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THE FACTORS WHICH HAVE 
RESULTED IN MIGRANT

WORKERS BEING 
'ESSENTIAL' WORKERS 

ON NEW ZEALAND DAIRY FARMS 
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Dairy farming in New Zealand

• Dairy exports 31 March 2009 = $ 11,323 million 
(MAF, 2009) = 27% (tme)

• Major Occupation Dairy Farming  = 24,795
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(Census of population,2006)

• Produced by 4.1 million cows, in 11,618 herds

• Sustaining NZ milk production/productivity is vital  
for the NZ economy
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Less herds, more cows (LIC, 2008-9)
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Factors impacting on dairy farm 
labour supply

•Expansion into non-traditional    
dairy areas 
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•Dependence on hired workers

• Age demographics
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Current occupational structure of dairy 
farming (Censuses of Population and 
Dwellings 1991- 2006)

• Census was only useful labour time series
• Key trends, capped by Census 2006 data
• Main occupation: dairy farmers/workers:

1991 28,134
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1991 28,134
1996 29,976
2001 26,328
2006 24,795



LI
N

C
O

LN
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y
LI

N
C

O
LN

 U
N

IV
E

R
S

IT
Y



LI
N

C
O

LN
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y

Dairy staff by Status in employment

Status in Employment by percentage Dairy 
farmer/dairy farm worker population 
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Assistant herd Manager vacancy 

•Location: 40 km out of Hastings
•Experience: Minimum of 1 years previous experience
•Required Skill: Milking, shed hygiene, motorbike operation and 
the ability to work well in a team environment
Start Date: Now            Duration: Permanent
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•Job Description: Assist the farm manager with milking, shed 
hygiene and set up, rounding up stock, feeding out, fencing, 
weed control, calving, calf rearing, animal health, machinery 
operation, farm maintenance and all general farm duties.

•Vehicle Required: Preferred
•Accommodation: Shared accommodation available
•Herd Size: 1600 cows
•Shed Type: 70 Bale Rotary Shed
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Outcomes sought in the Strategy for 
New Zealand Dairy Farming 2009/2020

• Talented and skilled people are attracted 
to, and retained by the industry (Outcome 
2)

• Industry reputation enhanced locally and 
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• Industry reputation enhanced locally and 
globally (Outcome 4)

• Achievement of shared goals through 
genuine partnership between industry and 
government and the wider community 
(Outcome 5)
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…but not meeting expectations (self 
diagnosis, Dairy InSight, 2007 )!

• Not attractive compared to other industries
• Hours are long
• Staff turnover high
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• Accident rate third worst in terms of 
injuries per person employed

• Required to live on-farm => social isolation
• Lack of rural support networks
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Michael and Ben follow the cows into the milking shed as dawn breaks.



LI
N

C
O

LN
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y

Unattractive hours of work

• Highlighted by OAD research
• Nothing new!  Doig reported 65% dairy 

farmers working an average of 70 hours 
p.w. in busy periods (1937-8), 
permanent employees 65 p.w.
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permanent employees 65 p.w.
• % working >70 hours p.w. increased 

1991, 1996, 2001 to reach 32%, but then 
fell to 27% in 2006

• Industrial norm 40 hours p.w.
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Darren finds out how dangerous milking can be.
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Time, stress and distress (OAD milking 
research)
More time gave:
• More sleep, feeling more rested, making better 

choices
• Less rush, less stress, with same routines
• More flexibility when and how to do things
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• More flexibility when and how to do things
• Bigger blocks of time available, jobs completed, 

more job satisfaction, & a safer farm 
environment

• Better quality family life, better relationships
• Opportunity for sport, hobbies, community 

involvement. (Verwoerd and Tipples, 2007)
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Dairy safety and health

• All active accident claims for ‘Agriculture’ will 
cost ACC $NZ 57,388,000 for the financial 
year ending 30 June 2010

• Dairy farming accidents were 41% of that 
($NZ 23,557,000) for 48% of farm workforce

LI
N

C
O

LN
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y

($NZ 23,557,000) for 48% of farm workforce
• The proportion of active claims from dairy 

farming has been increasing at approx. 1% per 
year since 1 July 2004 ($NZ 18,857,000)

• Farmers are very resistant to OHS initiatives 
they have not been party to (Lovelock et al., 
2008-9)
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Recruitment and retention 
problematic
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A research question:

How is dairy farming coping with  more cows, 
more farms and more land in grass for dairy 

farming, but a lot less people working in 
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farming, but a lot less people working in 
dairy farming?
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We have several positions available throughout New 
Zealand. Ideally you will have recent dairy/cattle farming 
experience. 

You know hard work and enjoy it! The outdoors is where 
you want to be and rural life is better than the city lights! 
You are accustomed to large animals - you know the right 

Dairy Farm Assistants (Temporary) 
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You are accustomed to large animals - you know the right 
end of a cow and are not afraid to get a little dirty! You want 
to learn about the Kiwi way of farming, so you are quite 
happy to be told what to do. 

Accommodation is provided, along with a very acceptable 
wage. We require you to have a working holiday visa, the 
ability to commit for a minimum of 3 months, good 
communication skills, be a team player, and speak fluent 
english.  Online advertisement-www.careerjet.co.nz. 02/11/2010
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The use of migrant labour: 

An ‘essential’ component of New 
Zealand dairy farming? 
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The use of migrant labour Migrant 
workers, Canterbury, N.Z.

Filipino Fijian Indian
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Migrant workers, Canterbury, N.Z.
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•Differences in motivations for  migrating 
between nationalities

•Backgrounds differ between Filipino & South 
American migrants

•Experiences vary too
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•Filipino Dairy Workers in NZ Inc- advocacy 

•Quality employers groups- Amuri employers 
group

•Need for better regulation and accountability  
in all streams of dairy employment 
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Milking in a rotary milking shed
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“We know more about 
individual dairy cows 
than about individual 
farm staff, yet they are 
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the key to the future 
success of dairy farming 
in New Zealand” (Tipples et al 
(2004:2) 
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Research Agenda

1. Investigation of work time, overwork, and 
fatigue in dairy farming; injury connections –
barriers to attraction and retention of ‘good’ 
employees in dairy farming

2. Precariousness and job stability – investigating 
dependence on a migrant labour force and the 
degree of precariousness 
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degree of precariousness 

3. Does migration legislation and administration 
make migrants’ situations more or less 
precarious?

4. Dairy farms as ‘greedy organizations’ -
implications for work-life balance for family 
and employees?
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Enhancing the viable and sustainable 
use of migrants- research required on:
• impacts of migrants on farm systems and their 

management
• their health and welfare and support needs of
• training and support needs of senior dairy farm 

staff to facilitate the management of  an 
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staff to facilitate the management of  an 
ethnically diverse workforce

• impact of an increasingly ethnically diverse 
migrant workforce on traditionally homogenous 
farming communities

• worker’s experience in the dairy industry; from 
recruitment to their return to their sending 
communities. 

•
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Overcoming staffing problems
• Apparent since late 1990s
• Personal involvement since 1998
• ‘Psychological contracts in dairy farming’ 

(Tipples & Hoogeveen, 1999)
• ‘People make the difference’ (MAF, 2001)
• ‘Future dairy farm employment’ (IERA, Ballarat, 

2004; Dairy InSight, 2004)

LI
N

C
O

LN
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y

2004; Dairy InSight, 2004)
• ‘Social impact of OAD milking’ (PERA, Yeppoon, 

2005; LU, 2005)
• ‘The Human Face of OAD Milking’ (Dairy 

InSight, LIC, LURF, 2007)
• Seeding finance for a Fatigue in dairy farming 

study(LURF, 2009)
• To become part of DairyNZ Farmer Wellness and 

Wellbeing Programme 2011-18-$70,000 in Year 1


