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Picture this: The world is battling a pandemic, with many countries in
lockdown and borders closed. You arrive at a regional airport in
northern Romania and  in the parking lot to board a
charter flight. You might end up in 
—it’s hard to know, since no one is telling you what the final
destination is. Physical distancing seems not to apply. You are
jammed together with  waiting to be placed as
seasonal workers in the fields of Germany. Asparagus needs to be
picked and the new crop need to be planted so the Germans can enjoy

 production of the spring vegetable through 2020 and
2021. 

This was the image at Romania’s Cluj-Napoca airport on .
One year earlier, in 2019, , mainly from
Eastern Europe, arrived in Germany to work the fields. In 2020,
despite the stringent social distancing measures imposed
internationally to stop the spread of COVID-19, Germany’s ministry of
agriculture seemed  to continue the seasonal-work
program, at least partially: 40,000 workers are expected in the country
in April and another 40,000 in May. 

On March 24, 2020, the Romanian government passed 
 and declared a state of emergency to

combat the COVID-19 pandemic. The ordinance imposed strict social
distancing measures: travel outside one’s home was prohibited except
in instances required for the provision of basic needs like food,
accessing health care, doing physical exercise, and managing local
agricultural activities, and only on the basis of a self-completed and
signed form justifying the travel; all flights to Germany and France
were suspended for 14 days; and the circulation of persons over 65
years of age was restricted to a maximum of two hours a day between
11 am and 1 pm.

On April 4, a new , restricted
commercial air travel to Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, the United
States, the United Kingdom, Netherlands, Turkey and Iran for 14 days,
and extended the suspension of flights to France and Germany for
another 14 days. However, it exempted charter flights for the transport
of seasonal workers from Romania to other states. In other words,
regular flights to and from Germany continued to be suspended, while
charter flights carrying seasonal workers were given a green light. 

One-way national protection 

Julia Kloeckner, Germany’s minister of agriculture, has guaranteed
that stringent health checks will be enforced for seasonal workers on
departure and arrival, and during the entire period of the seasonal
work. These measures have been undertaken mainly to protect the
German population. But safety is not one and the same for foreign and
domestic bodies. This is shown clearly by the fact that on arrival,
workers were required to live under a , living and
working separately from the domestic workforce for 14 days, sleeping
in rooms now inhabited at half capacity, and being required to hot-
wash clothing and dishes; then on departure, these very same workers
were left sitting shoulder to shoulder, with complete disregard for
social distancing measures.

What is happening is the separation of two types of subjects: those
who deserve protection and those who do not. The deserving are the
German subjects, whose lives and health are valued and should be
protected from the foreign, potentially infected intruders; the
undeserving are the Romanian seasonal workers, the disposable
subjects, those whose work matters more than their health, and whose
health becomes vital only in relation to the domestic population, that
is, only in terms of not contaminating them.

Temporarily included in the labour market yet excluded from
workplace benefits 

Temporary work agreements are rarely beneficial to the workers. Their
main aim is to help employers, generally located in the Global North,
in maintaining a profitable business. It is why  transports
agricultural workers from Mexico or live-in caregivers from the
Philippines, and why, between 2007 and 2014, the  restricted
Romanian and Bulgarian migrants to self-employed authorizations
and seasonal contracts in the food processing and agricultural fields. 

Germany has had a long history of contracting people good enough to
work but not good enough to be allowed to reside permanently in the
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country. Think of the  program in the 60s: Turkish
nationals arrived in Germany to work in factories and mines on a two-
year visa without the possibility of accessing permanent residency.

Provisional migratory status transforms one into an undesirable,
precarious subject, temporarily included in the lowest sectors of the
labour market yet excluded from accessing the workplace and societal
benefits and rights that generally come with 

. 

Prior to the COVID pandemic, issues of precarity for seasonal
Romanian workers in Germany were thoroughly documented. Reports
from , a project sponsored by the German federal
ministry of labour and the German federal ministry for economic
affairs and energy, aiming to provide advice and support to Central
and Eastern European workers regarding fair wages and working
conditions, have highlighted the 
faced by Romanian workers: low wages, below the legal minimum of
9.35 euros per hour; illegal deductions from pay to cover exaggerated
cost of meals or accommodation; lack of health insurance; and poor
living conditions, such as having a dozen workers sleeping in a single
shack.  

Research on temporary work has also  that being tied to a single
employer increases vulnerability in the workplace, due to language
difficulties, the constant fear of losing one’s job, lack of information
regarding rights under national employment legislation and a
generalized fear of reporting workplace injuries.

Such exploitation will no doubt be compounded during a pandemic
crisis. What happens if a worker falls sick? What type of care will be
offered? And what happens in cases of workplace abuse? In cases of
employer abuse prior to the pandemic, a worker could have risked
losing her pay to fly back to Romania. But now there are no
commercial flights operating, leaving workers no choice but to accept
the conditions imposed by their employers. 

Most seasonal work contracts in Germany are set for periods shorter
than , which exempts German employers from having to make
social security contributions for workers (for health insurance,
pensions, etc.) and leaves the German state with no obligation to
enrol them in the social security system. During the COVID-19
pandemic, this exemption period has been extended to .
Seasonal workers are now staying longer in order to limit any
additional movement that would contaminate domestic bodies, but
without receiving any additional welfare benefits for this extended
stay. The pandemic has now made it easier to extract more labour
from seasonal workers without the obligation of increased welfare
provisions. 

The treatment of seasonal workers who depart Romania and head for
Germany highlights a fact that is well understood in the East but
largely ignored in the West: that the Eastern Bloc countries are
unequal players at the European Union table and their membership in
the Union mainly benefits the wealthy states of Western Europe by
providing them with an easily accessed pool of cheap labour. 

Yet if people are good enough to work they should be good enough to
be cared for. 

While you are here…

If you enjoyed reading this post – would you consider supporting our work? Just click . Thanks!

All the best, Max Steinbeis
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I feel all the more disgusted by this kind of treatment, as the "ea-
sily accessed pool of cheap labour" is really the only way many
people in Western Europe think of Eastern Europe.
And that is eerily reminiscent of how people in Eastern Europe
were often treated in history. The "Ostarbeiter" concept does
come to mind. Not as a comparison to the contemporary situati-
on, but these historical continuities are hard to get out of the
heads of many people in the West who have never been to East.

Some of my thoughts on this particular asparagus harvest:

, Andreas Moser Do 16 Apr 2020 / 13:55 → Antworten

https://andreasmoser.blog/2020/04/10/the-asparagus-airlift/

Tragically, one of the Romanian `disposable workers` did die in
Germany on April 11, as reported by Der Spiegel on April 15. Ac-
cording to the same source, he had arrived in Germany on March
20, and the cause of death was established to be Covid-19.No
news on how many of his co-workers might be sick as well, but
German authorities said to be investigated.

lev, Fr 17 Apr 2020 / 11:32 → Antworten

We’re living the times described in Ursula Le Guin’s short stories
about "The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas". Today’s mi-
grants, as described by Dace Dezenovska, are the child(-dren) hi-
dden in the broom cupboard. Everyone in Omela is enjoying the
good life at the expense of the child hidden in a broom cup-
board. Some choose to walk away from Omelas. But, how can we
walk away today from happenings like this that spread with
speed of a meme, and at a time of crisis where physical distan-
cing and immobility brings us to a halt? Digitally, we’re closer
than ever before, yet unable to change the course of such go-
vernmental tactics where the disposables are fished from ponds
(in certain countries) and thrown into the hands of death or ill-
health for the benefit of others. Another example, of disposable
bodies used and abused:

, Julius-Cezar MacQuarie Fr 17 Apr 2020 / 15:05 → Antworten

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/15/romanian-
fruit-pickers-flown-uk-crisis-farming-sector-coronavirus?
fbclid=IwAR0YS_BaQMT5PszepogsJNuBaYkHZkdR1_YTH7aJX-
Plll_hPoxqZZy6s9cg

Despicable treatment, but that’s the reality of neoliberal govern-
ments, their morality is limited to their citizens at maximum.
Germany, however good it may portray itself, is not a lot diffe-
rent especially during this pandemic. We know that despite ha-
ving resources, it refused to help Italy’s overwhelmed
healthcare.

Dave, Sa 18 Apr 2020 / 05:21 → Antworten

This reminds me of Günter Wallraff’s book: Ganz unten (1985).
He describes how Turkish workers were exposed to high levels of
radiation in atomic power plants – they were expendable, but
German workers were not. 

, Miroslav Imbrisevic Sa 18 Apr 2020 / 11:45 → Antworten

https://www.zeit.de/1985/45/ganz-
unten
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