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Permanent Workers in the Backyard: Employing Migrant Farmworkers
from Thailand in the Israeli Countryside

Yahel Kurlander, Tel Aviv University and Tel-Hai College;
Matan Kaminer, University of Haifa

Over the past three decades, Israeli farmers in Moshavim (cooperative rural settlements) have been
employing Thai migrant laborers. In spite of the significant influence this phenomenon has had on Israeli
agriculture and on the Israeli countryside, little academic research has been dedicated to it so far. This
paper focuses on the changes in the social fabric of the Moshavim, with an emphasis on the relationships
between farmers and their Thai workers over the years. We argue that the Thai migrants are visible
but easy to ignore; on the one hand they are crucial to the continued existence of the moshavim as
agricultural communities and constitute a considerable part of the population in quite a few of them.
On the other hand, the stereotype of the “cultural character” of Thai workers as obedient, subservient,
and disciplined people leads to the persistent denial of their inherent importance to the community.
This article describes the reasons for the employment of migrant workers, their characterization as
“foreign” and the changing perspectives of farmers, workers and various intermediaries. It is based on
the doctoral research of both writers, which involved sociological and ethnographic methods, including
participant observation on two farms in a Moshav in the Central Arava region; in-depth interviews with
farmers and manpower agencies in both countries, Israeli and Thai policy-makers, as well as Thai
workers in Israel and returnees, and archival sources. Key Words: labor migrants, migrant workers,
Thai workers, Thailand, farmers, Moshavim.
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