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Labour mobility has potential to enable develop-
ment for communities throughout the Pacific
region through worker remittances, and to meet
growing demand for productive horticultural
labour in Australia and New Zealand. This In Brief
is the first of a series on Pacific labour mobility. It
outlines key aspects of Australia’s Seasonal Worker
Program (SWP) and discusses its future potential.
In 2008, Australia announced a seasonal labour

mobility pilot scheme to meet labour shortages in hor-
ticulture and contribute to the economic development
of participating Pacific island countries (PICs). Labour
mobility to Australia began through the Pacific Sea-
sonal Worker Pilot Scheme (PSWPS) with Kiribati,
Papua New Guinea, Tonga, and Vanuatu, and was
later expanded to Nauru, Samoa, the Solomon Islands,
Tuvalyu, and Timor Leste. The PSWPS was made
permanent and extended from 1 July 2012, with the
establishment of the SWP, which gave access to Pacific
seasonal workers for the horticulture sector. Trials
were also established for the cotton, cane growing,
aquaculture, and accommodation sectors. In Octo-
ber 2014, Fiji was invited by Australia to participate
in the SWP; it has yet to sign a memorandum of
understanding or send workers to Australia.

Tonga has dominated labour mobility since the
pilot. However, (unpublished) visa statistics from the
Department of Immigration and Border Protection
reveal that this dominance is decreasing (81% (2012-
13) to 56.8% (June to December 2014). Vanuatu sub-
stantially increased its involvement (8.1% to 28.5%)
over this period, followed by Samoa (from 1.5% in
2012-13 to 8.1% in the first half of 2014-15). Micro-
nesian and Melanesian countries (other than Vanuatu),
and Timor Leste are yet to successfully engage with the
scheme, accounting for just 7.2% of total visas issued
in 2013-14. However, Timor Lestes role in the SWP
is growing: with 3.7% of total visas issued in 2013-14,
rising to 7.5% of seasonal workers employed in Aus-
tralia the first six months of 2014-15. The forthcom-
ing Australian Labour Mobility Initiative will focus on
working with these countries to improve participation.

Reflecting conservative anticipated labour
demand, the SWP allows for small gradual growth
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but remains well under the New Zealand Recognised
Seasonal Employer (NZRSE) scheme of 9,000, even
by Year 4 (2015-16) with just 4,250 visas available.
Demand for workers under the SWP is dominated by
the horticulture sector, accounting for 98% of visas
issued so far, with most workers placed in Queens-
land followed by Victoria and Western Australia.

Visa statistics indicate that demand for Pacific
seasonal workers is growing and likely to exceed visas
available in horticulture: 57% of visas were absorbed
in the first six months of 201415, ahead of the peak
demand period. In 2013-14, 98.9% of visas available
for horticulture were taken up, and 81% of all visas
available (including the trial sectors) were absorbed
— an increase of 6% on the previous year. In terms
of the trials sectors, there has been poor uptake with
just 35 of 500 places filled (2013-14) (Roddam 2014).
Consequently, from 2015-16, the available 4,250 visas
will not be allocated by sector, thus making more
visas available to the horticulture industry.

The initial productivity outcomes of using Pacific
seasonal workers for industry are a good-news story.
Leith and Davidson (2013) found seasonal workers
were, on average, 22% more efficient than backpackers,
and returning seasonal workers are 12% more effi-
cient again. Despite research sample limitations, this
result dovetails with the New Zealand experience, where
substantial increases in productivity from returning
Pacific seasonal workers in horticulture and viticulture
have been documented (Bedford and Bedford 2013).

Demographic projections indicate that the drivers
of increased demand from Australia and New Zea-
land for seasonal Pacific migrant labour are only just
beginning. Based on current population trends, youth
and working-age populations in the PICs (especially
Melanesia), will continue to grow and remain high
relative to Australia and New Zealand (International
Migration Institute (IMI) 2013). While population
growth rates vary by region, working-age populations
(15-64 years) in PICs have steadily increased since
the 1970s, with projections revealing that this propor-
tion will reach 63-65% of the regional population by
2035. In contrast, for Australia and New Zealand this
tigure will decline between now and 2030 to approxi-
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mately 60% of the total population (IMI 2013). These
figures indicate both the strong long-term need to
generate employment for Pacific youth, and the clear
demographic capacity of the Pacific to meet growing
labour demand in Australia and New Zealand.

From the labour demand side, the SWP is in com-
petition with other forms of international labour sup-
ply: undocumented/illegal workers and the Working
Holiday Maker visa (backpackers). While the supply of
second-season backpacker labour has been widely dis-
cussed as an impediment to the expansion of the SWP,
preliminary fieldwork with ‘approved employers’ and

growers identify illegal labour supply as a major block-
age to increased demand under an expanded scheme.

Although estimates of the numbers of illegal
workers vary, neither industry nor government
are disputing its widespread and long-term exist-
ence. Underhill and Rimmer (2013) cite the number
of tourist visa holders illegally employed at about
40,000. Even a decade ago, one in four growers in
the Murray Valley admitted to employing ‘illegals’
working outside their visa conditions, including
Pacific islanders (Mares 2005, 2006). Overstayers are
concentrated in major centres where there is a cul-
ture of hiding workers, such as in Griffith, Robinvale
and Bundaberg (Mares 2005, 2006). It is in some of
these regions that the SWP aims to supply labour.

Ahead of the establishment of the NZRSE, both
industry and government agreed to illegal labour sup-
ply compliance (Ball 2010). A similar commitment has
begun in Australia (August 2013) through the Harvest
Trail Campaign by the Fair Work Ombudsman. This
campaign aims to help employers and employees in
the horticulture industry understand their rights and
obligations, and has involved raids to ensure compli-
ance with federal workplace laws. It is too early to
assess whether the Harvest Trial Campaign action will
increase demand for workers under the SWP, although
the NZ experience would indicate this is likely.

In conclusion, demographic trends have clear imp-
lications for the structure of labour migration flows
from the Pacific to Australia. The expansion of Pac-
ific seasonal labour mobility will be increasingly
important for PICs, Australian industry, and future
Australia-Pacific regional engagement. The SWP and
its potential expansion offers continued improvement
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in industry productivity, confidence in labour supply
and long-term sustainability. For PICS it offers increas-
ed youth employment and local-level development
through the capital infusion from worker remittances
that accompany access to Australia’s labour market.
Recent data reveals that increased industry demand
for seasonal workers in horticulture now is at or
exceeds the number of visas available. This, combined
with the strong possibility that increased crackdowns
on illegal labour might accelerate growing demand
for the SWP, will require the Australian Government
to quickly lift the number of visas available and allow
the SWP which has been slow to grow, to flourish.

Author Notes

Rochelle Ball has worked as an Asia-Pacific labour mobility
specialist for over 20 years, and a fellow in the State,
Society and Governance in Melanesia Program at the ANU.

References

Ball, R. 2010. Australia’s Pacific Seasonal Worker
Pilot Scheme and Its Interface with the Australian
Horticultural Labour Market: Is It Time to Refine
the Policy? Pacific Economic Bulletin 25(1):114-30.

Bedford, C. and Bedford, D. 2013. The RSE Work Policy
and Worker Productivity in the Horticulture and
Viticulture Sector: A Progress Report. Unpublished
Report, University of Waikato.

IMI 2013. Global Migration Futures — Pacific Region:
Drivers, Processes and Future Scenarios of Migration.
Project Report, University of Oxford.

Leith, R. and Davidson A. 2013. Measuring the Efficiency of
Horticultural Labour: Case Study on Seasonal Workers and
Working Holiday Makers. Canberra: Australian Bureau of
Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences.

Mares, P. 2005. Seasonal Migrant Labour: A Boon for Aus-
tralian Country Towns? Paper presented at the 2nd
Future of Australia’s Country Towns Conference, 11-13
July 2005, Bendigo, Victoria.

Mares, P. 2006. Labour Shortages in Murray Valley Horti-
culture: A Survey of Growers Needs and Attitudes.
Melbourne: Swinburne Institute for Social Research.

Roddam, M. 2014. Seasonal Worker Program Update.
Canberra: Department of Employment.

Underhill, E. and Rimmer, M. 2013. Temporary Migrant
Workers in Australian Horticulture: Boosting Supply
but at What Price? Paper presented at the Global
Interdisciplinary Conference, 31/5-1/6/2013, UCLA.

E ssgm.admin@anu.edu.au W @anussgm

ips.cap.anu.edu.au/ssgm

We acknowledge the Australian Government’s
support for the production of In Brief.



http://devpolicy.org/too-many-backpackers-working-holiday-makers-and-the-australian-horticultural-industry-20131114/
http://devpolicy.org/too-many-backpackers-working-holiday-makers-and-the-australian-horticultural-industry-20131114/
http://employment.gov.au/information-employers-how-recruit-seasonal-workers
http://www.google.com.au/url%3Fsa%3Dt%26rct%3Dj%26q%3D%26esrc%3Ds%26source%3Dweb%26cd%3D1%26ved%3D0CB8QFjAA%26url%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fmoodle.adaptland.it%252Fpluginfile.php%252F10562%252Fmod_folder%252Fcontent%252F0%252FSession%2525204A%252520Migration%252520Workers%252520Cases%252520of%252520Luxembourg%252C%252520Germany%252C%252520Australia%252520and%252520the%252520United%252520States%252Funderhill_rimmer.pdf%253Fforcedownload%253D1%26ei%3DBSTdVLrJDMv78QW4pIGoAw%26usg%3DAFQjCNEKoA4xK0L67JdORqmY2-yy9kFDJw%26sig2%3DSrWUt3SenWxL34q50WuCTg%26bvm%3Dbv.85970519%2Cd.dGc
http://www.fairwork.gov.au/how-we-will-help/helping-the-community/campaigns/national-campaigns/harvest-trail-campaign
http://www.fairwork.gov.au/how-we-will-help/helping-the-community/campaigns/national-campaigns/harvest-trail-campaign

