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Submission to the New Zealand Productivity Commission's 
Immigration, productivity and wellbeing issues paper

Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission.

I support this inquiry into New Zealand’s working-age immigration system and the intention to 
make recommendations on changes that would best promote long-term economic growth and the 
wellbeing of New Zealanders.

I ask that the document be more cognisant of the impact of climate change on the assumption of 
progress that underpins current migration policy, as well as external impacts on New Zealand 
arising from climate change:

• The probability that New Zealand will need to take on board climate migrants from small 
Pacifika nations and elsewhere

• The possibility that Antarctica will become exploitable and New Zealand will provide a 
significant base for accessing that continent, with associated migration effects

These impacts are important because they provide context to and alter the calculation of our 
economic growth oriented migration policy.

It is likely that climate change will push past 1.5 degrees and possibly 2 degrees.

I note that this review will not address refugees and ask that my submission not be framed in the 
context of refugee policy. Rather I ask that it be placed within the frame the Commission has 
adopted, directly impacting the four capitals addressed in the issues paper.

In this context I suggest the Commission's proposed framework for assessing immigration [Figure 1
of the Issues paper] be altered as below:
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Will the underlying assumption of progress hold under climate change? 

Migration policy within liberal democracies embeds an assumption of progress. We pick and choose
among applicants to meet our needs assuming both that the people we choose will add to New 
Zealand's progress and that the people we don't choose will be okay, because the direction of global 
travel is toward increasing wealth and wellbeing. We do not feel any moral obligation to take on 
migrants, because, in the context of global progress, the moral element to the equation is obscured.

Climate change calls into question the assumption of progress. At the very least, progress will be far
more patchy than it has been in recent decades. In the context of many of our trading partners facing
significant climate impacts, even under 1.5 or 2 degrees, the liklihood of continued progress needs 
considering by the Commission. If we remain on track for three degrees of climate change by the 
end of the century, progress will reverse.

The Commission's issues paper needs to consider the possibility of global economic decline or a 
larger amount of variability, including among our current trade partners. If the assumption of 
progress does not hold some New Zealanders will demand a very open migration policy, in response
to our relative good fortune1. While other New Zealanders will demand a very closed migration 
policy. As a democracy, the social context will have a fundamental impact on what policy our 
elected leaders adopt. Climate change will be increasingly central to our social context.

If the assumption of progress does not hold, then the Commission's paper is fundamentally flawed. 

New Zealand should, and almost certainly will, take on board many Pasifika climate migrants

The small Pacifika nations will be heavily impacted by climate change, with heat, sea level rise and 
storm impacts being central. They have very limited options to retreat from the coast and often their
best food growing land is coastal.

In terms of manaakitanga and risk management, New Zealand should seek to understand the 
likelihood and extent of need to provide refuge to Pacifika people. The Commission's issues paper 
should include a section on this because the context to migration policy will be impacted if we take 
on board a large number of Pacifika people:

• Migrants are likely to arrive with few economic resources as much of their wealth will be 
embedded in land and buildings, which there will be little ability to sell because of climate 
impacts. Although income from the nations' exclusive fisheries zones is likely to continue 
this might not be available to those who leave their country.

• New Zealand will need to budget for housing, health and education provision until the new 
migrants embed in our economy. This will limit resources for other national needs. The 
impact of this on our migration policy might be to open up to a larger number of wealthy 
migrants. Alternatively, there might be a political climate that becomes less open to non-
Pacifika migrants while New Zealand addresses the needs of migrants from these small 
nations.

New Zealand should, and might, take on board many climate migrants from elsewhere

New Zealand's land area is roughly the same as that of the United Kingdom. We have about 5 
million people while the United Kingdom has about 66.5 million people. Clearly there is a lot of 
headroom for us to increase population. 

1 Note that New Zealand will be relatively well off compared to most countries under any climate change scenario: 
[https://experience.arcgis.com/experience/0d9d2209bf104584a65e012b03b6d3f8/?data_id=dataSource_2-17b3a7be4c5-layer-
1_427%3A206]
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In a context where large numbers of people are unable to live in the countries of their birth, New 
Zealand will have a clear moral obligation to take on board many people. A recent UNICEF report 
states that Globally, approximately 1 billion children – nearly half of the world’s children – live in 
countries that are at an ‘extremely high-risk’ from the impacts of climate change 
[https://www.unicef.org/media/105376/file/UNICEF-climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis.pdf]. 

We should also be cognisant of the fact that some highly impacted nations have significant 
economic and military power. Will they sit by and let their citizens die in a context where New 
Zealand represents a good and reasonable alternative? As a trading nation New Zealand might need 
to negotiate a solution with these countries.

Again, in terms of manaakitanga and risk management, New Zealand should seek to understand the 
likelihood and extent of climate induced migration. The Commission's issues paper should include a
section on this because of its potential to entirely up-end the migration equation.

New Zealand provides great access to Antarctica, and that continent is becoming exploitable

Antarctica is melting. The in-shore fisheries and coastal land areas are becoming exploitable. 
Antarctica is twice the size of Australia and rich in minerals. No country has an established legal 
claim on the continent.

New Zealand is one of the best placed countries to access Antarctica from.

In light of the positioning by many nations to access Antarctica, it seems unlikely to remain 
untouched. Various nations are making significant infrastructure investments on the continent, and 
if that's just for science then those must be the luckiest scientists on the planet.

The Commission should seek to understand the liklihood, scale and timing of efforts to access 
Antarctica as it melts, and the extent to which others will seek to access the continent from New 
Zealand. These impacts could be significant, and underpin a major demand for migration to New 
Zealand.

I have considered these potential impacts of climate change in the novel Melt, which was endorsed 
by the late businessman and environmentalist Sir Rob Fenwick: https://www.jeffmurraybooks.com/blog

Ngā mihi
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