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The Global 

Context

 World is more connected, 

people moving more etc.

 Unprecedented interest, 

unprecedented numbers 

 Diverse possibilities

 Global Guestworkers

Ni-Vanuatu (top) and Tongan (bottom) workers in transit.



The Pacific Context

 Three trends 

Rural-urban migration, urbanisation, ‘loss’ of outer 
islands

Long-term international migration: USA, NZ and 
Australia .. 

cultures and niches

Short-term temporary/ circular 

Origins, Options and Opportunities 

Families, Skills, Lotteries … and Overstayers

Non-trends 

Intra-regional migration  

Tongan workers in Australia.



The Migration-

Development Nexus

 Does migration contribute to development?

 John Kenneth Galbraith wrote in 1979 in The 
Nature of Mass Poverty:

 “Migration, we have seen, is the oldest action 
against poverty. It selects those who most want 
help. It is good for the country to which they go; it 
helps to break the equilibrium of poverty in the 
country from which they come. What is the 
perversity in the human soul that causes people 
so to resist so obvious a good?”

 But not quite so obvious ..  

A house built with SWP earnings, Vanuatu.



What is development?

 What is development?

SDGs?

Business as usual ? 

 PICs – one size fits all? 

PNG--- 8 million, mining, coffee .. 

Tuvalu  9000 few resources            

 International migration – Tuvalu and Kiribati

from Nauru mining – to merchant 

shipping ..  Training 



The Return of 
Guestworkers 

 RSE, SWP and the new rise of PLM labour schemes 

Why?  Economic expediency? 

Political Expediency? 

 PLM promoted as a quadruple win.

Workers, employers and countries 

The primacy of economics 

Ni-Vanuatu workers, New Zealand.



Cautionary Tales? 

 Future labour markets? 

Beyond agriculture: tourism and caring ..  

and … 

 Alternative labour sources (from backpackers to 
Bangladeshis ..…. to machines)?

 Temporary workers for permanent demand? 

 Populist barriers?

 The need for diversity … and for a better 
understanding 

Seasonal worker recruitment drive, Solomon Islands.



Pacific Labour
Mobility (PLM) 
Schemes

New Zealand Australia
Name of 

Scheme

Recognised Seasonal 

Employer (RSE)

Seasonal Worker 

Program (SWP)

Pacific Labour 

Scheme (PLS)

Start Date April 2007 Piloted from 2008 

SWP from July 2012

July 2018

Location New Zealand Rural and Regional 

Australia

Rural and Regional 

Australia

Visa 

Duration

Up to 7 months in any 11-

month period. Citizens of 

Tuvalu and 

Kiribati who also live 

there, can stay an extra 2 

months

Up to 9 months in a 

12 month period

Up to 3 years 

(minimum 12 months)

Age Range 18 years and over 21-45 years 21-45 years

Skill Level Un-, low- & semi-skilled Unskilled Low- and semi-skilled

Industries Horticulture & viticulture Horticulture All sectors in rural and 

regional Australia with 

an initial focus on 

accommodation and 

food services, health 

care and social 

assistance, and non-

seasonal agriculture, 

forestry and fishing

Partner 

Countries

Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Papua 

New Guinea, Samoa, 

Solomon Islands, Tonga, 

Tuvalu and Vanuatu.  

Non-PIC citizens make up 

25 % of total.

Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, 

Papua New Guinea, 

Samoa, Solomon 

Islands, Timor-Leste, 

Tonga, Tuvalu and 

Vanuatu.

Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, 

Papua New Guinea, 

Samoa, Solomon 

Islands, Timor-Leste, 

Tonga, Tuvalu and 

Vanuatu

Visa Quota 12,850 per year total

~9,700 to PICs

Uncapped Uncapped



Rates of Participation by PIC: SWP 

& RSE
 Vanuatu, Tonga (SWP) and Samoa (RSE)have been the largest participants to date.

SWP arrivals by country of origin, 2018-31/05/2019 RSE arrivals by country of origin, 2017-2018
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Rates of Participation by PIC: PLS

 Early numbers from the PLS 

suggest that other PICs 

including Kiribati and Tuvalu 

may contribute more labour to 

this scheme.  

 Vanuatu, Fiji and Samoa are in 

the process of expansion.

PLS participants by country of origin, June 2019

Source: Pacific Labour Facility
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Participation by Gender: SWP & 

RSE
 The ‘average’ worker is a married man aged in his early thirties.

 Gender bias?

Female participation in the RSE 2016-17 Female participation in the SWP 2018-31/05/19

Source: Dept of Home Affairs
Source: Nunns et al. (2018)

384 280
0 95

539
248

1044

2962

0

3853

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

4000

4500

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 
P

a
rt

ic
ip

a
n

ts

Pacific Island Country

Women Men

336
106 8 79

1632

393

1623

60

3772

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

3500

4000

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 
P

e
rt

ic
ip

a
n

ts

Pacific Island Country

Women Men



Participation by Gender: PLS

 Women will probably account for a greater proportion of 

participants under the Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS).

PLS participation by gender and industry of employment, June 2019

Source: Pacific Labour Facility
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Worker Selection 

& Recruitment

 Communities sometimes play a role in 
selecting workers, but not always.

 Work-ready pools, recruiting agents.

 Personal networks are important.

 Targeting rural areas?

 Increasingly, urban residents are 
participating, but little research into 
these workers.

 Need more research into how& why 
regions, communities & individuals are 
chosen or rejected.

 Longitudinal data needed on 
characteristics of workers who are 
chosen/rejected & control households.

PLS information session, Port Vila, Vanuatu.



Experiences of ‘Host 

Communities’

 Employers have benefitted from 

the scheme through stable 

workforces.

 Host communities generally 

welcome seasonal workers.

 Bring wider economic benefits to 

host communities.

 More qualitative case studies 

required.

Solomon Islanders perform for their host community, Australia.



Experiences of 
Workers in ‘Host 
Communities’

 Preliminary briefings?

 Underpayments and illegal 
deductions have occurred.

 Separation from families is difficult 
but under-researched.

 Remitting is expensive.

 Workers can feel socially isolated 
from local communities.

 Churches and football matches 
are important ways of 
connecting.

 More qualitative case studies 
needed.

Solomon Islanders celebrate Easter in Australia.

Ni-Vanuatu football team, Australia.

Tongans share a traditional meal, Australia.



Radio New Zealand    25 June 2019

Samoan workers expelled from New Zealand RSE scheme

Ten Samoans on the New Zealand Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) scheme have been expelled for various reasons including theft, 

smoking marijuana and for extra marital affairs.

Samoan Prime Minister Tuilaepa Sailele Malielegaoi said not only have the workers been banned from the scheme but their villages 

have also been blacklisted until further notice. This means no more workers from these villages will be allowed to go on the scheme.

"Time and again, I have personally advised all our RSE workers before leaving to remember the importance of their seasonal 

employment engagement because it's their families, children and their villages which are reaping the fruits of their hard labour," he said.

The village of Poutasi, Falealili, one that has been a success story in the past with RSE workers is now blacklisted because three workers 

from there were allegedly involved with alcohol-induced criminal activity.

"This action serves as a reminder and a deterrent to seasonal workers that are disobedient and show any undesirable behaviour which 

will compromise more jobs for Samoans, that they will be weeded out without hesitation," said Tuilaepa.



Social Transformations & Impacts at 

Home
 Only one study on gendered 

impacts of PLM which focuses 
on Tonga and Vanuatu.

 Gender based violence

 Family breakdown

 Evidence of skills transfer?

 Skill loss?

 Food security?

 As periods of absence increase 
under PLS, need to understand 
social impacts at home.

 Qualitative case studies are 
essential.

An employer visits his employees’ home village, Solomon Islands.



Economic 

Impacts at Home

 Remittances are significant 

compared to local incomes.

 Earnings used to pay school fees, 

finance house construction, meet 

immediate needs.

 Small business development.

 New economic flows create new 

social relationships, but poorly 

understood.

 Work underway by the World 

Bank tracking remittance flows.

A fishing boat, Vanuatu (top) and new home in Fiji (bottom).



Significant Existing Research by PIC

PIC Recruitment Briefings
Workplace 
Experiences

Interactions 
with Host 
Communities

Host 
Community 
Experiences

Family 
Separation

Household & 
Community 
Coping 
Strategies

Worker 
Reintegration

Skills 
Transfers

Gender
Economic 
Impacts at 
Home

Food 
Security

Remitting

Fiji X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Kiribati X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Nauru X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Papua 
New 
Guinea X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Samoa X X  X X X  X X X X X 

Solomon 
Islands X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Timor-Leste X   X X X X X X X  X X

Tonga X X  X X   X X    

Tuvalu X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Vanuatu X X           



Setting Research Priorities: the Million 
Dollar Question

 Selection: who, how, recruitment & 
geography.

 Barriers to participation.

 Development impact: housing, health, 
education. 

 Investment

 Gender: female migrants, tourism & care 
work.

 Family breakdown & gender based 
violence.

 Skills/TVET/Training

 Return migration: tracer studies.

 Social lives in destinations (productivity).

 Access to rights, welfare, services.

 Employer concerns?

 Regional experiences within Australia.

Ni-Vanuatu worker, Australia.



Research Priorities: The ‘How?’

 Linkages with researchers: USP, 

SPC, PIFS?

 Need own-language studies.

 What do partner countries etc

want?

 Priority: Tuvalu, Kiribati, Timor-

Leste, Vanuatu

 New industries?

Tongan workers, Australia.



Thank you

Tangkyu

tumas

Em tasol

Vinaka 

vakalevu

Ni-Vanuatu workers, New Zealand.


