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Overview 

 

The main objective of this project was to explore migrants’ transition from the status of 

authorized temporary migrant workers to the status of unauthorized migrants.  We related this 

transition to both structural (e.g. the nature and structure of temporary migration programs and 

particularly the regime of deportability built into these programs) and individual factors. 

Furthermore, we   identified challenges faced by temporary and unauthorized migrants and the 

ways these can be addressed by community organizations and local governments. 

In the summer and fall of 2011, we conducted 50 interviews with Mexican and Central 

American migrant workers in the Leamington region in Southwestern Ontario. These fifty 

interviews followed up on the self-funded pilot project we conducted in the summer of 2010 

when we interviewed 30 Mexican and Central American migrant workers, 29 of whom were 

recruited through the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (SAWP) or the Low Skilled 

Workers Pilot Project (LSWPP). In 2010 we interviewed one worker who had dropped out of 

SAWP and one worker who was a refugee claimant.  The objective of the 2011 project was to 

test whether some of the findings that emerged in the 2010 pilot study would be confirmed if the 

sample was extended to include 30 more workers brought to Canada on a contract and 20 

migrants who have lived and worked without authorization.   

Although the interview guide used in the CERIS-funded project was different from the 



pilot project, some common themes emerged. In particular, both groups discussed increasing 

work pressure, ethnic competition, and fear of deportation. Thus, many presentations, 

publications, and other dissemination activities discussed in this report are based on both 

projects. Two distinct features of the 2011CERIS-funded  project include: (1) an exploration of 

the Mexican and Central American temporary migrant workers’ intentions to drop out of the 

program; and (2) greater attention to precarious working and living conditions experienced by 

unauthorized migrants living and working in Canada. Thus, some key findings discussed in this 

report  are based on both projects (e.g. increasing work pressure; increasing ethnic competition; 

the power of deportability) and some on the CERIS funded project only (e.g. intentions to drop 

out of the program and experiences of ‘illegality’).  

 

I. Key findings 

Our main findings can be grouped in four categories: (1) increasing work pressure and 

competition; (2) the use of ‘deportability’ as a technology of discipline; (3) social and political 

production of ‘illegality’; and (4) health consequences of living precariously.  

1. Increasing work pressure and competition 

Three themes are very prominent in the narratives of the labourers recruited to work in Canada 

on contract: increased pressure, stiffer competition, and a strong drive to outperform other 

workers.  The increased pressure takes place through more sophisticated modes of control, such 

as the installation of surveillance cameras which keep constant watch on the performance of the 

worker during all stages of the production process, as well as the use of chronometers 

coordinated with computers that measure the time the workers spend finishing a specific task. 

Where these electronic systems of surveillance and time measurement have not been installed, 



human personnel has been hired to keep watch over and control the migrant workers’ 

performance. The workers call such people ‘capataces’, evoking an image of an overseer who 

managed feudal estates in a despotic manner in pre-revolutionary Mexico. The introduction of 

these methods for measuring time and monitoring the performance of the worker have generated 

an intensification of work rhythms and forms of discipline which some workers qualify as 

‘insane’.  For instance, Ronaldo says: 

 Lately, they introduced small machines to monitor the task each worker is doing in each 

line, and his/her pace. It is a kind of calculator that each worker must have with him/her. 

Then, at the end of the working day, the workers go to a registering machine and connect 

such devices. Then, this registering machine sends the data to a computer. The worker is 

asked to check the time he took in finishing a particular task. By using this information, the 

managers rank the workers. The performance of worker who finishes his/her task in the 

least amount of time is then taken as the standard to which all the workers must adhere. 

They say ‘this person did this time and all of you must do the same time or less’. And things 

go on like a spiral. It is a form of pressure they have put on the workers. Then, all the 

workers start to work harder and harder. It is insane what they ask us for. We are asked to 

do more than the body can resist. And also, they do not follow the per-hour payment 

system, but by task, by piece. 

In assessing how their job has changed since they began coming to Canada, veteran workers 

working talked at length about the diversification of the labour force as a source of competition 

among workers.  Alejandro, for instance, comments: 

Other countries are posing competition which is affecting some of us quite a bit. For instance, 

here we have Jamaicans, and Guatemalans who are winning jobs over from Mexicans. It 



means that now it’s a bit more complicated.  

This pressure to be better than workers from other countries, begins even before migrant workers 

set foot in Canada. In Mexico, interviewees reported being warned by staff of the Secretaria de 

Trabajo (Ministry of Labour) that selects workers for the program about the importance of being 

steady and fast in order to keep their jobs and avoid being replaced by others recruited from 

other countries. New workers thus board the plane for Canada already feeling insecure and 

threatened by new players in the Canadian agricultural labour force. As Chon tells us, 

The problem that we have here is rooted there, at the Secretaria because the Secretaria tells 

us that the demand for Mexican labour used to be strong but now they say that … the demand 

is lower and so they talk to you about such things as alcohol and other problems.  

In Chon’s estimate, they used to have 1,000 Mexican workers in Leamington in February and 

now it’s only 500 or 700 workers who come for shorter stays than before.  

Once in Canada, workers become aware of employers who ethnicize workers and 

progressively hire more workers from one nationality over another. Eduardo talks about an 

employer who no longer wants to hire Mexicans and prefers Guatemalans.   

He says that he no longer wants to hire Mexicans because they question his orders. That’s 

what he says. He says that by contrast, the Guatemalans do not. He says that if you tell 

Guatemalans to do something they just do it and do not try to do it their own way. 

Guatemalans always ask while Mexicans do things their own way because they think that 

their way is the best way.  And that is why the boss says “I don’t want things this way, I have 

good reasons for why I don’t want things to be this way’ 

Workers also talked at length about how Canadian employers put pressure on them to work 

faster and harder and threaten to replace them with workers from other countries, such as 



Jamaica, Guatemala, or Thailand.  Eduardo’s reflections provide an illustration: 

So when they talk to a group of workers, they say, “well, you’re not rendering the pace we 

want”. There are Hondurans who want to work; there are Mexicans who want to work, and 

even Guatemalans. For example, the supervisor in tomato production says to the 

Guatemalans who are now in charge of clipping (“clipeando”), “there are many Hondurans 

who want to work, so if you don’t work to the pace we want, I will send you back home and 

bring workers from other countries.”  

Competition among workers also emerged as a result of different programs that bring workers to 

Canada. One frequently mentioned difference that posed a problem was between workers from 

Mexico and workers from Guatemala. As Gabriel puts it,  

Well, look! Imagine, the bosses tell us “You know what? The Guatemalans (“guatemalas”) 

come with a different contract, they pay rent and their pay is lower”.  That’s what we have 

been told. But they also don’t work as fast as us; they don’t work at the same speed as us. 

And with us, the Mexicans, if we don’t work fast, the boss says, “Hurry up! Otherwise I am 

losing money with you and I prefer to bring Guatemalans, I prefer to bring the Blacks 

because they are cheaper… So why? Why do they always threaten us?   

Workers from farms which only employed Mexican workers experienced less employment 

insecurity and felt more confident. Nearly all our study participants talked about the emergence 

of this threat; their assessment of its severity varied, however.   

Fear of replacement leads to various strategies and dynamics among workers. One 

division that clearly emerges is among national groups whereby Mexican workers co-construct 

themselves in relationship to other groups they identify as potential threats. Ethnic politics 

emerges in narratives through discourse about national, racial and ethnic ‘others’: for instance, 



Jamaicans or ‘Negros’ (blacks) are said to be slow and inconsistent and Guatemalans are labeled 

as too docile and inexperienced. In contrast, Mexicans consistently construct themselves as the 

most experienced, toughest, fastest and productive workers in the region.   

Another consequence of the increasing pressure experienced by workers is the emergence 

of more stringent internal hierarchies among Mexicans themselves by age or years of experience 

in the program, by regions of origin (which may equal ethnic background such as ethnic Mayas 

from the Yucatan peninsula). Narratives offer dramatic examples of tough competition on a day-

to-day basis for being the best worker; workers also compete for leader status and for being on 

good terms with the employer. Some undesirable workers are severely bullied by others. On 

some farms, a climate of fear, mistrust and constant tension prevails. This competition is 

powerfully expressed in a metaphor charged with gender connotations that some workers use to 

refer to the new working environment. El Zorro, a 45 year old Mexican unauthorized worker 

(previously a program worker) shared his views about what is occurring in Leamington now that 

they face more competition from the Guatemalans and Jamaicans.  According to this worker, the 

workplace has been transformed into a jungle inhabited by tigers, coyotes and cats. The tigers 

play the role of leaders in the process of production. With their physical strength, speed and 

experience, they guarantee that the ‘docile’ cats, the rest of the ordinary workers, fearful of being 

seen as lazy or incapable, speed up their performance at work. The cats, in turn, follow the 

tigers’ rhythm and do whatever is possible to catch up to the rhythm these young, experienced 

and agile workers impose. Finally, the coyotes are faster and more experienced than the rest of 

the workers (that is to say, the less experienced, and the oldest) and guarantee that they stay in 

the competition and maintain the belief that they will catch up to the tigers. These coyotes are 

also always stalking the tigers, just one step behind them, and waiting for one to fall so as to 



occupy his leading and socially-rewarding position. Together, this competitive jungle and the 

fear of displacement it produces guarantee high velocity production among the workers. 

In sum, enhanced sentiments of insecurity thus lead to increasing competition among workers, 

which contributes to more insecurity. This competition takes places among ethnic or national 

groups as well as among subgroups and individuals from Mexico. Not only are workers afraid of 

being replaced as individuals, they feel that it is the entire program with their country that is at 

stake. While competition among workers has prevailed on many farms for the past few decades, 

veteran workers felt that their job security had significantly deteriorated in the last decade. 

 

2. Deportability as a technology of discipline 

Whether employed on contract or without authorization, all migrants fear deportation. However, 

there are variations in how this deportability is experienced and how it is enforced. Most studies 

of deportability discuss it in relation to unauthorized migrants. For the unauthorized workers 

interviewed in our study, deportability is a distinct possibility. When asked whether she had 

heard of any people being deported, Marianita recollects a few. She comments “They weren’t my 

friends or fellow workers, but I found out about their deportation. This is a small town and 

people talk. So this is alarming for me because you get nervous when others are apprehended. 

And you think that you would be next.” Tonia remembers that one time her supervisor wanted to 

have sex with a new worker, a 15-16 year old unauthorized migrant. When she refused, he called 

immigration authorities. Tatiana who is now a refugee claimant, tells us of her experience as an 

unauthorized migrant: 

I didn’t know that I could apply for a refugee status right at the airport.  I came to Canada 

hoping to find help. Upon arrival I started looking for a lawyer and I found that it was rather 



difficult, it wasn’t easy. I had to survive, and so I had to work for cash because I didn’t have a 

work permit. But what could I do? I had to pay for rent, food, and other expenses. So I started 

working for cash and did it for a few months. At the same time I kept on looking for help to 

regularize my status because I didn’t want to have anxiety that one day migration authorities 

would knock on my door and take me away. I’ve heard lots of stories about so-and-so being 

taken away and that they just come to your house and without saying anything just take you 

away. I was very anxious, very worried. Each day that we were going to work I kept thinking 

what if there is a migration raid and they capture us and send us back to Mexico? 

Immigration raids are extremely rare in Leamington, and it is only when someone reports an 

unauthorized worker that the immigration authorities show up to apprehend such a person.  So it 

is not the frequency of deportation but its possibility that keeps unauthorized migrants in line.  

In addition to unauthorized migrants, legally-employed migrants are also disciplined 

when the threat of deportation is engaged. Walters (2010) recognizes that deportability can be 

used to regulate the flow of legally-recruited temporary migrants. Placing deportation in the 

context of the “regulation of labour markets and the management of economies in the twentieth 

century” through temporary recruitment schemes, he discusses how deportation was used to 

enforce the return of the temporarily recruited migrants when they were no longer needed. 

Gardner (2010) examines how the structural violence (deceit and abuse) perpetrated by private 

employers within the kafala system, the Bahraini temporary labour recruitment scheme, is 

responsible for the deportability of migrants who have left their abusive employers and thus 

become unauthorized.   

Deportation is widely-employed as a technology of discipline for workers currently 

employed in temporary migration programs, such as SAWP and LSSP. This disciplinary practice 



is enforced by the employers and such international inter-governmental organizations as the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM), with collaboration from representatives of the 

sending countries. Deportability in this case refers not only to the immediate termination of the 

contract and the repatriation of migrants, but also to the fear of being denied the opportunity to 

return to work in Canada in the following years. Workers may be repatriated or denied future 

employment within this program for a number of reasons: low productivity, conflict with other 

workers, assertion of their rights, or health problems. In addition to the employers, such 

organizations as the IOM, the Mexican Secretaría de Trabajo, and the Consulate discipline the 

workers by telling them that they will be deported or will lose an opportunity to return to Canada 

if they do not work hard enough, complain about their work to any organizations or individuals, 

do not comply with the employers’ demands, or have problems among themselves.  

Migrants interviewed in this study cited examples of other workers who have been sent 

home or denied future employment. Ernestino remembers how some people are sent home: 

Have they fired anyone? Yes, the ones that don’t work very fast. If they don’t complete work 

fast enough, after one month they are returned to Mexico. Or they get two weeks and if they 

don’t work fast enough, they are told that unless they work faster in the next two weeks they go 

back to Mexico.  And yes, each year, two or three paisanos [fellow countrymen] are sent back.  

Migrant workers are expected to comply with the job requirements. If they complain, 

they can be deported. Paco told us how they had gone to complain about excessive work hours to 

the Migrant Workers’ Alliance office. The employer found out about it and punished the 

workers, first, by suspending them for three days, and then, by giving them very few hours in the 

following days, and finally by sending all of them back to Mexico. 

Sick or injured workers are also sent back to Mexico. Raúl’s testimony provides an 



illustration: “I have a friend who will no longer be requested because every year he used to get 

bronchitis. And he was told that if he dies here, it would be too costly for them.”Albertino has 

also recalled a case of an injured worker returned home. What is particularly interesting in this 

case is the collaboration between the Mexican Consulate and the employer.  Altertino reflects: 

The Consulate does not help at all. On the contrary. For instance, some compañeros [co-

workers] had an accident on this farm two years ago.  One worker lost his hand because it was 

cut by a machine.  For a year or two this worker received no workers’ compensation pay.  And 

what did the Consul do? It just sent him back to Mexico.  

Juan also felt discouraged by the complicity between employers and the Mexican Consulate.  

Juan used to work on a farm with some workers who were less experienced than others. The 

employer was going to send eight slower workers back to Mexico. The workers went to 

complain to the Consulate but got no support. Juan was not among the eight to be fired. Yet since 

the others were too timid, he spoke up for them. However, a Consulate representative told him to 

mind his own business and not to try to defend the rights of others. Juan did not listen and 

encouraged others workers to demand that either they all stayed or they all returned to Mexico. 

The employer decided to send all of them back. The Consulate representative was in agreement 

with this decision and advised Juan to never speak up for others. 

The Mexican Secretaría del Trabajo has also contributed to this deportation regime. 

Porfilio has told us about a worker who was assaulted by his employer and spoke up for his 

rights. As he explains, he was consequently suspended from the program by the Secretaría: 

The first year I was here, the employer assaulted one compañero. He wanted us to harvest but 

there was nothing to harvest. So some workers were just going to sit and wait…   My friend and 

I were just picking up our lunch pail to go have lunch at home. And the employer comes and 



asks, “Where are you going?” And then he grabs my friend by the sweater, pushes him and 

tells him “No one is going anywhere.” My friend said “You can’t do it to me or else I will call 

the police.” Then he sent a report to the Secretaría del Trabajo y Previsión Social in Mexico 

City. But what was their reaction?  They suspended him from the program…   

Migrant workers have also told us that employers use the threat of deportation to make migrants 

work faster. As Ernesto told us: 

He used to tell us to work faster or else he would send us back to Mexico. Yes. He always says 

it when new workers arrive. For instance, when I first came, he told me, “Here only those who 

work hard stay and those who don’t, I send them back to Mexico...  From the very first day, he 

told me “If you work hard, you will come back next year, and if not, there is no more work for 

you.” 

Arturo similarly reflects: 

It is used to pressure. Like they say, “Look you have to work harder and if not, I am not going 

to request you next year. We don’t want robots, but we want the work to be done here. And if 

you don’t do it, next year you are not coming back.”  

Employers try to control their workers’ sexuality and discipline those who are suspected of 

having intimate relationships. Rodolfo tells us how his former employer wrongly accused him of 

having an affair with a woman. For the employer, this was grounds for denying him a chance to 

return, at least to the same farm: 

I am a good worker because I’ve never done anything wrong and have never been lazy, and 

I’ve always done difficult work. One day I got up really early and went to Leamington to buy a 

few things to take home.  I returned to the farm with my purchases, and the employer tells me 

“where are you coming from?” I told him I got up at 5 a.m. and went to buy the things that I 



was bringing back. And the employer said, “No, you live there with a woman.” I told him 

“Here are my things and everyone here knows that I sleep here.” And he tells me “This is a lie 

and they would also lie to protect you. But I am no longer going to request you.  

Norma, a Guatemalan worker who came to Canada under the LSWPP has told us how the IOM 

also disciplines workers. She told us that when an official from the Guatemalan Consulate visited 

their farm to inspect their working conditions, the Guatemalan workers did not complain to him 

even though their working conditions were deplorable. Norma explains the reason: 

We didn’t tell him because we were afraid that we would be fired. We were told by the IOM in 

Guatemala that if we complained about our employers, we would not receive a good 

recommendation letter, and we would not be able to return to work on a contact.  

The IOM also warns workers not to share their concerns with any activists. Norma tells us how 

the IOM teaches works to be obedient and docile and stay away from others if they wish to stay 

in the program: 

The IOM has told us “Don’t talk to anyone. You’re not going to talk to Mexican workers. 

You’re not to talk to absolutely no one. If you meet local people when you go shopping, even if 

they tell you they are Guatemalans, you are not going to talk to them because these people 

make it their business to tell you to drop out of the contract. These people just want to harm 

you”. So they [the IOM representatives] would put it in your head so that you would be fearful. 

Of course, this was to keep us isolated. And they particularly did not want us to talk to people 

from organizations because, of course, these organizations explain to us what our rights are 

and that’s what they [the IOM representatives] don’t want us to know.  

Furthermore, the IOM threatens to kick relatives out of the program if a worker defects. 

In fact, Norma’s story testifies to this disciplinary power assumed by this international 



organization. After Norma and about twenty of her co-workers were told they were to be sent 

home, she dropped out of the program and continued living and working in Canada without 

authorization. A former co-worker reported her and someone from the IOM office contacted her 

to tell her that unless she returned, her three brothers who also were working under the same 

program would be kicked out. Norma did in fact return to Guatemala, only to re-enter Canada as 

a tourist, without IOM’s knowledge. 

In reality, deportations to Mexico are relatively few. According to the statistics provided 

to us by the Mexican Secretaria de Trabajo, in the last eight years, the number of returned 

migrants has not exceeded 200 per year and for some years has been under 100 workers, or 

between 0.5% and 1.5% (see Table 1).  In fact, a high percentage of workers employed in the 

program are nominated by their employer to return in the consequent year (see Table 2). Yet, the 

threat of deportation, frequently employed by the employers, the Mexican Consulate and the 

Secretaria is used as an effective disciplining mechanism to increase migrant workers’ 

productivity and keep them docile.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1. Returned Mexican Workers, by Year 

 Year # of Workers 

2003 330 

2004 166 

2005 141 

2006 96 

2007 89 

2008 156 

2009 75 

2010 137 

2011 107 

  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2. Number of SAWP Workers Requested by their Employers, by  Year 

 

    

Year 

Number of nominated 

workers 

Total number of 

Workers 

% 

2004 5967 10708 55.7 

2005 8098 11720 69.1 

2006 9343 12868 72.6 

2007 10858 14288 76.0 

2008 10375 15849 65.5 

2009 11686 15352 76.1 

2010 12339 15809 78.1 

2011 13062 16492 79.2 

2012 13298 17607 75.5 

 

 

3. The Social and Political Production of “Illegality” 

The political production of “illegality” has become an important object of inquiry in the last 

few years. De Genova (2004) explores how changes in the U.S. immigration law since 1965 have 

increasingly created severe restrictions on “legal” migration from Mexico and have consequently 

contributed to the production of Mexican migrant “illegality”.  Yet, the separation between the 

authorized residents of a nation state and the so-called “illegals” is not always clear cut. 

Questioning the binary between citizens and non-citizens, Goldring, Berinstein, & Bernhard 

(2009) propose that many migrants, both authorized (such as temporary migrants) and 



unauthorized, experience various forms of insecurity. What distinguishes these migrants from 

citizens (who at least in theory have social, economic, civic, and political rights) is a precarious 

status which is marked by the absence of work authorization, the right to remain permanently in 

the country, freedom of movement in the labour market, independence, or access to social 

citizenship, such as education or health coverage. Goldring, Berinstein, & Bernhard (2009) 

contend that precarity is constructed by specific state policies, regulations, and practices (p. 240).  

It is important to recognize that these categories are somewhat porous:  authorized 

temporary migrants may become unauthorized migrants, and the latter may one day obtain a 

legal residency status through status regularization programs or marriage, for instance (Landolt 

& Goldring, 2010; McLaughlin & Hennebry, 2010). The precarity of one status may force 

migrants to opt for a different –albeit still precarious – status. In our research, we explored 

reasons behind these transitions.  We were particularly concerned with the transition from the 

authorized temporary migrant status to an unauthorized migrant status. In addition, we explored  

paths to becoming unauthorized (such as coming to Canada as a tourist and overstaying the visa 

or an unsuccessful refugee claim).  

Despite the increasing work pressure and competition, very few workers have dropped 

out of the program. Most preferred legal employment to living and working without 

authorization. Family attachment was the main reason many workers preferred to work on a 

contract. They feared that if they stayed in Canada as ‘illegal’ workers for an extended period of 

time, their spouses and children would no longer care about them as much, their spouses would 

deceive them, and their parental authority would be diminished. Some feared that their 

unauthorized employment would be insecure, and, consequently, they would fail to provide 

sufficiently for their families. Tulio expresses sentiments that were shared by many others: 



I wouldn’t exchange Mexico for anything in the world. And my family- no way. I love my 

family so much, and I miss them so much that I need to talk to them by phone every day, 

at least for a little bit. This is what I am really interested in. I wouldn’t want to have 

money or a car if my family is struggling.  

Many workers fear that they and their household members would not endure a prolonged 

separation as a result of choosing to stay behind in Canada without authorization, and thus 

without a chance to return home at the end of the season.  

 Another reason why many workers prefer to continue working on a contract has to do 

with their fear of being caught and deported. Finally, some workers commented that they have 

no one in Canada to help them in the times of need. The workers who did drop out of the 

program tended to be single, divorced or those experiencing marital problems.  

Our study participants who were not employed through SAWP or LSWPP narrated 

complex trajectories of mobility within what we have called “the zones of precarity” (or the fluid 

social space occupied by migrants with different precarious). In analyzing our data, we 

reconstructed their trajectories as migrants and as workers. All of them lived part of their life in 

Canada in violation of the conditions of their tourist visa or their temporary resident/worker visa, 

or lived in Canada without authorization. All of them worked in agriculture as contract workers, 

unauthorized workers, or in unauthorized employment (as documented or undocumented 

migrants). All migrants who took part in this study entered Canada legally. They first entered 

Canada as temporary foreign workers in agriculture or as tourists, and then became 

undocumented. We also included one informant who claimed refugee status upon arrival at the 

airport because she worked in agriculture in unreported employment and reflected upon her 

status in comparison the ones of her co-workers (program workers, tourists working without 



authorization, visa overstayers living and working without authorization). Among our 

interviewees, we had one case of deportation. By the age of 21, Granadino had been deported 

twice: once for being undocumented (tourist overstayer) and once for failing to pass an interview 

upon landing as a permanent resident. He eventually reentered Canada as a sponsored spouse and 

became permanent resident.  

There are several paths to precarity:  (1) coming on a contract and dropping out; (2) 

coming through a program, returning home and then re-entering as tourists; and (3) coming as 

tourists and then working in Canada without authorization or applying for refugee status. If a 

refugee claim fails, migrants may choose to stay in Canada without authorization.  These paths 

are illustrated below:  

a) Leaving the program.  

Some program workers deserted their place of employment and worked ‘for cash’ for other 

employers. In all cases, friends referred these interviewees to an intermediary (contratista) who 

then secured them a job ‘for cash’. Garage had been going back and forth for seven years as a 

seasonal agricultural worker. Over these years, he separated from his wife, and the incentive to 

go back to Mexico diminished. In the meantime, he developed a relationship in Leamington and 

towards the end of his contract in 2008, he decided to overstay and work for cash. He found 

work without any difficulty. Hernan overstayed because he wanted to work year round; he 

worked as an undocumented migrant for three years. Because he missed his family too much, he 

reported himself and went back to Mexico. He somehow managed to reenter the program and has 

continued to be a seasonal worker since 2009.  

In contrast to workers who decide to overstay by choice, other workers were forced to 

leave the program during the program because of unbearable situations of abuse or because they 



were fired. This was the case of Norma who, along with her co-workers, was dismissed shortly 

after her arrival in Canada, presumably, because there was not sufficient work on the farm to 

keep as many workers as has been originally requested. Instead of returning to Guatemala, she 

chose to remain in Canada without authorization. Marianita  had worked in Canada as a legally 

recruited seasonal worker for four years. In the last year, she experienced various forms of abuse, 

including labour exploitation and sexual harassment in the workplace. She refused to accept 

these conditions and spoke up against them. Exasperated by the situation and fearing that she 

would be dismissed  for being outspoken, she deserted her employer in 2010 and began to work 

without authorization.  

b) Returning as a tourist.  

Some interviewees completed their contract, returned to Mexico but came back to Canada on 

tourist visas. These cases include the story of Ronaldo, who was reported to the Consulate for 

being undisciplined because he refused to work on Sundays and had been involved in conflicts 

with co-workers. He attempted to re-enter the program for five years but failed because he had 

been black listed. He then decided to return to Canada with a tourist visa to resume his 

employment in agriculture. He was an undocumented migrant when we interviewed him.  

In these cases, we note that the difficulty of securing continuous employment as 

temporary workers led some to seek an alternative way to come back to Canada. A previous 

employer could reemploy a contract worker for cash once he or she has reentered the country 

under another status. Abuse and exploitation pushed some program workers to desert their 

workplace and work under the table for another employer.  

c) Returning with a temporary work visa still valid but without a contract.  

Three interviewees reported having reentered Canada with a valid temporary worker visa that 



they had obtained for a previous stay. After deserting the program and working without 

authorization, Norma had to go back to Guatemala. She eventually legally reentered Canada 

because her temporary worker visa was still valid and worked in underreported employment. 

Luis was fired and sent back. When he realized that he would not have an opportunity to work in 

Canada again, he reentered Canada with his valid multi-entry visa (which, he says, his former 

employer had obtained for him because he liked him a lot and wanted him to come for many 

years). 

d) First entry as tourist 

Among our interviewees who entered Canada as tourists, two had overstayed and were working 

in under the table. This was the case of Tino and Manolo. Both of them came to Canada with the 

intention of earning income and eventually returning to Mexico. Manolo is employed and 

protected by his uncle. Tino did not have a strong network when he first came but eventually 

decided to go to Leamington because he was told that non-English speakers could find work and 

live there.  

The remaining seven interviewees applied for refugee status before or after their tourist visas 

expired. During the waiting time for their hearing (after having filed their application 

successfully), interviewees had a temporary worker visa but some continued to work in 

unreported employment in agriculture. At the time of the interview, study participants were in 

different situations: Gracian’s application had been rejected twice, but he continued to work in 

Canada; Arnulfo and Aventurero were waiting for their first hearing while working in unreported 

employment; and Arnaldo, Ernestina, Tatiana and Marina were permanent residents following 

approval of their application.  

 



The Health Implications of Precarity 

The context of labour competition discussed above has serious health implications for the 

migrant workers. It has become increasingly common for the workers to experience the 

following physical and mental health problems as a by-product of the intensification of the 

labour process in itself, and the competition generated amongst the workers in a desperate 

struggle for conserving their place in the workplace: 1) Permanent back and shoulder pain; 2) 

Carpal tunnel syndrome; 3) Anxiety, stress, and depression; 4) heat stress; 5) frequent fainting; 

6) eye disorders; 7) skin problems; and 8) fatigue. Some of the coping mechanisms reported by 

the workers included: 1) a high consumption of alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs on weekends, 

particularly amongst the undocumented workers; and 2) consumption of painkillers.  

There are subjective and objective barriers that prevent migrant workers, and particularly 

undocumented workers, from seeking and receiving health services. In addition to the broad 

structural factors that have contributed to the production of forms of precarity that affect the 

mental and physical health of the workers, there is another set of factors operating at the micro 

level that also contribute to the punishment and deterioration of the workers’ body. 

Undocumented workers do not have access to provincial health coverage and have to pay for the 

services out of pocket. A shortage of money is the main barrier preventing them from seeking 

treatment.  In addition, migrant workers feel that they are not treated with respect and 

professionalism when they visit clinics. They attribute these attitudes to racial prejudices. In their 

opinion, medical personnel see them “as animals”, “undeserving persons,” as “work machines”, 

or “inferior people.” Daniel, a migrant worker who deserted the program due to problems and 

tensions he had with his boss after refusing to work on Sundays, explains this situation with 

particular sharpness on the basis of his experiences in dealing with his eye disease (a very 



common problem we encountered during our field work): 

The last year I came as part of the ‘contrato’ [legally]. I started to realize I was 

experiencing problems of ‘carnosidad’ in my eyes. I told my boss about this situation, and 

he brought me to the doctor. The doctor told me, however, that I did not have any 

problems. He did not give me anything for my eyes. Then, when I returned to Mexico I went 

to the doctor there, and he told me that I had to go to a specialist because I had a serious 

problem in the eyes due to ‘carnosidad’ [Also known as Pterygium in medical language, or 

Surfer’s Eye]. So, what that experience with the doctor in Canada taught me is that they do 

not give a damn about the worker; that they do not care about him. I suspect that there is a 

kind of racism behind that attitude. (…) How is it possible that in Mexico the doctor 

detected the problem I had in my eyes and here the doctor told me I had no problems at 

all? He didn’t even recommend I use protective glasses in the workplace! (…) Several 

coworkers and friends of mine have told me they experience exactly the same problems. 

They go to the doctors here and are told that they do not have problems, or receive only 

analgesics and painkillers. (….) Sometimes they have to go two or three times before they 

receive an adequate diagnosis. So, when I say there is racism there, I mean that in some 

sense they see us as though we are animals, animals for work. They probably think ‘Well, 

this is just a simple worker’. 

In addition, language barriers, or forms of distorted communication and misunderstanding 

between the workers and the health providers, were identified by the workers as one major 

problem impeding them from seeking medical services or limiting their capacities to receive 

good diagnostics and medical treatment. Martin shares his thoughts regarding language barriers: 

Here there is a small pharmacy and a small clinic where you can go to ask for medical 



services if you have a health problem. They can check you and give you medical services. 

Unfortunately, the result of each consultation is a disaster because when you arrive there, 

there is only one person who can speak Spanish although very poorly. And we do not speak 

English, or we speak it very poorly also. The guy who takes care of the clinic does not 

remember his ethnic background and can only say a few words in Spanish. Also, what is 

sad is that he is like a doctor-in-training (‘pasante’) because it is clear that he is always 

trying to guess what is going on with your health. He does not know his job very well. He 

just gives us medicines to see if it works. You have there another big problem preventing us 

from (obtaining adequate) medical services. If you are lucky enough, there is no problem 

with the medicine he prescribes you, but, if you have bad luck, the medicine can harm your 

health. 

According to the workers, social isolation, that is, the lack of English-speaking contacts and 

networks, prevents migrant workers from improving their knowledge of English and their ability 

to access medical consultation. There are two reasons why they lack English-speaking social 

networks. The first is their work schedule. They normally work from 7am to 7 or 8pm, a 

schedule that does not allows them to spend time networking and building friendships with 

people in the local community. The second is generated by an invisible, but almost unbreakable, 

line between the migrant workers and the local community. This “invisible line” becomes 

materialized, however, in a “ghettoization” of the migrant workers that maintains them isolated 

from the local community. 

 In addition, for undocumented workers the fear of deportation and lack of knowledge 

about their rights to health care are two important subjective barriers preventing the workers 

from seeking medical attention. These fears are mainly generated by rumors, disinformation and 



prejudices about legal status and the real possibilities of receiving health services. Arnaldo’s 

experience provides a clear example. He is a 27 year-old Mexican worker who arrived in 

Leamington five years ago with his mother and sister with a visitor’s visa. Once the visa expired, 

he decided to apply for a refugee status. While he was working for cash without authorization 

and preparing his application for asylum, he was invited by a friend to work in construction 

cutting wood. Although his employer had taken numerous safety precautions to prevent injuries 

in the work place, Arnaldo had an accident while cutting the wood with an electric saw. The 

wound was major and severely affected two of his fingers on his left hand. Scared by the severity 

of the accident, he left the workplace. As an unauthorized migrant, he lacked medical coverage. 

Therefore he went to visit a Salvadoran friend in search of help. His friend insisted that he go to 

the  hospital. And despite being fearful of deportation, he dared to seek help there. This is not the 

case of other people we interviewed who, in similar circumstances, have avoided going to the 

hospital to look for medical attention due to the fears of being reported to the immigration 

authorities and deported. 

 Because of competition, workers’ solidarity is extremely weak. As a consequence, the 

workers do not speak amongst themselves about the mental and physical problems they face, nor 

do they offer moral and material support to the ones who need it. Some of them have told us that 

it has actually become quite common to carry out acts of boycott against co-workers so that the 

boss would fire them and distribute their hours among the workers who remained on the job. The 

result is that not only has it not been possible to organize the workers to create better working 

conditions, but also that, in some cases, the workplace itself has been transformed into a space 

characterized by violence, distrust, and fear of being betrayed, mocked or replaced. In this 

context, it was very common to hear the workers express unwillingness to share their sadness, 



depressions, anxieties and other health-related problems with their co-workers and to seek 

support or intervention from them. 

 

Policy Implications 

 As argued above, the ‘deportability’ of the workers is one of the main reasons workers brought 

to work in Canada on contract are vulnerable. Some employers and supervisors use the threat of 

deportation to put pressure workers to work more intensively. The current policy puts enormous 

pressure on workers, creates a great deal of competition among them, and strengthens structural 

and interpersonal barriers that prevent them from seeking and receiving health care services. 

Overall, this situation is detrimental to their mental and physical health. In order to protect these 

workers, it is vital to undermine the unilateral power of the employers to dismiss their workers 

and arrange for their return to Mexico. In order to strengthen migrant workers’ rights, we 

recommend an establishment of an appeal and job transfer board which would examine: all 

requests of dismissals from employers; appeals by dismissed workers; and requests by the 

employers or the workers for a transfer to another farm. We also recommend that workers be 

granted an opportunity for workers to evaluate employers. This evaluation should include an 

assessment of the health risks they face, as well as a presentation of the problems they 

experience and the situations that help them or prevent them from seeking and receiving health 

care services while working and living in Canada. Based on the evaluation provided by the 

workers, the appeal and job transfer board might also recommend the elaboration and application 

of institutional mechanisms aimed at protecting the health of workers while they are living and 

working in Canada. We recommend that the appeal and job transfer board include members of 

the Canadian government, Mexican government and local workers' centers.  



 

Synopsis  

Based on the interviews with 50 Mexican and Central American migrants residing in 

Leamington, Southwestern Ontario, we have found various forms of precarity they experience. 

Migrants coming to work on contract face increasing work pressure and competition. A threat of 

deportation is frequently used by the employers, recruitment agencies, the IOM, and state 

officials in the country of origin to pressure workers to comply with the employers’ demands and 

increase their productivity.  Yet, despite the growing labour insecurity, very few migrant workers 

have decided to drop out of the program and stay in Canada without authorization. Family 

attachments have emerged as the main reason they do not wish to stay behind in Canada. At the 

same time, some migrants have chosen to leave the program. Others have come to Canada as 

tourists and stayed behind. These unauthorized migrants have experienced various forms of 

insecurity which have serious repercussions for their health.  


