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We note that New Zealand Kiwifruit Growers Inc, the levy-based advocacy group for all NZ kiwifruit 

growers, and Horticulture New Zealand have contributed to this submission and are supportive of this 

approach. 

 

Zespri and the NZ kiwifruit industry 

Zespri is a New Zealand company owned by New Zealand kiwifruit growers which exports and markets 

the world’s leading portfolio of kiwifruit 12 months of the year, as well as implementing a world-leading 

R & D programme. Orchards and postharvest are independently owned and managed. Zespri sets the 

grade standards for fruit as well as the allowed agrichemicals and use patterns. 

Our fruit is grown in New Zealand, Italy, France, Japan and Korea and exported to more than 50 

countries around the world. There are nearly 15,000 hectares in production in New Zealand and 3,500 

hectares offshore, with 1,300 growers offshore and 2,800 growers in NZ. 

Our major markets are Europe, Greater China and Japan. Zespri is on track to grow global sales to $4.5 

billion by 2025 from over $3 billion in operating revenue last season (2019/20).  
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Frontier Firms 

Zespri welcomes the Productivity Commission’s draft report into maximising the contribution of New 

Zealand’s frontier firms. Zespri agrees that lifting New Zealand’s productivity is critical to lifting the living 

standards of New Zealanders.  

Zespri’s submission on the draft report deliberately focuses only on areas most relevant to the 

kiwifruit/horticulture sector. These are areas that Zespri has significant experience and where we see we 

are able to contribute the most value to the Productivity Commission’s final report on frontier firms. Our 

submission focuses on the issues of 1) temporary migrant labour, 2) innovation and 3) plant varieties. 

 

1. Zespri does not accept the Commission’s finding (F8.8) and recommendations (R8.2 & R8.3) in 

relation to temporary migrant labour. 

Kiwifruit is New Zealand’s largest single horticultural export, and the kiwifruit industry employs around 

10,000 permanent people and up to another 24,000 seasonal workers at its peak. Typically, over half of 

all workers in the kiwifruit industry are New Zealanders with the remainder being migrant labour. The 

main source of migrant labour has been through international working holiday visas (25% of total labour 

force) and the Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) scheme (17% of total labour force). 

Based on Zespri’s experience, we disagree with the Productivity Commission’s finding (F8.8) that a 

“reliance on low-cost migrant labour, including seasonal labour, inhibits capital investment and 

innovation” and is consequently restricting productivity growth. We also disagree with 

recommendations 8.2 & 8.3 (to reduce the “inflows of low-cost temporary workers”).  

Zespri’s experience strongly suggests migrant labour in the kiwifruit sector acts as a supplement to, not 

a substitute for, domestic labour. As Covid-19 and the consequent closure of the New Zealand border 

have demonstrated, ‘turning off the tap’ on migrant labour has not led to all those jobs being replaced 

by domestic workers. While Covid-19 has increased the availability of New Zealand workers, it is 

insufficient to meet the full labour demand at peak (this would be exacerbated if migrant labour were 

suspended while unemployment was lower). The domestic labour force is unable to replace migrant 

labour for the seasonal nature of the work in the kiwifruit sector.  

The peak of the kiwifruit season lasts for only four to six weeks and harvest in total lasts for only twelve 

weeks. It is unrealistic to expect enough New Zealanders to commit to the kiwifruit industry when there 
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is only twelve weeks (or less) of harvest work available. Migrant workers on the other hand provide 

flexibility as they can move easily between roles and often are not constrained by location, so can easily 

relocate to meet the peak, and to support other industries at different times as work becomes available.  

The Productivity Commission suggests an alternative to migrant labour is “automation and other labour-

saving technologies.” While this argument sounds appealing, in reality automation of key tasks in the 

kiwifruit sector (from picking through to thinning and pruning) are not feasible or are beyond existing 

technological capability and a technological solution would be many years away. Kiwifruit is a small 

industry by international comparison and improvements in technology is domestically led, meaning we 

are not able to utilise technologies developed overseas for other industries. There is an insufficient 

return on investment to attract the necessary capital investment to drive technological improvement, 

and there are competing capital investment requirements in the industry. Because there is insufficient 

scale to attract global technological investment, the domestic kiwifruit sector needs to fund innovation 

(which is extremely costly). 

At present, labour is the most effective way of getting kiwifruit from vine to market. And, because there 

is an insufficient supply of domestic labour available in rural areas for a period of three-to-four months, 

migrant labour helps ensure fruit is picked, packed, and shipped in premium condition. 

If there was an effective technological alternative to human labour then the kiwifruit industry 

(Zespri/growers/packhouses) would willingly invest in such technology, as it would represent a 

commercially rational investment. Technological investment is occurring in some parts of the industry 

(i.e. crop estimation) however it’s simply unachievable in the most labour-intensive activities, including 

picking and pruning. 

The recommendation by the Productivity Commission in the draft report is to reduce the inflow of 

migrant labour, despite there being no effective alternative, either domestic labour or technology. As 

result, this would not improve productivity. In fact, there would inevitably be a reduction in productivity 

as there will be a significant increase in the cost of production and less output. We note that there are a 

range of other factors which are already driving up costs for orchard owners. 

While artificially increasing the cost of on-orchard tasks such as pruning, thinning, and picking may 

increase the relative attractiveness of technological alternatives (where they even exist), it certainly 

does not increase the actual productivity of undertaking those activities, as it will require more 

resources to undertake those activities.  
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In summary, alternatives to migrant labour in the kiwifruit sector are not yet available. Specifically, 

domestic labour is not available in sufficient quantity and alternative technologies do not yet exist. 

Restricting migrant labour will therefore reduce productivity, not increase it.  

Aside from the economic arguments made above, there are other significant benefits that the typical 

flow of migrant labour provides. The RSE (Recognised Seasonal Employer) scheme provides a significant 

source of income for Pacific Island migrants, their families, and their communities. Numerous studies 

have shown that the RSE scheme has provided a ‘triple win’ in so far as it delivers benefits to the 

migrant worker, the migrant’s home country and New Zealand1. Permanently reducing the flow of 

migrant labour, especially from the Pacific Islands, will have the effect of lowering living standards and 

household incomes in the Pacific Islands. The wellbeing and living standards of all stakeholders including 

migrant workers should be considered. It also provides employment for young holiday makers. 

For all the reasons outlined above, Zespri disagrees with finding F8.8 and strongly opposes 

recommendations R8.2 & R8.3. Permanently reducing the flow of migrant labour would reduce 

productivity, reducing incomes for New Zealand growers, reducing incomes for migrants and their 

families, and reducing production and export levels of the horticultural/primary sector. It would also 

have a negative impact on those migrant workers. 

Zespri believes a much more effective way of lifting capital investment and therefore productivity is to 

focus on reducing barriers and costs to investment (such as simplifying New Zealand’s highly restrictive 

Foreign Direct Investment regime or incentivising taxes on new business investment) not increasing the 

cost of existing inputs and behaviours. 

 

2. Zespri agrees with the Productivity Commission’s findings (F2.9 & F6.3) and recommendation (R2.1) 

that a higher quality and level of innovation is critical to the success of the New Zealand economy.  

Higher levels of innovation by New Zealand’s frontier firms will help lift New Zealand’s export levels as a 

proportion of the economy, which will in turn lift living standards for New Zealanders. 

 
1 The Development Impact of New Zealand’s RSE Seasonal Worker Policy, Gibson & McKenzie (2010) 
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Innovation is fundamental to creating value and delivering Zespri’s strategy of providing the world’s 

leading portfolio of kiwifruit products 12 months a year. Zespri’s success as a New Zealand-based 

exporter is largely due to investment in innovation, with around $40 million invested in R&D each year. 

More than half of Zespri’s innovation investment is in our joint programme for the breeding of new 

varieties with Plant and Food Research. This is the world’s largest kiwifruit breeding programme and 

aims to develop a differentiated portfolio of proprietary products to underpin our industry’s competitive 

advantage. We evaluate thousands of seedlings each year. New cultivar development is a lengthy 

process but an essential part of ensuring Zespri can continue to deliver value for New Zealand and meet 

the needs of our consumers by delivering healthy, safe, and delicious kiwifruit products. Our world 

leading Zespri SunGold variety came from this programme, generating significant value for growers in 

New Zealand and our offshore growing locations and earning a premium over other varieties around the 

world, while also forming the pathway to the industry’s recovery from the vine disease Psa. 

One of the key incentives to innovate is delivering higher economic returns. Investment in innovation is, 

by nature, high-risk. Therefore, to encourage higher levels of innovation there needs to be an 

environment that provides businesses with the confidence to invest. Uncertainty, red tape and barriers 

to investment all discourage innovation by increasing the cost of capital.  

Zespri agrees that there can be a role for Government, such as via Crown Research Institutes, to work 

together with the private sector to drive innovation. However, we believe that commercialising 

innovation should ultimately be driven by the private sector which has more skin in the game and the 

appropriate incentives in place, as well as the understanding of consumers, supply chains and sales. 

A good example of the Government and the private sector working well together is the recently 

proposed 50/50 joint venture between Zespri and Plant & Food Research (PFR) for a new Kiwifruit 

Breeding Centre, designed to build on the success of the current breeding partnership. The Centre 

would be dedicated to breeding new kiwifruit cultivars for Zespri to take to consumers around the 

world, creating healthier, better tasting and more sustainability focused varieties and extending New 

Zealand’s position as the world’s most innovative and successful kiwifruit exporter. 

Zespri and Plant & Food Research have shown an ability to drive innovation and turn that innovation 

into higher value exports. 

In Zespri’s case, the security and confidence provided by Plant Variety Rights has been key in driving 

innovation. Knowing that new varieties can be protected provides the confidence to invest to generate a 
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return. Without the confidence provided by Plant Variety Rights, the incentive to innovate would be 

diminished.  

In summary, providing New Zealand businesses with the confidence to invest, while reducing existing 

barriers to investment, is critical to supporting innovation and higher-value New Zealand exports.  

 

3. Zespri supports the finding (F9.6) and recommendation (R9.5) relating to ensuring a more efficient 

and scalable system for managing new plant varieties. 

Zespri recognises the critical importance of a modern, fit-for-purpose plant varieties regime that 

promotes innovation and economic growth by incentivising the development of new varieties.  

It is important that plant breeders have a regime robust enough to enjoy an appropriate return from the 

investment they risk in the development of new plant varieties. 

In a PVR Technical Focus Group meeting held on 20 August 2020, in conjunction with Assistant 

Commissioner Chris Barnaby, it was noted that plant breeders in NZ expressed concern that the supply 

of plant material and plant importation requirements arising from the Hazardous Substances and New 

Organisms Act 1996 and The Biosecurity Act 1993 created a barrier to innovation due to the disconnect 

between MPI policy and the functioning of the PVR system. 

The meeting expressed a need for PVRO and MPI to foster a closer relationship, to avoid creating 

a gap in the innovation ecosystem. 

Zespri would support moves to create a more efficient system for importing new plant genetic material. 

Protections of PVR rights are also a key consideration when it comes to investor confidence and Zespri 

would encourage the Government to continue to strengthen these frameworks, including 

internationally. 


