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Family Separation in the PALM Scheme
The PALM Scheme

The 2012 Seasonal Worker Programme (SWP) and 2018 Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS)
- Open to Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, PNG, Samoa, Solomon Is, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu 
- Individual, employer-tied visas of up to 9 months (SWP) or 4 years (PLS)

- ‘Unskilled’, ‘low-skilled’ and ‘semi-skilled’ employment in rural and regional Australia

- Subject to labour market testing, but not industry-specific; SWP must prove ‘seasonal’ labour need
- Currently no family accompaniment > plans to support family accompaniment in the PLS

PLS is Australia’s first ‘guestworker’ scheme: similar to those in West Asia (Persian 
Gulf), East Asia (Taiwan & Hong Kong) and Southeast Asia (Singapore & Malaysia)

Intl. literature > negative implications of transnational family separation for migrant 
households participating in those schemes (e.g. in Sri Lanka and the Philippines)



Family Separation in the PALM Scheme
Spatiotemporal Factors

A highly fragmented scheme: PALM runs across 100+ 
worker locations in rural/regional Australia as of 2021

Spatial factors: asymmetries in quality of life, access 
to services, time zone variation, cost of travel

Temporal factors: SWP/PLS duration, family life stage, 
communication, liminality and transience, return

Varying experiences of dislocation and disconnection



Kojonup, WA

Population: 1,298 

Median Age: 46

Australian Born: 75%

Median Weekly Rent: $160

Nearest City: Perth; 4hr Bus

Return Flight to Tonga: from $1400

Time Difference with Tonga: 5hrs

Toowoomba, QLD

Population: 149,512 

Median Age: 37

Australian Born: 80%

Median Weekly Rent: $285

Nearest City: Brisbane; 1.5hr Bus

Return Flight to Tonga: from $950

Time Difference with Tonga: 3hrs

Bundanoon, NSW

Population: 2,729 

Median Age: 56

Australian Born: 67%

Median Weekly Rent: $324

Nearest City: Sydney; 2hr Train

Return Flight to Tonga: from $800

Time Difference with Tonga: 3hrs

Narrogin, WA

Population: 4,274 

Median Age: 39

Australian Born: 73%

Median Weekly Rent: $220

Nearest City: Perth; 3hr Bus

Return Flight to Tonga: from $1380

Time Difference with Tonga: 5hrs



Family Separation in the PALM Scheme
Research Design

What gets lost across space (i.e. dislocation) and over time (i.e. disconnection)? 
What are the developmental + policy implications of family estrangement?

North Australia Worker Pilot Programme (NAWPP) Interviews
- Individual and focus group interviews with i-Kiribati workers in QLD (n=20)

A (not so) Longitudinal Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS) Study
- In-depth interviews with Tongan (n=7), ni-Vanuatu (n=2) and i-Kiribati (n=4) workers
- Couples interviews with ni-Vanuatu families (n=4) in Port Vila

Interviews with Labour Sending Unit (LSU) Staff 
- Semi-structured interviews with staff from Fiji, Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu (n=14)



LSU Interviews

NAWPP Interviews

PLS Interviews

Recruitment

Return



Implications for Migrant Households 
Transnational Care Practices

Development outcomes of migration are typically evaluated via a narrow measure of 
‘the economy’ – conventional cost-benefit analyses typically weigh:

Value is rarely ascribed to the unpaid care practices that sustain everyday life or their 
disruption during periods of extended transnational family separation

Income gains from remittances 
Mobility costs (e.g. worker deductions) 

Counterfactual of forgone local employment

Skills and ‘social remittances’



Implications for Migrant Households 
Transnational Care Practices

We spend nearly as much time performing care work
as paid work (ILO 2018) and these invisible/gendered 
forms of labour are important (Gibson-Graham 2009)



Implications for Migrant Households 
Transnational Care Practices

Care Work: Proximate Activities (Esquivel 2014)
- Direct care (e.g. childminding and looking after elders)

- Indirect care (e.g. cooking and cleaning)

- Community care (e.g. maintaining/reproducing culture, custom, land and the environment)

Care Relationships: Aspatial Roles (Tronto 1993; Doucet 2015)
- Emotional responsibilities (e.g. consideration for others’ needs)

- Moral responsibilities (e.g. meeting social expectations; performing gender roles)

Transnational family separation can entail continuity and change in the performance 
of unpaid care activities and the gender norms that underpin them



Implications for Migrant Households 
Transnational Care Practices

Change
“He said it’s hard. Last time he said, ‘Now I know that washing, cooking, cleaning dishes is so hard, it’s a hard job, 
taking care of the kids to go to school, everything is hard’. But we always complain. I work hard here also.”

“Yeah, she lives with them, she sleeps with them and does everything…  my friends take my eldest to school, but 
my nanny picks her up, picks him up and then brings them home.”

“I just want him to go to school again, but maybe because I’m not there, he just loses control. And my husband, he 
is not his father, so sometimes they are not in a good relationship.”

Continuity 
“To me, it’s not right to leave my kids with someone else, even my immediate family, it’s just not right. I have a 
responsibility, it is my obligation to really take care of my sons and with that age group that they are young.”

“It’s better to have video contact rather than only a call over the phone, yeah. Because you can see the changes.  
For me, honestly, I can tell the changes for my kids, the way they speak, the way they act – how demanding they 
are and new developments for them”



Implications for Migrant Households 
Personal Relationships

How do workers and families, of varying life stages, negotiate and maintain personal 
relationships while separated? 

“The truth is – it’s very hard for me and her, for us to separate like this for three years, but when we’re thinking about 
getting one month’s leave, it’s good for us.  We’re thinking for her to come visit me with a tourist visa. But with the 
technology, everything is easy we get video chat every night, it’s good.” 

“Yeah, so the story goes like this. Second week here, my wife, she found out she was pregnant. I said alright, I will 
come home at the end of Jan. So I went back home. One week with her, when she went to hospital, that’s when she 
delivered the baby.  So one week after that with my baby, then I come back here.”

Maintenance Limitations Breakdown
- Regular distance communication
- Return/partner visits
- Cooperation, trust, shared goals 

- Location, cost and family size
- Policy constraints on 

accompaniment

- Misunderstandings and distrust 
(financial issues and social media) 

- Extramarital affairs



Implications for Migrant Households 
Personal Relationships

How do workers and families, of varying life stages, negotiate and maintain personal 
relationships while separated? 

“It’s a sad story: three of my boys are back home. We’re trying to work things out, so they can come and see me or I 
can come and see them… Sometimes when you are working and you are worried about your kids, it means you aren’t 
working properly. You can get in accidents and stuff, you are not in a good mind to work, you are worried”

“Yes, and why not us?  That’s why we are still asking – we keep asking. But not like the other workmates, they are 
here with their family and they’re happy because they are together with their family, not like us, we are far from 
them”

Maintenance Limitations Breakdown
- Regular distance communication
- Return/partner visits
- Cooperation, trust, shared goals 

- Location, cost and family size
- Policy constraints on 

accompaniment

- Misunderstandings and distrust 
(financial issues and social media) 

- Extramarital affairs



Implications for Migrant Households 
Personal Relationships

How do workers and families, of varying life stages, negotiate and maintain personal 
relationships while separated? 

“We talk all the time, but sometimes we kill each other, because when I tell him ‘I must go to work’ he says ‘You’re a 
liar’. He doesn’t trust me. So I have to say to him, ‘Oh don’t worry, I have no-one here’”

“It’s a cruel scheme. One partner goes and the other one stays, maybe they find some other relationship, so when 
they come back there is chaos and now who is affected? It is the kids. Young couples where they have no kids and 
whatnot it’s fine, maybe they can do that, but not for families” 

Maintenance Limitations Breakdown
- Regular distance communication
- Return/partner visits
- Cooperation, trust, shared goals 

- Location, cost and family size
- Policy constraints on 

accompaniment

- Misunderstandings and distrust 
(financial issues and social media) 

- Extramarital affairs



Implications for Scheme Administration
Social and Family Issues

Every LSU identified extramarital affairs and relationship breakdown as a major social 
issue associated with PALM; closely linked to financial issues and ‘culture shock’

“For every deployment that we undertake, we encounter those issues on a regular basis… Issues are relating to 
extramarital affairs, not sending in enough money to support the people back at home, also issue with… people 
back home having affairs and our workers on the other side finding out through social media platforms. It's not an 
isolated case, but nearly every deployment there will be a family separation issue.”

“At the end of the day, you'll have seasonal workers who become seasonal parents or seasonal spouses at this 
end”

 
A : 

Communication 
B : Culture and 

Behaviour 
C : Extended 
Separation D : Finances E : Gender 

1 : Absconding 0 3 1 1 0 

2 : Children and Caring 4 1 12 16 12 

3 : Domestic Violence 0 1 0 0 0 

4 : EMAs 9 19 6 16 9 

 



Implications for Scheme Administration
LSU Capacity

All LSUs faced significant capacity constraints responding to issues associated with 
family separation

Staff are not trained to respond to situations of acute stress; handling social and 
family issues was identified as redirecting time and resources away from LSU duties

“To be honest, most of us are not trained to handle those kinds of situations. And I'm conscious of the fact that if a 
situation escalates, and we say something wrong, it could lead down a more destructive path like people trying to 
take their own lives.” 

Participants identified the need to better support families and communities – in pre-
departure stages but also throughout the duration of labour mobility

“We see more and more groups from communities, all from one community, you'll have a group of young men 
and women all go for work overseas. So you'll have not just one family, but a lot of families within that 
community who are experiencing the stress of having that family member away. So that's something that we are 
considering, but again it just requires a lot of manpower, and a lot of working together and sharing resources.”



Limited Conclusions; Future Research
Much can be ‘lost’ across space and over time: care practices, relationships, resources 

Transnational family separation is not just a ‘social issue’, but a matter of economics and 
sustainable development too…
- Unpaid care practices are essential in sustaining everyday life;
- Relationship breakdowns can have far-reaching consequences for families; 
- LSUs do not have capacity to manage family issues alongside scheme administration

We also know that these outcomes are not experienced evenly across the PALM scheme, 
but vary significantly by spatiotemporal factors and household differences, such as:
- The duration of separation (e.g. between the SWP and PLS)
- The location of workers in Australia and their families in the Pacific 
- The composition, life stages and personal circumstances of migrant families

All of these considerations make the Australian government’s support for family 
accompaniment within the PLS a welcome and important policy shift, if done right



Limited Conclusions; Future Research
“We wanted workers, but we got people instead” – Max Frisch

The uneven outcomes of family life within the scheme requires greater research and 
policy attention for PALM to align with sustainable and gender-equitable development

Greater focus on: 
- outcomes that may worsen gendered inequalities in the performance of unpaid care 

and domestic work (SDG 5.4)  
- displacement of labour that supports sustainable land management and climate 

adaptation (SDG 11b) + cultural practices/traditions that bind communities (SDG 11.4)
- curbing repeat long-term migration to reduce harm to families/children (SDG 3 & 4) 
- development policies that invest in industries/skills to support locally available decent 

work in the Pacific as an alternative/complement to migration (SDG 8.2, 8.3, 8.5)
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