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Executive summary
The report is designed to give the Canterbury RSLG a baseline understanding of employment demand and
supply, as well as key enablers and barriers to future labour market participation in Canterbury. The
analysis covers both historical trends and future growth expectations from a region-wide and subregional
perspective. The rest of this executive summary gives key points from each section of the report.

Employment demand profile summary
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

Employment growth in Canterbury averaged 1.9%pa over the past 20 years, which is the
same as employment growth nationally.
Selwyn and Waimakariri have had the fastest long-term growth in employment (4.0%pa),
compared to 1.6%pa in Christchurch City, and 1.9%pa in the rest of Canterbury.
Employment in Christchurch City is heavily concentrated on health care, retail,
manufacturing, construction, professional services, and education.
Selwyn and Waimakariri have traditionally been agriculturally focussed, while construction
and retailing have begun to form an increasingly prominent role.
Employment in the rest of Canterbury is heavily focussed on agriculture and food processing.
Accommodation and food services employment is also higher than the Canterbury average,
primarily because of tourism activity in Kaikoura, Hurunui, and Mackenzie.
Within Canterbury, there is a significant blurring of lines for worker catchments around the
fringes of Christchurch. Just under a third of people in Waimakariri (32%) and 38% of the
employed population of Selwyn worked in Christchurch in 2018, according to the Census.
An increasing number of people across Canterbury also work from home. In 2006, just 8.2%
worked from home, but by the 2018 Census, the proportion of people working from home
had risen to 12.2%. Working from home is highest in rural areas.

Workforce and skills profile summary
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

Canterbury and New Zealand both averaged 1.4%pa population growth from 2000 to 2020.
Population growth in Selwyn/Waimakariri averaged 3.7%pa, compared to 0.8%pa in
Christchurch City. Population growth in other parts of Canterbury averaged 1.0%pa.
Rural parts of Canterbury have the oldest populations, while Christchurch City has the
highest share of people in their 30s and 40s, as well as youth. Selwyn and Waimakariri have a
high share of young families with children and people in the later stages of their working life.
Canterbury’s recent population growth has been heavily reliant on migration, both from
overseas, as well as other parts of New Zealand. Recent population estimates show that 72%
of Canterbury’s population growth in the June 2019 year was from migration (both
international and domestic), compared to 66% of population growth nationally.
Workforce participation in Canterbury has increased through time. Canterbury’s labour force
participation rate averaged 70.5% in the March 2021 year, compared to 65.8% in 2000.
Census 2018 showed that workforce participation was highest in Selwyn and Waimakariri
(72.7%), while Christchurch City (69.1%) and the rest of Canterbury (69.3%) sat lower.
26.1% of Christchurch’s population has a bachelor’s degree or above, compared to 19.0% in
Selwyn and Waimakariri and just 14.2% in the rest of Canterbury. This variation is consistent
with different industries across the region and associated differences in industries’
expectations of the qualifications of their staff.
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Matching in the labour market summary
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Average annual earnings in Canterbury in the March 2020 year were $62,210, which is just
below the national average of $65,230.
But wages in Canterbury have demonstrated a slightly faster rate of long-term growth, with
growth averaging 3.7%pa, compared to 3.4%pa nationwide over the past 20 years.
Wages for jobs in Christchurch ($63,510) sit higher than in Selwyn and Waimakariri ($57,656)
and the rest of Canterbury ($58,505).
Relatively few youth, women, and non-Europeans were high income earners, and were much
more likely to fall into lower income brackets.
Census 2018 showed that the unemployment rate was highest in Christchurch City (5.4%),
but much lower in Selwyn and Waimakariri (3.4%) and the rest of Canterbury (3.3%).
Youth, Māori, and Pacific peoples are more likely to be unemployed.
In the March 2021 quarter, there were 17,900 Cantabrians who were underemployed,
compared to 17,000 who were unemployed. There were a further 12,800 Cantabrians who
didn’t currently work, and weren’t actively looking for a job, but would enter the labour
force immediately or very soon if a job was made available for them.
Canterbury’s NEET rate (15–25-year-olds not in employment education or training) averaged
9.8% in the March 2021 year, compared to a recent peak of 11.8% in 2019. The most recent
fall in NEETs has been primarily among older NEETs aged 20 to 24 as they enter vocational
training or remain in tertiary education due to COVID-19 employment uncertainty.

Employment demand and supply projections summary
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

Job ads in Canterbury have recovered to levels that persisted in late 2019 before COVID-19.
MBIE currently forecasts that employment in Canterbury in December 2021 will be 1.1%
higher than a year ago.
Infometrics expects employment growth in Canterbury to quickly rebound thereafter, to an
average of 3.0%pa over the three years to March 2025.
Longer-term employment growth is likely to be more moderate than what occurs during the
immediate post-pandemic period. The Greater Christchurch Partnership predicted that
employment growth across Greater Christchurch would average 0.8%pa from 2026 to 2048.
The spreading of manufacturing and logistical business activity from Christchurch City into
Selwyn and Waimakariri is anticipated to continue over the long-term. Employment growth
in rural areas is likely to be slower, largely due to the increasing use of automation and less
intensive farming practices as the sector adapts to more stringent environmental controls.
Labour supply is likely to only increase gradually over the next few years. The Treasury
recently assumed that by 2025 international migration will only have recovered to half its
pre-pandemic level.
Statistics New Zealand recently released population projections that suggest a more gradual
long-term increase in Canterbury’s population than its historical average. Canterbury’s
population is anticipated to increase by an average of 0.8%pa over the 30 years to 2048,
compared to historical average population growth of 1.4%pa over the 20 years to 2020.
Long-term population growth is expected to be most rapid in Waimakariri and Selwyn.
Growth in other parts of Canterbury will lag. Slower growth in rural areas will happen
because their older existing population will subdue natural increase.
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Enablers and barriers to labour market participation summary
The following ‘drivers for change’ were identified – things that matter to future labour market outcomes.

Factoring in diverging sub-regional population growth trends
Even though population growth across the region is anticipated to be relatively moderate over the next
30 years, there will continue to be places that grow fast. This growth brings challenges, including:
•
•
•

Social cohesion can come under pressure.
A high quality of life requires adequate infrastructure, services and affordable housing.
Transportation and telecommunications to connect residents with employment and education.

Embracing a changing demographic composition
Canterbury has urbanised rapidly. Urban population growth has been characterised by a predominance
of families with young children, and more ethnic diversity. But demographic challenges remain:
•
•
•
•

Rural area’s post-high school population is smaller than the national average. Many people study
in Christchurch and Lincoln, but retaining these students post-study is a challenge.
Workers need flexibility to fit around family commitments. ECE availability is also important.
Embracing diversity can help foster innovation and alleviate skills shortages.
Supporting older people to remain involved for as long as possible, and to transfer knowledge.

Getting to grips with entrepreneurship trends
Canterbury has enjoyed a flourishing business environment. The growth trend in businesses has created a
lot of jobs, but there are still some challenges in Canterbury’s business environment:
•
•
•
•

Large businesses that have moved into areas in the periphery of Christchurch often maintain
existing procurement patterns and are not well integrated into local business supply chains.
Growth has fragmented the business community in some areas and interfered with networking.
Rural parts of Canterbury are concentrated on a few industries.
Skills shortages have become apparent in some industries. Migration will be more tightly
controlled in future, leading to a higher need to recruit or develop skills domestically.

Bridging the urban-rural divide
Rural jobs are highly productive and are in industries with a strong export-focus, but challenges remain:
•
•
•

A high proportion of workers in rural areas are nearing retirement age.
Solving rural skills shortages will increasingly involve recruiting people in nearby townships.
The effects of automation of routine tasks are expected to be greater in rural areas.

Protecting an outstanding natural environment
Canterbury’s natural environment is one of its greatest assets. Key challenges for the natural
environment that will affect employment demand include:
•
•
•

Climate change is bringing more severe weather events, which can disrupt economic activity.
Navigating the costs and constraints of transitioning to a lower carbon and waste society.
Adapting to changing tastes and preferences of customers based on sustainability concerns.
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Employment demand profile
This section profiles employment demand within Canterbury and its subregions to an industry level of
detail.
Key points regarding employment demand in Canterbury include:
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Employment growth in Canterbury averaged 1.9%pa over the past 20 years, which is the
same as employment growth nationally.
More than 80% of employment in Canterbury is in the greater Christchurch area
(Christchurch City, Selwyn, Waimakariri).
Selwyn and Waimakariri have had the fastest long-term growth in employment (4.0%pa),
compared to 1.6%pa in Christchurch City, and 1.9%pa in the rest of Canterbury.
Employment in Christchurch City is heavily concentrated on health care, retail,
manufacturing, construction, professional services, and education.
Selwyn and Waimakariri have traditionally been agriculturally focussed, while a spreading of
population, industry and logistical activity out of Christchurch, has meant that construction
and retailing have begun to form an increasingly prominent role in employment over recent
years.
Employment in the rest of Canterbury is heavily focussed on agriculture and food processing.
Accommodation and food services employment is also higher than the Canterbury average,
primarily because of tourism activity in Kaikoura, Hurunui, and Mackenzie.
Self-employment in Canterbury is highest outside of greater Christchurch. This observation is
no surprise given that self-employment tends to concentrate in industries that make up a
higher share of employment in rural areas – particularly agriculture.
Worker churn is a bigger challenge for employers outside of greater Christchurch. Higher
levels of churn occur because employment in Canterbury’s hinterland is more heavily
influenced by the seasonality of agriculture, as well as tourism’s high and low season
periods.
Not all jobs within a business are filled by people living locally. Some employment demand in
an area can be met by commuters from elsewhere, both people who physically commute, as
well as those that work remotely from afar.
Within Canterbury, there is a significant blurring of lines for worker catchments around the
fringes of Christchurch. Just under a third of people in Waimakariri District (32%) and 38% of
the employed population of Selwyn District worked in Christchurch City in 2018, according to
the Census.
An increasing number of people across Canterbury also work from home. In 2006, just 8.2%
worked from home, but by the 2018 Census, the proportion of people working from home
had risen to 12.2%. Working from home is highest in rural areas.
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Long-term historical trends in Canterbury employment
Employment across Canterbury has experienced a similar rate of long-term growth to the national
average. Filled jobs in Canterbury and New Zealand both grew by an average of 1.9%pa between
February 2000 and 2020, according to data from Statistics New Zealand’s business demography
statistics1.
By February 2020, immediately before Covid-19, there were 307,500 filled jobs in Canterbury businesses,
which represented about 13.2% of all filled jobs across New Zealand2.
Graph 1 - Comparison of employment growth between Canterbury and New Zealand

Despite a similar long-term growth rate, Canterbury’s job market has still shown periods of higher
volatility across the business cycle than New Zealand. This observation is usual in a regional environment.
Canterbury’s job market experienced significant growth before the Global Financial Crisis hit in 2008,
followed by falling job numbers in 2009 and 2010. Rebuilding activity after the Canterbury earthquakes
led to the Canterbury labour market significantly outperforming the New Zealand economy over the
three years to 2015. Employment growth tapered off again from 2015 as the rebuild past its peak, at a
time when activity in the rest of New Zealand was beginning to pick up.

Subregional employment trends
Around 71% of all jobs in Canterbury businesses are in Christchurch, while the districts on the city’s fringe
(Selwyn and Waimakariri) account for 11% of jobs. The remaining 18% of jobs are spread across the rest
of Canterbury (Ashburton, Hurunui, Kaikoura, Mackenzie, Timaru, Waimate, and parts of Waitaki that fall
in Canterbury). The following table outlines this employment across the subregions in more detail.

1

Other measures of employment, such as the Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS), show similar growth
trends over the same 20-year period. The HLFS showed growth of 2.0%pa in Canterbury and 2.1%pa across
New Zealand. We haven’t focussed on the HLFS as an employment measure in this report as it is insufficiently
detailed to examine subregional trends within parts of Canterbury.
2
Alongside jobs in businesses, some people are self-employed. Tax records identified just over 52,000 selfemployed people in Canterbury in the March 2019 year. We explore self-employment in an upcoming section.
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Table 1 – Filled jobs in businesses by location in Canterbury
Location of employment in Canterbury
Proportion of Canterbury total filled jobs as at February 2020, Stats NZ business demography
Filled jobs
Share of Canterbury total
Christchurch City
218,200
71.0%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
34,800
11.3%
Rest of Canterbury
54,500
17.7%
Canterbury
307,500
100%
The fastest growth in employment over the past two decades has been around the fringe of Christchurch.
Both Selwyn and Waimakariri have benefited from a spreading of population, industry, and logistical
activity out of Christchurch.
Graph 2 – Comparison of employment growth between Christchurch and Selwyn/Waimakariri

Over the 20 years to 2020, employment growth in Selwyn/Waimakariri has averaged 4.0%pa, compared
to 1.6%pa in Christchurch City. Employment growth in other parts of Canterbury has averaged 1.9%pa.
Table 2 – Long-term average employment growth rates across Canterbury
Employment growth across Canterbury
Average annual % change in filled jobs from February 2000 to 2020, Stats NZ business demography
Percentage change in jobs
Christchurch City
1.6%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
4.0%
Rest of Canterbury
1.9%
Canterbury
1.9%
New Zealand
1.9%

Recent employment trends since Covid-19
These diverging growth patterns have continued since Covid-19. Statistics New Zealand’s monthly
employment indicators3, which are drawn from payroll tax filings, show that filled jobs across Selwyn and
3

Based on employment indicators released on 28 May 2021. Small revisions can occur each release.
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Waimakariri in March 2021 were up 1.8% from a year earlier. By comparison, job numbers in
Christchurch fell by 0.6%. The outperformance of the areas around Christchurch’s periphery is consistent
with mixed rural and commuter belt areas around other major urban centres in New Zealand.
Table 3 – Employment growth across Canterbury since Covid-19
Employment growth across Canterbury since Covid-19
Percentage change in filled jobs between March 2021 & March 2020, Stats NZ employment indicators
Percentage change in jobs
Christchurch City
-0.6%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
1.8%
Rest of Canterbury4
-0.2%
Canterbury
0.0%
New Zealand
0.5%
Job numbers across the rest of Canterbury in March 2021 were down 0.2% from a year ago, however,
there were two diverging themes within this grouping. The areas with a high share of agriculture and not
much tourism (Ashburton, Timaru, and Waimate) rose modestly (up 0.4%), while areas with a much
higher share of tourism (Hurunui, Kaikoura, and Mackenzie) fell (down 2.8%). This is no surprise given
that Covid-19 has most heavily affected tourism, while the agricultural sector activity has performed
strongly throughout the pandemic.

Which industries have contributed most to long-term growth?
In this section, we consider the industry shares of employment across Canterbury, and the relative
contributions to growth over the long-term.
The fastest growth in employment in Canterbury over the 20 years to 2020 was in construction,
professional services, health, retail, and education. These industries are also among Canterbury’s largest.
There was also a range of other industries that experienced healthy employment growth, particularly
those in hospitality, public administration, support services, wholesale trade, and agriculture.
Canterbury’s growth industries were driven by a combination of rebuilding activity after the earthquakes,
an increased presence of central government within Christchurch, demand from an expanding
population, better returns for the agricultural sector, and a sustained expansion to international tourism.
Notably absent from the top growing industries was manufacturing, which is Canterbury’s largest
employing industry. The manufacturing sector has undergone significant change over the past couple of
decades, with competition from overseas and automation reducing employment in some traditional parts
of the manufacturing sector, which has partly been offset by increased levels of food manufacturing.
The following table summarises these industry level trends in more detail over the past 20 years.

4

Waitaki employment sitting within Canterbury boundaries is not captured within the employment indicators
dataset as the dataset is not geographically granular enough. This omission does not materially influence the
understandings of the rest of Canterbury’s labour market since Covid-19. Business demography statistics show
that in 2020 there were only 930 jobs within businesses in Canterbury parts of Waitaki.
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Table 4 – Employment in Canterbury by industry (ANZSIC Level 1)
Employment by industry across Canterbury compared to New Zealand
Filled jobs, ANZSIC Level 1 industries, Statistics NZ business demography
Share of jobs (2020)
Canterbury New Zealand
Manufacturing
11.8%
10.2%
Health Care and Social Assistance
11.3%
10.8%
Retail Trade
10.2%
9.6%
Construction
9.2%
7.9%
Education and Training
7.9%
8.4%
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services
7.8%
8.2%
Accommodation and Food Services
7.0%
7.5%
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing
5.3%
5.2%
Wholesale Trade
5.1%
5.0%
Administrative and Support Services
4.8%
5.3%
Transport, Postal and Warehousing
4.6%
4.3%
Public Administration and Safety
4.5%
5.9%
Other Services
3.3%
3.3%
Arts and Recreation Services
1.8%
1.9%
Financial and Insurance Services
1.7%
2.5%
Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services
1.7%
1.5%
Information Media and Telecommunications
1.0%
1.4%
Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services
0.8%
0.8%
Mining
0.1%
0.2%
Total
100.0%
100.0%

Change in jobs
Canterbury (2000-20)
-1,100
11,400
8,600
18,600
7,000
13,800
6,100
4,500
4,900
5,200
1,200
5,500
3,400
1,850
1,550
2,150
-1,200
1,380
150
94,900

How does industry employment mix differ across the region?
There is a lot of diversity between the industry compositions of Canterbury’s subregions.
Employment in Christchurch City is heavily concentrated on health care, retail, manufacturing,
construction, professional services, and education. This industry composition is due not only to
Christchurch being a major urban area, but also because the city is a pivotal service centre for Canterbury
and the rest of the South Island.
The industry mix of employment in Selwyn and Waimakariri, around Christchurch’s fringe, has been
influenced by a couple of factors. These areas have traditionally been agriculturally focussed, as is evident
from the high share of agricultural employment, while food processing also is a key contributor to the
high share of manufacturing employment. Over recent years, these areas have also benefited from a
spreading of population, industry, and logistical activity out of Christchurch, which has also meant that
construction and retailing have formed an increasingly prominent role in employment. Selwyn and
Waimakariri’s outperformance has continued since Covid-19, partly because agricultural demand has
remained high, but also because population drift has persisted.
Employment in the rest of Canterbury is heavily focussed on agriculture and food processing
(manufacturing). The share of accommodation and food services in the rest of Canterbury is also higher
than the Canterbury average, primarily because of tourism activity in Kaikoura, Hurunui, and Mackenzie.
Differences in industry composition across Canterbury’s subregions are shown in the following table.
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Table 5 – Employment across Canterbury’s subregions by industry (ANZSIC Level 1)
Employment by industry across Canterbury’s subregions
Share of filled jobs by ANZSIC Level 1 industries, 2020, Statistics NZ business demography
Selwyn/
Rest of
Christchurch
Canterbury
Waimakariri
Canterbury
Manufacturing
10.3%
13.6%
16.8%
11.8%
Health Care and Social Assistance
13.0%
5.4%
8.5%
11.3%
Retail Trade
10.4%
10.3%
9.2%
10.2%
Construction
9.2%
11.5%
7.7%
9.2%
Education and Training
7.8%
10.9%
6.4%
7.9%
Prof., Scientific & Technical Services
9.2%
6.1%
3.2%
7.8%
Accommodation and Food Services
6.9%
6.3%
7.7%
7.0%
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing
0.9%
12.7%
17.9%
5.3%
Wholesale Trade
5.7%
3.5%
3.8%
5.1%
Administrative and Support Services
5.8%
1.9%
3.0%
4.8%
Transport, Postal and Warehousing
4.9%
3.3%
4.7%
4.6%
Public Administration and Safety
4.7%
5.9%
2.8%
4.5%
Other Services
3.5%
3.2%
2.5%
3.3%
Arts and Recreation Services
1.9%
1.7%
1.7%
1.8%
Financial and Insurance Services
2.0%
0.6%
1.0%
1.7%
Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services
1.9%
1.4%
1.1%
1.7%
Information Media & Telecomm.
1.2%
0.6%
0.5%
1.0%
Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste
0.6%
0.8%
1.2%
0.8%
Mining
0.1%
0.3%
0.2%
0.1%
Total
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%

What role does self-employment and entrepreneurship play?
The employment data to date has been focussed on filled jobs within businesses, but entrepreneurship
and self-employment also play important roles in the labour market. The following chart shows how
business numbers in Canterbury have increased over the past 20 years. Business numbers in Canterbury
grew by 48% from 2000 to 2020, compared to 46% growth nationally.
Graph 3 – Comparison of changes in business numbers between Canterbury and New Zealand
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New businesses are started by people who see a gap and go after it. Many businesses will fail in their first
few years, but those that survive will become important contributors to employment in years to come.
The role of entrepreneurship in employment is also evident in self-employment statistics. The most
recently available data from LEED taxation records showed 52,161 self-employed individuals across
Canterbury in 2019, which had risen from 44,883 in 2000. The 2019 taxation estimate compares to
48,936 people in Census 2018 saying they were either self-employed (both in situations where they
worked alone and those where they employed others).
The propensity to be self-employed varies across the region. The following table gives Census data to a
subregional level of detail. It shows that self-employment was highest outside of greater Christchurch.
Table 6 – Self-employment rates across Canterbury
Self-employment rates vary across Canterbury
Self-employment as a proportion of total employment, Census 2018
Self-employment rate
Christchurch City
13.2%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
17.4%
Rest of Canterbury
18.2%
Canterbury
15.0%
New Zealand
15.9%
The observation that self-employment is higher outside of greater Christchurch is no surprise given that
self-employment tends to concentrate in industries that make up a higher share of employment in rural
areas – particularly agriculture. The following table highlights how self-employment can vary on an
industry-by-industry basis.
Table 7 – Self-employment rates across industries within Canterbury
Self-employment rates vary across industries within Canterbury
Self-employment as a proportion of total employment by industry, Census 2018
Self-employment rate
Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services
34.1%
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing
29.9%
Other Services
23.6%
Construction
22.8%
Arts and Recreation Services
22.3%
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services
19.0%
Administrative and Support Services
18.3%
Mining
14.7%
Accommodation and Food Services
14.3%
Transport, Postal and Warehousing
13.3%
Financial and Insurance Services
12.9%
Information Media and Telecommunications
12.7%
Wholesale Trade
10.5%
Retail Trade
9.9%
Manufacturing
9.3%
Health Care and Social Assistance
9.1%
Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services
8.3%
Education and Training
7.0%
Public Administration and Safety
3.8%
Average across all industries
15.0%
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Seasonality and churn
When considering the labour needs of a region, it is important to also consider long-term changes
through time, but to also pay attention to seasonal patterns. An area with highly seasonal demand for
workers is likely to experience more churn, as people moving out of a role at the end of a season need to
be replaced again when the season rolls around again.
Churn in an area can also be pushed up over the longer-term by an area’s demographics – places with an
older workforce are likely to see more future replacement demand for workers retiring than places with a
younger workforce.
The following chart shows seasonality of employment for Canterbury compared to New Zealand.
Employment is expressed each quarter as a proportion of its December quarter peak. At face value, it
appears that while there is some seasonality of employment in Canterbury, the seasonal swings at a
regional level are slightly less pronounced than the New Zealand average.
Graph 4 – Comparing the seasonality of employment between Canterbury and New Zealand

Nevertheless, closer analysis shows that worker churn is highly variable across Canterbury’s subregions.
The following table highlights that worker churn is a bigger challenge for employers outside of greater
Christchurch. These higher levels of churn occur because employment in Canterbury’s hinterland is more
heavily influenced by the seasonality of agriculture, as well as tourism’s high and low season periods. In
contrast, worker churn is lowest within Christchurch City, where workforce demands are more consistent
through the year.
Table 8 – Worker turnover rate across Canterbury
Measuring churn in the workforce across Canterbury
Worker turnover rate (% of jobs turning over each quarter), average across 2019, Stats NZ LEED
Worker turnover rate (%)
Christchurch City
14.3%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
14.6%
Rest of Canterbury
16.2%
Canterbury
14.7%
New Zealand
15.7%
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Commuters and working from home also enable employment
Not all jobs within a business are filled by people living locally. As such, when considering labour market
demand, it is also important to think practically about the worker catchment that employers tap into. It
may be that employment demand in an area can be met by commuters from elsewhere, both people
who physically commute, as well as those that work remotely from afar.
Within Canterbury, there is a significant blurring of lines for worker catchments around the fringes of
Christchurch. Many people choose to live in Selwyn and Waimakariri for lifestyle reasons, but remain
connected to Christchurch for their professional lives. Just under a third of people in Waimakariri District
(32%) and 38% of the employed population of Selwyn District worked in Christchurch city in 2018,
according to the Census.
Nevertheless, this proportion has fallen since 2013, when almost half of employed people in Waimakariri
and Selwyn Districts (46% and 49% respectively) worked in Christchurch City. Developments such as
IZONE Southern Business Hub in Rolleston have provided more local employment opportunities – 1,347
people said they worked in this area in 2018, compared with 441 in 2013, and 198 in 2006.
An increasing number of people across Canterbury also work from home. In 2006, just 8.2% worked from
home, but by the 2018 Census, the proportion of people working from home had risen to 12.2%. People
in rural areas were more likely to work from home, which is consistent with higher self-employment in
these areas, and the logistical practicalities of getting from home, in a rural area, to a workplace.
Table 9 – Proportion of employed people working from home
Proportion of employed people who work from home
Proportion of employed usually resident population (aged 15 and over) who work from home, Censuses
2018
2006
Christchurch City
9.0%
5.3%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
14.8%
12.3%
Rest of Canterbury
20.0%
15.2%
Canterbury
12.2%
8.2%
New Zealand
11.9%
8.3%
In the next section, we consider Canterbury’s workforce in more detail. This understanding of where
people are located and what skills they have helps provide further insight into the nature of the
workforce available to Canterbury employers.
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Workforce and skills profile
This section gives a profile of labour supply within Canterbury and its subregions. It covers population and
demographic trends, as well as workforce participation and skills.
Key points regarding employment supply in Canterbury include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•

•

Canterbury and New Zealand’s populations both grew by an average of 1.4%pa from 2000 to
2020.
Population growth was slower than the average growth in jobs (1.9%pa) in Canterbury over
the same period because labour force participation by the working age population increased.
Population growth in Selwyn/Waimakariri averaged 3.7%pa, compared to 0.8%pa in
Christchurch City. Population growth in other parts of Canterbury averaged 1.0%pa.
Around 61% of Canterbury’s population is in Christchurch, while Selwyn and Waimakariri (on
Christchurch’s fringe) account for almost 21% of Canterbury’s population.
Selwyn and Waimakariri’s share of Canterbury’s population is almost 10% higher than its
share of employment because many people commute from these areas into Christchurch.
Canterbury’s demographics are slightly more skewed towards middle aged and older people
than the national average.
Rural parts of Canterbury have the oldest populations, while Christchurch City has the
highest share of people in their 30s and 40s, as well as youth. Selwyn and Waimakariri have a
high share of young families with children and people in the later stages of their working life.
Although the proportion of the population identifying as European at the 2018 Census
(82.4%) remained high, Canterbury is gradually becoming more multicultural.
Canterbury’s recent population growth has been heavily reliant on migration, both from
overseas, as well as other parts of New Zealand. Recent population estimates show that 72%
of Canterbury’s population growth in the June 2019 year was from migration (both
international and domestic), compared to 66% of population growth nationally.
Workforce participation in Canterbury has increased through time. Canterbury’s labour force
participation rate averaged 70.5% in the March 2021 year, compared to 65.8% in 2000.
Census 2018 showed that workforce participation was highest in Selwyn and Waimakariri
(72.7%), while Christchurch City (69.1%) and the rest of Canterbury (69.3%) sat lower.
26.1% of Christchurch’s population has a bachelor’s degree or above, compared to 19.0% in
Selwyn and Waimakariri and just 14.2% in the rest of Canterbury. This variation is consistent
with different industries across the region and associated differences in industries’
expectations of the qualifications of their staff.
There are significant differences between the occupations of residents across Canterbury’s
subregions. These occupational differences are consistent with the industry mixes of each
subregion. For example, the high share of farming in rural Canterbury means that there are a
high share of ‘labourers’ and (farm) ‘managers’.
In comparison, Christchurch City’s higher share of professional and service sector orientated
industries mean that there are significantly more people with occupations that are classified
as ‘professionals’, ‘community and personal service workers’, and ‘sales workers’ than
anywhere else in Canterbury.
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Long-term historical trends in Canterbury’s population growth
Canterbury’s population has grown at a similar long-term growth to the national average. Canterbury and
New Zealand’s populations both grew by an average of 1.4%pa between 2000 and 2020, according to
Statistics New Zealand’s subnational population estimates.
This level of population growth is below the average growth in jobs (1.9%pa) that persisted over the past
20 years. The reason for the discrepancy is because the rate of labour force participation among the
working age population has increased. We will explore labour force participation in detail in an upcoming
section of this report.
Canterbury’s population was estimated to be 645,900 as at June 2020, which represented 12.7% of New
Zealand’s population.
Graph 5 - Comparison of population growth between Canterbury and New Zealand

There has been significant volatility to Canterbury’s population growth rate. Canterbury’s population
grew at a similar rate to the New Zealand average until June 2010, but the Canterbury earthquakes in
September 2010 and February 2011 saw an exodus from the region in 2011 and 2012. Population growth
strengthened once more as rebuilding work got underway, peaking well above the rest of New Zealand in
2015 and 2016, before easing once more.
Canterbury’s population growth pattern looks similar to its employment growth pattern, albeit with
changes in population growth lagging what has happened to employment by a year or two. This
observation makes practical sense as job creation is a signal which can entice people to move to an area,
while it usually takes a while after job losses occur before people move away in search of other work.

Subregional population trends
Around 61% of Canterbury’s population is in Christchurch, while Selwyn and Waimakariri on
Christchurch’s fringe account for almost 21% of Canterbury’s population. The remaining 18% of people
are spread across the rest of Canterbury (Ashburton, Hurunui, Kaikoura, Mackenzie, Timaru, Waimate,
and parts of Waitaki that fall in Canterbury). The following table gives these population shares in more
detail.

16

Profile of Canterbury’s labour market and future challenges

Table 10 – Population by location in Canterbury
Population in Canterbury by subregion
Proportion of Canterbury population in each subregion as at June 2020, Stats NZ population estimates
Population
Share of Canterbury total
Christchurch City
394,700
61.1%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
134,400
20.8%
Rest of Canterbury
116,800
18.1%
Canterbury
645,900
100.0%
Selwyn and Waimakariri’s share of Canterbury’s population is almost 10% higher than its share of
employment – the discrepancy is because so many people commute from these areas into Christchurch
for work.
The fastest growth in population over the past two decades has been around the fringe of Christchurch.
This growth was particularly swift after the earthquakes because both Selwyn and Waimakariri offered
large tracts of affordable build-ready land, that was well-serviced, and conveniently located to
employment, education, and cultural opportunities in Christchurch.
Graph 6 – Comparison of population growth between Christchurch and Selwyn/Waimakariri

Over the 20 years to 2020, population growth in Selwyn/Waimakariri has averaged 3.7%pa, compared to
0.8%pa in Christchurch City. Population growth in other parts of Canterbury has averaged 1.0%pa.
Table 11 – Long-term average population growth rates across Canterbury
Population growth across Canterbury
Average annual % change in population from June 2000 to June 2020, Stats NZ population estimates
Percentage change in population (pa)
Christchurch City
0.8%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
3.7%
Rest of Canterbury
1.0%
Canterbury
1.4%
New Zealand
1.4%
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Age demographics
Canterbury’s demographics are slightly more skewed towards middle aged and older people than the
national average.
Graph 7 – Comparison of the age distribution of Canterbury and New Zealand’s populations

Canterbury’s population demographics have aged significantly over the past 20 years. Although this aging
has also occurred nationally, the pattern has been more pronounced within Canterbury.
Graph 8 – Comparison of how the age distribution of Canterbury’s population has changed

Within Canterbury, there are big differences in demographics across the subregions.
The rural parts of Canterbury have the oldest populations, while Christchurch City has the largest
concentration of people in their 30s and 40s, as well as youth. The large numbers of youth are partly due
to educational opportunities in the city, as well as youth seeking the bright lights of an urban
environment.
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Selwyn and Waimakariri have a high concentration of young families with children, which is consistent
with recent migratory trends. There is also a higher representation of people in the later stages of their
working life.
Graph 9 – Comparison of age demographics across Canterbury’s subregions

Ethnicity
Canterbury’s population has gradually become more multicultural.
Although the proportion of the population identifying as European at the 2018 Census (82.4%) remained
high, those identifying with Asian ethnicities has almost doubled since the last Census to 11.1%.
Canterbury’s Māori and Pasifika population shares have also risen slightly to 9.4% and 3.2% respectively,
up from 8.1% and 2.5% respectively at the 2013 Census.
Graph 10 – Comparison of ethnicities within Canterbury between the 2013 and 2018 censuses
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Sources of population growth
Canterbury’s recent population growth has been heavily reliant on migration, both from overseas, as well
as other parts of New Zealand.
Statistics New Zealand’s subnational population estimates show that 72% of Canterbury’s population
growth in the June 2019 year was from migration, compared to 66% of population growth nationally.
Within Canterbury, there were significant differences across subregions. The following table highlights
that the areas with the fastest population growth (Selwyn and Waimakariri) were also most heavily
reliant on migration.
Table 12 – Contributions to population growth in 2019, natural increase vs migration
Contributions to population growth
Statistics NZ population estimates, June 2019 year, % contribution to total population growth
Natural increase (births – deaths)
Migration (international + domestic)
Christchurch City
41.0%
59.0%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
17.2%
82.8%
Rest of Canterbury
29.2%
70.8%
Canterbury
28.4%
71.6%
New Zealand
33.7%
66.3%
Migration into Selwyn and Waimakariri has been predominantly influenced by an exodus of people from
Christchurch City.
The 2019 population estimates provide a snapshot in time for the level of migration and do not provide
precise details as to how people moved around New Zealand. However, a study by Benje Patterson5 for
Selwyn District Council, analysing government administrative data between 2013 and 2017, showed
Selwyn’s net regional migration gain from Christchurch City averaged 1,412pa people over the period as
people sought safe and modern housing around the city fringe in the wake of the earthquakes, while
Auckland (129pa) was Selwyn’s second largest contributor. The other key sources of regional migration
into Selwyn were from surrounding districts and other parts of the South Island.
The study also found that regional migrants were on average younger than Selwyn’s existing population,
which added capacity to Selwyn’s workforce and helps ensure replacement of older workers who are
nearing retirement. Many of the migrants also have children, which is a key source of demand for
schooling.

Workforce participation
Workforce participation in Canterbury has increased significantly through time. Statistics New Zealand’s
Household Labour Force Survey (HLFS) shows that Canterbury’s labour force participation rate averaged
70.5% across the March 2021 year, compared to 65.8% back in 2000. The long-term upward trend in
labour force participation among the working age population has also been seen nationally.

5

See Patterson (2019), “Regional migration to Selwyn District”, available here:
http://www.benjepatterson.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Regional-migration-to-Selwyn-District.pdf
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Graph 11 – Comparing labour force participation between Canterbury and New Zealand over time

Labour force participation varies across Canterbury’s subregions, with Census 2018 showing that
participation was highest in Selwyn and Waimakariri (72.7%), while Christchurch City (69.1%) and the rest
of Canterbury (69.3%) sat lower.
Table 13 – Labour force participation rate calculations across Canterbury’s subregions using Census 2018
Comparing labour force participation rates across Canterbury’s subregions
Proportion of usually resident population (aged 15 and over) in the labour force, Census 2018
Labour force participation rate
Christchurch City
69.1%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
72.7%
Rest of Canterbury
69.3%
Canterbury
69.8%
New Zealand
68.7%
There are also significant differences in labour force participation between different demographic
groupings.
Participation typically increases with age. Youth tend to be more focussed on education than work.
Participation then rises through the peak working years of 25 to 54, before falling again as people near
retirement age.
Participation is also higher for men than women.
From an ethnicity perspective, people identifying as being of an Asian ethnicity have the highest
workforce participation, followed by Pacific peoples and Europeans. Māori labour force participation is
lowest among the high-level ethnicities published in the HLFS.
These differences in labour force participation between different demographics are summarised in the
following table.
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Table 14 – Labour force participation across different demographic groups in Canterbury, March 2021
Comparing labour force participation rates by different demographic groups in Canterbury
Labour force participation rate for demographic groups in Canterbury, Stats NZ HLFS, Mar-2021 year
Labour force participation rate
Age
15-24
65.0%
25-54
88.4%
55+
48.6%
Gender
Male
74.9%
Female
66.1%
Ethnicity
European
70.5%
Māori
66.9%
Pacific peoples
72.4%
Asian
74.3%
Total across Canterbury

70.5%

Qualifications
Census data shows that Canterbury’s working age population is slightly less likely than the national
average to hold a bachelor’s degree qualification or above.
Table 15 – Comparing the highest qualification of Canterbury and New Zealand’s population
Highest qualification for people in Canterbury and New Zealand
Census 2018, proportion of usually resident population aged 15 years and over by highest qualification
Canterbury
New Zealand
No qualification
18.9%
18.2%
Level 1 certificate
12.4%
11.2%
Level 2 certificate
10.7%
9.9%
Level 3 certificate
11.0%
11.3%
Level 4 certificate
8.7%
8.8%
Level 5 diploma
5.0%
4.9%
Level 6 diploma
5.4%
5.0%
Bachelor's degree/level 7
13.2%
14.6%
Post-graduate/honours degrees
5.4%
5.7%
Master's degree
3.0%
3.7%
Doctorate degree
0.9%
0.8%
Overseas secondary school qualification
5.4%
5.9%
Total
100.0%
100.0%
Nevertheless, closer analysis shows that there is a high degree of variation in the qualifications held by
the working age population across Canterbury’s subregions. For example, the working age population in
Christchurch City is more qualified than the national average, with 26.1% having a bachelor’s degree or
above, compared to 24.8% nationally. The proportion of degree-qualified residents in Selwyn and
Waimakariri sits at 19.0%, while just 14.2% of the working age population in the rest of Canterbury is
degree qualified. This geographical variation is likely to be due to different industry mixes across the
region and associated differences in industries’ expectations of the qualifications of their staff.
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Table 16 – Comparing the qualifications of people across Canterbury’s subregions
Highest qualification for people across Canterbury
Census 2018, proportion of usually resident population aged 15 years and over with qualification
No qualification
Bachelor’s degree or above
Christchurch City
17.2%
26.1%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
18.6%
19.0%
Rest of Canterbury
25.1%
14.2%
Canterbury
18.9%
22.5%
New Zealand
18.2%
24.8%
Educational attainment for recent school leavers in Canterbury is looking promising. In 2019, 85.6% of
Canterbury 18-year-olds had received NCEA Level 2 or above, compared to 83.7% nationally.
Furthermore, this attainment has trended upwards through time.
Graph 12 – Comparing the proportion of 18 year olds with NCEA Level 2 or above in Canterbury with NZ

Educational attainment among school varies across Canterbury’s subregions. Interestingly, school leavers
from outside of the greater Christchurch area are more likely to have received NCEA Level 2 or above,
than school levers from Christchurch City.
This finding suggests that skills development among Canterbury’s youth at a school level is on the right
track, and that the lower average qualifications level of the existing workforce in rural areas has not held
back educational attainment by school leavers.
Table 17 – Proportion of 18-year-olds with NCEA Level 2 or above
Percentage of 18-year-olds with NCEA Level 2 or above
Ministry of Education data from Education Counts website, 2019 year
18-year-olds with NCEA Level 2 or above (%)
Christchurch City
85.4%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
87.9%
Rest of Canterbury
85.7%
Canterbury
85.6%
New Zealand
83.7%
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Occupations
From an occupational perspective, Canterbury has slightly fewer ‘professionals’ and slightly more
‘technicians and trades workers’ and ‘labourers’ than the national average.
This finding is consistent with the industry structure of Canterbury. In particular, industry employment
figures contained in the employment demand section of this report show Canterbury has a slightly lower
representation of professional, scientific, and technical services employment than the national average,
while Canterbury has a higher share of manufacturing and construction employment.
Table 18 – Comparing occupations, Canterbury vs New Zealand (ANZSCO major group level)
Employment by occupation between Canterbury and New Zealand
% of employed usually resident population in each occupation (ANZSCO major group), Census 2018
Canterbury
New Zealand
Professionals
20.8%
23.0%
Managers
17.6%
18.0%
Technicians and trades workers
13.9%
12.1%
Labourers
11.7%
11.3%
Clerical and administrative workers
10.6%
10.9%
Community & personal service workers
9.4%
9.5%
Sales workers
9.3%
9.2%
Machinery operators and drivers
6.7%
6.0%
Total
100.0%
100.0%
There are significant differences between the occupations of residents in Canterbury’s subregions. These
occupational differences are consistent with the industry mixes of each subregion. For example, the high
share of farming in the rest of Canterbury means that there are a large number of ‘labourers’ and (farm)
‘managers’.
In comparison, the higher shares of professional and service sector orientated industries in Christchurch
City mean that there are significantly more people with occupations that are classified as ‘professionals’,
‘community and personal service workers’, and ‘sales workers’ than anywhere else in Canterbury.
Table 19 – Employment across Canterbury’s subregions by occupation (ANZSCO major group level)
Employment by occupation across Canterbury’s subregions
% of employed usually resident population in each occupation (ANZSCO major group), Census 2018
Selwyn/
Rest of
Christchurch
Canterbury
Waimakariri Canterbury
Professionals
23.8%
18.7%
13.1%
20.8%
Managers
14.9%
20.7%
22.9%
17.6%
Technicians and trades workers
14.3%
14.1%
12.6%
13.9%
Labourers
9.9%
10.2%
19.3%
11.7%
Clerical and administrative workers
10.8%
11.7%
8.7%
10.6%
Community & personal service workers
9.9%
9.1%
8.1%
9.4%
Sales workers
10.0%
8.6%
7.6%
9.3%
Machinery operators and drivers
6.3%
6.7%
7.7%
6.7%
Total
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%

24

Profile of Canterbury’s labour market and future challenges

The types of occupations of Cantabrians vary with age. Youth are much more likely to be ‘labourers’,
‘sales workers’, and ‘community and personal service workers’ than any other demographic grouping.
However, as people age, they move into other occupations. For example, the propensity to be a manager
increases with age, while employment in the ‘professionals’ occupation peaks for people aged in their 30s
and 40s.
Table 20 – Employment by occupation across age groups in Canterbury (ANZSCO major group level)
Employment by occupation in Canterbury by age group
% employed usually resident population in each occupation (ANZSCO major group) by age, Census 2018
15-29
30-49
50-64
65+
Labourers
16.3%
9.8%
10.2%
11.9%
Professionals
15.9%
24.0%
21.0%
19.6%
Sales workers
15.7%
6.6%
7.5%
8.2%
Technicians and trades workers
14.8%
15.3%
12.1%
10.4%
Community & personal service workers
13.1%
7.9%
8.4%
8.3%
Managers
10.4%
19.9%
19.9%
20.7%
Clerical and administrative workers
7.8%
10.7%
12.9%
11.4%
Machinery operators and drivers
5.9%
5.8%
7.8%
9.6%
Total
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
100.0%
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Matching in the labour market
This section considers labour market outcomes in Canterbury from the process of matching labour
demand against the supply of labour. Measures considered include wages, unemployment,
underemployment, and NEETs (youth aged 15-24 who are not in employment, education, or training).
Key points regarding labour market matching in Canterbury include:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

Average annual earnings in Canterbury in the March 2020 year were $62,210, which is just
below the national average of $65,230.
But wages in Canterbury have demonstrated a slightly faster rate of long-term growth, with
growth averaging 3.7%pa, compared to 3.4%pa nationwide over the past 20 years.
Wages for jobs in Christchurch ($63,510) sit higher than in Selwyn and Waimakariri ($57,656)
and the rest of Canterbury ($58,505).
Relatively few youth, women, and non-Europeans were high income earners, and were much
more likely to fall into lower income brackets.
Unemployment in Canterbury averaged 4.3% across the March 2021 year, compared to 4.7%
for New Zealand. The unemployment rate captures people who do not have a job, are
actively looking for work, and are available to start now or very soon.
Census 2018 showed that the unemployment rate was highest in Christchurch City (5.4%),
but much lower in Selwyn and Waimakariri (3.4%) and the rest of Canterbury (3.3%).
Youth, Māori, and Pacific peoples are more likely to be unemployed.
The underutilisation rate provides a broad measure of underutilised labour, and captures
people who are not just unemployed, but also underemployed or potential workers.
In the March 2021 quarter, there were 17,900 Cantabrians who were underemployed,
compared to 17,000 who were unemployed. There were a further 12,800 Cantabrians, who
didn’t currently work, and weren’t actively looking for a job, but would enter the labour
force immediately or very soon if a job was made available for them.
There are sharp differences in hours worked each week between Canterbury’s subregions,
with the proportion of people in rural Canterbury working long hours being extremely high.
About 26.2% of people living outside greater Christchurch work more than 50 hours per
week, compared to 14.2% in Christchurch City and 20.2% in Selwyn and Waimakariri.
Canterbury’s NEET rate averaged 9.8% in the March 2021 year, compared to a recent peak of
11.8% in 2019. Canterbury’s NEET rate is below the New Zealand average. The NEET rate
captures people aged 15- to 24-year-olds who are not in employment, education, or training.
This concept acknowledges that youth are at a unique stage of their life journey, where both
employment and skills development are both important outcomes.
The most recent fall in NEETs has been due to a lower rate of older NEETs aged 20 to 24. This
fall may be due to more older NEETs entering vocational training or remaining longer in
tertiary education, particularly due to COVID-19 employment uncertainty.
No official NEET rate is calculated below a regional level, but Census data can be used to
highlight subregional differences. Census 2018 showed that youth unemployment was
highest in Christchurch City (13.0%), while youth unemployment was lower in Selwyn and
Waimakariri (10.2%) and the rest of Canterbury (7.8%).
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Earnings
Average annual earnings in Canterbury in the March 2020 year were $62,010, which is just below the
national average of $65,230. Nevertheless, wages in Canterbury have demonstrated a slightly faster rate
of long-term growth, with growth averaging 3.7%pa, compared to 3.4%pa nationwide over the past 20
years.
Graph 13 – Comparing wage growth between Canterbury and New Zealand

There is a significant amount of variability in earnings across the region, with wages for jobs in
Christchurch sitting higher than other parts of Canterbury. This observation is usual of major urban areas,
as higher-paying professional service and general management roles generally concentrate in the cities.
Table 21 – Comparing average annual wage earnings across Canterbury’s subregions
Average annual wage earnings across Canterbury’s subregions
Average (mean) annual wage earnings, Statistics NZ LEED, March years
2020
Christchurch City
$63,510
Selwyn/Waimakariri
$57,656
Rest of Canterbury
$58,505
Canterbury
$62,010
New Zealand
$65,230

2000
$30,970
$27,892
$25,895
$29,890
$33,120

There is also a significant amount of variability in earnings between demographic groupings in
Canterbury.
Census 2018 showed that 17% of people across Canterbury earned more than $70,000, while 46% earned
less than $30,000. However, as is evident from the following table, relatively few youth, women, and
non-Europeans were high income earners, and these groupings were much more likely to fall into lower
income brackets.

27

Profile of Canterbury’s labour market and future challenges

Table 22 – Distribution of income in Canterbury across different demographic groupings (Census 2018)
Annual personal income across broad income bands by different demographic groups in Canterbury
% of Canterbury population aged 15+ whose annual personal income falls in income band, Census 2018
$30,000pa<$30,000pa
>$70,000pa
$50,000pa
Age group
15-29
60.6%
34.7%
4.7%
30-64
31.6%
42.5%
25.9%
65+
69.6%
23.2%
7.2%
Gender
Male
Female

36.1%
56.2%

39.5%
34.1%

24.4%
9.7%

Ethnicity
European
Māori
Pacific peoples
Asian
Middle Eastern /Latin American/African
Other ethnicity

45.4%
51.7%
51.0%
51.7%
48.5%
38.8%

36.0%
36.4%
40.7%
40.7%
40.9%
38.4%

18.6%
12.0%
8.2%
7.6%
10.6%
22.8%

Total across all Canterbury residents

46.2%

36.8%

17.0%

Unemployment
Unemployment in Canterbury has tracked down over the long-term, with temporary exceptions following
the Global Financial Crisis in 2008, after the earthquake rebuild past its peak in 2015 and more recently
because of COVID-19.
Unemployment in Canterbury has consistently been lower than the New Zealand average. Canterbury’s
unemployment rate averaged 4.3% across the March 2021 year, compared to 4.7% for New Zealand.
Graph 14 – Comparing Canterbury and New Zealand’s unemployment rates
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There is a high degree of variability in unemployment across Canterbury’s subregions. Detailed insights
from Census 2018 showed that the unemployment rate was highest in Christchurch City (5.4%), but much
lower in Selwyn and Waimakariri (3.4%) and the rest of Canterbury (3.3%)6.
Table 23 – Unemployment rate calculations across Canterbury’s subregions using Census 2018
Comparing unemployment rates across Canterbury’s subregions
Unemployed as proportion of residents in the labour force, Census 2018
Unemployment rate
Christchurch City
5.4%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
3.4%
Rest of Canterbury
3.3%
Canterbury
4.6%
New Zealand
5.8%
There is also a high degree of variability between different demographic groupings in Canterbury.
The following table shows that unemployment is particularly high among youth, Māori and Pacific
peoples. We will consider youth unemployment in more detail later in this section when we analyse
Canterbury’s rate of NEETs.
Table 24 – Unemployment across different demographic groups in Canterbury
Comparing unemployment rates by different demographic groups in Canterbury
Unemployment rate for this demographic group in Canterbury, Stats NZ HLFS, March 2021 year
Unemployment rate
Age
15-24
12.8%
25-44
2.9%
55+
2.4%
Gender
Male
4.2%
Female
4.4%
Ethnicity
European
3.9%
Māori
8.5%
Pacific peoples
11.3%
Asian
5.5%
Total across Canterbury

4.3%

Underutilisation
The unemployment rate is commonly used to identify how efficiently a labour market is matching.
However, unemployment is a relatively narrow concept that only captures a specific group of vulnerable
people not being appropriately matched into job opportunities.

6

Census data has been used to identify subregional differences, because the sample size of the HLFS prevents
Statistics New Zealand from releasing HLFS data for smaller subregions within Canterbury. The unemployment
rate calculated from Census data is slightly different to the HLFS unemployment measure due to slight
differences in how unemployed are identified.
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The unemployment rate considers people who do not have a job, are actively looking for work, and are
available to start now or very soon. But there are other types of inefficiencies in labour market matching
that are excluded from this definition. For example, there are people that already have a job and want to
work more hours than they are currently being offered. There are also people who are not actively
searching for employment, but would start a job if they were given the opportunity.
The underutilisation rate can capture people who fall outside of the narrow definition of unemployment
and are underemployed or potential workers.
The following chart highlights that underutilisation in Canterbury is significantly higher than the
unemployment rate. Furthermore, underutilisation over the past year has risen much more sharply than
unemployment.
Graph 15 – Comparison of Canterbury’s unemployment and underutilisation rates

People who are underemployed are the key contributor to Canterbury’s underutilisation rate. These are
people who currently have a job, so are not technically unemployed, but want to work more hours than
they are currently being given. In the March 2021 quarter, there were 17,900 Cantabrians who were
underemployed, compared to 17,000 who were unemployed. There were a further 12,800 Cantabrians,
who didn’t currently work, weren’t looking for a job, but would enter the labour force immediately or
very soon if a job was made available for them. This picture of underutilisation is outlined visually in the
diagram on the next page.
An understanding of underutilisation and its contributors is necessary to identify spare capacity in the
labour market. As is evident in the case of Canterbury, there is more labour market resource available for
work than unemployment would suggest. The challenge though is matching this resource into
opportunities, as there may be skills gaps or geographical impediments that restrict the flow of the
underutilised into employment even if labour demand is high.
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Graph 16 – Underutilisation in Canterbury, March 2021 vs March 2020, Stats NZ HLFS, RSLG graphic

Hours worked
There are higher shares of Cantabrians working relatively few hours per week (10 to 29 hours) than the
national average, as well as a higher share of people working 50 to 59 hours.
Graph 17 – Comparing average weekly hours worked by people in Canterbury against New Zealand
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Nevertheless, the proportion of people in Canterbury working extremely long hours and those working
only a few hours each week has reduced through time. Since the 2006 Census, there has been a large lift
in people working 40 hours or just over per week.
Graph 18 – Comparing average weekly hours worked by people in Canterbury in 2018 and 2006

There are sharp differences in hours worked each week between Canterbury’s subregions. People living
in Christchurch are much more likely to work 40 hours or just over each week, or 30 to 39 hours, than
people in other parts of Canterbury.
The proportion of people in rural Canterbury working long hours is extremely high. About 26.2% of
people living in the rest of Canterbury worked more than 50 hours per week, according to Census 2018,
compared to just 14.2% of people in Christchurch City and 20.2% of people in Selwyn and Waimakariri.
Graph 19 – Comparing average weekly hours worked by people across Canterbury’s subregions in 2018
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NEETs
Analysis of unemployment earlier in this section of the report, identified that youth unemployment is
much higher than for other demographic groupings. A broader concept of youth vulnerability, the NEET
rate, can also be used to explore outcomes for youth. The NEET rate captures people aged 15 to 24 years
old who are not in employment, education, or training. This broader concept acknowledges that youth
are at a unique stage of their life journey, where both employment and skills development are important
to setting themselves on the right long-term trajectory.
The following chart shows Canterbury’s NEET rate averaged 9.8% in the March 2021 year, compared to a
recent peak of 11.8% in 2019. Canterbury’s NEET rate is below the New Zealand average.
Graph 20 – Comparing Canterbury and New Zealand’s NEET rates

There is a higher proportion of older NEETs (aged 20-24 years) than young NEETs (aged 15-19 years).
People aged 15 to 19 are more likely to still be in school or have transitioned into some form of training.
Graph 21 – Comparing NEETs in Canterbury by age group
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Nevertheless, the most recent downward trend in NEETs has been due to an improvement in the rate of
older NEETs aged 20 to 24. Some commentators have attributed this to more older NEETs entering
vocational training or remaining longer in tertiary education, particularly as COVID-19 has created
employment uncertainty.
There is significant variability in youth labour market outcomes between different parts of Canterbury.
Unfortunately, there is no official NEET rate calculated below a regional level, but Census data can be
used to highlight subregional differences. Census 2018 showed that youth unemployment was highest in
Christchurch City (13.0%), while youth unemployment was lower in Selwyn and Waimakariri (10.2%) and
the rest of Canterbury (7.8%).
Table 25 – Youth unemployment rate calculations across Canterbury’s subregions using Census 2018
Comparing youth unemployment rates across Canterbury’s subregions
Unemployed youth (aged 15-24) as proportion of youth in the labour force, Census 2018
Youth (15 to 24-year-olds) unemployment rate
Christchurch City
13.0%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
10.2%
Rest of Canterbury
7.8%
Canterbury
11.7%
New Zealand
13.6%
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Employment demand and supply projections
This section of the report provides an overview of publicly available projections for employment demand
and supply, as well as an identification of selected megatrends. An understanding of how employment
demand and supply may potentially evolve helps support the identification of key enablers and barriers
to future labour market participation in Canterbury in the final section of this report.
Key points regarding employment demand and supply projections include:
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Job ads in Canterbury have recovered to levels that persisted in late 2019 before COVID-19.
The recent increase to employment demand has been apparent for both skilled and unskilled
roles. Recent surveys of businesses have indicated that it has become particularly difficult to
find skilled and semi-skilled labour, while unskilled labour is a little easier to find.
MBIE currently forecasts that employment in Canterbury in December 2021 will be 1.1%
higher than a year ago, compared to 0.4% growth nationally. Infometrics expects
employment in Canterbury to quickly rebound thereafter, rising by an average of 3.0%pa
over the three years to March 2025.
The recent Canterbury floods may cause some short-run reductions to seasonal demand for
labour for processing crops and livestock lost in the flooding. But there will be an offsetting
increase in demand for rural contractors and civil construction to repair and rebuild.
Longer-term employment growth is likely to be more moderate than what occurs during the
immediate post-pandemic period. The Greater Christchurch Partnership predicted that
employment growth across Greater Christchurch would average 0.8%pa from 2026 to 2048.
The spreading of manufacturing and logistical business activity from Christchurch City into
Selwyn and Waimakariri is anticipated to continue over the long-term. Employment growth
in rural areas is likely to be slower, largely due to the increasing use of automation and less
intensive farming practices as the sector adapts to more stringent environmental controls.
Labour supply is likely to only increase gradually over the next few years. The Treasury
recently assumed that by 2025 international migration will only have recovered to half its
pre-pandemic level.
Data from education providers highlights an expanding pipeline of people in tertiary training
in Canterbury. The retention of these people within the Canterbury region will be crucial to
help mitigate skills shortages.
Statistics New Zealand recently released population projections suggesting a more gradual
long-term increase in Canterbury’s population than its historical average. Canterbury’s
population is anticipated to increase by an average of 0.8%pa over the 30 years to 2048,
compared to historical average population growth of 1.4%pa over the 20 years to 2020.
Long-term population growth is expected to be most rapid in Waimakariri and Selwyn.
Growth in other parts of Canterbury will lag. Slower growth in rural areas will happen
because their older existing population will subdue natural increase.
There are several megatrends that are likely to influence Canterbury over the long-term.
Megatrends include things such as: potential structural changes to behaviour following
COVID-19, trends in overseas wealth and geopolitical tensions, participation of older people
in the workforce, climate change, changing nature of work, automation, and an increased
focus on inclusivity.
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Employment demand projections
Projecting employment demand is challenging, particularly over the long-term. Over the short-term
demand can have a certain degree of momentum or have a relatively predictable reaction to something
already occurring in the external environment. However, over the longer term, there is a higher degree of
uncertainty. When considering any employment projections, it is important to factor in this uncertainty.

Immediate employment demand prognosis
Job vacancies are an important indicator of the immediate prognosis for employment demand. Jobs
online measures changes in online job advertisements from four internet job boards - SEEK, Trade Me
Jobs, Education Gazette and Kiwi Health Jobs.
The following chart shows that job ads in Canterbury have recovered to levels that persisted in late 2019
before COVID-19. Nevertheless, job ads remain below their rebuild-induced peak from 2014/15.
This recent increase to employment demand has been apparent for both skilled and unskilled roles.
Graph 22 – Online job ads in Canterbury

Short to medium term employment demand projections
MBIE has established forecasts for how COVID-19 will affect the economy for the remainder of 20217.
The forecasts cover three scenarios. The main scenario is based on a continuation of the current state of
play, while the other two scenarios capture an accelerated recovery and localised COVID-19 outbreaks.
Under MBIE’s main scenario, the Canterbury economy is expected to outperform the New Zealand
average. MBIE forecasts that employment in Canterbury in December 2021 will be 1.1% higher than a
year ago, compared to 0.4% growth nationally.
MBIE’s expectations of higher-than-average labour demand are “…driven by a number of industries
including health care and social assistance, agriculture and business services. The employment outlook is
relatively more positive for regions engaged in forestry, horticulture, and meat and dairy farming.
7

See MBIE (April 2021), Estimating Labour Market Activity post COVID-19, available at:
https://www.mbie.govt.nz/dmsdocument/13964-estimating-labour-market-activity-post-covid-19-april-2021.
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Demand for these regions is anticipated to remain strong in 2021 as the world and domestic economy
recovers. Regions that have high reliance on international tourism and other export services, are poised
to benefit from proposed travel bubbles and easing of border restrictions when they occur.”
The Treasury commissioned Infometrics to project the outlook for regional employment to 20258.
Infometrics took a more conservative approach than MBIE over the short-term, with employment
anticipated to decrease by an average of 2.6%pa between March 2020 and March 2022. However,
Infometrics expects employment in Canterbury to quickly rebound thereafter, rising by an average of
3.0%pa over the three years to March 2025. By March 2025, Infometrics expects the number of filled jobs
in Canterbury to sit 3.6% higher than its March 2020 level.
Infometrics’ trajectory is based on the short-term knock-on effects from a global recession, followed by a
sharp recovery as activity normalises. Within this trajectory, Infometrics noted that a loss of jobs in
tourism-related industries will, over the medium term, result in resource reallocation as these resources
are picked up and utilised by other industries. Their modelling suggests that primary sector industries,
including agriculture, are most likely to benefit from this spare capacity in the labour market and
employment will run ahead of what would have occurred under business-as-usual conditions.
The recent Canterbury floods from late May/early June may cause some differences in employment
demand in affected areas from what MBIE and Infometrics have anticipated. In the short-run, there will
be some reductions to seasonal demand for labour for processing crops and livestock lost in the flooding.
However, there will be an offsetting increase in demand for rural contractors to support restoring pasture
and fencing, as well as increased demand for civil construction to repair and rebuild damaged
infrastructure. The lift in civil construction employment will persist for a longer period of time.

Longer-term employment demand projections
Over the longer-term, there is likely to be more moderate employment growth than what occurs during
the immediate post-pandemic period to 2025. Unfortunately, there are no long-term employment
forecasts publicly available across the whole of Canterbury Region. However, the 2018 Greater
Christchurch Partnership Business Development Capacity Assessment (‘Capacity Assessment’)9 projected
employment growth across Greater Christchurch (Christchurch City, Selwyn District, Waimakariri District)
to 2048.
The Capacity Assessment predicted that employment growth across Greater Christchurch would average
0.8%pa between 2026 and 2048.
Most of the growth in employment is driven by population growth trends in the Greater Christchurch
area. Employment within the Selwyn and Waimakariri portion of the Greater Christchurch area is
expected to grow at a much faster rate than Christchurch City. In the long term, employment is expected
to grow by 1.2%pa in Waimakariri and 1.6%pa in Selwyn compared to 0.8%pa in Christchurch City.
The spreading of manufacturing and logistical business activity from Christchurch City into Selwyn and
Waimakariri is anticipated to continue. This trend will continue supporting employment opportunities in

8

See Infometrics (October 2020), The effects of COVID-19 on the regional economies of New Zealand,
available at: https://www.treasury.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2021-02/effects-covid-19-regional-economiesnz-infometrics.pdf.
9
The Capacity Assessment is available at:
https://greaterchristchurch.org.nz/assets/Documents/greaterchristchurch/Capacity-Assessmentreports/Report-5-Business-Development-Capacity.pdf.
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these industries, alongside associated industries, such as wholesale trade. Infrastructure improvements,
particularly those that improve transportation linkages will further support this trend.
Employment growth in rural areas is likely to be slower. The 2018 Capacity Assessment highlighted a
flattening of employment demand within the agricultural sector, as well as in processing of primary
goods. This moderation is largely the result of the increasing use of automation and less intensive farming
practices as the sector adapts to more stringent environmental controls.

Employment supply projections
Projecting employment supply involves both an understanding of how big your workforce is likely to be in
the future and the extent to which these people will participate in work. As with employment demand
projections, there is also a high degree of uncertainty in projecting supply.
In the short run, we have a good understanding of current demographic trends and the pipeline of people
in training schemes. But over the longer-term, it is much more uncertain regarding how populations will
evolve and what will ultimately happen to workforce participation.
The remainder of this subsection outlines forward looking measures of employment supply across the
immediate term, short term, and longer term.

Immediate employment supply prognosis
The effective supply of labour in Canterbury and across New Zealand is relatively constrained at present.
Although measures of labour underutilisation show that there are people who could work more if given
the right opportunity, there appears to be geographical and skills mismatches between those that are
looking for work and the nature of job opportunities currently available.
For example, recent surveys of businesses in both Selwyn and Waimakariri10 have indicated that it has
become particularly difficult to find skilled and semi-skilled labour, while unskilled labour is a little easier
to find. These survey findings are consistent with national level surveys. With borders continuing to be
closed, businesses are unable to quickly turn to migrant labour to fill gaps.
Skills mismatches are likely to have occurred because people who lose their job in one industry, such as
tourism, are not immediately suited to emerging opportunities in agriculture and food processing.
Transitioning these people into long-term productive opportunities can take time, and in the meantime
some of these people settle for temporary or part-time work in anything as a stop gap measure.

Short to medium term employment supply prognosis
Over the next one to two years, there is likely to be a more gradual increase in labour supply than
persisted pre-Covid.
The Treasury in its preparation of economic forecasts for Budget 2021, assumed that net international
migration was 7,000 in the year ended March 2021. As international travel restrictions are lifted
throughout the world, the Treasury projects that annual net international migration will increase to
43,000 by June 2025. This level of migration compares to annual migration pre-Covid of close to 90,000 in

10

The Selwyn business survey is available here (February 2021), while the survey covering businesses in
Waimakariri and the rest of North Canterbury is available here (April 2021).
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March 2020. The Treasury forecasts are relatively optimistic compared to some other forecasters, for
example, Infometrics forecast net international migration of just under 30,000 over the June 2025 year11.
With international migration inflows likely to be more constrained over the next few years, the supply of
labour in Canterbury will be more heavily determined by movements of people around New Zealand, as
well as Canterbury’s existing population demographics and the pipeline of people in training.
Canterbury’s population demographics are relatively evenly poised between people who will enter and
may leave the workforce over the short run. Statistics New Zealand’s population estimates show that
there were 37,790 people aged 60 to 64 in Canterbury in 2020 who will pass the age of superannuation
entitlement over the next five years and may begin to reduce their labour supply. This level of people
towards the end of their working life is similar to the 38,660 people who are currently aged 15 to 19 and
so will begin entering the workforce over the next five years.
Data from education providers highlights an expanding pipeline of people in tertiary training in
Canterbury. For example, the University of Canterbury had 13% more domestic enrolments in 2021 than
the previous year, while Lincoln University had a 35% spike and Ara had a 7.2% increase. Similar increases
have also been reported in industry training, as a result of increased government funding for
apprenticeships. The retention of these people within the Canterbury region will be crucial to help
mitigate skills shortages.

Long-term employment supply projections
Statistics New Zealand recently released long-term population projections for Canterbury out to 204812.
These projections suggest a more gradual increase in Canterbury’s population than its historical average.
Under Statistics New Zealand’s central scenario, Canterbury’s population is anticipated to increase by an
average of 0.8%pa over the 30 years to 2048 to reach 780,500. This growth compares to historical
average population growth of 1.4%pa over the 20 years to 2020 and Canterbury’s estimated 2020
population of 645,900. Slower growth is primarily driven by low levels of natural increase (births minus
deaths) due to a rapidly aging population, as well as relatively constrained long-term migration trends.
The following table highlights that Statistics New Zealand continues to anticipate that growth in the
population will be most rapid in Waimakariri and Selwyn. Growth in other parts of Canterbury will lag. A
key reason for this slower growth in rural areas is that their rate of natural increase will fall more rapidly
than elsewhere as a result of their older existing population.
Table 26 – Projected long-term average population growth rates across Canterbury
Projected population growth across Canterbury’s subregion
Average annual % change in population 2018-48, Stats NZ population projections, central scenario
Percentage change in population (pa)
Christchurch City
0.6%
Selwyn/Waimakariri
1.4%
Rest of Canterbury
0.4%
Canterbury
0.8%
New Zealand
0.8%
11

See Infometrics (October 2020), The effects of COVID-19 on the regional economies of New Zealand,
available at: https://www.treasury.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2021-02/effects-covid-19-regional-economiesnz-infometrics.pdf.
12
Statistics New Zealand’s subnational population projections 2018-2048 are available here:
https://www.stats.govt.nz/information-releases/subnational-population-projections-2018base2048
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There is a risk that workforce participation across Canterbury falls significantly over the next few decades,
because in 2048 a much higher proportion of Canterbury’s population will be aged over 65.
Table 27 – Projected demographics of Canterbury
Projected demographics of Canterbury
Age group of % of total Canterbury population, Stats NZ population projections, central scenario
Age group
2018
2048
0–14
17.9%
14.1%
15–39
34.0%
29.4%
40–64
32.3%
32.8%
65+
15.8%
23.7%
Total
100.0%
100.0%

Other factors affecting Canterbury’s outlook
There are several megatrends that are likely to influence Canterbury over the long-term. Megatrends are
long-term overarching global and domestic forces that have significant implications for business,
economy, society, and the personal lives of people.
Megatrends of relevance to Canterbury include, but are not limited to:
•

•

•

•

•

•

Structural change as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Even after the immediate disruptions to
daily lives and business are behind us, and the recovery is firmly entrenched, there are likely to
be long-term changes within some industries as a result of the crisis. Not only will travel and
consumer demand patterns evolve, but some businesses may continue to operate in a different
manner and adjust their supply chains to minimise future risks of disruptions.
An expanding middle class in developing countries has created new opportunities for exporters,
particularly in countries such as China, India and other parts of South East Asia. As incomes in
these countries rise, tastes and preferences are changing, which is pushing up demand for some
of the high-quality agricultural products that Canterbury farmers are renowned for.
Rising risks of nationalism, however, do pose some risks for exporters. Shifting global dynamics
have raised global geo-political tensions. Over recent years, we have seen this manifest in trade
wars between the US and China. These tensions are unlikely to go away and our exporters could
be caught in the crossfire of any disputes.
Climate change will have indirect effects, even before any direct effects are materially felt.
Indirect effects stem from climate concerns changing tastes and preferences of customers for
agricultural and tourism products. Government policy will also create costs and constraints as we
work towards zero carbon and more circular flow models in waste streams.
Older people are an increasingly large and willing part of the labour market. People are working
longer before they retire and managing this trend is a challenge for employers to make the most
of their contribution. When older workers eventually retire, replacement demand for workers
will rise at a faster rate and competition for young workers will intensify between regions.
The nature of work is changing. Younger workers have different expectations of work than earlier
generations. They are more likely to prioritise lifestyle with shorter working weeks and remote
working arrangements. Contracting is more common, as is having side projects and changing
careers. Lifelong learning and a focus on transferable skills is becoming more important.
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•

•

Automation is expected to have widespread, but uncertain effects on the future of work.
Industries with a lot of routine are most at risk of automation, while opportunities will be created
in other industries, such as those focussed on design and programming. But even if there is a 1:1
replacement, the transition will be challenging for those affected and jobs that are created are
more likely to be in urban rather than rural areas.
Economic development’s focus is shifting towards inclusive growth and wellbeing. No longer can
increasing GDP be the key goal. Instead lifting the bottom, reducing inequality, ensuring people
are satisfied and doing this all in a sustainable manner are also important. These themes are
apparent in central government plans, as well as in regional documents such as the Canterbury
Regional Economic Development Strategy.
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Key enablers and barriers to future labour market
participation in Canterbury
Strong demand raises many opportunities in Canterbury’s labour market, but there are also challenges
which have the potential to hold Canterbury back. The following key ‘drivers for change’ were identified –
the things that can be addressed to help improve future labour market outcomes.

Factoring in diverging sub-regional population growth trends
Even though population growth across the region is anticipated to be relatively moderate over the next
30 years, there will continue to be places that grow faster, particularly around Christchurch’s periphery.
Population growth brings opportunities to these areas. New residents expand these places’ workforce
capacity and increase demand for local goods and services. However, rapid growth brings challenges:
•
•
•
•

Social cohesion can come under pressure. Fostering social connections is necessary to retain and
support new residents.
Maintaining a high quality of life requires adequate infrastructure (physical, transport, and social)
and services (community, health, education) across a network of towns and rural areas.
Ensuring an ample supply of appropriately zoned and serviced residential and commercial land is
essential for maintaining the affordability of housing and doing business.
Many new residents retain jobs or study in Christchurch City and so much of their daily lives
occurs far from their home. The challenge is getting more of these people to work or study
locally or at least enable better connectivity. Telecommunications and transportation
improvements are necessary for supporting this and reducing inequalities.

Embracing a changing demographic composition
Canterbury has urbanised rapidly over the past decade. Urban population growth has been characterised
by a predominance of families with young children. Another key demographic change has been increasing
cultural and ethnic diversity. Change has brought opportunity, but demographic challenges remain:
•

•

•
•

Rural area’s post-high school population is smaller than the national average. Many people study
in Christchurch and Lincoln, but retaining these students post-study and encouraging some into
opportunities outside the city is a challenge.
A large proportion of young families, particularly around Christchurch’s periphery, mean many
workers need flexibility in work arrangements to fit around family commitments. Contracting
and remote work are becoming more common. Services to support working parents are also
important to encourage workforce participation, such as early childhood education availability.
Ethnic diversity should be embraced in industries that have not traditionally been multicultural.
Diversity can help foster innovation and alleviate skills shortages.
There is a bulge of workers nearing retirement age, particularly in rural areas. The challenge is to
support these people to remain involved for as long as possible, as well as implement strategies
to transfer knowledge and replace these people when they eventually retire. Neighbouring
districts face a similar challenge so competition for workers will heat up.
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Getting to grips with entrepreneurship trends
Canterbury has enjoyed a flourishing business environment. The growth trend in businesses has created a
lot of jobs, but there are still some challenges in Canterbury’s business environment:
•

•

•

•

Large businesses that have moved into areas in the periphery of Christchurch often maintain
existing procurement patterns and are not well integrated into local business supply chains.
Fragmentation of where businesses locate can also create distribution challenges, which can
affect productivity and ultimately employment outcomes.
High growth has fragmented the business community in some areas and interfered with
networking and sharing of knowledge, which is important for exploring opportunities to invest,
leverage off existing value chains and lift productivity.
Rural parts of Canterbury are concentrated on a few industries. But recent urbanisation,
particularly around Christchurch’s periphery, has lifted the share of services in Selwyn and
Waimakariri. Growing industrial areas have diversified manufacturing and technological capacity.
Skills shortages are apparent in some industries. Migration will be more tightly controlled in
future, with a higher need to recruit or develop skills domestically. There are long-term
opportunities to transition workers displaced from industries most heavily affected from Covid.

Bridging the urban-rural divide
Rural jobs are highly productive and are in industries with a strong export-focus. The increasing role of
dairying has created investment in irrigation and manufacturing, adding to the district’s traditional sheep,
beef and arable crop farming. Canterbury’s beautiful natural landscapes, outdoor recreation and fresh
water were attracting more visitors to rural areas before the COVID-19 pandemic. But challenges remain:
•
•

•
•

A high proportion of workers in rural areas are nearing retirement age.
The majority Canterbury’s population is now urbanised. Solving rural skills shortages will
increasingly involve recruiting people who reside in nearby townships. Modern communities
offer a high and affordable standard of living, which can help retain workers and their families.
Tourism demand patterns are uncertain and may change after COVID-19.
The effects of automation of routine tasks are expected to be greater in rural areas, which
emphasise the need to foster transferable skills and empower lifelong learning.

Protecting an outstanding natural environment
Canterbury’s unique and beautiful natural environment is one of its greatest assets. Water, soil and land
resources offer opportunities for economic activity in rural areas and are a drawcard for visitors.
Residents also value their access to the natural environment. Sustainable use of Canterbury’s natural
resources is vital to economic progress and wellbeing. Key challenges for the natural environment that
will affect employment demand within certain industries and the types of future skills required include:
•
•
•
•

Climate change is bringing more severe weather events, such as the extremes of flood and
drought, which can disrupt economic activity, infrastructure and daily life.
Balancing water use by agriculture, while protecting recreational water quality is a challenge.
Navigating the costs and constraints of transitioning to a lower carbon and waste society.
Adapting to changing tastes and preferences of customers based on sustainability concerns. The
effects may be less consumption of animal-based proteins, which may see a higher share of
arable farming for food and fibre, and lower volume, but high-value add livestock models.
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Closing comments
A labour market is a dynamic environment where unexpected events in the external environment can
quickly lead to different outcomes from what has been projected by other parties. As such, when
considering any form of demographic or macroeconomic conjecture, it is important to regularly monitor
what is unfolding and be curious to other scenarios that might occur.
It is recommended that the Canterbury RSLG regularly reviews its labour market profile, and the
identification of opportunities and challenges that are likely to influence the way forward. Not every
review needs to be exhaustive – a regular light touch review is sufficient to keep abreast of
developments.
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