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Human Mobility in the Region



Study of the Socio-Economic Impact of Human Mobility on the Economies of 
Forum Island Countries (FICs) endorsed by FEMM 2024; 

• Examination of the positive and negative impacts of human mobility on:
o employment, economic recovery and growth, on critical economic sectors to 

support FICs in maximising benefits and mitigating negative impacts in line with 
their own economic development priorities;

o trade, MSMEs, food security (including productivity of key sectors such as 
agriculture and fisheries) and family and community structures including the 
impacts of internal migration on urban and rural communities; 

o community resilience efforts; 
o Gender and cultural values including traditional and communal ways of life as 

communities explore economic and employment opportunities; 
• Review levels of remittances and opportunities and investment parameters that can 

leverage remittances away from consumption; 
• Recommend potential regional evidence-based solutions including institutional 

strengthening, research collaboration, engagement and advocacy, data collection 
and analysis; and

• Through PRED, explore ways for FICs to address workforce shortages in key 
industries including retaining and/or attracting migrants to return home or encourage 
intra-Pacific migration where there are skills’ gaps whilst recognizing existing 
circular patterns of migration and the drivers for people leaving and returning.

Human Mobility in the Region



The principal avenues for Human Mobility 
are:
 Labour mobility: RSE & PALM 
  > Short-term/seasonal work (RSE & PALM)
  > Longer term work (PALM)
 Long-term &/or permanent migration
  > Pacific Engagement Visa (Aus)
  > Skilled Worker Visa (Aus & NZ)
  > Pacific Access Category Visa (NZ)
  > Samoa Quota Scheme (NZ)
  > Tuvalu Falepili Union Scheme (Aus)
  > Compacts of Free Association (USA)
  > Family/relationship visas (All)
  > Asylum/Refugee or other work visas (All) 

Opportunities for Human Mobility



Human Mobility: Formal Permanent & Long-
Term Opportunities

Forum Member 
Country

NZ-
Samoa 
Quota 
(2024)

NZ- 
Pacific 
Access 

Category 
(2024)

Australia -
Tuvalu 
Falepili 

(Annual)

Australia 
Pacific 

Engagement 
(2024)

Open Access

Cook Islands NZ Realm
Fiji 500 300

French Polynesia French Territory

Kiribati 75
Marshall Islands US Compact
Micronesia (FSM) 24 US Compact
Nauru 150
New Caledonia French Territory
Niue NZ realm
Palau 11 US Compact
PNG 1515
Samoa 1650
Solomon Islands 150
Tonga 250 300
Tuvalu 75 280 100
Vanuatu 150
Total 1650 900 280 2700 5530

Annual Permanent Migration Opportunities for Pacific Islanders



Human Mobility: Labour Mobility Schemes
Country Numbers 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Fiji 45 255 321 402 528 651 744 468 1071 1068
Kiribati 168 198 198 300 369 519 609 408 753 636
Nauru 21 21 21 15 18 24 12 0 0 18

PNG 90 111 108 147 189 192 78 111 399 708
Samoa 1368 1737 1890 2109 2754 4167 6846 7434 4236 4029

Solomon Islands 579 669 600 708 846 1026 957 873 1173 1242
Tonga 1830 1932 2103 2244 2193 3660 2928 2634 1995 1938
Tuvalu 99 54 75 84 129 186 210 162 219 201

Vanuatu 3981 4173 4590 4794 5700 5472 9837 11091 7284 7764
Total Pacific 8181 9150 9906 10803 12726 15897 22221 23181 17130 17604

Annual % change 25.4 11.8 8.3 9.1 17.8 24.9 39.8 4.3 -26.1 2.8

PALM Scheme
Country 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 Dec-22 Dec-23 Dec-24

Fiji 5 160 190 247 436 227 4,510 5,410 4,770
Kiribati 11 20 124 364 377 146 800 1,425 1,365
Nauru 0 17 0 0 0 0 5 10 50

Papua New Guinea 35 42 139 92 128 116 1,085 1,415 1,600
Samoa 185 140 309 527 677 543 4,130 3,215 2,510

Solomon Islands 21 61 87 175 314 228 3,370 3,980 3,845
Tonga 2,179 2,624 2,691 2,790 3,738 2,217 4,350 3,585 2,725
Tuvalu 7 5 0 0 0 0 35 185 275

Vanuatu 567 1,198 2,149 3,348 4,965 4,821 8,265 6,820 5,705
Total 3,010 4,267 5,689 7,543 10,635 8,298 26,550 26,045 22,845

Annual % change 49.5 41.8 33.3 32.6 41.0 -22.0 -1.9 -12.3
Source: https://www.palmscheme.gov.au/

Source: https://www.immigration.govt.nz/about-us/research-and-statistics/statistics

New Zealand RSE Scheme: Soure and Numbers of RSE Workers.

Seasonal Worker Programme
Australian Seasonal Worker Programme (SWP) and Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) Scheme



Data: Migration & Human Mobility
Over the last three decades there has been a quite massive migration from 
many FICs

Selected FICs: Estimates of Human Mobility (Migration) From Census Data

Country
Census Start & End and 

Period
Census 0-14 

year age-
group  

population at 
start

Expected end 
year age-group 

population 
without 

migration

Actual end 
year census 
age-group 
population 

Estimated 
Population 
Loss from 
Migration

Estimated age 
group 

population loss 
due to migration 

%Start End 
Period 
years

A B C D E F G=E-F H=G/E

RMI 1999 2022 23 21,783 19,478 8,648 10,830 55.6

Tonga 1997 2021 24 38,361 37,120 16,671 20,449 55.1

FSM 1994 2022 28 45,753 41,649 20,396 1,253 51.0

Samoa 1991 2021 30 65,773 62,718 32,470 30,248 48.2

Tuvalu 1997 2022 25 3,585 3,403 2,092 1,311 38.5

Fiji 1997 2017 30 293,656 282,978 187,482 95,496 33.7

Total 468,911 447,346 267,759 179,587 38.3
Vanuatu 1989 2020 31 62,200 57,288 53,014 4,274 7.5

Kiribati 1991 2021 30 29,158 24,974 23,244 1,730 6.9

Solomon 
Islands 1989 2019 30 143,313 132,671 133,240 - 569 -0.4

Source: National Population Census, WHO Life Tables & PIFS estimates



Human Mobility: Migration
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Changing Demographics : Children 

Key points to note
1. Fertility rates have declined especially in the Melanesian countries reducing the proportion of children 

in the population; high rates of migration from Fiji is exacerbating the issue.
2. In Micronesia population growth rates have declined as migration has increased and fertility rates 

have declined, but not by as much as in Melanesia; the proportion of children has declined slightly in 
all Micronesian countries,, especially in Marshall Islands and Palau.

3. In Polynesia fertility rates have remained generally stable and have balanced the rates of migration 
such that the proportion children in the population has been maintained except in Samoa and Cook 
Islands.
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Changing Demographics : Working Age

Key points to note
1. Proportion of the population in the labour force showing only slight increases in 

Melanesia & Micronesia, little change in Polynesia.
2. RMI shows the largest increase, but this needs to be analysed in the context of the 

recent census showing a sharp decline in the total population.
3. In Polynesia there has been very little increase in proportion of population in the labour 

force.
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Changing Demographics : Elderly

Key points to note
1. Fiji experiencing rapid increase in elderly persons as young people seek 

to migrate, both on labour mobility schemes and for permanent migration.
2. In Micronesia, Palau experiencing increase in % of elderly, but % of 

elderly in other countries has been relatively stable. 
3. In Polynesia, Cook Islands and Samoa experiencing big increases in % of 

elderly, possibly returning retirees from NZ or elsewhere.
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GDP, Population & GDP per capita Growth Rates
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GDP  Growth Rate 2014-2023 Net Change in per capita GDP Population Growth Rates 2003-2023

FICs 

GDP  
Growth 

Rate 2014-
2023

Population 
Growth 

Rates 2003-
2023

Net 
Change in 
per capita 

GDP
Melanesia A B A-B
Fiji Islands 2.5 0.5 2.0
New Caledonia 2.0 1.1 0.9
Papua New Guinea 4.0 2.3 1.7
Solomon Islands 1.3 2.7 -1.4
Vanuatu 1.5 2.3 -0.8

Kiribati 4.2 1.7 2.5
Marshall Islands 2.4 0.2 2.2
Micronesia FSM 0.9 -0.1 1.0
Nauru 8.9 0.8 8.1
Palau -0.8 -0.4 -0.4

Cook Islands 2.9 -0.9 3.8
Niue 1.2 -0.9 2.1
French Polynesia 1.4 0.7 0.7
Samoa 0.9 0.6 0.3
Tonga 1.2 -0.1 1.3
Tuvalu 3.5 0.6 3.0

Average Annual Rates
GDP, Population & GDP per capita

Sources: SPC Population Database: 
https://stats.pacificdata.org/vis?lc=en&df[ds]=SPC2&df[id]=DF_POCKET&df[ag]
=SPC&df[vs]=3.0&dq=..POPYGR&pd=2003%2C2023&ly[cl]=INDICATOR&to[TIME
_PERIOD]=false

Polynesia

Micronesia
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Contribution of Retail Sector to GDP %
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 Proportion of school age children in the population has decreased in half 
of the FICs over the past 30 years;

 The proportion of elderly has increased in more than half the countries;
 These structural changes in demographics pose the long-term prospect 

that with continued trends in migration and fertility rates; then
 The size and proportion of the labour force in many FICs will be unlikely to 

increase; this means
 Low rates of population growth will continue to be a constraint to 

broadening and deepening prospects for higher rates of economic growth; 
 High levels of remittances do not seem to be boosting economic growth 

apart from in the retail sector; 
 Lack of economic growth means fewer employment opportunities for those 

remaining in their home countries; potentially creating a vicious circle;
 Hardship and poverty are likely to increase, encouraging more people to 

migrate, therefore potentially further limiting population and economic 
growth prospects; unless 

 Investment, especially in the private sector, and/or productivity enhancing 
measures become the principal drivers of domestic employment and 
economic growth.

 What are the policy options ……

Implications of Human Mobility



 A key issue is education-for-employment (or migration); 
 > analysis of household surveys over many years has shown that those 

with less education are more likely to be poor; 
 > better educational attainment enables anyone to “walk out of 

poverty”;
 > raising education standards and skills is essential on the labour 

supply-side; while 
 > opening freer movement of skills within the region from countries with 

surplus labour to those with a labour scarcity would assist in 
alleviating constraints on economic growth on the labour demand 
side;

 Measures for structural & institutional enhancement to stimulate 
investment and economic growth are also needed:

 > to encourage more remittances & government components of 
NFI to be used for investment in national economies;

 > to promote inclusive employment creation; and 
 > the generation of economic & employment opportunities for 

future generations.
 The next stage in the PIFS research on Human Mobility will focus 

on the transmission channels of remittances and the drivers of 
economic performance in FICs.

Implications of Human Mobility



Thank you
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