
Migration and Diversity 
May 2024 

Volume: 3, No: 2, pp. 183 – 200 
ISSN: 2753-6904 (Print) ISSN: 2753-6912 (Online) 

journals.tplondon.com/md 
 
 
 

 Migration and Diversity 
Transnational Press London  

Received: 5 January 2024 Accepted: 28 February 2024 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.33182/md.v3i2.3234 
 

Shifting Shadows of Uncertainty: The Utilitarian Migration and 
Intersectional Risks Among Moroccan Women Agricultural 
Workers in Spain During COVID-19 

Zakaria Sajir1 

Abstract 

This article examines the shift of uncertainty and risk to Moroccan female agricultural 
workers in Spain during the COVID-19 pandemic, specifically under the GECCO 
program. It argues that Spain’s agricultural policies enforce a precarious labor 
environment for these women, trading their well-being for global market 
competitiveness. The study delves into recruitment, working, and living conditions, 
utilizing theories of intersectionality, risk, migratory utilitarianism, and coloniality of 
power to highlight how the pandemic amplifies risks along existing lines of inequality, 
altering patterns of gendered mobility and immobility. 

The paper concludes with a call for a profound reassessment of the European 
agricultural labor model towards fairness and justice. It pushes for a paradigm shift 
in migration studies to a critical decolonial view that honors the lived experiences of 
marginalized migrants. This perspective is essential for dismantling oppressive 
structures and broadening our understanding of migrant experiences. 

Keywords: Risk and Uncertainty; Intersectionality; Labour Exploitation; Moroccan 
Agricultural Workers; Spain 

 

Introduction  

The advent of COVID-19 has ushered in a period of profound global upheaval, redefining 
everyday life and altering the course of international relations. In this context, migration has 
emerged as a critical area, profoundly affected by the pandemic's far-reaching impacts. As the 
virus swiftly traversed borders, it brought to the fore the paradoxical nature of migration in 
the modern world — a world where movement can be both a vector for crisis and a vital 
response to it. 

The pandemic has also cast a spotlight on the deep-rooted immobility faced by women, 
particularly in conservative societies. Acting as a magnifying glass, COVID-19 has intensified 
existing gender-based mobility constraints. For instance, in regions like South Asia, 
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longstanding cultural and social norms restricting women's movement have been mirrored 
and intensified by pandemic-related lockdowns (Datta 2022). This scenario underscores the 
complex motivations behind women's migration, often driven by a pursuit of autonomy and 
better opportunities, and highlights how global crises can exacerbate pre-existing societal 
barriers. 

The global health crisis has reignited the debate over globalization, particularly its impact on 
migration. Seen as a consequence of our interconnected world, the pandemic has highlighted 
the crucial yet vulnerable position of migrants, especially in key sectors like agriculture. 
Countries such as Spain and Italy, dependent on migrant labor for agricultural production, 
have faced challenges in balancing public health with the need to maintain food security. This 
situation underscores the vital yet often overlooked contribution of migrant workers and the 
necessity to address their vulnerabilities and rights in these critical times. 

In this global context, the experiences of Moroccan women working in Spain's agricultural 
sector during the pandemic are particularly revealing. These women's situations epitomize the 
complexities and uncertainties of modern migration, influenced by global crises. Their 
experiences highlight key aspects such as the reconfiguration of migration motivations, 
urgencies, and outcomes, and the interplay of privilege, stigma, and the redistribution of risk 
and uncertainty. This case study provides a unique lens to explore current variables in 
migration research, encouraging a reevaluation of uncertainty, risk, and the impact of a shifting 
global order on different migrant profiles. 

In essence, this discussion aligns with the emerging discourse on new migration trends, where 
uncertainty is not just a transient state but a fundamental characteristic of contemporary 
migration. It invites us to reconsider how uncertain times create risky spaces and influence 
our exploration of migration, especially in the context of policy responses and migrant 
experiences during global crises. 

This study meticulously examines the experiences of Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural 
sector, a demographic that was at the forefront of complex challenges during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The narratives of these women are not merely individual accounts of adversity; 
they represent a critical intersection of migration, labor, and gender in the context of a global 
health crisis. Research indicates that these women occupied a paradoxical role—indispensable 
for food production, yet disproportionately subjected to exploitative labor conditions and 
amplified inequalities (Montenegro 2020; Kohan 2020; Perez Maestro 2020; Arab 2020). Their 
experiences not only epitomize the broader dilemmas faced by migrant labor in European 
agriculture but also highlight the imperative for reevaluating prevailing agricultural production 
models. Moreover, their stories underscore the necessity for a transformative approach in 
migration studies, advocating for a paradigm shift in knowledge production to more 
effectively understand and address the complexities of migration in an ever-evolving global 
landscape. 

The primary objective of this research is to critically examine the accelerated transfer of 
uncertainty and risk from native populations to migrant workers during the pandemic, with a 
focus on Moroccan women in Spain’s agricultural sector. This investigation delves into the 
heightened vulnerabilities these women faced amidst the crisis, exploring how their 
motivations, urgencies, and mobility outcomes were reshaped by the pandemic. This study 
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aims to reveal the pivotal role of this demographic in balancing the domestic food supply 
needs against their own increased exposure to risk and uncertainty. 

By incorporating insights from diverse theoretical perspectives, including intersectionality, 
risk theory, migratory utilitarianism, and coloniality of power, this article sheds light on how 
crises such as COVID-19 intensify and redistribute risks and uncertainties across established 
lines of inequality and vulnerability, thereby reshaping gendered (im)mobility patterns. This 
research provides a nuanced exploration of how structural imbalances in the agricultural 
sector, the uneven power dynamics between origin and destination countries, and the 
distinctive circumstances of the COVID-19 crisis collectively influence the motivations, 
urgencies, and outcomes of migration. 

In alignment with the scholarly trend of examining migration mobilities through the lens of 
risk and uncertainty (Zinn 2021), this study investigates how new forms of risks and 
uncertainties are disproportionately allocated to specific social categories within intersectional 
dimensions of vulnerability and inequality. This approach offers a nuanced perspective on the 
multifaceted risks encountered by Moroccan women in the agricultural sector, addressing a 
spectrum of challenges that encompass various emotional, health, and socio-economic 
aspects. The study underscores how these varied risks, both new and exacerbated by the 
pandemic, are transferred from the general population to these vulnerable groups, shaping 
their uncertain (im)mobilities and redefining their experiences in the agricultural sector. This 
exploration not only contributes to the understanding of the complexities surrounding 
migrant experiences but also underscores the need for a more inclusive and comprehensive 
approach to addressing the challenges and inequities structurally faced by migrant workers.  

This article unfolds in three key sections. Section 2 establishes the theoretical underpinnings 
by exploring risk, uncertainty, intersectionality, and migratory utilitarianism. Section 3 delves 
into the lived experiences of Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector, employing the 
theoretical framework to examine recruitment, work, and living conditions. The final section 
brings together the insights discussed, offering reflections and lessons learned from this 
comprehensive analysis. 

2. Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks 

2.1 Risk and Uncertainty in Migration 

The concepts of risk and uncertainty, integral to understanding modern society dynamics, are 
particularly vital in migration contexts. Beck's (1993) notion of the 'risk society' highlights the 
increased awareness and management of risks and insecurities emanating from 
industrialization and globalization. This framework is pivotal in comprehending the 
heightened sense of threat and uncertainty faced by migrants, especially evident in crisis 
situations like the COVID-19 pandemic. Risk and uncertainty are deeply entwined with the 

nature of migration. As Williams and Baláž (2012) note, these concepts inform and are shaped 
by migration, impacting decisions and experiences at individual, community, national, and 
global levels. This interplay is seen across various migration types, including refugees, regular 
or irregular migrants, and asylum seekers, throughout the migration process (Sajir and 
Aouragh 2019). 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has vividly illustrated the intricate interplay of risk and uncertainty 
in migration. Lupton (2021) and Zinn (2021) have shed light on the broader societal responses 
to health crises, underscoring how such events amplify fear, anxiety, and uncertainty. For 
migrants, these dynamics are further intensified, confronting them with not only health risks 
but also socio-cultural stigmatization and increased vulnerabilities, as they often become the 
center of societal anxieties during such crises (Ruiz Andrés & Sajir, 2023; Burns et al. 2021). 

The experiences of Moroccan women in Spain’s agricultural sector during the pandemic 
poignantly underscore the theoretical concepts of risk and uncertainty. This case study 
demonstrates the transfer of multiple forms of risks and uncertainties from the general 
Spanish population to a specific migrant group. Various studies have documented how the 
pandemic not only increased these women's exposure to health risks but also intensified their 
socio-cultural and economic uncertainties (Montenegro 2020; Suhardiman et al. 2020). This 
situation provides a vivid example of how crises disrupt migrant mobility and create new 
inequalities, offering crucial insights into migration dynamics in times of global crises. 
Through their experiences, the intricate relationship between risk, uncertainty, and migration 
becomes evident, highlighting the necessity of understanding these factors in the broader 
context of migrant vulnerabilities and rights. 

In this context, the theoretical frameworks of risk and uncertainty provide essential lenses 

to understand the experiences of Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector. They 

help to elucidate how these women navigate the heightened risks and uncertainties brought 

about by the pandemic, shedding light on the broader dynamics of migration in times of 

global crises. 

2.2 Intersectionality in Migration Studies 

Intersectionality, originating from feminist theory, is integral to migration studies for analyzing 
complex social dynamics. It is particularly crucial in understanding the experiences of specific 
groups, such as Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector during the COVID-19 
pandemic. This concept elucidates how intersecting social and identity factors, like gender and 
ethnicity, shape experiences of oppression and privilege (Crenshaw, 1989). Its application 
provides profound insights into the multifaceted realities faced by migrants, especially during 
global crises. 

Olofsson et al. (2014) highlight the significance of merging risk theory with intersectionality, 
arguing that such an integration enriches the understanding of how risk interacts with various 
forms of social inequality. This perspective is vital in migration studies, as it allows for a 
nuanced exploration of how migrants experience risk and uncertainty through the prisms of 
gender, race, class, and other social categorizations. 

The concepts of 'zone of being' and ‘zone of non-being,’ as well as the notion of 'abyssal line', 
further deepen the understanding of intersectionality in migration. Derived from the works 
of Fanon (1967) and de Sousa Santos (2007; 2010), these concepts demarcate the divisions in 
racial and ethnic hierarchies, affecting how intersectional oppressions are experienced 
differently across the globe. In the 'zone of being' (above the abyssal line), individuals 
experience racial privilege and conflicts are managed through regulation and emancipation, 
representing a state of perpetual peace with occasional war. Conversely, in the 'zone of non-
being' (below the abyssal line), where individuals are dehumanized and seen as subhuman due 
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to their racialized inferiority, conflicts are predominantly managed through violence and 
appropriation, signifying perpetual war with rare moments of peace (for more details see 
Grosfoguel et al., 2015). This stark contrast highlights the differential treatment and 
recognition of humanity across these zones. In the zone of non-being, the lack of recognition 
for the humanity of others leads to the legitimization of extreme acts of violence and 
dispossession, creating a scenario of continuous conflict and exploitation. This understanding 
is pivotal for migration studies, as it provides insights into how different global contexts 
uniquely shape intersectional experiences, especially for marginalized groups like Moroccan 
women in Spain's agricultural sector during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Rodó-Zárate’s (2014) concept of ‘geographies of intersectionality’ adds another layer, by 
showing how intersectional inequalities are not only socially but also spatially and temporally 
constructed. This approach is particularly relevant in migration studies, as it highlights how 
the experiences of Moroccan women in Spain are shaped by their specific geographic, 
temporal, and social contexts. 

The incorporation of intersectionality in migration studies is exemplified in the research of 
scholars like Mancini (2021) and Güell (2022), who offer critical insights into the challenges 
faced by migrants during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mancini's study reveals the varying 
intensities of risk and social inequalities in Argentina, particularly affecting women, the elderly, 
and middle classes. This research underscores the pandemic's embedding within broader 
social structures and its intersection with structural inequalities. Güell’s analysis in Spain's 

agricultural sector focuses on Moroccan women under the GECCO program,2 highlighting 
how intertwined axes of inequality like motherhood, ethnicity, and rural origin exacerbate 
discrimination and exploitation. These studies collectively emphasize the importance of 
intersectionality in understanding the diverse and complex migrant experiences during global 
crises, especially the layered vulnerabilities of specific groups like Moroccan women in Spain's 
agricultural sector. 

Ultimately, the integration of intersectionality into migration studies, particularly when aligned 
with risk theory and concepts like the 'zone of non-being,' offers vital insights into the 
complexities of migrant experiences. This comprehensive approach illuminates the intricate 
interplay of multiple identity factors, including gender, ethnicity, and social class, revealing 
how they shape vulnerabilities and realities in different contexts. Such an intersectional lens is 
indispensable for a thorough understanding of groups like Moroccan women in Spain's 
agricultural sector, whose experiences during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic are 
profoundly influenced by their position within these intersecting identities and their 
placement in the 'zone of non-being.' This framework not only highlights the challenges they 
face but also underscores the importance of addressing these complexities in migration 
policies and research, ensuring that the unique circumstances of marginalized groups are 
adequately recognized and addressed. 

2.3 Migration Utilitarianism in Times of  Crisis 

Migration utilitarianism, as conceptualized by Morice (2001), complements the theoretical 
framework of risk and uncertainty and intersectionality. This concept examines the tendency 

 
2 Organic Law 2/2009 renamed the programme for hiring in the country of origin as “Gestión colectiva de contrataciones en 

origen”, with the acronym GECCO commonly used to refer to it.  
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of states and employers to reduce migration to its economic utility, viewing migrants primarily 
as economic actors. In the context of Moroccan women employed in Spain's agricultural 
sector, migration utilitarianism sheds light on the economic motivations behind their 
employment and the associated risks and vulnerabilities, particularly during the COVID-19 
pandemic. This approach allows for a comprehensive analysis of how the economic utility of 
migrants intersects with their gendered experiences of risk and uncertainty, contributing to a 
deeper understanding of their uncertain (im)mobilities. 

Sayad's (2010, p. 252) insights into migration utilitarianism highlight the migrant's primary 
existence in the economic realm, encapsulated in the phrase 'the immigrant exists only for 
work, in work, and through work.' This notion, central to State Thought, is vividly exemplified 
in the experiences of Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector during the pandemic. 
Their situation, where economic utility underscores their employment amid worsening 
conditions, underlines the utilitarian approach towards migration, emphasizing its economic 
motivations and the resultant heightened vulnerabilities. Sayad's analysis critically illuminates 
the gap between the economic utility of migrants and the social implications of their presence. 
This dichotomy becomes stark in crises like pandemics, where the economic value of migrants 
is prioritized, often at the expense of their well-being and safety. This utilitarian view of 
migration, focusing mainly on economic contributions, heightens during such periods, 
revealing a tension between the economic imperatives of states and employers and the health 
and safety of migrants. This tension is particularly evident in the case of Moroccan women in 
Spain's agricultural sector, where their crucial economic role is juxtaposed against increased 
vulnerabilities and challenging working conditions. 

The exploitation of migrant labor, as an outcome of migration utilitarianism, is shaped by 
state policies and regulatory frameworks. This approach leads to conditions where migrants, 
particularly in sectors like agriculture and construction, are prone to exploitation. State actions 
or inactions create an environment where economic utility overshadows the well-being of 
migrants, deepening their vulnerability to exploitation Boufkhed et al. (2022), Fernández 
García et al. (2023), and Sajir et al. (2022). This pattern is evident in the experiences of 
Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector, as documented in studies like those by Arab 
(2020) and Zeneidi (2017), where economic imperatives are prioritized over migrant rights 
and safety. 

Building on the notion of migration utilitarianism, Décosse and Hellio's (2022) comparative 
study illuminates its contemporary manifestations through the analysis of temporary 
migration programs like France's OFII contracts and Spain's GECCO. These programs, 
characterized by their utilitarian approach, are designed to manage foreign workers in a 
temporary migration framework. The authors reveal how these programs strike a balance 
between the needs of seasonal employment and the economic conditions in the migrants' 
home countries. Their work highlights the gendered nature of these programs and how they 
perpetuate a cycle of temporary, economically driven migration, often at odds with the long-
term well-being and rights of the migrant workers involved. Their findings offer critical 
insights into the structural dynamics of migration utilitarianism, particularly in the context of 
labor exploitation and the challenges faced by migrant workers in sectors reliant on temporary, 
circulatory labor forces. Décosse and Hellio’s study delves into the socio-historical evolution 
of temporary migration programs (TMPs), such as France's OFII contracts and Spain's 
GECCO. Their analysis defines TMPs as key examples of migration utilitarianism, rooted in 
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historical and conceptual frameworks that have evolved over time. The study highlights how 
these programs, intricately linked to familial ties, not only facilitate the circulation of migrant 
labor but also contribute to the externalization of social costs associated with intensive 
agricultural production. This genealogical approach offers critical insights into how TMPs, 
while serving economic needs, lead to familial separations and reflect broader trends of 
temporality and economic exploitation in migrant labor management. Décosse and Hellio's 
research further unravels the shifting landscape of temporary migration programs, shedding 
light on the gradual erosion of the paternalistic 'double dependency' model. Their insights 
reveal a growing diversification in the statuses and profiles of migrant agricultural workers, 
challenging the long-held views on the feasibility and ethicality of maintaining strictly 
temporary migration. This evolution underlines the complexities within migration 
utilitarianism, questioning the effectiveness of these programs in managing migratory flows 
while safeguarding migrant rights and legal protections. This critical examination exposes the 
underlying illusions of such systems and their global implications, particularly in terms of 
ethical considerations and the practical realities of temporary migration. 

The stark reality of migration utilitarianism was vividly demonstrated during the COVID-19 
pandemic. This crisis highlighted the increased reliance on migrant labor in critical sectors, 
simultaneously magnifying the vulnerabilities faced by these workers. The situation of 
Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector is a prime example. Despite their essential 
economic role, they encountered heightened risks and deteriorating conditions. This scenario 
reflects the core of migration utilitarianism as conceptualized by Sayad, where migrants' 
economic contributions are valued over their human rights and well-being, revealing a 
structural and often exploitative approach to migration management during times of crisis. 

Sayad’s analysis is essential for understanding the dual nature of migration under migration 
utilitarianism, especially amidst crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. This framework reflects 
State Thought and the creation of non-being zones, with vulnerable groups such as Moroccan 
women in Spain's agricultural sector facing compounded oppressions. The economic utility 
of immigrants, accentuated during crises, is determined by the labor market needs of the 
destination country for cheap labour. Meanwhile, origin countries leverage emigrants in multi-
faceted agreements encompassing employment, migration control, trade and security, which 
position migrants as bargaining devices in complex negotiations, demonstrating how 
migration utilitarianism operates beyond single-state dimensions (Sajir 2021). As Molinero-
Gerbeau (2020) observes, the bilateral agreements signed between Spain and Morocco under 
the GECCO framework have undoubtedly strengthened the relations between the two 
signatory countries. This can bring multiple benefits in terms of geopolitical and strategic 
aspects. For some countries of origin, like Morocco, the benefits have materialised in the form 
of substantial sums of money, such as the funds from the EU to develop the AENEAS 
programme, which provides financial and technical assistance to third countries in the areas 
of migration and asylum. 

However, it is fundamental to consider that these agreements between core and periphery 
states and semi-periphery that revolves around the utility of the migrant, do not happen in a 
vacuum but are embedded post-colonial asymmetries (Hellio and Moreno Nieto 2017) that 
pushes women from rural areas in Morocco to live their existence into "non-being zones" 
enduring violence and oppression in Spain. As we have seen earlier, the concept of zones of 
non-being (below the abyssal line) delve into the racial and ethnic hierarchies that influence 
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intersectional oppressions experienced differently across the globe. In Quijano's 'coloniality 
of power' perspective (2000), racism is seen as an organizing principle of the international 
division of labor and power hierarchies. This perspective reveals how colonial racism 
continues to produce zones of being and non-being on a world scale, crucial for understanding 
migration experiences in the spatial and temporal dimensions in the destination country 
already shaped by colonial histories and racial power relations. 

Apart the dimensions of migration utilitarianism described above, the experiences of 
Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector are deeply rooted in Spain's colonial and 
neocolonial history with Northern Africa. Originating from regions like the Moroccan Rif, a 
former Spanish colony, these women are emblematic of what Grosfoguel et al. (2015) term 
‘Colonial/racial subjects of empire.’ Their migration and labor in Spain are not isolated 
phenomena but are entwined with historical colonial legacies, shaping their current realities. 
This background, combined with ongoing gender, class, and racial discriminations, reveals the 
profound structural dynamics influencing their experiences. Their situation in Spain’s 
agricultural sector is a direct outcome of these enduring colonial relations, situating them in a 
complex web of historical and contemporary power hierarchies. 

This section's exploration, incorporating risk theory, intersectionality, coloniality of power, 
and migration utilitarianism, is more than an academic exercise; it's a cohesive theoretical 
framework to unravel the complexities faced in real life by Moroccan women in Spain's 
agricultural sector. These women's experiences are not just shaped by their immediate 
economic utility but also by a complex set of historical, social, and political factors. Their 
status as 'Colonial/racial subjects of empire' in a post-colonial context adds layers of 
vulnerability and inequality, profoundly affecting their lived experiences. This integrated 
approach aids in understanding how various forms of risks – including health, subjective, 
emotional, political, and material – are not only constructed but also disproportionately 
transferred to this vulnerable group, culminating in unique forms of gendered (im)mobilities. 
This complex interplay of factors demands an in-depth understanding, as we will explore 
further in the next section. 

3. Case Study: Moroccan Agricultural Workers in Spain 

3.1 Operational Dynamics During the Pandemic 

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 significantly altered the operational 
dynamics of Spain's GECCO program, a crucial element of its agricultural labor management 
(Molinero-Gerbeau, 2020; 2021). Sudden and stringent lockdown measures prompted urgent 
concerns about sustaining the EU's agricultural labor force. Key among these concerns was 
the closure of borders, a vital issue that threatened to disrupt the movement and employment 
of foreign agricultural workers, who play an essential role in the sector (Sajir et al., 2022). 

In direct response to the labor challenges posed by the pandemic, Italy and Spain rapidly 
enacted policies to protect their agricultural workforce. Notably, these included mass 
regularizations, a critical step to secure employment for workers who might otherwise face 
job loss due to irregular status. Concurrently, the European Union took significant measures 
to ensure the internal mobility of these workers, thereby sustaining the continuity of 
agricultural activities even under the strict pandemic restrictions. This swift policy response 

https://journals.tplondon.com/md
https://journals.tplondon.com/


Sajir 191 

journals.tplondon.com/md 

was crucial in maintaining the essential operations within the agricultural sector during an 
unprecedented crisis (Sajir et al., 2022; Molinero-Gerbeau, 2021). 

The pandemic's progression brought critical systemic issues in the agricultural sector to the 
forefront. Media coverage exposed the plight of many essential workers, particularly their 
substandard living conditions, including inadequate housing and limited access to basic 
amenities like clean water and electricity. These revelations spurred discussions on 
'exploitation' within the sector, focusing on poor remuneration and harsh working 
environments faced by these workers. Such conditions, widely reported, underscored the need 
for a more humane approach to labor management in agriculture (Sajir et al., 2022; Molinero-
Gerbeau, 2021; Fernández García et al., 2023). 

The pandemic's resurgence, as highlighted by Molinero-Gerbeau (2021), intensified the 
challenges within the agricultural sector, particularly emphasizing the health risks arising from 
poor living conditions. These conditions, often overcrowded and lacking basic amenities, 
became fertile grounds for COVID-19 outbreaks among workers. This situation underscored 
two key structural problems in the European agricultural model, especially in countries like 
Spain and Italy: an over-reliance on foreign labor and the unacceptable living and working 
conditions faced by these workers. The pandemic thereby amplified the health vulnerabilities 
of these migrant workers, further complicating their already demanding working conditions 
in the sector (Sajir et al., 2022). 

The global spread of the COVID-19 crisis not only brought to light but also intensified long-
standing structural issues within the global agri-food system, particularly in southern Europe’s 
intensive agriculture models (Abril, 2020). These persistent challenges, such as the heavy 
reliance on foreign, often cheap labor and the inadequate living and working conditions, have 
been a feature of the EU's agricultural sector for decades. The pandemic has further 
highlighted these chronic problems, emphasizing the need for systemic change in agricultural 
practices and policies (Sajir et al., 2022; Molinero-Gerbeau, 2021). The research by Kotsila 
and Argüelles (2023), employing an intersectionality perspective, underscores the complexity 
of these issues. Their study on the Lleida region in Spain reveals a troubling paradox: 
agricultural workers, deemed 'essential', were nevertheless often treated as dispensable – a 
clear reflection of the underlying principles of migratory utilitarianism. This contradiction 
between their essential status and expendable treatment underscores deeper issues in the 
agricultural labor system. The subsequent section will explore a key aspect of this system, 
specifically focusing on the progressive feminization of labor within Spain's GECCO 
program, a trend that has significant implications for understanding the dynamics of labor 
and gender in the context of agricultural work. 

3.1.1 Feminization of  Agricultural Work 

In understanding the dynamics of Spain's GECCO program, it is pivotal to recognize the 
feminization of agricultural work as a key factor. This phenomenon, shaped by the increasing 
participation of migrant women in Western labor markets, has significantly altered the 
landscape of agricultural labor in Spain and Italy. The feminization of agricultural work has 
been influenced by both the economic and social crisis in the countries of origin and the 
demand for female and migrant labor in specific niches of the destination societies (Reigada, 
2011; Gualda, 2012). 
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In the Spanish context, the role of women as pioneers in migratory chains has been 
particularly prominent, not only in sectors like care and domestic work but also in seasonal 
agricultural work. The GECCO program, in this regard, has been instrumental in facilitating 
the influx of female workers, primarily from Morocco, for seasonal agricultural jobs. This shift 
towards employing women in these roles can be attributed to certain stereotyped feminine 
skills and traits, such as delicateness and obedience, which were deemed most suited for such 
work (Gualda, 2012; Güell, 2022). 

Initially, the program predominantly recruited Eastern European women, but as these 
countries joined the EU and their citizens gained full rights, the focus shifted back to 
Morocco. This strategic shift underscores how gender intersects with administrative 
vulnerability and post-colonial conditions to produce flexibility in labor recruitment for 
Spain's agricultural sector (Güell, 2022). 

The process of feminization in agricultural labor is not merely a response to labor demands 
but also encompasses a transnational dimension. Women engaged in circular migration 
manage material, affective, and symbolic resources across two territorial settings, highlighting 
the intersection of productive and reproductive spheres in their lives (Moreno, 2012; Güell, 
2022). 

Looking ahead to the next section, it is crucial to consider how these dynamics of feminization 
and transnational labor management played out before and during the pandemic. This will 
involve examining the recruitment process in Morocco, the alteration of working conditions 
due to the pandemic, and the living conditions which have significant implications for both 
physical and mental health. This analysis will offer insights into the challenges faced by these 
women in navigating the complexities of agricultural labor in a pandemic-stricken world, 
setting the stage for a comprehensive exploration of their experiences during this 
unprecedented time by employing the conceptual and theoretical tools presented in the 
previous section. 

3.2 The recruitment, working conditions and housing conditions of  Moroccan 
women before and during the COVID-19 pandemic 

3.2.1 Recruitment Process in Morocco 

The GECCO program particularly spotlights the recruitment of Moroccan women for 
temporary agricultural roles. This recruitment is a distinctive manifestation of migration 
utilitarianism, reflecting a multifaceted intersection of gender, ethnicity, class, age, rural origin, 
cultural background, and, notably, motherhood. These intersecting factors coalesce to form a 
unique worker profile, ideally suited to the specific production needs of Spain's agricultural 
sector. While aspects like gender, class, and ethnicity have long been considerations (as seen 
with Maghrebian men and Eastern European women), motherhood has become a pivotal 
criterion in the case of Moroccan women. This emphasis establishes a systemic nexus between 
their productive roles in Spain and reproductive responsibilities in Morocco, ensuring their 
return to their home country and thereby maintaining the workforce's circularity (Güell, 2022; 
López-Sala & Godenau, 2015). 

 

https://journals.tplondon.com/md
https://journals.tplondon.com/


Sajir 193 

journals.tplondon.com/md 

Molinero-Gerbeau (2020) highlights the dual nature of the GECCO program: while offering 
essential employment to those in precarious situations, particularly in Morocco, it also 
cements Spain's geopolitical leverage. The unilateral determination of recruitment quotas by 
Spain underscores a distinct imbalance in power, with Morocco often relegated to a 
subordinate role. This power asymmetry not only shapes the recruitment dynamics but also 
predisposes Moroccan workers to vulnerability, especially when programmatic changes arise. 
This situation exemplifies the complex interplay of geopolitical interests and labor rights 
within international labor recruitment practices. 

Over the years, the recruitment criteria within GECCO have been refined, especially in 
response to high rates of 'escapes' in the program's early years. This refinement led to the 
prioritization of women with children, linked to other characteristics such as rural origin, an 
age range of 25-45 years, limited socioeconomic resources, and minimal education. This focus 
on motherhood, combined with cultural and religious aspects, shapes a labor pool with limited 
resources to confront situations of abuse and exploitation. Hellio (2017) emphasizes that 
understanding the productive role of Moroccan women in Spain requires considering their 
reproductive role in Morocco, as this familial responsibility ensures their eventual return. 

The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 severely disrupted the GECCO program, with border 
closures impacting the recruitment and mobility of these workers. This disruption highlighted 
the sector's dependence on temporary worker schemes and the challenges in finding viable 
alternatives without questioning the current agricultural model's foundations. Efforts by the 
Spanish government to manage the situation during the crisis underscored the complex 
logistics of maintaining the program in a pandemic context (Güell, 2022). 

In summary, the recruitment practices under the GECCO program, especially during the 
pandemic, highlight the intricate interplay of socio-economic and geopolitical factors. These 
practices, characterized by migration utilitarianism, not only shape the experiences of 
Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector but also reflect broader themes of global labor 
migration, gender dynamics, and vulnerabilities of migrant workers in times of crisis (Güell & 
Garces-Mascareñas, 2020; Molinero-Gerbeau, 2020; López-Sala & Godenau, 2015; Hellio, 
2017). 

3.2.2 Work Conditions During the Pandemic 

As mentioned above, the pandemic brought additional layers of uncertainty and risk, that 
intensified existing structural issues in Spain's agricultural sector, particularly affecting 
Moroccan women engaged in seasonal harvesting. Long subjected to exploitative labor 
conditions, abuse, and racism, these workers' plight gained significant attention around 2018, 
highlighting the intersection of gender, migration, and corporate human rights abuses. The 
pandemic underscored and exacerbated these challenges, laying bare the systemic problems 
within certain business models that perpetuate labor exploitation in the sector (Molinero-
Gerbeau, 2021). 

The recruitment process in Morocco, a part of this systemic issue, often involved misleading 
contractual terms. Workers were supposed to be employed full-time for at least 75% of their 
contract duration, with allowances for non-working days under specific conditions. In 
practice, however, they were employed under contracts allowing employers to adjust workdays 
based on productivity and behavior. This practice left workers uncertain about their work 

https://journals.tplondon.com/md


194 Shifting Shadows of  Uncertainty 

Migration and Diversity 

schedules and job security. The trial period, officially 15 days, was sometimes extended to a 
month, adding to the precariousness (Güell, 2022). Many workers did not receive a contract 
copy, or if they did, it often differed from what was promised in Morocco. They could not 
change jobs without governmental permission, leaving them vulnerable if dismissed or 
deregistered before their visa expired. This vulnerability was heightened by the debts incurred 
for traveling to Spain, making voluntary return less viable and increasing the risk of falling 
into human trafficking networks. Additionally, reductions in working days or early dismissals 
meant sending fewer remittances home, contradicting the principle of co-development in 
circular migration (Güell, 2022). During the pandemic, conditions worsened. Workers 
experienced increased stress due to reduced labor demand. Some had to work extra hours, 
including double shifts, while others worried about reduced work during extended stays in 
Spain. Mobility restrictions further compounded their challenges, especially for those living in 
isolated areas, making it difficult to access towns for basic needs like food (Castillero, 2020). 

Apart from these labor challenges, Moroccan women faced additional abuses due to their 
gender. Incidents of sexual harassment and abuse have been reported and confirmed in 
studies, with legal complaints in 2018 highlighting the severity of these issues. These abuses 
are just the tip of the iceberg, beneath which lie other forms of symbolic violence. Mechanisms 
like the Ethic, Labour, and Social Responsibility Plan of the employers’ association Interfresa 
were created to address these issues, but their effectiveness remains questionable (Güell and 
Garcés-Mascareñas, 2020; Güell, 2022). The state's refusal to legalize the already resident 
population has led to a system of labor servitude. Migrant women, especially those in irregular 
situations, face additional challenges: lack of accommodation, legal protection, and increased 
police scrutiny. These issues are not just about the distinction between local and foreign labor 
but also involve the conditions faced by migrants due to their irregular status (Castillero, 
2021). In this context, the exploitation of Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector is 
not an isolated incident but a manifestation of migration utilitarianism. The state's policies, or 
lack thereof, create an environment conducive to exploitation in critical sectors like 
agriculture, perpetuating migrant vulnerability in both formal and informal labor markets 
(Boufkhed et al., 2022; Fernández García et al., 2023; Sajir et al., 2022). 

Yet, it is crucial to acknowledge that Moroccan women in Spain's GECCO program are active 
agents, not merely passive victims. The legal complaints filed in 2018 marked a significant 
shift, directly challenging the foundational principles of the recruitment program, once praised 
as an ethical model of migration. These legal actions, along with instances of women escaping 
the program, symbolize a form of resistance and a critique of the system's failings. Despite 
facing heightened risks and uncertainties, these women's roles as breadwinners in the 
migration process have led to notable shifts in gender roles, social mobility, and empowerment 
upon their return to Morocco. Their resilience and agency, even in the face of daunting 
challenges, underscore a narrative of strength and the potential for positive change in gender 
dynamics both in the countries of origin and destination (Zeneidi, 2017; Hellio and Moreno, 
2021). 

These work conditions, characterized by exploitation and violence, position Moroccan 
women in Spain's agricultural sector within the 'zone of non-being,' a concept elucidated by 
Grosfoguel et al. (2015) and grounded in the theories of Fanon (1967) and Boaventura de 
Sousa Santos (2007, 2010). This zone, transcending geographical boundaries, represents 
positions within racial power relations that span globally and manifest locally against racially 
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marginalized groups. Situated below the 'abyssal line' as described by de Sousa Santos, these 
women confront a reality where traditional codes of law and human rights are often 
disregarded, replaced by a regime of violence and exploitation akin to internal colonialism. 
This structural marginalization subjects them to heightened administrative and physical risks, 
leading to uncertain transnational and domestic gendered (im)mobilities. As they navigate 
these oppressive conditions, they embody the lived experiences of those existing below the 
line of the human, managed not through mechanisms of regulation and emancipation, but 
through persistent violence and exploitation. This dehumanizing environment, thus, starkly 
contrasts with the relative stability and legal protections found above this abyssal line. The 
ensuing section will delve deeper into the housing and living conditions of these workers 
during the pandemic, further illuminating their realities within this complex socio-economic 
and racial landscape. 

3.2.3 Housing and Living Conditions: Health and Safety Concerns, and Social 
Conditions and Support Systems 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the already precarious living conditions of Moroccan 
agricultural workers in Spain significantly deteriorated. Classified as "essential workers" by the 
Spanish Government, these workers, particularly the Moroccan women, found themselves in 
a heightened state of vulnerability due to the border closure between Spain and Morocco on 
March 12, 2020. The burden of harvesting fell on a significantly smaller number of workers 
than required, with only 7,028 Moroccan women available for the task, far less than the usual 
workforce needed (Márquez Tejón & Wilson, 2020). 

The pandemic underscored the intersection of health status with social divisions. Several 
Moroccan women, already dealing with chronic illnesses, faced exacerbated health conditions 
due to the stress of COVID-19 and the challenges in accessing medical care. The lockdown 
complicated access to healthcare services, with language barriers and limited transportation 
options further impeding medical assistance. The absence of translation services during 
healthcare provision and restricted access to medical aid centers, unless for severe COVID-
19 symptoms, left many to endure their illnesses alone (Güell, 2022). 

The housing conditions under the GECCO program have long raised concerns, with reports 
like Hernández (2018) indicating that 30% of lodgings for Moroccan women failed to meet 
minimum living standards, plagued by dampness, overcrowding, and inadequate facilities. The 
pandemic exacerbated these issues, transforming shared, cramped spaces into hotspots for 
health risks and impeding effective quarantine or anti-COVID measures. Beyond the physical 
conditions, the pandemic intensified the control over Moroccan women's mobility and 
personal lives, as noted by Güell (2022). This control, extending from the workplace into their 
living spaces, reflects a broader pattern of exploitation and gendered discrimination, 
resonating with Angeles Ramirez's (2015) work on the hyper-regulation of Muslim women's 
bodies. This framework of totalizing management of their bodies and mobilities signifies a 
deeper racial and sexual domination, manifested not only in overt violations like sexual 
harassment but also in subtle practices such as mobility restrictions and passport retention. 

The lived experiences of Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector during the pandemic, 
as they navigated these oppressive conditions beyond the work dimension, confirms that their 
existence in the "zones of non-being" (Grosfoguel et al. 2015). This existence is marked by 
racial and gender-based power geometries, where state-supported migration utilitarianism, 
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especially during shock events like the pandemic, legitimizes the transfer of risks from local 
populations to these intersectionally vulnerable groups. Such dynamics lead to gendered 
uncertain (im)mobilities, compelling Moroccan women into heightened states of vulnerability 
and uncertainty, particularly evident when they were trapped in Spain due to border closures 
instigated by their country of origin. These conditions underscore the "inferiority" and 
"disposability" of their bodies and existences as "colonial racial/subjects of empire," 
reinforcing power geometries articulated through sexism and racism. This systemic 
exploitation and the miserable living conditions they endure, both prior to and exacerbated 
by the pandemic, manifest as concrete examples of their existence in zones of non-being. 

In 2020, the official instruction to guarantee housing for GECCO workers until their return 
home brought to light issues around pregnancy and illness. With an extension of visas until 
July, there was a significant increase in the number of pregnant women, births, and health-
related issues among these workers. The majority of housing arrangements were not equipped 
for mothers and babies, necessitating their relocation to shelters or separate spaces within 
existing lodgings.This situation reveals how the condition of motherhood, a requisite for 
production in the GECCO program, paradoxically undermines the very system of migratory 
utilitarianism it aims to support (Güell, 2022).  

Gender roles and ideologies, transported from rural Morocco to rural Spain, reinforce 
inequalities at the intersection of spatial and post-colonial contexts. This dynamic leads to the 
stigmatization of becoming a mother in Spain, associating it with illegitimate sexual practices 
and further objectifying women in the service of economic demands (Arab, 2020; Hellio & 
Moreno, 2017). 

In summary, the housing and living conditions of Moroccan agricultural workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic reveal a complex interplay of health risks, social isolation, and systemic 
exploitation. These conditions, situated within the broader context of migration utilitarianism 
and intersecting inequalities, demonstrate the urgent need for comprehensive reforms to 
address the deep-rooted issues in Spain's agricultural sector. The experiences of these women, 
while fraught with challenges, also highlight their resilience and agency in navigating and 
resisting these oppressive structures. 

4. Final Reflections and Lessons Learnt 

The European agricultural landscape, particularly in Spain, is underpinned by a labor model 
marked by precariousness and exploitation. Essential to southern Europe's competitiveness 
in global agricultural markets, this model relies on providing poorly compensated jobs to 
economically disadvantaged individuals, a key factor in maintaining low production costs and 
market viability (Molinero-Gerbeau, 2021; Sajir et al., 2021). Notably, the Spanish agricultural 
sector's exploitative paradigm, exemplified by the GECCO program, has deep historical roots, 
dating back to the inception of agricultural labor recruitment initiatives two decades ago. 
These initiatives, particularly through GECCO, annually target Moroccan female workers — 
often young, single or widowed mothers from rural areas — with the objective of ensuring 
their return to Morocco after employment. This specific recruitment strategy not only 
addresses labor needs but also intertwines the women's identities as caregivers with their labor 
roles, embedding them in a complex nexus of gender, racial, and class relations (Molinero-
Gerbeau, 2020; Castillero, 2021; Arab, 2020). 
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By focusing on female seasonal work, and specifically on the case of Moroccan women 
employed both regularly and irregularly in the Spanish agricultural sector through the GECCO 
program, this article has illuminated the intricate mechanisms through which risk is socially 
constructed, maintained and transferred from the general population to this vulnerable social 
category, shaping their transnational patterns of uncertain gendered (im)mobilities. These 
cannot be fully comprehended without a thorough examination of the social positioning of 
Moroccan women within the power and labor structure of GECCO. Their positioning is 
intricately woven through various axes of inequality, discrimination and exploitation that 
intersect across their identities and experiences, underscoring the profound systemic 
disparities inherent in centre-periphery relationships. 

The GECCO program's recruitment practices demonstrate institutional intersectional 
discrimination, particularly targeting Moroccan women who are predominantly middle-aged, 
from rural areas, and bearing family responsibilities. These women are selected to fit a 
hierarchical power structure conducive to exploitation, intertwining motherhood with socio-
demographic factors to create a profile easily subjected to employer control (Castillero, 2021). 
This dynamic transcends labor phenomena, reflecting deeper socio-cultural and gendered 
discriminations faced by Moroccan women both in their home country and in Spain. The 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has further accentuated these existing vulnerabilities and 
inequalities. The health crisis not only strained the exploitative agricultural model but also 
introduced additional risks, especially regarding health and economic stability. This situation 
highlights the transfer of risks from the broader population to specific vulnerable groups, a 
process intensified by existing inequalities and power imbalances, thereby exacerbating the 
complexities and multifaceted nature of their exploitation. 

In Spain, the Moroccan women working under the GECCO program endure particularly 
harsh working and living conditions, marked by a spectrum of exploitation. Their reliance on 
employers for contract renewal exposes them to various abuses, such as underpayment, 
unstable work environments, and sexual harassment. This predicament reflects a broader 
context of gendered and racialized dominance, controlling their mobility and personal 
autonomy, as highlighted by Güell (2022) and Hellio (2017). 

The COVID-19 pandemic, as illuminated through Rodó-Zarate's (2021) 'geographies of 
intersectionality', has exposed and intensified the specific forms of discrimination and 
exploitation faced by Moroccan women in Spain's agricultural sector. This crisis not only 
brought new dimensions of inequality, such as health status, to the fore but also highlighted 
how systemic inequalities from Morocco are mirrored and exacerbated in Spain. In this 
context, the GECCO program's role becomes evident. Rooted in (post)colonial ties between 
Spain and Morocco, it perpetuates traditional gender ideologies across borders, fostering a 
utilitarian approach that prioritizes economic benefits over workers' rights and well-being. 
This transnational exploitation masks the exploitative and marginalizing reality under the guise 
of mutual benefit, reinforcing vulnerabilities in both productive and reproductive spheres. 

The plight of Moroccan female seasonal workers in Spain's agricultural sector, as analyzed in 
this study, is emblematic of systemic inequalities and power imbalances deeply entrenched in 
European agricultural practices. These workers' experiences of uncertain (im)mobilities and 
exploitation are not mere isolated incidents but reflect the broader context of migration, labor, 
and globalization, characterized by gendered, racialized, and class-based dynamics. This 
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situation, exacerbated by crisis events, highlights the urgent need for a critical reevaluation 
and restructuring of the structures and policies governing temporary labor migration. The 
sustainability of current practices, as questioned by Molinero-Gerbeau (2021) and Sajir et al. 
(2021), demands a reimagining of the European agricultural model. Such a transformation is 
essential to prevent the ongoing exploitation of migrant workers and to promote equitable 
and just approaches that uphold the dignity and rights of all workers, thereby addressing these 
deep-rooted systemic issues. 

In migration studies, a paradigm shift towards critical decolonial thinking is imperative, as 
highlighted by Grosfoguel et al. (2015) and Dahinden and Anderson (2021). This approach 
values the epistemologies of marginalized and subaltern groups, challenging Eurocentric 
perspectives and addressing the systemic issues of discrimination, xenophobia, and racism 
often overlooked in traditional academic discourse. It's essential not only to amplify all 
subaltern voices but to specifically foster those offering critical insights into the geopolitics of 
knowledge, thereby deconstructing the power structures that oppress migrants. This 
decolonial methodology, moving beyond simplistic anti-colonial stances, calls for a nuanced 
engagement with migrant experiences and a critical analysis of power dynamics in colonial 
and post-colonial contexts. The COVID-19 pandemic's revelations about uncertain mobilities 
underscore the urgency of this shift, urging academia to transcend methodological nationalism 
and embrace a cosmopolitan approach (Beck 2009; Zinn 2021), enriching migration studies 
with diverse, critical perspectives and fostering a more equitable and inclusive academic 
discourse. 
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