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Introduction
This report provides an overview of the current labour market in the Southland Murihiku
region from the members of the Southland Murihiku interim Regional Skills Leadership Group
(iRSLG). It focuses on the impacts of COVID-19 on the local labour market and is based on
interviews with iRSLG members.
The purpose of this report is to identify Southland Murihiku’s immediate labour market
challenges and opportunities, and support local stakeholders and Government agencies in
their decision making and workforce planning.
The majority of interviews with members were held and content was received during August
and September.
This is the first of a regular series of Local Insights Reports that the Southland iRSLG will
develop and publish. As a group, we welcome comments and feedback on this report. Please
email feedback to SouthlandSLG@mbie.govt.nz.

Key messages
Mixed impact of COVID-19 on Southland’s labour market
Some sectors across the region such as tourism, seafood, aquaculture and sub-regions of
Southland, particularly Te Anau, were severely hit during the lockdown. Many businesses
continue to be impacted by border restrictions.
Other industries and some sub-regions are experiencing job vacancies and skills shortages,
with reduced immigration compounding this for many. The end of the wage subsidy more
generally is expected to have major negative effects across the region. Signs are that some
businesses are already struggling with whether to reduce wages and retain more employees or
to maintain wages and cut more jobs.

Opportunities




Matching displaced workers to demand industries
Apprenticeships and on-the-job training opportunities
Job seeker registers and initiatives to attract workers

Challenges




Direct and flow-on effects for tourism industries
Recruitment challenges for seasonal industries
Migrant labour shortages in dairy and meat industries

Current regional labour market challenges
Tiwai Point uncertainty
The signalled closure of the Tiwai Point aluminium smelter is expected to have a major effect
on the region, with about 800 full-time employees or contractors at this site. While this is
gaining considerable government attention, and is a clear priority for the region, COVID-19 is
currently having a more immediate impact on many parts of the local labour market.
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Uncertainty about when the smelter is likely to close is creating challenges for the smelter as
an employer and the region overall. Planning and the nature of any response will depend on
whether the proposed closure is in one or five years, and what, if any, government support will
be available.

Direct and flow-on impacts for tourism and tourist dependent
industries
Tourism has been particularly hard hit by COVID-19, with businesses increasingly struggling
with international visitor restrictions, and more recently, the returns to Level 3 in Auckland
and Level 2 elsewhere. Both domestic and migrant workers are affected.
Some people predict that the end of the wage subsidy will be devastating for the industry and
towns reliant on it. For example, 80 per cent of workers in Te Anau are anticipated to be
without work when the subsidy ends, and a number of hotels in some areas are closing.
Tourism is historically seasonal. With the tourism sector reliant on domestic visitors for the
foreseeable future, seasonality is becoming more acute - with the peaks now happening during
school holidays. The tourism industry decline is having a flow-on effect, resulting in increased
business and worker displacement in the hospitality and food sectors, as well as retail and
support sectors such as laundry servicing.

Export downturns for aquaculture and agriculture
Seafood, aquaculture and some agricultural businesses are significantly affected by a
downturn in exports, and more limited capacity to negotiate strong prices in the current
economic environment, with one member noting that “The biggest challenge is the
import/export market”.

Recruitment challenges for seasonal industries
Southland Murihiku has many seasonal industries. Some are highly seasonal, such as tourism,
white baiting and oyster harvesting. Others, such as the dairy and sheep and beef sectors, have
peak seasonal loads but retain a fulltime workforce throughout the year. In addition, labour
demand for seasonal workers across all these industries peaks around the same time, making
it difficult to spread the seasonal workforce across industries throughout the year. Businesses
are reviewing options to avoid seasonality, but this issue has developed over time and will take
time to change: As one group member commented, “There used to be a different season
between the freezing works and dairy - they are too close now.”
These seasonal labour force demands, along with the temporary nature of some roles, means
it is challenging to recruit, train and upskill New Zealanders to meet the demand for skilled and
unskilled workers. Many seasonal industries have traditionally recruited from overseas and
used local contractors to fill vacancies in the short-term as it is difficult to employ enough
skilled or other workers to meet their seasonal demand. Some employers, after investing in
training and getting to know these workers, keep them on. These industries recognise a more
dynamic approach to meet skill needs is needed in the longer-term.
Many seasonal employers are already facing acute skill and worker shortages, and many more
are expected to soon. Primary industries are actively trying to recruit locals, including working
with the Southern Institute of Technology to promote rural work opportunities. While
recruitment is helping to fill some entry-level roles, and some local farm-ready operators are
stepping in to help out, there are still critical shortfalls. For example, more specialist rural
contractors are needed to operate complex, expensive equipment such as large tractors. These
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roles involve operating complex and expensive equipment that has significant health and
safety risks. Without additional migrant labour to fill gaps, and support to train local workers,
there are likely to be significant negative business and labour force impacts for many farmers
in the region for years to come.

Compounding pressures in the agricultural sector
It can take one to two years for people to develop the skills and experience for some
agricultural roles. In the context of acute skills shortages, some employers experience pressure
providing on-the-job training when they are working hard to keep their businesses operating.
Farmers are facing the challenge of navigating a rapidly changing and uncertain environmental
regulatory context. Some reports are that some farming operations have seen a 15-to 20-per
cent fall in property market value as a result of the uncertain regulatory environment. While
this may not be directly due to COVID-19, the increased financial stress on the sector is
adversely affecting business resilience and confidence and with it the willingness to take on
additional staff.

Migrant labour shortages in dairy and meat industries
The dairy industry has peak labour demand occurring over calving during August and
September. The industry has largely transitioned from a tradition of working excessively long
hours with poor rosters. It is estimated that 40 per cent of lactating cows in the region are
currently milked by migrant labour. This reliance on migrant labour means the industry is
particularly exposed to changes to migrant labour visa settings. Most visas for migrant workers
in the region were extended until mid-September 2020 and then further until March 2021.
Visa extensions are likely to re-emerge as an issue in early 2021. Group member comments
relating to these issues included:
“The industry would like to employ Kiwis. The challenge is how we manage that transition
without suffering a loss in productivity”
“There is a concern about perception in the labour market – that dairy is seen unfairly as being
at the bottom end of the labour market”.
Meat works were an essential service during lockdown. This industry is also facing workforce
shortages, including for various skilled roles. Alliance recently brought in 70 migrant workers
from China to fill boner roles to enable the Lorneville plant to meet production demand.

Skills shortages and retention issues across many industries
Skilled worker shortages are a common issue identified across many industries in the region.
This issue spans engineering, construction and transport, such as a lack of Class 5 heavy
vehicles drivers. The social services sectors - in particular aged, home and disability care - and
parts of agriculture have both skilled and unskilled worker shortage and retention issues, with
each of these sectors “going through a loss of workers”.
Work environments and employment conditions may be factors, and the need for regular
hours of work and pay equity were noted. Mental health is seen as an area of increasing
demand for services. Restructuring in the public service and the local councils is leading to a
loss of skills and workers from the region.
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Labour market opportunities
Matching displaced workers to demand industries
Several iRSLG members note that the meat processing sector may provide reskilling and
upskilling opportunities in both the short and medium term for workers displaced from other
sectors. Examples include upskilling or reskilling employees from Tiwai Point and the tourism
sector. The Lorneville meat processing plant, which usually employs 400-500 workers, may
require up to 2,000 workers in season.
The manufacturing engineering sector is keen to grow and seek business for the region, for
example, through large contracts in areas such as defence, transport and infrastructure.
The dairy industry, in particular Fonterra, which has its largest site in Southland, may also
provide some more jobs.
Road and transport sector “shovel ready” projects and other government initiatives may help
provide some jobs. However, government funding for projects through the Provincial Growth
Fund (PGF) and the Jobs for Nature initiative are considered as a short-term response by some
members.
A few businesses, most notably those with online goods or services, are experiencing spikes in
trade, particularly following Auckland’s return to Level 3. While the labour force impact of this
appears minimal, there may be some growth potential.

Apprenticeships and on-the-job training
Apprenticeships are an area of opportunity for many sectors, including engineering and
transport. There is a good base with “so much information pre-apprenticeship and good
apprenticeship networks”. Members highlighted that apprenticeships need to work for
businesses, and they were clear that apprenticeships and related schemes need to be
adaptable, nimble and relevant to youth.
There is a sense that other forms of on-the-job training are of less interest given perceived
lost productivity and other costs. Access to affordable equipment, for example, is seen as a
barrier to employers training workers. However, there may be an opportunity to improve links
between training and education networks and industry.

Registers of people seeking work
There is an opportunity to improve the coordination of government funded initiatives and to
increase businesses’ awareness of Jobseeker registers and other sources of displaced workers,
and otherwise better match employer needs with the available labour force in sub-regions.

Initiatives to attract workers
Various initiatives for industries or businesses to adapt or attract workers are suggested, some
or all of which may merit further exploration by the iRSLG:
 Tourism and agriculture moving more towards agri-tourism.
 Some industries such as dairy, agriculture and social services sectors could look at new
ways of operating, more career recognised roles and overall working conditions,
including reducing working hours.
 Cross-training across industries for workers in at-risk industries (eg tourism, retail or
Tiwai workers) so people can learn about retraining opportunities and new roles directly
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from industry (eg exposure to dairy farming, meat processing, health and aged care
sectors).
 Encouraging development of the aquaculture sector, as this is seen as offering good
quality, highly skilled jobs.
 Pilot programmes to help upskill locals, such as an apprenticeship programme in the
dairy industry to help people get level 3 qualifications.
Great South, the Southland Regional Development Agency and the Regional Tourism
Organisation, potentially has an important strategic role through helping to promote business
support programmes, and through undertaking blue sky thinking for the region in terms of
short, medium and longer-term opportunities.
The Southern Institute of Technology (SIT) is recognised as having multiple key roles related to
the labour market. It is working closely with the Ministry of Primary Industries on
redeployment training initiatives, including recent training that supports people to retrain for
orchard work. SIT also plays a role in linking students to seasonal work during non-term times.

Next steps
This report presents initial perspectives gathered by the Southland iRSLG on the labour market
issues facing Southland Murihiku as a result of COVID-19. The group will continue to gather
regional insights over coming months to help further inform the recovery.
The most pressing issue identified in this report and a top priority for this Group is addressing
seasonal workforce needs, which the group sees as requiring an urgent response. The Group
focus will shift next to gaining more insights to inform medium-term priorities, as well as
consideration of longer-term labour market issues for the region.
Members note that some demographic groups, such as youth, unskilled and lower skilled
workers are more likely to be displaced or be at risk of displacement in the current
environment. Having said this, current knowledge on the impacts for other groups is limited
and this merits more detailed investigation.
Defence is suggested as an area that may merit more focus as it has the potential to create
jobs through infantry, communications networks plus related services for defence personnel
(eg catering, cleaning). Manufacturing industries, the Te Anau area and the tourism industry
also merit further examination given how heavily these have been impacted by the border
closure.
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