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Sally
E ngā mana,
E ngā reo,
E ngā hau e whā
Tēnā koutou katoa
Nau mai ki tēnei hōtaka, Speak Up-Kōrerotia.
 
Tune in as our guests ‘speak up’, sharing their unique and powerful experiences and opinions and may you also be inspired to speak up when the moment is right.

Today we are talking about temporary migrant workers: what are they, what are some of the human rights challenges and the issues that they face, and what's being done to try and address some of these issues and challenges. 
We've got two guests with us, Anu Kaloti from the Migrant Workers Association, and Francis Collins from the University of Auckland. You both come from quite different perspectives: the research angle and I suppose more of on the ground/grassroots sort of angle so it’s going to be really interesting hearing your different perspectives – and the overlaps between them as well, I'm sure. It would be really cool, though, to hear more about you guys. Ko wai kōrua? How have you got to where you are now? What are your interests? Um, what drives you, I suppose? Anu, how about we start with you? 
Anu
Sure. Okay. Firstly, thank you for selecting this topic and giving us the opportunity to contribute. Um, so Migrant Workers Association came into existence in 2012. Before that, myself and my family, we were volunteering with Unite Union – that’s potentially I think still maybe one of the smallest and the poorest unions here in Aotearoa – and they look after the fastfood workers mostly. And, um, yeah, we were new in the country, wanted to contribute to society here, so that's how we started out.
And in the process, we kind of uncovered lots of migrant workers – largely workers on student visas who also had work rights – and they were mostly working in the fast food sectors and the union was having problems in unionising those workers. So that's where we kind of jumped in with the language side of things and the cultural barriers and then all of that – and uncovered huge amounts of exploitation because of their visa status and because of their potential pathways to residency here in Aotearoa. And it soon became very, very clear that allowing or volunteering with a union wasn't going to be enough. So then with a lot of support and mentoring from comrades at Unite Union, we were able to form Migrant Workers Association in 2012.
And over the years, we’ve represented many migrant workers with their employment disputes, with their immigration matters, and also at the same time advocating for better immigration policies. And our work usually takes the form of anything from making submissions for policy when it's up for a public consultation all the way to taking to the streets by the way of protests. Very wide ranging 
Sally 
Yeah. And Francis, how about you? 
Francis
Kia ora. Ko Francis ahau. My name's Francis Collins as you've already introduced, and I'm at the University of Auckland. I'm a researcher with backgrounds in sociology and geography and I come to the topic of migration, I guess, as an area of research and as an area of teaching. I didn't set out to be a migration researcher; when I finished my PhD – well now, almost 17, 18 years ago – but after my PhD, I went for a period to work in Singapore at the National University of Singapore. And there I worked alongside some migration researchers, people like Brenda Yeoh and Shirlina Huang, a number of others, who are really prominent in Asian migration studies and working in that space exposed me to the work that they were doing that was addressing labour migration issues, educational migration issues, in a context where exploitation is quite systemically established. And this is the 2000s, early 2010s, where those weren't issues that were talked about much in New Zealand. 
So when I came back here to New Zealand, um, I guess I started to continue doing research in the space of migration. And I was quite dissatisfied with the way in which a lot of migration researchers looked at the topic, mainly because they seemed to be not focusing on the significant way in which the government had changed its migration policies at that time towards being much more focused on recruiting and managing temporary migrant workers and the consequences that had for migrant workers’ conditions and employment settings, as well as their rights in the long term in Aotearoa New Zealand. So, I guess since that time, the last sort of 10, 15, years, I've been doing work, research work, in the labour migration space, including, you know, research that's involved talking to both workers and employers and industries like the dairy farming industry and the construction industry and healthcare, and in some other areas as well, interacting with people like Anu and others who do the critical transformational advocacy work. And also had some opportunities to work with other researchers on government-commissioned work, so Christina Stringer and I – Christina is a researcher also here at the University of Auckland – we were commissioned to do some work by the government on migrant exploitation, understanding its drivers and consequences back in 2019, and that, you know, really sharply drew attention to some of the issues that Anu’s talking about.
Um, and I guess even now, even though that's now five or six years ago, not only did we see the same issues perpetuating themselves in the context of temporary migration, but actually intensifying, really, because of the ways in which migration policy has been put together. So my concerns are about, I guess, working in the sphere I can, which, you know, from a research perspective, is to kind of draw attention to how exploitation comes about and how it's sustained by the policy settings that we have in this country. And I guess then to open up the questions about how things might be different. Yeah. 
Sally
Very cool. And it is such a challenging space. 
Francis
It is absolutely a challenging space. 
Sally
Just as we get started, we're talking about temporary labour migrants, temporary migrants, international students who have the right to work to some degree… What exactly do we mean when we talk about ‘temporary migrants’?
Anu
Do you want me to go first? Okay. So, um, going back about 10, 15, years, the route that most migrants came through was education: the Student Visa holders who had some work rights. And then the next visa would be quite often an Open Visa where they could work and search for a job that would be more permanent and would lead to residency for them. So yeah, various types of work visas. We had, back then at least, half a dozen categories, which now have all been amalgamated to this one Accredited Employer Work Visa. But largely, those work visas, no matter which category you look at, they involved – and the one that we have now – still involves bondage with a single employer. That is the main problem, how exploitation comes about. 
And the other temporary visas, may be where a spouse is dependent on their partner. So again, that's a different type of bondage, like, you know, the partner can only have a valid visa if they remain in a relationship with their partner, they live together – and quite often we see abusive relationships where, you know, the partner who's dependent will go through all of that because they don't want to lose their visa status here in New Zealand. Um what else do we have? Yeah, those are your main categories.
And then there are others, which, kind of, it's another class. You know, we have like business categories and investors – and that is just worlds apart from what the large majority of migrants go through. Um, so I would say that's most of our temporary visas. There's also obviously the tourists and visitors, but again, you know, their purpose of being here is totally different so they don't necessarily undergo the same sort of exploitation or adversity that the working visa holders do. Francis, would you have anything to add there?
Francis
Yeah, well, the way in which you've framed it highlights, I guess… How I might respond to it… I guess, just describing this in a slightly different way, which is that we often think about the term ‘temporary’ and in common sense terms it sounds like, well, people choose to be temporary or they choose to be on a certain period of time. But the point Anu’s highlighting demonstrates, tells us, that the ‘temporary’ bit of ‘temporary migrant’ is because policy makes people temporary. That is what that is. What defines a temporary migrant is migration policy. It makes them temporary because there's a time limit on their work visa or they might be able to renew their work visa once and not a second time, or it's uncertain that if it will ever go anywhere further than that. I think that's something, you know, to just highlight this overall. 
But the other thing I think that's worth noting from my perspective is that – I can't remember who said this actually; it was some migration researcher I've come across – is that there's nothing more permanent than temporary migration. And what's meant by that, I think, for me, is two things. One is that, and from a kind of societal perspective, and New Zealand's an indicative case of this – not a good example, because I don't think it's a good arrangement – but whereby, once governments become oriented towards managing large numbers of temporary migrants, we have a situation where you continuously have people on temporary status, even if individuals come and go because they have to. But the other thing, the other permanent bit about it or the extender bit about, it's for individuals, they're constantly on temporary visas unless they hit a certain time limit and have the end. So people can be on visas, you know, on multiple occasions – and that changes depending on policy – but it can just continue on and on in some circumstances.
We only saw – was it a few weeks ago, a few months ago? – a young man who was born here I think, or was, you know, had been here when he was very young, but his parents never had anything but work visas and then became undocumented and he had no status at all. Once he finished high school, he didn't have official status here or in any other country. That's a permanent or a long-term consequence of temporary migration policy. So for me, ‘temporariness’ comes out of the policy, and then we need to start thinking about the people who experience the consequences of that.
Anu
I think, Francis, you referred to the case of Daman Kumar. He is 19-year-old who was born here and has an older sister who was also born here, but she's a citizen because she was born before those citizenship rules were changed. And the parents here, you're right, came in on work visas, were lawful for about three, four years, and then that lapsed because of policy again. And, you know, that that 19-year-old has never been anywhere else; Aotearoa is home. He's born here, raised here; his entire life is here. And, you know, immigration policy was about to deport him to a country that he has never, ever set foot in; doesn't speak the language. The family's been here for about 22, 23, years, and they don't even have anywhere to live there. They don't have any alive family members back there – and yet, you know, our immigration policy is it's is not a problem for people to be sent back to places like that. So, yeah. Yeah, we have been in touch with that family quite closely. 
And there's another hat that I wear: Licensed Immigration Advisor. So I had represented them about a year ago when that was declined, and, I guess, going to media was absolutely the last point of call. Initially when I met the family about three, four, years ago, they were very nervous when we suggested that, you know, to put pressure on it would be a good idea to take the story to the media and get support from New Zealanders and, you know, just showcase how bad immigration policy is. And they were nervous and they didn't want to do it – but then there's always a tipping point, I guess, and this time around there was, “Okay that we don't have any other option” and there was overwhelming support for the young 19-year-old who has been now allowed to apply for residence. His parents are still… they've been told to leave. So it's just, you know, why break up a family like that? 
Sally
I think the whole thing is really quite ironic. Even the label ‘temporary migrant,’ it seems such an oxymoron. 
Anu
Yeah, yeah, exactly. Exactly. And then, you know that family, that's probably the worst-case scenario in terms of temporariness over two decades. But I don't have statistics – maybe Francis will – but from our experience at Migrant Workers Association, on average, people can be on temporary visas for about a decade, quite easily in this country, before they either get frustrated, give up, leave to go to another country or become… they're here without visas and they're then labelled as overstayers. Or they find a pathway to residency or miraculously there's like a one-off residency visa announced, like it was in 2021, and then they’re helped by that. But yeah, around, around 10 years seems to be quite on average. And you know, on a personal level, that is just far too long. You know, that's like if, if a child is born at the beginning of someone's arrival here and now they're 8, 9, 10, years old, um, you know, this is home. They won't know anywhere else either; they've grown up with their friends at kindergarten, friends at primary school, and this is their life. You know, how can immigration policy be so cruel to not allow those people to stay here who've already put roots down here? 
Francis
I very much agree. I don't have the numbers, but I think what Anu is saying is indicative of the wider situation for many people on temporary visas, that there's just a continuous churn of being on one visa and then another, but also then as a result, as we're suggesting, being subject to policy change. And I think one of the things about migration policy in this country is that it can be changed without going through any legislative process. It's subject to an Order of House. Even for major changes like the introduction of our current Accredited Employer Work Visa scheme, you can pass that through a cabinet decision and go no further. Now that's quite extraordinary when you think about the wide-ranging consequences of migration regulation, that it can be just altered in that kind of way, given that it interacts with all kinds of other elements of legislation and regulation, yet it can still just be pushed through by a majority in cabinet. The consequence of that, we see changes all the time, and people are on a pathway that they have invested a lot of money in, a lot of emotional investment, time… Their very age. You know, I remember speaking to some people, um, young people who came here as students of the sort that Anu talked about, you know, who had come, during an interview at the end, after talking about being exploited and their work experience – and then, in fact, they weren't getting residency. They would say, “I've had a wasted youth” because they've been here for a number of years – say from their early twenties through to late twenties – and invested huge amounts of money, and then don't have a pathway through to residency, even though that was implied as part of the way in which migration was promoted. And they don't have it because policy has changed or the labour market’s changed or other sorts of situations have changed. So always being subject to this kind of uncertainty, that's a big part of how our temporary migration system extracts value from people, exploits people in a more general sense.
Anu
Yeah, absolutely. 
Sally
I feel like – and you guys will be able to correct me if I'm wrong – but I feel like there's been an awareness of that within Immigration New Zealand and a shift towards not renewing visas so much, because then people don't stay so long to have had that, you know, children being born here, growing up here, because it is actually pretty cruel to be then sending them offshore. I got the sense that there was a bit of a movement to not renew visas quite so regularly so that people then only have a shorter term in New Zealand. 
Francis
It's true that that's been the direction of travel from Immigration New Zealand. I would say since – quite clearly from my perspective – since 2017 when a former Minister of Immigration, Michael Woodhouse, introduced a whole series of changes in relation to work visa at that time, and set a three-year limit. And that sort of got resurrected effectively through the Accredited Employer Work Visa scheme. So it's true. 
I guess the thing, couple of things, from my perspective to say about that one. What, of course, happened in 2020 when the borders closed, is that it became necessary to universally extend, on a number of occasions, work visas in New Zealand because of the border closures associated with COVID. And then, as Anu pointed out, there was a one-off residency pathway for many – not all, but many – people on work visas who were here during the COVID period. So that three-year timeline, that never happened. From 2016 resurrected in the Accredited Employer Work Visa scheme. We're yet to see how that unfolds because I say policy changes all the time. The other thing is that we know from New Zealand and internationally that when governments seek to become more restrictive on migration through restricting migrant rights, it tends to lead to exploitation – which we've been talking about – but also to undocumented status. And because of the same thing, that people have invested money, time, their lives, in relation to possibilities that exist in a place. And sometimes there are other actors involved in that – migration agents or others who might arrange work arrangements in relation for payment and things like this – that put people in debt that mean that they don’t really other choices but to remain and keep on working or, you know, whatever the situation is. So I guess what I'd say is yes, that's been the direction of travel. We don't know quite what that looks like yet, and I think that kind of restrictive approach on the workers is counterproductive and it's not the way to establish a fairer migration system and certainly one that avoids exploitation.
Anu
Yeah. Yeah. I think, with that goalpost moving every so often is yeah, keeps those temporary people in the state of temporariness – if that's a word – for longer. And that has been an ongoing problem and now I think it’s kind of become the norm that every now and then I'll get my sort of clients asking me, so when's the next set of changes being announced? And I'll be like, “Look, I don't have any insights.” And I hope that if they're arriving to be changes, you know, they'll be for the better. So, you know, people kind of have learned to just expect changes all the time and also sometimes visa applicants will try to submit their applications strategically and I'm kind like, you know, I don't think anyone can second guess what is about to be announced. So unfortunately, it's just there's that state of not knowing and uncertainty and temporariness that policy perpetuates forever and ever. And the exploitation, it's not just a matter of few bad employers exploiting their migrant workers; it’s actually inherent to policy. It's, like, systemic. We need to change immigration policies for the better, to benefit workers and employers as well. You know, I quite often say that there are many, many good employers out there who also suffer because of these immigration policies. Like for example, you know, an employer may have more than one business or within the same business, they may have more than one location, and our work visas are so restrictive that the worker can only work in that one location for that one job only; you know, the same employer can't move their resources as required as per their business needs. So it is really, really restrictive. I mean it really is not beneficial to the migrant workers, but at the same time, it doesn't really help the employers much, either.
It may be argued that it may give employers some certainty if they can have like X number of visa workers, but I would disagree with that as well; I don't think it is good for our economy on the whole, you know. A friend of mine, she always says like a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. So, you know, if our most vulnerable workers are being exploited, that lowers the conditions, the wages, for all other workers on this whenua as well.
Francis
I totally agree. That's exactly the thing. Our approaches to temporary labour migrations establish problematic relations across the labour market because they disempower some workers over others. 
Anu
Yeah. Absolutely. Absolutely. And even we get cases, workers who are on open visas, you know, that they're not attached to their employer – they may be on a post-study open work visa or partnership-based open work visas – those workers are also being exploited because of their next pathway to residency, you know, they're always forever hopeful that this job may end up in me getting residency here. So they don't want to rock the boat, they don't want to challenge the status quo, so hence they put up with exploitation. So while, largely, the exploited workers are those who are bonded to their employers, open work visa holders also suffer many times. 
Sally
Great. We've talked a lot about the uncertainty and the temporariness, and that must have so many impacts and implications for people: the stress and the financial insecurity and the worry… but it's so much bigger than that and I'm thinking, for example, the inability to bring your family up, to settle your family with you, just as one – but I'd be really interested in hearing from you guys about some of the impacts of this temporariness for people.
Anu
I can share, anonymously, some of the cases that we've had where yes, you're right, you know, people long to be reunited with their families, with their children, and, you know, if they're in a so-called lower-skilled job, they're not entitled or they're not eligible to bring their families here so they remain apart while they make a go of life here on wages which are not adequate. And if they're being exploited, they're sometimes paid below legal minimum wage. And at the same time, they also have to send money back home, repay it at home, so they end up living in very, very bad housing.
Coincidentally, earlier this week, Francis and I were presenting at the Homelessness Summit organised by Tauranga City Council, and we were talking about this there as well. You know, there's been many a case in the media where, you know, you see 50 60, workers on temporary visas in a three-bedroom home. That is the extreme case, but generally people live – I would say quite easily – two, three, people in one bedroom. Which again, it's not appropriate. You know, housing is a human right. Everyone should have safe, proper, appropriate housing. But, quite often, migrant workers don't because, you know, that's all they can afford. They're in so much debt and pressure is on. And also they don't share their plight with their families back home because they're too ashamed to do that and also they don't want to bother and worry and burden family members back home. You know, they've come to the land of opportunity; it's too embarrassing for them to share that kind of situation. 
Um, what else do we get? Mental health is quite often compromised where people… yeah, people have tried to self-harm. One of the extreme cases we've had was a few years ago where a female worker – she's a beautician working at a beauty salon – her visa was tied to this employer and three, four months into starting this job, she fell pregnant. And, of course, she had to inform her employer and she was told, “You either terminate this pregnancy or I terminate you.” And the worker was so fearful, she went and terminated her pregnancy so that she could carry on working. And after about a year of working there and being grossly exploited, she resigned and just walked out. Yeah, I mean, the kind of trauma someone would go through, I can't even begin to imagine what kind of trauma a person would go through. I'm also happy to say that Immigration New Zealand have finally pressed charges and then that employer did plead guilty, and they will be sentenced in in few weeks. And then it will go public and then we can share the good news. But yeah, you know, those kinds of cases we… I'm kind of thinking that this is like, it's like modern-day slavery and countries like Aotearoa – or any country in this world – there's no place for incidents like this, you know, that is just so gross a violation of human rights, it shouldn't be allowed.
Francis
Yeah, I mean, you know these cases much more than I do, but some of the scenarios that you are describing, you know, resonate with the accounts that I came across when I was doing research on exploitation and the government commissioned work, including self-harm and suicide or attempted suicides.
I guess the thing I'd add on is that I think that the emotional impacts of exploitation and temporary status reinforce people's vulnerability to exploitation. So, you know, part of the impacts of being subject to uncertainty through people's visas – the extra empowerment that employers get over work visa holders, the uncertainty around future prospects, the disconnection from family – put people in a position where they're more likely to be exploited because they're vulnerable to that because they don't have social supports around them; because they need simply need to get by, they need to survive in the context that they're in.
And so I think it is a really important thing for us to hold that, to recognise that the kind of arrangements you see within labour migration and its connection to exploitation, kind of self-reinforce themselves; you know, work visa policies create uncertainty that's taken advantage of over time. That creates stress and anxiety about future prospects, concern about debt that then put people in positions that they have less choices when they're confronted with a situation where they might be getting exploited work and they simply can't. But even if the pathways are there or they fear that they can't leave, but even if the pathways are there. So there's this kind of cyclical thing, which is quite horrible really within the situations we have. 
I think the other thing that I'd kind of add on here is the point about social isolation or inclusion. The move to remove the right for people to have their families with them if they're on lower skilled work visas is an intentional effort to constrain people to being only workers and nothing else like that. I think the rest of their social being isn't meant to exist in Aotearoa, that's what those policies often try to achieve. Um, and in fact, if you look at the policy statements, they say it outright, you know, the policy statements will say these policies – the restriction of family rights – is to discourage settlement of workers who are considered lower skilled. It will have a phrasing of that kind and that's consistently being made. We should seriously ask why it is that we would want to discourage people's social embeddedness and incorporation within society. This is exactly the opposite of what we should encourage for anyone who's here for any length of time, right?
We should actually be creating a society where people are incorporated, have strong relationships to community, to their families, to people around them. And you know, family is one critically important dimension of that – there are others – but it just seems to me it's, it's a really strong example of how these kind of migration settings and their linkages to exploitation have a wider kind of set of implications as well. Both for the person who's subject to them, the people who are subject to them, but also the community sit there with them as well.
Sally
Yeah, it's such a good point. Yeah. No one's going to feel full and well are they, if they can't get what they need socially. 
Francis
Mm. But that’s by design, right? And, and that for me is just really troubling. It can't be, you know, with some of these things you can hear from decision-makers who might say that they want to reduce exploitation, and then we can say, well, actually what you're doing is being counterproductive, or something like that. But I think when it comes to these kinds of issues, like the exclusion of people's family rights, that's very clearly intentional and designed for exactly the purpose of making people less connected to other parts of society. So that, that to me is very, very troubling. That that's just become a norm, that's just accepted and part and parcel of policy settings. 
Sally
I think something on that you mentioned is also really troubling, which is that people who are here as temporary migrants don't necessarily want to tell their families back home how bad the situation is. That's because they're supposed to come here with this opportunity, and they're often sending money back home – which I believe is part of the reason why this is sort of framed as a win-win-win; you know, the individual themselves wins, Aotearoa New Zealand wins, and the countries back home are winning as well because they're getting this influx of money – but if people aren't settled enough, aren't feeling well enough, to be able to tell their families what's going on, that's also really problematic.
Anu
Yeah, absolutely. And then that whole point of isolation, you know, it just adds to their isolation when they can't even share their situation and circumstances with their loved ones, people that they're closest to. I can only imagine how much isolation they must be going through. And there are many, many factors that drive that apart from the person themselves and them feeling ashamed and embarrassed. Employers quite often know family members back home or a friend of a friend of a friend, and you know, there's that threat that looms over the worker here as well that, you know, we will make sure that you don't speak up and you know that they'll quite often threaten family members back in the home country indirectly, so that the employer isn't implicated. Um, yeah, there's all sorts of things that go on, and people sometimes, in some cases, fear for their physical safety here as well. We've had to, yeah, take matters to police in some cases, where the bosses or whoever's been hired by the boss will turn up at wherever the worker lives and people, workers, have been physically abused, they've been beaten up, and, uh, many, many incidents like that. So yeah, there are several factors behind why migrant workers just suffer in silence and then don't share their plight with anyone, with family or, or anyone else. 
Sally
And then adding on top of that is obviously the barriers, like language and culture and knowing which systems and how to operate within those systems.
Anu
Yeah. Yeah. And more often than not, exploiting employers take advantage of that lack of knowledge and awareness and education that migrant workers have. Yeah. Mm-hmm. 
Francis
Yeah. Although I guess that's absolutely right, sometimes our go-to government responses to exploitation have been based on ‘If we just provide enough information, that will solve the problem.’ And that is not sufficient because it's a structural problem. Yeah. And I think that's a really important thing to, to hold with this issue is that it's just people knowing their rights – it doesn't help because people don't have the same rights as everyone else. 
Anu
Yeah, yeah, exactly. And putting those rights on a website and in a range of languages isn't going to cut the mustard here, so to speak. 
Francis
Yeah. I mean, those are good additional things. Yeah, 
Anu
Yeah, yeah, yeah. Yeah. Good, good. 
Francis
The icing on the cake, as people say, not the substance that's needed.
Sally
So, on that note then, what things, what systems, what structures, do exist to support temporary migrant workers?
Anu
From a licensed immigration advisor’s perspective, there's this visa – Migrant Exploitation Protection Visa – that was introduced about two, three years, three years ago. And if a worker on a visa tied to an employer makes a complaint of exploitation to MBIE – where they're supported with like translators and things like that – in that situation, if the MBIE team finds that complaint credible, then that worker is eligible for applying for this six-month open work visa, the migrant exploitation visa. Um, most workers are fearful of even making a complaint because then there's repercussions, retribution, from the bosses. And also their mental situation is that “I invested financially, emotionally for a three-year visa or a five-year visa, and now the trade-off is that I will be just on a six-month visa and at the end of that six months I have to go and tie myself to another accredited employer?”. Not saying that all accredited employers exploit – there are many good employers out there – but it's just that whole journey that, you know, that they may be back to square one.
So many people – again, I don't have data, maybe MBIE should, Immigration New Zealand should – as to how many people, they all have the data, about how many complaints they've received and how many people have gone on to this exploitation visa. But I am pretty certain that there will be no data as to like how many people are actually exploited and what percentage speak out. I don't think we'll have that data yet. So there's that provision there. There are some organisations who provide pastoral care and support to workers who are exploited – organisations like mine, there are a few others out there – but most of us are just like, you know, we run on empty, we rely on kindness of volunteers donating their time, the public making small financial donations. 
The government… things were a little bit better, with the last government, the six-month exploitation visa had been extended to 12 months, so two lots of six months – and also there was a small stipend, like weekly stipend, to help with accommodation. And it wasn't a huge amount – I think it was $200 or $250 a week – but it was better than not having anything at all. There's also a provision of, I think like… The migrant exploitation unit that deals with the complaints, they also put exploited workers in touch with food banks and things like that. Again, that's minimal, and also it's not very dignified; for somebody who's come here to work and earn, they don't want to be reliant on food banks; they don't want handouts. They basically want to work and earn a decent wage. So while we have these things in place, they're absolutely minimal and they only provide temporary relief, if that.
Francis
Of course, we don't have the numbers on how many people are exploited, but the migrant survey, which is a survey carried out by Immigration New Zealand, does ask questions about whether people have had substandard employment conditions of a wide range, right from, you know, not being paid, being charged job fees, right through to not getting their leave accrued properly. So all sorts of things. And, I think that – I'd have to double check – but I think the figure is sort of 10%, 11%, of people on that survey – which includes not just work visa holders, that includes all sorts of people – were reporting that they hadn't received appropriate conditions.
Now, if that's the case across all of the groups of people who complete that survey, then that's a very large number of people who've experienced exploitation. We don't even know how many people actually report that anyway. You know, the kind of work that the Migrant Workers Association and the unions do is just absolutely critical here, because there's just not enough that's undertaken by government. And, you know, organisations like Anu’s are not funded at all, right? So that's just, you know, a labour of love and the commitment to the politics of making changes in this space. You know, we need government to be on board with actually changing the way in which they do things and offering more protections.
I think about the Migrant Employment Protection Visa, and I think it's such a complex process to simply allow people to have a way out of an employment. I mean, why not just change work visa rules so that people can have three months, four months, post leaving a job? That's all it would take. Just allow people the… There's lots of other things that should happen too, but just give people a period, a significant period, of time following the end of a job to look for another job. You know, what's so terrible about that, right? I mean, that's what everyone who's not on a work visa needs. You leave your job, without much notice or whatever it is, and you need time to find another job. And several months would create that need, and then there'd be no bureaucracy required to oversee that as well. It's not that people could still make, should still make, complaints on exploitation and that those should be followed up and they should be resourcing for the Labour Inspector to pursue those, of course – but make it easy for people to leave. Why have a visa you have to apply for? Just keep the visa you've got. I just think there are some obvious things that could be done differently, that just aren't followed. 
Anu
Well, they could even consider opening the remaining duration of the workers' visa, and that way, I think, the employers would also be somewhat careful that they're going to lose this worker if they don't treat them as per employment law in New Zealand. So that could be a deterrent. So, yeah. 
Francis
Well this is the wider thing I think that… I’ll, you know, be interested to hear your take on it. But I think, from our conversations, while it's best that people's work visas are as open as possible, there are other ways to link them to skill that aren't tying people to employers. You know, link them to an occupation, for example. 
Anu
Yes, absolutely. Right. 
Francis
You can work for any employer, you know, in that occupational role. 
Anu
Yeah. Yeah. Or regions. If we've got a certain skill shortage in, I don't know, the Waikato or wherever, you could say like, you know, dairy farm managers can only work on a dairy farm in this region. Even that is a lot more open and flexible than what we currently have and have had over the last few years.
Francis
Mm-hmm. Which just shifts the balance of power at least a little. Yeah. Do it to a more ordinary employment relations… I mean, employment relations are always, well, almost always, weighted in favour of the employer anyway – that's just the way capitalists labour markets work – but at least we can get somewhat closer to that where people can say, well, yeah, if the conditions aren't good, I'm moving to the next person. So if an employer wants to keep their worker, they need to keep the conditions good. 
Anu
Yeah, yeah, absolutely. And I mean… I quite often read on government websites that, you know, migrant workers have same rights as all the workers in New Zealand. I was like, no, they don't. The power imbalance is even more tipped, in the case of migrants. And then our Employment Relations Act, quite near the beginning, acknowledges the fact that the employer-employee relationship is one of huge power imbalance. Those aren't the exact words, but you know that, that's what I interpret from it. So, you know, when is this country going to implement that? You know, when are we going to acknowledge that this is a relationship that is out of whack anyway, and even more so for our migrant workers on visas? And yet the government websites keep promoting this “you all have the same rights here.”
And for the unions, yeah, in many submissions that we have made – on the odd occasion when they do choose to go public with consultation with immigration policy – we also keep suggesting that unionisation of our migrant workers on visas should be made obligatory, compulsory. Trial it and see which way it goes. I think they're fearful that it will go the way that we have to make it compulsory for all our workers here in Aotearoa. Or maybe that's why they don't want to do it. 
Francis
Yeah, well that’s probably right. 
Anu
You're right, Francis. There are so many simple fixes to this problem, but I think the political will is not there. It hasn't been there for a long time. 
Francis
I agree. 
Sally
How about after the Canterbury Earthquakes? I feel like that was – because there was such an influx of migrant workers for a particular industry – I feel like there was some flexibility that was introduced around that time. 
Francis
Yeah, there was. Yeah, so there were the Special Canterbury Work Visa conditions, but I think this is a really good example of the ways in which those more flexible conditions emerge when, if – and only when – it suits a particular initiative. And then when that comes to a conclusion, the policy settings, even for people in those areas, revert, right? So when work visa numbers increased in Canterbury, there was also quite a lot of exploitation of people on construction work sites. And there was also growing demand for workers and so the response was to create a special skills shortage list which will allow people to move employers – for a period of time, although it didn't last that long. Um, and then we'll bring that to an end. 
But actually at the end of that, when those numbers started to decline, it's exactly where those 2017 changes I mentioned much earlier in this discussion started to come in. And it was quite clear that out of those, that shift to kind of setting time limits on work visas; the three-year maximum came in as a consequence of... One element, was resolving the issue around a relatively large number of construction workers in Christchurch who had been here for some time and had children with them and had their families with them, and saw other opportunities here and were carpenters and quite skilled and, you know, met criteria in lots of ways, but weren't seen as a desirable people.
We were seen to be here long term. Yes, it was an exception or one of the exceptions that we see pop up, but in some ways it kind of reinforces the rule in the way in which those rules didn't stick around; those exceptions didn't stick around, I should say.
Sally
Yeah, shame. Now, we're running out of time. Just as we wrap up, what would you guys like to see happen? You've already touched on some sort of suggested policy changes, but what would be your kind of ideal, I suppose?
Anu
We've always advocated for the ultimate solution to this problem is that the practice of tying migrant workers to single employers must stop. That will, we believe, help quite a lot, and at the same time providing genuine pathways to residency because, you know, migrants come here because they want to put roots down; they want to settle here. No one wants to be, you know, recycled year after year after year. So yeah, pathways to residency are also important. And we've already discussed many ideas how we can achieve this, but those would be the two key points that we would like to see happen in our immigration policy.
Francis
Yeah, I agree with those. I guess – and I know we've talked about this on other occasions as well – there's the immediate responses like such as the ones outlined there, so remove the tying of workers to their employers, residence pathways… I think one element of that could well be to recognise the times people spend here in the points they gain to apply for residence visa; that's really part of the picture here. I think there's a bigger picture as well, that's harder to achieve. But that I think is really important to hold in mind is to kind of dismantle the economic-centric focus within our migration policy, right? Our migration policies have had different forms over decades and centuries, but our current one – and I'm not saying in the past was better – but our current approach is very dependent on extracting economic value from migrants. And I think we need to dismantle that. Yeah. We actually need to have a different kind of approach to migration. And I suppose one way in which we might start that conversation is to have a migration policy that's Te Tiriti-centred, that’s centred in all the values that come out of the Treaty of Waitangi and the partnership notions that exist there. Mana – recognising the mana of Māori in relation to governance and therefore in relation to migration governance – but also the kinds of notions of hospitality and different approaches to migration that might emerge as a consequence. That's a bigger picture and quite hard in the current political environment. That’s the direction – these kind of short-term, addressing the real issues that we can see short-term fixes for, but also having that eye on the bigger long-term change, I think. 
Anu
Absolutely.
Sally
Yeah, me too. Just one final question, Francis, with this conversation about, I guess, the economic-centric policy that we currently have: How do we think that the tariffs that have been introduced from the United States are going to impact labour migration worldwide?
Francis
That an excellent question. It's pretty hard to know how the tariffs will affect pretty much anything because it's unclear where they are or where they sit. Um, so I don't know the answer to that; I wouldn't try to answer it without a sense, and I may have a perspective. I would say, just before I hand over Anu, is I find myself in a very curious position because as much as I am the opposite of a fan of Donald Trump, it's interesting that in the late nineties, when anti-globalization movements emerged, they were emerging because organizations like the IMF and WTO were forcing countries, smaller countries, usually in the Global South, to dismantle their tariff regimes of protected local industries. So we find ourselves, I think, in a very curious position in relation to global affairs. And I don't know how that relates to or will have consequences for migration, but it may well do, it may well do, 
Anu
I guess, yeah, I would be the same. Yeah. I don't know. And also with Trump, you don't know what's going to happen from one day to the next, so it's probably just let's wait and watch. Yeah. I, I really don't have the answer to that question, either. 
Sally
I didn't really expect an answer. 
Well, thank you. Oh, exactly. Yeah, exactly. Thank you both so much. This has been such a great discussion. I've learnt heaps and it's something I'm really passionate about, so it's been great to hear from both of you. 
Anu
Thank you. Thanks very much. 
Francis
It's been lovely to be on, so thanks and good to see you again, Anu.
Anu
Hey, good to see you too, Francis.
