopt measures

25

to facilitate the re-entry of seasonal workers. However, it does not contain any provision
regarding granting long-term resident status after consecutive years of seasonal work (Guild,
2014, as cited in Corrado, 2018). Although it represents a step forward, the directive on
seasonal workers adopts an employer-oriented approach, granting Member States a wide
discretion with respect to the implementation of the provisions on the rights and protection of
seasonal workers. This system risks accentuating workers' dependence on employers, confining
the migrant workforce to specific sectors and increasing their invisibility and vulnerability
(Palumbo & Sciurba, 2018, as cited in Corrado, 2018).
The invisibility of migrants is one of the factors that enables their continued mistreatment and
suffering, which has been normalised and naturalised by everyone that is involved. The Covid
emergency was yet another demonstration of this invisibility: in fact, between the end of April
and the beginning of May 2019, companies and local administrations started to worry due to
the lack of thousands of seasonal workers that were needed urgently. This was a direct
consequence of the blockade imposed by the pandemic, which prevented thousands of workers
from entering Italy, at the decisive moment for the agricultural season. To deal with the crisis,
the government introduced an amnesty for migrants who work illegally, in the hope of
recovering manpower. However, towards the end of June 2019, an outbreak of Covid in a
southern Italian village occurred, in one of the central areas of the town, where the local
labourers lived. Social anger was unleashed: locals accused workers of being the reason for the
outbreak, reinforcing their marginalisation. Fortunately, the outbreak was contained and
resolved in a short time. However, the conditions of total marginalisation in which workers live
have not changed since then, and once the Covid emergency ended, their struggles have
returned invisible (Bagnoli et al., 2021). Palumbo (2021) speaks of "situational" vulnerability,
which often does not find the correct interpretation in the courtrooms where charges of
trafficking, enslavement and severe exploitation are dealt with. Except for a few far-sighted
cases, often the court reading is not very attentive to the complexity of this concept, which is
not attributable only to precise individual characteristics: vulnerability is also determined by
the context in which the person is located, by the position of the person in society and in the
relationships of power. Therefore, vulnerability should also be considered from the point of
view of intersectionality, considering the intertwining of multiple and different factors such as
gender, nationality, social condition, and age, which generate and/or amplify situations of
vulnerability (Rondi, 2021).
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Over the past 20 years, the EU has consolidated its regulatory and political framework
regarding trafficking in human beings and exploitation through the adoption of a wide range
of initiatives. As it only affects non-EU citizens without a regular residence permit, one of the
directives on sanctions against employers has had a limited impact on combating exploitation
in sectors such as agriculture (MEDU, 2015, as cited in Corrado, 2018). Throughout the
Mediterranean area, the international trafficking system and labour exploitation mainly affect
migrants exposed to various kinds of blackmail by employers, traffickers, corporals and other
profiteers. The methods of recruiting and employing migrants change according to the contexts
and contingent situations, as well as the migration policies of the individual countries
concerned (whether they are transit or destination) and related contrast policies. However, there
remains a fundamental characteristic that concerns all trafficked persons and all forms of
trafficking, that is the coercive character (direct or indirect) exercised towards the trafficked
person and his condition of vulnerability which heavily affects his capacity for selfdetermination (Holmes, 2019).
In addition, over the past decade, Italian authorities have strengthened a widespread tension
regarding the presence of migrants, identifying them as a threat to the country. In fact, the rise
of far-right parties in Italy promoted an anti-migration narrative (Halikiopoulou & Vlandas,
2019). Political parties and part of the public opinion associate migration with issues that the
country is facing, such as economic problems, state security, crime trends, welfare,
unemployment, and public health, using anti-immigrant narratives as an instrument to shift
responsibility from politicians and policymakers on migrants, where the latter become
scapegoats (Sahin-Mencutek, 2020). Portrayed as unmanageable and illegal, immigration has
served as a justification for the implementation of strict security measures that place migrant
workers in a legal situation characterised by precarity and vulnerability. This enhances the
negative stereotypes towards migrants and strengthens the idea of diversity among “them” and
Italians. Since the workers are not Italian citizens, they are seen by those who exploit them as
antagonist foreigners undeserving of basic human rights. This is the expression of the
widespread ideology of inequality that characterises cultural processes of Western societies
which draw a strict, divisive line between “Us” and “Them”. This is related to Edward Said’s
concept of “Othering'', explored in his book “Orientalism”, published in 1978. He was among
the first thinkers that problematized and explored the link between categorisation and the
politics of domination and dehumanisation. Orientalism is not a series of stereotypes, but a
hegemonic discourse that facilitated the purpose of domination. Othering is the production of
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knowledge, where a positive image of the self is created through self-attributing positive
characteristics and negative ones to the other. In fact, it is a “distorted knowledge”, based on
wrong assumptions, produced based on an a priori distinction made on categories of people; an
idea of what the other is created so a positive self-image can exist. In fact, Said demonstrates
how categorisation and division are a product of an implicit or explicit politics of domination,
which perpetually produce inequalities among diverse groups of people (Jongerden, 2019).
The migrant worker is labelled as the “cultural other”: according to the modernization
discourse, this refers to communities of the urban poor who perpetuate a backwards mentality,
according to the “host” country. The migrant worker is also seen as the “threatening other”
because it disturbs the status-quo’s idea of social order and security by being unable to
modernise (Jongerden, 2020). Moreover, anti-migration narratives incite discrimination
towards migrants, as well as inter-group alienation, marginalization, and tensions (SahinMencutek, 2020). The problem of migration is the conditions of inequality under which most
South–North migration occurs, which naturally lead to marginalisation and exploitation for
many (Castles, 2010). Bakewell developed the “sedentary bias”, where the poor constitute a
threat to prosperity and public order if they move and should therefore stay at home.
The lack of efficient policies dedicated to migration, for example in the instance of reception
of migrants, makes the social fabric extremely fragile. Migrant workers are part of local and
global labour markets, in which the system of rights and protection covers only a part of the
workers. In this condition of extreme precariousness, the most exposed are obviously migrant
workers, who are more prone to engage in heavy work because of their condition as migrants
(in the absence of better alternatives). The characteristics of this type of employment, such as
seasonality, precariousness, and the informality of the working relationships, have accentuated
the condition of vulnerability and exploitation of migrant workers, also facilitated by a
regulatory system that binds the legal residence permit to an employment contract. In addition,
the objective difficulties deriving from the legislation on immigration criminalise migrants that
have entered the host country through illegal channels (De Haas, 2008).
An important reflection on migration concerns the notion of mixed migration and its
implications: different migration streams cannot be easily labelled. In fact, contemporary
perspectives on the question around migration show that these streams merge into one, making
it difficult to distinguish between forced migrants from migrants that seek a better future
elsewhere. Mixed migration implies a problematization of the simplistic notion of the economic
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migrant versus the refugee/asylum seeker: the concept of migration is increasingly seen as more
fluid instead of fixed, in this era of fluidity and openness, in which advancements in
transportation, technology and culture are normalising (frequent) movement beyond borders
(Castles, 2010). The policy world makes the distinction between ‘voluntary’ and ‘forced’
migrants as mutually exclusive groups. However, the reality is that “motivations may be mixed
at the point of making the decision to move, when there are often combinations of choice and
compulsion in play; people may travel with others in mixed migratory flows; motivations may
change en route; and people may find themselves in mixed communities during their journeys
or at their destination” (Van Hear et al, 2009, abstract). All binary notions are called into
question when discussing complexities of migration: in fact, a migrant may experience a level
of force despite the initial categorization of "voluntary" individual.
The reality of mixed migration leads us to question the rigidity of labels attributed to migrants
(refugee, migrant, asylum seeker). This also creates new incentives to look beyond the notion
and role of force and how it relates to individual "choice” and calls for new understanding of
motives and rationales related to migration. By moving beyond binaries and examining the
complexities of migrants' experiences, better policies can be developed (Jansen, 2020).

2.3– Labour conditions and production: the (lack of) effectiveness of food labelling
and Corporate Social Responsibility

“The tragedy of exploitation in the fields not only denies millions worldwide their
fundamental human rights, it is a vulnerability to the sustainability of our food system.”

(Fair World Project, 2017, p.20)
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Migration flows have contributed significantly to tackling the social and economic inequalities
of the labour markets, filling the gaps left by the local population and thus allowing many
farms, territories and businesses to remain productive in difficult times such as during the
Covid-19 pandemic. Paradoxically, however, there is no official, nationally enforced, labelling
system that certifies the conditions reserved for agricultural workers, although this is a decisive
aspect for the quality of production processes (Corrado, 2018).
Labelling is one means that companies adopt to communicate their efforts towards
sustainability and to promote responsible consumption among consumers. Socioenvironmental labels are increasingly appearing on food products, since businesses feel an
imperative to prove their social and environmental credentials (Rossi & Rivetti, 2020). During
the last decades, a variety of different product labels have proliferated. The ecolabel index
currently holds a record of 430 product labelling schemes that focus on different aspects of
sustainable development. On top of this, there exists a multiplicity of standardisation schemes
defining different criteria to evaluate processes, organisations and products against the notion
of sustainable development for certification, labelling and other scopes (Dendler, 2014).
The reason behind discussing social sustainability labels, specifically in terms of labour
conditions, is to know what effects they could have to improve the lives of agricultural workers.
However, this type of labelling has little ground in Italy. In fact, there is also a gap in Italian
literature on this topic, with the main academic work I could find focusing on the United States,
or other countries that are ahead, compared to Italy, on the awareness, discussion and adoption
of social sustainability labels.
Ethical certifications in the agricultural sector have been increasingly “requested” by
representatives of farms, workers, and consumers. This is because awareness of the products
purchased is growing: there is an ever greater willingness to use one's purchasing choices as a
tool to help eliminate or reduce dysfunctional aspects of production chains: in fact, due to
globalisation and rapid spread of information online, more and more consumers are choosing
to have an active position with respect to poverty, exploitation of producers and workers and
the environment, i.e. by supporting- through purchases - ethical, environmentally and socially
sustainable supply chains. The “ISO” or similar certifications, which have gained significance
in the manufacturing and industrial sector, are not functional in the agricultural one, and are
therefore underutilised by companies. Equally, the legislative experimentation of the "Network
of quality agricultural work", which I discuss later, proved to have little impact, with only a
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few hundred companies participating nationally, without any relevant feedback on the market
(Lavoro, 2022).
A first definition of corporate social responsibility was given by the European Commission in
2001, which defines it as “companies integrating social and environmental concerns in their
business operations and in their interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis. It is
about enterprises deciding to go beyond minimum legal requirements and obligations
stemming from collective agreements in order to address societal needs "(OPOCE, 2006, para.
1). Voluntary food labels are not adequate and efficient on their own: they are tools that could
and should be used to complement government policy, law enforcement, and democratic
worker organisations or unions, to improve labour conditions in the agricultural sector.
According to the director of the UCLA Centre for Corporate Environmental Performance, the
confusion is compounded when it comes to social justice issues: “the question is, what is the
tangible benefit, and how can we clearly convey that to the consumer? this is still a work in
progress, because it’s more difficult to measure and communicate social impact than it is
environmental benefit” ( Magali Delmas, 2019, as cited in Nargi, 2019, para. 18).
From an analysis of existing case studies in Italy and other countries, it is possible to identify
four main causes behind the failure of initiatives to create and use ethical labels. Firstly, when
the 'ethical' demand of the community to which the initiative is addressed is weak. Consumers'
awareness of the nature and extent of the distortions it aims to change with the label is a
fundamental first ingredient for success initiatives. The dissemination of information and
campaigns by awareness raising are an important (pre)requisite for the success of ethical
badges, since the general public is not always fully aware of the ethical problems that
characterise the agri-food chain (Lagravinese & Coniglio, 2013).
Secondly, when the real or perceived benefits coming from the adhesion of the actors of the
agri-food chain are apparently not enough. Ethical certifications generally involve a cost for
those adopting them. Actors in the supply chain will decide whether to join after carrying out
a cost-benefit analysis. Often the failure of ethical stamps is linked to non-adhesion by
companies which should be certified. It is important to design mechanisms that guarantee
obvious advantages of joining in terms of marketing, shortening supply chains (and therefore
elimination of some 'brokerage' income), reduction (at least initial) of the costs of certification,
access to more profitable markets and / or distribution channels. The benefits of adopting the
labels can be increased by including other public support measures for the agri-food sector: for
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example, those who adhere to a program of 'ethical' certification should also benefit from
preferential access to other types of support measures (Lagravinese & Coniglio, 2013).
Thirdly, when the (real and / or perceived) cost of non-adhesion is incomplete. An equally
important element is linked to the provision of 'sanction' mechanisms practices deemed
unethical (which very often lead to illegality, as in the case of exploitation of labour). An ethical
stamp has a low probability of success if the benefits of joining are not linked to the costs of
non-adhesion, such as more frequent and incisive checks and inspections. This is obviously a
crucial element in a context of widespread illegality (Lagravinese & Coniglio, 2013).
Fourthly, when the 'signal' given by the ethical certification is not accurate, credible nor clear.
An ethical stamp is above all a 'signal' addressed to consumers to adopt an 'ethical' behaviour.
Clarity (what exactly is certified?) accuracy (which procedures are certified and how are checks
and monitoring carried out?), and credibility (who certifies is a 'third party' and / or bearer of
the collective interest that you want to protect?) are essential requirements. Many 'failed' ethical
stamps are united by vagueness and genericity and did not foresee detailed procedures able to
guarantee these three crucial elements (Lagravinese & Coniglio, 2013).
For ethical stamps in the agri-food sector to have an economic and social value, the
involvement of all the subjects present in the supply chain is fundamental. Firstly, public bodies
have the duty to intervene through legislation by providing an effective control system
throughout the production process to ensure compliance with the standards. Secondly, this
should be complemented by a strict system of penalties addressed to those who do not comply
(Lagravinese & Coniglio, 2013). Furthermore, the role of demand, that is of the outlet market
for agricultural products, is fundamental. On the one hand, final consumers must be made
aware of “responsible” products via the use of a label. In this regard, it is clear that the price
affects the choice of consumers: in fact, not all families are willing to pay a higher price for the
purchase of a product that respects ethical standards (Grunert et al., 2014). This calls for the
intervention of policy makers, who must sanction companies that do not respect the standards,
in order to discourage elusive attitudes (Lagravinese & Coniglio, 2013).
The proliferation of environmental and ethical labels, while being a signal of a growing
corporate commitment to sustainability, undeniably contributed to generate consumers’ doubts
and confusion, making it more difficult to distinguish which label is certified by a third party
(external label), which label is an internal, self-declared claim, and when this latter corresponds
(or not) to authentic corporate engagement. Consumers might thus encounter growing
difficulties in identifying truly responsible firms, whose messages they can consider as
trustworthy, even because they are more and more aware of the greenwashing phenomenon
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(Rossi & Rivetti, 2020). Even more so than final consumers, the role of large-scale distribution
and of actors in the processing phase of agricultural products is decisive. The latter, in fact,
have a significant amount of market power in influencing the price of products. For the largescale distribution industry, social responsibility constitutes a strategy of marketing, to improve
its image and reputation on the market (Lagravinese & Coniglio, 2013).
Literature on food labels shows the dominance of an “attitude–behaviour gap”, which is the
deviation between purchase attitudes and actual buying behaviour of responsible consumers
(Terlau & Hirsch, 2015). In fact, although many consumers claim to be worried about the socioenvironmental impact of the products they buy, they do not often display corresponding
behaviours-which in turn results in a big challenge for policymakers, companies, and non-profit
organisations aiming to promote sustainable consumption (Rossi & Rivetti, 2020). The
attitude-behaviour gap is influenced by personal, social and circumstantial aspects, with the
main purchasing impediments being price, lack of prompt availability, sensory standards,
absence/excess of information, and the general scepticism regarding transparency of food
labels and certifications (Terlau & Hirsch, 2015).
The role of the credibility of the sustainability message is a hypothetical mediator between the
examined relationships. Results showed no significant relationships between TPLs (third party
labels) and the dependent variables. Third-party labels, “alone”, do not make the difference.
This finding is inconsistent with the results of various previous studies, which argued that
certifications delivered by independent third parties were perceived more favourably by
consumers (than self-declarations) but reinforces Dekhili and Achabou conclusions in their
2014 (p. 321) study, who found that self-declarations influenced consumer preferences in
virtually the same way as independent certifications. Moreover, this is in line with the Ertz et
al. study, which showed that third-party environmental labelling alone did not significantly
alter consumers’ evaluations of product quality, credibility, and their willingness to pay. This
is because 1) information implied by socio-environmental labels must be noticed, understood
in their basic meaning/purpose, and perceived as credible by the customers. In other words,
labels can act as effective signals only to the degree that consumers deem them both useful and
credible 2) with reference to food products, aspects like taste, price, brand, etc. could be more
important than socio-environmental attributes for the consumer (Rossi & Rivetti, 2020, p. 15).
Both third-party labels and self-declared claims are important informative elements for
consumers, hence need to go hand in hand to be effective. While third party labels, on the one
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hand, when applied alone, provide a quality guarantee on the product, they are not always
straightforward. Self-declared claims, on the other hand, are useful in generating attentiveness
among consumers regarding the sustainability aspects of a specific product, by providing
important information that legitimates higher prices (Rossi & Rivetti, p.15, 2020). Past research
demonstrated that consumers generally trust independent certifications more compared to selfdeclarations, due to the involvement of a third party who eliminates information asymmetry
about product quality, thus providing a more objective assessment of a company’s socioenvironmental effort (Rossi & Rivetti, 2020).
The goal of sustainability labels is to reduce information asymmetry between the producer and
the consumer regarding the socio-environmental attributes of a product, but this goal can be
reached only if the consumer is motivated and sustains a cognitive effort in information
processing and detailed decision-making. Highly educated individuals are the ones who are
more likely to have the cognitive resources needed to sustain a high effort adoption process,
which is required in relation to certification schemes, to understand the meaning of labels and
to process it for the purpose of the purchase decision. However, when consumers fear the risk
of being cheated but also when they perceive a sensation of “information overload”,
engendered by the increasing number of labelling schemes, substantial confusion might be
generated in their mind, reducing their ability to decide or producing even negative reactions
toward labels (Rossi & Rivetti, 2020).
The theoretical framework of my research also discloses theories and concepts regarding
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), which is relevant to the main issue of my research. In
fact, labour exploitation within agricultural company supply chains is directly linked to the
ethical code of conduct that every business must adopt, falling into the realm of CSR. Firstly,
I will introduce the concept of corporate social responsibility, after which the main perspectives
and theories concerning it will be briefly explained. Thirdly, I will identify the critical theory
that I align myself with the most, which best explains why the research problem explored in
this thesis persists.
The success of a company is not based only on profit, but also depends on its desire to promote
sustainable, and socially compatible development models. The agricultural sector is part of a
complex system of relationships among different stakeholders, each exerting specific pressures
and demands. The challenge in this scenario is having the ability to combine competitiveness
and social responsibility. The importance of social responsibility for a company arises from the
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awareness that the economic and social environment in which it operates plays a fundamental
role in defining the parameters within which the company can and should perform. Most
definitions of corporate social responsibility describe the concept as the voluntary integration
of social and ecological concerns in all commercial operations, in decision-making processes
and in the relationships of the company with its interlocutors. The theme of social responsibility
imposes itself as an innovative strategy for the recovery and strengthening of some elements
of cohesion centred on economic, social and environmental sustainability through a path that
both ensures high social quality and encourages companies to introduce social models in their
strategies (Briamonte, 2010).
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a business model that began emerging in the late 1960s
and early 1970s, but became substantially prominent between the 1990s and 2000s, and has
aroused controversy and debates ever since. In fact, it is a difficult concept to narrow down and
concretize, with a lack of consensus about the core tenets and definition. The problem of
cohesiveness in the concept also stems from the fact that it has been frequently linked with
different disciplines such as development studies, law, and political science. At the core of
academic debates is the subject of the social obligations and impacts corporations in society
should have; debates stem from different perspectives, ideologies, and conceptual approaches
regarding what (moral) obligations corporations have, whether firms should have social
responsibilities in the first place (Broomhill, 2007).
Within the literature on CSR, there are a variety of perspectives on what CSR should entail, as
well as several critiques. Garriga and Melé (2004) propose a classification of the most
important theories regarding CSR, based on the area on which they focus: instrumental,
political, integrative, and social/ethical. Social theories are based on principles that express the
needs and “the right things to do” to improve society and claim that corporations are obliged
to observe social obligations as a main priority. The four main theories in this category are:
“stakeholder regulations theory”, “universal rights”, “sustainable development”, and “the
common good approach” (Bego, 2018). The "Universal rights" theory, for example, is about
human rights in general and it is established in the global market (Cassel, 2001, as cited in
Garriga and Melé, 2004). Sustainable development theory is defined as a process to achieve
human development in a complete, connected, comparable, and safe way (Gladwin and
Kennelly, 1995, as cited in Garriga and Melé, 2004).
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Instrumental theories focus on the economic aspect, claiming that organisations' sole social
responsibility is to generate wealth. This theory is summarised in Friedman's view, which
follows the neoliberal discourse, and prioritises profit maximisation as the main objective of
firms; this perspective is also known as the shareholder theory, which believes the only social
responsibility of a business is to focus on increasing profits while abiding by the law.
Friedman’s perspective criticises CSR and defines it as an immoral concept, in that it violates
the rights of the “owners” of businesses, due to the use of corporate resources to solve social
problems, hence using shareholders’ finances to contribute to something beyond their personal
interests (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017). Within the neoliberal discourse, there is heated debate
about whether CSR is a legitimate activity for a corporation to be involved in. Supporters of
the neoliberal criticise those who pressure corporations to demonstrate their ‘corporate
citizenship’ (Broomhill, 2007).
The second approach, opposed to Friedman’s, is the shareholder theory. Both stakeholder
theory and CSR believe in the importance of incorporating societal interests into business
operations. Despite their similarities and their connection, CSR and stakeholder theory differ
in some aspects: on the one hand, stakeholder theory identifies responsibility to the society as
only one part among other corporate responsibilities. On the other hand, CSR ranks the
business’s social orientation as the most important element of all business responsibilities. In
addition, while stakeholder theory believes business responsibilities should focus on local
communities surrounding the company, CSR broadens a company to a larger range of
communities, sometimes even globally. Concerning employees and customers, CSR mainly
focuses on ethical labour and environmental-friendly activities, while stakeholder theory’s take
on responsibility is multi-directional, focusing both on company responsibilities to
stakeholders, including suppliers and investors, as well as stakeholders’ responsibilities to the
company. CSR operates differently, in that it sees responsibility as a unilateral exchange, that
is, merely from the business to the society (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017).
The critique of CSR can be categorised into three leading debates. The first identifies the
practices of CSR as violating the business’ obligation to its shareholders. This argument
follows Friedman’s view, according to which businesses should follow the core tenets of
traditional economics theory, that is, strictly focusing on increasing financial profits. The
second stream of critiques perceives CSR activities as a means of covering companies’
misbehaviours: this view criticises CSR for creating a deceiving notion of business, claiming
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that businesses incorporate CSR practices mainly to salvage their reputation and prestige, hence
stating that the morally-correct activities do not stem from the good-hearted nature of the
business, but purely as a tool to ensure a positive self-image within the international public
(Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017). This perspective is in line with the radical political economy
view, which examines a wide range of assumptions about the existence and abuse of corporate
power in economies on the local, national, and global levels. Advocates of voluntary CSR are
accused of not thoroughly comprehending and incorporating a practical understanding of
society's power dynamics and the economic environment. Many of the arrangements and
activities established to promote CSR are considered unrealistic, unproductive, and generally
inadequate. Furthermore, supporters of radical political economy believe that corporations
frequently use self-regulation and voluntary CSR policies to divert attention from external
regulation and control of corporate behaviour and power, as well as to cover up and validate
other socially and environmentally detrimental activities (Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017).
There is a line of thought which sees the proliferation of CSR initiatives as hypocritical, which
hides deep failures of contemporary capitalism, and at the same time offers ideological
justifications for the increase in the power of leading groups within societies. This perspective
underlines the inadequacy of the voluntariness of CSR, and the need for it to be supported by
specific regulatory and institutional measures. In fact, the belief is that a company will only
comply with ethically correct behaviours if there are legal rules of conduct assisted by effective
sanctions. However, it is important for a company to be protected from the risks of competition
in terms of production efficiency: if a company renounces an opportunity for profit opportunity,
for reasons linked to social responsibility, this same opportunity will be seized by a competing
business, which will thus acquire a competitive advantage, strengthening its position in the
market, at the expense of the socially responsible competitor. (Libertini, 2009)
Current research on sustainable consumption is quite fragmented. In fact, existing literature
centres its attention mainly on organic consumption, while studies on other environmental and
ethical aspects are marginal. This is unfortunate, considering that besides ecological issues,
social issues like labour conditions ought to be of concern to consumers too. In addition, most
studies on consumer’s position on sustainability look at specific and selected product categories
and/or labels, making it difficult to create unanimous results (Grunert et al, 2014). Moreover,
past studies have shown that the motivation to adopt a sustainable behaviour is frequent among
consumers, while the practical translation into sustainable food choice and consumption results
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to be more difficult. Product features such as price, type of brand, quantity, use-by-date and
nutritional information competing with eco-labels for consumer consciousness, perceived
relevance and influence on choice behaviour. At present, little research has established what
these attributes mean to consumers and the level of importance they give to issues such as
environmental and ethical ones. This gap is analysed by a study conducted by Grunert et al.
(2014), showing how the vagueness and circuitous nature of the term “sustainability” impedes
consumers from identifying with it. Moreover, an important result is that most consumers
mainly associate the term sustainability with the environmental realm, and way less to
problems of ethics. Moreover, the study shows results that follow Schwartz theory of values:
universalism is the main factor that drives motivation, comprehension and use of sustainability
labels. In fact, consumers with collectivistic values are more aware of sustainability issues in
the agri-food sector compared to individualistic consumers (Grunert et al, 2014). This is
important because it shows the lack of importance given to the realm of social sustainability,
at least until very recently. In fact, the philosophy and logic of the "consumer", and profit as
the only immediate objective, have generated the financial disasters that we have all seen, and
which have produced exactly the opposite of social sustainability. The concept of sustainable
development is divided into three thematic pillars: environmental, economic and social. In any
case, the latter has only recently been considered in an integrated way with sustainability, even
though economic and environmental issues have a very close link with social ones. Ensuring
conditions of human well-being is in fact a social responsibility that implies concrete actions
that affect macroeconomic systems and the relationship with planetary natural resources. For
this reason, social sustainability actions are an essential foundation for the effective realisation
of environmental and economic sustainability (Sostenibilità sociale, 2021).
The motivation-ability-opportunity framework, rooted in psychology, has been proposed as a
framework to explain how consumers react to advertisements. Results show that advertising
effects depend on the consumer’s opportunity to process the information (based on the extent
of exposure to the information), on the consumer’s ability to make sense of the advertisement
information and draw conclusions from it, and on the consumer’s will to actively participate in
processing the information. The latter is particularly important in the process, as it indicates
the extent to which human memory internalises the information from the advertisement
(Grunert et al, 2014). The connection between sustainability and advertisement is important,
as sustainability and marketing have a strong relationship. According to one school of thought,
the two notions are rather antagonistic, since sustainability can be achieved by limiting
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consumption, and marketing’s aim is exactly the opposite: stimulating consumers to increase
consumption. However, others argue that recently, sustainability has taken the form of a new
marketing tool. This has obviously created criticism, with sustainability being used to increase
profit and thus being labelled as unethical. However, communication strategies for sustainable
products are a key element for businesses, as it brings about more customers on the one hand,
and generates market appeal on the other, which is fundamental for potential investors.
Drawing in stakeholders via communication techniques makes customers more aware of their
purchasing selection, (e.g., rewarding/boycotting a company) generating a positive market
tendency. Firms must engage with customers and partners by communicating their business
strategies and activities to safeguard sales, especially in a time where social and environmental
issues are gaining more value among consumers. Different types of firms obviously act in
different manners: many are fearful of greenwashing recrimination, while others dislike
“bragging” about the firm’s positive ethical behaviour. Others avoid sharing information about
business strategies because it could be picked up and used by competitors; in addition, some
firms believe that communicating sustainable ideas and objectives implies “handing over” the
controlling power to external actors, such as consumers (Baldassarre & Campo, 2016).
Empirical work on food labels tends to focus on a particular trait, like carbon labelling (Gadema
and Oglethorpe, 2011) or group of traits, such as eco-labels or health (Kempen et al., 2011),
and a subset of potential factors that might affect consumers’ choices within a single country.
The Created a Label Consumer Interaction (LCI) framework focuses on a variety of food
characteristics, sustainability, origin, quality and health, rather than focusing on a single
attribute. Based on this framework, it has been found that consumers respond to labels on at
least 4 different levels: personal values, cultural values, whether they tend to be sceptical or
trusting and whether they have past experience with the labels. This Label Consumer
Interaction (LCI) framework has important implications for policy makers and marketers
wishing to promote specific food attributes such as sustainability or health. For a consumer to
find a label consistent with their personal values, it must convey a desired attribute, the design
must be appealing, and the source must be trustworthy. Labels that are consistent with cultural
values are those with a message that is accepted by a society, a design that is understandable
(i.e., it conveys the message clearly to people in that society), and the label emanates from a
source that is generally respected or credible (Zepeda et al., 2013).
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The ecolabel index, the largest global directory of ecolabels, presents 432 product labelling
schemes concerning issues that fall under the category of sustainability. On top of this, several
standardisation schemes to evaluate processes, organisations and products are presented.
During the last years, more and more actors such as NGOs, businesses, and academia have
criticised this plethora of labels and schemes for creating confusion among consumers. This
reproval has motivated many to propose a new approach by merging and summarising existing
sustainability related schemes into a single, overarching labelling scheme. Dendler (2014)
explores this by introducing and analysing the “Sustainability Meta Labelling” and investigates
the prospects for it to become institutionalised. According to the scholar, the mere existence of
product labelling schemes in general, and Meta initiatives more specifically, do not guarantee
that individuals and organisations will practically align with these schemes. In fact, the only
way to achieve such engagement and adoption is through the institutionalisation of product
labelling schemes. Dendler’s study draws upon the emerging literature on constructivist
institutionalism, and institutional entrepreneurship. This approach provides product labelling
organisations and their initiators with the role of institutional entrepreneurs with the power of
making a product labelling scheme institutionalised (Dendler, 2014).
Akenji (2014) agrees with Dendler’s focus on institutionalising labelling schemes: he thus
argues that the consumer is not the most important actor in the production–consumption system
and expecting the consumer through green consumerism to shift society towards Sustainable
consumption patterns is defined as “consumer scapegoatism”. In fact, institutions are the real
focal agents in this system, using policy mechanisms to encourage consumers to buy more,
contributing to economic growth. This is a clear contradiction, because consumers are “asked”
to maintain economic expansion while carrying the weight of leading the system towards
sustainability at the same time. In fact, a principle that has wrongly moulded policy strategies
in the area of sustainable consumption has been that consumer’s understanding of
environmental consequences of their consumption behaviour would automatically influence
their market choices; this, in turn, would pressure retailers and manufacturers to adopt more
sustainable production patterns. This belief is supported by the proliferation of “green”
products, eco-labels, and consumer awareness campaigns (Akenji, 2014).
For socially sustainable consumption to be fully achieved, it is necessary for institutions and
corporations to step in and redesign their approach; in fact, at present, much of the techniques
adopted by both institutions and firms are a mere illusion of progress. This illusion serves as a
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means of diverting the attention away from the real issue: the need for structural changes
needed for achieving sustainable consumption in terms of ensuring human and labour rights
for the workers in the agricultural sector. My research echoes these concerns and calls for the
need to change the core principles and mechanisms that shape current infrastructure in
promoting consumption. Rather than taking away individual responsibility of consumers, this
necessary shift underlines the limitations of individual consumers in their purchasing actions.
Following this line of thought, Akenji (2014) asserts increasing efficiency is not the reason
behind the need for rebuilding: in fact, the real core goal is to reform corporate culture, so that
the modus operandi of corporations can potentially align with the wants and needs of society
(Akenji, 2014).
The purpose of this chapter was to analysing the main topics of my research through the lens
of different theories, academic discourses, and previous research conducted on the issues, that
is, 1) wage labour and exploitation in the agricultural sector, 2) the effectiveness (or lack
thereof) of food labelling/corporate social responsibility (CSR), and 3) migration/othering as a
way to explain/situate exploitation in the agricultural sector. After having discussed theories
and discourses deemed relevant for this research, I delve into my research methodology and
limitations.
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology and
approaches
My research methodology was a combination of utilising existing, reliable literature, public
reports, journalistic material, official documents released by agricultural organisations and
news outlets, in the specific timeframe of the last half decade. I conducted a thorough literature
search, strictly focusing on academic findings ranging from 2016 to 2022 in order to
incorporate significant information of the latest studies conducted. Relevant data found, both
from Italian and English sources, has been used in my work. In addition, I collected data
through qualitative semi structured interviews. These followed a pre-defined questionnaire,
which contained both general and specific questions which have been tailored for the different
figures I will interview. This occurred mainly in an online environment due to COVID-19
limitations in carrying out in-person interviews. The spread of the virus has partly affected my
research questions and research design. In fact, I shifted to remote data collection because of
the inability to be present on the field for an extended period. Moreover, physical distancing
and the general advice to leave your home only if strictly necessary obviously created problems
for conducting thorough research on the field. Virtual meetings/interviews can be organised,
however the benefits of speaking to people in person, such as building trust and experiencing
certain emotions while listening to personal stories can never be replaced by interviews behind
a screen. During the Covid pandemic, the likelihood of mistrusting outsiders (e.g., student
researcher) increases because of the threat of contracting the virus. Moreover, even though
virtual interviews are possible, the pandemic has created severe logistical issues among many
companies, which required a longer period to plan a meeting. In addition, adjusting to online
circumstances is not a given, especially for the most vulnerable, who have been a crucial
element of my research.
The targets of my interviews were Italian law enforcement members, producers, members of
collective cooperatives, consumer organisations, members of governmental bodies, journalists,
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and activists. I interviewed a total of 15 individuals, from different areas of interest and
expertise, all of which contributed enormously to the outcome of this research. Moreover, I
also collected numerous informal conversations, which confirmed and helped strengthen my
claims. I formulated different questions and grouped them in specific topics, depending on the
person being interviewed. Generally, questions concerned the current state of things in
agricultural practices, both from an institutional and legal point of view, as well as a
sociological, grounded approach that analyses what really happens in practice. In addition,
questions about CSR practices and their effectiveness were included, which interestingly
stimulated the critical perspective of some of my interviewees. The absence of social
sustainability information in narrating labels as an effective way to raise awareness and solve
the problem of labour exploitation were some of the main issues touched upon. Purposive
sampling seemed adequate for this research, since the purpose informants will serve is already
known, and thus it was necessary to find a few specific individuals to interview. I obviously
relied on specialised informants that have competence in my research’s domain, preparing a
short and efficient self-presentation and followed with a set of pre-arranged questions, focusing
on both verbal and non-verbal responses. As mentioned before, I interviewed important figures
that contribute greatly to my thesis: one of the most important is expert Marco Omizzolo, from
whom I was inspired to choose this specific topic for my research: he worked as a sociologist
infiltrated in the Pontine countryside, together with some teams of Indian labourers’ victims of
the Caporalato system. He also travelled to Punjab in order to analyse the international
trafficking system for the purpose of labour exploitation from within. To increase the reliability
of the information obtained, I interviewed law enforcement members that have thoroughly
studied and investigated the secretive dynamics used by criminal organisations. I have obtained
the possibility to speak with commanders of the Carabinieri in person, which provided me with
insightful information on arrests made in relation to labour exploitation in the area of Latina.
This allowed reliable information to understand which of the businesses is part of the illegal
network of agricultural products. I am aware that my questions could be irritating to some local
company owners, so speaking to law enforcement members allowed me to gain objective
information without involving producers and thus avoiding delving into the world of
criminality.
Carrying out extensive fieldwork in person has been impossible during the COVID-19
pandemic. However, I obtained the opportunity to speak with a series of interviewees either on
the phone, on platforms such as Teams, or in person with the required safety measures. In fact,
I combined both face-to-face and skype/phone interviews as much as it was allowed. Moreover,
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I collected photos, videos or/and voice memos, and used the silent probing technique (you get
people to talk more and elaborate by asking questions and remaining silent, instead of
continuing with another question. This gives the interviewee more freedom also gives the
interviewer time to sink in the answer). Interviews were documented with tape recording and
real-time note taking, also working with interpreters when interviewing Indian workers.
Informed consent is crucial to any research: I made sure to guarantee data confidentiality and
maintain neutrality as much as possible. However, it must be remembered that all research
reflects the play of class, gender, race, ethnicity, and culture, making objective interpretations
impossible (Denzin, 1998).
It is important to be wary of response effects such as the social desirability effect: people
respond in what they think the interviewer wants them to respond. I thus made sure to ask for
consent, explain who I am and your purpose for the sake of transparency. I am sure that I did
not generate the social desirability effect with my questions, because since most questions were
delicate and harsh, especially when speaking to law enforcement members, they obviously had
no interest in confirming the persistence of criminal activity in the agricultural sector. In fact,
they confirmed the substantial number of irregularities, human and labour rights violations that
were and are found during controls in agricultural enterprises. In some way, this undermines
the efficiency of Italian law enforcement, but the interviewees still professionally answered the
“uncomfortable questions” I presented them with, as in no way it was possible to contradict
facts that they themselves presented in official reports, which have also been denounced by the
media and governmental bodies.

3.1–Research Limitations

The topic of my research is extremely sensitive, which made it hard to establish trust with
interviewees. Moreover, Covid slowed down the interviewing processes and hindered the
possibility of on-site observation. Bronisław Malinowski, father of anthropological fieldwork,
said that one of the first to claim that to understand complexities of social life in different parts
of the world, the researcher needs to go there, spend time, watch, and talk to the people that are
the object of one’s study. I did not get the chance to do that due to the strict Covid restrictions
that were in place in Italy when I was supposed to carry out field observation. However, I spent
extensive amounts of time reading articles, newspapers, reports, watching informative videos
and documentaries, speaking with various experts on the topic of my research, thus I feel that
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despite having not spent much time on the field, I still managed to collect adequate, reliable,
and relevant amounts of information, from a range of different sources, for the purpose of this
thesis.
Access to people for interviews was surprisingly easier than I had imagined. For most of them,
a simple email introducing myself and explaining my research was enough to get a response
and schedule a Zoom meeting. I mostly had interesting, open, and lengthy conversations, and
the sensitivity of the topic did not limit the conversations. In fact, many of the interviewees
have studied, researched, and written about the topic as part of their professional career, so they
seemed eager to share their insight with a young student like myself. The most beneficial
conversations for this research occurred with Omizzolo, with whom I spoke twice in person
and maintained correspondence throughout the writing of this thesis. He provided me with all
the information I needed and was always available to clarify any doubts I had, as well as
providing me with interesting informative material. However, the situation was different when
I spoke to members of the police force and governmental bodies. In fact, some of my questions
could not be answered because of privacy reasons, as some investigations I asked about were
still ongoing. The dynamic of the interviews was different, more formal and the answers I
received were short, lacking details that would have enriched my research. However, I
understood the sensitivity of the topics I presented, such as the role of the mafia in agriculture,
and that their job positions prevented them from speaking freely and openly about specific
things. Some members of important governmental bodies working in areas related to the
problem I discuss did not reply to my interview requests, while others accepted but would not
directly answer my questions, although giving me a general, formal answer that still helped my
research. In cases like the latter, I compensated with information found online on newspaper
sites, journalistic articles, academic material and documentaries. Overall, I managed to collect
all the information I was looking for, and I appreciated the time that my interviewees granted
me. Despite the limitations encountered with some, this did not result in constraints for the
outcome of this thesis, as I still was able to find all the information, I deemed relevant.
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Chapter 4: Main research themes
In this chapter, I describe the core elements of my research, exploring the main challenges of
the agri-food chain in Italy in the context of labour and human rights. The purpose of this is to
give meaning to and shape my thesis, making it easier for the reader to better understand the
background of the research. Moreover, I discuss the societal relevance of my topic by delving
into the real-life struggles of thousands of agricultural workers that live in marginalised and
inhumane conditions. I firstly discuss the dynamics and main issues in the agricultural sector
in Italy; secondly, I explore the role of Agromafie in the agri-food chain (implying corruption,
inefficiency, labour exploitation/forced labour). Thirdly, I discuss migration and othering as a
source of labour. Lastly, I present a case illustration, introducing the Sikhs and the area of the
Latina province.

4.1– The agricultural sector in Italy
The Italian agricultural sector is characterised by the continuous violation and denial of rights
for its workers, despite the crucial role this sector has for the economy and for citizens’ lives.
This reality increasingly gained public attention especially in spring and summer, when the
demand for labour increases and the climatic conditions are not optimal for the intense
workload (Oxfam, 2018).
Many denounce this dramatic reality, such as Oxfam, which published a report (2018) on the
exploitation in the agri-food chain, analysing in detail the individual links of the supply chain
to trace the causes of the labour exploitation and illegal hiring, while investigating the
environmental and social sustainability of the agricultural sector. From the investigation,
Oxfam found a dynamic, yet fragmented scenario, characterised by exploitation and
unsustainability, with individual actors operating based on individual strategies, with an
extreme waste of forces and waste of energy. A framework in which the rules are often
disregarded, the contracts stipulated before harvesting, during the peak of the season, are no
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longer respected, and in which the presence of a plethora of intermediaries with different
interests represents a heavy obstacle to the correct functioning of the market.
The report places the emphasis on the entire supply chain, and in particular on the role of largescale distribution, which promotes wild competition on prices, with inevitable consequences
on the conditions of agricultural workers (Maccarrone, 2020). At the top of the pyramid, in
fact, large supermarkets and agri-food “giants” dominate the global food market, squeezing the
long production chains to the bone to make the most of them; at the base, as an obvious
consequence, there is a constant erosion of the bargaining power of small-scale producers and
workers (Oxfam, 2018).
Over the past 30 years, large corporations have seen steady increases in profit and market power
at the expense of ordinary citizens, including those who grow and process our food, fuelling
the spiral of global inequality (Oxfam, 2018). In fact, the end of the 1970s was a period of
profound change and restructuring for the Italian agricultural sector, because of the
proliferation of export-oriented production to increase the integration into the world market,
and the rise of global value chains in the agri-food sector. These novelties have completely
changed the nature and dynamics of relations of production along the production process. The
restructuring of the agricultural sector has thus brought new ways to extract surplus from
labour, such as the increasing use of informal recruitment systems, which include several
degrees of labour exploitation (Salvia, 2019).
According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), circa 16 million people worldwide
are being exploited in the private sector, and 11% of these work in the primary sector (such as
agriculture and fishing). A recent report by the European Union Agency for Fundamental
Rights highlights a series of issues in the agricultural sector regarding the neglect of workers’
rights. Moreover, the report shows how labour exploitation in agriculture is linked to the policy
realm and states how EU policy-related responses are needed, such as improving migration
policies, housing, and living conditions. This is also linked to the problem of workers’
dependency on employers, which undermines their agency while increasing their vulnerability
(Ceccarelli & Fattibene, 2020).
In Italy, from north to south, illegal practices in the agricultural sector are constantly expanding.
One of the most widespread, illicit phenomena is the so-called Caporalato, which from a strictly
legal point of view, is defined as an illegal form of recruiting and organising the workforce,
involving various degrees of (labour) exploitation (Caporalato, 2020). Caporalato represents
only a specific, in some cases even marginal, aspect of the phenomenon of new forms of labour

47

exploitation: in fact, it is part of a broader, complex social model, not confined within rigid
categories, but rather falling into open, sociological ones. In concrete terms, it corresponds to
all those cases in which the corporals act as an intermediary between the entrepreneurs and the
workers themselves. These are not simple crimes: Caporalato is a social and economic
phenomenon which, in agriculture, has an impact not only on workers who are victims of
exploitation, but on large-scale distribution, on farms (employers) and on consumers
themselves (Caporalato, 2020).
Organised crime controls and conditions almost the entire agri-food chain and the recent
Agromafie report by Eurispes and Coldiretti estimates that the related business is around 22
billion euros a year. It concerns agricultural production and its organisational methods, the
arrival of goods in ports, wholesale markets, large-scale distribution, packaging and marketing,
large fruit and vegetable markets, and logistics. The agricultural sector in Italy is thus extremely
complex and troubled: According to the 6th report published by Eurispes on agri-food crimes,
(2019), there are 27 criminal clans whose main sector of operations is the agromafie, human
trafficking aimed at labour exploitation and illegal hiring, laundering of illicit capital through
illegal work, industrial investments linked to the cycle of transformation, racketeering and
usury, direct management of general markets with the aim of conditioning the price market,
and infiltrating the distribution and export chain (Omizzolo, 2017, p.315).
The agricultural, labour-intensive sector in Italy employs many workers without a permanent
working contract. The (often unregulated) employment of agricultural workers involves a
vertical relationship between agricultural corporations, and the workers, mainly non-Italians,
which are exploited and dehumanised through violence, menaces, inhumane working hours,
low salaries and marginalisation. Most migrant workers do not receive adequate remuneration,
live in a dangerous and degrading working environment, and are subject to intimidations,
threats and dehumanisation. Some are forced to live in shacks on the land where they work,
which exacerbates isolation and segregation that in turn increases vulnerability to human rights
abuses (Omizzolo, 2019). The persistence of labour exploitation in the agricultural sector in
Italy is deeply embedded in the country and depends on various factors. Agricultural work is
usually concentrated in remote areas, which intensifies the excessive control of workers' lives
by employers, including surveillance and/or sexual, physical, or verbal abuse. Workers are
more vulnerable, and do not know the culture and language of the host country, hence they
depend on the employer for basic needs. Moreover, the lack of understanding of local language
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and cultural norms makes it difficult for migrant workers to understand their rights. In addition,
much of the work is quota-based, which increases risk of exploitation: for example, workers
are penalised for failing to meet quotas through threats and violence. Although legal protections
are in place, many do not voice their complaints in fear of losing their job and/or being expelled
from the country. The working and living conditions are generally unsafe, and precarious, with
terrible housing conditions such as being forced to live in abandoned constructions, tents, or
containers (Know the chain, 2018). In addition, even those who have a valid residence permit
are not granted labour rights protection. In fact, many regular migrant workers do not have a
working contract, or if they do, the working conditions do not comply with their contractual
agreements. Moreover, the condition of social fragility of the worker under the so-called
Caporalato system, even when its legal status is regular, includes different subjects in the chain
of exploitation. In the province of Latina there are records of several cases of public employees
of the public sector, law enforcement members and freelancers who collaborate with the
corporal or the trafficker, asking 800 euros to renew the workers’ identity cards, 500 euros to
renew a residence permit or 1000 euros for fake housing contracts (Omizzolo, 2017).
In Italian areas with a high level of agricultural activity, migration flows of seasonal labour
are substantially superior to those allowed by the government. Consequently, many migrant
workers look for employment through informal entry channels, managed by middlemen
(“caporali”). To enter Italy (illegally), migrant workers are forced to pay over five thousand
euros to cross the border, and another four thousand to be regularised by employers. Employers
also impose extortionate recruitment fees, threatening the workers to not return their documents
and terminating their employment if they did not pay the required sums (Schiavi nei campi,
2019).
In fact, the appearance of the Caporalato practice, among other 'new' forms of exploitation, is
a direct result of the radical changes that occurred within the agricultural sector from the 1970s
onward. Although many perceive this phenomenon as marginal, it is becoming increasingly
popular among local producers, as an effective and rapid way of dealing with the competition
brought about by globalisation (Salvia, 2019). Within the model of Caporalato, it must be
remembered that the Italian labour market, especially for some specific sectors, is substantially
two-headed: it operates through a combination of formal and informal rules, linked to
widespread practices that have encouraged undeclared work, exploitation, and organised
criminal systems to obtain profit and power through the strategic use of violence, blackmail
and intimidation. It is very probable that where Caporalato manifests itself, there are various
criminal organisations, including foreign ones, which operate with typical “mafia
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methodologies”. These activities are strategic for many criminal clans, and an opportunity to
launder dirty money and make millions of euros. For this reason, the insertion of migrants into
the Italian labour market primarily concerns sectors that require a significant amount of
unskilled labour (Omizzolo, 2018).

4.2– The Agromafie as systems of exploitation

Labour exploitation, although affecting various production sectors, is mostly common in the
agricultural sector. The role of criminal organisations in this sector takes the name of
'Agromafias', able to penetrate the workings of agricultural production, imposing their control
over the stages of the supply chain (Fanizza, 2020), where the complex dynamics of illegality
and exploitation in the Italian agri-food industry see its peak. In 2021 the INPS (The National
Institute of Social Security) carried out inspections in over 12 thousand companies, discovering
irregularities in 83% of cases, also from the point of view of hiring practices, thanks to targeted
checks and 70 thousand fictitious employment relationships in agriculture were discovered.
This occurred despite the Three-Year Contrast Plan against the Caporalato launched by the
Ministry of Labour, showing the complexity and systemic nature of the issue (TREU, 2022).
“Agromafia” is a social system that profits from exploitation of labour and human rights thanks
to the collaboration of diverted pieces of the state, entrepreneurs, and members of criminal
organisations. This complex of phenomena directly or indirectly poisons the agricultural sector,
creating unfair competition, causing damage both to honest entrepreneurs and to workers who
see their rights and dignity violated. Therefore, these unethical practices damage society as a
whole by subtracting resources from the collective well-being and health, placing on the market
large quantities of products of dubious quality, and most importantly, failing to respect human
and labour rights’ standards (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 2016).
In the province of Latina, the power of agromafie is exacerbated by violence and manipulation,
where the fragility and precarity of migrant workers, as well as seasonal and low-skilled nature
of the work, makes them easily exploitable. According to the Agromafia report and Caporalato
of the Placido Rizzotto Observatory of Flai-Cgil (2020), there are between 400,000 and
450,000 workers being exploited in the agricultural Italian sector. 180,000 of these workers,
moreover, are exposed to extreme social vulnerability and deeply problematic employment
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conditions (Omizzolo, 2021). Instances of blackmailing and sexual violence by corporals and
some employers in the countryside are also very common for migrant agricultural workers,
such as the cases in the Sicilian province of Ragusa especially, or the province of Latina, where
Punjabi laborers use methamphetamines, antispasmodics and opium to endure the extreme
exploitation imposed on them, on top of the physical and psychological violence that they
experience daily (Omizzolo, 2017). Under an illegal but well-established system, workers live
under the rule of "caporali", the gangmasters who recruit them on behalf of farm owners.
Typically, they are offered contracts but then are paid for only a fraction of their work (A,
2021). Criminal organisations, which are aware that the agricultural sector provides steady and
substantial gains in the long run with little chances of financial uncertainty and of being
exposed. The reasons behind this are partly found within the complex dynamics of Italian
institutions: the criminal sanctions for this type of crime are totally inadequate compared to the
severity of the offence, showing a legislative system that is more focused on protecting the
country’s economic capital rather than individual health and well-being (Omizzolo, 2019).
In one way or another, criminal organisations such as the mafia have historically always been
involved in Italian agriculture. The relationship between mafia and agriculture has historical
and cultural roots: in fact, the first mafia clans were created in the countryside of the Italian
territory (Omizzolo, 2019). The control of the land allowed the mafia to have control over both
the territory and people working on it, through illegal hiring, exploitation of labour and the
repression of the movements of labourers surfaced at the turn of the 1800 and 1900
(Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 2018). In fact, “the particular geographical position of the
province of Latina, consisting of a territory bordering to the south with the province of Caserta
and to the north with the outskirts of the capital, has always aroused the interests of organised
crime”, the Chief of the Judicial Police of Latina told me during our interview (L. D’Aloia,
personal communication, Latina, May 6, 2021). “Investigations highlight the use of a typical,
traditional mafia-like method used by the clans, characterised by retaliation, explicit reference
to their clan of belonging, the affirmation of control of a territory, as well as through
intimidatory actions. The mafias are often connected with politics and with sectors of public
administration and entrepreneurship. “In fact, they have the ability to weave relationships and
to enter, sometimes directly, the realm of institutions. Recent investigations carried out by the
Latina Public Prosecutor's Office have tried to shed light on a system aimed at promoting illegal
immigration through requests of money, false documents, and corruption” (L. D’Aloia,
personal communication, Latina, May 6, 2021). According to Amnesty International, labour
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inspections are scarce and unsatisfactory, especially in terms of detecting migrant labour
exploitation. In fact, employers have mastered techniques to be informed in advance when the
inspections would occur and are able to send away irregular workers before they take place
(Joint Ethical, 2018).
There are numerous cases brought to light by the police in Italy in which workers are subject
to international trafficking, illegal hiring, housing problems, severe labour exploitation and
social and health fragility. I asked the Carabinieri Commander what the consequences of the
pandemic on farm workers in the province of Latina were, and he replied that it has inevitably
worsened the situation: “with the pandemic, especially during the first lockdown, exploitation
has increased. There has been a worsening of the living and working conditions of the
labourers. Inspections by the labour inspectorate have decreased and workers have been hired
even more through illegal hiring channels, which have replaced employment centres in Italy
because of their efficiency in promptly providing the necessary workforce that producers need.
There has been an increase in working hours, a decrease in pay checks and a decrease in
litigation, i.e., part of the workers. Farm workers are afraid, now more than ever, to denounce
instances of exploitation” (L. D’Aloia, personal communication, Latina, May 6, 2021).
The criminal clans that operate the agromafie have various “business activities'': in addition to
those already discussed previously, such as trafficking of human beings aimed at labour
exploitation and illegal hiring in agriculture, the laundering of illicit capital through black and
grey work, criminal organisations also “specialise” in industrial investments, agropiracy,
trademark counterfeiting, scams or the distorted use of community funds, illicit disposal of
waste in prohibited areas, illegal business of agricultural pesticides (Omizzolo, 2019).
Despite this “multifunctional vocation” of organised crime, the one characteristic that does not
change is the historically engrained link between the mafia and the land. This helps understand
why throughout the decades, criminal organizations managed to consolidate and expand their
role in the agricultural sector, generating billions of euros and strengthening their powerful
network. Therefore, this also helps understand why legislative action has been unsuccessful in
eradicating Agromafie as a phenomenon, who’s presence grows stronger by the year.
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4.3– Migration and othering as sources of labour

Caporalato is a national phenomenon which affects all Italian regions, and which develops
close links between businesses, migrant networks and criminal organisations. Migration
networks are a set of interpersonal links that connect migrants, former migrants and nonmigrants in the areas of origin and destination, through bonds of kinship, friendship and shared
community origin. Migration networks shed light on social phenomena that help newcomers
to enter the labour market, find a housing settlement and create social connections. Migrant
communities in the country of arrival, especially those with a long tradition of migration to
specific areas, often develop close networks between the host country and the countries of
origin, with the aim of recruiting staff for seasonal jobs. This mechanism generates a vicious
circle of exploitation in the labour market, especially in the agricultural sector. These networks
are structured around one individual, recognized as a leader by most of the community, who
provides newcomers with the "services" they need, such as housing, transportation, and in some
cases, social and legal services (Giampaolo & Ianni, 2020). The agricultural sector is
characterised by strong competition and rules, both formal and informal, which induce the
migrant to accept working conditions of exploitation and segregation. The combination of these
two aspects determines their serious vulnerability and subordination towards the employer. On
top of these conditions, other important aspects arise, starting from racism and various forms
of discrimination and xenophobia. Women and children are particularly exposed to
discrimination and labour exploitation. This transforms migrants into a community which is
separate from the social fabric that hosts them, considering that all the services that migrants
need are within networks of compatriots. Another way to reach Italy is the seasonal flows, that
allow migrants to work regularly for three to six months. People using this channel may decide
to stay longer, despite the irregular conditions, but then remain trapped in criminal circles and
forced to work without contracts. In fact, this mechanism limits the social mobility of migrants
in the labour market, keeping them within a network of exploitation which very often is based
on real conditions of slavery (Giampaolo & Ianni, 2020).
The Italian labour market, in fact, (especially regarding certain sectors like the agricultural and
industrial), is an expression of an original combination of formal and informal rules, linked to
practices that support illicit and unethical work such as blackmailing and the strategic use of
violence, exploitation, and the proliferation of criminal and mafia systems. For this reason, the
integration of migrants into the Italian labour market primarily concerns sectors that require a
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considerable amount of unskilled workforce, able to carry out activities related to precarious,
low-paid, dangerous, and socially penalising activities. "Irregular" migrants undoubtedly
represent the largest section risking labour exploitation. In the province of Latina there are over
5.000 agricultural businesses, 20.000 workers, 2/3 of which are foreigners. Many workers in
the province of Latina have extremely precarious housing and sanitation conditions, living in
abandoned buildings near farms, or in more isolated and peripheral areas miles away from the
fields where they work. One example is the “Bella Farnia residence” which has become a
ghetto, with about 1000 people living there, 90% of which are Indian workers (Omizzolo,
2018).
To the stratified degradation over the years, the Covid pandemic has worsened the situation,
further revealing the precariousness and vulnerability of migrants in the labour market, and
strengthened systems and practices aimed at exploiting and marginalising them: labour
exploitation has risen, with a 15-20% increase of immigrants in the Italian countryside (40-45
thousand people). The health care system seems to have forgotten about them, with the lack of
adequate facilities to carry out Covid tests, and the lack of dissemination of important
healthcare information material in their language, which is leading to an increase in infections.
This is not only the harsh reality for Indians, but for Italians as well: in this system, labourers
are exploited regardless of skin colour and nationality. This discloses the Italian economic and
political systems, governed by extremely powerful politicians, mafia members, owners of
agricultural companies that make millions of euros yearly and finance electoral campaigns of
those that guarantee them protection and secrecy (Omizzolo, 2019).
In Italy, for example, where there are worrying episodes of international trafficking and labour
exploitation, there is no qualified institutional body capable of detecting the phenomenon on a
quantitative and therefore statistical level and monitoring it adequately. The difficulties
encountered by the control system in intercepting these practices and effectively countering
them derive from various factors: the economic constraints that prevent the necessary
investments in the structures useful to identify the phenomenon and its overcoming, an
administrative backwardness (both in the practices and in the reading and interpretation of the
phenomenon), the underestimation of the theme, administrative slowness that prevents a real
contrast-plan, and inadequate legislative instruments. From this point of view, in addition to
more extensive and continuous checks by the appointed inspection bodies, a timely check on
the pay envelopes and the matching of the related data is essential, capable of highlighting
serious inconsistencies that denote cases of exploitation and oppression (Omizzolo, 2017).
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3.4 A case illustration: Indian Sikhs in the province of Latina
Latina is a province of the Lazio Region, 50 kilometres from Rome. It is the second fertile plain
in Italy and during the Fascist regime, flows of Italian migrants came from northern Italy to
work in the swamp and to populate the area. With the economic recovery, Latina has
transformed into a huge agricultural area and since the 1980s has welcomed migratory flows
from India, Morocco, Tunisia and, more recently, from sub-Saharan countries. The largest
migrant communities in the area are the Punjabis, the Romanian, and the Moroccan
communities (Giampaolo & Ianni, 2020).
The area is a place of extraordinary historical and naturalistic beauty. However, this area has
thus gained public attention because of international and local recruitment, intermediation and
employment of Indian workers, originally from Punjab, in the area’s agricultural farms. The
main expert on the matter is Omizzolo, and his study of the Pontine Punjabi community is the
result of nearly ten years of active research. The Indian community was born from an original
nucleus of a few dozen people, mainly young men coming partly from Punjab and partly from
other Indian communities throughout Europe (Omizzolo, 2017). They are Sikh agricultural
workers: a story of humiliation and marginalisation hidden in the countryside and closed in a
parallel universe, populated by stories of lack of integration, and by people at the mercy of
illegal hiring and violation of rights. The FLAI-CGIL (trade union of agricultural workers and
workers of the food processing industry) estimates them at around 30,000 between regular and
irregular, the majority being prey to systematic exploitation: poor wages, blackmail, arbitrary
pay reductions, unpaid wages, physical and mental abuses inflicted by the bosses (Casacomune,
2021). The complex, unethical practices that characterise the agricultural sector in Italy thus
generate “ghost men”, unwelcome but necessary for the economy, with human lives and dignity
of work offered as a bargaining chip for the guarantee of economic balance (Melillo, 2019).
Punjabi workers in the Latina province are often forced to work from 10 to 14 hours a day
(Saturday and Sunday included), for 2-4 euros per hour (although the provincial national
contract provides for 6 and a half hours of daily work for about 9 gross euros per hour).
Subjected to the constant threat of being fired by their employer, they are often forced, as an
extreme form of subordination, to address the employer as “boss” or “master”, as well as to
lower their heads when they speak to him. There are various types of unlawful conduct: from
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illegal practices for the renewal of the residence permit, to pay slips and false contracts,
inadequate wages (paid by bank transfer and then partly returned by the worker to the employer
in cash), physical violence and constant intimidation (Omizzolo, 2017).
Balbir Singh, who has lived through exploitation for 6 years, is a witness to that inhuman effort
and struggle. He lived in a trailer near the boss’s house who controlled him constantly. He
worked 14/16 hours a day, for 50/150 euros a month. He was daily mistreated and beaten up,
threatened with death, forced to steal animal food leftovers to eat. With the help of Omizzolo
and others, he found the strength and courage to rebel, as he decided to legally denounce the
boss, becoming a civil party in a legal process that is currently underway. He has obtained a
residence permit for reasons of justice, the first time in Italy that this kind of permit is released
to a farm worker (Mira, 2018). His testimony served as inspiration for others in his same
condition, but the residence permit for legal reasons, provided by the Bossi-Fini law, only lasts
three months, and this is not enough to have a regular employment contract. Although the
residence permit is renewable, bureaucratic delays hinder Balbir’s possibility to definitively
work in a legal realm (Mira, 2018). There are numerous life stories told by Omizzolo, the
media, and official reports about the conditions of agricultural labourers in the province of
Latina, living inside old containers, without light, water and gas. This has been denounced for
years, and little has been done despite the police carrying out important investigations. But
politics and local institutions need to make a greater effort. This articulated business system is
governed by criminality, which also contaminates and compresses the rights of just and fair
businesses. In one of our many conversations, Omizzolo (2021) tells me about lawyers and
accountants who are making millions of euros by collaborating with the mafia, which clearly
tells us a lot about our country. There is a need for a reform of some fundamental policies, or
rather of the whole legislative and institutional systems more generally (Casacomune, 2021).
International trafficking from Punjab to Italy is a complex dynamic that involves various actors:
there is a recruitment system that functions through the relationship between labourers, Indian
traffickers, Indian men still residing in Punjab, and Italian entrepreneurs. Indians in Punjab
involved in this scheme recruit young Indians, convincing them to leave their country by paying
between 10-15,000 euros to reach Italy. They are guaranteed a job once they get to their
destination and assured a medium-high standard working and living conditions. On arriving in
Italy, they find a different reality than what they had been told, working in agricultural
companies in the countryside in conditions of severe exploitation, as previously mentioned,
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being paid between 2 and 4 euros per hour, working up to 14 hours every day, compared to the
9 euros hourly for 6 and a half hours of work that the provincial contract states. In some cases,
they also work at night, always under corporals and bosses (Tatti Tonni, 2018).
The agricultural sector is strategic for the economy of the Lazio region; without the
contribution of the Sikh community, there would be serious economic, labour, and social
repercussions for the area. Despite the Sikhs contributing to the economic and social
development of the territory, a concrete path of integration is still lacking. The lack of dedicated
services (such as the teaching of the Italian language and cultural mediation), racist aggression,
rural and social isolation weighs like a boulder on the Sikh community. Moreover, the lack of
communication and understanding between Indian and Italian citizens further amplifies the
social isolation and exposure of the former to fraud and exploitation at work. Through their
people, Sikhs find homes in isolated complexes, creating their own physical, cultural, and
social spaces. These places risk becoming social and ethnic ghettos, thus fertile ground for
exploitation and discrimination from locals.
The Carabinieri section of Latina has considerable experience with the complex dynamics
surrounding the Sikh community in that area. When speaking to the Provincial Commander of
the Carabinieri of Latina, Lorenzo D’Aloia, I learned that the current situation is evolving
among the community in terms of integration and marginalisation: “in recent years, aggression
and racism within companies have increased: we record cases of aggression, unfair dismissal
as well as classic trade union issues. We should be concerned that Indian workers are treated
as slanderers and the tension and aggression towards them is growing, and there is a narrative
which is also endorsed by the media and which favours attacks on foreigners” (L. D’Aloia,
personal communication, Latina, May 6, 2021). This social context of rejection and contempt
allows illegal organisations to thrive, controlling every aspect of the worker's life:
transportation, food, housing, and salaries, inevitably leaving workers in a condition of
existential subordination (Melillo, 2019).

This chapter presented the context of my research by delving into the main challenges of the
agri-food chain in Italy, in the realm of labour and human rights. The purpose of this was to
provide meaning and a base to my thesis, making it easier to understand the background of the
research, such as the societal relevance of the topic. Firstly, I explore the restructuring of the

57

agricultural sector as a driving factor for the proliferation of criminal activity in it, such as the
Caporalato system. After having introduced and explored the role of criminal organisations in
the agri-food chain as systems of exploitation, I discuss migration and othering as sources of
labour, including a case illustration of the Indian Sikhs in the Latina area. The employment of
Indian workers, originally from Punjab, in the area’s agricultural farms, is a perfect example
of labour exploitation and othering, because despite the Sikhs contributing to the economic and
social development of the territory, stigma surrounding this Indian community hinders a
concrete path of integration in this Italian area.

Chapter 5: Examples of Ethics in Italy: The “Coop
“and “NoCap” cases
In recent years, various actors have launched a series of practices and initiatives against labour
exploitation, especially in the form of quality certification systems, to which both greater
awareness on the part of consumers and new forms of organisation of agricultural workers have
contributed (Corrado, 2018). Two examples of businesses that adopt and promote social
sustainability practices are those of Coop, a famous Italian supermarket chain, and the NoCap
association, founded by an African activist and writer, who has been restlessly fighting against
exploitation and illegal work in the Italian agri-food sector.
5.1–The “COOP Case”

The increased attention from public opinion, the actions to denounce exploitation practices and
the investigations that highlighted the responsibilities of large-scale distribution led the
cooperative chain of supermarkets “COOP Italia” to launch, in 2016, the campaign "Buoni e
Giusti”, to promote an ethical production and distribution chain throughout Italy (Corrado et
al., 2018).
The renowned Italian supermarket “COOP” is, in fact, an admirable example of transparency
commitment. In fact, the establishment commits daily to guaranteeing the legality in the
workforce of its suppliers. It has carried out 8 million total investigations, with 14,500
controlled sites, including farms and breeding farms, and has partnerships with over 1,400
products from a controlled supply chain. For COOP, sustainability represents a profound value
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and a daily commitment, made up of concrete and conscious choices, which finds expression
not only in environmental issues, but increasingly in an evolved concept that embraces and
holds together environmental, ethical, social and economic aspects. The 2020 Oxfam report on
justice in the agri-food supply chain awarded COOP for its transparency, commitment to
ensuring workers' rights, safeguarding of small-scale producers, and on its engagement
concerning the role of women. In fact, COOP Italia remains at the top of the ranking relating
to its commitment towards improving workers' rights, with an overall score of 54%, a 12%
increase compared to the first year of analysis (Oxfam Italia, 2020).
I interviewed Chiara Faenza, Head of Sustainability and Innovation values of the Quality
Management Department at COOP Italia. I asked her what the fundamental values of
sustainability and innovation are for her: “being transparent means enabling the consumer to
understand what lies behind a product, and I believe large-scale distribution should make a
bigger effort to ensure fair and just products on their shelves” (C. Faenza, personal
communication, Zoom call, June 22, 2021). In fact, one of Coop's ethical projects was updated
and relaunched with the “Buoni e Giusti” campaign in 2016. However, Coop started with this
project many years ago, with the sale of products that had a more ethical connotation. COOP
has an ethical code of conduct that has evolved over the years in terms of content and form. It
is based on the principles of SA8000 (international certification standard aimed at certifying
certain aspects of corporate management relating to corporate social responsibility), ILO, and
WEP (women empowerment principle). It covers all the issues of child and forced labor, health
and safety in the workplace, working hours, remuneration, freedom of association,
discrimination, and management systems. Over time, the commitment has evolved and
improved. In 1998, Coop was the first in Europe to adopt the SA8000 certification, ranking
eight in the world to implement the standard (Faenza, interview, Rome, 2021). Today, the
SA8000 standard is widespread, but in 1998 it was a novelty, there was no talk of sustainability
and ethics issues as today. Faenza shows me old marketing campaigns to stress the importance
of promoting communication aimed at raising awareness about the entire supply chain. Faenza
also highlights the importance of understanding the situation of the Italian ghettos, where
problems such as legislative irregularities, incorrect and undignified working conditions,
wages, and exploitation in general demonstrate that it is not just an issue of developing
countries. At present, supply chains are obviously more advanced, with more constant checks
and, on average, more sensitivity. Years ago, these regulations were not in place. This evolution
has also been very useful for lawmakers. Faenza speaks about the law against Caporalato, and
how regardless of its effectiveness, it is already a first step: the existence of legislation itself,
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defines rules and parameters for investigations and controls. I asked her what Coop does in
practical terms: They stipulate formal contracts with suppliers, and demand adherence to their
code of ethics in a document that is an integral part of the supply contract, therefore it has a
substantial weight. They were the first to ask for the subscription to the quality agricultural
work network (which I discuss further on), starting from the riskiest supply chains and then
expanding. They carry out risk analyses through which the relevant supply chains are
identified, and then control plans are defined. What has been found is an improvement trend
over the years through the audits conducted. If necessary, they require corrective actions, and
in serious cases, they suspend the companies, ceasing the partnerships.
Coop Italia counts more than 500 branded product suppliers and 1000 sub-suppliers. Audits
are particular: anonymous meetings / interviews are held with all the collection teams of the
farms to understand if there were weak signals. In certain cases, they also carry out context
analyses: they collect information by interviewing NGOs, institutions, structures on the
territories to understand problems of those territories specifically.
After a few years, COOP defined new goals for the "Linea Origine" products of fruit and
vegetables, also driven by the awareness that suppliers have evolved and are more aware.
COOP asks producers to do a first-person risk analysis of their supply chain, because they are
the ones who know it best. To do this, COOP shared with them the checklist that they usually
use to do audits. It is a complex job, where every year COOP takes into consideration the
production plans of each supplier. There is a scrupulous selection of suppliers, with whom
COOP has medium-long term relationships. On average, there is great collaboration and great
willingness on the part of suppliers to go in the direction indicated by COOP. Faenza strongly
believes that Coop is the most ethical of other large-scale distributions in Italy, “without a
doubt”, highlighting its cooperative structure as the basis of its success. In fact, as reinstated
by Roberto Nanni, COOP Italia’s Product Manager, “we think that among the ingredients that
make up the quality of its branded products, there is also a good dose of ethics, and it does not
matter if an additional economic cost is required to guarantee it. We are committed to
maintaining quality standards and respect for people” (Reggionline, 2018, para. 1).
Every two years, COOP organises the "COOP For Future" award event, aimed at rewarding
their best suppliers, based on their sustainability actions. This award wants to ensure that the
companies that make up coop raise the quality level, thanks to research in the field of
sustainability and organic. The winners and their good practices would be an example and a
model for others to follow (Cereda, 2022). Professor Pratesi, who is also member of the
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Scientific Committee of COOP For Future, supports this kind of event, and claims that
“sustainability awards are based on the assumption that many actions, in addition to generating
a benefit for the environment, can simultaneously produce an economic benefit and stimulate
innovative behaviour "(Pratesi, 2022, as cited in Cereda, 2022, para 2.).
By joining the European Commission's initiative on the code of conduct responsible for
marketing and commercial practices, COOP confirmed its commitment to protecting
sustainability. The spirit of the code is in fact to encourage all companies involved in the food
chain to adopt voluntary environmental and social sustainability practices. The first step was
the signing of the code, at European level, in July 2021. This road towards sustainability has
already been taken decades ago, combining product innovation and commitment to the
mobilisation of its members and consumers. This initiative pays attention not only to
environmental sustainability, but also to social sustainability, an issue on which Coop has
always been committed, as shown by their fight against child labour, promotion of fair-trade
products or campaigns against Caporalato. Having been pioneers in the choices of
sustainability, adhering to this Code is a further leap towards a consistent sustainable
behaviour, both environmentally and socially (V, 2021). Coop promotes educational activities
for conscious consumption, actions and projects aimed at responding to needs or preventing
situations of hardship in the name of local development and solidarity; marketing of products
with strong ethical and social value; actions to support economic and social self-development;
marketing of products from the fair-trade supply chain. Coop has 80 cooperatives and 6.6
million members, and one of its main aims is to provide the eight million weekly customers
and stakeholders with correct information, so that everyone can make free and responsible
choices. Forbes Responsibility presented a selection of 100 companies in 2020 for their
systematic contribution to the affirmation of the culture of corporate social responsibility and
sustainability. Among these 100 companies, there is also Coop (Forbes, 2020).

5.2–The “NoCap” case

Italy is among the world leaders in the production and export of tomato derivatives for the final
consumer. In 2020, Italy produced 5.1 million tons of tomato preserves, a world production
share of 13% and a turnover of 3.5 billion euros. Despite these impressive numbers, there is an
increasingly problematic situation in the supply chain. Labour in the fields is gradually replaced
by mechanical harvesting (85%), but in the south it continues to thrive on exploiting workers,
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despite the 2016 law against Caporalato. Immigrants from various African countries,
Bulgarians, Romanians are used to harvesting fruit and vegetables. The few that have a regular
contract earn around 45 euros a day. However, the majority works on a piecework basis or
without any kind of contract: 4 euros for a 3-quintal box. Large-scale distribution plays a central
role in the compression of prices, both of processed products and of raw materials. Through
various unfair practices, it establishes the value of tomatoes before the production season,
without knowing the quantity and quality of the harvest. In order to stay in the market,
companies sell their products at lower prices than production prices, a mechanism that affects
the entire supply chain (Tortora & Gabanelli, 2021).
The oligopolistic control of prices by large-scale distribution, through continuous reviews and
downward auctions/depreciation of products, exerts an ever-stronger pressure on suppliers,
which translates into an intensification of production, and in the intensive exploitation of
factors of production, primarily the land and the labour force. Fabio Ciconte of “Terra!onlus”
argues: "the responsibility for the exploitation of labour lies within large-scale distribution and
its price cutting strategies, with the total disintegration of the production base” (Ciconte, 2018,
as cited in Corrado et al., 2018, p. 10).
NoCap is an international association for the fight against illegal hiring and the exploitation of
labour, founded by trade unionist Yvan Sagnet, a Cameroonian engineer who arrived in Italy
in 2007. NoCap is the first ethical food chain in Italy against illegal hiring, born from the
agreement between the Megamark group of Trani, in Apulia, which is the leader of modern
distribution in southern Italy with more than 500 supermarkets, NoCap, and the “Perlaterra
network” (an association and network between companies that promote agroecological
practices of land labour). NoCap relies on a traceability system of agri-food chains using the
NoCap ethical stamp and the “IAMME” ethical quality mark. The project aims to combat
illegal hiring and, in general, irregular work in the agricultural sector, guaranteeing producers
a fair price for their products and workers full respect of their rights, starting with the
application of collective labour agreements. The association offers five types of organic tomato
preserves, fresh fruit, and vegetables. Foreign labourers are selected, mainly from ghettos and
slums, rescued from the underworld of Agromafia and offered better opportunities: decent
housing, regular employment contracts, travel with adequate means of transport, medical
examinations, and workplace safety devices are guaranteed. Over the course of one year, 480
foreign workers were taken out of the Agromafia dynamics and reintroduced in a fair and
equitable work and living place (Associazione No Cap, 2021).
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Yvan Sagnet, the founder and president of NoCap, was born in Cameroon and arrived in Italy
to study, graduating in 2013 in Telecommunications Engineering. He worked as a trade
unionist and was the spokesperson during the month-long strike at the Boncuri farm in Nardò,
against unfair corporals and agricultural entrepreneurs which led to the introduction of the
crime of gang-mastering and the first trial in Europe on enslavement, which ended with a
sentence of twelve entrepreneurs and corporals.
During my interview with Sagnet, we spoke about the main objective of NoCap: “we want to
develop an ethical, economic, energetic and social model that allows the founding of a new
social market economy based on the promotion of human rights and the protection of land,
with a decisive step towards the future in an innovative, clean and democratic sense” (Y.
Sagnet, personal communication, Zoom call, June 15, 2021). We also spoke about the role of
large-scale distribution: the dominant economic/financial model is dedicated to the pursuit of
exclusive individual profit, which in its most extreme forms generates the bloodiest of modern
slavery: Caporalato, with violation of the rights and conditions of workers, through the
imposition of heavy working hours, the exploitation of labour, the absence of security
measures, illegitimate disciplinary measures and wages that do not respect the dignity of the
person.
“We are aware that it is, above all, the big chain brands that have the opportunity to welcome
the workers we take away from the ghettos,” says Sagnet. “The response to NoCap's approach
is positive thanks to the choices of the consumer, accompanied towards a responsible choice
of products, urged to ask critical questions when faced with fruit and vegetables sold at
ridiculous prices. However, the economic crisis forces thousands of citizens, albeit aware and
with an ethical sense, to choose the cheapest product. Exploitation, a phenomenon connected
exclusively to immigration, is a mistake. In Italy, there are thousands of exploited Italian
workers. The possibilities for change exist, transforming fair trade, solidarity, ethics from a
niche market to a widespread market. It will take years: a drastic reform of the labour market
is needed, starting with a reorganisation of the employment centres'' (Y. Sagnet, personal
communication, Zoom call, June 15, 2021).
NoCap products can be found mainly in the centre-south area of Italy. They are not in all
supermarkets yet, but it is a work in progress. “We are not interested in distribution, but rather
in the pragmatic nature of the struggles: not just telling stories but finding a job for those who
need it. According to the data, there are 400,000 workers in desperate conditions who need a
better job and life: our objective is to shift from the ‘protest’ to the ‘proposal’ of better
conditions” (Y. Sagnet, personal communication, Zoom call, June 15, 2021). Sagnet actively
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participated in 10 years of protests, bringing the subject of illegal hiring to Italy, 10 years ago,
when there was no talk of it as there is currently. “In this country we know and talk about
problems, but one step is missing: the proposal, the real change, the practicality.” He studied
as an engineer and understood the systematic and economic nature of the problem of illegal
hiring. “The strength of the corporals is manpower: if you take that from the corporals, there is
no more exploitation: if you control the labour, address it, take care of it, there is no more space
for exploitation” (Y. Sagnet, personal communication, Zoom call, June 15, 2021). NoCap
wants to control the production processes of the supply chain, from the field to our tables, to
spread awareness. They started their project less than two years ago, identifying companies
that apply regular contracts, carrying out medical examinations to workers, and involving the
Church, which provides homes for workers that used to live in slums (who obviously cannot
afford to pay rent). Moreover, NoCap provides the transport that takes them to work every
morning. All of this obviously has a cost for farms: there is no economic sustainability for
farms. As long as the price of the products is decided upstream, by the large-scale retail trade,
companies will not have that room for manoeuvre to be able to bear the costs, including labour.
They are crushed by the power of large-scale retail trade. NoCap is not limited to social
sustainability but also addresses economic sustainability: the two must go together” (Y. Sagnet,
personal communication, Zoom call, June 15, 2021). The companies they work with are willing
to make the journey together, where costs increase because they start making real contracts (a
contract costs 70 euros a day with taxes and INPS contributions).

NoCap is the first ethical supply chain that hires victims of Caporalato with regular contracts
and decent living conditions. Sagnet’s efforts in combating illegal forms of hiring and
exploitation are slowly spreading around the nation, and the focus is placed on the role of
consumers: in fact, the Caporalato system acts for an economic gain, which occurs thanks to
the purchases we make as consumers. “Our money ends up in that illegal realm, so we educate
the consumer to move towards a clean supply chain, which focuses on respecting the dignity
and rights of the person, the producer, the farmer, and the right price. The citizen contributes
to the improvement of society, which is the most powerful weapon of all. By changing this, the
corporal will no longer have that economic resource provided by the citizen to be able to
continue a wrongful business” (Y. Sagnet, personal communication, Zoom call, June 15, 2021).
For these reasons, the last link of the supply chain, the consumer, plays a fundamental role in
shaping the market: there is an urgent need for a new production model that follows all the
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stages of the supply chain, ensuring the adherence to human and labour rights of all workers in
every step of the chain.
The cases of “NoCap” and “Coop” are just two of the many examples of good CSR practices,
and a general business mindset that believes people’s lives and rights, as well as the
environment, are obviously a fundamental aspect to always keep in mind when conducting
business. Efforts to combat illegal forms of hiring and exploitation are spreading around the
nation and the world, with the aim of guaranteeing rights to both producers and workers while
providing consumers with reliable and relevant information to guide their conscious purchases.
Following this line of thought, the next two chapters will discuss the attempts that have been
made to fight back the problem of illegal practices in Italian agriculture. In recent years, many
representatives of civil society, trade unions, and migrant workers have been involved, and
many actions have been implemented to counter the illegal hiring system (Giampaolo & Ianni,
2020). The attempts are divided into legislative action on the one hand and consumer’s role on
the other. In chapter 5, I discuss the problems of CSR and food labelling. The chapter will show
how the attempts have not been sufficient in solving the issue of Caporalato, which is still
present today, especially in the agricultural sector.
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Chapter 6: Legislation and Enforcement
“When law and justice take different paths, we must be on the side of justice” (Omizzolo,
2019, p. 47)

Italian institutional reports seem to proudly publish information regarding the significant
amounts of irregularities found during investigative controls carried out in businesses. National
and local public institutions, trade associations, trade unions, the third sector and businesses
collaborate in the fight against labour exploitation in agriculture, in a more intense and
demanding manner since the phenomenon gained public attention in recent years (Caporalato,
2020). This begs the question of why, despite hard and soft laws having been established, the
number of irregularities, such as labour exploitation, found in the agricultural system in Italy
every year, are still tremendously high. In what follows, I will thus discuss the hard and soft
laws that have been implemented thus far, introducing them and showing how they have failed
in solving the problem of unethical labour practices, and of Caporalato more generally.
The lack of success of the efforts to eradicate the Caporalato system and the drastic conditions
it generates for thousands of workers is shown by the current state of things, where illicit
organisations still control the food-supply chain where unethical agricultural practices are
widespread. In fact, in 2021 the INPS (National Institute of Social Security) carried out
inspections in over 12 thousand Italian companies, discovering irregularities in 83% of the
cases, also from the point of view of the hiring processes, and 70 thousand fictitious
employment relationships in agriculture were discovered (Omizzolo, 2019).

The most relevant law introduced regarding Caporalato is the 2016 law n. 199, aimed at
combating the criminal phenomenon of illegal hiring and introducing new forms of support for
seasonal workers in agriculture. The law entails new criminal sanctions and capital measures,
with the crime of exploitation and slavery being included in the penal code and penalties been
being increased, in some cases to 10 years. Obviously, the problem is still far from gone, even
though there has been some change for some of the many migrant workers: Omizzolo reports
(2019) that some of them, whom he knows personally, now use the term “employer” instead
of “boss”. Moreover, when they get hired now, the first thing they ask for is a working contract.
Their salary has increased, in some cases, from 50 cents per hour to 4,50 euros for 9-10 hours
of work per day. However, although the working contract states 9 euros as the salary for 6/7
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days a week of work, in reality migrants work 12/14 hours per day, with a 20-minute break in
total (many do not even get a break). In addition, the law introduces fines ranging from 500 to
2000 euros depending on the type of violation, for each worker recruited, and not only the
corporal, but also the employer, is punished. In the event of a conviction, the confiscation of
the things that served or were intended to commit the crime is always mandatory (Avviso
pubblico, 2019). Although exploitation and illegal working conditions have diminished since
the law has been introduced and with an increasing mediatic pressure, it has not disappeared
(Omizzolo, 2019). In fact, criminal organisations are resistantly fighting back, and many Indian
workers that have rebelled were replaced by African asylum seekers, who are generally
believed to be more vulnerable, living in reception centres and having no type of support. They
are seen as the most marginalised category, hence easier to exploit. This shows the criminal
organisations’ ability to reorganise and reinvent their modus operandi. Sociologists like
Omizzolo have tried to interview the African asylum seekers, but the language barrier and the
lack of understanding of the Italian labour system hindered any possibility to build trust and
provide them with the necessary tools for emancipation (Omizzolo, 2020).
Although many welcomed and supported this law, the Italian farmers’ confederation (CIA) was
initially sceptical because of the law’s four indices, which were not centred around the problem
of exploitation, but rather: the repeated payment of wages in a way that is clearly different from
the national or territorial collective agreements stipulated by the most representative trade
unions to national level, or in any case disproportionate to the quantity and quality of the work
performed; the repeated violation of the legislation relating to working hours, rest periods,
weekly rest periods, compulsory leave, holidays; the existence of violations of the rules on
safety and hygiene in the workplace; subjecting the worker to working conditions, surveillance
methods or degrading housing situations. Moreover, the law is divided into two parts:
repression, which works, and prevention (the agricultural network for example), which does
not. “We have been talking about Caporalato for 50/60 years and still, it has not been
eradicated. Why? Because until the private sectors, but also and above all the public
administration will not be able to provide those services that the Caporalato system is able to
provide, such as housing, transport, and speed of manpower, the gang master will never be
defeated” (D. De Lellis, personal communication, Zoom call, September 7, 2021).
In fact, if a company needs several workers for the next day, the employment centre or
associations such as the CIA are unable to provide it with the workforce in such a short time.
The corporal, on the other hand, manages to get him the workers. Companies therefore use
these shortcuts to avoid wasting the harvest, and to increase income. The only lever to increase
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earnings is to decrease the cost of labour, because they have no other possibility: the cost of
agricultural labour in Italy is one of the highest in Europe, therefore through the corporal or
fictitious procurement contracts that provide labour illegally, they try to save on labour costs.
If the legislation provides valid procedural tools and an effective sanctioning system, there is
certainly a lot to do from the point of view of prevention. In fact, as observed by Bruno
Giordano - magistrate of the Supreme Court, and former consultant of the parliamentary
commission of inquiry on safety at work - in the last three years there have been more sanctions
than preventive measures, which is also due to the enormous difficulties in coordinating
inspection activities (B. Giordano, as cited in L. Tommasi, n.d.). The laws to contrast the
Caporalato phenomenon -driven by an increase in media attention on the inhuman conditions
of farm workers in the countryside - act on the punitive aspect. However, criminal legislation
alone is not enough: structural interventions that affect migration and economic policies are
necessary, because the criminalization of the corporal, when detached from the context - ends
up affecting the labourer as well, who is associated with the crime, and defined as the cause of
conflicts between Italian and foreign workers (Melillo, 2019). The law against illegal hiring
might be effective in theory, but not in practice. “There is a lack of awareness-raising actions
to encourage those who should follow the law, as well as insufficient training and spread of
information. In Italy, there is no shortage of laws, even if they are flawed: the problem is always
that they are not applied in practice as they should in a non-discriminatory, comprehensive
way” (C. Franci, personal communication, Rome, July 20, 2021).
Following the entry into force of Legislative Decree No. 149/2015, the "National Labour
Inspectorate" has been established to carry out inspection activities. It has its own
organisational and accounting autonomy and is supervised by the Minister of Labour and Social
Policies. According to the directives issued by the Ministry, the Inspectorate exercises and the
supervisory function in the work field, compulsory insurance and social legislation, including
supervision in the field of health and safety protection in the workplace. According to the
Central Inspectorate for Fraud Prevention of the Ministry of Agricultural Policies, agri-food
crimes in 2020 were "safeguarded by an effective system of controls”. However, one should
wonder how, despite the alleged effectiveness and rigorous frequency of controls, criminal
organisations were still able to operate in the first place. In fact, in 2020, over 70,000 controls
tackling agromafia have led to the confiscation of over 27 million euros. Among the
irregularities detected, many inconsistencies were related to documents (such as and labelling
(Agromafie, 2021). Most importantly, the report published by the Ministry of Agricultural,
Food, and Forestry Policies of 2020 lists in detail the 39 reports promoted by Italy; out of the
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39 reports of irregularities, none was in relation to the exploitation of workers in the agricultural
sector. (Report attività, 2021). In addition, the National Labour Inspectorate has marginal tasks
and, to intervene in a company where labour exploitation is suspected, the mobile police team
must coordinate with five other bodies. Under these conditions, it becomes difficult to proceed
with arrests in the immediacy of the crime. Moreover, it is extremely challenging to prevent a
crime that often hides a set of work-related offences such as tax evasion, social security,
violation of workplace safety regulations, and social security matters (Il caporalato, 2020).
An important deficiency of the Italian system is the absence of a law concerning minimum
wages: despite the law against Caporalato has brought about improvements for workers, it is a
positive element in theory rather than in practice: in fact, many are still in the same exploitative
situation as before the introduction of the law, if not worse. Therefore it is important to look at
the bigger picture and focus on the importance of creating a law for mandatory minimum
wages. Italy is not part of the 21 EU states that have adopted the minimum wage, also due to
the strong presence of collective bargaining between employees and employers, which leads to
a different wage regulation based on the sector. Despite proposals having been submitted in
Parliament in support of the introduction of minimum wage by law, no legislation has been
enforced yet. According to ISTAT data, Italy is the fourth in Europe for poverty among
workers, with “political and technical obstacles blocking any progress on the issue for years”
(Dozzo, 2022).
In fact, during the last months of 2020, the European agenda introduced a topic of the
introduction of minimum wages for workers. The European Commission presented a proposal
to introduce adequate minimum wages throughout the EU and, despite being currently still in
the approval phase, the debate in Italy is heated (Sicurella, 2021). In fact, although minimum
wages are set by national collective agreements that vary among different sectors, a set
minimum wage, by law, does not yet exist yet in Italy, unlike many countries in Europe. The
issue has been at the core of the confrontation that took place in September 2021 between Prime
Minister Draghi and social partners with some in favour of a wage increase, and others, mainly
right parties, strongly opposed to the measure, underlining that the minimum wage must be
defined in contracts and not by law (QuiFinanza, 2021). In the agricultural sector, the minimum
monthly wage should be 1.235,87 euros (Pellegrini, 2021). The reality is quite different, as
shown throughout this thesis, for the thousands of workers that receive a few euros per hour
for extremely lengthy working shifts. A 2019 report published by ISTAT reveals two sectors
of the economy at the bottom of the scale of value for minimum hourly wages: domestic work
and agriculture (Montagnoli, 2021). To restore dignity to labour, the introduction of a minimum
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wage is necessary: this is also what the International Labour Organisation is asking for.
Employment relationships that take place in a way that does not comply with the provisions of
the law, including those without any contract (illegal or undeclared work) as well as those that
take place based on a contract whose content does not correspond to the actual procedures of
carrying out the work performance ("grey work"), make precariousness the substance of life
for many workers in different sectors (Belardelli, 2021). Even in the cases where workers are
provided with an employment contract, the latter does not guarantee regular work; on the other
hand, it could be used as a means of irregular practices which expose the worker to different
forms of exploitation.
Employers use many strategies to evade what is established in the employment contract. For
example, the registration of working days in lower quantities than those actually carried out by
the labourer; the workdays not declared to INPS (National Social Insurance Agency) are paid
usually by the piece (i.e., based on the amount of fruit or vegetables harvested) rather than on
the basis of the actual hours worked. With this system, the entrepreneur obtains double savings,
both in terms of social security and tax charges, and in terms of the worker's salary (Melillo,
2019). In Italy, the minimum wage is guaranteed only to workers to whom national collective
agreements are applied, that is, agreements signed between trade unions and employers'
associations with which the minimum wages of workers in the various sectors are established.
If it is true that Italy is one of the countries where coverage of national contracts is more
widespread, it is equally true that there are many workers in the most difficult conditions that,
according to many critics, are excluded from the benefits of the national collective agreements.
European Commissioner Schmit spoke on the need to intervene on decent wages: “in addition
to determining greater equity and social justice, they promote fair competition between
companies, an indispensable prerequisite for an economic restart that cannot be based on the
exploitation of labour and the absence of safety" (Commissione Europea, 2020, para. 12).
Moreover, public authorities at all levels of governance, as well as powerful businesses and
enterprises working within the agri-food sector have completely failed to protect and respect
human rights. This is shown by the lack of adequate policies: lack of dignity at work, starvation
wages, unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, gender discrimination and lack of protected
spaces to denounce and demand better conditions in the supply chains of the main supermarket
chains in the world is the harsh reality. In 2011, the UN Human Rights Council released guiding
principles for responsible business conduct, specifying that all business enterprises have an
independent responsibility to respect and protect human rights. The council stated that all
corporations “should be read as creating new international law obligations, or as limiting or
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undermining any legal obligations a State may have undertaken or be subject to under
international law with regard to human rights” (OHCHR, n.d.). The voluntariness of the due
diligence system poses significant challenges for individual companies, especially financially.
In addition, it is important that supply chain partners join in the social commitment of the
company, which is however not a given, hence creating an additional conflict of interest for
the company. Human rights due diligence is a fundamental aspect of every corporation.
However, many companies still refrain from sharing important information about practices
they implement to safeguard human rights (World Benchmarking Alliance, 2021).
The first lockdown and the surprise effect of the first weeks of high infections in the spring of
2020 due to the Covid pandemic caused serious damage to the agricultural sector, which
remained understaffed. Therefore, minister of agricultural policies Teresa Bellanova started to
work on the integration of illegal migrants; in May 2020 she proposed an amnesty to find a
solution to illegal labour practices, but the amnesty never took off. Out of 220,000 migrants
who have submitted the application for the amnesty, only 5% obtained a residence permit. Both
in Rome and in Milan only a few dozen people received the permit. The bureaucratic apparatus
was not ready to deal with thousands of requests: most of the requests for regularisation ran
aground or were simply rejected. The amnesty can therefore be classified within the,
unfortunately very large, group of those rules approved during the first phase of the health
emergency that turned out to be a failure. The problems it was supposed to solve - from job
facilitation to health protection for farm labourers and domestic workers - are all still there and
have been worsened by the Covid pandemic and the economic/social complications it caused
(Ficarola, 2021). This impasse results in workers, including farm labourers, not being provided
with health care and vaccines. This is the result of a bureaucracy that slows down the
procedures, taking away the dignity of regularisation from migrant workers in our country
(Pagliarini, 2021).
The Covid-19 emergency has finally brought to light the link between the regulation of
international mobility and the management of the internal labour market. The first consequence
of the measures to close the Schengen borders between member countries of the European
Union, and towards the outside world, was the feared shortage of labour in the agricultural
sector due to the restrictions on circulation encountered by seasonal workers. According to
Coldiretti's estimate, the absence of seasonal workers would have led to the loss of almost a
third of the working days necessary to ensure the functioning of the sector. Among the many
measures adopted by the “Relaunch Decree” to support Italian workers, professionals and small
and medium-sized enterprises facing the COVID-19 pandemic, a rule was introduced for the
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regularisation of migrants. The new law provides regularisation only for a set of specific
categories of people who work/intend to work in the most problematic sectors: agriculture and
livestock, assistance to the elderly, and home care (Caprioglio & Rigo, 2020).
The decree, on the one hand, regularised illegal employment relationships of Italian or foreign
workers, while on the other hand, provided the foreigner with an expired residence permit the
possibility of obtaining a temporary one for six months. The possibility of applying for a
temporary residence permit is limited to foreign citizens with a residence permit that expired
after October 31st, 2019. This would entail migrants denouncing their condition of illegality to
the Police, essentially accepting to report themselves, providing the State with a series of
sensitive data, such as residential address and personal details with the high risk of being
unemployed after six months. In addition, all individuals considered “a threat to public order
and state security” are excluded from the decree (Caprioglio & Rigo, 2020). The decree is
applicable exclusively for workers with an existing employment relationship and/or whose
employer is "available" to hire, and who have been living and working in Italy prior to March
8th, 2020. In addition, only the requests submitted between June 1st and July 15th, 2020, will
be considered as valid. There are many categories of irregular foreign workers who are
excluded from this decree, which leads many to believe that the reason behind the provision
was the urgent need of a workforce in the Italian countryside for summer. In fact, the regulation
contains, almost exclusively, measures that benefit the economic and productive needs of large
Italian sectors, failing to tackle the humanitarian aspect of the matter, instead of providing
solutions for lack of adequate housing, precarious sanitary conditions, and exploitation
(Caprioglio & Rigo, 2020).
A protocol of agreement for the prevention and contrast of labour exploitation in agriculture
and illegal hiring was signed on July 13th, 2021, by the Italian Ministries of Interior, Labour,
Agricultural Policies and Anci (national association of Italian municipalities). The signature
took place during the first external mission of the parliamentary commission of inquiry into
working conditions in Italy, exploitation and safety in public and private workplace. It was
held in Latina, one of the most important Italian agricultural centres, where in this period the
activity linked to the seasonal harvesting of fruit and vegetables is particularly intense. It is the
first time that the National Parliament carries out an inspection directly on the territory and it
is the result of numerous complaints as well as of the numerous investigations in recent months
(Di Mambro, 2021). The committee, made up of a delegation of senators, institutions and social
partners such as the Public Prosecutor's Office, Local Health Authority, and State Police, wants
to guarantee greater protection to the labourers of the territory by contrasting the exploitation
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of labour in the agricultural sector and the fight against illegal hiring: I spoke to one of the
committee’s members, Dr. Sandro Ruotolo, who emphasised the objective of the protocol: to
understand the nature of the phenomenon of illegal hiring, and the main focus must be on
prevention. Dr. Ruotolo advocates for an increase in checks and inspections to prevent criminal
activities, stressing the importance of knowledge in reducing risk over punitive measures (S.
Ruotolo, personal communication, Zoom call, July 5, 2021). The president of the delegation of
Senators, Gianclaudio Bressa, discussed the strategic role that agriculture plays in the local
economy, where complicated reality has emerged in relation to hiring, which is the most
relevant filter in hiring personnel during the summer seasonal harvest of vegetables and fruit,
but is also the tool through which the recruitment of workers takes place all year round.
The path towards the emergence of illegal work that characterises this sector is difficult, as the
illegal practices often become a system, with entrepreneurs managing to benefit from
strategically fundamental complicity with labour inspectors and compliant trade unionists. This
was demonstrated by the numerous investigations conducted by the Public Prosecutor's Office
with the various law enforcement agencies. Attempts are being made to restore legality in the
fields and greenhouses of the national territory, but the battle against Caporalato seems to be
just beginning. The contrast to the exploitation in the fields of thousands of labourers-despite
the signing of protocols between trade unions and employers' organisations and the
establishment of ad hoc tables- does not take off completely and weakens the production
system of this territory (Ganelli, 2021). Prefect Falco underlined the launch of a project, in
agreement with the trade unions, "which provides for greater administrative controls through a
quality table". However, trade unions point out: "very often the fate of all those workers
exploited by the company subject to the anti-Caporalato operation lose their jobs or, if the
conditions are created for resuming the company's activity, are taken back under the same - if
not worse - conditions” (Genalli, 2021, para. 2).
During my interview with Enrico Fravili, expert of productive sectors at COPAGRI Italy, talks
about the Italian state, and its industrial productivity. “Is it possible that a state like Italy still
has at present, enclaves where there are exploited workers living in ghettos/slums, working
relentlessly without any time off, for miserable salaries? Journalists constantly go to those areas
to report these situations. If you see what is going on and allow it, you, the state, automatically
tell us that there are problems in the system at the institutional level” ( Fravili, personal
communication, Rome, June 11, 2021). The difficulties encountered by the control system in
intercepting these practices, and counteracting them effectively, derive from various factors:
first, economic constraints hinder necessary investments in those structures useful for
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identifying the phenomenon and its overcoming. Secondly, an administrative backwardness,
both in operative practices, as well as and in the understanding of the Caporalato phenomenon,
which is analysed in an inadequate manner, compared to its complexity. In general, current
legislative instruments are inadequate to propose effective solutions. From this viewpoint,
besides the need of more extensive and regular checks by the appointed inspection bodies, there
should be consistent controls on pay checks: this would allow a more rigorous analysis of data,
capable of highlighting serious inconsistencies that denote cases of exploitation and
oppression. According to Omizzolo, the involvement of the labourers is essential: in fact,
without a new relationship between public investigative and repressive systems with immigrant
communities, the problem will always be tackled in a superficial, inadequate, partial way, with
a consequent waste of economic, social and cultural resources (Omizzolo, 2017).
Corrado Franci, an employee for the Italian farmers' confederation, agrees with the need for
types of active inclusion of immigrants in constructive efforts to find solutions, to limit the risk
of strengthening labour exploitation dynamics. Franci works for personal services and social
issues - he is currently a part of the rural act, a project that deals with the fight against illegal
hiring. “In addition to actions to contrast the phenomenon of Caporalato, information,
awareness and knowledge projects are needed for workers: I have been working on a project
to combat illegal hiring, funded by the European Union and the Ministry of Labour to provide
support tools for workers but also companies. Projects like this are set up to look for workers
in their communities, meeting places, and from there they do a census and informative work,
information desks on their rights and the provisions of the law. Employability workshops are
also planned. It is important to create new initiatives that provide workers with alternatives:
not knowing a different opportunity strengthens the Caporalato system” (C. Franci, personal
communication, Rome, July 20, 2021). Franci underlines the importance of systematic actions
to eradicate illegal hiring in agriculture, with a necessary alliance between institutions, social
partners and the third sector. The desired objective, which is the ideological core of this
research, is the creation of ethical supply chains, in which the fundamental rights of workers
are respected; moreover, healthy and fair companies that operate legally must be rewarded and
supported.
This chapter has shown that existing hard and soft laws, as well as other types of initiatives
aimed at eradicating the phenomenon of Caporalato have failed to succeed. Italian ministers,
magistrates, experts in labour issues, members of the associative world, journalists and activists
have all tried to propose answers to the problem. However, the number of irregularities, and
the persistence of criminal activity found in the agricultural system in Italy every year, are still
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tremendously high. The most important element introduced is the 2016 law against Caporalato:
a goal that was achieved thanks to protests by foreign labourers against acts of violence,
mobilisation campaigns for exploited workers, the involvement of trade unions, and the
commitment of several politicians (Redazione lavialibera, 2020). Despite exploitation and
illegal working conditions have diminished since the law has been introduced and with an
increasing mediatic pressure, it has not disappeared (Omizzolo, 2019). In fact, criminal
organisations are resistantly fighting back, showing their ability to reorganise and reinvent their
modus operandi. Another important possible solution is the Network of Quality Agricultural
Work, a voluntary, institutional initiative that represents the recognition of the ethical and lawabiding work organisation of member companies. Despite having potential, the network’s
voluntary basis prevents it from working in practice. Companies feel crushed by the large-scale
distribution system and have different concerns than social sustainability. Moreover, here is a
lack of structural and bureaucratic efficiency to implement the obligation of companies to join
the network. These and other initiatives have thus proven inadequate in solving the problem of
Caporalato, which is currently still widespread in the Italian agricultural sector.
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Chapter 7: CSR, Labels, networks and other
attempts
The lack of effectiveness of corporate social responsibility practices among Italian production
companies leads to vulnerability and precarity, and human and labour rights’ violations. This
lack of functionality is also seen in food labelling: most certifications for foods currently
concern the environmental and human health realms. There are examples of ethical food labels,
which are however strictly voluntary. This chapter discusses the failures of CSR practices,
institutional efforts and the inadequacy of the realm of food labelling.
In my research, I struggled to find legitimate certifications regarding human and labour rights.
The complex world of certifications, narrating labels and its legislation in the agri-food industry
raises the question of whether the problem of CSR, specifically in Italian agriculture, and the
subsequent misinformation among customers, could possibly be solved. In addition, this is
analysed in the context of agromafie, making the situation more complex and difficult to tackle.
The logistics of agromafia are organised and managed by criminal organisations in the
agricultural sector, which are complexly interlinked and deeply embedded in Italy's system.
The problem is that the ideas that exist to solve these issues have not yet been translated into
practical facts. At the legislative level, there is no law on ethical food labels, it is left to the
voluntariness of the singular producer or company. Therefore, this thesis examines these
challenges, while raising awareness among customers and responsibility among producers.

7.1– Corporate Social Responsibility and Consumers

From my experience, finding products claiming to abide by ethical codes of conduct, and
striving for a “responsible supply chain", is still a marginal phenomenon. In the instances where
fair products exist, speaking strictly about Italy, the purchasing prices are indeed too high
compared to standard prices consumers are used to. Even in those cases, food production
practices are hidden to the consumer, who is generally unaware of the dramatic labour
conditions that enable the production stages. In fact, most consumers are both physically and
psychologically distant from the unethical/immoral social conditions along the food chain. It
begs the question of why, despite years of battles against forms of exploitation and numerous
laws, regulations and initiatives, the problem persists, hidden behind the false respectability
façade of CSR activities.
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There is a line of thought which sees the proliferation of CSR initiatives as hypocritical, which
hides deep failures of contemporary capitalism, and at the same time offers ideological
justifications for the increase in the power of leading groups within societies. This research
complies with CSR critics in identifying corporate social responsibility as a hypocritical
illusion; examples of corporate hypocrisy include greenwashing. Over 10,000 companies are
members of the United Nations Global Compact; however, this does not ensure just conduct in
terms of respecting labour rights: in fact, companies were using the image and reputation of
the UN to promote self-interests and self-image, despite several of these companies had been
sued for misconducts such as child labour (El Mir & Pedersen, 2020).
A quantitative survey conducted on Italian consumers (2019) showed that 38% of respondents
evaluate CSR initiatives as advertising tactics to increase personal profit, criticising companies
for lacking a real and sincere interest for societal well-being and ethics. Of the sample, only
21% believe that CSR practices can effectively solve social issues. The results show that CSR
initiatives among corporations have unsatisfactory, marginal effects; the reasons vary, from an
inadequate level of available information about CSR, to confusion and insufficient information
in packaging, to lack of education concerning the realm of social responsibility. In fact, many
consumers feel powerless in a capitalistic system that has the ability to steer consumer choices
in directions that mainly profit the corporation. In fact, the number of individuals that base their
choice on the company’s social engagement is still deficient. (Boccia, 2019).
Companies use various tactics to manipulate the perception of stakeholders, which do not
coincide with real sustainable commitments. This tendency has been confirmed by Van der
Waal and Thijssens (2020), who closely investigated the disclosures of the 2000 biggest stocklisted corporations globally. The final evaluation demonstrated that companies' engagement
with Sustainable Development Goals appears to be driven by a desire for legitimacy and
reputational gains, without making expensive but necessary changes to enhance sustainable
conduct. In addition, sustainability reporting is usually carried out with information disclosed
by organisations' internal sources, where data can be cherry-picked, as shown by evidence
pointing out that many businesses disclose positive information about the company's conduct,
omitting or limiting negative aspects such as greenwashing and blue washing tendencies. In
addition, many companies use vague/unclear statements to cover negative instances occurring
in the business, such as information regarding working conditions and fatalities. These results
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show that safeguarding human rights remains challenging, even for multinational corporations
that claim to be “sustainability leaders” (Macellari et al, 2021).

7.2– Food Labels

The realm of product labels is surrounded by widespread scepticism regarding effectiveness
and intentions, especially with the hesitation of governments and corporations to entirely adopt
mandatory labels (Tobi et al, 2019). More specifically, labels focused on environmental and
social responsibility aspects are mainly voluntary or privately organised arrangements. In
addition, environmental and social responsibility labels are usually regarded to be less
influential compared to other informative elements on labels. According to a report published
by the Statista Research Department (2020), ingredients and proof of origin are considered
more important than quality labels or organic certifications for Italians: in fact, 68 percent of
respondents stated they paid more attention to the ingredients listed on the food packaging.
The problem of transparency in the agri-food system is increasingly portrayed by the difficulty
of consumers in making informed and ethical food choices; in particular, it is specifically
complicated to get information regarding human and labour rights violations occurring during
the different phases of the food supply chain. Evidence retrieved from survey results suggests
how the youngest part of the population is willing to pay a higher price for the sake of ethical
purchases. However, despite an increase of awareness and sensibility among consumers,
evidence shows that only a fraction of consumers declares having the satisfactory amount of
knowledge and information to make just purchasing choices (Ceccarelli & Fattibene, 2020).
Voluntary certifications, such as the ISOs and global gaps, are certifications focused on food
production activities. The “SA 8000 Social Accountability” certification is one of the first
international social regulations, it aims at certifying certain aspects of company management
related to corporate social responsibility such as: respect for human rights, respect for workers'
rights, protection against the exploitation of children, guarantees of safety and health at work.
The SA8000 certification can be adopted by all organisations, regardless of size, geographical
area, and sector (Certificazione SA 8000, 2021). The Global GAP (Good Agricultural Practice)
certification standard defines the development and implementation of best practices in certified
agricultural and sectors and livestock and fish farms, in compliance with ILO standards. The
fundamental objective of this certification is to support the marketing of agricultural products
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in compliance with a protocol that guarantees the following requirements: Safe production for
the consumer with a high standard of food safety of primary products; Compliance with
requirements and environmental sustainability; Compliance with workers' health and safety
requirements; Compliance with the requirements of social responsibility and contractual ethics
for workers (Pucci, 2021).

Reports have demonstrated that voluntary standards have been unsuccessful in guaranteeing
conformity with ethical, human rights principles in the supply chains (Know the chain, 2018).
Although the quantity and quality of information on narrating labels has significantly increased
in the EU, there is still a high risk for consumers to inadvertently strengthen labour-exploitative
practices. Voluntary certifications do not automatically solve the problem; in fact, they must
be supported by regulatory modifications, such as binding legal obligations for producers in
the agri-food sector. In addition, food labels have size restraints, and the belief that more
information presented increases the number of informed choices by consumers is up for debate.
Most importantly, it is crucial to underline that in most EU countries, agri-food companies and
their battle against modern slavery depends on voluntary guidelines and measures of the
individual agri-business. Moreover, several stakeholders have voiced their disapproval towards
current European competition legislations on food labels, deeming them too stringent for agrifood companies: in fact, the claim is that the EU laws hinder businesses’ ability to properly
advertise their practices of safeguarding of human rights in the food supply chains (Know the
chain, 2018).

Although the consumer demand for healthier and more sustainable options has been increasing
dramatically, many agricultural companies seem to ignore the frustration of customers. This
has been shown by the Slow Food Foundation, which criticises the behaviour of the European
Commission in declaring "preferable", instead of mandatory, the indication of origin for food
outside current legislation. In fact, there are many foods still outside the current legislation,
many of them being products that are consumed daily. The president of the foundation
underlines the importance of indicating the origin of food, which is fundamental information
that gives consumers their right of choice. In fact, Slow Food proposes a new label that supports
the existing mandatory label and, in addition, provides information on producers, plant varieties
and the territories where they are grown, on cultivation, and processing techniques (Carrera,
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2021). It is important to highlight that certification are a (growing) business, with various
stakeholders involved, hence there are different interests to keep in mind. In other words,
voluntary labels are costly. In fact, meeting the label’s standards requires investments, which
are too high-priced, especially for small companies. Those who embark in meeting the
standards often end up in debt, or fail to meet the benchmarks (Wilschut, 2021).

Mandatory and voluntary certifications coexist in the realm of food labelling. Currently, there
are no nationally enforced, mandatory certifications that deal with the issue of ethical work in
Italy, such as labels that ensure and defend social sustainability in the agricultural sector.
However, there are numerous private initiatives that are undoubtedly virtuous, such as the
“NoCap” label for tomatoes, created for ensuring the respect of workers’ rights. Nevertheless,
despite efforts of private bodies to introduce new measures to protect workers’ rights, the
problem will not be solved until solutions are enforced at the public, institutional level.

7.3– Is the “Network of agricultural work of quality” a viable solution?

This research has highlighted the problem of unethical working and living conditions of
workers in the Italian agricultural sector. What follows is an analysis of the “Network of
agricultural work of quality " which, according to many specialists, could be a solution to the
problems explored in this research. However, on the other hand, it has been highly criticised
by others, who underline the lack of structural and bureaucratic efficiency to implement the
obligation of companies to join the network.
A recent declaration of commitment made jointly by Coop, Conad and Federdistribuzione
establishes, starting from January 2021, that all direct agricultural suppliers of distribution must
register to the "Network of Quality Agricultural Work " (Oxfam Italia, 2021). The Network is
an institutional initiative promoted by the ministry of labour, social policies, and ministry of
finance, and represents the recognition of the ethical and law-abiding work organisation of
member companies. The purpose of this measure is to address informal labour and labour
exploitation of migrants in agriculture, through the creation of a network in which 'good'
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agrarian firms – those who can prove that they have never been convicted of an offence of
labour exploitation – can label their goods with an ethical certificate (Oxfam Italy, 2021).
The Network of Quality Agricultural Work is an initiative that is creating conflicting opinions
regarding its effectiveness. I interviewed two members of the Italian farmers' confederation
(CIA), one of the largest trade organisations in Europe that works for the improvement and
enhancement of the primary sector, as well as for the protection of the conditions of its
employees, counting on about 900,000 members in Italy (Laura Brida, personal
communication, Rome, July 29, 2021). I spoke to Danilo De Lellis, National Head of Labour
Office and Trade Union Relations, to understand his viewpoint on The Network of Quality
Agricultural Work. He explains that initially, unions supported this initiative because they
considered it the tool that could defeat Caporalato: in fact, through the network, companies are
certified if they use and respect regular employment contracts, thus excluding all illicit
companies. In fact, the registration request is considered when a company demonstrates that it
has no criminal record, that it pays contributions to workers, and that it has not received
administrative sanctions in the last 3 years. However, this was not the case: the expectations of
the ministry and the trade unions were to have 400,000 companies registered in the network.
From 2016 to date, less than 5,000 companies have registered. De Lellis is part of the national
control room of the labour network, which examines the documents once companies have
submitted their applications: he says that 6/7 thousand requests have arrived, but about a
thousand were rejected because they were non-compliant with the standards. The problem is,
according to De Lellis, that the network does not have a reward system for companies that are
certified, which have thus no incentive to register. The Network guidelines states that registered
companies will not be subject to inspections for 2 years, but this is tricky, because if there is
an internal dispute between workers, controls would be carried out regardless. It would be
necessary to introduce a reward system that incentives agricultural businesses to join the
Network, and thus obtain recognition for the virtuosity with which they conduct their business.
Until a condition is created whereby the gap for the company between implementing fair
practices and doing wrong becomes so evident and palpable that subscribing to the network is
the most right and convenient choice, the problem persists. Even for those who want an honest
workplace, there is no difference in price, remuneration, or guarantee of advantages, and in
economics this is what matters: companies that persist in unfair practices think about saving
time and costs and getting better results for themselves (De Lellis, 2021). De Lellis says there
is a lack of structural and bureaucratic efficiency to implement the obligation of companies to
join the network. “Let's remember that we are in Italy: many farmers join the agricultural
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network to have a good facade, but then they hire illegal workers, don't respect contracts, and
evade the law”. Furthermore, the bureaucratic procedures for regularisation do not help when
there are continual delays, people lose faith in the system” (D. De Lellis, personal
communication, Zoom call, September 7, 2021).
Once again, the voluntariness of this initiative is a problem for the very nature of human and
labour rights, which should be inalienable and universal. The lack of adherence to the Network
seems to be determined mainly by the requirements, considered by companies to be excessively
strict; this has been confirmed by Faenza, who spoke about Coop promoting the possibility of
registering to the network of quality agricultural work, but unfortunately, it was not welcomed
eagerly by many of the supply chains because they are afraid of more controls (Faenza, Rome,
interview, 2021). In fact, the concern among many entrepreneurs is that the act of registering
may entail the intensification of inspections. Furthermore, registration with the Network could
represent a sort of "pre-check", that is, it would automatically direct the inspection checks
primarily on companies that are not registered. Another point that emerges from the survey is
the urgent need for an information campaign, aimed at raising awareness among end consumers
on the importance of the Network, and on the need for ethical and conscious choices in the
purchase of agricultural products, favouring those honest companies that are registered
(Borrillo, 2021).
According to Fravili, “no one believed in it, there are just a few companies: out of the 9
thousand agricultural companies present in the province of Latina, only 117 have subscribed
to the network. There is no real political and corporate interest to carry out this project.
Companies feel crushed by the large-scale distribution system and have different concerns than
social sustainability labels” (Fravili, personal communication, Rome, June 11, 2021). The
network exists, companies could be registered, incentives could be given, but there is no
synthesis of will for it to really take off.
Both laws and voluntary initiatives have proven to be unsuccessful in eradicating unethical
labour practices, especially in the context of criminal organisations in the agricultural sector.
The Agricultural Network could be a potential solution but needs some fundamental changes
for it to really work: in fact, according to Franci (CIA, 2021) it must be enhanced and
strengthened, providing incentives for companies that sign up. Moreover, it is fundamental to
work on training and awareness for both institutions and consumers, because repression alone
has proven to be a failure.
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Chapter 8: Discussion and conclusion
The aim of this research was to answer the following question:
To what extent could food labels contribute to improving the working and living
conditions of migrant wage labourers in the Italian agricultural sector?

This research concludes with the belief that food labels concerning the ethical aspect of the
agri-food chain must become mandatory in Italy, as the voluntary nature of existing ethical
labels has not proved to be successful in preventing phenomena of labour exploitation.
Introducing mandatory labels at the national level could be a solution to ensure respect of
human and labour rights for agricultural workers. However, focusing on food labels alone as a
solution to unethical labour practices is insufficient: 1) the Caporalato system is engrained in
Italy and has mastered a way of operating illicitly in the “grey area”, consolidating its power
by the year 2) the backwardness of the Italian bureaucratic system 3) managerial difficulties
for official employment centres 4) the problem of migration flows and the proliferation of
illegal entry channels 5) the geographical position of the province of Latina, which attracts
organized crime because of its vast, as open territories make inspections hard, and the fertility
of the land that generates enormous profit 5)racism and marginalization fuelled by EU
migration policies and Italian anti-migration narratives. These reasons explain why the problem
is still rampant in Italy, especially in the province of Latina, and how focusing only on the role
of labels is too narrow: in fact, the abovementioned points must be addressed in a
comprehensive way, focusing on the structural nature of these issues, to then start thinking
about viable solutions.

The first sub-question: 1) What are the main issues in Italian agricultural production today?
This question led to the conclusion that the Caporalato system and its implications are still
inflicting enormous pain on many workers in the Italian agricultural sector. Caporalato is a
multi-billion-dollar business involved in different illicit activities, and its strong and solid
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presence in Italy for the last 60 years shows the inability to eradicate it. This derives from an
inadequate understanding of 1) the judicial system 2) governmental bodies that deal with
problems of this nature 3) the general public and consumers of the phenomenon and its
systemic nature, of the role that the corporal plays within the chain of labour exploitation, and
of the social dynamics that lead to replacing the arrested corporal with another ready to carry
out the same function. In fact, Caporalato is part of a vast social model capable of updating
itself based on the evolution of the phenomenon, and on its way of structuring itself both locally
and globally, including articulated relationships between the formal/informal, regular/ irregular
realms, including the participation of different subjects in this “new slavery” that is shockingly
rampant in the Italian agricultural sector (Omizzolo, 2017). In other words, Caporalato is one
of the protagonists, and certainly not the most relevant, in the mechanism of exploitation,
whose action is functional, but not indispensable. Furthermore, Caporalato cannot be
geographically located, imagined as specific to a single business sector, or a specific segment
of the labour market. I position myself with Omizzolo’s call for important steps to take:
together with the legal regulations aimed at contrasting it, we must take a close look at the other
protagonists of exploitation and reform the large-scale distribution system, investigate the issue
of international trafficking for the purpose of labour exploitation, re-establish the overall
framework of workers' rights, and reforming some fundamental norms related to the issue
(Omizzolo, 2017).

Second sub-question: 2) In what ways are mandatory quality certificates and voluntary labels
an opportunity or a (financial) burden for producers and corporations?
With regards to producers, it is complex to distinguish between the numerous voluntary
certifications that exist, notwithstanding the financial investment required to adopt just
practices. Which benefits would stem from the adoption of voluntary labels in the attempt to
create transparency? This question led to the creation of this research sub-question. From my
research, I have found that the debate on mandatory and voluntary labels holds little ground in
the realm of Italian policy and literature. In this thesis, I argue for the implementation of a
mandatory food label at the legislative level that certifies the respect of human and labour rights
in all stages of the agri-food chain. In fact, existing labels regarding the realm of social
sustainability in Italy are on a voluntary basis, and these have proven ineffective if not
complemented with legislative intervention. Despite examples of admirable businesses
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adopting ethical food labels in Italy, the area of the province of Latina is characterized by over
9.000 thousand SMEs: especially after the Covid pandemic, businesses in the area argue that
they have other main concerns, such remaining competitive in the world market, giving less
important to the realm of social sustainability. Moreover, many corporations have stressed that
voluntary labels have strict guidelines and are too costly. Many have also underlined that the
proliferation of labels has generated confusion and general scepticism, in a world economy
where economic profit is the main priority on the agenda. In addition, there is a lack of
incentives for businesses owners to adhere to voluntary labels, which are anyways insufficient
on their own: the only viable solution is working on the legislative aspect to incorporate
obligations among business to disclose information regarding workers’ conditions in the agrifood chain.

Third sub-question: How can consumer choices and voices support the quest for better
quality food/agricultural production in terms of human and labour rights?
Throughout this research, I asked myself several questions: what do certifications on labels,
really stand for? Can the average consumer be sure about their own morality when purchasing
products, strictly by trusting a logo? Consumer awareness has grown stronger concerning the
lack of obligation to publish the complete list of suppliers to keep track of all the steps along
the supply chain. Despite the market’s focus increasingly leaning towards products with
“clean” labels, it remains unclear what “clean” entails, and there is a lack of consensus
regarding the definition. Additionally, specific regulations/legislations do not exist, leaving the
interpretation of the label completely in the hands of consumers, which are expected to make
a sense out of it (Asioli, 2017). Moreover, most certifications for agri-food products currently
concern the environmental and human health realms, with little to no importance to social
sustainability. This is linked to Corporate Social Sustainability: many critics deem CSR
initiatives as advertising tactics to increase personal profit, criticising companies for lacking a
real and sincere interest for societal well-being and ethics. The voluntariness of CSR goes
against the safeguarding of human and labour rights, and there is thus a need for it to be
supported by specific regulatory and institutional measures. Moreover, it is fundamental to
work on training and awareness for both institutions and consumers, because repression alone
has proven to be a failure. In addition, more inspections are needed, to make sure companies
are complying. Another important element could be the creation of seminars, courses, and
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group activities among workers to inform them of their rights, help them to learn the local
language, culture, and mainly the law. Organised events in schools could also be useful to avoid
strengthening stigma that further accentuates alienation, so at least in the social realm, migrant
workers and their families can feel welcome and included. Overall, supporting them with what
they need to know to protect themselves and their rights is fundamental, so working on
integration and spreading information among both workers and local communities of the host
countries could be one aspect of the efforts towards eliminating unethical practices in the
workforce.

This research echoes the work of Omizzolo, who has inspired the writing of this thesis. In fact,
structural change is needed, and increasingly requested by the general public. Greater
transparency is fundamental to avoid strengthening the mafia dynamics even further. The
conviction remains that without a real pragmatic commitment, especially in courtrooms, among
politicians and institutions, defeating Agromafie and exploitation remains unattainable
(Omizzolo, 2021).
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