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Food Production in New Zealand

• New Zealand is only a small country with 
just over 4 million inhabitants

• Ag/Hort production is still a huge part of 
the NZ economy (56% Merchandise 
exports, 2008 StatsNZ)
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exports, 2008 StatsNZ)
• Labour intensive horticultural production 

has grown exponentially since the mid 1970s
• Horticultural exports:

in 1980 = $NZ 115 million
in 2008 = $NZ  2.9 billion
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Horticulture and the rural labour 
market

• 1991 Employment Contracts Act de-regulated 
rural labour market.

• Did not work for horticulture long-term – labour 
supply was not freed-up for 
horticulture/viticulture work
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horticulture/viticulture work
• There is an uncertain labour supply with 

relatively low unemployment
• Horticulture and Viticulture production are 

geographically separate from the centres of 
population

• There are ongoing recruitment, retention & 
compliance problems
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Annual peaks in horticultural 
employment – the problem each year

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

The context: Changes in food production 
and distribution
• Corporate supermarkets at the end of highly 

controlled supply chains 
• They are risk averse and concerned to maintain a 

‘good, socially responsible and environmentally 
friendly ‘brand image’’

• Governments withdrew from previously regulated 
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• Governments withdrew from previously regulated 
areas => private governance took over

• Those pursuing Economies of Quality can thrive in 
new global trading environment (Campbell & 
Rosin, 2007)

• 2007 GLOBALGAP, NZGAP fully compliant for 
trade worldwide

• Non-compliant producers cannot trade with major 
buyers, both domestically and internationally 
Walmart’s approach v. Tesco’s approach
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Background to Recognised 
Seasonal Employer Scheme

• Need to maintain duly certified quality 
production

• Need to have a labour supply to deliver 
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• Need to have a labour supply to deliver 
that quality product

• RSE resulted from serendipitous 
convergence of several themes
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Research questions

• How can New Zealand horticulture’s need 
for seasonal labour be met to ensure timely, 
quality and certificated production?

• Could the large relatively under-employed 
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labour force around the Pacific solve New 
Zealand’s seasonal needs for workers?

• Does the Recognised Seasonal Employer 
scheme deliver Win:Win:Win outcomes for 
stakeholders in New Zealand & the Pacific?
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1. Wine context
• Now NZ’s major horticultural export
• Growth in wine exports to Australia:

1999 = 14% of total wine exports
2009 = 35% of total wine exports 

• New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc – top 
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• New Zealand Sauvignon Blanc – top 
position in Australia for white wine sales 
in 2008 (3 out of 10 white bottles sold)

• Rapid increase in planting in main 
production area, Marlborough

• BUT, in 2009, for the first time, NZ Sav 
Blanc supplies exceeded demand for 
them
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Source: Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 2009
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The key vineyard work
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Labour contracting

• Very informal industry – word of 
mouth/handshake

• High level of risk from staffing 
uncertainties/turnover
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uncertainties/turnover
• Dependence on transients/illegals
• Compliance problems with Immigration and 

Inland Revenue
• Traditional sources (e.g. ex freezing works) 

diminishing
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Opinion of ‘embedded’ US journalist of the 
‘problem’

“With the massive expansion of planting in 
Marlborough and no major rises in the population 
or vineyard pay rates, the region suffers from a 
labor shortage in which most growers or wineries 
are lucky if they ever see a single worker from one 
year to the next [2004/05].  
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year to the next [2004/05].  

It doesn’t take a genius to see how Marlborough got 
into this mess, but it may very well take one to get 
the region out of it… It doesn’t help that hundreds 
of the workers… are known to be illegal or 
overstayers.”  
(Arnold, 2007, 185)
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2. ‘The crisis in NZ horticulture’

• 2004 NZ Minister of Immigration 
confronted on TV that Thai immigrants 
worked better than NZ unemployed 
(squash grower)

• Politically sensitive time so Minister calls 
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• Politically sensitive time so Minister calls 
parties together to work out what can be 
done about the labour shortage:
– by government e.g. absolute staff shortages
– by industry e.g. improved employment 

practices
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3. Primary research: Getting down to 
‘Practice Making’ (Independent researchers)
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“Appling” cf Orcharding
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Changes in horticultural employment – the 
industry diagnosis
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4. The Strategy
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The National Strategy

1. Work for New Zealanders first

2. Accessing Global Labour

3. Supply and demand of Seasonal Labour
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3. Supply and demand of Seasonal Labour

4. Workforce skill development and productivity

5. Contractors
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Labour contractors in the strategy

• Agencies to support attempting to 
become legitimate

• Agencies to target rogue operators
• Industry to promote compliant operators
• Establish national contractor scheme 
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• Establish national contractor scheme 
focussing on:
– Established minimum pay and conditions
– Immigration requirements
– Inland Revenue requirements
– Occupational safety and health requirements
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NZ Master Contractors (Inc.)

• Focus on excellent business practices and 
ethics

• Launched by Minister of Immigration , 
March 2008

• Aims to raise quality and compliance bar 
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• Aims to raise quality and compliance bar 
for labour contractors

• Audited ‘Code of Conduct’
• Only 13 out of 120 estimated to work in 

Marlborough members of NZMCI 
(30/9/09)
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5. International factors
• International policy context
• Importance of Pacific relations
• Australia/NZ ageing populations v. 

growing young unemployed populations 
in the Pacific

• World Bank and UN want Pacific access 
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• World Bank and UN want Pacific access 
to Australia/NZ for work/economic 
benefits

• Pacific leaders advancing claims for 
access from 2004

• Potent effects of UN General Assembly 
debate just before 2006 Pacific Forum
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6. Politics

• Contribution of policy entrepreneur –
kept project moving when other staff 
kept moving on

• Potential stalling of process rescued by 
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• Potential stalling of process rescued by 
‘outbursts’ on seasonal labour shortages

• Strategy group met with Minister and 
resolved problems – pre-existing trust

• Potential first year operational problems 
budgeted for
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7. The path to the Recognised Seasonal 
Employer scheme – political good fortune

• Paper promoting the RSE Policy goes to 
Cabinet at same time as a paper on 
Pacific Labour mobility

• RSE scheme announced at 37th Pacific 
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• RSE scheme announced at 37Pacific 
Islands Forum in Fiji in October 2006

• December 2006 discussions with industry, 
government and island representatives

• From January 2007 – April 2008 is 
covered in a video, which I can show 
separately
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Employer requirements
• To meet the policy definition of a New 

Zealand employer
• To have a high standard of human 

resource policies and practices
• To have good work practices
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• To have good work practices
• To be committed to recruiting and training 

New Zealanders
• To be in a sound financial position
• To be willing to pay market rates and ‘take 

care’ of their RSE workers (Department of 
Labour, 2009)
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Employer responsibilities
• To pay half the travel costs for workers flying to 

and from New Zealand
• To pay for at least 240 hours work
• To provide at least 30 hours per week work over 

the period of their employment
• To provide evidence of pastoral careof their 
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• To provide evidence of pastoral careof their 
RSE workers e.g. suitable accommodation, 
translation, transport, availability of suitable 
churches to attend, recreation facilities, and an 
introduction to life in New Zealand

• To pay at full market rates
• To contribute to the cost of removal of 

overstayers, if that should arise (Department of 
Labour, 2009) 
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Worker requirements

To be:
• At least 18 years old
• Have an employment agreement
• Have a return ticket
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• Have a return ticket
• Satisfy health and character 

requirements, and
• Be able to show they only want to stay in 

New Zealand temporarily 
(Department of Labour, 2009a)



LI
N

C
O

LN
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y

Pruners’ progress
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How the Winepress saw the potential 
2009 pruning crisis

• 3000 pruners needed(?), 
700 do the job early

• Pacific labour has helped 
pruning vines at exactly 
right time for best grape 
growing conditions
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growing conditions
• Minister announces 

continuance of improved 
RSE scheme 4 June 2009

• Other ‘capability’ 
benefits added to 
temporary migrants
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Answers to three research questions

1. How can New Zealand horticulture’s need for seasonal 
labour be met to ensure timely, quality and certificated 
production? The RSE scheme

2. Could the large relatively under-employed labour force 
around the Pacific solve New Zealand’s seasonal needs for 
workers?  Yes

3. Does the Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme deliver 
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3. Does the Recognised Seasonal Employer scheme deliver 
Win:Win:Win outcomes for stakeholders in New Zealand 
& the Pacific?
Win for governments - NZ accessing global labour; 
Islands given work, not aid, & foreign exchange/ 
remittances
Win for growers – vines were pruned on time in best 
conditions, with labour supply certainty
Win for workers – well paid seasonal work, savings and 
remittances to family and community, returning 
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Getting Other Staff

• Planning
• Scheduling staff
• Attracting staff

– Advertising
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– Advertising
– Social networks
– Being a ‘good employer’
– Labour contractors
– Pro-active head hunting
– Social supports
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Realistic Recruitment

• Matching the expectations that you, the 
employer or manager, have of your staff,  
and their own expectations from working 
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and their own expectations from working 
for you.
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Holding staff
Work organisation
•Production line or the whole job?

Pay
•Setting rates: Start low and work up.
•Cumulative bonuses
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•Cumulative bonuses

Supervision
•Selection
•Personal mana
•Working with rather than supervising over
•Boring work or training for competition?
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Job descriptions (or Realistic Job 
Previews)
• Neither too brief not too long, citing:
Difficulties
• e.g. responsibilities, need for disciplining 

colleagues, having to make decisions etc.
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Distastes
• e.g. dirty work, cleaning the vats, pesticide 

application, long periods of boring repetitive 
activity on your own.

• Good induction programme, including work 
training (Health and Safety in Employment 
Acts 1992 and 2002)



LI
N

C
O

LN
 U

N
IV

E
R

S
IT

Y

Terminations of employment

• Dismissals 
- the 90 day rule
- RSE
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- RSE
• Doing it right
• Being the ‘good employer’
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CONCLUSION

• It is not easy
• It is more important than most realise
• ‘Forewarned is forearmed’
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• ‘Forewarned is forearmed’
• Therefore PREPARE


