Imported Labor in Europe and Canada: 

A Symposium on Guestworker Programs and Foreign Contract Labor
March 3, 2006
On March 3, 2006, Farmworker Justice and Oxfam America hosted a half-day conference in Washington entitled “Imported Labor in Europe and Canada:  A Symposium on Guestworker Programs and Foreign Contract Labor.” This was the second conference to closely examine foreign contract labor systems in an effort better to inform the current debate about immigration in the U.S. Congress.  
Several Congressional proposals on immigration policy would create new guestworker programs or expand existing ones to address the presence of undocumented workers in this country and to regulate future migration. In some proposals, legislators would grant a guestworker status based on a temporary, nonimmigrant work visa, while others advocate a permanent immigration status and path to citizenship.  These policy choices raise fundamental questions about the nature of immigration status and the political and economic freedoms held by people who live and work in the United States.  The experts gathered at this symposium provided attendees with essential information about guestworker programs in other developed countries to help conference attendees evaluate new legislative proposals for guestworker programs and devise their own policy suggestions.  

Speakers at the conferences included academics and labor and immigrant advocates from North America and Europe. The symposium began with welcomes from Guadalupe Gamboa, Workers Rights Program Officer of Oxfam America and Bruce Goldstein, Executive Director of Farmworker Justice.  The first panel then provided an overview of guestworker program in Canada and Western Europe.  Professor Philip Martin an economist at the University of California at Davis addressed issues regarding the nature of guestworker programs (their purpose, why they should be self-stopping and what governments can do to make the effectuate the term “guest) while Professor Cindy Hahamovitch, a labor historian at the College of William provided a historical background on guestworker programs. 

The next session provided a closer look at specific guestworker programs in Western Europe.  Professor Mark Miller from the University of Delaware shared specifics regarding programs in Switzerland and France and discussed the influence of those programs on the more recent development of guestworker programs in other countries, such as Spain, Italy, Greece and Germany.  Jean Eric Malabre, an attorney from France who represents guestworkers, then provided an advocate’s perspective on the French seasonal guestworker program and the experiences of guestworkers in the French program.
The final panel addressed the problems faced by temporary foreign workers in Canada and Europe, the adequacies/inadequacies of legal protections and the efforts to empower workers through litigation, legislative reform and organizing. Veena Verma, a Canadian attorney, examined themes in the Canadian temporary foreign worker program for agriculture and described challenges in the program’s institutional framework, as well as litigation and legislative efforts to address these issues.  Following Ms. Verma, Dan Rees, the Director of the Ethical Trading Initiative in London, spoke about efforts in the United Kingdom to address abuses of foreign workers in England's agricultural sector by encouraging supermarkets and consumers to consider worker conditions when purchasing products improve worker conditions.  

Farmworker Justice Executive Director Bruce Goldstein then concluded the symposium with observations regarding the implications for current policy debates learned from experiences with guestworker programs. The brief survey of foreign contract labor systems revealed valuable lessons that should inform current discussions about new guestworker programs. The conferences demonstrated the vulnerability of the foreign workers who hold restricted nonimmigrant status.  Even when government agencies, of both the sending and receiving countries, have sought to impose substantial labor law requirements on employers of guestworkers, the protections often have been meaningless because the workers are unable to enforce the law or are unwilling to attempt to enforce the law for fear of losing their job or not being called back in a future year.  The symposia identified key issues that policymakers must confront as they consider future immigration and labor policy. 
Attendees included representatives of nonprofit advocacy organizations, labor unions, Congressional offices, the faith-based community, think tanks, and the media.  
Co-sponsors of the events were the AFL-CIO, National Council of La Raza, Service Employees International Union, and the Southern Poverty Law Center. The symposia were also supported financially by The California Endowment, the Evelyn and Walter Haas, Jr. Fund and the Rosenberg Foundation.  
