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Introduction 
1. New Zealand Apples and Pears and Horticulture New Zealand welcomes the opportunity 

to make a submission on the Commission’s Preliminary Findings and Recommendation 
on New Zealand’s Immigration Policy Settings.  This submission is supported by 
Summerfruit New Zealand and New Zealand Kiwifruit Growers Incorporated. 
 

Immigration Criteria: Skills Based 
2. There is a trade-off between economic growth and productivity versus a country’s 

immigration settings balanced against New Zealand’s infrastructure and housing 
capacity to provide for migrants.  Therefore the Commission’s recommendation 1 
requiring the Government to take account of the country’s absorptive capacity is 
supported.   

a. By way of example RSE employers provide the accommodation for the RSE 
workers and have since 2018 increased by 6,408 beds the accommodation for 
seasonal workers and that is projected to increase to a total of 13,253 beds by 
2025.  This represents that the horticulture sector is collectively working to 
mitigate the Commission’s finding 6 that our use of temporary migrants have 
had an impact on New Zealand’s housing supply and market.  

b. Education: RSE workers do not impact New Zealand education system. The 
modest literacy, numeracy and financial literacy training, called Vakameasina, is 
funded through New Zealand Aid and provided by private education providers.  

c. Health services RSE workers have their own private health insurance as a 
compulsory requirement of accessing an RSE visa.  

d. Roading infrastructure: RSE workers are often housed at their place of work. 
They are transported in large groups either in minivans or buses.  

 
3. Limiting the number of migrants including temporary migrants working in New Zealand 

will have a corresponding impact on productivity and growth.  Therefore the 
Commission’s recommendation 2 requiring the publication of relevant information 
about immigrations objective, priorities, performance measures and planning is 
supported as this will provide clarity and allow businesses to plan.  Immigration Policy to 
be effective in our view needs to be easy to understand, consistent year on year and 
clearly signalled.  This should in line with the Commission’s recommendation 3 in our 
view include the Government’s assessment of the country’s absorptive capacity.  
Feedback that we often receive from employers is that a lack of certainty about their 
continued access to temporary migrant labour inhibits growth and productivity planning. 
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4. One of the key inhibitors that is imposed through the current immigration scheme is its 
complexity.  There is no single or clear purpose discernible from the myriad of visa types 
and options.  Using wage or salary rates to determine whether a visa can be issued is in 
our view not an appropriate way in which to determine entry into New Zealand either on 
a temporary or a permanent basis.  We are of the view that where skills are impeding 
increased growth or productivity that should be the basis for opening the border for 
workers meeting this skill requirement.  Therefore the Commission’s recommendation 
4 is supported as the first step to achieving a growth and production test for entry to New 
Zealand is an evaluation of the net benefits.  

 
5. Further to achieving growth and the need to measure the benefit of immigration, it is 

important to understand how the RSE operates naturally under its commercial drivers. 
There are 3 types of RSE employers: 

a. Labour providers (contractors) These businesses provide work to many 
smaller growers who are often too small to be RSE. These smaller growers need 
a team of workers, perhaps only a day a week for a few weeks of the year. This 
injection of significant labour capacity for small peaks allows these businesses to 
function and employ permanent New Zealanders for 12 months of the year.  

b. Labour cooperatives: These are where a number of growers work together to 
share RSE workers across their businesses. Again, they work together to share 
labour and remain viable.  

c. Growers and/or packers: These are usually larger businesses that are able to 
distribute their RSE workers across large production areas and multiple sites.  

 
6. All these businesses share workers across businesses, industries and regions. It is very 

rare to have RSE workers residing in one region and working for one employer, in one 
industry. This is important to note as much of the reporting on the RSE immigration 
policy assumes this. A typical example are RSE workers working for 12 weeks picking 
apples in the Hawkes Bay autumn then moving to prune wine grapes for 12 weeks in a 
Marlborough winter. In each of those regions those workers may work for many 
businesses. Therefore, RSE are not evenly distributed across industry supply chains. 
They only provide capacity for specific tasks. Sensitivity to RSE supply then can easily 
constrain a business or industry. For example, the physicality of using ladders to harvest 
tree crops means RSE workers make up a far higher proportion of the pickers in these 
industries.  
 

7. However, New Zealanders make up a far higher proportion of packhouse staff. The 
Labour Market Testing (LMT) that is required by MSD before they approve an RSE 
employers recruitment of RSE workers support this balance. MSD can maximise the 
employment of New Zealanders in permanent and suitable seasonal tasks by ensuring 
industry has enough RSE workers to cover specific seasonal tasks. It is also important to 
note that MSD has approved the employment of more RSE workers in some regions 
than are employed by RSE employers. The limiting factor is the national RSE cap figure, 
currently 14,400 workers.   
 

8. Our answer to the Commission’s question 2 is that the objectives to be included in an 
immigration Government Policy Statement should be focused on providing a net benefit 
to the country by enabling the recruitment of migrant workers who fill skill shortages that 
will increase growth and productivity.   

 
9. We do not support the use of skill frame works such as ANZSCO.  Our experience is 

these frameworks are not related to the broad range of skills that individuals bring to a 
job as they are focused at a macro level.  With the use of workforce plans skills gaps can 
be identified in each business and, in our submission, this needs to be the basis for the 
recruitment of migrants. Additionally IDI and ANZSCO data confuses employees of 



labour contractors, often placing them in services categories, and of integrated 
businesses. For example grower, packer, cool storage, logistics, marketers have mixed 
roles and departments. 

 
Processes for Preventing Exploitation 
10. We do support the Commission’s Recommendation 8 for the Government to remove 

visa conditions that tie temporary migrants to a specific employer, except for the RSE 
and any similar scheme, where there are strong processes in place including labour 
inspectorate regular compliance audits and Immigration NZ approvals linked to 
conditions of employment, pastoral care and accommodation standards in place to 
protect workers.  Also as noted above there is regulated worker mobility.  

 
11. The RSE Scheme has been described by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 

and The World Bank as a 'best practice' managed circular migration scheme. ILO good 
practices database states “The comprehensive approach of the RSE scheme towards 
filling labour shortages in the horticulture and viticulture industries in New Zealand and 
the system of checks to ensure that the migration process is orderly, fair, and circular 
could service as a model for other destination countries.” The United Nations have also 
put it forward as a model for other countries to follow.  These are very powerful 
statements from these global organisations. 

 
12. RSE workers being defined as a permanent seasonal workforce is not an oxymoron. 

They can change employers but usually choose to return each year to the same 
employers. Note employers as through joint Agreements to Recruit (ATR’s) many RSE 
workers work for two or more employers. This is where the worker will work in two or 
more industries and often, regions. Having the same employer then makes it beneficial 
for the employer to invest in upskilling and training of the worker. This increases their 
productivity and earnings.  

 
13. Exploitation and trafficking in persons are abhorrent crimes and rightly those criminals 

convicted of these offences receive significant punishment in terms of prison, fines and 
forfeiture of property and cash assets. It is incumbent on industry to proactively manage 
these risks. The RSE scheme is critical to the current and future success of industry. 
Social and political support for the scheme could be removed or restricted at any time 
should examples of exploitation appear to be systemic within the scheme. Current RSE 
employers insist that Government maintains its high threshold of entry conditions for 
prospective RSE employers. MBIE’s Labour Inspectorate is charged with annual reviews 
of all RSE employers. These reviews include pastoral care provision, labour 
documentation, pay, deductions, and the quality of transport and accommodation.  

 
14. The industries and supply chains within which RSE workers predominantly work means 

that there are additional assurance requirements demanded by retailers. These take the 
form of Good Agricultural Practice assurances or GAP1. The dominant schemes are 

 
1 GAP, as defined by FAO, are a “collection of principles to apply for on-farm production and 
post- production processes, resulting in safe and healthy food and non-food agricultural 
products, while taking into account economic, social and environmental sustainability.”  



NZGAP2  and their Social Practice add on3 and GLOBALG.A.P. 4 and their Social 
Assurance risk assessment GRASP5. These private assurance programmes use 
independent auditors to audit every grower, packer, and contract labour provider every 
year. A failure to obtain and maintain certification to these schemes results in an inability 
to sell to key retailers in key markets. There are many examples of businesses who have 
been impacted significantly by some level of failure to meet these private standards. The 
threshold for proof of failure to a private standard is determined by a retailer who may 
have other supply options to choose from. Compare this with the significant burden of 
proof that the New Zealand courts require. GLOBAL.G.A.P.6 or NZGAP is used by 
almost all of the horticulture industry. The advantage it has over legislation is that 
businesses certified to GLOBAL.G.A.P. standards have to take responsibility for the 
actions of any third-party agent that provides services or labour to their business.   
 

15. GLOBALG.A.P. has strengthened its GRASP Risk Assessment Programme into a full 
Social Audit product. This will be launched in April 2022 and all employers will have to 
move to the strengthened standard by April 2023. New Zealand Ethical Employers, a 
large group of labour providers, will pilot the standard to test it for GLOBALG.A.P. prior to 
its launch.  

 
16. Proposed legislation from Government includes “a duty on third parties with significant 

control or influence over an employer to take reasonable steps to prevent a breach of 
employment standards occurring”.  This may clear up the grey area around businesses 
using labour contractors and where the accountability sits with regards exploitation of 
workers by those contractors. So, for example under current law, a person receiving 
stolen goods from a burglar could be liable for prosecution for receiving stolen goods. 
However, a labour contractor could exploit workers through under payment of wages and 
provide their labour to a business cheaply, but that business cannot be held legally 
accountable for receiving that stolen labour. Currently private GAP standards bridge the 
legislative gap. . 

 

 
2 NZGAP 

3 NZGAP Social Practice add on 

4 GLOBAL.G.A.P. began in 1997 as EUREPGAP, an initiative by retailers belonging to the Euro-Retailer 
Produce Working Group. British retailers working together with supermarkets in continental Europe 
become aware of consumers’ growing concerns regarding product safety, environmental impact and 
the health, safety and welfare of workers and animals. Their solution was to harmonise their own 
standards and procedures and develop an independent certification system for Good Agricultural 
Practice (G.A.P.) 

5 GLOBALG.A.P. GRASP  
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17. Looking after workers and providing them with a positive employment environment is a 
fundamental obligation for employers. A positive working environment has a significant 
impact on both the quality of the product and the effective operation of the production 
facilities. The value and benefits of well-trained, encouraged and protected workers can 
be seen all along the supply chain. Industry is leading work to develop and implement a 
worker voice programme that allows workers, through an anonymous online survey, to 
transparently feedback on their employment conditions. The first pilot took place before 
COVID during the peak harvest season, with 1524 respondents across a raft of 
countries, including Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, Kiribati, Vanuatu and Tuvalu – along with New 
Zealand seasonal workers. Questions were translated into Bislama, Samoan, Tongan 
and Pijin, seeking anonymous information about pay, recruitment, raising problems and 
treatment at work. RSE workers were asked additional questions to cover 
accommodation and transport. The mean score across all questions was 84% 
satisfaction. Anything over 75% is regarded as excellent.  

 
Treaty of Waitangi 
18. Māori investment in all sectors of the economy is increasing and as our Māori population 

grows it is clear New Zealand’s economic future is inextricably linked to this investment 
and pool of workers.  This needs to be embraced and horticulture is well-placed to offer 
opportunities for this to be achieved.  So that we can build a highly skilled and talented 
workforce to service horticulture’s automation and growth objectives temporary migration 
schemes such as RSE provide the basis upon which to build our future prosperity.  The 
reports from our horticulture businesses are that the RSE scheme providing skilled 
workers for seasonal tasks enables expansion of their business, an increase in 
automation and the ability to employ full time more New Zealanders.  Therefore the 
Commission’s finding 3 is supported in that immigration in our experience through the 
RSE scheme has had a positive effect on the wages and employment of New 
Zealanders. 

 
19. Our answer to the Commission’s question 3 is that New Zealand’s immigration policy 

settings should be tailored to provide the skills to build greater investment and work 
opportunities for Māori.  Therefore in our submission the Treaty of Waitangi interest 
should be incorporated into immigration policy and the Commission finding 12 is 
supported. 

 
Upskilling Key to Growth 
20. A key element to horticulture as our country’s frontier firms is the need to upskill our 

workforce as we progressively adopt automation.  This includes both our permanent New 
Zealand workforce and our temporary migrant workforce.  One is not substitute for the 
other as both workforces need to develop their skills,  The ultimate aim being that there 
would be less reliance on our temporary migrant workforce, but this will not be achieved 
in the short term in our growing operations due to the need to adopt new growing 
techniques to enable the use of automation, which can take some years of plant growth. 

 
21. Therefore our answer to the Commission’s question 1 from horticulture’s perspective is 

that migrant labour does not reduce our training efforts.  Horticulture’s training is tailored 
to the needs of our sector and is provided to workers no matter where they come from.  
Some of this training may be transferable to other sectors depending on the training and 
the required skill.  As stated earlier in our submission our view is immigration policy 
should focus on providing skills that are lacking and that enable increased growth and 
productivity. 

 
22. One of our major concerns however is how skill shortages are addressed through New 

Zealand’s training and upskilling institutions.  We acknowledge that the Reform of 
Vocation Education is attempting to address this missing link.  But we agree with the 



Commission’s finding 4 that it is not clear how the Workforce Development Councils, 
the Regional Skills Leadership Groups and Te Pukenga can and will interact to meet 
industry skill needs and further how that will critically be linked to immigration policy.  In 
our view industry voice is missing in both the immigration settings and in what training is 
on offer.  This connectivity will be vital for the successful growth, upskilling and 
automation of the New Zealand economy.   

 
Horticulture are Frontier Firms 
23. We believe that our horticultural enterprises are some of the best examples of New 

Zealand’s frontier firms.  Our ability to maximise return on our exports and develop 
offshore plantings comes from our own know-how, intellectual property and the tactical 
use of our exclusive plant variety rights.  We therefore do support the Commission’s 
finding 7 that migration has had a little impact on the growth of our sector.  It has had a 
significant impact.  It is key in our view for immigration policy to be linked to each sector’s 
workforce planning so as to satisfy actual skill shortages that are in turn linked to 
economic growth. 

 
24. The growth potential, increase in skills and the adoption of automation is set out in the 

Workforce Transition plans for Apples and Pears and Horticulture and is not repeated in 
this submission.  These plans have previously been provided to the Commission.  (For 
ease of reference these plans are also attached to this submission.)  The following data 
and predictions released by MPI on 15 December 2021 depict the sector’s growth.  The 
impact of Covid can clearly be seen through the drop in sales, particularly with 
vegetables, to the hospitality sector in New Zealand and worldwide.  Kiwifruit due to its 
health properties has however increased in value and volume. 

 
Horticulture export revenue 2017–23 
Year to 30 June 2021, NZ$ million 

 
 
 
  



Benefits of Temporary Migration: RSE Scheme 

 

Historical Context  
25. The consolidation of the meat processing industries and the subsequent redundancies 

had flowed through the regional economies of New Zealand. Closures, such as the 1986 
Whakatu freezing works, the biggest freezing works in the southern hemisphere, put 
2200 workers out of jobs. Eight years later the Tomoana freezing works closed with a 
further 1500 jobs going. These seasonal roles allowed for a large, supported pool of 
seasonal workers to do shifts at the works and to supplement their income with seasonal 
work in the fruit orchards in the regions. With the removal of their cornerstone seasonal 
role, redundant seasonal workers sought other roles including moving to Australia. What 
had changed forever was the true seasonal New Zealand worker type. One that had 
several jobs and could support themselves and their family through that network. As the 
thousands of seasonal freezing workers relocated, retired, or moved into new jobs the 
effects of this social restructure started to be felt by the Horticulture industries.  

 
26. By the late 1990s horticultural industries faced crippling shortages, and illegal workers 

were relied upon to get the crop off the trees.  By the early 2000s, labour had reached a 
critical shortage level, especially in labour intensive supply chains.  Contractors sourced 
illegal labour, and desperate growers used these workers to harvest their crops.  By 
2003, the industry employed an estimated 17,000 illegal workers out of a total of 50,000.  
Raids by Immigration NZ were a fact of life, as inspectors arrived at the front gate, illegal 
workers would be jumping over the back boundary fence.   

 
27. Industry and Government recognised the enormity of the problem and a three-year cross 

government and industry project started in 2004.  Known as the Pure Business Project, it 
sought to address some of the systemic problems of growers, including barriers to 
securing seasonal labour, amid growing concern about the collapse of the industries.  
Urgent short term solutions were needed for the 2004/2005 season.  A working group of 
government, industry and unions was set up to address seasonal labour needs. The 
government began an offensive to get local workers into orchards, and at the same time 
began looking at existing Pacific Island work quotas, and working holiday schemes.   

 
28. Their findings coincided with a desire by the Helen Clarke-led Government to improve 

New Zealand’s level of support to the Pacific Islands. Developing a migratory labour 
scheme was seen as a win: win.  There would be more remittances back to the Pacific 
Islands, and growers in New Zealand would be able to pick their crops in time.  An 
immediate temporary migration policy, the Seasonal Work Permit, was established for 
the 2005/2006 season.  During this year, work was underway to draft a longer term 
migration policy, now what we know as the Recognised Seasonal Employer policy.  

 
29. Cabinet approved a temporary seasonal work policy with workers from the South Pacific 

in October 2006. The plea from industry for help to overcome labour shortages appeared 
before cabinet the same day as calls from the Pacific Forum for greater access to New 
Zealand and Australia’s labour markets.  Helen Clark announced the RSE policy in Fiji 
later that month.  The policy was then trialled, with support from the World Bank, in 
Central Otago the following season with 45 Ni-Vanuatu workers employed by Seasonal 
Solutions in Otago.  

 
30. By April 2007, the RSE programme became operational, and 5000 places were 

allocated.  In the first year 4,800 RSE workers were employed. The cap was extended to 
8000 in October that year, and now in 2021 the cap is 14,400.   

 
  



RSE an Engine for Growth 
31. A survey of employers in 2014 showed a marked increase in industry confidence from a 

previous survey in 2012.  They were more prepared to innovate and make changes to 
their businesses.  Seventy-one percent of RSE employers reported that they had made 
changes in 2014 to at least one of the areas of business practice they were asked about 
(up from 59 percent).  They invested in new plant, expanded their businesses, improved 
health and safety practices and exhibited a greater confidence to plan. 
 

32. The following chart shows the arrivals of RSE workers into New Zealand since the 
inception of RSE in 2008. It is no coincidence that industry growth mirrors the growth in 
the RSE scheme.  

 

33. With the benefits of a stable workforce providing certainty for investment significant 
growth has occurred. This is especially evident in the export sectors where global 
markets are showing high demand for New Zealand unique plant based foods.  

 

  



 

 

34. The NZ Productivity Commission engaged the NZ Institute of Economic Research 
(NZIER) to provide reports on New Zealand's failure to develop high-tech internationally 
connected firms and the effects of temporary and seasonal migrants on the New Zealand 
economy.  This was carried out by NZIER principal economist Peter Wilson and his 
colleague Julie Fry. Their reports have had a big influence on Government thinking and 
have led to a major policy review on the supply of migrant workers7.   Their research 

concluded that horticultures increasing reliance on low skilled migrant workers was 
suppressing investment in capital, wages, and productivity.  
 

35. The main premise of the reports is that Horticultural businesses are making their profits 
out of cheap labour and that this is stifling innovation. Mr Wilson says "They're the 
conversations we've got to have in those industries that are using short term immigrant 
labour. The economics says you earn profit from being unique…or you've got to have a 
cost advantage". 

 
36. The export led industries of Wine, Kiwifruit, and Apples have benefited extensively from 

the RSE scheme. These industries, using the Productivity Commissions own definition, 
are “Global Frontier industries”. They own and are commercially driven by world leading 
intellectual property in the form of novel cultivars, appellations, and production systems. 
Not surprisingly they the fastest growing industries in New Zealand and are leading a 
transformational shift in sustainable land use change. With the current policy settings, 
the biggest limiting factor in this transformational growth is access to seasonal labour.  

 
37. The benefits to regional New Zealand and their communities are no better illustrated 

than the potential for Horticulture around Wairoa. See Wairoa trial orchard paves the way 
for local iwi. Intensive horticulture of this type creates many roles on and off the 
development. If supported with enabling policy settings, particularly migrant labour, 
Horticulture will transform regions of New Zealand including the North Islands Northern 
Hawkes Bay and East Coast. 

 
7 Migration and New Zealand’s Frontier Firms 

   Productivity by the Numbers 

   Picking Cherries 
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Outcomes for the Pacific 
38. Remittances back to the Pacific Island Countries (PICs) have a significant impact in 

lifting communities out of poverty. They support health, education, and development 
within these communities.  Pre COVID-19 remittances made up 20% of the GDP of 
Tonga and Samoa8. In a post COVID environment these percentages may be greater 
and migrant labour will play a larger role in the future of the Pacific.  Income tax data 
from Inland Revenue shows in the tax years between 2010 and 2014, RSE workers 
earned more than $460 million in gross income, and paid approximately $65 million in 
income tax. 

 
39. The RSE Remittance Project showed that income derived from RSE support, on 

average, nine other people and over 10 in Samoa. Participants expect to use almost half 
of their remitted earnings on housing and education, with the remainder allocated to 
living expenses (including health related expenses), investment, business opportunities 
and the purchase of goods and services. Budgeting and computer skills were considered 
the most important new skills acquired, or skills respondents’ would like to acquire while 
in New Zealand. Horticulture (farming and gardening skills), leadership, English, driving 
(tractors and forklifts) were also considered important skills to learn. Respondents 
believed these new skills would help them reduce their own costs of living, or be the 
basis for establishing a small business back home.9 

 
40. It should be noted that there are significant trade offs for RSE workers and their families. 

For RSE households, the decision to take part in the scheme is a trade-off between the 
financial gains from savings (including remittances) and the social costs of extended 
periods of absence. Regular separation of workers and their families is often justified on 
the basis that RSE savings enable the family to fulfil a particular project, whether it is 
putting children through school, building or renovating a house, or investing in agriculture 
or other small businesses.10 

 
PALM and the RSE Migrant Labour Review 
41. A delayed RSE Policy Review scheduled to start in 2022 will look broadly across the 

scheme and assess how it can be strengthened for its stakeholders. With Australia’s 
PALM scheme now strategically sitting with DFAT there is some separation between 
New Zealand and Australia on the geopolitical strategic value of Pacific migrant labour. 
This is a high risk disconnect for New Zealand and industry.   
 

42. Agriculture Minister O’Connor correctly warned industry pre COVID-19 that the RSE 
scheme was a significant risk should a pandemic occur. The actual outcome from the 
COVID-19 pandemic tells a slightly different story. Under lockdown New Zealand 
workers stayed away from work and with the exit of WHV visa holders a larger amount of 
work was required of RSE workers. At the time of lockdown there was 10,000 RSE 
workers in New Zealand. The range being in a normal year 8000 – 12,000 between the 

 

8 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.TRF.PWKR.DT.GD.ZS 

9 https://www.immigration.govt.nz/documents/statistics/remittance-pilot-project-report.pdf 

10 Making the RSE scheme more family friendly, Charlotte Bedford, Heather Nunns, Richard Bedford 
October 19, 2020, devpolicy.org 
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low and the high. With RSE being the first Quarantine Free Travel worker group to come 
back to New Zealand at scale the isolation of the Pacific has become a significant 
resilience asset for the region. New Zealand needs to support the strategic opportunity 
and support it through the RSE scheme and broader Pacific development agreements 
including PACER plus. 

 

https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/trade/free-trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements-in-force/pacer-plus/

