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The economic impact of COVID on Pacific Island states, combined with
major labor shortages in Australia and New Zealand, has created a
perfect storm. A mass exodus means Pacific nations are now losing
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crucial workers at such volume that their own development prospects are
being undermined.

For 15 years we've been told Pacific seasonal labor schemes offer a
"triple win"—for Pacific people wanting to earn decent incomes, for
their home countries' revenues and skill base, and for Australian and
New Zealand horticulturalists desperate for workers.

Recent developments, however, suggest Pacific labor schemes need a
major rethink.

Pacific peoples have long moved across oceans and the world in search
of opportunities. But in 2007 New Zealand formalized arrangements
with its Recognized Seasonal Employment (RSE) scheme. This was
followed by two schemes in Australia, which in 2022 were merged to
form the Pacific Australia Labor Mobility (PALM) scheme.

Both countries target low- to semi-skilled workers, mainly for seasonal
agricultural and horticultural work. The PALM scheme has since
expanded to include hospitality, age care and tourism jobs. Predictably,
supply has followed demand.

Supply and demand

The COVID-19 pandemic had a devastating effect on Pacific Island
economies. For example, more than 100,000 Fijians lost their jobs, and
the government lost half its tax revenue. Unsurprisingly, when borders
began to open from late 2021, Pacific people queued for employment
opportunities abroad.

This coincided with a severe labor shortage in a number of sectors in
Australia and New Zealand. The New Zealand fruit industry, for
example, didn't meet forecast revenue and production levels in 2021,
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https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/rural/2021/04/new-report-calls-into-question-benefits-of-recognized-seasonal-employer-scheme.html
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/new-zealand-visas/apply-for-a-visa/about-visa/recognized-seasonal-employer-limited-visa
https://www.palmscheme.gov.au/
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/good-for-australia-government-expands-pacific-island-workers-scheme/rsz504qjz
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/good-for-australia-government-expands-pacific-island-workers-scheme/rsz504qjz
https://www.fijitimes.com/more-than-100000-job-losses-due-to-pandemic-says-pm/
https://www.mpi.govt.nz/dmsdocument/45451-Situation-and-Outlook-for-Primary-Industries-SOPI-June-2021


 

leading to an urgent call for new intakes of Pacific workers.

The subsequent rise in the RSE quota—from 14,400 in 2020–21 to
19,000 in 2022–23—has seen more Pacific people than ever leave their
own countries to work in New Zealand.

The total number of Samoan workers under the Australian and New
Zealand work schemes, for example, doubled from 3,114 in 2019–20 to
6,600 in 2021–22. By this September, there were more than 29,000
PALM workers in Australia, with plans to increase this to 35,000 in
2023.

One-way traffic

The flip side is that Pacific Island businesses are now lamenting the loss
of experienced and well-trained workers, especially in tourism. Cook
Islands faced an acute loss of employees earlier this year, with 700 job
vacancies reported in April.

More recently, 20 teachers from Samoa joined the fleet of 3,000
workers in Australian labor programs. The resulting teacher shortage will
be felt most by young people in the small nation. Similarly, Fiji has lost
40 mechanics to Australia's temporary skilled work visa schemes
between 2016 and 2021.

Vanuatu is also experiencing a labor shortage, with business owners
saying they train employees only to see them leave for New Zealand and
Australia. A shortage in chefs threatens the viability of restaurants, but
picking fruit overseas can be more lucrative than working in hospitality
at home.

The same is true in Fiji, which has lost hundreds of front-line tourism
workers this year—receptionists, managers and waiters, as well as
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https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/3000-more-rse-workers-ease-workforce-pressures
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/about-us/research-and-statistics/research-reports/recognized-seasonal-employer-rse-scheme#:~:text=14%2C400%20for%202020%2F21,19%2C000%20for%202022%2F23.
https://devpolicy.org/samoas-participation-in-nz-and-australias-pacific-labor-schemes-20221107/
https://devpolicy.org/samoas-participation-in-nz-and-australias-pacific-labor-schemes-20221107/
https://devpolicy.org/samoas-participation-in-nz-and-australias-pacific-labor-schemes-20221107/
https://www.cookislandsnews.com/internal/regional/pacific-islands/cooks-businessman-calls-on-nz-to-put-fiji-on-transit-visa-waiver-list/
https://www.cookislandsnews.com/internal/regional/pacific-islands/cooks-businessman-calls-on-nz-to-put-fiji-on-transit-visa-waiver-list/
https://talamua.com/2022/02/01/government-to-review-rse-scheme-and-impact-on-local-labor-needs/
https://devpolicy.org/brain-drain-3-specific-problems-and-solutions-20221020/
https://devpolicy.org/brain-drain-3-specific-problems-and-solutions-20221020/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-08-29/pacific-businesses-hospitality-worker-shortage/101370154
https://www.dailypost.vu/news/staff-shortages/article_37afa28a-f208-554a-8df8-f6c8d3e03982.html
https://www.dailypost.vu/news/staff-shortages/article_37afa28a-f208-554a-8df8-f6c8d3e03982.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-08-29/pacific-businesses-hospitality-worker-shortage/101370154


 

chefs—which may undermine the country's efforts to rebuild its tourism
industry.

These statistics challenge claims by the Australian Department of
Foreign Affairs that jobs programs provide a "skills dividend to Pacific
countries."

Exploitation and poor conditions

The problem is part of a wider concern over Pacific labor schemes. For
years, questions have been asked about whether such schemes truly live
up to their aim of providing low-skilled workers with training and
development opportunities as well as income.

As various commentators have noted, migrant work can have real
implications for well-being due to long periods of separation from
families, as well as mental and physical burnout.

With so many Pacific workers now overseas for long periods, these
problems can have longer-term social costs. Recent research has detailed
extramarital affairs, relationship breakdowns, emotional distress,
parenting problems, and child welfare issues.

And while Pacific workers can undoubtedly benefit from seasonal
employment overseas, there have been serious allegations in New
Zealand this year about unacceptable working and living conditions. As 
one analysis put it, "Vulnerable workers are at risk of exploitation,
underpay, and modern slavery conditions."

Vanuatu's government launched an enquiry after widespread complaints
about treatment of its workers in Australia. Meanwhile, the Samoan
government went so far as to temporarily stop seasonal worker flights
after concerns were raised about the well-being and treatment of workers
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-08-29/pacific-businesses-hospitality-worker-shortage/101370154
https://population.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/NZPR-Vol-44_Friesen.pdf
https://devpolicy.org/new-zealands-rse-scheme-struggling-against-covid-20210804/
https://devpolicy.org/new-zealands-rse-scheme-struggling-against-covid-20210804/
https://devpolicy.org/pacific-migrant-workers-and-family-separation-20220816/
https://phys.org/tags/emotional+distress/
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/129496019/blatant-exploitation-migrant-workers-packed-in-freezing-damp-rooms-for-150-a-week
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/129976215/migrant-workers-living-at-school-camp-forced-to-endure-unacceptable-conditions-labor-inspectorate
https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/covid-19-and-pacific-labor
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/feb/23/vanuatu-government-launches-inquiry-into-labor-schemes-after-testimony-from-workers-in-australia
https://www.samoaobserver.ws/category/samoa/97438


 

in Australia.

Improvement at home

While ensuring workers are properly taken care of under the PALM and
RSE schemes, Pacific governments also need to look inwards. Their
citizens will continue to seek opportunities abroad if they don't feel they
get a fair deal in their own labor markets.

RSE scheme workers are entitled to New Zealand's minimum hourly
wage of NZ$22.10. By comparison, Pacific wages are shockingly low.
After a decade's stagnation, for instance, Fiji has begun an incremental
minimum wage increase—but this will only see the hourly rate rise from
FJD$2.68 (NZ$1.96) to FJD$4.00 (NZ$2.92) in 2023.

As well, there are serious concerns about work conditions and
employment rights in some countries. Recently, the Fiji Trade Union
Congress was denied the right to protest for the fifth time.

These issues—on top of ongoing uncertainty around post-pandemic job
security—will have to be addressed if the current cycle of richer
economies siphoning off vulnerable workers from the Pacific is to be
broken.

Better job opportunities and pathways in Pacific nations are not only
vital to their economies, they're also integral to the development of
industries that will be resilient and sustainable in the future.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.immigration.govt.nz/about-us/covid-19/covid-19-information-for-employers/migrant-employer-info
https://www.immigration.govt.nz/about-us/covid-19/covid-19-information-for-employers/migrant-employer-info
https://www.fijitimes.com/revised-2021-2022-budget-fiji-announces-4-an-hour-minimum-wage-by-2023/
https://www.fijitimes.com/revised-2021-2022-budget-fiji-announces-4-an-hour-minimum-wage-by-2023/
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/latest-news/fiji-trade-unions-will-continue-to-fight-for-permit-to-hold-protest-on-labor-rights/
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/handle/10092/103408
https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/handle/10092/103408
https://www.cookislandsnews.com/internal/national/travel/put-well-being-of-tourism-workers-first-panelist-tells-industry-bosses/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/underpaid-at-home-vulnerable-abroad-how-seasonal-job-schemes-are-draining-pacific-nations-of-vital-workers-194810
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