
 
    

Food and regulation 
 

Supermarkets today boast of bringing fresh fruit and vegetables straight to their 
shelves from the farms and fields. Consumers expect perfectly clean, sparkling 
produce as a matter of course. But how often do shoppers really think about the 
circumstances in which their produce was picked? 
 
Behind the scenes, thousands of agricultural workers, some employed only on a 
seasonal or casual basis, work to meet customers’ expectations. The agricultural 
and horticultural industries have for many decades depended on casual labour, 
often to meet peak seasonal demands.  
 
Women’s work 
 
Traditionally, these temporary roles mainly involved picking fruit and vegetable 
crops. These roles were also often filled by women, who were supplementing 
their family’s income. The need for female agricultural workers was also 
heightened during World War II, after conscription left a gap in the male labour 
force. During the period 1939 – 1944, the number of agricultural workers 
actually increased from 607,000 to 741,000, thanks to organisations such as the 
Land Army which recruited female labour for the agricultural communities. 
These workers became known as the ‘Land Girls’. 
 
Student workers 
 
The rise in employment opportunities for women elsewhere prompted the 
introduction of migrant worker schemes such as the Student Agricultural 
Workers Scheme (SAWS). The current scheme originates from the immediate 
post war years when the government sought to facilitate the movement of 
young people across Europe to work on the land. The numbers involved in such 
schemes have risen steadily over the decades: the June 2001 census of 
agriculture and horticulture reveals that the sector accommodates 64,000 
seasonal and casual workers (some 34% of those employed in total) with the 
majority of these being migrant workers.  
 
Gang masters 
 
As well as schemes such as SAWS, ‘gang-masters’ play an important role in 
meeting the demand for casual workers, since workers often cannot be recruited 
directly or from local areas. The gang-master will find and employ the labour, 
and might be responsible for both the transportation and accommodation of this 
labour. 
 
The transient nature of seasonal and casual agricultural employment has created 
a number of opportunities for abuse and negligence on the part of these gang-
masters and even some farmers. In February 2004, 19 migrants workers from 
China died while cockle picking in Morecombe Bay. It emerged that the workers 
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were working at night and were trapped by the tides. Cockle picking is 
estimated to be worth £8 million to the Morecombe area alone, though the 
migrant workers see little of this money – their employers are only obliged to 
pay them a minimum wage of £5.35 an hour, though some receive as little as 
£9 per bag picked. As a consequence of the tragedy at Morecombe, Labour MP 
Jim Sheridan called for all gang-masters, an estimated 3000 in the UK, to be 
licensed and regulated. 
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