
The agricultural systems of Greece, 
Italy, and Spain produce many of 
the fresh fruits and vegetables con-
sumed by local residents and North-
ern Europeans. Most farms are small 
and farmers are aging, but there are 
also large farms that hire foreign 
workers to produce fruits and veg-
etables, such as the “sea of plastic” 
covering fruit and vegetable farms in 
southeastern Spain. 

The foreign workers employed on 
large farms often earn low wages 
and some live in poor housing.     

The Italian government in June 2020 
launched a legalization program to 
allow unauthorized foreigners in Italy 
before March 8, 2020, and employed 
in agriculture and fishing, to obtain 
work permits if their employers apply 
on their behalf and pay E500 in fees. 
Unauthorized foreigners who were 
legal before November 1, 2019, and 
whose residence permits expired, 
can apply for six-month residence 
permits if they worked in agriculture 
in 2019.
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Immigrants are becoming integral 
members of rural communities in 
areas with poor soil and sheep and 
goat agriculture. Migration, Agri-
culture and Rural Development 
argues that immigration is good for 
the backwater agricultural areas of 
Greece, Italy, and Spain, since they 
preserve rural communities that 
might otherwise fade away as local 
youth move away for education and 
opportunity.

The book includes summaries of the 
evolution and current status of farm 
labor in Greece, Italy, and Spain as 
well as a chapter on sheep farming 
in mountains and islands with poor 
soil.  One rule of thumb is that the 
highest quality land supports crop 
farming, followed by cattle, sheep 
and goats, and nature in the areas 
with poorer soils. 

The agro-pastoral areas of the Med-
iterranean have a third of the EU’s 
sheep and two-thirds of its goats. 
Sheep milk production is rising, but 
sheep milk prices fell after 2015, 
especially in Italy and Spain, leading 
to a cost-price squeeze for farmers 
and immigrant shepherds, mostly 
men between 25 and 40 from Roma-
nia, Morocco, and Albania.

Migration, Agriculture and Rural 
Development concludes that “rural 
areas are the sites of exodus, popu-
lation decline, economic crisis, and 
land abandonment or social exploita-
tion…[as well as] the space for auton-
omy, peasant agriculture, multifunc-
tionality, diversity, and resilience...
[that need] inclusive and fair devel-
opment that account for the needs 
and the capacities of all actors, 
including immigrant communities.”

About 12% of employment in Greece is in agriculture, 
versus 4% in Italy and Spain



In Italy, the share of foreigners among hired farm workers tripled to over 35% 
between 2000 and 2013
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Fig. 2.3 Foreign workers in Italian agriculture (years 2000-2013). 
(Source: own elaboration on INEA data 2014)

In 2013, over half of hired farm workers were foreign-born in Greece, 
compared with 37% in Italy and 24% in Spain



Romanian shepherd in the Veneto region of Italy (photo credit Nori) 
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