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Political Influence on Inequality and Diversity
Assessment 1:
Critically reflect upon the ideological influences (drivers) on a social policy of your choosing.
 
 
Introduction
The UK Seasonal Workers Visa (SWV), previously known as the Seasonal Workers Pilot (SWP), is the central policy examined throughout this essay (Home Office, 2024; 2025; 2026). The SWP/SWV has undergone significant development since its introduction, yet its fundamental purpose has remained consistent: to supply the agricultural food (agri-food) sector with temporary migrant labourers for roles such as fruit-picking and broader agricultural work. This essay critically reflects on the ideological drivers underpinning the SWP/SWV, with particular focus on neoliberal political ideology as a structuring force in its design and implementation. It will be argued that SWP/SWV policies have consistently prioritised food production, market stability, and employer needs over the rights, protection, and social inclusion of migrant workers (Alcock and May, 2014; Anderson, 2010; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021; Mantouvalou, 2022; Chee, 2025). Although the agri-food sector relies heavily on migrant labourers who are granted only temporary residence in the UK (Home Office, 2024), there is a substantial body of research suggesting that the SWP/SWV reproduces structural inequality through insecure and potentially exploitative labour arrangements. These dynamics will be examined through the theory of neoliberal ideology, which, it will be argued, consistently elevates the production of goods above the welfare of the workers who produce them (Anderson, 2010; Mantouvalou, 2023; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021).

Adopting a broader analytical lens, this paper explores the SWV in relation to the claimed false narrative of a 'labour shortage', which, it is argued, functions to obscure migrant labour exploitation, particularly in the context of the UK's decision to leave the European Union (EU) in June 2016, an event known as 'Brexit' (Cabinet Office, 2016) and the COVID-19 pandemic which led to a stalling of movement across borders and limited workforce and food supplies (Milbourne and Coulson, 2021). Power relations are examined through the concepts of 'dirty work' and labour market segmentation (Anderson, 2010; McCabe and Hamilton, 2015; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021), additionally drawing on the theoretical perspectives of Foucault (1980, cited in Chee, 2025). Finally, neo-Marxist food justice is considered as an alternative model to neoliberalism (Marx, 1867; Sbicca, 2018; Gare, 2021; 2021a).
 
For the purposes of this work, the term 'migrant' refers to workers who cross national borders for employment, regardless of length of stay. Anderson (2010) argues that migration encompasses both temporary and long-term cross-border movement.
 
Policy Context
According to Alcock and May (2014), social policies are embedded within broader social contexts, shaping structures of security, rights and responsibilities, they argue that state decisions have consequences beyond national borders. Social policies using this view should therefore be analysed within a global framework. The SWP/SWV can be understood as a social policy, it regulates access to labour and conditional residence however does not extend equivalent long-term protections or welfare entitlements such as long-term settlement, family unification, or access to public funds (Mantouvalou, 2023; Home Office, 2026).
 
The SWV replaced the former Seasonal Agricultural Workers Scheme (SAWS, 1945–2013) (HM Revenue and Customs, 2026). Following the UK's withdrawal from the European Union in 2016 (Cabinet Office, 2016), concerns emerged regarding the future supply of EU migrant labour within agriculture. Milbourne and Coulson (2021) identify several contributing factors: the depreciation of the pound, uncertainty surrounding migrant status and reduced freedom of movement within the EU due to Brexit. There was an increasingly hostile political climate towards migration shown by some Brexit supporters at that time, who were in favour of excluding migrants and introducing tighter border controls (Goodfellow, 2019).
 
Soon after the Brexit referendum, concerns were raised, primarily by farm managers regarding potential food insecurity due to uncertainty surrounding labour supply within agri-food production, the referendum was claimed to have occurred without proper forward planning (Clutterbuck, 2017).  Milbourne and Coulson (2021) emphasise that production concerns were chiefly driven by agricultural employers, growers and food suppliers who warned of impending labour shortages. Industry bodies argued that without continued access to migrant labour, domestic food production would be jeopardised (National Farmers Union, [NFU], 2025). In contradiction, critics challenge the framing of a 'labour shortage', suggesting that the issue was less an absence of workers and more a reluctance among UK residents to accept low-paid, insecure and physically demanding agri-work (Anderson, 2010; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021; Mantouvalou, 2023). From this perspective, the labour shortage narrative functions politically to legitimise the continued recruitment of temporary, cheap, flexible migrant labour while avoiding positive structural reform of wages and working conditions (Scott, 2013). However, in response to agri-sector lobbying, the government introduced the SWP in 2019, which expanded rapidly from 2020 and was subsequently formalised as the SWV program in 2021 (Home Office, 2025). The scheme is currently scheduled to operate until at least 2029 (Home Office, 2024). 
 
The main features of the SWV policy includes: sponsorship by a licensed operator or farm; a requirement to demonstrate £1,270 in personal savings; a visa fee of £318; permission to work in the UK for up to six months; prohibition on secondary employment; but there are no access to public funds; and no right to bring dependants (Home Office, 2026a). These conditions introduce significant restrictions on both economic mobility and social integration for migrant workers, reinforcing the temporary and conditional nature of migrant labour in the agri-food sector (Anderson, 2010; Goodfellow, 2019).
 
Brexit and Structural Change
Brexit marked the end of EU free movement and introduced significant structural changes affecting migrant workers (Home Office, 2025). Prior to 2016, EU workers could leave seasonal employment if dissatisfied with conditions or exit the sector altogether (Mantouvalou, 2023). The introduction of the SWP in 2019 replaced this flexibility with temporary, employer-sponsored contracts (Home Office, 2024; 2025). The labour rights organisation Focus on Labour Exploitation (FLEX) raised concerns that the new policy framework increased structural risks for seasonal workers, particularly through visa-dependence on employers (FLEX, 2021). These concerns were amplified by the rapid expansion of the scheme: 2,500 visas were issued in 2019, rising to 10,000 in 2020 and is currently at around 45,000 (Home Office, 2024).
 
Although the Equality Act 2010 protects workers from discrimination in employment (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019), the FLEX (2021) report highlighted several risks associated with the SWP, including vulnerability to trafficking and forced labour, employer dependency created by tied visas, lack of wage transparency (including piece-rate systems), and unsafe employer-controlled accommodation. The report warned that the scheme created structural risks that predisposed workers to exploitation making recommendations including improved access to translation services, clearer grievance procedures, guaranteed income protections, regular welfare reviews, and increased workplace inspections that aimed to counteract gaps that increased workers' vulnerability.
 
Critics argue that the SWP/SWV operates primarily to meet employer and market demands while maintaining tight control over migrant labour (Davies, 2018; Dodds, 2025; Mellino, Pangeni and Boutaud, 2023; Mellino and Chapman, 2023).  Palumbo (2024) describes the 'situational vulnerability' of seasonal migrant workers, emphasising how limited rights, rural isolation, restricted access to family and public funds, and dependence on a single employer heighten exploitation risks. Whilst visa conditions themselves may be lawful, actions reported by independent reports such as FLEX (2021) contradict the Equality Act, 2010 (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019). Critics further claim that the structure that the policy exists in is detrimental to migrant workers, socially and politically creating exclusion due to their status, nationality and social positioning (Milbourne and Coulson, 2021; Palumbo, 2024). 
 
Anderson (2010) similarly argues that precarious employment structures generate vulnerability. The end of free movement and the tying of visas to employers have intensified the precarity and vulnerability of migrant workers (FLEX, 2021; Potter and Hamilton, 2014; Lever and Milbourne, 2016). Post-Brexit, political and public discourse frequently framed withdrawal from the EU as a means of 'taking back control' of borders (Heffernan et al., 2016; Goodfellow, 2019). However, the simultaneous expansion of the SWP/SWV suggests a contradiction: while public rhetoric emphasised the need for migration control, agricultural production visibly increased dependency on managed temporary migration. This supports the argument that immigration controls do not eliminate reliance on migrant labour but instead restructures it into more precarious forms (Anderson, 2010; Clutterbuck, 2017).
 
COVID-19 and Policy Response
Concerns regarding the rapid expansion of the scheme and limited infrastructure planning were submitted to the House of Lords Horticultural Sector Committee by FLEX (UK Parliament Committee, 2023). Despite ongoing warnings, expansion of the scheme did not substantially address underlying vulnerabilities despite opportunities to do so during the COVID-19 pandemic and Brexit (FLEX, 2021; Lindsay, 2025).
 
In response to border restrictions, the government launched the 'Pick for Britain' campaign in 2020 during COVID-19 to encourage domestic workers to take up agricultural roles (Farmers Weekly, 2020). Although initial interest was high (approximately 15,000 applications), only a small proportion of applicants ultimately took up positions, and the campaign ended in 2021 (Pro-Force Ltd, 2021; Sandercock, 2021). Some political narratives framed this as a reluctance among British workers to undertake physically demanding work. However, others argue that the underlying issue lies in the structural devaluation of agricultural labour and the government's failure to address poor working conditions (Clutterbuck, 2017; Mantouvalou, 2023). Milbourne and Coulson (2021) maintain that Brexit and COVID-19 offered opportunities for the UK government to address structural disadvantages within the SWV but that these were missed at these junctures. One partial exception noted in the FLEX (2021) report was that requests to change workplaces and sponsors were permitted; however, in practice this provision remained obscured by language barriers and unclear procedures (Mantouvalou, 2023). 
 
Independent Inspection
An inspection by the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration (2022) identified the need for improved governance and management of the SWV, noting welfare concerns despite the scheme's importance to agri-labour supply. The report highlighted tensions between government departments and industry stakeholders and suggested that the Home Office had managed a complex visa system that the sector claimed was essential to prevent food production and supply collapse (Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, 2022, p.5). However, the recommendations focused primarily on compliance procedures and clearer administrative responsibilities, rather than addressing the underlying policy design that ties workers' rights to employer sponsorship and the agri-sector, or the broader structural precarity identified by FLEX (2021).
 
Government Context
The SWP/SWV was introduced following Brexit in response to reported labour shortages and warnings of potential food insecurity (NFU, 2025; Home Office, 2024; 2025). The scheme was implemented and subsequently expanded rapidly under pressure from agricultural producers and labour providers (NFU, 2025; Pro-Force, 2021; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021). However, FLEX (2021) and Lindsay (2025) argue that this expansion was premature, as the necessary regulatory infrastructure and oversight mechanisms were not fully established to ensure effective sectoral coordination or adequate protection of seasonal workers' rights.
 
Pro-Force (2021) stated post- Brexit that food providers in the UK (farms) could not produce the required targets to meet demand, and more EU workers were needed, arguing that the SWP would need to be expanded. Milbourne and Coulson (2021) have argued that the growth of the SWP/SWV occurred under the guise of a labour crisis. Their research finds no evidence of an acute shortage of migrant workers following the Brexit referendum, suggesting instead that the most significant shift during this period was rising wage expectations. From this perspective, the 'labour shortage' reflects employer resistance to increased labour costs rather than an absolute absence of available workers. The dominant narrative of agricultural labour scarcity is therefore contested. Critics argue that the core issue lies not in worker supply, but in the structural conditions of agricultural employment, including low pay, insecure contracts, physically demanding work, and limited progression opportunities (Anderson, 2010; Clutterbuck, 2017; Davies, 2018; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021). These characteristics reflect patterns of labour market segmentation in advanced capitalist economies, in which certain forms of 'dirty' or socially devalued work become systematically associated with marginalised populations (Scott, 2012; Castles, 2004).
 
The 'Pick for Britain' campaign is frequently cited within this debate. Pro-Force Ltd (2021) suggests that its limited success was attributable to the remote locations of farms and working hours that were incompatible with other domestic commitments for UK workers. Potter and Hamilton (2014) similarly argue that UK workers are often unwilling to undertake agricultural labour due to its intensity and instability. By contrast, migrant workers may perceive even relatively low wages as economically viable when compared to earning opportunities in their countries of origin. This differential valuation of wages, combined with restricted employment alternatives, can increase tolerance of poor conditions and vulnerability to exploitation (Potter and Hamilton, 2014).
 
Clutterbuck (2017) further argues that the political prioritisation of cheap and readily available food enables the public to overlook the realities of agri-labour conditions. By framing food affordability as a policy success, governments can obscure the labour structures that sustain low prices. This argument is extended by Sbicca (2018), who contends that the organisation of the agricultural sector is inseparable from state practices that devalue and marginalise its workforce, including through racially structured inequalities. He suggests that structural injustices are reproduced through economic, political, and social systems that shape food production and distribution, thereby reinforcing food justice concerns that prevent social change.
 
In the case of seasonal agri-labour, critics argue that the policy framework was implemented prematurely and justified through a narrative of crisis that lacks robust grounding (FLEX, 2021; Lindsay 2025). The underlying driver may therefore lie less in addressing genuine labour scarcity and more in securing a flexible, cost-efficient workforce capable of sustaining intensive production schedules and meeting supermarket pricing pressures (Anderson, 2010; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021). In this sense, the SWV can be understood as embedded within broader economic structures that prioritise efficiency and low consumer prices over long-term labour and food sustainability (Sbicca, 2018).
 
Neoliberalism as Ideological Driver
The framing of the SWP/SWV policies as a response to labour scarcity can be considered within a broader neoliberal ideological framework, particularly in relationship to prioritising market efficiency, labour flexibility and economic protection over social support, health, community inclusion and food sustainability (Sbicca, 2018). Neoliberal ideology emphasises deregulation, privatisation and individual responsibility, yet paradoxically relies on an active state to construct, regulate and protect market systems (Alcock and May, 2014). During the Thatcher government (1979–1990), for example, there was a change in traditional conservative economic processes in relation to purposefully privatising state industries and favouring ownership of property. There was a focus on individual responsibility instead of state support; market needs were prioritised over individual support in this model. The prevailing notion was that poverty could be held at bay by the 'trickle down' theory, whereby wealth generated at the top would benefit lower-income groups through free markets and trade (Harvey, 2005; Peck, 2010; Alcock and May, 2014). ‘Figure 1’ below diagram illustrates this theory:
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Figure 1: ‘Trickle down effect’, (Pettinger 2022)
 
In contrast, Keynesian ideology dominated UK politics prior to the late 1970s (pre-Thatcher). This approach maintained that during periods of economic stress, state intervention and employment should be encouraged to protect and stabilise markets. The assumption was that government intervention was necessary to correct market failures and protect social welfare at times of economic need (Keynes, 1936; IMF, 2014). Contrasting this approach, the SWP/SWV presents a different form of government intervention. Rather than supporting the stabilisation of labour markets through improved wages, working conditions and long-term workforce development; the state instead intervened to produce a policy that secures a compliant and temporary workforce (Scott, 2013). This approach is suggested to prioritise agricultural employers and the provision of food under the narrative of securing workers to manage 'labour shortage' at the cheapest rate whilst limiting the rights of vulnerable workers and normalising temporary, unequal labour (Milbourne and Coulson, 2021). The failure of the system is due to it being tailored to manage and control market forces over social and human sustainability; rather than addressing the structural conditions that reproduce labour precarity (Sbicca, 2018; Palumbo, 2024). 
 
Conditionality of belonging is central to neoliberal ideology; Ong (2022) illustrates this through the concept of flexible citizenship, describing how those with wealth can strategically acquire dual citizenship or residency rights in order to maximise economic opportunity for a country. In this context, citizenship becomes a market asset rather than a fixed status. Anderson (2021) furthers this argument by linking rights of citizenship to broader structures of inequality, suggesting that states are more receptive to migrants who demonstrate economic value through capital or investment. In contrast, those who lack such resources are subjected to heightened conditional legal and social statuses, regulating mobility and distinguishing between those who are considered 'deserving' and 'undeserving'. This is a distinction reflected in current UK migration policy, where highly qualified migrants can access longer-term residence, yet agricultural labourers are granted a maximum stay of six months (Castles, 2004; Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration, 2022; Home Office, 2025a). Anderson (2021) further suggests that traditions of governing labour and wealth are closely tied to belonging and inclusion, producing a form of neoliberal conditionality evident in the SWP/SWV schemes. For example, workers are required to demonstrate at least £1,270 in savings and apply for a temporary visa costing £318, in addition to covering their own travel expenses. However, they are not permitted to bring family members or dependants, cannot access public funds, and must leave after six months (Home Office, 2026a). This reinforces the narrative that migrant workers are economically valued for their labour while being socially excluded and denied full membership within society (Taylor, 1994; Mantouvalou, 2023; Anderson, 2010).
 
Neoliberal governance can be viewed through a Foucauldian lens, as power exercised through subtle normalised controlling techniques (Foucault, 1980, cited in Chee, 2025; Davies, 2018). Foucault's concept of the panopticon illustrates a structure that allows ‘subjects’ (individuals) to be observed at any point without knowing when, is a useful framework for analysing the experience of migrant workers.   ‘Figure 2’ demonstrates this concept using the penitentiary system.
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Figure 2: Stateville Penitentiary, Illinois. DuBois and Goldberg (2002), cited in Brook (2010).

Under the SWV, mechanisms such as the tying of visas to specific employers, restrictions on job mobility, and reliance on employer-controlled accommodation all imply dependence through the relationship with the employer and wider policy structure. These arrangements shape worker behaviour through the possibility of surveillance and sanction, even when direct enforcement is not visible or being directly experienced (Chee, 2025). Foucault theorised that the power of surveillance does not lie in constant observation but in the possibility of being observed, which in turn generates self-discipline. Mellino and Chapman (2023) agree with this narrative, suggesting that migrant worker control is maintained by the fear of discipline and punishment, they name these as direct harm, threats of harm or fear of visa confiscation by their managers  Palumbo (2024) suggests that the maintenance of power and control is the result of structural inequality fostered by an 'us and them' distinction. These oppositional positions are reflected in maintaining wage inequalities and working conditions below those ordinarily expected under UK employment law including 'degrading, unsafe and exploitative treatment' (Palumbo, 2024, p.242). 
 
Milbourne and Coulson (2021) observe that migrant workers are rendered politically invisible, their views, working needs and position in the social system are largely absent. Anderson (2021) expands this view and points out that without being able to self-present, workers become 'subjects'. In Foucauldian terms (1980, cited in Chee, 2025) surveillance and categorisation contribute to processes of subjectification - workers are de-personalised, through state monitoring individuals internalise expectations of obedience and productivity. Compliance becomes self-regulating because the right to remain and work is conditional upon productivity and adherence to employer requirements; worker compliance is thus internalised with the right to remain in work being conditional upon productivity and obedience. (Foucault, 1980; Davies, 2018). Through this lens, the SWP/SWV policies can be viewed as a form of administration, with the management of workers maintained by legal and economic mechanisms that secure labour and discipline rather than through overt coercion and control.
 
Drawing on Palumbo's (2024) concept of 'situational vulnerability' mentioned earlier, this theory highlights how neoliberal migration policy produces differential legal subjectivities. Seasonal workers are positioned outside full citizenship, rendering them more susceptible to exploitation. Their vulnerability is not incidental but structurally embedded within the visa itself. Evidence from migrant workers reinforces this point; for example, the FLEX report (2021), documents claims of poor working conditions and identifies areas requiring reform, and further accounts from workers staging strike action reported multiple human rights concerns, including racism, threats relating to wages, and unpaid labour (Mellino and Chapman, 2023). Migrant workers are limited in accessing justice through the usual legal paths such as the Equality Act (2010) and Human Rights Act (1998), aimed to protect vulnerable individuals and worker exploitation. The blocks to the usual pathways are linked to their temporary status, dependency on employers for visa security and living accommodation which overall represent a structural power imbalance (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2019; Mellino and Chapman, 2023).
 
Ultimately, the SWP/SWV illustrates how neoliberal ideology reshapes social policy away from welfare redistribution and towards labour market facilitation. Rather than expanding social inclusion, the policy sustains a dual labour market in which migrant workers perform essential but devalued 'dirty work' under constrained rights (Anderson, 2010; McCabe and Hamilton, 2015; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021). The scheme therefore operates less as a neutral labour solution and more as a mechanism that stabilises cheap food production while maintaining migrant worker precarity.
 
Marxist, Anti-globalisation, Food Justice perspectives
An alternative ideological framework that challenges neoliberalism is a neo-Marxist, anti-globalisation perspective. This approach argues that neoliberal policies disproportionately benefit large corporations while externalising social and ecological costs onto workers, local communities, and the environment (Gare, 2021). Marx (1867) conceptualised labour-power as a commodity, arguing that workers sell their labour capacity to capitalists in exchange for wages. Workers are paid less than the value they produce, so capitalists extract surplus value, resulting in structural exploitation. Marx argues that profit is prioritised over human need, and the commodification of labour-power becomes central to capitalist accumulation. Surplus value, the difference between the value created by labour and the wage paid, is therefore the foundation of capitalist profit (Marx, 1867).
 
While traditional Marxist theory emphasises exploitation, Marx also argued that capitalist production generates alienation. Under capitalism, workers become estranged from the products they create, from the production process, from one another, and from their own human potential (Marx, 1867). Unlike feudal systems, where labour was tied directly to land and subsistence, industrial capitalism separates workers from ownership and control over production. This separation contributes to a sense of disconnection from land, food systems, and community life (Foster, 1999). Neo-Marxist ideology extends this concept, arguing that globalisation and neoliberal free-market expansion have intensified these processes. The integration of global supply chains and the prioritisation of efficiency and competitiveness have widened the distance between human labour, agricultural production, and ecological systems (Foster, 1999; Gare, 2021a). Moreover, global inequalities mean that labour from the Global South is frequently valued less than labour in the Global North, reinforcing hierarchies embedded within capitalist world systems (Gare, 2021; Castles, 2004). As markets expand and production becomes increasingly transnational, workers may be further removed from meaningful control over their labour, contributing to social fragmentation and environmental degradation (Robinson, 2012).
 
Contemporary Neo-Marxists argue that neoliberal globalisation has deepened these dynamics by expanding the commodification of labour across borders. Policies such as the SWV reflect this logic: migrant workers are recruited to fill labour shortages in ways that prioritise productivity and cost efficiency over long-term social inclusion of workers, their training needs, or career development (Bickerton, 2019). From this perspective, the SWV can be understood as a mechanism that facilitates the mobility of labour for capital accumulation while maintaining precarity through temporary status and limited rights. As Robinson (2012) argues, global capitalism increasingly relies on transnational labour regimes that make labour more mobile yet simultaneously more insecure. In this context, migrant workers risk being treated primarily as 'units of labour' rather than as social and political individuals with future prospects, community membership, or owed meaningful participatory rights (Anderson, 2010).
 
Considering the commodification of seasonal migrant workers, Clutterbuck (2017) suggests that political and consumer prioritisation of cheap food produces a form of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, cited in Scott, 2014): poorly paid workers labour for extensive hours to sustain affordability for the masses, yet the conditions underpinning this system remain largely unseen by society. Agricultural labour is obscured both socially, through consumer detachment, and spatially, as work often takes place in remote rural locations. Furthermore, the point of purchase in supermarkets is systematically disconnected from the realities of farm labour.  Sbicca (2018) extends this critique by arguing that the contemporary food system not only devalues labour but also harms ecological systems, creating structural disconnections between community, production, and the environment. He argues that neoliberal food regimes commodify and compromise both human labour and nature, generating social and environmental injustice. Any alternative to neoliberalism, he suggests, must prioritise ecological regeneration, community connection to production and environmental justice; recognising how structural inequalities shape people's interactions with the environment. For Sbicca (2018), food justice requires confronting the capitalist dynamics embedded within food production and addressing the systemic management of food origins that reproduces inequality. Milbourne and Coulson (2021) echo this position by arguing that migrant seasonal workers should be repositioned within food systems in ways that recognise and value the life-sustaining labour they perform. They suggest that reconnecting labour to food production and community life is essential, while also emphasising the need for political activism to address structural injustices and prevent cycles of poverty from being reproduced. 

Related research draws upon Marx's concept of the 'metabolic rift', to argue that capitalist agricultural systems generate a structural disconnection between humans and the natural systems upon which they depend (Marx, 1867; Foster, 1999). This narrative maintains that the detachment from land and ecological processes can only be resolved through systemic transformation rather than market-based reform (Gare, 2021; 2021a; Xue, 2022). From this perspective, neoliberalism's tendency to assign financial value to all aspects of life reduces ecosystems and labour to commodities. A more ecologically grounded political economy would instead prioritise the regenerative capacity of food systems, enhancing rather than degrading environmental and social relations. Using Sbicca's (2018) food justice framework, these arguments suggest that meaningful reform requires not only labour protections but structural change that centres equity, ecological sustainability, and democratic participation within agricultural systems.
 
Conclusion
The UK SWP/SWV systems have been examined through the lens of neoliberal ideology (Alcock and May, 2014; Ong, 2022; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021). The introduction of the policy was claimed to be a response to labour shortages and food security following Brexit followed by COVID-19 (Pro-Force, 2021; National Farmers Union, 2025). An alternative narrative has revealed a policy that prioritises labour flexibility and cost, cheap food production and the interests of agri-producers over the rights, welfare and social inclusion of migrant workers (Clutterbuck, 2017; Milbourne and Coulson, 2021; Mantouvalou, 2023; Mellino and Chapman, 2023). The policy was produced in a highly tense political environment and as such reflects a controlled and conditional form of labour, which ultimately structurally disadvantages workers (Goodfellow, 2019). The system appears designed to secure a compliant and cost-effective solution to agri-labour and economic food supply in the UK.
 
Consideration has been given to neo-Marxist and food justice perspectives that highlights a broader social and ecological approach. These views emphasise how neoliberal food systems disadvantage both labour and ecological sustainability. Life quality costs to migrant workers are high and their low wages fail to reflect these burdens (Sbicca, 2018; Anderson, 2021; Palumbo, 2024). Working within an ecological framework would imply structural reforms that prioritise nature, social relations and community over financial advantages (Marx, 1867; Sbicca, 2018; Gare, 2021; 2021a). A structural change towards an equitable food system would require removing the focus from market management towards human well-being, ultimately prioritising workers' rights as valuable members of society and communities who are ecologically connected to a sustainable future.
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