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Vanuatu has been the most successful participant in Australia’s Seasonal Worker
Programme (SWP) and New Zealand’s Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE)
scheme. The graph below shows how rapidly the number of ni-Vanuatu working in
the two schemes has grown, from under 2,000 in 2007/08 to 10,000 in 2018/19.

Figure 1: Ni-Vanuatu SWP and RSE workers
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In fact, as the next graph shows, Vanuatu has sent more workers to the two
schemes than any other participating country: just over 50,000. (It has always been
the biggest provider to the RSE, and in 2017/18 took over as the biggest provider to
the SWP.)

Figure 2: SWP and RSE workers by sending country,
from inception of programs to 2018-19
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Given Vanuatu’s importance in providing seasonal labour, its decision, reported in
the country’s Daily Post on 20 October, to do away with licensed recruitment agents
sent shockwaves around the region. Vanuatu is the only labour-sending country in
the SWP and RSE to license agents to recruit workers. Tonga, the second most
successful seasonal labour sender, has a similar model, though it relies on
unlicensed agents. Other countries place more reliance on a ‘work-ready pool’
arranged by sending governments, from which employers can recruit workers.

Vanuatu’s decision was announced by the new Deputy Prime Minister, Ishmael
Kalsakau, who is also Minister for Internal Affairs and responsible for regulating
recruitment agents. Kalsakau’s justification referred to the need to ensure fairness in
the recruitment process to enable those from remote islands to benefit from access
to seasonal work. The Deputy Prime Minister also said that the Government needed
to raise revenue, mentioning a figure of 105 million vatu apparently raised by agents
from charging employers for recruiting workers each year.

According to the announcement, the new recruitment process is to be carried out by
the Government’s seven provincial administrators, who will ‘engage people from
right around Vanuatu to connect them directly to the contracts they will be
performing in Australia’.

It sounds like Vanuatu is planning to move to a government-led work-ready pool. If
So, it is a major mistake, for several reasons.

First, employers have made it clear they don't like recruiting through a work-ready
pool. A survey of Australian SWP employers found that none of them ‘indicated the
work-ready pool as their preferred method of recruitment’. It is not hard to work out
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why. Recruitment is all about trust. You want to hire people you know, or who are
recommended by those you know. You can do that with agents, whether they are
licensed or not, but not if you have to select from a work-ready pool.

Second, running a seasonal labour program is a lot of work for any sending country.
Workers need police and health checks, visas, briefings, and airline tickets. Agents
or other employer representatives can do much of this work, as they have been in
Vanuatu. If you give all that work to public servants, the government will become a
bottleneck. Vanuatu now sends more than 10,000 workers a year to Australia and
New Zealand. There is simply no way the government can cope with this load
without the help of agents.

Third, agents are responsive to the needs of employers because they are paid by
employers once workers are recruited. They want to keep both employers and
employees happy so that employers will use them the following season. Provincial
administrators and their staff are busy government officials, who will have none of
these incentives.

Fourth, Vanuatu doesn’t only rely on licensed agents; it also allows direct
recruitment by employers. The largest New Zealand RSE employer engages its own
staff in Vanuatu to handle recruitment. This is working well, but presumably would
not be allowed under Vanuatu’s new model, thereby causing more employer
dissatisfaction and bottlenecks.

Finally, we can simply look at the experience of labour sending countries over the
last decade. The only country that has made a work-ready pool work is Timor-Leste,
and even its approach was starting to show major problems before borders were
closed earlier in the year. Other countries that have relied heavily on the work-ready
pool (Papua New Guinea and Kiribati) have very few workers in the SWP or RSE.
The two most successful countries, Vanuatu and Tonga, by contrast, have
succeeded via flexible approaches with private sector engagement in recruitment.

No one would suggest that the governance of seasonal work in Vanuatu is not in
need of reform. Too many agents have been granted licenses and not enough
workers are recruited from the outer islands. However, there are far better ways to
address these problems than to take a sledgehammer to a system that has
delivered real success and replace it by one that has failed more often that it has
succeeded.

If the Vanuatu Government wants more revenue from the SWP and RSE, it could
charge workers an entry fee on return. If it wants more workers from the outer
islands, it could make this a license condition for agents. The Government would be
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foolish to attempt to run the SWP and RSE singlehandedly.

The Government’s labour-sending unit (LSU) has been so stretched it hasn’t even
been able to keep track of all the workers recruited for the two schemes. Vanuatu is
the only one of the three major SWP sending countries not to have a government
official based in Australia to look after worker welfare. These should be the
government reform priorities, not nationalisation.

The timing is particularly bad, as the announcement will create uncertainty for ni-
Vanuatu workers already in Australia about their future as seasonal workers. They
will lose confidence in whether they will be chosen to return to Australia in future
seasons. With the closure of borders, absconding has already become an issue with
workers in the SWP. With this announcement, it will likely increase.

It is very hard to believe that Vanuatu would adopt a model that has failed
elsewhere. If it does, employers would likely move away from Vanuatu once
international borders reopen and look for workers elsewhere in the Pacific. There is
massive competition for SWP and RSE positions across sending countries. If
Vanuatu does go forward with its announcement, other sending countries will be the
main beneficiaries.

Note: In both graphs, the number of workers is estimated by the number of visa
approvals. The same person working in two seasons is counted as two workers.
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