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Following a request from the Government, the New Zealand Productivity Commission is 
investigating immigration settings. It has now released a draft report outlining preliminary 
findings and recommendations 
(https://www.productivity.govt.nz/assets/Documents/Immigration_draft-
report.pdf#page=4). The report considers what kind of immigration policies would best 
promote New Zealand’s long-term economic growth and the wellbeing of New Zealanders.  
 
The Commission is requesting feedback on the report before making final 
recommendations to the Government in April 2022. 
 
 
Waka Kotahi NZ Transport Agency appreciates the opportunity to provide comment on the 
report titled Immigration – Fit for the future, with preliminary findings and 
recommendations.  
 
General comments: 
 
The Government has significant ambitions to build infrastructure and immigration settings 
need to support that. This includes transport, education and health infrastructure projects 
delivered under the New Zealand Upgrade Programme as well as the large pipeline of 
infrastructure projects compiled and monitored by the New Zealand Infrastructure 
Commission. Delivering these projects will require migrant labour, amongst other 
resources, as an input.  
 
Immigration is particularly important to Waka Kotahi to equip our organisation, projects 
and services with appropriately skilled and talented people. Historically, the New Zealand 
transport sector and the broader infrastructure sector has relied on immigration to provide 
required resources to build, maintain and operate the transport system. This will continue 
to be the case into the future, as transport technology changes, with New Zealand relying 
on migrant skills and expertise. 
 
Immigration settings are critical to the Government achieving its transport and wider 
system outcomes. In terms of project delivery, labour market scarcity due to curbed 
migration can potentially lead to cost pressures and challenges for delivery. This can 
cause further social and economic impacts and environmental consequences too. Service 
delivery is also experiencing challenges. For example, the current shortage of migrants is 
a significant contributor to the current bus driver shortage, which is now being felt in 
regions that have never previously experienced it. The Government’s Emissions 
Reduction Plan leans heavily on public transport provision, but New Zealand is hundreds 
of drivers short of meeting our current needs for public transport, let alone the required 
growth. 
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Specific comments: 
 
Waka Kotahi has considered the specific preliminary findings, recommendations, and 
questions of the immigration Inquiry and our feedback on those of most relevance to our 
activities is outlined below. 
 
Part 2: How well does the current system raise levels of human capabilities? 
 
Finding 3: Immigration has had small and mostly positive effects on the wages and 
employment of New Zealand-born workers over the last 25 years. Overall, evidence 
on labour market effects does not, of itself, point to major problems with the level 
and composition of immigration into New Zealand (page 25). 
 
Waka Kotahi notes that immigration has not come at the cost of locals’ wages and 
employment, instead it has had small and mostly positive effects on the wages and 
employment of New Zealand-born workers over the last 25 years. We query if the 
investigation considered what impact, if any, the COVID-19 pandemic may have on this 
finding? 
 
Question 1: To what extent does access to migrant labour reduce training and 
upskilling activity by employers? Do effects on training and development differ by 
industry? Are there areas of the economy in which New Zealand should be training 
people that are currently disproportionately supplied by migrant workers? How 
could policy best respond? (page 28) 
 
From the Waka Kotahi perspective, we believe uncertainties surrounding New Zealand’s 
infrastructure pipeline result in a failure to retain skilled local workers. Consequently, there 
is a need to bring in these skills via migrant labour. It may be that this solution further 
undermines incentives for firms to train and develop local workers. New Zealand needs a 
consistent infrastructure pipeline that provides certainty and gives the education and 
private sectors the confidence to invest resources in building domestic capability in 
infrastructure delivery, maintenance, and operations skills.  
 
We acknowledge that the Infrastructure Commission is undertaking some excellent work 
in compiling, analysing and publicising this infrastructure pipeline as a basis for decision 
making certainty. It will be critical that there continues to be certainty in the public sector 
infrastructure investment that future Governments intend to make, as a basis for the 
private sector doing the same. 
 
Part 3: Does the system consider wider impacts on wellbeing and productivity? 
 
Finding 5: Large queues of applicants for residence visas have increased 
uncertainty and reduced the likelihood of achieving a pathway to residence. This 
has left many migrants in flux and unable to settle (page 32). 
 
Waka Kotahi notes that uncertainty and reduced likelihood of pathways to residency have 
left some migrants in flux and unable to settle. To retain migrants in New Zealand and 
encourage successful settlement, accelerated pathways beyond residency into citizenship 
may be needed to attract and retain more of the skills required for New Zealand, 
particularly in the transport and infrastructure sectors. 
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Finding 6: Increases in New Zealand’s population from net migration have 
exacerbated rapid house price increases, reflecting several factors including 
underlying and persistent constraints on the supply of housing (page 36). 
 
Waka Kotahi notes that rapid house price increases may pressure the transport system 
more with increased vehicle kilometres travelled as people travel further between more 
affordable housing, jobs and education. Alternatively, housing intensification in urban 
areas to accommodate migrants and population growth in general, may result decreased 
vehicle kilometres travelled; however, it will also raise a distinct set of impacts on 
wellbeing that need to be managed. For example, the need for more investment in public 
transport infrastructure and services. 
 
Finding 8: An infrastructure deficit and associated pressures are the result of a 
failure to align investment rates with population growth and build the assets 
needed to properly support more people in the community ahead of time. The 
inability or unwillingness in the past to fund this infrastructure suggests that pre-
pandemic rates of inwards migration will not be sustainable in the future.  
and; 
Finding 9: Policy reforms such as better planning, land use regulation, and 
improved funding and building of infrastructure would have significant wellbeing 
and productivity benefits for New Zealanders and should be pursued regardless of 
immigration levels. 
 
With respect to both of the above findings, we also note that an important aspect of New 
Zealand’s infrastructure deficit is the lack of domestic capability and capacity to deliver 
development infrastructure that is high quality and cost effective.  
 
Addressing this capability gap and increasing the infrastructure sector’s productivity will 
take some time and achieving this without significant numbers of skilled migrants could 
undermine the quality and effectiveness of short and medium-term investments in the 
infrastructure development. The skills gap for New Zealand should be acknowledged so 
that adequate migration levels are maintained, while domestic capability is built through 
dedicated efforts from the education sector in collaboration with the private sector. 
 
Part 4: An immigration system fit for the future 
 
Question 2: What objectives should be included in an immigration Government 
Policy Statement? Why? (page 44) 
 
The immigration Government Policy Statement (GPS) should describe how the 
Government will ensure that immigration settings contribute to increasing New Zealand 
productivity and preparations for meeting future skill shortage and challenges.  
 
The immigration GPS could include clear signals, policies and plans that focus on the 
settlement of immigrants to certain regions or areas of New Zealand, where there is 
expected demand for their labour and sufficient development capacity to absorb them.  
 
Recommendation 7: MBIE should develop more data-informed and dynamic skills 
shortage lists. Occupations that have shown no labour market reaction (such as 
wage movements), high turnover rates and a continued reliance on temporary 
migrants, should be brought up for review, with the burden placed on the industry 
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to provide sufficient evidence to justify their continued placement on the list (page 
50). 
 
Waka Kotahi supports the development of data-informed and dynamic skills shortage lists 
to respond to changing construction sector needs. We consider this as a good response 
for the short-term, alongside the immigration GPS responding to mid-term needs. 
However, potentially there is a gap on the long-term strategy. The immigration system 
would benefit from a set of enduring outcomes that supplement skills shortage lists and 
the immigration GPS, which are driven on shorter cycles and influence by changes in 
government.  
 
Question 7: Do particular groups of migrants need additional or targeted support to 
settle? If they do, what types of support would work best? (page 54) 
 
Regarding the question of whether some groups of migrants need additional or targeted 
support to settle, while the report and finding 6 notes that increases in New Zealand’s 
population from net migration have exacerbated rapid house price increases, the reality is 
it is expensive to settle in New Zealand.  
 
Some migrants are not able to access one of the most expensive property markets 
globally. More flexible options to create pathways to gain access to the property market 
through e.g., earlier KiwiSaver contribution opportunities, rent-to-own options, alternative 
financing structures etc. would help get a better range of skills, including lower income 
levels and could be an additional injector for build versus buy options in the housing 
sector. 
 
Waka Kotahi would be happy to share more information about immigration needs for 
future Waka Kotahi activities.  
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