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The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) was
founded in 1945 with a mandate to raise levels of nutrition and standards of
living, to improve agricultural productivity and to better the condition of rural
populations. It is today one of the larger specialized UN agencies and the lead
agency for agriculture, forestry, fisheries and rural development.

To fulfil its mandate and objectives, the FAO has had a long history of
cooperating with civil society organizations, including rural workers’
organizations and international agricultural trade unions. This cooperation,
particularly on the themes of food security and sustainable agriculture and
rural development (SARD), has been in two major areas: information
exchange and policy dialogue with governments through regional and
international consultations and the provision of technical development
assistance to member countries.

The International Labour Organization (ILO) was established in 1919, and
is a specialized agency of the United Nations. Its aim was to build a social
framework for peace and stability within which economic processes could
generate prosperity with social justice in the life of workers and in the world of
work. The primary goal of the ILO today is to promote opportunities for women
and men to obtain decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom,
equity, security and human dignity.

Within the UN system, the ILO has a unique tripartite structure, with workers
and employers participating as equal partners with governments in the work of
its governing organs.

The ILO formulates international labour standards in the form of Conventions
and Recommendations setting minimum standards of basic labour rights:
freedom of association, the right to organize, collective bargaining, abolition of
forced labour, equality of opportunity and treatment, and other standards
regulating conditions across the entire spectrum of work-related issues.

The International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant,
Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers' Associations (IUF) is an
international federation of trade unions representing workers employed in

e agriculture and plantations

« the preparation and manufacture of food and beverages
« hotels, restaurants and catering services

« all stages of tobacco processing

The IUF is currently composed of 336 trade unions in 120 countries
representing a combined membership of over 12 million workers. The IUF
organizes workers throughout the global food chain or from “plough to plate”.
It is based in Geneva, Switzerland.
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FOREWORD

Agenda 21, the programme of action for the 21 century' adopted by
governments, intergovernmental organizations, major groups and other
stakeholders at the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED) 1992:

e enshrines the concept of sustainable agriculture and rural development
(SARD) in Agenda 21, Chapter 14, and the related Chapters 10 and 13
on management of land resources and sustainable mountain
development respectively;

e in Chapter 29 on Major Groups," commits to strengthen the role of
workers and trade unions in sustainable development.

Agenda 21, Chapter 14 on sustainable agriculture and rural development,
however, does not make explicit reference to waged agricultural workers or
the trade unions that represent and organize them. This chapter speaks of
“‘ensuring people’s participation and promoting human resource development
for sustainable development” and refers to the importance of promoting
“greater public awareness of the role of people's participation and people's
organizations, especially women's groups, youth, indigenous people, local
communities and small farmers, in sustainable agriculture and rural
development”; and the need “to strengthen and develop the management and
the internal capacities of rural people's organizations and extension services
and to decentralize decision-making to the lowest community level”. ' The
important role of trade unions in achieving sustainable development is
recognized in Chapter 29 of Agenda 21, on Strengthening the role of workers
and their trade unions in sustainable development. This chapter states that
“as representatives of the workers, trade unions are vital actors in facilitating
the achievement of sustainable development in view of their experience in
addressing industrial change, the extremely high priority they give to
protection of the working environment and the related natural environment”.?

Since waged agricultural workers make up such a significant segment of the
rural workforce, workers and their trade unions need to be recognized as
playing a vital role in sustainable agriculture and rural development as well as
in industrial change and in protecting the environment.

In spite of these commitments, the 450 million women and men who labour as
waged workers in agriculture, and who are at the heart of the commercial food
production system, have been largely overlooked to date. These waged
workers form over 40% of the world's agricultural labour force and, along with
their families, they are part of the core rural poor in many countries. Waged
agricultural workers do not own or rent the land on which they work, nor the
tools and equipment they use. In these respects, they are a group distinct

" Agenda 21. United Nations Division for Sustainable Development, New York, 1995. Website:
http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/agenda21.htm

" The Agenda 21 Major Groups, whose roles in sustainable development should be
strengthened, are: workers and their trade unions, farmers, business and industry, indigenous
people and their communities, women, youth, non-governmental organizations, the scientific
and technological community, and local authorities.



from farmers. Yet these workers remain invisible in terms of the goals,
policies, programmes and activities to eliminate poverty and to strengthen the
role of major civil society groups in promoting sustainable agriculture and rural
development (SARD), world food security (WFS), and sustainable
development (SD).

Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and
economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their
dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life. - FAO,
World Food Summit Plan of Action (1996).

At recent major international summits, governments, intergovernmental
organizations, trade unions, civil society organizations and other stakeholders
have reaffirmed their commitments to promote SARD, WFS and SD, and
linked these to the United Nations Millennium Goal of eradicating poverty and
hunger:

e At the World Summit on Sustainable Development 2002, these
stakeholders’ groups reaffirmed their commitment to the implementation of
Agenda 21 — globally and locally — and made recommendations to achieve
SARD in the Plan of Implementation;

e At the World Food Summit: Five Years Later 2002, commitments to ending
poverty and hunger and increasing world food security that were made at
the World Food Summit 1996 were reaffirmed.

A key challenge from these Summits is to ensure full recognition of waged
agricultural workers as a distinct occupational group; as workers who have
much to contribute to sustainable agriculture, sustainable development and
food security in terms of knowledge, skills and experience; and as a social
group who must be empowered to tackle the poverty in which many of them
live. The right of agricultural workers and small farmers to adequate food and
sustainable livelihoods can only be achieved as part of a package of ensuring
wider social and political rights. It is also important to recognize the role that
trade unions can play in responding to this challenge.

This Report has been jointly produced by two United Nations bodies — the
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the International Labour
Organization (ILO) in collaboration with a global trade union federation, the
International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering,
Tobacco and Allied Workers' Associations (IUF). It aims to provide
information, ideas, examples and suggestions to governments,
intergovernmental organizations, development agencies, banks and credit
institutions, trade bodies, the Major Groups and other stakeholders on how
they can help increase the contributions of waged agricultural workers" to

In this Report, for consistency, the word "worker” will be used uniquely to refer to employed
persons who receive some kind of “wage”, whilst the terms “workforce” or “labour force” will
be used to refer to workers, self-employed farmers and other types of rural self-employed
workers. The term “agricultural workers” is used in preference to “farmworkers” as it better
reflects the broad nature of plantations, horticulture, primary agricultural processing and fish-




sustainable agriculture” and rural development, world food security and
sustainable development.

SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE & RURAL DEVELOPMENT, SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT AND FOOD SECURITY

Sustainable agriculture and rural development are integral and necessary
components of sustainable development. Sustainable agriculture involves all
three pillars of development — economic, social and environmental. It cannot
be viewed merely or even primarily as farming systems that are technically
able to maintain or increase yields while conserving their natural resource
base. This is a common interpretation held by many international development
organizations and practitioners, but one in which the aspect of equity goals
tends to be forgotten. In practice, sustainable development, sustainable
agriculture and food security are similar and overlapping concepts. Promoting
both fo30d security and sustainable agriculture implies dealing with the same
issues”.

At the moment, however, these concepts are "buzzwords” which do not mean
anything to the vast majority of grassroots agricultural workers or even many
union officials and leaderships. The challenge is how to make these concepts
real for agricultural workers and their trade unions®.

Agriculture and rural development are sustainable when they are ecologically
sound, economically viable, socially just, culturally appropriate, humane and
based on a holistic scientific approach. SARD inherently addresses multiple
sectors encompassing not just agriculture, but also water, energy, health and
biodiversity. In the ten years since Rio when, in Agenda 21, Chapter 14 of the
section on SARD first outlined programmes and actions to enhance food
security in a sustainable way, the concept of SARD has evolved to include
social, institutional and economic sustainability, as well as environmental
sustainability. This means that sustainable agriculture and rural development
action programmes, including forestry, and fisheries must meet the nutritional
requirements and other human needs of present and future generations,
provide durable and decent employment, maintain and, where possible,
enhance the productive and regenerative capacity of the natural resource
base, reduce vulnerability and strengthen self-reliance.’

farming, and recognizes that waged agricultural workers form part of the larger rural
workforce.

" For the purpose of this Report, the term “agriculture” covers agricultural and forestry
activities carried out in agricultural undertakings (including plantations), including crop
production, forestry activities, animal husbandry and insect raising, the primary processing of
agricultural and animal products by or on behalf of the operator of the undertaking as well as
the use and maintenance of machinery, equipment, appliances, tools and agricultural
installations, including any process, storage, operation or transportation in an agricultural
undertaking, which are directly related to agricultural production. It is not an exclusive
definition and others may choose to define it differently.




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Report on Agricultural Workers and their Contribution to Sustainable
Agriculture and Rural Development focuses on the 450 million women and
men who are employed as waged agricultural workers, and who are at the
very heart of the food production system. Beyond forming the core of the rural
poor, this workforce is disadvantaged in other respects. It is among the most
socially vulnerable, the least organized into trade unions, is employed under
the poorest health, safety and environmental conditions, and is the least likely
to have access to effective forms of social security and protection.

The Report demonstrates that these waged agricultural workers - who
account for over 40% of the total agricultural workforce - remain largely
invisible to policy- and decision-makers in governments, agricultural and rural
development agencies, intergovernmental organizations, science and
research institutions, agricultural banks and credit institutions as well as to
many civil society organizations and groups. They remain unrecognised in
terms of goals, policies, programmes and activities to eliminate poverty, to
strengthen labour standards and human rights, and to strengthen the role of
civil society groups in promoting sustainable agriculture and rural
development (SARD) and world food security (WFS), as part of the general
process of sustainable development (SD).

They are hardly ever mentioned in United Nations documentation outside of
the International Labour Organization. If they are never mentioned:

e How can their needs as part of the core rural poor be assessed and
programmes to eradicate their poverty and hunger be developed?

e How can their basic human rights be ensured?

e How can their contributions actual and potential — to SARD, WFS and
SD be assessed and strengthened?

This Report has been jointly produced by the FAO, ILO and IUF to promote
recognition of this group of workers by policy- and decision makers. By
providing data on the size and composition of the waged workforce, and those
elements which are needed to ensure sustainable livelihoods for this
occupational group, the Report shows how waged workers are a major and
dynamic part of the agricultural workforce. Yet waged agricultural workers are
different from farmers and need specific attention and resources in order to
strengthen their role in sustainable agriculture. Farms and plantations cannot
become sustainable workplaces if waged workers do not achieve decent
employment and living conditions, and if they cannot participate in decisions
that affect their lives and workplaces.

The Report shows that waged workers, and the trade unions that organise
and represent them, already play important — if largely unacknowledged -
roles in sustainable agriculture and rural development, food security and
sustainable development. It argues that the contribution of agricultural workers
and their trade unions to making food production and food security
sustainable is potentially very large and virtually untapped. Agricultural
workers are a talented and motivated group of workers who, given proper
support, along with their trade unions, can work to improve their own



livelihoods and those of their communities, who can help ensure food safety
and security for the wider community, and who can help put agriculture on a
truly sustainable footing - economically, socially and environmentally.

The Report also recognises that waged agricultural workers and small farmers
have many similar needs as well as common concerns related to food
security, and sustainable agriculture and rural development. This is
particularly the case for farmers who depend on wage income on a regular
basis. Common needs and interests include:

e Fighting poverty: both waged agricultural workers and small farmers
and their families form the core of the world’s poor;

¢ Right of freedom of association and to form their own independent
organizations; both groups would be able to articulate their concerns
and needs more effectively by creating organisations such as trade
unions;

¢ Improving health, safety and environmental conditions on farms and
plantations: both groups work in one of the three most dangerous
occupations globally.

The Report notes, however, that wage-dependent smallholders, despite
representing a large share of farmers, are rarely addressed by agricultural
programmes targeted at small farmers. Beyond livelihoods diversification and
support to micro-enterprises, the need to increase smallholders' wages and
improve working conditions is rarely taken into account in poverty eradication
programmes and strategies.

The Report argues that as rural employment becomes increasingly
casualized, the distinction between waged agricultural workers and the rest of
the rural working population becomes less and less clear-cut. As a result,
waged agricultural workers have become potential allies of disadvantaged
rural groups such as small, subsistence farmers, tenants and sharecroppers,
the unemployed and the landless. They are engaged in similar activities,
share the same environment and often come from the same household.
Although there are sometimes tensions and conflicts between these different
actors, relations based on solidarity and mutual support can be developed as
their interests converge to tackle common problems.

Part | of the Report looks in detail at the women and men who make up over
40% of the agricultural workforce. The women and men labour in the fields,
orchards, glasshouses, livestock units and primary processing facilities to
produce the world’s food and fibres. They are waged workers, and distinct
from farmers, because they do not own or rent the land on which they work
nor the tools and equipment they use. They are employed on small- and
medium-sized farms, including family farms, as well as large industrialized
farms and plantations.

They work for some kind of 'wage' which can include payment 'in kind', under
a variety of work arrangements, defined by a farmer, farming or plantation
company, or agricultural contractor or subcontractor. These work
arrangements are not always recognised as employment relationships, and
often entail relationships of subordination and dependency. As a result, waged



agricultural workers lack many rights and access to social protection, thereby
increasing the vulnerability.

Even though the agricultural workforce as a whole is shrinking as more and
more small farmers leave the land, the number of waged agricultural workers
is growing in absolute and relative terms in most regions of the world. The
number of waged women workers is also rapidly increasing (they already
account on average for 20-30% of the waged workforce). Therefore, gender
differentiated will become increasingly important for the waged workforce.

Waged agricultural workers may be full-time, seasonal, temporary or casual,
migrants, indigenous workers, or piece-rate workers, or a combination of
these. Sadly, child labourers, employed as cheap labour, also form part of the
“‘waged” workforce. Over 173 million children, under 18 years of age, work in
many of the poorest paid and often dangerous tasks. Many small farmers are
also 'wage-dependent’, working regularly on farms or plantations to
supplement their basic incomes. In reality, they are part waged worker, part
farmer though this condition is frequently overlooked in agricultural
development policies and poverty elimination programmes.

In Part ll, the Report examines what employers, governments, agricultural
and rural development agencies, intergovernmental organizations, science
and research institutions, agricultural banks and credit institutions, civil society
organizations and others must do to improve the social, economic and
environmental well-being of waged agricultural workers.

Examples of how waged agricultural workers, as workers and as citizens, are
already contributing to SARD, food security and sustainable development are
provided in Part lll. It describes how trade unions support waged agricultural
workers and help to increase their contributions. The examples demonstrate
how workers and trade unions are meeting the challenges through new forms
of interaction, cooperation, and partnerships.

The Report concludes with a set of recommendations, some of which are
specifically addressed to the FAO and ILO, to ensure that conditions of decent
work and fair employment prevail in agricultural industries, and that basic
human rights in this sector are respected. Implementing these
recommendations would help to promote sustainable agriculture and rural
development by ensuring that waged workers, along with small farmers, can
feed and clothe themselves and their families, and produce good quality, safe
and affordable food for communities and consumers worldwide.



PART I: WAGED AGRICULTURAL WORKERS
WHO ARE THEY?"

Waged agricultural workers are the women and men who labour in the crop
fields, orchards, glasshouses, livestock units, and primary processing facilities
to produce the world's food and fibres. They are employed on small- and
medium-sized farms as well as large industrialized farms and plantations.
They are waged workers because they do not own or rent the land on which
they work nor the tools and equipment they use and so are a group distinct
from farmers.

Such workers do not form a homogeneous group. Their terms and conditions
of employment vary tremendously, creating diverse categories: permanent
(full-time) agricultural workers; temporary or casual agricultural workers;
seasonal agricultural workers; migrant agricultural workers, piece-rate
workers; or workers receiving some form of 'in-kind' payment. There are also
many indigenous agricultural workers who are part of the employed workforce.
Agricultural workers work for some kind of 'wage', whether cash payment, in
kind payment, or a combination of these. They work within an employment
relationship, be it with a farmer, farming or plantation company, or labour
contractor or sub-contractor.’

The demand for agricultural labour fluctuates with the seasons and this is
reflected in the nature of the workforce. Hours of work tend to be extremely
long during planting and harvesting, with shorter hours at off-peak times.
During rush periods, field work can go from dawn to dusk, with transport time
to and from the fields in addition. The intensity of the work offers little chance
for rest breaks; the length of the working day offers insufficient time for
recuperation. Payment systems can exacerbate this situation. As minimum
wages tend to be low or non-existent for agricultural workers in general and
many casual, temporary or seasonal workers are paid at least in part on a
piece work basis — i.e. per kilo of crop picked, row weeded, or hectare
sprayed, there is a strong financial incentive for them to extend their working
time to the maximum so as to enhance their earnings.

Much agricultural work is by its nature physically demanding, involving long
periods of standing, stooping, bending, and carrying out repetitive movements
in awkward body positions. The risk of accidents is increased by fatigue,
poorly designed tools, difficult terrain, exposure to the elements and poor
general health. Even when technological change has brought about a
reduction in the physical drudgery of agricultural work, it has introduced new
risks, notably associated with the use of sophisticated machinery and the
intensive use of chemicals often without appropriate safety measures,
information and training. Unsurprisingly, the level of fatal and serious

¥ Although the various categories of the agricultural workforce and the organizations that
represent them have distinguishing features, there is a certain amount of overlap among
them. Many of the concepts presented here are working definitions drawn from the definitions
used by the organizations that are represented and have contributed to this Report. They
reflect the present state of debate.



accidents and iliness is high. Yet, agricultural workers are among the least
well protected in terms of access to health care, workers’ compensation, long-
term disability insurance and survivors’ benefits.

Full-time (permanent) workers

Full-time, permanent agricultural workers receive more job security, relatively
higher wages, better housing and better health and work benefits than do
other waged agricultural workers. However, this does not mean that such
workers are well-paid, relative to the average wage levels in a given country.
Wages in rural areas, both in cash terms and in real terms, are generally
lower than in cities, and the hours of work are longer.

Many full-time workers in agriculture live on or below the poverty line.
Permanent contracts are the least common form of contract and their share in
total agricultural employment has been declining in most countries’. There is a
trend away from full-time employment to more casual and seasonal
employment, often referred to as the "casualization" or "flexibilization" of
employment, with little or no social protection.

Casual, temporary and seasonal workers

The majority of waged agricultural workers in most developing countries and
in some developed countries are employed on a seasonal and often a casual
or temporary basis. Casual work refers to those employed and paid at the end
of each day worked or on a task basis. Temporary work refers to those
employed for a specific but limited period of time. Most seasonal, casual or
temporary workers do not receive any form of social security or
unemployment benefit, holidays with pay, or sickness or maternity leave.
Indeed, many full-time waged agricultural earners lack these same benéefits.

An increasing number of women workers are employed as casual or
temporary workers. Furthermore, jobs are often classed as casual or
temporary even if there is in reality continuous employment. The practice of
rotating individual workers so as to deny them the benefit of permanent
employment status is also quite prevalent.®

In the cut flower industry, for example, data provided by the Ugandan National
Union of Plantation and Agricultural Workers® affirms that the majority of
casual workers are women. Over 70% of this workforce is casually employed
without job security and other benefits such as annual leave. The women
workers are mostly employed in harvesting and in the grading sections. A full-
time worker is paid a total package of 70,000 Uganda shillings ($35 US) per
month while a casual worker earns 1,500 Uganda shillings per day (75 cents
US). The trend towards casual and temporary labour is encouraged by,
amongst other factors, unpredictable weather conditions, unstable market
demand for produce, and labour laws which require that certain benefits, such
as notice pay, leave allowances, and medical attention, be provided to
seasonal and permanent employees.

To counter this development towards casual and temporary labour, unions in
the plantation sector in many countries such as, for example, Kenya, have
worked to include provisions in collective bargaining agreements limiting the
length of time during which employees may be engaged on a seasonal,
casual or temporary basis."®



Migrant workers

Migrant workers are found in all types of employment relationships as casual,
temporary, seasonal or even full-time workers. They may be migrant workers
from a different part of a country, or foreign workers. Wherever they come
from, migrant workers are always heavily disadvantaged in terms of pay,
social protection, housing and medical protection.

Globalization and structural adjustment have transformed agriculture in many
countries into an export-oriented sector heavily dependent on migrant labour.
According to a trade union consultation on Irregular Migration and Human
Trafficking in Europe, 2003, it is essentially the power of the large
supermarket chains that forces farmers to produce at very low cost. Farmers
respond to the pressure by decreasing their labour costs, thus passing the
burden on to the workers. Low pay and status for hard work is not attractive
for the national workforce. Therefore farmers rely increasingly on migrant
labour. In some areas, as in the Almeria region of Spain, more than 90% of
workers in agriculture are immigrants."’

Labour migration is one of the major consequences of growing work flexibility,
casual employment, low pay, bad working conditions and poverty. This labour
mobility is very significant throughout the world."?

The migrant labour force often consists in reality of whole families, although
formally only the head of the family is employed. In many countries, children
of migrant and seasonal workers work next to their parents but do not figure
on the payroll. As much work is paid on a "piece-rate" basis, migrant and
seaso?sal workers need their children to work in order to achieve a living
wage.

Indigenous rural workers

Indigenous agricultural workers form part of the agricultural workforce in many
countries. Having been forced off their own lands, they often end up as
agricultural workers, usually under poor employment and working conditions.

In many countries in Latin America, for example, the living and working
conditions of indigenous workers and their families are below the average for
workers belonging to what is referred to as the “predominant society”,
including non-indigenous rural workers. These differences are evident in
access to education, social security, levels of trade union membership,
salaries and occupational health and safety."

Lack of standardization of definitions of categories of workers

These categories of waged workers often overlap. The lack of standardization
of definitions impacts on accurate calculation of the number of workers. For
example, farmers in the Western Cape, South Africa, employ women workers
differentiated between permanent, seasonal and temporary or casual workers.
However, definitions of permanent workers differed greatly and many farmers
defined casual workers as seasonal and vice versa. There was in fact little
consistency in terms from farm to farm, or within a sector or region."

10



Wage-dependent small farmers

Many small farmers regularly work on a farm or plantation for part of the year
to supplement their meagre incomes. Their annual income depends on waged
work as a regular source of revenue. In reality, they are part farmer/part
waged worker. A 1998 study of the Mexican agricultural labour market, for
example, estimated that as many as 4.8 million farmers, forming 78.3% of the
rural lgbour force, were engaged as waged workers for at least part of the
year.

This phenomenon of wage-dependent smallholders, though well-known, rarely
forms part of agricultural programmes to empower small farmers. The need to
increase smallholders' wages and improve working conditions is rarely taken
into account in poverty eradicatio