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Abstract
Labour exploitation and its extreme forms, such as forced labour and 
trafficking of human beings, are not new phenomena. They are also present 
throughout Central and Eastern Europe and Bulgaria in particular. This article 
explores the mechanisms used by workers to overcome these challenges 
on the labour market. The analysis is based on qualitative interviews with 
low-skilled Bulgarian migrants in EU countries. Strong social networks 
used during the first migration action are considered as a mechanism which 
mitigates the risks of exploitation.
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“Low payment, labour exploitation, avoiding the labour law: the German 
slaughterhouses use subcontracted workers, mainly from Eastern Europe. 
They are making big profits of their labour” [Fakti BG, 16.05.2017]

Introduction

Labour exploitation and its extreme forms, including forced labour, severe labour 
exploitation, and trafficking of human beings, are not new phenomena, but there 
is increasing awareness about their development. While it might seem surprising, 
such phenomena are observable in Europe [FRA 2015; Walk free 2016]. Bulgaria 
is an example of such a case, however, there are different estimations of the scope 
and number of those involved in labour exploitation. Numerous Bulgarian citizens 
working in other EU countries, especially since the EU accession in 2007, are 
being exploited and this is broadly covered by the media. Labour exploitation is 
defined by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights [FRA 2015:10] 
as: “work situations that deviate significantly from standard working conditions as 
defined by legislation or other binding legal regulations, concerning in particular 
remuneration, working hours, leave entitlements, health and safety standards and 
decent treatment”.

Although there is an important research stream on precarious work and its rise, 
labour exploitation is understudied. Our research aims at filling the knowledge 
gap by analysing the case of Bulgarian citizens working in other European Union 
(EU) countries, and we focus on the mechanisms used by them to overcome 
associated risks. The initial assumption is that if workers hold a precarious 
position on the labour market and are subject to further risk factors (factors that 
render workers more vulnerable to labour exploitation) [FRA 2015: 9] before 
their first migration action, there is a higher probability of them falling into the 
trap of labour exploitation abroad. This pilot study is based on in-depth interviews 
investigating the factors leading to workers’ vulnerability [Ranci 2011], among 
them: type of household, employment status, educational level, economic and 
social situation in their region of origin, as well as the available opportunities 
and mechanisms to overcome these challenges.

The limited administrative or statistical data on labour exploitation raises 
a number of methodological challenges. There is a lack of reliable and systemised 
data about problematic labour experiences among Bulgarian workers abroad or 
about circular and temporary migration. Such methodological challenges are 
common in the exploration of migration from CEE countries to other EU countries, 
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where their undocumented residence is common [Engbersen et al. 2013; 
Kaczmarczyk et al. 2005]. We carried out in-depth interviews with Bulgarian 
citizens who have work experience in other EU countries. This experience was 
often accumulated during multiple stays abroad, either in the context of temporary 
or circular migration. We focused on their first labour experience abroad, as at 
that point there is a larger risk of exposure to potential exploitation. We chose 
our respondents from regions in Bulgaria with high unemployment rates and 
a concentrated population with low education and qualification levels, all of which 
imply a heightened risk for vulnerabilities on the labour market. Their work abroad 
is considered an escape from financial hardships in Bulgaria. Studies on this group 
are often conducted in the country of destination [Markova et al. 2007]. Here, 
an additional contribution is to analyse their experience from the perspective of 
the country of origin.

After discussing the theoretical background in the first section, the article 
presents the empirical findings of the study in the second section and discusses 
them in the third section in the context of the literature. The final section concludes 
the paper.

Theoretical background

Labour exploitation of the migrant workforce is often approached from research 
perspectives concerned with labour and human rights, e.g., in labour law studies 
or in migration studies [McKay et al. 2012, McCann et al. 2017], but rarely within 
the framework of the sociology of work. There are a multitude of reasons for this, 
including difficult access to those groups and their marginalised position, as well 
as not uncommon participation in the informal economy or informal employment 
arrangements. We argue that labour exploitation represents an exacerbated form 
of precariousness, and from this perspective it is useful to refer to the larger 
body of research on precarious work in Europe. As vulnerability is one of the 
main aspects of precariousness and migrant workers are seen as one of the most 
vulnerable groups, we will take a closer look at migration research in Europe 
with a focus on internal EU migration.

Labour exploitation as an extreme form of precarious work

Multiple definitions of precarious work have been formulated in recent years, both 
in academia [Evans et al. 2009; Keller et al. 2013; Standing 2011] and by policy-
oriented institutions [ILO 2009; European Parliament Committee on Women’s 
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Rights and Gender Equality report 2010; FRA 2015]. These definitions stress 
the uncertainty that can contribute to feelings of powerlessness to act and claim 
one’s labour rights. For example, Keller et al. [2013] argue that the indicators 
of precarious work include: low job security; limited or no social security 
entitlements; hindered access to training or skills development; limited access to 
training, holidays and collective benefit entitlements, and paid overtime; and abuse 
of travel reimbursements, among others. Precarious work is seen as a deviation 
from standard employment practises and standard working contracts for workers 
and employees. As is evident in Table 1, most of the elements of precarious work 
are similar to the elements of labour exploitation. There are also differences: in 
the case of labour exploitation, there are always violations of legal norms and 
laws [ILO 2009], while under precarious employment there are no criminal 
violations, but labour legislation could be breached. Still, this understanding might 
be challenged due to the fact that not every deviation from a typical contract work 
arrangement necessitates a negative effect on precariousness and, moreover, it is 
possible for typical employment contracts to incorporate precarious practices, as 
well [Trif et al. 2016; Keller et al. 2013].

Table 1. Indicators of labour exploitation and precarious work

Labour 
Exploitation 
indicators

ILO 
[2009]

FRA 
[2015]

Precarious Work 
indicators

Keller and 
Seifert 
[2013]

Evans and 
Gibb [2009]

Low or no salary X X Low salary X X

Wage 
manipulation X

Limited access 
to holiday and 
collective benefit 
entitlements and 
paid overtime; 
abuse of travel 
reimbursements

X X

Excessive working 
days or hours X X Long working hours X

Poor living 
conditions X X

Hazardous work X X
Very poor working 
conditions X X Poor working 

conditions X X

No access  
to education X

Hindered access  
to training and skills 
development

X
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Labour 
Exploitation 
indicators

ILO 
[2009]

FRA 
[2015]

Precarious Work 
indicators

Keller and 
Seifert 
[2013]

Evans and 
Gibb [2009]

No social 
protections 
(contract, social 
insurance)

X X Limited or no social 
security entitlements X X

No respect  
of labour laws  
or contract signed

X X

Source: Authors’ own compilation

The main similarity between precariousness and exploitation is that in both 
cases somebody takes unfair advantage of a worker. In the case of exploitation, 
the vulnerabilities of the exploited person are used for the benefit of someone 
else [Zwolinski et al. 2017]. Zwolinski identifies two approaches for exploring 
exploitation, transactional and structural [2017]. The former considers the case 
of unfair transactions between two or more individuals, while the latter points to 
the unfairness of the system which has set rules that benefit one part of society 
to the disadvantage of another [2017]. As Zwolinski points out, Marxian theory 
focuses on the second (structural) approach, considering workers’ labour under 
the capitalist system as neither truly voluntary nor entirely for the benefit of 
the workers [2017]. In this article we focus on the transactional approach. In 
narrowing the theoretical discourse on labour exploitation, we now focus on the 
established legal framework which reflects it and is used within the EU.

The discourse on precarious work in Europe gained particular importance in 
response to the start of the 2007–2008 financial crisis. The transfer of economic 
risk from the state to the private sector results in deregulation of labour markets, 
providing fruitful ground for the development of precarious work practices [Beck 
2000]. More recently, Stone [2005] suggests that both the state and businesses 
are involved in the process of weakening labour rights or at least ignoring them; 
there are studies confirming this exacerbation of the problem and thus supporting 
Beck’s observations. A recent study by Trif et al. [2016] points out that all forms 
of employment in ten researched CEE countries and Greece have been exposed 
to the precarisation of labour conditions and that this has been followed by 
various degrees of labour market deregulation and a subsequent negative effect 
on workers’ labour rights. In particular, the authors observe wage decreases, an 
increase in unpaid additional working hours and irregular working hours, and 
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the introduction of new labour regulations which weaken protective mechanisms 
for employees. These trends are increasing the vulnerability of workers and 
employees in general and, simultaneously, open the door for their exploitation. 
Still, particular groups could be exposed to higher degrees of vulnerability risk 
[Kirov et al. 2015]. These could be well-known groups or less visible ones, but it 
is certain that less-educated and less-qualified migrant workers are among them. 
A migrant’s country of origin can increase person’s risk of being exploited. This 
is the case for CEE countries where an institutional asymmetry exists between 
the codified laws and regulations of formal institutions and the socially shared 
unwritten rules of informal institutions [Williams et al. 2015]. All structural 
conditions, including inadequate state interventions and protections for workers, 
are seen as indications of such institutional asymmetry [Williams et al. 2015]. This 
leads to precarious work and the inability of state mechanisms to protect workers.

Following the different theoretical explanations of precarisation and exploita-
tion, we can conclude that the precarisation of labour increases risk factors for 
labour abuse and can lead to labour exploitation and its severe forms. Especially 
vulnerable to such practices are migrant workers coming from countries with 
deregulated labour markets.

Vulnerability and Migration

Theories about migration and the rise of the international flexibilisation of 
labour markets have begun taking into consideration the increase of labour 
force vulnerability, especially in light of the world financial and economic crisis 
that started in 2007–2008. Even if the indicators of both precariousness and 
labour exploitation are similar, there is a visible distinction regarding workers’ 
vulnerabilities – precarisation leads to their increase and exploitation is the act 
of taking advantage of them. Precariousness also has a macro-level perspective 
that may produce inequality, instability, and insecurity, which can in turn make 
workers more vulnerable on the labour market [Trif et al. 2016]. In this situation, 
workers fear losing their jobs and have a strong feeling of labour insecurity. The 
lack of alternatives and opportunities increases workers’ uncertainty and thus 
their vulnerability [Trif et al. 2016], which then can be taken advantage of and 
abused through exploitative practices on the labour market. Vulnerability can also 
be affected by macro and micro factors, such as type of household, employment 
status, educational level and economic and social situation in the region of origin 
[Ranci 2011]. With the increase of these vulnerability risk factors for workers, the 
probability of their being taken advantage of increases, too [Williams et al. 2015], 
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leading to potential labour exploitation. From this perspective, the precarisation 
of work is a gateway to labour exploitation.

There is a consensus in the literature that migrants in general are one of the 
most vulnerable groups on the labour market, as they share multiple vulnerability 
indicators [McKay et al. 2012; McCann et al. 2017]. For example, a  recent 
study by Aleksynska et al. [2017] shows that most migrants with Asian origins 
in Europe suffer frequently from deficits in their working conditions in terms 
of contractual status, remuneration amount and periodicity, hours worked, and 
occupational safety and health issues. In line with these outcomes, we focus 
on Bulgarians with labour experience in other EU countries as well as job risk 
factors preceding their first migration departure. Migrants in low-skilled jobs are 
especially vulnerable, as shown in the case of migrants from the CEE region to 
other EU countries [Engbersen et al. 2013].

King [2012] suggests that a multi-theoretical approach is needed in order to 
understand such a complex phenomenon as migration. Thus, the “New Economics 
of Labour Migration” [Stark 1991] and theories of migration systems and networks 
are most appropriate for exploring the specific characteristics of the group under 
study. The New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) combines economic 
motivations with personal reasons behind migration decisions. These decisions are 
conceptualised as family decisions rather than individual ones, where the family 
takes steps together to minimise the overall risk to the migration action of one 
family member. This approach frames migration as a dynamic process and not 
a permanent step towards relocation. In addition to NELM, theories of migration 
systems and networks also contribute to the better understanding of various macro 
and micro factors which influence the migration process [King 2012] and are used 
in our specific case as mechanisms which influence the risks of labour exploitative 
practices. For Massey [1993], migration networks are the social capital which 
facilitates international movement and provides information which can minimise 
the risk of migration actions. According to Boyd and Novak [2012], each type of 
network influences the risk posed by migration, either positively or negatively. 
The mainstream view of migration networks is that they have a positive influence 
over the process of migration in that they provide the information and contacts 
needed for orientating the person who intends to migrate. They can assist migrants 
in organising their journeys and, later on, in settling within the host country 
[Granovetter, 1973]. Granovetter [1973] makes a distinction between ‘weak’ and 
‘strong’ informal ties and the role they play in migration actions. He considers 
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weak ties to be more effective for passing on information about job opportunities 
to a larger number of people as compared to strong ties.

Social networks also can have a negative influence on migration actions, 
e.g., the wilful misleading and deception of potential migrants, which in extreme 
cases can lead to illegal and criminal activities such as trafficking of people 
[Samers 2010]. Taking into consideration Boyd and Novak’s social migration 
network [2012] and the categorisation of strength in social networks by Granovet-
ter [1973] and Samers [2010], we distinguish between strong, medium, and weak 
social migration networks in order to explore them as possible mechanisms for 
risk mitigation. Strong networks include family and close friends (people who the 
respondent knows very well, sharing a high level of mutual trust and reciprocal 
services). Medium-strength networks consist of friends, colleagues, and neigh-
bours (common interests and occasional reciprocal services). Weak networks 
are built upon acquaintances (absence of social ties). The relevance of social 
networks among labour migrants from CEE countries to other EU countries, and 
in particular Bulgaria, has also been suggested in other labour migration studies 
in the region [Engbersen et al. 2013].

The choice of NELM and theories of migration systems and networks are 
particularly relevant in the European Union context. Internal EU migration has 
more of a temporal character and social networks here play an important role 
in migration actions, defined as the decision to migrate and the actions taken 
to migrate [Eurofound 2014]. Migration tendencies from Bulgaria to other 
EU  countries do not deviate from the above-mentioned EU norms. Around  
70–80%  of Bulgarians involved in migration select other EU member state 
countries as their destination [Alpha Research 2015] and are often involved in 
seasonal or circular migration schemes [Krasteva 2006]. Temporary migration 
represents a large part of migration flows in general, as between 20 and 75 per-
cent of immigrants leave OECD host countries within the first five years after 
arrival [OECD 2008]; for all included European countries, the return rate is 
around 50 percent. Temporary migration may take more complex forms than 
simple return migration [Dustmann et al. 2015]. It can include forms of repe-
ated or circular migration, undocumented migration, student migration, and 
guest worker migration. The length of stay abroad, as Dustmann et al. [2015] 
suggest, also influences migrants’ behaviour in relation to their savings plans 
and desire to learn the local language. Migrants with shorter stays typically have 
lower reservation wages and accept jobs that would not be acceptable if their 
immigration was permanent.
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The literature review allowed us to discuss the characteristics of precarious 
work and labour exploitation (Table 1) and analyse the relationship between both 
concepts. Precarisation leads to a person’s increased vulnerabilities, which then 
can be exploited through the act of taking advantage of them. In comparison to 
precarious practices, exploitative ones are always connected with violations of 
labour regulations and laws. The question is, how can we better understand the 
mechanisms used to overcome risk factors leading to labour exploitation? As 
social networks are considered to be one such mechanism, and the Eurofound 
[2014] data confirms their frequent utilisation in migration decisions and actions 
within Europe, we shall explore how the networks used by Bulgarian migrants 
have influenced their labour migration experiences. Taking into consideration the 
strength of networks used by our respondents, we will compare their subjective 
labour experiences with the objective indicators of labour exploitation [ILO 
2009] as well as the role of network strength in minimising or amplifying risk in 
initial migration actions. Though we are aware that there are differences among 
the destination countries and their labour markets, our small sample size will not 
allow us to tackle these. However, due the late entry of Bulgaria and Romania in 
the EU (2007) and the late opening of the labour markets of some EU countries 
to Bulgarians and Romanians (e.g., 2014 for the UK), their labour migration 
(especially low-skilled migration) to Southern Europe was more common than 
to Western Europe before 2014.

Methodology

Obtaining reliable data on migrant labour exploitation is challenging. Many 
cases of temporary or circular migration are not recorded in official statistics 
[Alpha Research 2015]. Very often the affected employees are involved in 
informal or semi-formal relations with their employer and are not willing to 
disclose their experience. While cases of forced labour and human trafficking are 
often portrayed in the media and identified by state agencies and NGOs, many 
employees suffering labour exploitation rarely make official complaints because 
of fear and shame [FRA 2015]. In addition, Bulgarians show increasing distrust 
in public institutions and their ability to provide adequate support, and this can 
be seen as another reason for the low number of such cases being reported. That 
is why we have adopted a qualitative research approach [Flick 2009] to examine 
labour exploitation alongside an inductive approach [Abrams 2010] and in-depth 
interviews. Collecting stories about the work experiences of Bulgarians in their 
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home country and outside of it enables a better understanding of precarious labour 
situations and how they have led to labour exploitation practices following the 
first migration action in other EU countries.

The respondents were selected using three criteria for vulnerability on the 
labour market, as discussed in the theoretical section of this paper: low education, 
overall high regional unemployment, and high regional poverty levels [McKay 
et al. 2012; FRA 2015]. As the Bulgarian macroeconomic data suggests, there is 
a positive correlation between regional levels of unemployment, poverty, and low 
education [Nikolova et al. 2016]. Thus, the interviews were conducted in three 
of the least developed administrative districts2 in Bulgaria, the cities of Sliven, 
Jambol and Targovishte.

Labour exploitation is a sensitive topic for respondents. It can be seen as 
a personal failure and can provoke sustained feelings of shame as well as an 
unwillingness to share information about such experiences. This is the reason 
why direct questions about exploitation were avoided during the interviews. 
The in-depth interview guide included more general questions about work 
experience both in Bulgaria and abroad. In this way, we explored their subjective 
experiences of work and were able to assess this against the ILO indicators of 
labour exploitation [2009]. As suggested elsewhere [FRA 2015], no two people’s 
experiences of labour exploitation are the same, and being in an exploitative 
situation is often preferable to being unemployed and penniless in the home 
country.

Access to respondents was secured through a purposive sampling strategy, 
informed by the theoretical concept of vulnerability [Abrams 2010]. We made 
the informed choice to focus on respondents coming from less economically 
developed regions in Bulgaria where the probability of risk factors for potential 
labour exploitation is higher. This method of sampling is in conformity with the 
explorative character of our research. For the purposes of this paper, we carried 
out 13 in-depth interviews. The recruitment of respondents was facilitated by the 
local coordinators of a large Bulgarian survey company known for their selection 
experience and good district knowledge. The interviews were transcribed and 
narratively analysed [Flyvbjerg 2006]. The selection was based on demographic 
criteria (gender, age, and education), allowing us to incorporate more diverse cases 
and observe generational and gender differences. Not surprisingly, a large amount 

2	 Bulgaria has 28 administrative districts. They differ in their economic development and 
population density and profile.
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of those meeting the selection criteria belonged to the two main minority groups3 in 
Bulgaria, Turks and Roma. Their innate suspicion of ‘strangers’, coupled with low 
education levels and sometimes language problems (in Bulgarian), represented an 
additional barrier to the field research. We interviewed four people in the region 
of Jambol, five in the region of Sliven, and four in the region of Targovishte. 
Six of them were female and seven were male. Table 2 presents the respondents’ 
distribution according to age, education, ethnicity, work sector abroad, and first 
country of labour migration:

Most of our respondents have worked in the agricultural sector abroad (eight 
of 13). Our sample also included one woman who was a housekeeper, a man who 
worked in a factory, two women whose first jobs were in the cleaning sector, 
and a man who worked in a restaurant kitchen. Agriculture and housekeeping 
are often seen as sectors with a high occurrence of exploitation and precarious 
working conditions [McKay et al. 2012]. Our respondents have worked in Greece 
(n = 3), Cyprus (n = 3), Spain (n = 3), Germany (n = 2), the UK (n = 1) and the 
Czech Republic (n = 1).

Exploitation and migration networks

We present our findings, taking into consideration individual vulnerability indica-
tors such as employment status and financial situation at the time of respondents’ 
first departure and the social networks used in the host country (Table 2). Only 
one respondent experienced none of the exploitation indicators listed by the ILO 
[2009] during his first labour experience abroad (Table 2). Ten respondents expe-
rienced more than four indicators of labour exploitation, whereas three of them 
reported between eight and nine (the maximum number). These results provide 
a clear indication as to the relevance and scale of labour exploitation and also 
contribute to distinguishing the different stages of the phenomenon. Low-skilled 
labour migrants from Bulgaria to other EU countries are at risk of exploitation. 
When the respondents were explaining their motivation for migration, it became 
clear that their precarious situation in Bulgaria was one of the main push factors 
for their departure. This precarious labour situation before departure was also 
characterised by risk factors of further labour exploitation abroad.

3	 The largest minority groups in Bulgaria are the Turkish ethnic minority, 7.98%, and the 
Roma ethnic minority, 4.9% (NIS 2011). One person from the Roma minority and seven from 
the Turkish minority group are in this sample.



74	 Maria Velizarova, Vassil Kirov
Table




 2
. R

es
po

nd
en

ts
’ c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s a
nd

 fi
rs

t l
ab

ou
r e

xp
er

ie
nc

e 
ab

ro
ad

Lp
.

O
rig

in
 

D
is

tri
ct

 
in

 B
ul

-
ga

ria

G
en

-
de

r
A

ge
Ed

uc
at

io
n

Fi
rs

t L
ab

ou
r 

C
ou

nt
ry

 
ab

ro
ad

Et
hn

ic
ity

W
or

k 
Se

ct
or

N
et

w
or

k 
ab

ro
ad

*R
is

k 
fa

c-
to

rs
 b

ef
or

e 
de

pa
rtu

re
(m

ax
 5

)

N
um

be
r o

f 
La

bo
ur

 e
xp

lo
ita

-
tio

n 
in

di
ca

to
rs

 
(m

ax
 9

)

W
or

ki
ng

 
co

nd
iti

on
s 

sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n

1
Ja

m
bo

l
M

60
Se

co
nd

ar
y

G
re

ec
e

R
om

a
A

gr
ic

ul
tu

re
W

ea
k

3
9 

Ve
ry

 S
tro

ng
Lo

w

2
Ja

m
bo

l
M

33
Se

co
nd

ar
y 

un
fin

is
he

d
G

re
ec

e
B

ul
ga

ria
n

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

St
ro

ng
2

4 
M

ed
iu

m
W

ea
k

3
Ja

m
bo

l
F

50
Pr

im
ar

y
C

yp
ru

s
B

ul
ga

ria
n

H
ou

se
ke

ep
in

g
M

ed
iu

m
2

1 
Ve

ry
 w

ea
k

H
ig

h

4
Ja

m
bo

l
F

39
Se

co
nd

ar
y 

un
fin

is
he

d
C

yp
ru

s
B

ul
ga

ria
n

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

W
ea

k
4

8 
Ve

ry
 S

tro
ng

Lo
w

5
Sl

iv
en

F
46

Se
co

nd
ar

y
G

re
ec

e
B

ul
ga

ria
n

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

St
ro

ng
1

3 
W

ea
k

H
ig

h
6

Sl
iv

en
M

36
Se

co
nd

ar
y

C
yp

ru
s

B
ul

ga
ria

n
Fa

ct
or

y
St

ro
ng

2
0 

N
on

e
H

ig
h

7
Sl

iv
en

F
22

Pr
im

ar
y 

un
fin

is
he

d
Sp

ai
n

Tu
rk

is
h

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

St
ro

ng
2

4 
M

ed
iu

m
H

ig
h

8
Sl

iv
en

M
36

Pr
im

ar
y

Sp
ai

n
Tu

rk
is

h
A

gr
ic

ul
tu

re
St

ro
ng

2
4 

M
ed

iu
m

H
ig

h
9

Sl
iv

en
M

51
Pr

im
ar

y
Sp

ai
n

Tu
rk

is
h

A
gr

ic
ul

tu
re

St
ro

ng
2

4 
M

ed
iu

m
H

ig
h

10
Ta

rg
ov

-
is

ht
e

M
29

Se
co

nd
ar

y
En

gl
an

d
Tu

rk
is

h
R

es
ta

ur
an

t
M

ed
iu

m
3

6 
St

ro
ng

M
ed

iu
m

11
Ta

rg
ov

-
is

ht
e

F
38

Se
co

nd
ar

y
G

er
m

an
y

Tu
rk

is
h

C
le

an
in

g
M

ed
iu

m
3

5 
M

ed
iu

m
H

ig
h

12
Ta

rg
ov

-
is

ht
e

F
47

Pr
im

ar
y

G
er

m
an

y
Tu

rk
is

h
C

le
an

in
g

M
ed

iu
m

3
5 

M
ed

iu
m

H
ig

h

13
Ta

rg
ov

-
is

ht
e

M
20

Se
co

nd
ar

y
C

ze
ch

 
R

ep
ub

lic
Tu

rk
is

h
A

gr
ic

ul
tu

re
W

ea
k

3
8 

Ve
ry

 S
tro

ng
Lo

w

*R
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s 
be

fo
re

 d
ep

ar
tu

re
: n

o 
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

of
 th

e 
lo

ca
l l

an
gu

ag
e,

 u
ne

m
pl

oy
m

en
t, 

de
bt

s 
or

 fi
na

nc
ia

l d
iffi

cu
lti

es
, s

in
gl

e 
pa

re
nt

ho
od

, 
un

se
cu

re
 jo

b 
si

tu
at

io
n 

[F
R

A
 2

01
5]

.



	 LABOUR EXPLOITATION OF BULGARIAN MIGRANTS IN EUROPE...	 75

Precarisation and the labour market in the home country

All our respondents were motivated to leave Bulgaria due to financial difficulties: 
unemployment or unstable employment, changing jobs, temporal contracts or no 
contracts at all, low wages, and problematic loans. The respondents over 40 years 
of age stated that following the political changes in 1989 they had problems 
finding a stable job. The younger respondents, who entered the labour market in 
the 1990s or the first decade of the 21st century, also experienced great instability 
with regular periods of unemployment and frequent job fluctuations before their 
first departure abroad.

All the respondents went to work abroad in order to earn money and overcome 
their financial difficulties in Bulgaria. None of them had a plan for permanent 
migration from their earliest departure: 

I went there for the money, not to stay. (Interview 6) 

From this perspective, most of them considered engaging in temporal/seasonal 
migration.

Most of the respondents were satisfied with their work experience abroad, 
but their satisfaction is based mainly on the fact that they were able to earn more 
there in comparison to Bulgaria. Other elements of working conditions, such as 
working without a day off for long periods or working over 12 hours a day, did 
not bother them so long as they were getting the promised payment. For those 
engaged in circular or seasonal labour abroad, the income earned was sufficient 
to sustain their needs in Bulgaria between seasonal labour activities: 

there is no point. (Interview 7) 

working in Bulgaria, as payments are too low, and just one month of hard 
work abroad when a person is:

clever about their finances. (Interview 5)

can allow him/her to live a normal life in Bulgaria for a longer period. This 
attitude was shared by all of the seasonal workers surveyed.

Almost all of the respondents stated that they would prefer to live and work 
in Bulgaria if it was possible to achieve the same financial stability as abroad. 
However, for most of them, the prospects in Bulgaria are still very insecure: 

I think of having children, but I do not know if I can afford having one. (Interview 6)
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In addition, they shared their concerns about the difficult access to and reduced 
quality of the health and social systems in Bulgaria. Some of them were able to 
compare these to their experience in other EU countries: 

it is nothing like here. From the first step in the hospital, I was treated well and all 
kinds of examinations were done. (Interview 11) 

They shared that medical treatment abroad was given freely when needed, even 
with no health insurance. Despite having paid their social security contributions 
in Bulgaria, they had to pay out of pocket for each visit to a doctor in the home 
country. Some of the respondents over 40 shared concerns about their retirement: 

I have 20 years till I retire. I do not know how and if we will make it to get a pension. 
(Interview 5)

The insecure labour market in the home country was a very important topic for 
the respondents. Some of them shared precarious working experiences they had 
in Bulgaria before and after their stays abroad: extensive working hours, delayed 
wages, unwillingness of the employers to pay their social and health insurance, 
lack of contracts, and the generally insecure nature of their employment.

It was like that back then. If you do not take the work, somebody else will take it, 
even if you knew the conditions are not very good. (Interview 6)
With my wages back then, I could not take care of my children. If I had had a choice, 
I would not have left. (Interview 12)

The respondents described not only their precarious (or exploitative) situ-
ations on the labour market in Bulgaria and high levels of vulnerability, but also 
their lack of trust in the protective mechanisms of state institutions in Bulgaria, 
which only resulted in their increased insecurity on the labour market and their 
precarious labour situation.

I did so many trainings at the labour office agency, but I did not get a stable job. 
(Interview 1)
Here I have to pay. If my son breaks his arm and I go the doctor, we have to pay 
additional fees even if we have health insurance. (Interview 5)

The main feelings of the respondents towards the state in Bulgaria were of 
disbelief, a lack of hope for things to change, and deep insecurity:

I do not believe, not anymore… I do not hope anymore. (Interview 1)
I see what happens on TV every day and I am constantly concerned about my chil-
dren when they are not home, if they are safe. It is worse than being in prison. 
(Interview 5)
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I do not see any future here. (Interview 12)
Here nothing works. (Interview 13)

Six of our respondents who have not worked abroad for the last several years 
said that they are willing to go abroad again, with the exception of one, aged 61, 
who said, 

it is too late for me. (Interview 1) 

Two of them had more concrete plans for leaving Bulgaria in the near future 
at the time of the interview. All the others had already planned their next working 
trip abroad.

Precarisation experienced on the labour market in other EU countries

In the context of lacking faith in Bulgarian state institutions due to their inability 
to provide basic social services and protection, the individual mechanism to 
cope with a situation of vulnerability has been via migration to enter the labour 
market of other EU countries (old member states). However, respondents are 
aware that the labour markets of some EU countries, especially those in Southern 
Europe, are also experiencing a rise in precarisation. Three of our respondents 
left their seasonal occupations in Spain for jobs in England around 2010, when 
the availability of positions in Spain was scarce and payments were low. Another 
respondent with more than 20 years of seasonal work experience in Greece 
stopped working abroad in 2010 because of the decrease in payment offered and 
significant competition with other migrants looking for jobs who were ready to 
work for less. Even with her good contacts there and a very good knowledge of 
the local language, after 20 years she was not willing to continue under these 
new, as she said, unfair conditions.

Labour exploitation

We identified three cases of severe labour exploitation (reporting 7 to 9 indicators) 
and six cases of labour exploitation (3 to 6), according to the stages of labour 
exploitation defined by the FRA [2015] and considering the nine indicators 
which ILO [2009] suggests. One respondent who suffered from severe labour 
exploitation identified it himself:

It was poor exploitation… I was promised one thing, and when I went there it turned 
out to be something completely different… Day off? There was no such thing… we 
had to work, wait, let me count, around 16 hours per day. (Interview 1)



78	 Maria Velizarova, Vassil Kirov

Eight of the respondents have worked in the agricultural sector, known to 
be among the most precarious sectors, for low wages and labouring excessive 
hours [Brougton, et al. 2016; Aleksynska et al. 2017, ILO 2014]. All three cases 
of severe labour exploitation identified were also in this sector.

Only one of our respondents experienced none of the indicators of 
labour  exploitation in his employment abroad. We have identified 10 cases 
of labour exploitation, but only three of our respondents complained about their 
working conditions (those experiencing severe labour exploitation). Most of our 
respondents did not consider their working conditions problematic and neither 
complained nor tried to change them, as long as they received their earnings 
as promised. Their subjective perspective of fair work clearly differs from the 
legislative framework which we use to describe the phenomenon. This discrepancy 
raises the question of why it exists and if there is a relevant explanation for it.

The voice of the respondents differed among generations: a generation gap can 
be observed in terms of their knowledge about their labour rights. The respondents 
over the age of 40 (who had work experience before 1989) are more aware of how 
fair working conditions should be. In the interviews, they spoke about problematic 
working conditions more often, without being asked additional questions. The 
younger respondents (under 40) associate work mainly with income generation; 
working conditions were not present in their stories at first. They compared their 
labour experiences from the different jobs they had had according to the amount of 
money they were earning. In these cases, we needed to ask them more specifically 
about the working conditions in their places of work.

Departure Arrangements and the Role of Supporting Networks

Informal social networks were crucial for all 13 respondents’ first departures. Their 
satisfaction with their labour experiences abroad depended on the type of network 
used. Respondents employing a strong network of family and close friends did not 
complain about their experiences of labour exploitation, although ILO indicators 
suggest they experienced it (Table 2). The fact that they had a support network 
gave them a feeling of security and the option of changing jobs if the conditions 
were no longer acceptable.

Most of the respondents were not the pioneer migrants in their families and 
went to EU countries where they had an already existing and stable social network. 
Six of them used a strong network abroad before departure; four – a medium one. 
Only three of the respondents used a weak network for their first departure. Thus, 
most of our respondents had access to social networks abroad that could provide 
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assistance with travel arrangements and job offers upon arrival and minimise 
the risks of the migration action. Nine respondents who went somewhere where 
they already had an established network had no particular complaints about 
their working conditions abroad. They showed satisfaction with their working 
conditions and payment, although they mentioned the existence of various 
indicators of labour exploitation in the interviews. For example, almost all of them 
experienced long working hours and the absence of days off, as well as the lack 
of contracts or social security. In general, all nine respondents who were satisfied 
with their work abroad found their jobs with the help of a strong network of 
relatives who had already been working in the respective host country for several 
years. Those respondents were aware of the labour conditions they should expect 
before their departure. Their networks provided them with housing, job offers, 
and information and advice about their work, which compensated for their lack of 
local language proficiency and helped minimise the risk of their migration actions.

One respondent used a medium-strength network of friends abroad in order 
to find a job. He showed a higher dissatisfaction level than those respondents 
who used family connections prior to their migration actions. The respondent 
complained about his remuneration and the long hours he worked but, at the same 
time, he felt secure because his friends were there to support him if problems 
occurred: 

I want to be in a place where I have friends nearby, you never know, there are all 
kinds of people and if you do not know the language and have some problems with 
your boss, you cannot leave without their help. (Interview 10) 

This statement shows how social networks abroad compensate for migrants’ 
vulnerabilities and reduce risk factors for exploitation to some degree.

Use of weak social networks abroad

The three respondents who were not satisfied with their working conditions and 
had complaints – about their working hours, the difficulty of their work, and, 
most of all, their remuneration – used weak network ties (‘some people I know’, 
acquaintances) in order to prepare for their departure. These networks did not 
support them further than travel arrangements: 

They just left me there and went back. I did not see them afterwards. (Interview 1)

These three respondents shared that they had been deceived about the working 
conditions before their departure from Bulgaria. All of them had been misinformed 
about the working hours (much longer than eight hours per day) and the extended 
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periods without days off, as well as the amount of the money they would receive, 
e.g., additional travel payments were taken from their wages. Furthermore, they 
described their payment as very low and less than they had expected. They tried 
complaining to their employers, but this did not change their situations. One of 
the respondents was promised a job as a driver but had to work as an agricultural 
worker on a farm. These respondents stayed in the host countries for a couple of 
months, as there was no possibility for them to leave on the spot because they 
were only paid in full at the end of the season or needed to save money for the 
return trip to Bulgaria. None of them knew the local language and the farms 
where they worked were in isolated areas. They could not get any support from 
their colleagues, who were in the same situation or worse:

There was a  young family when I  got there; the employer had their documents. 
(Interview 1)
There were some girls from Ukraine there and they never complained because they 
are not from the EU and need visas. (Interview 4)

The case of workers unsupported by strong networks illustrates how risk 
factors become exacerbated due to their inability to redress the situations of 
labour exploitation they find themselves trapped in.

These findings are in line with those of FRA [2015], which suggests that 
people in precarious situations are willing to go along with exploitative labour 
practices as a means of overcoming financial hardships in their home countries, 
though their experience depends on the type of support networks made up of 
their own community members within the host country.

The use of weak networks before departure and the abuses such networks 
foster represent a serious risk of labour exploitation among Bulgarians in other 
EU countries. Thus, there is a need for prevention work in the home country to 
enable migrants to make informed choices about their migration actions. Two 
of the three respondents who used a weak network in their first migration action 
used a stronger network for the arrangement of their second labour migration 
action in the EU: one used a medium network and the other used a state agency.

Conclusion

In this article we drew links between precarious work and labour exploitation as 
an exacerbated form of precariousness. While precarious migrant work practices 
have been demonstrated already in the literature [Markova 2007; McDowell 
et al. 2009], we reconstructed the development of the process that could lead to 
labour exploitation. This qualitative study on Bulgarian migrants in other EU 
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countries shows how experiences of precarious working conditions can lead to 
labour exploitation. As Bulgaria’s economy, with the lowest income per capita, is 
still the weakest among EU member-states, its economic difficulties are the most 
common factor creating and shaping migrant workers’ vulnerability.

Incorporating migration theories and the concept of social networks, we 
demonstrated that strong social ties [Massey 1993, Boyd et al. 2012, Granovetter 
1973] are the main mechanisms for minimising the subjective feeling of being 
exploited; they are seen as a support net which can catch you if the job goes really 
badly [Samers 2010]. Utilising those networks, low-skilled Bulgarian migrants 
partially compensate for their vulnerabilities due to economic status, lack of state 
protection, and lack of language skills. The mobilisation of weak social networks 
can affect individual experiences and job satisfaction negatively: the respondents 
using weak social networks for their migration have been employed in situations 
involving deceptive practices and leading to more severe labour exploitation. In 
spite of occasional or frequent dissatisfaction and disappointment felt by migrant 
workers, when comparing the two alternatives – home or abroad – they continue 
engaging in migration actions in order to achieve better financial stability than 
what is feasible in Bulgaria.

We are aware of the limitations of the qualitative approach and pilot character 
of the study. However, we shall continue these interviews with the aim of 
expanding the group and further diversifying its profile of respondents studied, 
with a special focus on age. Other available statistical evidence in some of the 
host countries could also be analysed.

Our findings relate to the role of social networks as well as particular policy 
implications, not only for the relevant public administrations but also for civic 
organisations and trade unions, e.g., informative campaigns about the risks 
of exploitation. Thus, the Bulgarian migrant worker community’s awareness of 
labour rights is positioned as a mechanism for the prevention of labour exploitation 
in other EU countries.

The free movement of European citizens will no doubt sustain the process of 
inter-European migration facilitated by circular, seasonal, or temporary migration 
schemes. While this process could benefit some groups, others facing particular 
vulnerabilities could be exposed to exploitation practices that undermine their 
labour rights and even human rights.
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Vassil Kirov

WYZYSK BUŁGARSKICH MIGRANTÓW W EUROPIE: 
MECHANIZMY RADZENIA SOBIE

Streszczenie

Wyzysk pracowników i jego najbardziej wyraziste formy, jakimi są praca przymusowa czy przemyt 
ludzi, nie są zjawiskami nowymi. Są one obecne w całej Europie Środkowo-Wschodniej, w tym 
w szczególności w Bułgarii. Artykuł analizuje mechanizmy wykorzystywane przez emigrantów 
w celu poradzenia sobie z takiego typu wyzwaniami na rynku pracy. Analiza opiera się na wy-
wiadach jakościowych z niskowykwalifikowanymi emigrantami z Bułgarii w krajach UE. Silne 
sieci społeczne wykorzystywane w czasie pierwszych działań migracyjnych uznane zostają za 
mechanizm, który ogranicza ryzyko wyzysku.

Słowa kluczowe: wyzysk pracowników, praca prekaryjna, migracja, Bułgaria, narażenie na 
ryzyko, sieci społeczne
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