
This essay illustrates the claim that any critical engagement with urban inequality must focus on 

inequities in access, and not simply disparities in income, with a discussion on labour migration 

in the EU, more specifically the recent wave of ‘shuttle migration’ (King 2002) in Belgium. The 

essay focusses on urban inequality amongst seasonal migrant workers and other workers, 

using empirical evidence from a case study of two horticultural farms. The case shows that, 

while efforts for equality in earnings have been taken, an unequal distribution of rights for 

self-determination is sustained amongst seasonal migrant workers and other workers. I argue 

that this ‘existential inequality’ (Therborn 2013) is caused by limited access seasonal migrant 

workers experience as a social actor in the receiving context.  

Urban inequality in the Rural
The case of seasonal ‘shuttle migration’ in the EU 





of Polish, Romanian and Bulgarian workers 

(Departement L&V 2014). The economic and social 

role of those workers are investigated in a qualitative 

analysis, through interviews with employers and 

employees in two different farms. The case study 

reveals that the seasonal migrant worker experiences 

a limited access in the receiving context as social 

actor. Three limitations are identified: (1) restriction 

of self-expression, (2) lack of possibility to define 

domesticity and (3) limited access to public spaces 

and services. Tapping into the discussion on Planetary 

Urbanism, I argue that the investigated migration 

‘urbanized’ partly the traditionally ‘rural’ context of 

the farm. Subsequently, I point at three pathways for 

improvement inspired by the rich tradition of urban 

theory: (1) representational space, (2) workspace 

democracy and (3) ‘urban’ policy. Ultimately, I 

discuss how this specific case can be useful in the 

broader discussion on unequal forms of citizenship in 

the differentiated urban geography of Europe.

SHUTTLE MIGRATION AND EXISTENTIAL 

INEQUALITY

Russel King (2002) introduced Shuttle migration 

in 2002 in the discussion on European migration. 

He borrowed the term from Krystyna Iglicka 

(2000), indicating the back-and-forth migration, 

on an individual level, across national borders. On 

an aggregate level, this back-and-forth migration 

becomes cyclical. The reasons named for shuttle 

migration are mainly economic, but not solely. King 

(2002: 98) states that ‘it is important to realise that 

many trips are multipurpose, combining tourism 

and shopping with trading and short-term work.’ 

In the context of London, Ayona Datta (2008) 

provides a detailed account of Polish construction 

workers migrating in this fashion. She highlights 

that, while earlier Polish migrants regard the UK as 

their new homeland, the migrants that arrived after 

the 2004 enlargement see it as a temporal situation 

INTRODUCTION

In 2004, the European Union (EU) grew drastically 

in citizens and in territory. Ten new states joined 

the union: Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, 

and Slovenia. In 2007 also Romania and Bulgaria 

joined the EU. Consequently, free movement of 

labour was introduced, immediately or gradually, 

across the new member states’ borders. Voices from 

within migration studies have stated that the policies 

rolled out in the wake of the 2004 enlargement were 

successful in redistributing jobs across the union 

but failed to construct an egalitarian European 

citizenship (Ciupijus 2010, Favell 2014, Fudge and 

Olssen 2018). Ciupijus (2010: 540) questions for 

example the role of eastern Europeans in the British 

labour market as ‘successful European citizens’ or 

‘disadvantaged labour migrants.’ Indeed, all citizens 

received access to a single European labour market, 

but to what extent did the free movement of labour 

generate access to other dimensions of European 

society, such as culture and citizenship?

This essay contributes to this discussion by looking 

at ‘shuttle migration’ across the EU and the urban 

inequalities that it produces. The essay focusses 

specifically on short-term, seasonal migration from 

eastern to western member states. I distinguish three 

dimensions of inequality, defined by Göran Therborn 

(2013): vital inequality, material inequality and 

existential inequality. I suggest that seasonal migrant 

workers experience worse treatment than othes, due 

to a limited access in the receiving countries. I argue 

that this treatment is related to Therborn’s third 

dimension of ‘existential inequality’ and linked to 

structural domination and the violation of the right 

to self-determination described by Iris Marion Young 

(1990). This claim is illustrated by a case in the 

horticultural sector in Belgium, a context that past 

decade witnessed an increase in shuttle migration 
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and undertake ‘situational shuttling’ (Datta 2008 

quoting Morawska 1999) to their home country. 

They are, according to Datta (2008: 522), more 

easily ‘willing to experience the inconveniences 

of shared accommodation in London in order to 

accumulate capital’ than the other migrant workers. 

More provokingly but in the same line, Adrian Favell 

(2014: 704) asks ‘who better to fill these 3D (‘dirty, 

dangerous and dull’) jobs, than fresh-faced European 

neighbours from the East, who are likely to be 

temporary rather than permanent, and are ethnically 

‘similar’ and/or culturally ‘proximate’?’ Across 

different literature, there seems to be consensus 

that shuttle migration in the wake of the 2004 EU 

enlargement entails certain risks for discrimination. 

The second concept used in the argument is 

‘existential inequality’ (Therborn 2013). In his 

multidimensional analysis of inequality, Therborn 

(2013) conceptualises existential inequality alongside 

two other broad dimensions, i.e. vital and material 

inequality. According to Therborn, the understanding 

of the interaction between those three dimensions is 

crucial to analyse the inequalities that characterise 

contemporary capitalist societies. Vital inequality 

deals with unequal distribution of health conditions 

and death rate. Material inequality deals with access 

to goods and resources. Using Therborn’s notion 

of the ‘unequal allocation of personhood’, Fran 

Tonkiss (2017: 188) explains existential inequality 

as ‘disparities of dignity, autonomy, freedom, 

opportunity and self-determination.’ I relate this to 

Marion Iris Young’s (1990) theory on domination 

and the violation of the right for ‘self-determination’. 

In line with Charles Tilly’s (1998) theory on durable 

inequality, she regards domination as a systemic 

process, one that cannot be reversed by individual 

action. 

In the following sections, I investigate existential 

inequality in the context of shuttle migration in the 

EU, dwelling on a specific case study in Belgium.

CASE STUDY

Our case study is situated in the Hesbaye, 

a geophysical region in the east of Belgium 

characterized by fertile hills, since centuries used for 

horticulture activities. Because of its fertility, Hesabye 

is  historically contested and was part of various 

short- and long-lived states and reigns. Since Roman 

times, infrastructure connected the farmland with 

urban centres for provision of fruit and vegetables 

supplies. Today once more, its fertility sits at the core 

of a geo-demographic evolution, as during summer, 

up to seven thousand seasonal workers flow in to 

help with harvest (Lamberts & Loos 2010). During 

the summer of 2017, artist Ciel Grommen worked 

side-by-side with seasonal migrant workers in the city 

of Borgloon, a small city in Hesbaye. She interviewed 

80 workers in two different farms and documented 

their living and working conditions. Supported by 

a fund of the Flemish government, she translated 

her research in a literary essay titled ‘dwelling with 

seasonal neighbours’, in which several interviews, 

drawings, Facebook conversations and selfies expose 

the complex engagement of social, material and 

psychological aspects of shuttle migration. The 

following statements are based on this report and on 

interviews with the artist. 

Most workers arrive in May and stay for a period of 

four months, after which they return or move on to 

work in other members states. The working schedule 

during these months is repetitive: each day, including 

weekends, they work from 6:30am until 6pm, with 

short breaks of 15 minutes each third hour and a 

lunch break. Work is often physically hard, worsened 

by hot summer temperatures. One of the employees 

testifies: 
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“I am like a machine. I constantly work, work 

and work; here, in Germany and back home in 

Poland.”

In Belgium, clear regulatory frameworks are set up 

to protect the labour and housing conditions for 

seasonal migrant workers. However, their economic 

and social role in this context deserves scrutiny. In the 

following section, both are analysed. The economic 

role is investigated based on available research and 

data collected by the various governmental agencies. 

The social role is investigated through fieldwork 

undertaken by Grommen.

Economic role of the seasonal migrant worker

Until the late eighties, picking fruits in Belgian 

horticulture was taken up by farmer families and their 

friends, complemented with local student workers. 

Now, the worker base exists predominantly out of 

East-Europeans seasonal workers. The involvement 

of migrants during picking season increased from 

16,5% to 42% from 2000 until 2007 (Figure 1). In 

2008, 99% of the ‘labour cards B’, provided by the 

government for seasonal labour inside EU, was 

granted to Polish, Romanian and Bulgarian citizens 

(Table 1).

Different causes are given to explain the demographic 

shift in seasonal labour. First, the horticultural sector 

‘scaled up’ in the second half of the 20th century due 

to ‘technological management and market forces’ 

(Mormont 1990). Second, jobs in agriculture became 

less desirable amongst Belgian population, to such 

extent that the government listed professions in 

the agricultural sector in 2006 as ‘bottleneck jobs’ 

(Department L&V 2014). The third cause, and most 

relevant in relation to this essay, is the free movement 

of labour across borders of member states of the 

EU. Forth, Belgium secured, through legislation, the 

conditions for seasonal labour that combined a fair 

pay with the possibility to work many and long days. 

A minimum wage for seasonal labour was for instance 

set at 8.88 EUR/h (2018), a high number compared 

to neighbouring members states. Therefore, Belgium 

became an attractive destination for individual 

worker or employment agencies looking for 

temporary work opportunities that could generate 

relatively large earning. 

This is echoed in the conclusion of a large qualitative 

and quantitative research on migrant labour in the 

horti- and agricultural sector, undertaken in 2008 

(Lamberts & Loos 2010). The researchers call it a 

‘win-win situation’: the employer experiences a ‘high 

work shortage’, and the migrant employees ‘find a 

way to work in a sector they can access’ (Lamberts 

& Loos 2010: 12). The researchers interviewed 

employers and individual or groups of employees 

in eight different farms. From the interviewed 

migrant workers, they concluded that the work in 

agricultural sector is not the first-choice option, 

but one of the few ones they have access to. They 

also note that seasonal migrants experience less 

opportunities for growth and promotion, due to 

their short engagement, the limited job package 

and limited knowledge of foreign languages. We 

can conclude that the economic role of the seasonal 
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Figure 1 Evolution of the percentage migrant workers in regular and seasonal labour in horticulture in Flanders (source: 
Social Funds for agri- and horti-culture)
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migrant worker in Belgium is stimulated through 

policy, but the access to a more diverse job market is 

very limited. While this limited access deserves more 

attention, it is not at the core of this essay. 

Social role of the seasonal migrant worker

Consonant to Sonia Perreira’s (2014) ethnographic 

study of migrant domestic workers in Portugal and 

Datta’s (2008) London construction workers, we 

investigate which social role seasonal workers have 

in the receiving context. Engaging in the specific case 

in Borgloon, I focus on three different aspects that 

are relevant for the analysis of inequality in shuttle 

migration in general. In all three aspects, restrictions 

can be identified. First, the socio-cultural diversity 

and the restriction of self-expression, both in relation 

to the employer and amongst seasonal workers 

themselves. Second, the housing condition and the 

lack of possibility to define domesticity. Third, the 

time spend beyond work and the limited access to 

public spaces and services.

(1) Restriction of self-expression 

Microscopic research of workers in Borgloon 

reveals great diversity amongst worker communities. 

Grommen describes some individuals more in details. 

Saida for instance, a 56 year old Bulgarian woman, 

who spend most of her life as a care-taker in a 

German elderly home. Since her son, who is living in 

Sweden, recently became father, she wants to spend 

more time with him and her grandchild. The seasonal 

job allows her to spend long periods in Sweden, while 

earning money during four intense months each year. 

Mandek (28) lives each year subsequently in Belgium, 

Germany and in Poland, where he works on the farm 

of his parents. He is illiterate and in Belgium he is of 

highest rank on the farm, giving orders to the other 

workers and reporting the quantities of harvest at 

the end of every day. Another interviewee, Alicjia, 

is 25 and has a degree in engineering. She travels 

to Belgium every summer since several years. In 

Poland, she is as team-leader in a call centre. Next, 

there is André, an older Roma man with Bulgarian 



nationality. André is responsible for picking up 

full boxes of strawberries in return for a counting 

number. His wife also works in the farm. One more: 

Hazan, Bulgarian student in industrial design. Her 

siblings all migrated permanently to the UK, Turkey 

and Belgium but she wishes to stay in Bulgaria. She 

came to Belgium to earn money to finance her studies 

and life.

In relation to the employer, the diverse group of 

workers gets framed within the categorical pair of the 

‘good’ versus ‘bad’ worker. Generalisations of ability 

to work hard and long hours are often framed by a 

deterministic nationalism. However, this does not 

happen in consistent fashion; national generalisations 

differ amongs farmers. One employer states they 

used to employ Indians and Polish workers, but now 

prefers an exclusively Bulgarian working force. He 

states: 

“We employ predominantly Bulgarians and we 

are very satisfied. They take the work to heart. 

They prefer to work long days and earn as much 

as possible for life back home in Bulgaria”

In other interviews, it is highlighted that Polish 

workers tend to see the stay in Belgium more ‘as 

holiday’, combining work with other activities, such 

as shopping or recreation. Another employer states 

that he prefers Polish workers over Romanians and 

Bulgarians, because they presumably understand 

English more easily. 

Grommen states that the lack of a common language 

indeed restricts going beyond generalisations. 

Because of this, most workers are restricted to 

express their selves. She points to social media as 

one of the few ways how employees interact amongst 

each other and in relation to their employers, beyond 

their economic roles. Workers, employers and others 

exchange insight on their activities, using all tools 

provided by Facebook: pictures, feelings, stickers, 

emoticons, gifs, (translated) words, etc. Reaction 

buttons become universal communicative gestures 

e.g. the ‘like’-button, the ‘share’-tool and so on. 

(2) Limitation in defining a home

In both investigated farms, all workers live together 

in collective housing facilities, in proximity to the 

farmers family house. Housing provision inside 

the yard is preferred by many employers, since it 

eliminates transport costs. In the first, the seasonal 

workers are housed in a former pigsty. Two container 

houses are provided for the full-time employed team 

managers. All the facilities are according to the rules 

and provide sufficient showering (one for every ten) 

and cooking (1.5m² for each) facilities. In the second 

farm, most of the workers live in the former farmers 

family house. One toilet was provided inhouse, the 
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Figure 2 & 3 Housing conditions for seasonal migrant 
workers in Farm in ‘Bommershoven’, Borgloon, Belgium 



Figure 5 Farm two, Borgloon, Belgium 

Figure 4 Farm one, Borgloon, Belgium
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security camera and threw her out. They continued 

their meeting in the car. When asked about the sense 

of home while staying in Belgium, one employee 

answers:

“Home is Bulgaria. There is family and children. 

Bulgaria is a good country for living, but for 

working, Belgium is better.”

Much of this is in line with the description of 

construction workers in London by Datta (2008). 

The house in which the seasonal migrant workers 

reside in our case study, are not appropriated and not 

‘domesticised’ during their stay. 

(3) Limit of access to space and services

During the four-month stay in Belgium, life outside 

of the farm is limited. Time after work is often spend 

on the farm, as Grommen witnesses:

 “At night, the workers gather in small groups 

under the shelter of the former pigsty, on a bench 

next to the street or they seek privacy somewhere 

in the orchard to call with family.”

While in the first farm, employers and workers testify 

celebrating together the sacrificial feast on the yard, 

in the second farm no festivities were allowed. There 

is one moment each week on which everyone leaves 

both farms: the weekly visit to the local supermarket. 

This moment is not only a moment for shopping, 

but more importantly a moment of recreation and 

representation. It is one of the moments for which 

workers dress up, to take ‘selfies’ or group pictures 

to send around and to home. For catholic workers, 

another such moment is the Sunday mass, hardly 

attended during wintertime, but crowded in summer. 

Afterwards most workers return to the farm to 

continue working on the field. Our case learns that 

access to public spaces and services is scarce. When 

other in containers outside. The prescribed cooking 

facilities are provided but do not all function. In this 

farm, maintenance and cleaning of the house was a 

point of discussion:

“The farmer’s wife complaints often we do not 

clean enough. But the house lacks, for instance, 

closets for shoes near the door. With this amount 

of people, it immediately gets dirty when arriving 

back from the field. So we decided to not clean 

anymore. Starting from this year she has set the 

rule to clean all together every Friday night.”

The housing facilities are dealt with in a pragmatic 

manner by both employees and employers: as places 

to sleep and eat. On both investigated farms, it is 

prohibited to invite guests to the facilities. One 

employee witnesses she once received a visit from her 

sister, who permanently lives in Belgium. When using 

the common kitchen, the farmer noticed it on the 
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Legenda figure 4

Farm one employs officially 80 Bulgarian workers.

1. bedrooms for workers
2. kitchen and showers for workers
3. 2 residential containers  for workers
4. container for farmers youngest son
5. house of farmer’s family
6. house of farmer’s mother
7. house for farmer’s son and his wife
8. stable for sorting and storage
9. stable for sorting and packaging

Legenda figure 5

Farm two employs officially 20 Polish and 40 Bulgarian 
workers. 

1. house for 30 workers (former house of the farmer)
2. 12 toilets for workers
3. container with showers for workers
4. 2 kitchen containers and 5 sleeping containers 
5. greenhouse for drying of laundry
6. farmer’s house
7. stable for sorting and storing fruits
8. parking for touristic hotspot near the farm



it happens, it is related to shopping or religious 

purposes. The multi-purposefulness of shuttle 

migration described by King (2002) seems to be 

limited as the journey seems to be largely devoted to 

work.

In previous sections we have discussed the economic 

and social role that seasonal migrant workers play in 

the horticultural context in Belgium. The economic 

role, defined by macro-economic conditions 

and national and European legislation, seems to 

dominate the micro and interpersonal level of shuttle 

migration, as shown in a limited qualitative research 

on two different farms. Regarding the social role of 

the seasonal migrant worker, clear restrictions can 

be identified. Three general causes can be identified. 

First, there are strict rules imposed by the employers, 

not allowing for appropriation of time and space by 

the workers. Second, the language barrier prevents 

self-expression, interaction and the access to spaces 

and services. Third and most importantly, there 

is the limited time to spend as social actor during 

the prevalence of the economic role in an intense 

working schedule.

URBAN INEQUALITY IN THE RURAL?

The case study reveals how seasonal migrant workers 

experience limited access on different levels. How 

can urban theory provide pathways for improvement? 

This type of agricultural context has largely been 

looked at from the perspective of rural sociology or 

labour studies. In the following paragraph, I argue 

that it offers an interesting case for the recent wave 

of scholarly work on Planetary Urbanism. First, by 

giving a short overview of the discussion, and second 

by identifying the ‘urban’ dimension inside shuttle 

migration.

Since the 19th century, urban theorists defined 

‘the urban’ as opposed to ‘the rural’. The first 

was modern, rational and ‘anonymous’, the latter 

traditional, emotion-driven and ‘more personal’ 

(Simmel 1903). During the 20th century, a period 

characterised by rapid development of cities around 

the world, urban theory thrived. Rural theory on the 

other hand, perished, calling ‘the rural’ as category 

in research ‘detrimental to the advancement of 

social theory (…) since intra-rural differences can be 

enormous and rural-urban similarities can be sharp’ 

(Halfacree 2002: 3 citing Hoggard 1990). In the early 

21st century, a similar self-reflection arose amongst 

urban theorists. Pivotal was the announcement at the 

UN that by 2050 ‘the world population is expected 

to be 67 per cent urban’ (UN 2012: 1). According to 

many theorists, the definition of most of the world 

as ‘urban’, turned the field of urban theory – largely 

build on empirical evidence from large cities such 

as Paris, London, Chicago and LA – ‘increasingly 

poor fit’ to investigate ‘contemporary ‘urban’ 

environments’ (Angelo 2017: 158, my emphasis). 

One reaction was the call for a new epistemology of 

the urban or ‘planetary urbanism’ by Neil Brenner 

and Christian Schmid (2015). They urged a shift 
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Figure 6 Celebration of sacrifice at farm at ‘Broekom’, 
Borgloon, Belgium 



from ‘the city’ as primary research topic of urban 

theory to ‘processes of urbanisation’ that can take 

place anywhere in the world. They distinguish three 

‘moments’ in processes of urbanisation. The first 

moment, ‘concentrated urbanisation’, implies ‘the 

spatial clustering of population, means of production 

infrastructure and investment.’ The second, 

‘differential urbanisation’, implies ‘the production 

of new urban ‘potentials’ for appropriation of 

extant urban configurations and for the production 

of radically new forms of urban space.’ And third, 

they conceptualise ‘extended urbanisation’, or the 

uneven thickening and stretching of an ‘urban fabric’ 

across the planet’ (Brenner and Schmid 2015: 170). 

In reaction, Monika Krause (2013) points to the fact 

that simultaneously to processes of urbanisation, 

processes of ruralisation are at stake. She calls to 

‘disaggregate the elements supposedly associated with 

each side so that we can use them better to analyse 

how they are combined in socio-spatial formations’ 

(Krause 2013: 237).

In line with Krause, we can discover both processes 

of ‘urbanisation’ and ‘ruralisation’ in the context 

of shuttle migration. On the one hand, with the 

arrival of migrant workers, the density of people per 

square kilometre increases, as well as the diversity 

or heterogeneity of the population. This resonates 

with Brenner & Schmid’s (2015) moments of 

‘concentrated’ and ‘differential urbanisation.’ On the 

other hand, one could argue that the hierarchical 

working and living condition, in relative isolation, 

‘ruralise’ the context. Krause (2013: 234) states that 

the interference of processes of urbanisation and 

ruralisation are central to the ‘social fault lines’ drawn 

in society. Is the limited access of seasonal migrant 

workers related to the restriction of enfolding 

processes of urbanisation in this rural context? I 

argue that this is the case and that pathways for 

improvement can be found inside the rich tradition of 

urban theory.

PATHWAYS FOR IMPROVEMENT

How can the access of seasonal migrant workers 

as social actors be increased? Following ‘urban’ 

strategies can be withheld to further investigated to 

overcome existing restrictions of access inside shuttle 

migration. 

(1) Representational space

The first strategy deals with the notion of 

Lefebvre’s concept of representation of space and 

representational space. Let us take the example from 

the Borgloon case: the farm and housing facilities 

might be associated with the representation of 

space, i.e. it is ‘planned, ordered and controlled’, 

while the parking lot during the weekly visit to the 

supermarket is associated with representational 

space, i.e. ‘appropriated, lived and space-in-use’ 

(Mittchel 1995: 115 citing Lefebvre 1991). This 

strategy does not necessarily require providing new 

spaces for seasonal migrant workers. The farm 

could also be a space of representation but the case 

illustrates that, due to various restrictions, it fails to 

be.  Developing practices that allows the emergence 

of representational spaces in the context of shuttle 

migration, together with employers and employees, 

local policymakers, designers, and others, can help 

removing the discussed limitations seasonal workers 

experience.

(2) Workplace democracy

In 1990, Young described the ideal of the 

‘unoppressive city’ based on social relations that are 

free from domination. This ideal imagined relations 

between strangers that do not belong to the same 

community. To achieve this ideal, Young calls for 

different structures of participation and democracy 
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in all layers of life: the workplace, the family, etc. In 

the context of shuttle migration and short-term stays, 

this concept seems ever-more useful. It is more than 

clear that receiving (employers) and arriving groups 

(seasonal migrant workers) belong to different 

communities. They share the same context, to which 

they have very different expectations. In order to 

overcome domination, a more democratic working 

sphere can be installed in which the diversity amongst 

seasonal workers is represented. 

(3) ‘urban’ policy

The third and last strategy deals with the notion of 

‘policing’ by the state in migrant contexts.  Employers 

witnessed they constantly fear checks of labour 

and working condition by state inspectors. This 

urges them to control the work- and living spaces 

of seasonal migrant workers even more. Inspired by 

Magnusson, Jonathan Darling (2017) distinguishes 

two approaches of policing is such context. The 

first, ‘seeing like a state’ implies the ‘imposition of 

a singular, rational order from above’ and relates in 

our case to the regulation of the minimal wage or 

imposed housing conditions. This is crucial to supress 

exploitation and material inequalities. The second, 

‘seeing like a city’, ‘suggests the incomplete crafting of 

alternative forms of order in practice’ (Darling 2017: 

187 citing Magnusson 2011). In the Belgian case, 

policy linked to this approach is underdeveloped. It 

would require a shift from solely ‘control’ to support 

systems that enable employers and employees to 

construct alternative forms of cohabitation that limit 

existential inequality.

POINTS OF DISCUSSION

In relation to the research method and the relevance 

of the findings, I posit two points of discussion. First, 

importance of ethnographic research inside migrant 

contexts and the methods used. Due to lack of a 

common language and strong employer-employee 

hierarchies, the long-term involvement in the context 

proved important. While traditional studies such as 

executed by Lamberts & Loos are useful, they often 

lack precision on the perspective of the seasonal 

migrant worker. In the named study, only two 

individual interviews were conducted with seasonal 

migrant workers in the horticultural sector, compared 

to six with employers. The second discussion point 

deals with the possibility to extrapolate my findings 

to other (migrant) contexts. While the economic and 

social role of the seasonal migrant worker described 

in this essay are particular, the urban processes and 

strategies are not. Parallels can be found for instance 

to the socio-spatial organisation of refugee dispersal 

in Germany, where migrants waiting for asylum are 

temporarily housed in camps of villages in rural areas.

CONCLUSION

In this essay, I make the argument that inside Shuttle 

migration, an unequal distribution of rights for 

self-determination is sustained amongst seasonal 

migrant workers and other workers. I argue that this 

‘existential inequality’ (Therborn 2013) is caused by 

the limited access that the seasonal migrant worker 

experiences as a social actor in the receiving country. 

While being permitted as economic actors, they tend 

to be systemically downplayed as social agent. This 

domination is often hard to trace and legitimised by 

different regulations. Micro-scale research reveals 

however clear examples. Three different types of 

limited access are identified. Using urban theory, 

I point at three different strategies to disassemble 

these limitations. These strategies can contribute to 

the wider discussions on a more egalitarian European 

citizenship by shifting the focus from economic equity 

to equity in access. In the latter, a specific role for 

theorist and practitioners amongst which artists, 

designers, policymakers is entailed to construct non-

oppressive relations between different groups across 

differentiated urban geography of Europe.
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