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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Productivity Commission is undertaking an inquiry into Aotearoa New Zealand’s immigration 
system which will result in recommendations in early 2022 to the Government on changes to 
immigration. This is a submission from the Canterbury Employers’ Chamber of Commerce (The 
Chamber) to the Productivity Commission on its issues paper: Immigration, productivity and well-
being (June 2021).  
 
The Chamber is a not-for-profit membership-based service organisation that has been the home and 
voice of business in Waitaha Canterbury since 1859. Comprised of over 2,600 member organisations, 
The Chamber’s purpose is to empower people in business by providing advisory and consultancy 
support in employment relations, human resources, health and safety, international trade, migrant 
support, manufacturing, research and development grants, training and development, and events to 
inspire, inform and educate our members. In the COVID-19 environment, this includes providing 
support to all businesses in the South Island through our 0800 50 50 96 COVID-19 Business Helpline 
and our dedicated COVID-19 Response Team.  

 
We are pleased to provide a voice for the local business community and to advocate for policies that 
will help shape and enable a local and national business environment that promotes innovation, 
productivity and economic growth as critical success factors underpinning a thriving economy and 
community. We are committed to responsible business behaviour and proactively encourage our 
members to engage in best business practices in relation to positive social and environmental 
outcomes for all. 

 
This submission includes insights gained through SkillsConnect Canterbury, an Immigration New 
Zealand funded-programme delivered by The Chamber that connects Canterbury employers with 
job-seeking migrants, and supports businesses with settlement and integration advice; as well as 
feedback and insights raised by The Chamber’s member and wider business community. 

 
As a founding member of the national business advocacy group BusinessNZ, The Chamber and our 
members are also represented through all BusinessNZ advocacy. 
 
 
COMMENTARY 
 
New Zealand’s strong economic performance depends on having a skilled workforce. A high 
proportion of New Zealanders participate in the workforce compared with other OECD countries 
with current unemployment at 4.0 percent. Increasing global competitiveness for labour and skills 
highlight the need for well-balanced immigration policies that enable employers and firms to 
maintain economic competitiveness. Immigration policy is of particular importance to the 
Canterbury region given the large migrant population that contribute to the workforce, and the 
primary industries labour shortage currently faced in Canterbury. 
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Immigration, productivity and wellbeing 
 
 
Question 3. What should the overall objectives for the immigration system be? 

 
The Chamber advocates for immigration policy that strives to meet the challenges of sustained 
economic growth and provide businesses access to a skilled workforce where local labour supply is 
unable to meet the demand. 

 
The immigration system should support the strengthening of international connectivity and facilitate 
the entry of residents and travellers who continue to support strong economic and social 
connections with other countries. The New Zealand Government should also commit to adapt 
options and pathways for regular migration in a manner that facilitates labour mobility and decent 
work reflecting labour market realities, optimises education opportunities, upholds the right to 
family life and responds to the needs of migrants in a situation of vulnerability.  
 
The immigration system should reflect the need for ‘low’ and ‘medium’ skilled labour. Immigration 
policy should acknowledge and reflect the reality that there are jobs that New Zealanders are not 
able, willing, or skilled to do at every level. Throughout the issues paper, ‘low skilled’ work is 
considered to add less human capital and productivity growth than ‘high skilled’ work, however this 
does not look at immigration in a holistic way and underestimates the contribution that ‘low skilled’ 
labour has to the economy. Productivity loss from labour shortages can impact a business’s ability to 
operate, let alone focus on future innovation, and can put extra strain on business owners and 
workers. 
 
The immigration system should work cohesively with workforce development planning. The ongoing 
work on the reform of vocational education should alleviate some of the skills shortages long-term, 
but the immigration system should have the ability to flex alongside the labour market demand as 
the labour market landscape changes. The immigration and education systems are the two major 
contributors of labour supply in an economy. The education supply pipeline alone is unable to meet 
the labour market demand at the speed and scale that is required to support a growing economy. 
According to the OECD, the adult population in New Zealand is becoming increasingly well educated. 
This exacerbates skill shortages in ‘low skilled’ jobs that are unable to be filled by New Zealanders.  
 
The immigration system should work in partnership with employers, employees, government, and 
industry groups, ensuring that policy makers have open and clear guidance through timely feedback 
from those who need to use the immigration system to meet labour supply. The immigration system 
should meet the requirements of its current stakeholders but be proactive enough to meet future 
requirements based on regular communication through these partnerships. For immigration to 
support the labour market, both policy and operational aspects of the system must be cohesive and 
adaptable based on the changing requirements of the business community.  
 
The immigration system should be easy to navigate to reflect the increasing global competition for 
skills. This requires a combination of policy settings that are clear, transparent and predictable, and 
an operational system that enables individuals to connect directly as much as possible. Ensuring that 
the immigration system is easy to navigate will also reduce reliance on third party agents, 
consequently reducing the risks of exploitation of vulnerable migrants. 
 
It is also important that specific recommendations are made to support regional immigration, and 
industry specific strategies to address labour shortage. 
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Question 5. Through which channels has immigration contributed to New Zealand’s productivity 
growth? What evidence is there of this impact? 
 
Immigration contributes to productivity growth through filling critical skills shortages, which lessens 
constraints that prevent our businesses growing. Attracting migrants at all skill levels to fill the skills 
gaps that exist in our labour-force are critical to improving our productivity.  
 
We have received feedback from businesses who have described the impacts on their existing 
workforce given the current labour constraints.  
 
The impacts on productivity included the following: 

- Extreme stress on existing employees and reports of increased use of Employee 
Assistance Programmes, burnout and retention issues; 

- Lost productivity through work being physically unable to be completed, and more time 
being spent trying to recruit new staff; 

- Moving operations offshore to ensure work can be fulfilled.  
 
It is recognised that New Zealand’s current labour supply is extremely tight given the current border 
settings due to Covid-19. We have seen employers respond to this through initiatives such as 
increasing wages and other benefits to attract and retain staff, and yet are still unable to fill these 
labour market demands domestically.  
 
Upward pressure on wages and conditions needs to be accompanied by increases to revenue or 
productivity. New Zealand exporters are price takers rather than price makers and need to remain 
globally competitive. An ‘immigration reset’ that would seek to reinforce these settings (though less 
drastic than the current settings) is unlikely to encourage economic growth, and could have the 
adverse effect of pushing businesses offshore.  
 
Migrants contribute to productivity growth across the board. In some cases, this is through the 
different sets of skills they bring to the workplace, thereby boosting economic growth by filling gaps 
and niches in the labour market. Immigration also contributes to productivity and innovation 
through global connections that attract trade and foreign direct investment from their home 
countries. Migration has had positive impacts through entrepreneurship and innovation.  
 
It is also important to acknowledge that specialised migrants can improve productivity by creating 
more jobs. For example, a local manufacturer and exporter that is an international leader in its field, 
has recently relocated offshore processing back to New Zealand, expanded its operations and 
introduced specialist machinery. However, that machinery requires specialist staff with over five 
years of specialist training and experience, yet there are no individuals with this training and 
experience currently onshore – nor will there be in the foreseeable future.  
 
Without specialist staff, their operations, economic contribution, and future growth are severely 
compromised. If the business was able to recruit migrants for these specialist roles, additional low 
skilled staff would be required to support the expert positions. Therefore, if the role is filled by a 
migrant, then migration is helping to increase productivity for the business and grow the 
workforce/local economy. 
 
 
Immigration policy design 
 
 
Question 12. How should New Zealand’s special relationship with Pacific Island nations be 
reflected in immigration policy? 
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Special provisions must continue for Pacific Islanders to work and migrate easily to New Zealand. 
This should not, however, be limited to seasonal workers, as this image of a particular cohort being 
ring marked for specific sectors is not helpful for integration into the community (however short-
term this may be). Opening up more opportunities to Pacific Island workers to pick up skills across a 
range of industries that will be valuable on their return home would also be beneficial. 
 
Residency options should be greater than with other migrant groups to reflect our special 
relationship. A balance approach is required however as there is a valuable contribution (financial 
and skills) that returns to Pacific Island communities from short-term workers.  
 
 
Question 13. Would there be benefit in requiring the Government to publicly announce its policy 
objectives for the immigration system? How often should the Government be required to make 
such a statement? 
 
Businesses need forward planning for their workforce. Not knowing in advance what direction the 
Government is planning to take, limits their ability to plan for the medium and long term. Annual 
statements would be sufficient – assuming they detail objectives for two to five years in advance and 
highlight any proposed changes that will impact on businesses’ ability to grow and maintain reliable 
and strong workforces (comprised of both New Zealanders and migrants). 
 
 
 
Migrants and settlement 
 
 
Question 10. What does the “successful settlement” of migrants mean to you, and what are the 
barriers to achieving it? 
 
Successful settlement is reliant on a number of factors, some of which are out of the control of 
migrants themselves. Even the most proactive migrants (those who join clubs, seek new friends, 
volunteer in their community, and involve themselves in work activities) can be blocked from 
settling and integrating successfully. 
 
A welcoming community and workplace speeds up the settlement process. New Zealand employers 
and workmates who have some understanding of the difficulties involved in migrating and have self-
awareness of the unique Kiwi communication and culture can make the difference. Having access to 
relevant, up-to-date and honest information about life in New Zealand is essential. Living in a 
community that is not isolated and has access to clubs and events that involve New Zealanders and 
migrants from many cultures will also help to speed up the process.  
 
A sense of belonging is also created by understanding more about Te Ao Māori – visiting marae and 
taking te reo lessons. A well-settled migrant will talk about feeling part of the country’s whānau – 
and recognise their contribution to and part in it. 
 
Barriers to successful settlement include:  

- Immigration policies: uncertainty about immigration status and residency options stop 
migrants from putting down roots and create a barrier to any sense of belonging; 

- Racism: e.g., overt and subtle within the workplace and community, and the reluctance 
from some employers to select CVs with non-English names during recruitment; 

- Lack of understanding about Kiwi work culture – how New Zealanders communicate, 
manage (and like to be managed), give and receive feedback and so on; 

- A lack of tolerance from New Zealanders about English language proficiency; 
- Isolation and loneliness – particularly for those living in remote rural areas; 
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- Partner or family discontent – inability of children to settle at school or the partner to 
find work appropriate to skills, qualifications and experience. 

 
 
Question 11. Do you think prospective migrants are given enough information to make long-term 
decisions and settle successfully? What other information could help, and how could their access to 
this information be improved? 
 
Prospective migrants have access to the ‘facts’ about life in New Zealand via such sources as New 
Zealand Now. This website provides a wealth of excellent information that is certainly useful. The 
migrants SkillsConnect Canterbury works with, however, consistently say that there are things about 
New Zealand that come as a shock on arrival, including the cost of living, cost of housing, not 
appreciating the importance of buying or renting ‘in zone’ for their children’s schools, and making 
the assumption that New Zealand work culture would be very similar to those cultures that ‘look’ 
and ‘sound’ like New Zealand (Australia, UK and USA) – when, in practice, it is very different.  
 
The case study videos on New Zealand Now are very good – but they paint a rosy picture about 
settlement. Access to more realistic (but still positive) sources would be beneficial for many 
migrants, such as Waimakariri Migrant Stories: www.waimakariri.govt.nz/community/working-with-
the-community/migrants/storytelling/storytelling-accordion/migrants-stories 
  
Short online videos explaining how to understand Kiwi work culture would also be useful (similar to 
the face-to-face sessions delivered by SkillsConnect Canterbury in Christchurch to new migrants 
within businesses).   
 
 
Obligations on employers 
 
 
Question 14. Currently, most employers have an obligation to prioritise the New Zealand labour 
force before recruiting temporary migrants. Do you agree with this obligation? Why or why not? 
 
Yes we support this obligation, while at the same time recognising that the reality does not always 
match the intention. The vast majority of employers we engage with agree with this obligation too 
and spend considerable time and resource on fulfilling what they see as  a responsibility. They 
consistently tell us that their first choice is always New Zealanders, but there remains an ongoing 
critical shortage of appropriately skilled workers across a range of sectors. These roles must be filled 
by migrants, who continue to bring not only skills but cultural difference to our workplaces and 
communities that is necessary for a healthy country to thrive. 
 
While we agree with the obligation, there must also be a regional lens applied to the shortages 
across the sectors and realistic immigration policies set accordingly. This involves active and ongoing 
engagement with regional industry groups and professional associations.  
 
The reality is that despite businesses improving working conditions, increasing opportunities for 
training and career development, and ensuring salaries are above minimum wage, labour shortages 
remain. In addition, increasing employment in rural and regional areas is not always possible as 
geographical location and transport access as well as family and community commitments can 
impede their ability to hire domestically. 
 
 
16. What evidence, if any, should employers have to provide to prove they have made sufficient 
efforts to recruit New Zealanders? 
 

http://www.waimakariri.govt.nz/community/working-with-the-community/migrants/storytelling/storytelling-accordion/migrants-stories
http://www.waimakariri.govt.nz/community/working-with-the-community/migrants/storytelling/storytelling-accordion/migrants-stories
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For roles that have been identified as hard-to-fill in regions, the process must be simple and low 
touch, for example advertising widely for one to two weeks. For other roles, Ministry of Social 
Development work brokers and Connect.govt.nz Relationship Managers should be proactively 
establishing relationships with employers to ensure that there is a streamlined approach to 
identifying and filling labour and skill shortages. 
 
 
Skills shortages 
 
 
Question 17. Previously, ANZSCO has been used to define “high” and “low”-skilled jobs. Should 
immigration policy differentiate between “high” and “low”-skilled jobs? Is there a better way of 
defining skill levels? 
 
Yes, policy should differentiate between the levels and set policy accordingly. ANZSCO is a blunt tool, 
but it remains valid for Immigration New Zealand (INZ) case managers to identify and benchmark 
roles and candidates. Employers should not have to navigate and interpret ANZSCO levels. 
 
Ideally industries and sectors would be able to formulate definitions and levels specific to their 
needs, adjusting them when needed in consultation with INZ. This could happen within the 
proposed, but currently suspended, sector agreements (although it is likely these would take too 
long to roll out). 
 
 
Question 18. What is the best way to identify workforce or skills shortages? 
 
Consultation and regular engagement with industry and business groups is essential to identifying 
shortages. Monthly or quarterly updates and recommendations could be collated and provided to 
Regional Skills Leadership Groups – but only if they can prove their  ability to act on and implement 
changes. Ensuring that employers know where to go and who to engage with is key to getting the 
on-the-ground data. 
 
 
Partners, parents and families of migrants 
 
 
Question 31. What are the barriers that partners of migrants face in finding work? 
 
The biggest barriers that partners of migrants tell us about are: 

- Understanding where to look for work – anecdotal evidence of many mainstream 
recruitment agencies putting them in the ‘too hard’ basket; 

- Difficulties finding employment related to their skills, qualifications, and experience; 
- Isolation and loneliness (particularly those living in remote areas) – which creates a lack 

of confidence when job-searching; 
- Barriers created by being the ‘outsider’ – such as not having established friendship 

groups or having been to school in the area; 
- Employer hesitancy about hiring someone on a visa that they don’t recognise or 

understand. 
 
 

Question 32. Should the immigration system give more weight to the skills and employability of 
partners? Are there other factors that should be given more weight? 
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There should be greater recognition of what the partner can bring in terms of skills and experience. 
The process for transferring the principal applicant status to the partner should be easier. 
 
 
Question 33. Do immigration settings for family visas (e.g., parents, dependent children) have a 
material impact on a migrant’s decisions to come to and stay in New Zealand? 
 
Without a doubt these are one of the most important factors our migrants consider. Many migrants 
highly value and enjoy their employment here and are keen to stay but if their adult child cannot 
study without paying international fees, or there is no hope of a parent joining them, those skills are 
often lost to New Zealand. 
 
 
SUMMARY 
 
In summary, immigration is a key issue that will have a hugely significant impact on many businesses, 
as well as communities, families and individuals throughout the country, so it is essential that all 
perspectives – and immediate and future impacts – are taken into account. It is also essential that 
there is the ability for any policy-setting to be adaptive and responsive, and evolve and bend where 
specific scenarios show the situation is not serving our community and country in its best interest. 
 
As the home and voice of Canterbury business, The Chamber appreciates the opportunity to provide 
feedback on this key issue and look forward to working with Government and the local business 
community on ensuring a future immigration policy that results in the most positive economic and 
social outcomes for all. 
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Leeann Watson 
Canterbury Employers’ Chamber of Commerce 
Chief Executive 
03 366 5096 
027 447 7775 
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