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If NZ ratio of RSE workers to their workforce in 2018 is 
applied, there would be 54,000 SWP workers in Australia or 
over six times the actual number of 8,457 in 2018.

Even the figure of about 16,000 SWP workers in 2022 is 
less than a third of the projected number based on the RSE 
data for 2018

Canada’s SAWP employed 43,900 in 2017. If this ratio was 
applied to Australia, the number would be 28,000 workers 
more than twice the 13,746 SWP workers for 2019

Why does SWP perform worse in terms of numbers?



Is it to do with grower resistance to the extra monetary 
and transactions costs involved compared with a cheaper, 
less demanding labour source in the form of backpackers? 

Are growers, due to their small scale of operations, 
dependent on labour hire operators who are under-
resourced to expand the recruitment of workers from 
SWP sending countries? 

Is it to do with geographical and seasonal spread of 
horticulture in Australia which means it is too difficult to 
invest in facilities for seasonal workers in any one 
location? 

Why?



Is there a deeper set of pressures to do with 
vegetable and fruit producers being locked in a 
domestic supply chain dominated by four major 
supermarket chains which ensures they are price 
takers, operating on thin margins with little 
prospect of growth offered by access to new 
markets 



The pressure to impose high costs on employers for engaging SWP workers comes 
from two main sources. 

• Government’s response to the fear of a political backlash from regional 
communities by ensuring that the cost to an employer of employing local 
workers is much cheaper than the cost of engaging a SWP worker. 

• Pressure on government from media stories about exploited SWP workers to 
show that they are doing all they can to minimise this risk. 

• SWP workers and their employers are much easier to monitor for government 
and non government organisations such as unions and diaspora groups Approved 
employers are also subject a significant penalty of suspension of business once a 
formal complaint is lodged and accepted by the supervising government agency. 



A significant gap in the SWP though is its accessibility,
particularly for small and medium sized growers, as the process to
become an `approved employer' is a significantly burdensome
administratively, as well as costly. We estimate a grower's non-
wage costs, as well as upfront costs (airfares, accommodation etc)
to be about $5000 per worker. This is significant when the majority
of horticulture growers operate on tight margins, as well as the
high labour intensity of the sector AusVeg Agriculture Visa
Briefing Document, August 2019, pp 2-3).

See also the extract in the report of the National Agricultural Labour
Advisory Committee which quotes a National Farmers' Federation
(NFF) submission which notes that, citing ABARES data, the actual
non-wage cost of SWP workers to a grower is $1,634 compared $134
that a backpacker or local worker would cost

https://ausveg.com.au/app/uploads/2019/08/08.10.18-AUSVEG-Agricultural-Visa-position-.pdf








Output share by decile of vegetable farms surveyed by ABARES for the 
three years to 2018-19, per cent

Farms in the largest decile produced more than 150 times more output than 
farms in the smallest decile. Vegetable farms in the top decile produced just 
over two-thirds of the output of all vegetable farms surveyed 



Profit recorded by vegetable farms surveyed by ABARES for the three 
years to 2018-19, dollars

Half the vegetable farms surveyed have recorded a loss over three years,
ranging from just on $100,000 for the bottom decile to a loss of $67,000 and
$53,000 respectively for the next two bottom deciles, and less of just on
$9000 and $7,555 for the next two deciles. In contrast, the top decile made a
profit of 1.8 million on capital invested of $17 million.



Rate of return on capital of vegetable farms surveyed by ABARES
for the three years to 2018-19, per cent

The rate of return on capital ranged from -7.9 and -1.3 per cent for the bottom
two deciles and ranged between 0.1 and 1 per cent for each of the next three
deciles. The two highest deciles other than the top decile have rates of return
of 5.7 and 6.1 per cent respectively, and the top decile has a rate of return of
12.9 per cent.



Horticulture
Commodities 2019-20 Gross Value $ Exports $ Proportion

exports%

Horticulture 
excluding wine 
grapes

12,600,000,000 3,145,000,000 25.0

Fruit including 
grapes 5,783,635,368 1,647,000,000 28.5

Nuts 1,137,091,329 1,107,000,000 97.4

Vegetables 4,190,245,321 481,000,000 11.5



Geographical and seasonal spread



Goulburn Valley of Victoria 
Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area of New South Wales 
Sunraysia district of Victoria and New South Wales 
Riverland region of South Australia 
northern Tasmania 
southwest Western Australia and 
the coastal strip of both northern New South Wales and Queensland.



Australia’s agricultural production zones: the locations of
horticulture farms marked in red



My question for further research is which type of growers turn to backpackers? 
These are the growers who are saying that the cost of labour is everything to 
them. This is despite the downsides backpackers have - unreliable source, lack 
of experience in working productively, and with this lack of experience, the 
danger of bad publicity about underpayment. 

What type of growers are stuck in a low-wage, low-investment, low-
productivity cycle who see backpackers as the answer? How widespread in 
horticulture are they? It is not only the growers who are under-investing, it is 
also the labour hire operators who have minimal resources to do their job 
because growers cannot afford to pay more per hour.

Comparisons with California, Canada and New Zealand offer the potential for 
real insights into the importance of farm size. Does the New Zealand example 
of the key role of export markets, and the influence of accreditation standards 
required for these markets also apply to Canada and California?
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