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The New Zealand Apple and Pear Sector 

1. The New Zealand Apple and Pear sector challenges the Productivity Commission to find a faster 

growing, more technology driven, global frontier industry. This success and growth of the 

industry is not only due to its significant investments in innovation and intellectual property but 

has been enabled by, rather than driven by, targeted use of migrant labour, particularly the 

Recognised Seasonal Employer Scheme (RSE). New Zealand Apples & Pears Incorporated (NZAPI) 

appreciates the opportunity to make a submission to the Productivity Commission consultation 

on Immigration Policy settings.  

2. New Zealand Apples & Pears Inc is (NZAPI) the representative organisation for the New Zealand 

apple and pear industry. New Zealand Apples & Pears Inc is a body corporate duly incorporated 

under the Incorporated Societies Act 1908 with its registered office at 507 Eastbourne Street 

West, Hastings. Funding for New Zealand Apples & Pears Inc. is provided by the Commodity 

Levies Act 1990 through a compulsory grower levy. 

3. In 2020 the New Zealand apple and pear industry covers 10,396 hectares and produces 587,000 

tonnes of apples and pears. Of these 402,000 tonnes are exported, 68,000 tonnes are sold on 

the domestic market as fresh fruit, and 117,000 tonnes are processed into other products. The 

New Zealand apple and pear industry is the most productive in the world producing 61 tonnes 

per hectare in 2017, 48% higher than our nearest competitor South Africa at 41.3 tonnes and 

161% higher than the world average of 23.4 tonnes. The industry has been ranked as the most 
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competitive apple industry in the world. (Based on The World Apple Report published annually 

by Belrose Inc1) 

4. The New Zealand apple and pear industry has a current export value of $917m FOB and is 

expected to reach $1 billion by 2022. The current trajectory of the industry will have it at $2 

billion by 2030. The industry contends that with enabling policy settings particularly arounds 

seasonal labour and accessing innovation, it can reach significantly more than $2 billion. 

5. Since 2012 the industry has been growing in area at a rate of 3.5% Compound Annual Average 

Growth (CAGR). At the same time, it has been growing at 12.5% CAGR in FOB value. 

6. Between 1998 and 2020 the industry decreased in area by 32% from 16,000ha to 10,820ha while 

increasing the value of exports by 182% ($322m to $917m).  Over this period the value per 

kilogram increased by 90% from $1.19/kg to $2.26/kg indicating the industry’s considerable 

success at adding value to volume. (Figure 1) 

Figure 1: Total planted hectares and export value 

 

 

1 Based on The World Apple Report published annually by Belrose Inc. - http://www.e-belrose.com/ 

http://www.e-belrose.com/


 

 

 

 

7. Apples are specific to certain climates and regions within New Zealand. Hawkes Bay and the East 

Coast grow 65% of the crop with Nelson 23%, Waikato 1%, Wairarapa 1%, Canterbury 2% and 

Central Otago 4%. (Figure 2) 

Figure 2: Apples & Pears: Planted area and gross volume by region 

 

Figure 3:Total planted hectares and total export volume. 

 



 

 

 

 

8. Although planted hectares has reduced by 32%, export volumes have increased by 38%. Figure 

3 shows growth per hectare exceeding the growth in area over the last decade. 

9. The industry employs 4,313 permanent workers and employs another 14,051 seasonal workers 

during its peak harvest demand. Approximately 6,500 of these seasonal workers are part of the 

Recognised Seasonal Worker migratory labour scheme (RSE).  

10. NZ workers made up 79% of the seasonal packing workforce and migrant workers made up 79% 

of the seasonal harvest picking workforce. The workforce was skewed this way due to the heavy 

workloads required to pick into 18kg picking buckets while using 1.8 – 2.4m ladders. To pick a 

hectare of apples a picker will climb over 20 vertical kilometres while carrying 60 metric tonnes 

of fruit. Due to this high physical workload the apples and pears industry uses more RSE workers 

than other ground-based industries of similar area and volume.  

11. The short seasonal peaks make it difficult for the industry to run its seasonal range of tasks with 

a permanent workforce.  In the Apple and Pear sector it takes 2433 workers 12 weeks to prune 

orchards during the dormant winter phase, with a 4-6 week gap it then takes 6217 workers 8 

weeks to thin the crop in spring, then another 4-6 week gap before picking and packing in 

Autumn requires 14,051 workers. With the seasonal peaks, sharing RSE with many other 

employers in other industries and regions means multiple supply chains benefits for all.  

12. Labour Market Testing (LMT) and Skills Match Reporting (SMR) through a compulsory MSD 

relationship requirement means RSE workers are only used during critical task times. This does 

not just support, but maximises the job creation and employment of permanent New Zealand 

workers. This is reflected in the industry Full Time Equivalent (FTE) data that shows pre COVID 

in terms of FTE’s permanent New Zealand workers make up 42% of FTE’s, New Zealanders make 

up 69% of FTE’s overall, and RSE 24%. The remaining 7 % were made up of Working Holiday Visa 

holders (WHV). 

13. The RSE scheme allows approved apple and pear industry employers to access workers from the 

South Pacific Islands. It is highly rated by the UN ILO and World Bank as having comprehensive 

checks and balances that protect the workers. The scheme provides significant remittances back 

to the countries of the Pacific and is a significant part of the economies of those countries. The 

largest employers of Ni Vanuatu, Samoan, and Tongan peoples are New Zealand horticultural 

businesses. It is worth noting that trade with New Zealand and our horticultural sectors supports 

these countries in a very real and tangible way. 

14. RSE workers are a permanent seasonal workforce that return each year. Employers are able to 

invest each year to increase each workers skills to increase remuneration and productivity.  



 

 

 

 

15. The New Zealand apple and pear industry uses integrated pest management (IPM) practices that 

not only meet the very tough regulatory phytosanitary requirements of the 89 countries we 

export to, but also the very strict food safety and Good Agricultural Practice (GAP) requirements 

of European retailers. The industry continually updates this programme to ensure it remains a 

global leader in producing sustainable, nutritious, safe food. The industry grows 86 varieties of 

apples and 24 varieties of pears. 

16. NZAPI supports the implementation of Good Agricultural Practice2 (GAP) within it supply-chain. 

NZAPI is a member of GLOBAL.G.A.P.  and is also on the GLOBAL.G.A.P. stakeholder committee. 

 

2 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.” 

Figure 4: Main markets by volume. 



 

 

 

 

All New Zealand apple and pear growers are GLOBAL.G.A.P3. certified and packhouses BRC4 

certified. 

17. NZAPI owns 55% and Plant and Food Research 29% of the world’s best apple and pear cultivar 

breeding programme called Prevar5. This New Zealand based breeding programme provides the 

industry with access to the worlds best intellectual property in the form of novel cultivars of 

apples and pears.  

18. The Productivity Commission Report - Productivity by the Numbers, May 2021 uses apples as a 

general example to describe productivity, it says “Productivity can go up if the number of apples 

go up, but also if they get tastier. It can also go up if we invent a new fruit.” 

19.  In Figure 7 Cultivar Changes 1951 – 2021 we can see the Apple and Pear industry’s reliance on 

global standard cultivars through to as late as 1990. Then the industry found within New Zealand 

the “chance seedlings” Braeburn and Royal Gala. This gave the industry some jump on the 

competition however the I.P. was unprotected and therefore the world quickly planted them 

and caught up. Then, in around the early 2000’s after deregulation the industry started its shift 

to unique, New Zealand owned and protected cultivars such as Envy and Rockit. As production 

grew the industry access RSE worker to support its growth.  

 

3 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.) 

4 https://www.brcgs.com/our-standards/food-safety/ 

5 Prevar 

https://prevar.co.nz/
https://www.globalgap.org/uk_en/
https://prevar.co.nz/


 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Cultivar changes 1951-2021. 

20. It is critically important to consider the role I.P. is playing to create and capture value in the 

market. The industry, through NZAPI, owns the world’s best apple and pear breeding 

programme called Prevar. This is a pipeline of new I.P. which keeps New Zealand ahead of its 

competitors.  

21. While it is easy to see the tangible aspects of I.P. when you hold an apple of a new cultivar in 

your it is important to note the equally valuable but intangible, I.P. that is achieved through the 

unique Apple and Pear production systems. These production systems have given New Zealand 

growers access to the most discerning customers in the world’s best markets. The Apple and 

Pear plant protection programme (PPP) journey has positioned it in export markets with 

customers its competitors cannot access. The Apple and Pear programmes mean that fruit off 

the same tree will meet the ultra-low commercial residue requirements of the top European 

retailers, and the incredibly complex regulatory phytosanitary requirements of the best Asian 

markets. It’s hard to show but as an example, Figure 6, Export Returns USD Key Asian Markets 
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NZ, Chile, South Africa. These are key Asian markets that provide valuable returns that our 

competitors struggle to access due to strict phytosanitary controls. Our Apple Futures PPP 

provides huge productivity benefits that cannot be duplicated.  

22. As part of this productivity story is the Apple and Pear industries shift to new production 

structures. Currently 13% or 1404ha of industry orchards are planted in what industry calls 

“Robot Ready” structures. Over the next 5 years the industry has modelled that this figure will 

expand to 35% or 4451ha of the planted area. Excluding the cost of the land the capital cost of 

developing this area of orchard in Robot Ready structures is $900m. This new production system 

architecture has the potential to capture even more sunlight and to double productivity per 

hectare.  

23. The New Zealand Apple and Pear industry had a mean global apple export price per kilo of $1.42 

US in 2020, a figure at least 65% higher than its key southern hemisphere competitors. 
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Figure 7: Global Apple Price All Markets (USD/kg) NZ, RSA, Chile 1997 – 2020. 

 

24. The industry growth in value has come from the very things the previous productivity 

commission reports have said the industry is not doing. In fact, it is a Global Frontier Industry. It 

creates value through innovation supported by well paid well looked after migrant workers who 

are also transforming their communities. 

25. There has been, and continues to be, considerable investment in automation and new growing 

systems. These investments are already changing the nature of the labour market (at least for 

apples and pears where the growers are the employers of permanent and seasonal workers and 

therefore have a more direct interest in driving productivity improvements for their businesses). 

While automation is leading to a loss of some jobs it is supporting the creation of new, higher 

value jobs and the ability for the sector to expand at faster rates. The overall industry-wide effect 

is a larger number of higher-paying roles.  

26. In the short to medium term, automation is most likely to be seen in post-harvest which is where 

one-third of harvest labour is required. Significant investment is being made by a number of 
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post-harvest companies into R&D to support further innovation. The type of systems common 

in post-harvest facilities include automated defect and colour graders and sizers, robotic tray 

fillers, stackers and palletisers. A number of packhouses have multiple robotic systems including 

forklifts complementing all the other automation systems. The days when the lights are turned 

off in the packhouse because no on-site workers are needed are not many years away. It is 

important to note that in these packhouses seasonal staff often move into permanent roles and 

are trained to operate the very expensive and sophisticated automation systems.  

27. Currently there is no institutional training for these workplaces of the future. Industry-based 

vocational training through learning on the job is being provided by the industry and specific 

employers. 

Immigration Policy Settings in New Zealand 

Finding 4 

It is not yet clear how new institutions such as Workforce Development Councils and Regional Skills 

Leaderships Groups will work and interact to address this issue. 

28. Agree: The modern apple and pear sector is a much more sophisticated industry than it was pre 

2001, the point when it was deregulated. The industry is highly corporatised with vertically 

integrated businesses leading the supply-chain from orchard to market. The skill and education 

requirements of this new environment have evolved also. Under a regulated monopsony there 

was only one marketing, sales, logistics, assurance department at the single desk institution6. In 

the deregulated industry these departments and their human resource needs are repeated 

across more than 15 large corporate businesses which grow, pack, ship and market over 95% of 

the crop to retailers in over 80 countries. There can be various discussions around the 

efficiencies of duplicating these departments, but efficiency does not necessarily relate to 

effectiveness. Nor does it promote market penetration or innovation. It should be noted that 

the transformational success of the apple and pear sector could not have been achieved in a 

regulated environment.  

29. The skill themes needed for the future success of the sector have also been validated. A Targeted 

Review of Qualifications (TROQ) process was completed in 2014 and allowed industry and 

educational leaders to map out the drivers for industry skill development. The facilitated process 

was not to look at the current or past environment but to look at the future. Critically the 

 

6 Apple and Pear Marketing Board, ENZA 



 

 

 

 

participants were asked to look at the market and not just at the production requirements. The 

outcome of the TROQ process showed the horticulture industry needed a transformational shift 

in the delivery of skills and education in the sector.  (Figure 8) 

Figure 8: Target Review of Qualifications – Skills for Horticulture 

Theme Skills 

Biosecurity Crisis management, Incursion response 

Production Systems Climate change adaptation, Integrated Management 

Programmes 

New Varieties Intellectual property,  

Phytosanitary  Quarantine pest management, certification systems, 

disinfestation. 

Food Safety Regulatory and commercial  

Health & Safety  

Logistics Shipping, documentation, trade law. 

Finance Foreign exchange, futures, global markets. 

People management Multicultural workforces, team building, dispute resolution 

Systems design and 

verification 

Developing and implementing documented systems. Integrity 

programmes, auditing and assurance.  

Track and Traceability Authenticity, blockchain 

Sustainability Good Agricultural Practice (GAP), Social sustainability, 

environmental sustainability, Kaitiakitanga 

Automation, robotics Internet of Things7 (IOT), Industry 4.08 

30. In addition to the new skill themes, industry had approved the expansion of industry-based 

qualifications to the higher levels 5 and 6 and into the post-harvest area of the horticultural 

supply chain. It is contextually important to note that no post-harvest qualifications had ever 

been developed before. This was because the previous Horticultural ITO had specifically 

excluded that area from the scope of any needs analysis they commissioned.  

31. Success in the apple and pear industry has come about through the commercialisation of 

intellectual property, differentiation, brand development and marketing within corporate 

 

7 Internet of Things 

8 Industry 4.0 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet_of_things
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Industry_4.0


 

 

 

 

structures. Supply-chains demand verified sustainable production systems, social assurance 

systems, and phytosanitary systems. The skill drivers that horticulture want delivered are quite 

different to agriculture commodities. 

32. Embedding the skill themes into qualifications has been challenging. Industry had significant skill 

shortages in the areas the TROQ identified but the new skill themes were quite different to the 

old legacy programmes that were being delivered through ITO’s and ITP faculties. The TROQ also 

confirmed that the horticulture training environment had evolved into requiring a higher level 

of skilled worker. Industry based training was not going to be sufficient or appropriate. Under 

the ITO model work based trainers would struggle to deliver the skilled training that was needed. 

The circular ITO model, dependent on competent work place trainers, was breaking. Pressure to 

deliver the new and more advanced programmes then fell on the ITP model.  

33. The ITP model to provide the new skills at the current and higher levels was also challenged. 

Horticultural faculties at ITP’s had been built up over years to deliver the old production 

exclusive themes. They were not capable of delivering the new skill themes in the new 

production qualifications especially at the higher levels and the completely new area of post-

harvest. Despite the TROQ starting in in 2012 the ITO / ITP models have failed to deliver. The 

challenge industry is facing is a systemic failure in the ITO / ITP training provision models and 

not industries lack of desire to train its workers.  

34. Perhaps ROVE will help? 

Question 1 

To what extent does access to migrant labour reduce training and upskilling activity by employers?  

35. Limitations of any solution are also explored in the previous section. 

36. 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 no 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 and orchard structures 

to enable the use of automation, which can take some years of plant growth. 

37. 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 in our submission our view is immigration policy should focus on providing skills that 

are lacking and that enable increased growth and productivity. 

38. 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 

(ROVE) 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.   

Recommendation 1 & 3 

Recommendation 1: The Immigration Act should be amended to require the Crown to take account 

of the country’s absorptive capacity (our ability to successfully accommodate and settle new 

arrivals) when determining the “national interest”. 

Recommendation 3: Amendments to the Immigration Act should specify that, in preparing an 

immigration GPS, the Government must describe what it considers New Zealand’s absorptive 

capacity to be and how it intends to manage that capacity, or invest to expand capacity, in order to 

align it with long-term policy objectives. 

39. 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.  

Recommendation 2 

The Immigration Act should be amended to require the Minister to regularly develop and publish 

an immigration Government Policy Statement (GPS). 

40. 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.   

41. 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 and 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. For example, the 

cost of building accommodation at circa $40,000 per bed and not having certainty around access 

to workers is a disincentive to invest in accommodation. However, policy signals from 

Government can be confusing as access to workers will not be approved without quality non-

urban house-based accommodation. More clarity and certainty and less speculation is needed. 

Question 2 

What objectives should be included in an immigration Government Policy Statement? Why? 

42. 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.   

43. Strategic security and resilience of migration flows should be a key objective. The Pacific based 

RSE scheme has proven to be an asset in the COVID-19 environment. The isolation and island 

nations of the Pacific have proven to be able to manage the pandemic better than any other 

places in the world. This opposite of our usual “tyranny of distance” challenge is a significant 

strategic advantage with the early opening of Quarantine Free Travel (QFT) at scale from low-

risk Pacific Island Countries (PICs). 



 

 

 

 

44. 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 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. 

45. The Geopolitical needs of Government must form part of any GPS. Currently Australia has shifted 

its oversight of its RSE scheme equivalent Pacific Australia Labour Mobility programme (PALM9) 

to DFAT and announced facilitative support measures for employers and the PICs. This has 

clearly rebalanced the PALM drivers from labour immigration to more a strategic relationship 

level. 

46. PACER plus can be given greater effectiveness with a strategic joined up approach to RSE and 

capability development. Training RSE workers in simple business skills was the first onshore 

investment NZ Aid ever spent. MFAT’s yet to be finalised Aid for Trade Strategy must include 

using the RSE scheme stakeholders and frameworks.   

Question 3 

How could the Treaty of Waitangi interest in immigration policy be best reflected in new policies 

and institutions? 

47. The Apple and Pear ITP can give affect to Treaty of Waitangi interests. 

48. 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.   

49. The benefits to Maori, 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 

 

9 PALM 

https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/trade/free-trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements-in-force/pacer-plus/
https://www.hortnz.co.nz/news-events-and-media/media-releases/wairoa-trial-orchard-paves-the-way-for-local-iwi/
https://www.hortnz.co.nz/news-events-and-media/media-releases/wairoa-trial-orchard-paves-the-way-for-local-iwi/
https://www.palmscheme.gov.au/


 

 

 

 

supported with enabling policy settings, particularly migrant labour, Horticulture, through Maori 

business, will transform regions of New Zealand including the North Islands Northern Hawkes 

Bay and East Coast. 

50. The PREVAR apple and pear cultivar programme will support Maori business investment and 

branding through the inclusion of Maori Horticultural businesses in commercialisation consortia. 

This will likely be delivered through the Governments support for the Apple and Pear Industry 

Transformation Plan (ITP). 

51. Through the Apple and Pear ITP operational plans there will be sections supporting the 

formation and transformation of Maori businesses at regional Iwi levels. This will include: 

a. Formal agreements, plans and measurements of success, 

b. supporting access to cultivars and production system technologies, 

c. supporting Maori businesses to go global, 

d. recognising the strengths of Maori sustainable food production systems - kaitiakitanga, 

and the care for the wellbeing of people – manaakitanga.  

e. supporting immigration policy, access to workers and hosting those workers within 

regional communities. 

Recommendation 4 

The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment should develop and publish an evaluation 

programme for major visa categories, to assess their net benefits. Uncapped visa categories and 

those that offer open work rights, such as the various bilateral working holidaymaker schemes and 

student work visas, should be priorities for evaluation. The Investor 1 and 2 migrant categories 

would also merit evaluation. 

52. 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.  



 

 

 

 

53. 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.  

54. 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. 

55. 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.  

56. 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.   

57. 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 mixes data from 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. Current data systems have 

unworkable errors. 

Benefits of Temporary Migration: RSE Scheme 

Historical Context  

58. The consolidation of the meat processing industries and the subsequent redundancies have 

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 sort 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.  

59. 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.   

60. 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.   

61. 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.  

62. 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.  

63. 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 

64. 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. 

65. 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.  



 

 

 

 

 

66. 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.  

67. 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 workers10.   Their research concluded that horticultures increasing reliance on 

low skilled migrant workers was suppressing investment in capital, wages, and productivity.  

68. 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". 

69. 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 

 

10 Migration and New Zealand’s Frontier Firms 

   Productivity by the Numbers 

   Picking Cherries 

https://www.productivity.govt.nz/
https://www.productivity.govt.nz/research/migration-and-frontier-firms/
https://www.productivity.govt.nz/research/productivity-by-the-numbers/
https://www.productivity.govt.nz/research/picking-cherries/


 

 

 

 

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.  

Outcomes for the Pacific 

70. 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 Samoa11. 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. 

71. 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.12 

72. 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, 

 

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

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



 

 

 

 

building or renovating a house, or investing in agriculture or other small businesses.13 Industry 

welcomes the RSE review scheduled for 2022 and evolving the RSE scheme to better balance 

these trade-offs.   

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 to provide sufficient evidence to justify their continued placement on the list. 

73. Agree, In 2021 RSE wage minimums have increased to $22.10 an hour. In the Apple and Pear 

sector packing wages have increased 11% over 2020 to an average of $21.52 an hour. Picking 

wages have increased over the same period 14% to an average of $24.76 an hour. Overall, this 

has represented harvest labour cost increases of $10m to $65m as a sector. 

Recommendation 8 

The Government should remove visa conditions that tie temporary migrants to a specific employer. 

These conditions increase the risk of exploitation and limit the ability of workers to find better job 

matches, which can promote wellbeing and productivity. Where there are concerns about 

displacement of New Zealanders, work rights could be limited to specific regions, occupations, 

industries or accredited employers. 

74. 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.  

 

13 Making the RSE scheme more family friendly, Charlotte Bedford, Heather Nunns, Richard Bedford 

October 19, 2020, devpolicy.org 

 

https://devpolicy.org/author/charlotte-bedford/
https://devpolicy.org/author/heather-nunns/
https://devpolicy.org/author/richard-bedford/


 

 

 

 

75. 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. 

76. 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.  

77. 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.  

78. 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 GAP14. The dominant schemes are NZGAP15  and their 

 

14 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.”  

15 NZGAP 

https://www.nzgap.co.nz/


 

 

 

 

Social Practice add on16 and GLOBALG.A.P. 17 and their Social Assurance risk assessment 

GRASP18. 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.19 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.   

79. 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.  

80. 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 

 

16 NZGAP Social Practice add on 

17 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.) 

18 GLOBALG.A.P. GRASP  

 

 

 

 

https://www.nzgap.co.nz/NZGAP_Public/Programmes/Social_Practice%20Add%20on/NZGAP_Public/Programmes/Social_Practice.aspx?hkey=3cfee387-1912-4c46-96a1-c442ee876404
https://www.globalgap.org/uk_en/
https://www.globalgap.org/uk_en/for-producers/globalg.a.p.-add-on/grasp/


 

 

 

 

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. 

81. 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.  

 

 


