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Thirty years ago, I presented a paper entitled Seasonal Workers in France and 

Switzerland: West Europe’s Braceros at a Council on European Studies conference in 

Washington, DC.  To my knowledge that was the first paper written by an American social 

scientist about post-World War II seasonal foreign labor policies in West Europe.  As suggested 

by the title, I thought that such policies warranted careful scrutiny by Americans engaged, then 

as now, in debates over the pros and cons of temporary foreign worker policies.  I still do. 

About a decade later, I wrote more extensively about the two cases at the behest of the 

Commission on Agricultural Workers.  That paper and my testimony are a matter of public 

record. 

Several years ago, somewhat to my surprise, I received a request for copies of my 

writings about the two cases from an official at the Mexican Ministry of Labor who was tasked 

with monitoring social science research about international migration.  I subsequently received 

an invitation to speak about the two cases at the Ministry of Labor in Mexico City.  Assisted by a 

battery of interpreters, I spoke and answered questions for at least three hours.  The dialogue 

involved the history of Mexican labor migration to the US as much as it did the history of 

seasonal workers in France and Switzerland. 

Here is the gist of what I had to say that evening.  Reflection upon seasonal foreign 

worker policies in Europe should matter to Americans and Mexicans because of underlying 

similarities between the contexts of temporary foreign worker policies on the two sides of the 

Atlantic.  In terms of broader post-World War II foreign labor migration history in Europe, 

French and Swiss seasonal worker policies pale in numerical significance to other specific types 

of foreign worker admissions, such as guestworker admissions to the Federal Republic of 

Germany.  And, from the 1940s to the 1980s, seasonal workers comprised a far larger percentage 
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of all foreign workers in Switzerland than they did in France. By definition, seasonal foreign 

workers are admitted to provide temporary services of labor for less than one year and then are 

required to repatriate.  Guestworkers in Germany could renew their residency and employment 

permits without returning home.  I do not think the two types of foreign worker policies should 

be conflated as is frequently done. 

The vast bulk of seasonal foreign workers in France are admitted for agricultural work.  

In the Swiss case, only a minority of seasonal workers were admitted for farm labor.  Most 

worked in construction, hotels and restaurants.  Nevertheless, study of both cases is particularly 

germane to Mexicans and Americans because foreign workers are admitted to provide temporary 

services of labor in democratic settings.  Some social science theorists, of course, regard the US 

and now the EU as constituting a kind of transatlantic polity, even if not formally recognized as 

such. 

Questions then follow: How were European seasonal foreign worker policies 

administered?  Were they successful?  Were the policies in any way problematic?  Turns out they 

became quite controversial in some ways similar to why bracero-style temporary foreign worker 

admissions in US-Mexico history became controversial.  These observations ought to have 

bearing if history matters at all to public policy analysis and debate. 

My intent here is not to reprise what I wrote about French and Swiss seasonal worker 

policies from 1945 to 1990.  Those histories can be quickly summarized.  French and Swiss 

seasonal foreign worker admissions policies appeared largely unproblematic until the 1960s.  In 

the Swiss case, concerns about the legal status afforded largely Italian seasonal workers began to 

be voiced by the early 1960s by pro-migrant organizations including trade unions, Italian 

associations and religious groups.  Eventually, Italian government officials also voiced criticism 
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about the hardships experienced by seasonal workers and their families.  Immediate family 

members of seasonal workers could visit but some overstayed.  Illegally resident children of 

seasonal workers often overstayed and their education became a concern. 

A Swiss-Italian bilateral accord regulated the admission of seasonal workers.  By 1964, 

the Italian government succeeded in renegotiating the bilateral accord and modifying it to enable 

Italian seasonal workers to adjust to year-round status after five consecutive seasons of 

employment.  That status also allowed seasonal workers to be joined by their immediate families 

for year-round legal residency.  The Italian government parlayed its membership in the European 

Community, Switzerland’s most important trading partner, into diplomatic influence that 

changed an unsatisfactory status quo.  Swiss conservatives reacted strongly when news of the 

outcome of the secret renegotiations was announced.  This led to the anti-Ueberfremdung 

campaign, a movement to reduce foreign worker admissions to Switzerland, and a series of 

national referenda designed to force the federal government to reduce foreign worker 

admissions.  None of the referenda succeeded.  But the federal government began to cap annual 

admissions of seasonal foreign workers and then to gradually reduce those admissions. 

By the 1980s and 1990s, the anti-Ueberfremdung referenda had given way to a series of 

referenda seeking abolishment of seasonal foreign worker status as incompatible with human 

rights.  These referenda also were unsuccessful.  But the federal government continued to curtail 

admissions of seasonal foreign workers.  By the twenty-first century, seasonal foreign worker 

admissions to Switzerland had been nearly phased out.  Some seasonal foreign worker 

admissions from Central and Eastern European states that joined the EU on May 1, 2004 were 

expected on the basis of the EU-Switzerland treaty.  But, in 2006, a senior Swiss official 
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expected a total phase-out of seasonal foreign worker admissions at the end of the transition 

period foreseen in the EU-Swiss treaty. 

In France, migration-related public policies in general did not become problematic until 

the late 1960s and early 1970s.  Most of the several hundred thousands of seasonal workers 

worked in agriculture in the Midi, Southern France.  There were distinctive groups of seasonal 

foreign workers, largely Spanish grape pickers encountered problems and issues but nothing 

compared to North African seasonal workers who were mainly Moroccans and Tunisians.  The 

latter encountered a great deal of prejudice and racism, which became deadly in the early 1970s.  

Leftist French trade unions and political parties began to critique French seasonal labor 

admissions.  A special concern involved faux saisonniers, seasonal foreign workers who in fact 

illegally worked year-round. 

How extensive the faux saisonnier population became cannot be determined.  However, 

seasonal foreign workers began to demonstrate and march to gain legalization.  Legalization of 

illegally resident foreign workers had been routine until a 1972 governmental decree.  

Thereafter, seasonal foreign workers would figure importantly in a long wave of protests 

designed to secure legalizations.  These protests contributed to the politicization of immigration 

issues, inclusive of seasonal foreign worker admissions, in the 1970s.  Significantly, admissions 

of seasonal foreign workers were not immediately affected by the foreign labor recruitment stop 

declared by the French government in 1974. 

Throughout the 1970s, criticism of seasonal foreign worker status became routine in 

leftist trade union and political circles.  In 1981, the French Left came to power for the first time 

in the history of the Fifth Republic which began in 1958.  The new government began to change 

the administrative procedures through which French employers obtained permission to employ 
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seasonal workers.  It also authorized a legalization which eventually was opened up to seasonal 

foreign workers. 

Over the 1980s, admissions of seasonal workers declined from 120,400 in 1980 to 58,200 

in 1990.  Many seasonal workers benefited from periodic legalizations as during the 1970s. 

French Seasonal labor policy 1990-2009: 
Towards phaseout? 
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