
 

1 

 

"Temporary migrant workers and ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ flexible labour market: shifting policy narratives 
and regulatory rebalancing" 

 
Dr Sam Scott 

Department of Geography, University of Liverpool, UK  
(sam.scott@liverpool.ac.uk) 

 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
Since 1997 an estimated 1.1 million migrants have entered the UK, with a significant 
proportion filling vacancies in low-ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ΨŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΣ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 
ŘƛǊǘȅΩ ǿƻǊƪΦ aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ; with migrants finding employment through 
highly fragmented and localised networks of employment agencies (the UK has one of the 
largest but most fragmented agency sectors in Europe). This paper considers how migration 
policy narratives have shifted and how the location of labour market regulation has changed 
in light of the above. In the first part of the paper we discuss two shifts: 1) the managed 
economic migration policy of the Home Office (which re-legitimated low-status labour 
migration into the UK from around 2000); and 2) the geographical specificity of this policy 
(which legitimated low-status migrants from within the EU). These shifts were part of a 
political-economic consensus involving an acceptance of the need for low-status temporary 
migrant workers in the UK to: ensure competitiveness; increase labour market flexibility; 
control inflation; and underpin economic growth. The consensus effectively legitimated a new 
range of pro-migration policy narratives, which in turn impacted upon the regulation of 
migration. In the second part of the paper we examine the regulatory impact and argue that 
there has been a symbolic if not yet substantive ΨǊŜōŀƭŀƴŎƛƴƎΩΦ ²Ŝ suggest that the 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǇǊŜ-occupation with supply-side regulation (directed towards 
controlling ǘƘŜ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘΩ) has reduced as the need for more generic demand-side 
control (ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΩ of generally, but not exclusively, temporary 
migrant workers) has increased. In the third part of the paper, two regulators of agency 
employment in the UK are profiled to examine this rebalancing: the Gangmasters Licensing 
Authority (GLA) and the Employment Agencies Standards Inspectorate (EASI).1 The paper 
concludes by examining whether or not the regulatory rebalancing is as progressive as it 
might first appear and raises important questions over the extent to which the UK remains a 
ΨƭƛƎƘǘ-ǘƻǳŎƘΩ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ.  

 
  

                                                
1
 The GLA is a ónon-departmental public bodyô (ndpb), with Defra its sponsoring department. The GLA is set to be 
moved to the HSE in 2009, following the óHampton Reviewô, which is a ndpb under the auspices of the DWP. The EASI 

is based within the DTI (now BERR). 
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A. Introduction 
Since 1997 an estimated 1.1 million migrants have entered the UK, with a significant 
proportion filling vacancies in low-ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ΨŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎΣ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 
ŘƛǊǘȅΩ ǿƻǊƪΦ aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΤ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
highly fragmented and localised networks of employment agencies. Box 1 reviews the key 
characteristics of the agency sector in the UK.  
 
The paper considers how the UK government has developed regulatory tools to protect 
flexible migrant workers from unscrupulous employment agencies (also termed gangmasters, 
labour market intermediaries, and labour providers). It is divided into three substantive 
sections. First, we chart the shift in migration policy that over recent years has re-legitimised 
low-status labour migration to the UK: we characterise this shift as a ƳƻǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ ΨǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ 
ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨȊŜǊƻ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƻ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ {ŜŎƻƴŘΣ ǿŜ 
chart the related change in the location of government regulation as it seeks to protects the 
rights of the increasing number of legal low-status temporary migrant workers in the UK: we 
characterise this as ŀ ΨǊŜōŀƭŀƴŎƛƴƎΩ ƻŦ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ-side to the demand-side. 
Third, and in light of this rebalancing, we examine the operation of the two agency regulators 
in the UK: the Gangmasters Licensing Authority and the Employment Agencies Standards 
Inspectorate (EASI). The paper concludes by questioning the extent to which the regulatory 
trends identified are genuinely progressive in the sense of undermining the long-standing 
ΨƭƛƎƘǘ-ǘƻǳŎƘΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y.  

 

BOX 1: THE UK AGENCY SECTOR 

 ...is the largest agency sector in Europe (EFILWC, 2006: 6) 

 ...is worth an estimated £25 billion (Demos, 2007: 26-27) 

 ...involves at least 13,000 companies (REC, 2006: 5). 

 ...has increased four-fold in size since 1994 (Demos, 2007: 26-27)  

 ...deals with 1.2 million temporary workers per week (down from a peak of 1.5 million in 
2003-04) and 700,000 permanent workers (REC, 2007) 

 ...is largely based on temporary work placements: which account for 87% of business 
(REC, 2006: 4). 

 ...is the largest temporary agency sector in the EU: accounting for around one-third of all 
temporary agency employment (Demos, 2007: 10)  

 ...has one of the most fragmented temporary agency sectors in the EU with a significant 
proportion of small, local operators (see Figure 1) forming the bottom-end of a two-tier 
sector (Coe et al., 2007) 

 ...is increasingly migrant-dominated: in the UK food industry, for example, one is now 
άΦΦΦmore likely to encounter a gangmaster in the UK employing Eastern and Central 
European workers, than a gangmaster employing indigenous workers (Geddes et al., 
2007: 90). Table 1 and Figure 2 indicate the extent of this migrant worker presence within 
the UK gangmaster industry: with Polish, Portuguese and Lithuanians the three main 
nationalities 

 ...has been subject historically to light-touch regulation when compared to other EU 
member states (EFILWC, 2006: 22Σ нтύ ŀƴŘ ǎƛǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƻƴŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŦǊŜŜǎǘ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ 
(DEMOS, 2007: 10) 
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Figure 1: The structure of agency sectors in the EU, 2005 

Source: Adecco Institute 
 

 
Figure 2: The nationality of Gangmaster-supplied labour 
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Table 1: The nationality of Gangmaster-supplied labour  

Nationality of Gang Workers 
Proportion of 
Gangmasters 

Only British workers employed 9% 

Only migrant workers employed 23% 

Only Polish workers employed 8% 

Some Polish workers employed 82% 

Some Lithuanian workers employed 45% 

Some Portuguese workers employed  27% 

 
B. The new (old) political-economic consensus 

From the mid-1970s until the late 1990s UK migration policy narratives centred on the need 
for Ψterritorial controlΩ ŀƴŘ ΨȊŜǊƻ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ: manifest in the restrictions placed upon low-
status labour migrants during this time. There were some limited exceptions ς for instance 
the seasonal agricultural schemes that allowed foreign workers into the UK at times of peak 
demand ς but these were exceptions. ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƛƳ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƻΥ άǘƻ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ 
ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅ ƻǊ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳέ όIƻƳŜ 
Office, 1994). 
 
CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мффлǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ 
miƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ !s part of this, it was recognised that the UK needed migrants to fill job vacancies 
at the bottom-end of the labour market. A key Home Office report noted in 2001 that 
άΧǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǳƴǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŀǘ all skill levels in the labour markeǘέ όDƭƻǾŜǊ et al., 
2001: 50). This was followed in 2006 by a similar recognition when the Home Office, in a 
survey of employers, noted how they now: άǇƭŀŎŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ƭƻǿ-skilled 
ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎέ ό5ŜƴŎƘ et al., 2006: vi). Reports by the Government Actuaries Department (GAD, 
2004) and HM Treasury (2002) in the intervening years demonstrate the pervasiveness of this 
narrative shift. 
 
There was also a growing awareness that industry had acted faster than government on this, 
and that certain low-status sectors were becoming structurally dependent on migrant 
ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩΦ A HR Manager we interviewed at a multi-
national food processing company remembered ƘƻǿΥ ά!ǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ (in the late 1990s) it 
seemed that there were no real alternatives, and there were no real options for reputable 
ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎέ όIw aŀƴŀƎŜǊ, Eastern England, August 2007). The plea by the CBI that άōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ 
ƴŜŜŘǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ό/.LΣ нллрύ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎǿŜƭƭ ƻŦ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ǘhat built up in the 
UK from the late 1990s for low-status workers.  
 
This caused a major dilemma: the UK Home Office was facing the growing phenomenon of 
ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ to ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ, at the same time as UK 
business was growing increasingly dependent upon migrants to perform jobs that were too 
ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ǇŀƛŘ ŀƴŘκ ƻǊ ǘƻƻ ΨŘƛǊǘȅΣ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ-born workforce. 
There was, very simply, a clash between the logic of business and the long-running policy 
narrative of government. What eventually emerged, as a result of this clash, was a dual 
migration pƻƭƛŎȅ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ΨǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ. Government and business 
came to the conclusion that Ψmanaged migrationΩ ς at all skill levels ς was the best solution to 
ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǘŀŎƪƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ 
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The government-business consensus underpinning the narrative shift had a distinct 
geographical shape to it. It emerged at the same time as a long-running process of EU 
enlargement was coming to fruition. In May 2004 ten new states joined the EU, with two 
more becoming members in January 2007. The growth of the EU from 15 to 27 countries 
effectively signalled a huge expansion in the boundaries of legal labour migration. The UK, 
given the political-economic context summarised above, welcomed this expansion and the 
ƳƛƎǊŀǘƻǊȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘ ¢ƻƴȅ .ƭŀƛǊΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ 
transitional restrictions ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ψ!уΩ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ όtƻƭŀƴŘΣ 9ǎǘƻƴƛŀΣ [ŀǘǾƛŀΣ [ƛǘƘǳŀƴƛŀΣ /ȊŜŎƘ 
Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia) was an exceptional one: only Ireland and Sweden did 
likewise.2 
 
The UK labour market, after May 1st 2004, was opened up to millions of foreign workers who 
could fill the now widely-known-about vacancies in low-status sectors of the economy 
(hospitality, agriculture, construction, cleaning, care-ǿƻǊƪύΦ ¢ƻƴȅ .ƭŀƛǊΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ŦǊŜŜ 
movement of workers not only opened the door to European migrant workers (of all skill 
levels), it also led to possibly the largest de-facto regularisation process the UK has ever 
seen.3 Thousands of eastern European workers moved out of the informal economy overnight 
to become ΨlegalΩ as a result of EU enlargement: between 30% and 60% of A8 migrants 
recorded as entering the UK after May 2004 are believed to have already been working in the 
country prior to EU enlargement (Bijak et al., 2004; Home Office, 2004). Thus, government 
finally caught up with industry and in ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ǿŀǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ 
migration and also in control of the economy. These two factors are possibly the most 
important issues used by voters to judge the competence of government and, with an 
election looming in 2005, one can see why the migration policy narrative shifted in the way it 
did and at the time it did.   
 
The situation described above is not new. In the 1950s, 60s and early 70s there was a similar 
consensus between government and business that underpinned an era ƻŦ ΨƳŀǎǎΩ European 
migration: from Turkey, Yugoslavia and Greece to Germany; from the Maghreb, Spain, Italy 
and Portugal to France; and from the Caribbean, Indian sub-continent and Ireland to the UK. 
What is new is the workplace context ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ migrants enter.  
 
There is once crucial dimension of difference here that we want to identify. In the post-war 
era, low-status labour migrants came to the UK and there was an expectation that they would 
eventually return home. In most cases this did not happen. This same temporary expectation 
has been transferred onto recent arrivals from eastern Europe. Furthermore, these arrivals 
also have an additional temporary dimension: those employed in low-status occupations 
generally find work through agencies and this work is temporary and/ or highly precarious. 
There are, then, two temporary dimensions to contemporary labour migration to the UK 
where in the past there was one. In fact, the reason migrants are so attractive to employers 
at the bottom-end of the UK labour ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ Ψŀǎ ŀƴŘ 
ǿƘŜƴ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΩ with employment agencies vital in ensuring this flexibility.  
 

                                                
2
 The Home office estimated prior to May 2004 that between 5,000-13,000 eastern European migrant workers would arrive in 

the UK per annum. 
3
 The most notable feature of the UK in this respect is that it has not, unlike many other EU member states, sought to formally 

regularise so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ όǎŜŜΥ D!hΣ нллсύ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǾŜǊȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ό[ŜǾƛƴǎƻƴΣ нллрύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ 
estimated to be over 500,000 irregular migrants (and one would assume workers: how else would these people feed and clothe 
themselves?) in the UK. Although the calculations used to arrive at this estimate have been questioned (cf. Dorling, 2007; Jandl, 
2004; Woodbridge, 2005), no-one would deny that there are large numbers of workers in the UK living outside formal state 
institutions. 
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With post-war labour migrants the expectation was that they would only stay as long as the 
economy was buoyant with contracts ΨtemporaryΩ to serve the interests of business. John 
Berger and Jean Mohr capture this in their classic text of the time Ψ! {ŜǾŜƴǘƘ aŀƴΩΥ  
άWhat distinguishes this migration from others in the past is that it is temporary. Only a 
minority of workers are permitted to settle permanently in the country to which they 
have come. Their work contracts are usually for one year, or, at the most, two. The 
migrant worker comes to sell his labour power where there is a labour shortage...It is 
not men who immigrate but machine-menders, sweepers, diggers, cement mixers, 
cleaners, drillers, etc...Governments and multi-national corporations plan their policies 
on a global scale, and the advantages for capitalism of worker migration being 
ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜέ ό.ŜǊƎŜǊ and Mohr, 1975: 58, 111) 

Over three decades on, .ŜǊƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ aƻƘǊΩǎ notion of the ΨǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΩ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ ƴƻǿ 
looks relatively permanent: 
άWe use 200 agency staff to top-up during busy periods with 26 languages spoken on-
site. Now the traditional model of factory employment involved workers on a Monday 
to Friday 8am to 4pm, or 9am to 5pm contract, with the prospect of weekend over-
time. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŜƪ ƻǳǊ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ 
never meet the demand on Sunday: which meant a back-log into the new week. To 
survive, we needed to be flexible in the way we worked and turn ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ Ψon and offΩ as 
quickly as the sun comes out. In our industry (salad produce) the weather drives 
demand...Demand is not just a seasonal or day of week thing, though, it is also shaped 
by the price of ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΦ {ƻ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ and things can 
change considerablyέ (HR Manager, UK Salad Producer, September 2007) 

Essentially, wƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ΨǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΩ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊ Ƙŀǎ shifted a few time zones: 
from years in the 1970s to days and weeks in the 2000s.  
 
In many cases this ƴŜǿ ΨǘƛƳŜ ȊƻƴŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ has been celebrated as a 
sign of flexibility and personal freedom; but for low-status workers in particular, there are 
important social policy issues attached. This is where labour market regulation comes to the 
fore: especially as hundreds of thousands of these workers are now legal following EU 
enlargement.    
 
In the more rigid and stable post-war era, the costs of the ebb and flow of industrial 
production were met by business, but today these costs are met by the individual worker 
through under- and un-employment. Employment agencies have been central in facilitating 
this cost transfer and when workers are not needed they are simply not paid. The 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ όŀƴŘ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎύ role has become one of mopping up the negative 
externalities that result from the efficiency savings of more flexible labour market strategies.  
 
C. Regulatory rebalancing 

Whilst the political-economic consensus underpinning the recent ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨȊŜǊƻΩ ǘƻ 
ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜŘΩ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ was evident during the post-war era ƻŦ ΨƳŀǎǎ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ, the added 
dimension of labour market flexibility ς what we would term the ƴŜǿ ΨǘƛƳŜ ȊƻƴŜΩ of the 
temporary migrant worker ς has important implications in terms of UK labour market 
regulation. What has effectively happened is that, as policy narratives have shifted from 
ΨǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨȊŜǊƻ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƻ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ, 
and as large numbers of low-ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ōȅ ƭƻǿ-ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ΨƭŜƎŀƭΩ 
workers following EU enlargement, the UK government has had to acknowledge the need for 
a social dimensions to accompany the economic migration consensus it forged with business.  
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Broadly speaking, concern around vulnerable employment has increased and regulation 
affecting migrant workers Ƙŀǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƎƻƴŜ ŀ ΨǊŜōŀƭŀƴŎƛƴƎΩ over recent years. Government 
rhetoric was once almost exclusively centred on problems of migration and involved a narrow 
pre-occupation with supply-ǎƛŘŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ όŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘΩ 
worker). As low-status migrant labour has been legitimated, however, the need for more 
generic demand-ǎƛŘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ όŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΩ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ 
exclusively migrant workers) has become apparent. The key issue the UK government now 
faces is how to manage the costs and benefits of increasing flexibility (i.e. the growth in 
temporary employment and low-status labour migration) and whether or not demand-side 
labour market regulation has a role to play in this.  
 
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s there was a trend towards de-regulation. This trend was 
particularly pronounced in the UK and was associated with a commensurate decline in union 
power. 9ǾŜƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ¦Y ƛǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŦǊŜŜǎǘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέ ό5ŜƳƻs, 2007: 
10) and levels of unionisation in the most vulnerable sectors of the economy are at historic 
lows (EFILWC, 2006: 30; Wills, 2005). Recently, however, the UK government ς because of 
increasing agency activity and rising levels of low-status labour migration ς has been aware of 
the need to ensure the basic protection of flexible workers: some have called this the start of 
ŀ ΨǊŜ-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƎŜƴŘŀΦ Figure 3 characterises the long-running tension between labour 
market flexibility and government regulation in the UK.  
 
TƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ŀǘ ŀƴ 9¦ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ !ƎŜƴŎȅ ²ƻǊƪŜǊ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŦƭŜȄƛŎǳǊƛǘȅΩ ǎƘƻǿ Ƨǳǎǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƻǊƴȅ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ƳŀǊƪet regulation is. At a 
national level ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ¢¦/ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ Ψ/ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ ±ǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ 9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘΩ 
and the UK ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ Ψ±ǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ²ƻǊƪŜǊ 9ƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ CƻǊǳƳΩΦ CƛƎǳǊŜ о 
captures the basic regulatory dilemma in this respect, and shows very simply how the balance 
between labour market flexibility and regulation/ security has shifted over recent decades. 
The issue now is how much regulation to allow before flexibility is compromised and, more 
importantly, how much resource, power and legislative clout governments should give to 
workplace regulators ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ΨƭƛƎƘǘ-ǘƻǳŎƘΩ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ.    
 
We now turn our attention to two agency regulators in the UK: the Gangmasters Licensing 
Authority (GLA) and the Employment Agencies Standards Inspectorate (EASI). The former 
gained full legal powers in late 2006 and governs a limited number of industries (agricultural, 
horticultural, food packing/ processing, and shellfish gathering/ processing industries). The 
latter, in contrast, has a much longer history and is charged with regulating agencies across 
the whole UK economy. 
 
  



 

8 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: The changing balance between labour market flexibility and regulation in the UK 

 
D. The Gangmasters Licensing Authority (GLA) 

1. A brief history of the ¦YΩǎ ΨDŀƴƎƳŀǎǘŜǊΩ system 

Before examining the contemporary impact of the GLA, it is important to review the 
gangmaster system that it has been set up to govern. Gangmasters represent a specific type 
of employment agency. For centuries they have supplied workers on a temporary basis to the 
UK food sector. In many ways gangmasters have been one of the few constants in a rapidly 
changing sector. 
 
Food in the UK has always been produced on a seasonal basis and the main variable cost in 
this production process has always been labour. Further, gangmasters have been the vital 
intermediary here: enabling farmers and food packers/ processors to respond both to the ebb 
and flow of seasonal production, and within this seasonal ebb and flow, to the daily and 
weekly vicissitudes of consumer demand. Gangmasters allow food suppliers to increase 
efficiency, reducing the costs of production by allowing them to employ workers Ψas and 
when neededΩ. This explains why they have been a constant, even if the political-economy of 
the UK food industry has changed beyond all recognition. 
 
The implementation of the !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ DŀƴƎǎ !Ŏǘ ƻŦ муст ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ 
Commission Report (see Brass, 2004) demonstrates the historic role of gangmasters in 
supplying workers on a temporary basis to UK agriculture. The need for such legislation also 
demonstrates the long-standing link between gangmasters and worker exploitation. Indeed, 
the Union movement in the UK actually has its origins in agriculture.  
 
Gangmasters were, and still are, extremely concentrated geographically: skewed towards the 
east of England and specifically the three low-lying and very fertile fenland counties adjacent 
to the Wash estuary (Lincolnshire, Cambridgeshire and Norfolk). Figure 4 shows the 
contemporary distribution of the 1100+ UK gangmasters with a Gangmasters Licensing 
Authority (GLA) licence. The fenland cluster (cluster 7) is the most significant in both an 
historical and contemporary sense; there are also other clusters related to the geography of 
the modern UK supermarket supply-chain (positioned along major arterial routes and/ or 

LABOUR MARKET 
FLEXIBILITY 
(TEMPORY & 

MIGRANT 
EMPLOYMENT) 

REGULATORY 
ACTIVITY (BY 

GOVERNMENT & 
UNIONS) 

2000s 1990s 1980s 1970s 
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close to large consumer centres). These clusters explain why in some areas of the UK 
gangmasters, and the flexible (largely migrant) workers associated with them, are very visible, 
whilst in other areas people have little knowledge of the gangmaster system of temporary 
labour supply. 
 
Until the 1950s temporary workers were supplied by local villages at harvest time with 
women and children doing most of the additional work required: hence the need for the 1867 
Gangs Act to protect children and women working in agriculture. Labour was also sourced 
from further afield: mainly in the form of itinerant Irish workers many of whom were part of 
traditional Traveller communities. 
 
From the 1950s onwards, and especially during the 1980s and 1990s when supermarkets 
were establishing their dominance over the UK food industry, demand for traditional farm-
based seasonal labour declined. This was due to a fall in the real price of food, linked to rapid 
mechanisation, intensification, and the emergence of new and extremely large processing 
and packaging plants to meet the demands of an increasingly sophisticated consumer market. 
Figures 5 and 6 chart the decline in agricultural employment since the early 80s that has 
resulted from these very tough operating conditions where only the larger, stronger and/ or 
specialist higher value-added operators survive. 
 
Alongside the decline in total agricultural employment shown in figures 5 and 6, the 1990s 
also saw the emergence of local labour shortages, with many gangmasters forced to look to 
new sources to fill the vacancies that arose. The declining industrial cities of Northern 
England were one such source: 
ά²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŎƻƭƭŀǇǎŜŘ ǿŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ {ƘŜŦŦƛŜƭŘ ƛƴ 
vans daily to work in the fields in Boston. That was where the work was. And the most 
striking thing I have seen, obviously I was younger then, but because people were used 
to mining, they would drop down on their knees to do the job, because it was more 
ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΦ L ǿŀǎ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƎƛǊƭΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻŘŘ ώƭŀǳƎƘǎϐΦέ 
(Grower ς owner) 

 
Migrant workers were the other main source. The Portuguese were early pioneers here. 
Portugal joined the EU in 1986, and until the May 2004 enlargement, was the poorest 
Member State. Portuguese communities are now well established in the unlikeliest areas of 
the UK ς places like Boston, Grantham and Soham (see Figures 7 and 8) ς because of the 
vacancy chains in the UK food industry. Rogaly (2006) attributes this paradox of declining 
ǘƻǘŀƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƭŀōƻǳǊ ǎƘƻǊǘŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ 
ǊŜƎƛƳŜǎέ ŀǎ food producers look to cut costs to survive.  
 
Other than the Portuguese, gangmasters ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜŘ ΨƛƭƭŜƎŀƭΩ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
1990s and early 2000s. There was little government intervention at the time, businesses 
needed workers, and a highly flexible, informal, gang system existed to meet this need. The 
ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ΨǘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛŎŜōŜǊƎΩ όŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜύ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƎŀƴƎ-based 
system of migrant labour system was the tragic death of 23 Chinese cockle pickers on the 
treacherous sands of Morecambe Bay in February 2004. This event, more than any other, 
marked a realisation that employers need more substantial legal channels through which to 
recruit low-status migrant workers and initiated a symbolic re-balancing of regulation 
towards the demand-side (i.e. the employer/ workplace). It is also important to re-iterate 
here that three-months after Morecambe Bay EU enlargement took place. This effectively 
ΨƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΩ όōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎǘrictions) to 
legal low-status migration from Eastern Europe. Figure 9 shows how A8 migrants, like the 
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Portuguese, have headed for rural areas of the UK to fill job vacancies at the bottom of the 
food supply system.4 
 
Figure 4: The Geography of UK Gangmasters 

 
 

Name of Cluster 
Defining 
Characteristics  

Explanation 

1. London-South East Urban Large urban area. Centre for business 
head-quarters in the UK. 

2. Birmingham-Hereford/ 
Worcester 

Rural-Urban Large urban area with adjacent, well-
connected agricultural hinterland. 

3. Mersey Valley/ Fylde Coast Rural-Urban Large urban area with adjacent, well-
connected agricultural hinterland. 

4. Cornwall Rural Remote rural economy. 
 

5. aм ΨbƻǊǘƘΩ Transport Axial M1 link, running adjacent to large 
urban areas and close to significant 
agricultural economy. 

6. Central Scottish Belt Rural-Urban Large urban area with adjacent, well-
connected agricultural hinterland. 

7. The Wash (Lincs/ Cambs/ 
Norfolk) 

Rural /ŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
economy. 

 
  

                                                
4
 The map is based on A8 WRS (Worker Registration Scheme) numbers. Migrants from the 8 countries of eastern and 

central Europe that joined the EU in May 2004 (the óA8ô countries) must register on the Home Office managed WRS. 

Figure 9 shows where in the UK these registrations are concentrated relative to the existing UK population.  
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Figure 5: Agricultural Employment 1983-2006 

 
Source: Agricultural Census / Agricultural Survey (2006) 

 
Figure 6: Casual Agricultural Employment 1983-2006 

 
Source: Agricultural Census / Agricultural Survey (2006) 
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Figure 7: Portuguese DWP-administered National Insurance registrations (2006 per 100 
Households) 
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Figure 8: Portuguese Community Presence in Boston, Soham and Grantham 

 
¢ƘŜ ΨCŀŘƻΩ tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ /ŀŦŜ ƛƴ .ƻǎǘƻƴΣ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜ 

 
¢ƘŜ Ωнр !ōǊƛƭΩ tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ /ŀŦŜ ƛƴ {ƻƘŀƳΣ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜǎƘƛǊŜ 

 
¢ƘŜ Ψh /ŀƴǘƛƴƘƻΩ tƻǊǘǳƎǳŜǎŜ /ŀŦŜ ƛƴ DǊŀƴǘƘŀƳΣ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜ 
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Figure 9: Home Office administered WRS registrations (May 2004 ς December 2006 as % of 
total population) 


