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submission to the united nations committee ON MIGRANT WORKERS, 40th session, 7-17 APRIL 2025

Amnesty International submits this briefing in advance of the examination of Jamaica by the Committee on Migrant Workers during its 40th session in April 2025. In this document, Amnesty International sets out its concerns about the implementation of the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families by Jamaica, focusing on the violations of the human rights of Jamaican migrants enabled by bilateral labour migration agreements. It is not and exhaustive account of the organizations concerns with regard to the implementation of the Convention in the country. 
1. Rights at work and INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION WITH COUNTRIES OF DESTINATION (ARTICLEs 25 and 64)
A bilateral agreement between Jamaica and Canada governs the terms of hire and employment of Jamaican migrant workers in Canada under a temporary labour scheme, called the Agricultural Worker Program (SAWP)[footnoteRef:2], which is a sub-stream of Canada’s larger labour program, the Temporary Foreign Worker Program (TFWP).[footnoteRef:3] In 2024, 8,255 Jamaican workers travelled to Canada under the SAWP, or 57 per cent of the 14,434 Jamaican workers placed in jobs abroad under the government’s Overseas Employment Programme.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Mexico and other Caribbean countries also participate in the SAWP, including Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Dominica, Grenada, Jamaica, Montserrat, St. Kitts-Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and Trinidad and Tobago. ESDC, “Hire a temporary worker through the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program: Overview”, https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/services/foreign-workers/agricultural/seasonal-agricultural.html]  [3:  The arrangement between Jamaica and Canada is governed by a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) signed in 1995. Its main principles are summarized in the Submission by the Government of Jamaica to the Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities on the Temporary Foreign Workers Program, 2016, https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/421/HUMA/Brief/BR8360795/br-external/GovernmentofJamaica-e.pdf]  [4:  “14,434 persons benefited from Overseas Employment Programme in 2024”, The Gleaner, 5 January 2025, https://jamaica-gleaner.com/article/news/20250105/14434-persons-benefited-overseas-employment-programme-2024. ] 

Research conducted by Amnesty International has found that migrant workers under the SAWP, including Jamaican nationals, are at higher risk of labour exploitation, discrimination and other abuses, as the TFWP, including the SAWP sub-stream, is intrinsically exploitative and discriminatory.[footnoteRef:5] In that sense, international cooperation, in the form of the bilateral agreement between Jamaica and Canada, results in labour exploitation and discrimination of Jamaican workers in Canada.  [5:  Amnesty International, Canada has destroyed me. Labour exploitation of migrant workers in Canada, January 2025, AMR 20/8807/2025,  https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/amr20/8807/2025/en/ ] 

Under the agreement, the Jamaican government recruits and selects the workers and appoints representatives to assist them in Canada (known as “liaison officers”). Jamaica also matches employers and workers, whose employment relationship is regulated through a standardized and non-modifiable contract that is signed by the worker, the employer and the relevant “liaison officer”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  ESDC, “Hire a temporary worker through the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program: Program requirements”, https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/services/foreign-workers/agricultural/seasonal-agricultural/requirements.html ] 

Employers recruiting through the SAWP must pay for the round-trip transportation costs between the worker’s country of residence and the location of work in Canada. However, they can recover up to 50% of the transportation costs through payroll deductions.[footnoteRef:7] Employers must provide daily transportation to and from the work site at no cost to the worker.[footnoteRef:8] Employers must also provide workers with “adequate, suitable and affordable” housing, either on-farm or off-site, at no cost to the worker.[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  ESDC, “Contract for the employment in Canada of Commonwealth Caribbean seasonal agricultural workers – 2025 –“ https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/services/foreign-workers/agricultural/seasonal-agricultural/requirements/caribbean.html ]  [8:  ESDC, “Hire a temporary worker through the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program: Program requirements”]  [9:  ESDC, “Hire a temporary worker through the Seasonal Agricultural Worker Program: Program requirements”] 

Migrant workers under the SAWP are granted a temporary work permit that allows them to work in agriculture for a single and specific employer (so called closed permit or tied visa) for up to eight months between 1 January and 15 December.[footnoteRef:10] Workers with these permits are tied to their employer, who controls their labour conditions and status in the country, and in many cases their housing, transportation and their effective access to health care. Workers cannot leave their job without risking adverse consequences for their income and status in Canada.[footnoteRef:11] The tied nature of the visa inherently puts them at risk of exploitation and other abuses.  [10:  Workers can return year after year if called back (named) by an employer and if the sending country agrees]  [11:  Employers can transfer SAWP workers to another farm/employer, subject to the worker’s consent and written approval by both Employment Social Development Canada (ESDC) and the worker’s home government representative. The worker can request the transfer but cannot initiate it. 
] 

1.1 a BILATERAL AGREEMENT THAT DOES NOT ENSURE ADEQUATE INFORMATION FOR WORKERS BEFORE TRAVELLING (Articles 33, 37 and 64)
SAWP Workers often lack adequate and accurate information about the terms of their employment in Canada prior to their departure. Many reported to Amnesty International that they received a distorted description of the job they were hired for. In some cases individuals claimed they received very little information about the work they were going to do and its conditions.
1.2  a BILATERAL AGREEMENT THAT results in labour exploitation, discrimination and other abuses (Articles 25 and 64) 
The cases below illustrate the wide range of labour abuses Jamaican nationals are exposed to in Canada, as a result of their tied visas under the SAWP.

WAGE THEFT
Jamaican workers under the SAWP experience several forms of wage theft, including receiving lower salaries per hour than the remuneration stipulated in their contract; hours that were not registered or paid; overtime not adequately remunerated or not paid at all. Some had very short breaks, which were unpaid, often cut short, and they were required to work during them without payment. 
A Jamaican woman employed on a strawberry farm reported that her contract stipulated an hourly wage, but on the farm, the workers were paid by the piece (strawberry). When picking, they were required to put an extra 30 pieces in each pack of 1,000 strawberries, “just in case” they accidentally counted incorrectly. They were not compensated for the extra work, and she states she never was paid appropriately.
EXCESSIVE WORKING HOURS
Many workers under the SAWP work long hours, more than 40 hours per week. They are required to work 10-12 hours per day, without sufficient breaks during or between work days.
A Jamaican farm worker hired under the SAWP said that his boss would regularly prevent him from fully taking his allotted breaks, including after working overtime. He reported that work days would exceed 12 hours at times, that he would work back-to-back with no days off, and that he was unable to eat or drink appropriately while working, or even use the toilet facilities.
UNSAFE CONDITIONS AT WORK, SERIOUS INJURIES AND FAILURE TO GET MEDICAL CARE
In many instances, migrant workers under the SAWP are not provided with protective equipment, are exposed to pesticides and other chemicals or are physically endangered by their employers’ decisions. 
A Jamaican national who worked on a strawberry farm reported that he and the workers on his farm were exposed to unknown chemicals without appropriate protective equipment, and he became severely ill as a result. Following hospital treatment, he went back to the farm, but his duties were not adjusted, despite his requests. Eventually, a lung specialist told him he was developing asthma as a result of exposure to the chemicals without respiratory protection.
A Jamaican woman who was employed on a cherry farm in British Columbia appears to have been illegally transferred to another farm, without her consent. One day, her employers took her with a group to a “neighbour’s farm” to work on apple trees. The workers had to scale tall ladders perched on muddy soil and climb into the trees to reach the top. After her ladder slipped on the mud, she fell out of the tree. The ladder also fell on top of her. She was severely injured as a result.
INADEQUATE HOUSING
While under the SAWP regulations employers must provide workers with adequate, suitable and affordable housing, on-farm or off site, many workers live in overcrowded, unsanitary and poor conditions. 
A man from Jamaica showed Amnesty International photographs of stained and dirty toilets, food cabinets infested with cockroaches with “sticky traps” next to the food and full of dead roaches. Bunk beds provided no privacy, and the men attempted to wall off a small space by hanging up some makeshift curtains around their beds. They did not have adequate storage space for their personal belongings or even clothing. He reported having to walk to the neighbouring property to access clean water. 
A Jamaican woman shared that on the berry farm where she initially worked, the bunkhouse for women was raised off of the ground with stilts, but the flooring was not sealed and there were wide gaps between planks where the dirt was visible. She said that the “mattresses” provided for sleeping were bundled and discarded clothing from previous workers who had come and gone – in other words, the workers were not provided a mattress. 
racist psychological and physical abuse
Migrant workers under the SAWP experience intersecting forms of discrimination, including xenophobia, racism and sex and gender-based discrimination. 
A Jamaican woman working in agriculture reported that at her first farm, supervisors would threaten staff in the fields with repatriation and utter racial slurs to make them work faster. She recalled phrases like “we’ll send you back to the tree you came from”.
RESTRICTION OF MOVEMENT, SURVEILLANCE AND LACK OF PRIVACY
SAWP workers experience different forms of control by their employers, encompassing limitations on their freedom of movement, retention of documents, surveillance and undue interference in their privacy.
A Jamaican woman and her coworkers were prohibited from leaving the farm at any time, accepting visitors, or even grocery shopping at her own choice of shop by their employer – they were forced to grocery shop late at night at a friend of the employer’s shop. The shop owners would count the number of employees who came to the shop and report any short numbers to the employer.
A Jamaican man reported that his employer put limits on his activities in his free time and forbade him from bringing any guests to his accommodation. He lived on a property that was owned by a neighbour to the farm, and the neighbour would watch the workers and report to the employer if they were “breaking any rules”, including consuming alcohol. He was prohibited from leaving his accommodation after 11:00pm. He would, on occasion, play soccer together with other Jamaican friends, but the neighbour complained to the employer and they were disallowed to do this. He reported that there were cameras outside of the bunkhouse to watch what the men were doing. 
1.3  A bilateral agreement that results in lack of adequate remedies FOR workers against labour abuses (Articles 64 and 83)
Closed work permits entrench a power imbalance in favour of the employer, who controls both the migration status and labour conditions of migrant workers – as well as their access to healthcare, housing, and ability to earn wages. This not only puts them at higher risk of labour exploitation than Canadian workers or migrant workers with an open work permit but also prevent them from accessing remedies. 
The ever-present threat of having their employment terminated and being deported (and the exploitation of this fear by employers) makes it extremely difficult for migrant workers to complain about abusive treatment or working conditions. Both employers and workers know that migrant workers are easily replaced. In that sense, tied visas make workers “disposable”. Many workers are subject to threats of repatriation by employers when they complain about their situation and face reprisals. 
1.4  a bilateral agreement that does not protect workers against the RISK FACTORS embedded IN THE SEASONAL AGRICULTURAL WORKER PROGRAM (Articles 40, 64 and 83)
SAWP workers face specific obstacles to access remedies related to the characteristics of their program. 
First, the short length of SAWP work permits – a maximum of eight months – limits the ability of many workers to pursue remedies for abuses or injuries, as they simply do not have the time to engage in complaint procedures or seek remedies.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Workers interviewed by Amnesty International shared that it had taken them months and years for their complaints to be resolved and to receive any form of redress. On the discrimination and lack of access of SAWP workers to employment insurance due to the nature of their visa, see Statement of Claim, Kevin Palmer and Andrel Peters vs. the Attorney General of Canada.] 

Second, the duration of the SAWP visas also hampers access to benefits that can only be collected while the worker is in Canada, including employment insurance and adequate continuous care in case of work accident or occupational illnesses.[footnoteRef:13] In theory, a migrant worker could collect regular or sickness benefits while they are in Canada.[footnoteRef:14] However, injured workers are, in many cases, unable to access sickness benefits, as when their employer considers they are no longer able or fit for the job, they are often subjected to rapid repatriation.  [13:  Employment insurance is a contributory benefit to support individuals who are unable to work due to no fault of their own, such as an injury or being laid off from work. Workers pay into this program via deductions from their pay.]  [14:  Current regulations indicate that “Regular and sickness benefits can generally only be collected while workers are in Canada. Temporary foreign workers are eligible to receive regular and sickness Employment Insurance benefits if they are unemployed, have a valid work permit and meet eligibility criteria, including having worked a sufficient number of hours.” Canadian Employment Insurance: Eligibility for Temporary Foreign Workers, https://publications.gc.ca/collections/collection_2022/edsc-esdc/HS24-40-2008-eng.pdf ] 

A Jamaican woman told Amnesty International she was in deep pain and unable to work after falling from a tree when she was at work. Her employer booked her flight back to Jamaica.
SAWP workers are disproportionately affected by the requirement to be in Canada to collect benefits because of the seasonal nature of their contracts. A lawsuit filed in December 2023 by SAWP workers estimated that over the past 15 years, Canada had collected nearly CAD$500 million in employment insurance deductions from workers in that program, but had denied access to those benefits to SAWP workers, due to the short nature of their visa.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Statement of Claim, Kevin Palmer and Andrel Peters vs. the Attorney General of Canada (previously cited).] 

Third, in addition to the power imbalance in favour of the employer, SAWP workers must also overcome a power imbalance in favour of the “liaison officer”, government officials representing the SAWP-participant’s home country. SAWP workers must ensure they remain in the good graces of their liaison officers, who play a role in agreeing to their return to Canada year after year – a factor that further disincentivizes workers to protest exploitative or abusive conditions of work. 
On top of the risk factors embedded in the SAWP, it must be highlighted that some Canadian provinces have banned or imposed severe limitations to agricultural workers’ right to unionize and collectively bargain, in breach of international law.[footnoteRef:16] Some provinces exclude agricultural workers from labour protections, allowing a wide range of exemptions on overtime pay, working hours or periods of rest.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Agricultural workers in Ontario are not allowed to organize and bargain collectively, as they are excluded from the general labour protections set in the Labour Relations Act 1995. Alberta’s Labour Relations Code excludes employees of farming and ranching operations from the right to unionize and bargain collectively, Labour Relations Code, RSA 2000, c L-1. In Quebec, this right is limited for agricultural workers. Only agricultural workers in farms with at least three permanent employees can form and join unions. Chapter V.3, Article 111.27-11.32 of the Quebec Labour Code.]  [17:  Ontario’s Employment Standards Act or ESA exempt some categories of workers, including farm workers, from for general protections such as maximum working hours, minimum rest periods, and pay rates. Employment Standards Act, 2000, S.O. 2000, c. 41 (Ontario ESA), https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/00e41] 

2. recommendations
Amnesty International calls on the government of Jamaica to:
· Renegotiate the bilateral labour migration agreement with Canada, as its implementation results in labour exploitation and discrimination. Jamaica should seek specific guarantees from the Canadian governments to ensure that Jamaican nationals in Canada are not granted tied visas, and they can change employers and jobs freely.
· Ensure that unions in Jamaica and in Canada take part in the implementation and monitoring of the bilateral labour agreement.
Amnesty International is a movement of 10 million people which mobilizes the humanity in everyone and campaigns for change so we can all enjoy our human rights. Our vision is of a world where those in power keep their promises, respect international law and are held to account. We are independent of any government, political ideology, economic interest or religion and are funded mainly by our membership and individual donations. We believe that acting in solidarity and compassion with people everywhere can change our societies for the better. 
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