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‘If you don’t migrate, you’re a nobody’: Migration recruitment networks and experiences

of Nepalese farm workers in Portugal

Claudia®* Pereira, Alexandra Pereira?, Aashima Budal?, Sanjeev Dahal®, Joana Daniel-Wrabetz®
Jacquelyn Meshelemiah®, Jodo Carvalho?®, Manuel Jodo Ramos®, Renato Miguel Carmo? and

Rui Pena Pires®

Highlights

o Aspirations for material gains through migration are coupled with a rise in social status
in Nepal.

o By using migration networks the Nepalese resort to smuggling services and pay on
average €9,600 to recruitment and travel agencies.

o Living conditions in Portugal are more precarious than anticipated, though the Nepalese
simultaneously enjoy consuming ‘modernity’ in Portugal, new lifestyles and greater individual

freedom.

Abstract

This paper analyses the networks, experiences and aspirations of Nepalese workers in Southern
Portugal's farms and greenhouses. The main research objective is to analyse how recruitment
networks, which supported the move of Nepalese to Portugal, were established and have rapidly
consolidated. These networks impacted not only the increase of irregular migration flows but
also the migration experience and vulnerability in the country of destination, including the
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passive acceptance of a certain degree of exploitation. By highlighting the perspective of the
migrants themselves, we examine the impact on their lives, both of the migration experience
and of paying large sums to smugglers, usually obtained through indebtment, to enter Portugal.
We relate this impact to a context of immigration where the existence of a large informal labour
market facilitates these workers being hired as irregular migrants. The study employed
secondary data, in-depth interviews and participant observation. As well as migrants,
greenhouse owners and recruiters were also interviewed for the study. The main finding is that
the disposition of Nepalese to migrate, in which the pressure of the family plays a key role,
tends to be reinforced by the action of the networks of recruiting agents. Secondly, the costs of
migration and labour exploitation tend to be accepted by the migrants as a way to fulfil their

social aspirations and economic necessities.
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1. Introduction

‘How much did you pay to come to Portugal?’ was a recurring question Nepalese agricultural
workers posed the Nepalese interviewer-researcher at the beginning of the interviews. To the
latter’s reply, ‘I didn’t pay anything, |1 came here with a scholarship to study’, they would ask,
‘And they gave you a visa? Didn’t you have to pay an agency for it?’. Surprised by a negative
answer, they would eventually admit that they had to pay to intermediaries about 9,600 euros
for a visa to come to Portugal to be able to work on its farms.

Nepalese migration to Portugal is a recent and rapidly expanding phenomenon. In 2011,
there were 1,145 Nepalese residing in Portugal; in 2019 this number had risen sixteen-fold to
16,849 (SEF 2020). A significant proportion of them work in seasonal jobs in soft fruit
agriculture, under precarious accommodation and labour conditions. On the one hand, they face
insurmountable bureaucratic difficulties in obtaining a visa from the Portuguese authorities to
enter the country to work legally, so they often arrive undocumented. On the other hand,
greenhouses usually need a large number of seasonal workers only a few months per year. This
often leads farm owners to hire undocumented migrant workers, given the absence of a
regularised labour force. This trend fits the Southern European ‘model of immigration” where
the existence of a large informal labour market facilitates the hiring of irregular migrants (King
and DeBono 2013). As the relationship between international migration and industrial



agriculture is relatively recent in Portugal, its dynamics remain understudied (however, see
Morén-Alegret et al., 2018; Moreno et al., 2016; Pereira et al., 2016; Taboadela et al., 2018;).

The main objective of this paper is to analyse how networks, both formal, i.e.
intermediary agencies, and informal, i.e. acquaintances, originating in Nepal and targeting rural
Portugal, were established and have rapidly consolidated. The inquiries conducted revealed that
even when the networks seemed to be primarily composed of ‘acquaintances’ they nonetheless
revealed connections to structured recruitment networks. Thus, with a focus on recruitment
networks, the study articulates also Nepalese migrants’ aspirations and experiences before and
after their journey to Portugal. Issues such as the debt migrants acquire to pay the network
intermediaries, and the migration routes used to reach their destination in Portugal, are also
taken into account, as well as the realities of their lives as seasonal farmworkers (namely
underemployment and the constant risk of unemployment).

To study this topic comprehensively, a mix of methods was used. National and
international statistical indicators on migration and remittances were analysed to contextualise
the profiles of the Nepalese in Portugal. Participant observation techniques and semi-structured
interviews with Nepalese farmworkers in Portugal were an important data collection element.
Queries were extended to include Portuguese and Nepalese greenhouse owners, managers and
recruiters to better cover the different sides of this social phenomenon. In total, 36 interviews
were made in Portugal. To complement these perspectives, in-depth interviews and participant
observation were conducted with one recruiter in Katmandu, Nepal, as well as with one
agricultural worker who returned to Nepal from Portugal.

The main finding of the study is that the migrants’ decision to migrate is strengthened by
the role of formal recruitment networks. Secondly, the downsides and hardships of their
migration experience included the fact that exploitative labour conditions were accepted and,

up to a certain extent, naturalised as part of the migration process.

2. Contexts and concepts

Since the 1980s, Southern Europe has developed into a major global agricultural production
enclave competing with California and Latin America (Kalantary et al., 2021, this issue). Like
global enclaves in other productive sectors, Southern Europe has experienced exponential trade
growth — in this case specifically agricultural trade — that has increasingly internationalised and
financialised various entrepreneurial networks, along with visible trends towards business
concentration (Martin, 2017; Taboadela et al., 2018). At the beginning of the 21% century in

Southern Italy, Southern Spain and Greece (but not in Portugal), the use of immigrant labour



for seasonal harvesting as a replacement for national workers was a fundamental feature of the
Mediterranean-type agriculture, which had been transformed by new business models and
farming technologies (Reyneri, 2003: 123-124). In places where family and small-scale
agriculture once predominated, a new industrialised Mediterranean agriculture appeared, based
on extensive productive areas and requiring international investment. The use of immigrant
labour became an integral part of this new agriculture characterised by seasonal work, imposing
a continually precarious situation on the labourers: as they were in constant transit, they were
unable to settle in local communities in a stable way (Giménez Romero, 1991; Hoggart and
Mendoza, 2000; Kasimis, 2005).

In Portugal, family-based agriculture prevailed until the 1990s despite attempts by some
international investment firms to establish intensive greenhouses in its southern region. It was
only in the late 2000s that intensive agriculture was redirected towards the international market,
and the consequent hiring of immigrants took off. A smaller first wave consisting mainly of
East Europeans (e.g. Ukrainians) was superseded by the arrival of South Asians (e.g. Nepalese
and Thais) more willing to accept the trying conditions of underpaid seasonal labour.

The informal segments of the labour market have paved the way for irregular immigrants
to access jobs in intensive farming enterprises. And the growing need for seasonal farmworkers
became a pull factor towards work in the sector for an increasingly large number of irregular
immigrants. Demand for a flexible labour force and Portugal's restrictive immigration policy
led to a situation in which the needs of the labour market colluded (even if involuntarily) with
irregular migration channels and networks, i.e. those run by smugglers (Peixoto, 2009). To
these, seasonal labour in intensive agriculture was belatedly added in the late 2000s. In the
Nordic countries, the same type of worker also earns higher wages than they did in their home
countries and the nationals are not attracted to such jobs (Carmo and Hedberg 2019; Rye 2018;
see also the papers by Hedberg, 2021; and Mesi¢ and Wikstrom, 2021 is this special issue). The
reliance on agricultural seasonal workers on agencies to get jobs in Portugal was confirmed in
a study by the Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA, 2019).

When studying migration, it is crucial to distinguish between initiation and reproduction
of the migration flow (Massey et al., 1993). Initiation presupposes the existence of a potential
for emigration due to socio-spatial inequality, but the realisation of this potential is counteracted
by lack of information and the costs and risks of migration for potential migrants. As a rule,
migration flows have three main types of origin: (i) the slow accumulation of individual
migratory movements between societies with old historical ties (Massey et al., 1993: 431-433;

Portes, 1999: 28); (ii) intensive and organised action to recruit migrants, overcoming the risks



of migration, despite the lack of information, as well as the economic and political constraints
of displacement (Castles, 2000, 61-71; Piore, 1979: 19-25; Salt, 1987, 242); and (iii) the
occurrence of episodes of extreme social disorganisation in the areas of departure following
disasters, deep economic crises, wars or revolutions (Goldin et al., 2011).

Once the migration route is established, intra-migrant networks and those established
between migrants and other agents in the societies of origin facilitate the self-sustained
reproduction of the flows, especially when potential migrants have ties that, although weak at
first, assure increased access to information on migratory opportunities (Granovetter, 1973).
Emigration then operates according to a logic of self-sustaining cumulative causality (Massey
et al., 1993; Portes, 1999: 27), reducing the initial lack of information, the migration risks and
other costs, therefore enabling multiple causes for emigration. Once migratory flows are
solidified, it is possible to build up family traditions of migration (Faist, 2000: 159-160).

Van Meeteren and Pereira (2016) reiterate that traditional social network actors (viz.
family and friends) are key providers of assistance and information in migration. They found
the family to be the key source of funding for most migrants, and that for all migrants except
those who had family members in the destination country, friends were key helpers in finding
housing, employment and information.

Family traditions of migration can be strengthened as the flows stabilise, thanks
especially to the circulation of information through migratory networks that foster the over-
representation of migrants’ success in images disseminated among the societies of origin. The
pull factors at the destination are thus subjectively magnified while the costs of integration tend
to be neglected or omitted (Helweg, 1987: 173). An individual migration decision process,
therefore, incorporates not only a rational instrumental assessment but also a number of
normative obligations towards the collectivity and cognitive beliefs (Boudon, 2003) built on
the representations of migration to which potential migrants have access and in which they have
confidence.

The individual migration decision may be strengthened by the role of intermediaries in
the migration process, including work agencies. The reliance of both client companies and job-
seekers on agencies is increasing, although it is difficult to predict the development of the role
of Temporary Work Agencies (Purcell et al., 2004). The role of the agencies is not set in stone
nor is it always successful, and may also be questionable as in the case of Nepal. Despite the
efforts of the Government of Nepal to scrutinise manpower agencies and protect migrant
workers from harm through The Foreign Employment Act 2007, ‘manpower agencies operate

with relative impunity in Nepal, increasing the vulnerability of many Nepali men and women



travelling abroad for employment’ (Taylor-Nicholson et al., 2014: 1). The shortcomings of the
Government institutions in handling cases contribute to the impunity of manpower agencies.

In many countries, migration has become a huge business capitalising on ‘migrants’
desire to move or on the struggle governments face managing migratory flows’ (Sgrensen and
Gammeltoft-Hansen, 2013: 2). There is a wide-ranging set of factors involved in this broad
industry from ‘small migrant entrepreneurs facilitating the transportation of people, to
multinational companies carrying out deportations; and from individual migrants helping others
make the journey, to organized criminal networks profiting from human smuggling and
trafficking” (2013: 2). In several Asian regions the business for migration industry
intermediaries ‘seems to be as good as ever, and it has facilitated the proliferation instead of the
elimination of intermediaries such as headhunters, law firms and consultants, while intensifying
the government regulation of migrant mobility has had similar effects’ (Lindquist et al., 2012:
19). Simultaneously, the long-held distinction between altruistic social networks and profit-
oriented brokers calls for critical questioning. This is because ‘profit, trust and empathy run
hand-in-hand in the relationships between brokers and migrants, and distinctions between them
are often impossible to sustain in practice’ (Lindquist et al., 2019: 9).

Regarding networks and restrictive immigration policies in the countries of destination,
the tightening of border controls and consequent disrupting of local migrant facilitation
economies often contributes to the migration industry since the bureaucratic obstacles lead
migrants who resort to formal-network intermediaries to become irregular, waiting for the
documentation. This adds to the profits of the migrant industry by placing migrants in an even
more vulnerable position and demanding larger sums of money for facilitating the migration
process.

Migration flows tend to be selective at various levels. Firstly, there is a social dimension:
these flows generally involve migrants of the same social origin, making it more likely for them
to be interrelated (Blau, 1977). Secondly, there is a territorial dimension: the flow is often
established between a restricted number of regions and localities of origin and a similarly small
number of contingently-defined destinations (Faist, 2000). And finally, the selectivity of flows
finds expression at the occupational level: the networks tend to channel the flow not only
socially and geographically but also occupationally, thus creating ‘occupational ethnic niches’
born out of ‘initiatives taken by those who are already employed to bring others, from the same
origin [...] to work with them’ (Portes, 1999: 34).

The creation of such ethnic occupational niches is facilitated by the dual labour market at

the destination. This operates via segmentation processes through which migratory movements



are refracted through the status dynamics of existing employment hierarchies (Piore, 1979: 26—
43). Low-paid, precarious and often seasonal or ephemeral jobs that are not attractive to local
communities — not only in financial but also in status terms — tend to be accepted by immigrants.
In fact, in the early stages of the migration path, immigrants are more likely to favour strategies
of saving and remitting to the origin country, defining their jobs as a source of income rather
than as a source of status. The value of the migrant’s social position is tied to the prestige that
the remittances generate in the societies of origin (Piore, 1979: 52-59).

However, the prolongation of the migratory experience alters this readiness to defer
considerations of status both temporally and spatially. The progressive assessment of social
position by reference to social hierarchies at the destination and not at the origin induces a
transformation of migrants' orientation, especially in cases where they are overqualified for the
job. Upward mobility aspirations that were crucial in the impulse to migrate (de Haas, 2019),
but that had been suspended in the first years of settlement at the destination, start re-emerging
or magnifying (Carling and Schewel, 2018). Migrants' aspirations are hence updated or changed
during the migration process, their expectations of social mobility increase, and any
experienced frustration of these new goals may be at the origin of negative evaluations of their
overall experience. It has been known for a long time that individuals’ feelings of success or
failure depend more on the accomplishment of the objectives they set — i.e. on the achievement
of their aspirations — than on the objective results attained (Lauwe, 1971).

In this study, we identify the events at the origin of the recent migratory flow from Nepal to
Portugal; analyse the process of deciding to migrate at its instrumental, normative and cognitive
levels; characterise the networks that sustain the flow as well as the functioning of the labour
market that makes it possible; and document the evolution of migratory aspirations and projects

according to the lived experiences of the interviewed migrants.

3. Background: Nepalese migration to Portugal

Nepal is the world’s fifth most remittance-dependent country; remittances account for 28% of
its total GDP (World Bank, 2019). It is largely a rural country, with most of its employment in
low-productivity, often precarious agriculture (ILO Country Office for Nepal 2017).

With 2 million citizens living abroad out of a total population of 28 million, Nepal is one
of the top 30 countries in terms of absolute numbers of emigrants. The main destination
countries are India, the Gulf countries, the USA, Malaysia, and the UK (World Bank, 2016: 3,
192). Among these emigrants, a significant proportion (39%) living in OECD countries is



tertiary-educated. Higher-educated migrants reside mainly in the USA and Western Europe,
while the poorer and less educated move mainly to the Gulf countries and India (Gurung, 2000).

Recent research has ascertained that aspiring Nepalese migrants pay approximately
US$1400 to migrate to Qatar (Donini, 2019); and an average of €13,600 to work in Japanese
restaurants (Kharel, 2016; Martin, 2017). We found that €9,600 is the average cost of a journey
from Nepal to Portugal through various routes. The trafficking networks sometimes come into
the radar of the authorities: in 2018, one Portuguese and two Nepalese citizens were convicted
for human trafficking in Portugal and 23 Nepalese victims were rescued (OTSH, 2018).
Irregular immigrants also face a major obstacle to attaining their goal of family reunification in
Portugal due to their undocumented status (Budal, 2018). Although a few Master dissertations
and PhD theses have been written about the migration of Nepalese in Portugal (Pereira, 2019,
among others), given the social, economic and humanitarian impacts of this recent
phenomenon, the present paper makes a significant contribution to a better and more detailed
understanding of their situation.

Reinforcing the decision of many Nepalese to migrate is the well-established existence
of formal networks. More than 85% of Nepalese migrants who have left the country since 2012
used the services of recruitment agencies to reach their destination (Ministry of Labour and
Employment, 2018). Nearly all the Nepalese migrants interviewed for this research used
recruitment agencies to migrate to Portugal.

The inflow of immigrants in Portugal, in general terms, is tuned to the country’s
employment rate. With the rise of the employment rate during a period of economic expansion,
the number of immigrants coming to Portugal increased (Pires, 2019: 36). After the decrease in
job offers following the financial crisis in 2008 and the consequent reduction in entries of
immigrants, the rate of employment started to increase again in 2011. This increase was
especially marked in the intensive berry-producing greenhouse farms, which had not been
significantly affected by the crisis and saw a substantial rise in the number of immigrants after
2013. The growth of Nepalese migration to Portugal coincides with this general trend: it has
been increasing since 2011, and accelerating from 2013 onwards.

In the specific case of the Nepalese, we are faced with a recent immigration phenomenon
from a country whose bilateral relations with Portugal are almost non-existent. The number of
documented Nepalese residents in Portugal (in statistical terminology, the cumulative ‘stock”)
increased sixteen-fold in eight years: from 1,145 in 2011 to 16,849 by 2019 (SEF, 2020).
Nepalese immigration is male-dominated (see Figure 1), although the number of women

involved is becoming progressively significant.



[Please insert figure 1 near here]

Figure 1 Inflow of Nepalese to Portugal by sex, 2000 to 2019
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Source: Figure by the authors, based on data obtained from SEF (2020).

Once arrived, Nepalese immigrants concentrate mostly in Lisbon, the country’s capital,
followed by the distritos (regions) of Faro (in the Algarve, Portugal’s southernmost region) and
Beja (in Alentejo, towards the South). In Lisbon, they are now the third-largest foreign
nationality, after Brazilians and Chinese (SEF, 2020).

In the Beja region, intensive greenhouse production of raspberries and blueberries is
concentrated in the coastal municipality of Odemira. Due to hefty international and Portuguese
firms’ investment, Odemira was responsible in 2014 for the production of circa 90% of all
Portuguese raspberries, the country’s second-most exported fruit, valued at 64 million euros
(Dias, 2015). There was a massive growth of small fruits’ exports, and of raspberries in
particular, which in 2018 were worth 153 million euros (Vieira, 2019). The expansion of
intensive farms, especially greenhouses dependent on international and Portuguese investment
that required cheap and flexible labour, profoundly changed Odemira’s rural landscape.

Of the 1,868 Nepalese residing in the coastal area of the Alentejo region, 95% (1,776)
live in Odemira (PORDATA, 2020). Of all foreigners living in this region, the Nepalese are
currently the third most numerous. The top nationality are Romanians, followed by Bulgarians,
and then Nepalese, Thais and Indians (SEF, 2020). The proportion of foreigners with
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regularised status among the total population (24,681) in Odemira was 25% in 2018 (Oliveira
and Gomes, 2019, 59).

5. Materials and methods

The present study is based on a combination of approaches and methods, namely the collection
and analysis of secondary statistical data on migration, together with participant observation
and semi-structured interviews. A qualitative and interpretative approach allowed access to the
deeper meanings related to immigrants’ experiences and aspirations, thus helping to better
understand and characterise their migration processes (cf. Bryman, 2015).

A total of 38 interviews, including 32 Nepalese (29 Nepalese agricultural workers and 3
recruiters), and 6 Portuguese nationals (greenhouse owners, managers and recruiters) were
conducted, through non-probabilistic (snowball) sampling, a method appropriate for access to
hard-to-reach or hidden populations (Noy, 2008). Workers, recruiters, managers and owners of
the greenhouses were interviewed to access mutually complementary perspectives on the
migration networks established between Nepal and Portugal. The interviews were with
individuals and typically lasted from one to one-and-a-half hours, and most of them led to
around three follow-up interviews. They were carried out by a Portuguese researcher — the
second-named author of the paper — in English and Portuguese, and by Nepalese researchers in
Nepalese — the third and fourth-named authors. All the participants in this study are anonymised
in order to protect their identities.

The interviews and participant observation were carried out in two periods: March and
April 2017, and February to June 2018. Each participant in the study signed a written consent
form, guaranteeing the anonymity and confidentiality of the testimonies. The interviews were
coded into themes and analysed using NVivo software for thematic analysis. Extensive
fieldnotes were taken during participant observation, both inside and outside the greenhouses —
in houses and flats, in shipping containers serving as dorms, and in cafes and other public places
during social gatherings. During fieldwork, the Nepalese workers often voiced concerns to the
Portuguese researcher about the difficulty of Portugal's legalisation process, as well as their
psychological suffering due to accommodation issues.

The interviewed Nepalese farm workers (28 males and 1 female) were mostly young
adults (average age 29 years) with 12 to 15 years of formal education (having completed
secondary school and sometimes also a bachelor’s degree). Only one female worker could be

interviewed, a clear indicator of the gender imbalance in this particular migrant work set-up.
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The total number of Nepalese women in Portugal is less than half that of men. Few Nepalese
women work in agriculture, since the majority work in restaurants in the cities, where they find
better conditions.

About half the Nepalese farmworkers interviewed were undocumented in Portugal and,
as noted, had paid on average €9,600 to reach Portugal. The workers interviewed earned on
average €521 gross revenue per month, which means they are formally underpaid since the
Portuguese legal minimum monthly wage at the time of the interviews was €600. Table 1 sets

out some characteristics of the Nepalese interview sample.

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the Nepalese workers

Nepalese agricultural
Characteristics workers
(N=29)
Female 1
Sex
Male 28
21-30 years old 17
Age 31-40 years old 10
41-50 years old 2
Secondary 19
Formal education
Bachelor 7
level
Master 3
4001 - 6000 euros 2
6001 - 8000 euros 3
Money paid to
) 8001 - 10,000 euros 15
migrate
10,001 - 12,000 euros 6
12,001 - 14,000 euros 3
Influence Recruitment organisation 20
in the decision to Friends 11
migrate, according Smugglers 2
to interviewee's
Family 1
responses

Documented 16
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Documentation

Undocumented 13
status

201 - 400 euros 6
Average  monthly

401 - 600 euros 20

wage in Portugal
601 - 800 euros

0 - 50 euros

51 - 100 euros
Average monthly

101 - 150 euros

151 - 200 euros

201 - 250 euros

wage in Nepal

N O © O N w

Source: Table by the authors, based on the interviews sample.

All three labour recruiters interviewed (both Nepalese and Portuguese) were males with
a medium to a high level of education. Based on the data collected, they were personally
responsible for the recruitment of between 100 and 300 Nepalese workers in recent years. The
managers and owners of the greenhouses interviewed were all Portuguese (three males and
three females). They all had a medium to a high level of education. The companies’ size varied

widely, reflecting the number of Nepalese workers employed.

6. Findings and discussion

As previously stated, this paper analyses the networks, experiences and, to a certain extent, the
aspirations of the Nepalese workers in Southern Portugal's farms and greenhouses. In this
section, we first discuss our findings related to the recruitment networks. This is done through
subjective data, i.e. the migrants’ perspectives and interpretations, as well as those of three
recruiters. Then the discussion focuses on the migrants’ aspirations and unexpected

experiences.
6.1 ‘My “friends” told me to come here’: migration recruitment networks and routes
Analysing the so-called meso level of the migration decision-making process (Faist, 1997)

means considering the role of formal (institutional) networks and organisations in the creation

and development of the migration flow from Nepal. ‘State-supported or private labour



13

recruiters help to initiate migrant flows by spreading (often limited) information about the
destination country and offering jobs, accommodation, and support for potential migrants’
(Goldin et al., 2011: 105, our emphasis). The study found that the Nepalese migrants’ decision
to leave their home country was reinforced by the meso-dynamic role of the formal networks.
Nepalese migrants payed an average of €9,600 to recruitment and travel agencies, and
resorted to smuggling. As few Nepalese can afford to pay this kind of money up-front, the norm

is to contract loans and mortgage property. As Janak, a farmworker in Odemira puts it:

Sometimes it’s just the richest guy in the village, he lends money or gets fields and
houses as a guarantee, so that other people can move abroad... many times it’s like
that (male, 21).

Janak paid €11,000 for his journey to Portugal. Like many others, he comes from a rural middle-
class family and offered guarantees in properties to repay the debt incurred in the migration
process. Upon arrival in Portugal, Janak filed his request at the SEF for residency and work
documentation but after many months he is still waiting for an answer. Janak earns a monthly
salary of €580 but at the time of the interview, the Portuguese-owned company owed him three
months’ back pay, a situation that added to the cycle of vulnerability he found himself in.
Relating to the ‘migration industry’, most of the Nepalese workers interviewed had made
the journey to Portugal through contracting organisations — intermediary recruitment agencies.
To be able to pay the intermediaries, many had to sell family properties or secured loans to raise
the money needed to come to Portugal. They were motivated by success stories heard or read
from other migrants. The payment usually covered food and lodging along the route, acquiring
a temporary work visa either in Portugal or another EU-member country, flight expenses, and

early housing costs in Portugal.

People from the agencies go door to door in Pokhara and Baglung... You know, many
people from Baglung are away, in Japan, right? So they are okay and have money, and
agency people try to get their fields and houses, in exchange for help to go abroad, visa
and all that (Dinesh, 25, male).

Social networks, therefore, sustain their migration trajectories and tend to be selective.
First, at the social level, concerning migrants of the same social origin (cf. Blau, 1977) — those

with properties to guarantee the loans. Secondly, at the territorial level, moving between a
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restrictive number of regions of origin and of destination (cf. Faist, 2000) — as from Pokhara,
Nepal, to the south of Portugal. Thirdly, at the occupational level, in some specific ‘niches’ (cf.

Portes, 1999) — in this case, agriculture.

| have a wife and one son back in Nepal. My family is a joint family type where my
mother, father, brother, sister-in-law, wife and son live together in the same house.
[...] It was my own decision supported by my wife. She was also my motivation to go
abroad, so that we, as a family, could have a better life. I arrived in Portugal in 2015.
[...] I was sponsored by another Nepali, in the Netherlands. But I didn’t know the guy
who sent me the sponsorship as it was arranged with the help of my agent (Davendra,

32, male; our italics).

What some interviewees described as ‘friends’ frequently turned out to be agencies
recommended to them by acquaintances — the ‘weak ties’ that become ‘strong ties’ that facilitate
mobility, in the words of Granovetter (1973). Then, migrants usually borrow money informally,
either from intermediaries or from family and ‘friends’, the loans being frequently subject to
high interest rates. In this process, the traditional social network actors, as family and friends,
play a key role in supplying vital information during the migration process (cf. Van Meeteren
and Pereira, 2016). By reducing the initial lack of information, migratory risks and extra costs,
these social networks enable emigration to develop in a framework of self-sustaining multiple
causes (cf. Massey et al., 1993; Portes, 1999, 27).

Many Nepalese migrants who come to Portugal expect farm work to be an opportunity

for easy legalisation, but labour exploitation is the norm for them.

| knew nothing about the country when | arrived... We just know it is the place in

Europe to get the papers, that’s what they tell us [before coming] (Raju, male, 25).

Migration to Europe is viewed as an opportunity for a better life. The choice of Portugal as the
destination country is due to the perception that it offers migrants easy access to a documented
status. The reality that immigrants face after arrival turns out to be very different from their
expectations, especially because it often takes a long time to become fully documented, and

because the costs of accommodation and food are too high for the salary they receive.
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| was a veterinary technician back in Nepal and had worked for over six years. [...] |
got help from a consultancy [agent] and came to Poland on a student visa. Then the
opportunities and future in Poland were not as promising as | thought. | wanted not
only to study but was also looking for work and to become established in a country. It
seemed like an impossible dream and then | heard a lot about Portugal. | finally
decided to come to Portugal (Udip, male, 35).

The migration trajectories followed by the Nepalese workers are diverse and the
migratory strategies chosen are varied — from safer air and land options to riskier ones, such as
paying local smugglers in Libya to cross the Mediterranean in rubber dinghies or small wooden
boats. Migrants resort to different travel schemes, frequently jumping to options based on
hearsay rooted in the stories of previous migrants. Although they are cheating the system, they

are nevertheless vulnerable to being cheated themselves, namely by unscrupulous smugglers:

Many people are coming through Poland because it’s the easiest way now... but also
others from lIsrael, Dubai.... Denmark, as we have many students there, in northern

Europe... (Ram male 32)

| got help from an agent. | came on a tourist visa and he charged me around 8,000
euros. But | had been scammed before by a different agency and I lost 5,000 Euros in
my first attempt. [...] The only job the agents had to do was to get me to Europe no
matter how. They created documentation and situations which were helpful for me to
obtain a visa. | was supposed to attend a seminar in France. That is how | entered

Europe (Shyam, 40, male).

According to the interview data, Nepalese migrants used five main routes to reach Europe
and arrive in Portugal. We could not succeed in triangulating these data on routes with other
sources, because Portuguese official statistics count only the country of arrival. The five main
routes are the following: through the Gulf and Turkey; through Central Europe (mainly Poland
and Latvia, usually resorting to the assistance of smugglers and work agencies); via Libya —
crossing the Mediterranean to Italy (resorting to local smugglers); from West European
countries (the Netherlands, Denmark, the UK or Italy) normally after visas and work permits
expired or were dismissed as non-valid; or flying directly from Nepal (with a short stop-over in
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the Emirates, and/or in Turkey). Figure 2 shows the main routes used by the Nepalese to enter

Portugal.

Figure 2 Routes of the Nepalese from Nepal to Portugal

Arabian

Note: The lines with circles represent the routes taken by the Nepalese, with the size of the
circles corresponding to the frequency of the use of the route.
Source: Map by the authors, based on interview data.

The Polish route (including a stint working there before onward travel) was the most
frequently reported in the fieldwork. A Portuguese recruiter highlighted this and hypothesised

about the reasons for the migrants to move to Portugal:

Maybe one of the easiest countries to get into now, in Europe, is Portugal... and, |
don’t know... some northern countries... like Poland. | can tell you that many workers
are arriving here with Polish visas. Lots of them entered through Poland and then did

not adapt there — due to climatic or cultural reasons, perhaps... (Antonio, 48, male).
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The ‘migration industry’ consists of several actors in the country of origin and destination. The
recruiters in Portugal who hire workers for the farms receive several offers from the

intermediary agents who brought the Nepalese to Portugal, to get them a job. Antonio continues:

We have people knocking on our door to offer workers every week, and they pay for us

to accept them...!! | must say, it’s very tempting!

Anténio’s company is owned by a Nepalese businessman who has contacts with authorities in
Nepal; they employ a marketing person in Lisbon who is well-informed about expected
migrants’ arrivals. This employee contacts the migrants during transit or upon arrival in
Portugal and refers them to farm owners and managers in the South.

In the greenhouses, dozens of discarded business cards, offered by intermediaries from
recruiting companies to the Nepalese farmworkers were collected. These recruiters usually
started by creating an agency, registered as a ‘service provider company’ (and not as a
‘temporary work agency’), and after a couple of years closed the first company to open a new
one, with a different name, with the obvious purpose of deluding the authorities and avoiding

payment of due fees or taxes.

6.2 ‘Families love it if we go abroad’: migration aspirations of the Nepalese

Responding to a question about their motivation for coming to Portugal, one of the interviewees,
Janak, said: ‘Almost everyone from my [home] region is abroad. Mostly in Japan. If you don 't
migrate you re a nobody’. Another interviewee, Raju, similarly said: “You know, our culture is
an emigration culture; if you don’t migrate, you’re a nobody’. Both the ensuing conversations
revealed that a combination of economic and cultural reasons motivated them to migrate.
Although a better salary in Portugal than Nepal was important for them — i.e. an economic
reason — these and other interviewees mostly had a middle-class background with few
difficulties living and raising a family in Nepal.? Therefore, they migrated because this was
perceived as an opportunity to raise their social status given the respect that narratives of

success related to emigration inspire — i.e. a cultural reason.

2 The middle classes in Nepal are defined relationally as those people situated between the top and bottom of
society — in terms of salary, for example — who are also consumers of products such as Western fashion items
advertised on TV and social networks (Liechty, 2003). Interviewees in this study declared they had earned twice
or three times the national average wage when they were in Nepal and all had secondary or higher education.
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Secondly, the decision to migrate was not only based on individual choice; family
pressure also played a key role, since the receipt of remittances by migrants’ families is equated
with a higher social status. Thirdly, Europe is represented as a ‘dream destination’, with
Portugal portrayed as a country where it is comparatively ‘easier’ to obtain the necessary
documentation to become a regular migrant. Nonetheless, it is only after arrival that immigrants
become aware of the difficulties in the legalisation process and the risk of remaining in an
irregular limbo for long periods.

Aspirations, or the desire to migrate based on economic and cultural reasons, came up

frequently in the interviews, for instance in the words of Subedi:

My father and mother don’t work, they are too old. My wife doesn’t work.... So, |
have to help them. [...] Families love it if we go abroad because that means we can
help them. Our status also rises and people respect us more if we live abroad (Subedi,
male, 43; our italics).

Subedi migrated to India, then to Denmark and later to Portugal. He paid 7,000 euros for his
visa, resident permit and flight tickets by selling properties and taking loans from extended
family members. In Nepal, he was a farmer earning €110 a month — nearly double the average
monthly wage in Nepal (according to ILO, 2016 the average monthly salary in Nepal is €59).
In Portugal, as a farmworker, he earns between 300 euros and 500 euros a month (depending
on the season) — well below the official minimum salary — and he is undocumented. While he
made it explicit that he was expected to ‘help the family’, Subedi also let it be understood that
his decision to migrate was related to the expectation of success and consequently a rise in his
social status at home. This ambivalence was common to most interviewees. It reveals how the
economic motivation to migrate is socially oriented, in the sense that it relates to the need for
approval and affirmation of status and power in addition to material gains, both of which depend
on the opinion of others (Portes, 1999, 8).

As Judith Hellman (2008) posits, cultural reasons play a key role alongside economic
reasons in the decision to migrate. This co-occurrence was observed among male Mexican
migrants in the USA who are both sponsored financially and encouraged culturally by their
family because emigration plays such a significant structural role in the country — a situation
that parallels that of young Nepalese males migrating to Portugal.

Related to the fact that economic, social and cultural motivations all play key roles in the

decision to migrate is the interplay between structure and agency in migrants’ aspirations — in
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other words, in the desire to migrate and the ability to fulfil this desire. The decision may
certainly be one involving individual agency but, according to Carling and Schewel (2018),
when it is taken in an environment where everyone wants to leave — i.e., where emigration is
structural — a given individual’s decision is simultaneously an outcome of other individuals’
attitudes and actions.

The decision to migrate can also be motivated by the desire to escape the traditional
family structure in Nepal. This motivation is especially pertinent for Nepalese women. After
marriage, the wife moves to the house of the husband’s parents and lives in an extended family
along with the brothers-in-law and their respective wives. In Portugal, they can be ‘modern’:
they can wear European clothes, wives are allowed to work, and enjoy freedom from the

extended family.

| want my wife to come because when she comes here, she can work... there, she
doesn’t work, and | have to feed five, six people, alone... so, for us, it’s better if they

[wives] come (Subedi, male, 43).

6.3 ‘We never expected these conditions ": experiences of Nepalese migrants working in
Portuguese agriculture

A major finding of our study relates to the unexpected experiences of the Nepalese rural
workers interviewed in Portugal, as almost all confirmed that they had not expected so many
difficulties. The exploitative working conditions, the precarious employment and the appalling
housing conditions were found to be very much worse than they had imagined. Besides, the
labyrinthine legalisation process, the onerous process of debt repayment and the path towards

family reunification were all taking much longer than they had anticipated.

To be honest, the conditions are very bad. | didn’t even get 1% of my expectations,
like a European life, respectable job and everything. It is nothing like that and the
conditions are worse. When it comes to working, | worked in the field when it was 45
degrees during summer. Normally, | worked for 12-13 hours a day... | have spent
15,000 euros in total, 12,000 to come to Poland, then 2000-3000 to come to Portugal
(Udip, male, 35; our italics).
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Nonetheless, their experience as immigrant workers in Portugal is not solely negative and grim.
As Hellman (2008) found with Mexicans in the USA, the experiences of Nepalese migrants in
Portugal are also a mixture of good and bad, and this is why the flow continues. Among the
positive aspects the Nepalese interviewees highlighted was enjoying freedom away from the
family, the opportunity to try new haircuts and, whenever possible, strolling in town and visiting
tourist sites. They looked forward to bringing their wives and children to Portugal so that they
too could experience the Portuguese way of life and have a job, since in Nepal the wives usually
stay at home and dedicate themselves to domestic chores, without external employment,

meaning not receiving an extra salary.

We want our wives to come because here they can work.... In Nepal, they just stay at
home and one person has to feed everyone, pay the children’s school fees, and give
everything to... another five people. Here, no — we share the bank account, if she needs
or if I need anything, we make money, no problem, we share everything — but she

earns money too. (Ram, 32, male).

The facilities here are good, everything is more or less new, if | need a bus to go to
Faro, | can get one, it is not like that in Nepal... My wife went to the hospital in Cascais
to have our first daughter, and the hospital there, it’s like a hotel. [...] I like the beaches
here in the south and the football.... (Aadit, 37, male).

For the Nepalese and other immigrants, in general, it is very difficult to enter with a valid
visa to work, due to bureaucratic difficulties. They usually enter the country with a tourist visa
and then start working because there is a demand for a cheap labour force from the employers
(cf. King et al., 2021; Scott and Rye, 2021, both in this issue). Then, after being in the country
with a valid contract work it is possible to apply for legal documents and regularise their status.
Compared to other countries in Europe, salaries in Portugal are lower but the living costs are
also lower. These two characteristics play a role in the choice to migrate to Portugal, but
Nepalese migrants are not informed by the intermediary agencies or their acquaintances about
the difficulties they will have to go through since the moment they leave Nepal.

The typical procedure in Portugal for acquiring a resident authorisation tends to be
excruciatingly slow: after submitting the initial request, applicants are likely to experience an
extended waiting period (from an ideal minimum of five months up to three years), punctuated

by multiple appointments and interviews at the SEF’s Immigration Offices, during which the
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applicant is usually required to produce several additional documents. They must provide proof
of work or a job contract as well as proof of legal entry into Portugal. About half of our
interviewees were non-documented until the end of the fieldwork period. This led to constant

feelings of frustration:

When | arrived in Portugal, | had to pay 27 euros in three months to the company, after
working for them for three months! So embarrassing! (...) I got my residence card
only in December 2016, when it had already been sent in October 2016. | had given

the address of this [employer] guy, but he didn’t receive it for me (Dinesh, 25 male).

The workers described to us their multiple worries relating to job and housing conditions
and with their work environment. Housing conditions and the monthly cost of a single bunk
bed (frequently inside a metal container) were one of the interviewees’ main complaints. We
witnessed various situations of crowded housing, such as up to 40 people sharing a three-
bedroom house, overcrowded containers and crowded interior bedrooms into which 18
Nepalese workers — usually resorting to rotating bedtimes — were packed. Sleeping inside the
containers during the summer was described as being particularly difficult, as the miniature
barred windows did not allow for air circulation. Drinking water and sewage systems were

frequently unavailable.

We are like dogs here: a dog’s life. Nobody cares. (...) | worked in Evora, Beja,
Comporta. We lived not in containers there, but where they put the cattle [stables]
(Chetan, 28, male)

Both the workers and their families have an idealised view of Europe, where there are
good salaries that enable the workers to send remittances and their families to have a good
standard of life. As in other European countries, the Nepalese in Portugal feed a string of
success stories to their families back in Nepal that omit the difficulties and failures, thus
contributing to influencing other potential migrants in Nepal to move out of the country. They
are moved by two main motives: (i) to keep their family social status in Nepal, and (ii) out of
shame for not getting the success aspired to before migrating. As already theorised (Portes,
1999), the idealisation of success in the countries of destination is common among international

immigrants, for whom the decision to migrate has far more weight on the gains, based on the
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success stories, than on the expenses and what is truly gained after accounting for expenditure
on housing, bills and food.

The work | am involved in is entirely different than I thought. I had never done any
agricultural work in my life before. In Nepal, only uneducated and poor people get
involved in farm work unless it is on their farms. | hide my current job position from
my family and only my wife knows that | work on a farm. I never imagined a life like
this. It is a matter of shame and | don’t tell my family that | am working in agriculture

(Davendra, 32, male).

| had great positive expectations about my life in Europe but the reality was completely
different and | only learnt that when | was here. | thought | would do better than in
Nepal, have more income and be settled. But as | said, the reality is really different
(Udipi, 35, male).

Still, the Nepalese workers and recruiters we interviewed reported a diversity of experiences
and profiles which account for important variations in their perception of the migratory process
and how success is measured. Such multiple realities contradict the outside perception that
Nepalese migrants share a monolithic view of their life in Europe, and provide evidence for
various levels of exploitation in the dynamic panorama of intensive agriculture in Southern
Portugal. Nevertheless, we should stress that the ‘institutionalisation’ of exploitation — be it at
the origin, in intermediary countries or at the destination — as well as the social capital involved
(migrant ‘networks’ and ‘contacts’) play a major role in the international recruitment of migrant
rural workers. Furthermore, our data reveals how this exploitation is accepted by these workers.
This acceptance is a way for migrants to cope with the harsh conditions they face, and helps in
building their resilience, allowing them to deal psychologically with the transformation of their
initial aspirations and to adapt (cf. Graeber, 2018). It also facilitates the acceptance of persistent
exploitation and abusive realities perceived by the immigrants as the unquestionable ‘necessary
steps’ in the long ordeal to acquire a residence permit in Europe and eventually achieve the

long-term goal of family reunification.

7. Conclusions
This study on the unexplored migration—agriculture nexus for the Nepalese draws scholarly

attention to the understudied migrant population in rural Portugal, far less often researched than
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the parallel cases of Southern Spain and Southern Italy (see Kalantaryan et al., 2021; Melossi,
2021, both in this special issue). Nepalese migration to Portugal originates from a country with
high outflow rates, consolidated family emigration traditions and an intense dependence on
remittance transfers. Portugal has four comparative advantages as a destination: 1) a demand
for migrant work that is low-skilled and therefore not very demanding in terms of
communication; 2) greater ease in working undocumented due to the persistence of feebly
regulated sectors of the labour market; 3) a legal framework that facilitates the regularisation
of undocumented migrant workers; 4) lower living costs than in alternative destinations, which
partially compensate for low wages. The expansion of agro-industry based upon the production
of berry fruits is dependent on the employment of low-skilled labour of foreign origin, as the
Nepalese emigration demonstrates. The high intensity of Nepalese workers’ inflows into
Portugal reflects the integration of both countries in the global networks of migration.

The presence of Nepalese immigrant farmworkers in the coastal rural regions of Southern
Portugal is a new and understudied phenomenon. Their presence is frequently acknowledged
in the national and local media, and news about the dire conditions they experience in intensive
berry greenhouse farms is often shared. Their emigration contributed to the rapid transformation
of the towns and cities located in the coastal rural regions of Southern Portugal, traditionally
low-density residential areas. To appease the seasonal demand for labour from greenhouse
production, these areas absorbed intense inflows of Nepalese migrants in the context of a
growing local depopulation of national citizens. The locals — apart from the farm owners,
managers and co-workers, and people working in cafés, supermarkets and administrative
offices (namely, immigration and social security) — have little knowledge and few opinions
about them. Since the Nepalese migrants seldom leave the greenhouse environments and very
few of them speak Portuguese, they are viewed as untroublesome foreigners; there is no reason
to empathise or interact with them.

Although the Nepalese migrants interviewed in this study have diverse profiles, a
significant number belong to the middle class in Nepal with good educational qualifications.
The majority are undocumented and do not speak Portuguese — thus lacking the two basic
criteria for integration. Nepalese migrants in Portugal have experienced downward professional
mobility given that the majority previously worked in services, but are now relegated to
agriculture in Portugal. Simultaneously, despite the stated challenges, the Nepalese migrants do
enjoy consuming ‘modernity’ in Portugal to some degree (e.g. in the way of dressing and new
lifestyles and greater freedom than in Nepal).
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A final major conclusion of our study relates to the dissonance that results in having and
sharing information in these networks. Almost all of our interviewees confirmed that they did
not expect such outcomes, which were significantly different from those they had been
promised by those in their networks. In their experience, legalisation, the repayment of debts
and family reunification take much longer than expected; and work, income and housing
conditions are considerably more precarious than they were told by trusted friends and family
members. So, although migrants in this study rely and trust in the networks that provide access
to emigration out of Nepal and immigration to Portugal, it is quite apparent that the many
networks in Portugal that facilitate irregular migration are not credible nor honest, based on the
plight of the Nepalese in Portugal and the perpetual misinformation shared among the Nepalese
while still in Nepal. As a result, on the one hand, Nepalese migrants continue to be marginalised
as Portuguese agricultural workers. On the other hand, the observed ‘institutionalisation of
exploitation’ in Europe — associated with high migration costs and extended high-interest loan
repayment periods — is generally accepted by the vast majority of our Nepalese interviewees.
In the absence of channels for documented labour migration, the migrants become vulnerable
to the abuses imposed by migration networks and they tend to see it as part of the process. In
the meantime, their contribution to the national economy is indispensable and their employment
in the agro-industry supports the economic growth of this sector. Consequently, the expansion
of agro-industry at the national level is correlated with the proliferation of migrant networks

and the arrival of further Nepalese migrants.
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