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To encourage economic development in the Pacific, recent labour mobility programs such as
Australia’s Seasonal Worker Program (SWP) and New Zealand’s Recognised Seasonal Employer
Scheme (RSE) offer employment opportunities for nations in the region. Governments involved in the
bilateral agreements regulating the RSE and SWP schemes expect workers to contribute significant
investments to be used for development in Pacific island nations. However, workers’ contributions
do not necessarily reflect orthodox policy assumptions, which in the Pacific region are often framed
within the modernisation paradigm. Using ethnographic research from 2007 until 2016 with ni-
Vanuatu seasonal workers from a number of communities (including the Lolihor region of Ambrym
which is often referred to as the ‘successful model’), this paper highlights the expectations of
seasonal worker incomes to contribute to development and redevelopment and the actual outcomes
achieved through localized forms of development.

With a lack of waged employment at home, participants perceive these schemes as an additional
source of income that can meet individual and community needs. Evidence shows that seasonal
workers’ earnings contribute to school fees, new housing, water infrastructure and community
projects, new businesses and have been included in funding the ceremonial exchange economy. An
important finding of this research is how workers’ earnings are redistributed throughout islands
supporting a number of extended kin; through the ceremonial economy, fundraising or other means
of exchange. In most parts of the Pacific, the concept of individual ownership of incomes is
contested. This also influences potential development goals. Workers are in constant negotiation in
the use of their incomes with their immediate family, extended kin and their communities. Earnings
are often bound to prescribed social obligations and requirements. If misappropriated this hinders
development goals. Pacific seasonal workers are reaching their development specific goals through
various forms of remittances, and continue to generate new targets for their families and
communities, while maintaining social obligations through reciprocal relationships.



