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Introduction 

 
New Zealand is a small open economy in the South Pacific.  Since the mid 1980s 

New Zealand has undertaken significant reforms to both its economy and public 

administration to raise per capita incomes through improved economic 

performance.  From 1999 the country embarked on reforms aimed at better 

linking government investments in employment assistance, economic 

development and education and training.  This paper details the policy intentions 

of these reforms and discusses some of the lessons that can be drawn.  It also 

discusses how the labour market is central to the New Zealand Government’s 

aims of transforming the economy into a high wage, high growth path. 

 
Context 

Overview 

New Zealand is an island nation in the South Pacific that is slightly larger in size 

than Great Britain.  New Zealand has a population of 4.25 million people on two 

main islands with more than a quarter of the population living in New Zealand’s 

largest city, Auckland.  New Zealand is relatively isolated geographically with our 

nearest major economy, Australia, 2,300kms away.  

 

New Zealand has a mixed economy that operates within free market principles.  

It has sizable manufacturing and service sectors complementing a highly efficient 

agricultural sector.  The economy is strongly trade-oriented, with exports of 

goods and services accounting for around one third of real expenditure GDP.  

Income per capita is around US$26,000 making it the 21st richest of 30 OECD 

nations (36th of all nations). 

 

Economic History 

New Zealand emerged from World War II with an expanding and successful 

agriculture-based economy.  In the 1950s and 1960s, a period of sustained full 

employment, GDP grew at an average annual rate of 4%.  By 1960 per capita 

incomes in New Zealand were the 3rd highest in the OECD. 

 

Problems mounted for the New Zealand economy in the 1970s as high levels of 

protectionism of domestic industry greatly undermined competitiveness and the 

economy’s ability to adapt to the changing world environment.  In this period per 

capita income levels declined compared to other OECD countries, a pattern that 

was to continue over the next 30 years. 

 

From around 1984 onwards, economic policy in New Zealand moved from high 

levels of government intervention toward the elimination of many forms of 

government assistance.  At the macroeconomic level, policies were aimed at 

achieving low inflation and a sound fiscal position while microeconomic reforms 

were introduced to open the economy to competitive pressures and world prices. 

The reforms included labour market legislation aimed at facilitating more flexible 

patterns of wage bargaining.  However, throughout the period between the mid 

80’s and the turn of the century the country experienced relatively low levels of 

economic growth. 

 

Following a slowdown in the late 1990s due to the Asian financial crisis and 

widespread droughts in New Zealand, growth in GDP has picked up and has 

averaged 3.5% since 2000.  This strong performance has enabled the 

Government to focus on one of their key priorities for the next decade, lifting per 

capita incomes through innovation and raising productivity in an environmentally 

sustainable way.  The Government has focused on partnerships with businesses, 

unions and industry representatives to help achieve this goal. 
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Labour Market Performance 

The New Zealand labour market has been one of the stand-out performers 

internationally over recent years.  The table below shows that in all of the key 

labour market indicators, other than for labour productivity, New Zealand has 

performed more strongly than the OECD average.  

 

Figure 1: New Zealand and OECD Labour Market Performance  

 

Measures Year NZ OECD 

Economic Growth p.a  2001-2006 3.6% 2.7% 

Employment Growth p.a  2001-2006 2.7% 1.0% 

Labour Productivity Growth p.a  2001-2006 0.7% 1.8% 

Unemployment rate  2006 3.8% 6.1% 

Labour Force Participation rate  2006 78.2% 70.5% 
Source: OECD 

 

Over the last 15 years the labour force participation rate in New Zealand has 

increased to be among the highest in the OECD.  Over the same period the 

unemployment rate has fallen to record lows, remaining below 4% for the last 

three years as shown in the graph below.  At the same time there has been 

considerable employment growth with around 250,000 more people in 

employment at the end of 2007 than in 2002.  There have also been significant 

improvements in labour market outcomes for traditionally disadvantaged groups 

including Maori, Pacific Peoples, youth and older workers. 

A breakdown of key labour market performance indicators as of December 2007 

is shown in the diagram on the next page. 

 

 

Figure 2: New Zealand Unemployment & Labour Force Participation rates 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

Dec-93 Dec-95 Dec-97 Dec-99 Dec-01 Dec-03 Dec-05 Dec-07

62

63

64

65

66

67

68

69

unemployment rate (left axis)

participation rate (right axis)

% of labour force % of working age population

 
 

Source: Household Labour Force Survey, Statistics New Zealand 
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Note: Arrows refer to the change from December 2002 to December 2007 (shown below the arrow).  
Figures may not sum due to rounding as some figures are annual data. Where annual data are used, 
the change refers to annual change.  

As a consequence of rapid growth in employment over the recent past the ability 

of employers to find skilled and unskilled staff has been difficult.  Firms report 

significant difficulty finding skilled labour while there has recently been a 

significant increase in the number of firms reporting difficulty finding unskilled 

labour.  Firms are struggling to recruit the workers they feel they need to expand 

their businesses with the availability of labour the main constraint on expansion 

for more than one-fifth of firms. 
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Labour Market challenges and opportunities 
 
The strong performance of the New Zealand economy over an eight year period 

has helped lift labour market outcomes for its citizens.  In conjunction with active 

labour market policies the New Zealand labour market is in a fundamentally 

different place than at the end of the last millennium.  Key achievements have 

been: 

 

 Rich employment growth producing 253,000 more jobs from 2002, a 13% 

increase.  This has lifted the employment rate for 15-64 year olds from 

72.4% in December 2002 to 75.4% in December 2007    

 

 High labour force participation, with particularly large growth for women and 

older workers 

 

 Long term unemployment confined to around 17% of the unemployed 

(defined as six months or more unemployment) 

 

 All New Zealand regions at or below 5.1% unemployment (the range being 

from 2.3% to 5.1 %) 

 

 Strong gains for ethnic minorities who previously had high unemployment 

rates (the indigenous Maori unemployment rate fell from 11.3% in the 2002 

year to 7.7% in the 2007 year) 

 

 A fall in the working age population receiving welfare payments, particularly 

for those receiving unemployment benefit (from 118,000 in December 2002 

to under 23,000 at December 2007). 

 

The strong labour market has however created new challenges, notably in terms 

of constraints to economic growth from skill and labour shortages.  Shortages 

have appeared across the skill spectrum and peaked in late 2004.  Wage growth 

poses some risks of inflationary pressures, although until recently real wage 

increases have followed labour productivity growth.  Notwithstanding some recent 

easing in economic growth the labour market in New Zealand remains tight.  The 

country is also vulnerable to demands for skilled workers from the global 

economy, particularly from Australia, where New Zealand shares a common 

labour market.  Net migration levels have recently fallen due in large part to  

New Zealand workers moving to Australia. 

 

Figure 4: Difficulty of finding skilled and 
unskilled staff, 1987-2007 
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Source: Quarterly Survey of Business Opinion, NZIER 

Figure 5: A shortage of labour as main 
constraint on expansion, 1987-2007 
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New Zealand’s strong economic performance has come primarily from labour 

utilisation or, in other words, having more people in the labour market working 

with some working relatively long hours.  There are still population groups that 

have relatively low labour force participation, and policy attention is directed 

toward providing more labour market opportunities and raising skill levels 

through education and training.  A central policy concern in New Zealand is to 

ensure that the policy mix encourages labour force participation, but not to the 

detriment of people’s other activities such as caring for children, elderly relatives, 

civic duties, volunteer work, leisure time etc. 

 

Attention has therefore focussed increasingly on labour productivity and 

producing more value from work.  New Zealand’s labour productivity has 

consistently lagged behind the OECD average over the past six years.  In the six 

years to 2006, New Zealand’s average annual labour productivity growth was 0.9 

% compared with 1.5% in Australia, 2.2% in the UK, and 2.2% in the USA. 

 

Some responses to challenges 
 

Over the medium to long term New Zealand’s economic growth will have to 

increasingly be drawn from improvements to labour productivity as the effects of 

population ageing occur.  The figure below shows that the contribution of labour 

utilisation to GDP growth will decrease over the next 50 years to less than 0.5% 

per annum.  In order to maintain economic growth of 2.5 – 3.5% labour 

productivity growth needs to increase considerably.   

 

Figure 6: Contribution to New Zealand’s economic growth 

 
 

The Government’s Economic Transformation Agenda currently focuses on areas 

where New Zealand is seen as relatively weak, including innovation, 

infrastructure, international linkages, capital markets and the need for capital 

deepening.  The Government, in conjunction with its social partners, (the New 

Zealand Council of Trade Unions and Business New Zealand) have also developed 

a Workplace Productivity Agenda that aims to raise awareness of what workplace 

productivity means, why it is important and the actions that can lead to 

improvements. 

 

Since 2001 the Government has promoted an agenda for welfare reform to 

enable sustainable employment for those with weak links to the labour market.  

Less than 10% of the working age population are on welfare benefits 

(unemployed, sole parents and those with sickness, disability or ill health).  

Recent reforms have improved work incentives for lower income earners with 

families and sole parents.  Extensive changes have been made since 2004 to the 

tax/benefit system with assistance delivered to three quarters of all New Zealand 
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families with children.  In addition, the Public Employment Service has further 

developed its work focus.  This focus is achieved through active case 

management of clients, and extended employment assistance to those who 

previously had little access, such as people with disabilities and ill health. 

 

Skill levels in New Zealand have improved since the mid 1980s.  The proportion 

of the working age population without qualifications has dropped from 41% in 

1986 to 24% in 2007, which is a level more typical of developed nations.  

Substantial investments in tertiary education have led to high rates of 

participation in study.  Furthermore, industry training has increased through 

structured on and off-the-job training opportunities linked to the country’s 

national qualifications framework.  Over the six year period from 2000 to 2006 

the number of industry trainees has doubled to 176,000 or around 8% of the 

workforce. 

 

New Zealand also has an active immigration policy, particularly to attract and 

retain skilled migrants.  As a nation of migrants, immigration is particularly 

important to the New Zealand labour market.  Flows can be quite volatile with 

periods of net outflows and inflows.  Since 1999, there has been a net gain of 

migrants to New Zealand averaging 10,000 per year (although annual net 

migration flows are currently below this long-term average).  The skill profile of 

immigrants tends to be higher than that of the workforce as a whole due to the 

skill-biased selection procedures for immigration to New Zealand.  In contrast, 

the skill profile of emigrants tends to be similar to that of the overall New Zealand 

workforce.  Consequently there is a gain of skilled workers and a loss of semi 

skilled and unskilled workers.   

 

 

Historically the UK/Ireland has been the largest source of migrants to New 

Zealand.  However, in the last few decades immigrants have begun coming to 

New Zealand in greater numbers from a wider range of countries, especially Asian 

and Pacific nations.  A quarter of all arrivals in the year to December 2007 were 

from the Asian region.   

Figure 7: Permanent and Long Term (PLT) arrivals, departures, and net migration, 1987-2007 
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Note: Permanent and Long Term (PLT) refers to those intending to stay or leave for a year or more. 
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Governance of employment and skills 
 

As a small open economy New Zealand has a strong system of central 

government with a tier of regional and local government performing a more 

limited range of functions.  Reforms over the past eight years have emphasised 

more collaborative approaches between central government and local 

government.  The reforms  have also signalled a stronger role for local 

government in planning for their communities in the longer term.  The 

Government has a formal partnership with most of the country’s mayors (elected 

representatives of local government) around a common goal to have all young 

people (aged 15 to 19 years) in some form of employment, education or training. 

 

There are 16 regional council areas in New Zealand however it is common for the 

following regions to be aggregated giving a total of 12 New Zealand regional 

council areas as shown in Figure 8.  The largest region in New Zealand, Auckland, 

has a population of around 1.4 million whilst the smallest, Southland, has a 

population slightly below 100,000.  

 

Figure 8 New Zealand Regional Council Areas and Population Sizes 
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A preliminary OECD Local Economic and Employment Development Programme 

report on “Integrating Employment, Skills and Economic Development” (IESED) 

describes the arrangements in New Zealand between the key government and 

non government institutions in considerably more detail.  A model of economic 

and social development is outlined in Figure 9 to provide a context for 

understanding the different agencies and their strategies. 

 

 

Figure 9: Economic & Social Development Model 
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This model highlights the inter-dependencies of three key contributors to 

economic and social development – namely regional economic development 

strategies, labour market interventions (including labour market training 

programmes) and the wider government investment in tertiary education and 

training.  A key assumption driving New Zealand public sector reforms is to 

ensure alignment between these different strands so that they both complement 

and inform each other.  For example, identification of regional economic 

development priorities should be supported by skills and training plans that 

explicitly set out to provide the skills needed for the labour market opportunities 

available.  Similarly, labour market assistance should be strongly linked and 

supportive of growing industries, and particularly to provide training and support 

needed to get disadvantaged job seekers into sustainable jobs.   

 

Feedback loops provide for information and discussion about how these different 

strands can be developed simultaneously so that the contributions of each can be 

maximised.  A practical example of this process in action has been the 

development of regional labour market strategies in New Zealand.  Often such 

strategies have been precipitated by persistent skill shortages and involve a wide 

range of government, local government and community-based agencies working 

together. 
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Figure 10: The New Zealand Institutional Road Map 
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Features of the New Zealand system for local economic 

development 
 

A number of substantial changes to local economic development have occurred in 

New Zealand over the past eight years, both as a response to Government policy 

and from changes to the labour market.  Key features of the current New Zealand 

system include: 

 

 Over the past eight years the New Zealand Government has had strategies for 

employment, most recently in “Better work, working better”.  With strong 

improvements in the labour market over the past eight years, the focus has 

shifted from participation in employment to also include the quality and value 

of work.  The current Employment and Labour Market strategy emphasises 

four key goals: 

 

1. high levels of participation in high quality, well paid and diversified 

employment 

2. a diverse, adaptable and high-skilled workforce 

3. high quality and productive workplaces within an effective regulatory 

environment  

4. high performing regional and sector labour markets. 

 

 Central government has a strong role in setting policy directions and in 

service delivery (at the regional level and in some instances at the local 

level as well).  Four of the six government agencies listed in Figure 10 above 

did not exist in their current form in 1999, and the remaining two agencies, 
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the Department of Labour and Ministry of Education, have had significant 

changes to some of their functions and service delivery. 

 Policy settings include a relatively high degree of autonomy and flexibility to 

provide regional and local responses within national policy guidelines.  A 

good example is the Regional Commissioners of Social Development (who 

work for the Public Employment Service “Work and Income”).  The Regional 

Commissioners have nationally set targets and key performance indicators 

to deliver in their regions with significant flexibility over resources in order 

to achieve these targets and indicators. 

 There has been strategic alignment of certain government functions into 

integrated services.  The most significant example here is the merger in 

1998 of the Employment Service of the Department of Labour and Income 

Support Service of the Department of Social Welfare, into a new 

Department, “Work and Income New Zealand”.  This Department has now 

been merged into a wider entity, the Ministry of Social Development and 

Work and Income is a service of the new Ministry created in 2002. 

 Partnerships have been encouraged between government and non-

government agencies in developing labour market strategies.  In many 

instances public authorities work in tandem with “intermediary bodies” 

which form an important part of the local development landscape.  A range 

of intermediary bodies exist to serve particular functions such as a network 

of Economic Development Agencies, many of which are specialist offices of 

local government authorities responsible for promoting economic 

development in their areas.  Another example is a network of industry 

training organisations set up by government statute in 1992 and funded 

from government and industry contributions. 

 A further feature of New Zealand public administration has been the advent 

of “whole of government” responses to economic and social development.  

This feature comes from the simple proposition that public investments in 

economic development can best be leveraged when they are working in 

harmony with each other.  It also draws on the notion that in a small 

resource constrained country, a more strategic approach to resource 

allocation can deliver better results than if each public agency is left to 

operate in isolation.  Numerous examples exist in New Zealand where 

coordination between and within public sector agencies is essential.  A 

Tertiary Education Strategy (renewed every 3 years) is one such example 

which requires extensive input from Government agencies, which have a 

bearing on education and training, as well as the providers and users of 

education such as industry and employer bodies. 

Achievements in linking employment, skill strategies and 
economic development in New Zealand 
 

New Zealand has made some significant gains both in its labour market 

performance and in the quality and capability of its public institutions.  The strong 

labour market has created many opportunities to address the needs of the 

disadvantaged as evidenced by the work focus of the public employment service.  

The changed labour market has also meant that there is now a strong focus on 

the quality and type of employment available, as opposed to the primary 

emphasis on getting people into work in the late 1980s and 1990s.   

 

Although the strong labour market does not create a crisis or strong impetus for 

change out of dire necessity, it has led the Government to shift focus to economic 

transformation.  In a global economy many of New Zealand’s mainstay industries 
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need to focus more on realising greater value than simply creating more volume 

of products and services (such as agricultural commodities).  The labour market 

plays a central role in this regard and in particular the challenge is to lift our 

labour productivity performance. 

 

Areas which New Zealand can legitimately claim to be doing well include: 

 

 Balancing strong central government leadership with local flexibility 

and responsiveness.   

 Creating strong connections between government and non-

government bodies.   

 The use of intermediaries in providing local responsiveness and/or 

tailored industry solutions.   

 A reformed public employment service offering an integrated service with 

a strong work orientation.   

 The public sector as a facilitator and enabler of local economic 

development.   

Case Study  
 

Northland Region: An Intersectoral Approach to meeting 
Labour Market Challenges  
 
The Northland Region 

 

According to the 2006 Census, approximately 148,440 people live in the 

Northland region.  The land area is approximately 1.25 million hectares, with 

3,025 kilometres of coastline.  The consequence of having a small population to 

sustain a large landmass is that there is a low economic base, and pockets of 

isolation and poverty. 

 

The region is well known for its strong Maori culture.  Maori make up 29% of the 

population, compared with an average 14% nationally.  Of the children and young 

people (aged 24 years and under), 43% are Maori compared with a national 

average of 21%.  In the Far North this reaches 55%.  This prominence will have a 

significant impact on the population make-up in the coming years, particularly as 

these people reach working age and beyond.  There are currently 21,459 people 

aged 65 years and over living in the region, making up 15% of the total 

population.  This number is projected to rise to 41,000 by 2026. 

 

Northland has approximately 11,000 businesses, the majority are small (less than 

five employees), part-time or lifestyle businesses.  Very few are ready to grow to 

the next level.  The majority of the workforce is in low skilled work with low 

incomes.  This creates opportunities to attract investment and outside talent to 

grow the labour markets.  However, the region also wants to increase 

employment opportunities for the 14,307 working-age people receiving a benefit. 

 

According to The 2006 Social Report, Northland has the second highest proportion 

of people on low incomes in the country with 30.2% considered low income.  

Income levels impact on the participation of our people in their communities, 

their quality of life, health outcomes, and the educational attainment of their 

children.  The median annual income for Northland is $21,736 but drops to 

$20,800 for Maori.  This compares to a national median of $25,220 and $22,880 

respectively.  Incomes for Northland Maori have increased 39% ($5,824) over the 
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last two years, much faster than other groups, however there is still some way to 

go. 

 

Labour Market Information 
 

As at the end of December 2007, Household Labour Force Survey indicators for 

the region were: 

 

 Northland National 

Participation Rate 65.4% 68.6% 

Employment Rate 62.7% 66.1% 

Unemployment Rate 4.1% 3.6% 

 
The participation rate stood at 65.4% during the year to December 2007, down 

from 66.0% the year before.  The number of people in the labour force in the 

Northland region is estimated to be 70,400 in the year to December 2007. 

 

The employment rate for those aged 15 and above stood at 62.7% during the 

year to December 2007 down from 62.9% the year before.  There were 67,500 

people employed in the region in the year to December 2007. 

 

The regions unemployment rate declined to 4.1% in the year to December 

2007, from 4.7% the year before. The number of unemployed people in the 

region is estimated at 2,900 for the year to December 2007. 

 
Northland Intersectoral Forum  

 

The Northland Intersectoral Forum provides a whole of government, collaborative 

approach to Northland’s social and economic growth.  By working together at a 

regional level, the Forum members are developing co-ordinated approaches to 

underlying problems, and promoting strong community involvement in devising 

and implementing local solutions to local issues by local people. 

 

The Forum came into being in late 2001.  A number of factors drove its inception: 

 Frustration at the lack of efficiency of other collaborative mechanism 

(same people attending different meetings) 

 Economic Development Strategy had identified “social development” 

priorities that needed to be owned and led 

 Changing government focus – from outputs to outcomes 

 Learnings from Regional Intersectoral Forum 

 
The Forum is a high level regional response to the Governments objective of 

reducing inequality through addressing the underlying causes and removing the 

barriers to full community participation.  It aims to improve outcomes and 

therefore living standards for individuals, their families and communities.  The 

Forum seeks to: 

 Ensure local and central government work together to achieve agreed 

community priorities 

 Collaboratively support social and economic development in communities 

 Make better use of Northland resources 

 Guide Northlands social development strategy 
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Member organisations include: 

Central Government 

 Ministry of Social Development: Work and Income, Family and Community 

Services, Child Youth and Family 

 New Zealand Police 

 Ministry of Education 

 Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs 

 Department of Labour 

 Department of Internal Affairs 

 Department for Justice  

 Corrections 

 Department of Conservation 

 Te Puni Kokiri  

 Tertiary Education Commission 

 Housing New Zealand 

 Northland Health 

 Accident Compensation  

 Career Service rapuara 

 

Local Government 

 Northland Regional Council 

 Whangarei District Council 

 Kaipara District Council 

 Far North District Council 

 

Non Government Organisations 

 Enterprise Northland 

 Sport Northland 

 

Maori tribes 

The organisations are working towards joined up, consistent strategic priorities, 

goals and outcomes, and therefore service delivery.  By reducing the barriers 

between agencies, Northland Intersectoral Forum is enabling the provision of 

more effective and comprehensive services to people in need.  This helps to 

address the range of issues preventing them from finding and securing 

employment, building a better future for their children and participating fully in 

their communities. 

 

Industry Partnerships 
 
Work and Income has developed a series of partnerships with industry and 

employer organisations at both a national and a local level.  These partnerships 

are known collectively as Industry Partnerships.  Industry Partnerships provide an 

effective way for industries, employers and government to work together to: 

 minimise skill and labour shortages  

 maximise job and career opportunities for Work and Income clients. 

 

They provide an opportunity for industries and employers to develop and 

implement a co-ordinated employment, training and recruitment framework. 

 

Having strong relationships between industries, employers, industry training 

organisations and Work and Income enables the partners to jointly design tailored 

training and support programmes as well as recruitment service offers that assist 

in the development of the skilled staff required to meet immediate and future 

workforce needs.  The approach is demand-led, with the needs of industries and 

employers providing the starting point for the design and development of these 

programmes and the type of recruitment services offered. 
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Partnerships are formed with national industry associations that represent the 

interests of their member employers.  These partnerships also generally include 

the relevant industry training organisations. 

 

Finally, these partnerships also provide industries and employers with a single 

point of engagement for Work and Income, and other work areas of the Ministry 

of Social Development (MSD) and other government agencies as relevant. 

 

Some of the industries that are included in Industry Partnerships include: 

 

 truck driving  retail 

 warehousing and logistics  hotels housekeeping 

 building and construction  civil construction 

 bus and coach driving  meat processing 

 hospitality  joinery and glazing 

 roofing  shearing 

 plumbing, gas fitting and drain laying  office administration. 

 

Partnerships are also formed with Chambers of Commerce, unions and other 

organisations that represent large groups of employers.  More recently 

partnerships are being formed with nationally significant employers, with 

branches or outlets located throughout New Zealand, who are facing a skill or 

labour shortage within their workforce.  

 

The services provided to partners are designed and delivered through an account 

management approach, which involves a dedicated Account Manager being 

assigned to each partnership.  The Account Manager learns about each of their 

partner’s workforce recruitment and planning needs, then works with them to 

develop recruitment service offers and/or tailored training and support 

programmes that meet these specific needs.  This approach also enables 

facilitation of interactions between partners, other business organisations and 

government departments to foster closer ties and collaborate on areas of mutual 

benefit. 

 

The recruitment service offer generally incorporates services such as regional 

coordination, proactive sourcing and recruitment, bulk recruitment campaigns, 

workforce planning, and workforce retention and development. 

 

The tailored training and support programmes are called Straight 2 Work.  

These programmes do not follow the standard path of most employment training 

programmes. They are developed by industry for industry, which ensures that the 

training is relevant to the needs of the employers within that industry.  Straight 

2 Work programmes also include additional support services to help Work and 

Income clients to get settled into jobs and ongoing training and development so 

that they can build a career and become valued employees within the workplace 

and the industry. 

 

All programmes contain five stages: assessment and selection, training, job 

placement, career support and career planning. 

 

Assessment and selection 

The design of the assessment process is based on employer-defined entry-level 

criteria. This helps Work and Income to make sure that the clients who are 

selected for training are suitable and meet the employers’ workforce needs. 
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Training 

The training is designed with specific job opportunities in mind.  It usually 

includes a mix of classroom theory and practical work based training in a real 

work setting that, in most cases, leads to nationally recognised qualifications.  

This stage is intensive and generally completed within a short period of time, 

between 4 and 12 weeks. 

 

Job placement 

Most clients will be assisted to go directly from training into a job placement, 

generally within a six week period. 

 

Career Support 

Once on a job clients will receive career support which could include additional 

training or mentoring. 

 

Career plan 

Assistance will also be given to clients and their employers to develop a formal 

career plan so that the clients can develop their skills and knowledge further and 

build a career for themselves.  

 

Both career support and career planning are provided to clients for a period of up 

to six months from date of job placement. 

 

Within any partnership there are responsibilities that each partner agrees to carry 

out to ensure the strategic objectives are achieved.  The main responsibilities for 

each partner are outlined below. 

 

Partnership Responsibilities 

 

For an industry or employer partner, responsibilities include  

 providing current information on the specific skill and labour shortages facing 

they face  

 providing advice on the design and delivery of the assessment, selection, 

training and on the job support programmes  

 assisting in the identification of an appropriate training and support provider, 

known as an intermediary  

 promoting this initiative and Work and Income clients to its membership or 

other branches of the employer’s organisation (as appropriate) 

 encouraging provision of meaningful employment opportunities for 

participants 

 promoting and encouraging employer professionalism with an emphasis on 

quality recruitment, training, career development and working conditions, and 

 actively participating in the Industry Executive committee to monitor 

performance and determine the future strategic direction of the partnership.  

 

For Work and Income, responsibilities include  

 building capacity of the training and support programmes and clients to meet 

the aims of the initiative  

 working with the partners to ensure the delivery of training and support to its 

clients meets identified workforce needs, and 

 actively promoting the development of the partnership to achieve higher 

sustainable employment rates within the industry or employer organisation for 

its clients. 

 

Industry and employer partners have expressed their enthusiasm for Industry 

Partnerships and see the approach as a refreshing, viable way of recruiting from 

the Work and Income client group.  Most report that employers, in general, have 

had a positive experience working within this initiative and they have found their 

relationship with Work and Income to be very effective. 
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Case Study 

 
The Industry Partnership 

 

This case study describes an Industry Partnership that Work and Income has 

developed with the Road Passenger Transport Industry.  Work and Income has a 

national industry partnership with Bus & Coach Association New Zealand Inc 

(BCA).  It is an industry association that covers a large part of the Road 

Passenger Transport Industry including bus and coach operators, both large and 

small, limousine and small Passenger Service Vehicles (PSV) operators as well as 

other businesses associated with the industry.  It represents approximately 85% 

of the licensed operators running 80% of the nation’s fleet.  As more and more 

New Zealanders are using public transport, there is an urgent need for more 

drivers all over the country. In response BCA has set up an internet job search 

site called www.busjobs.co.nz.  

 

As part of the formal Industry Partnership with BCA, Work and Income runs 

several Straight 2 Work programmes including assessment and selection, 

training, job placement, career support and career planning.  Some of these 

components are delivered in partnership with the Tertiary Education Commission.   

 

Road Passenger Transport Industry 

 

As of February 2006 the road passenger transport industry had 9,470 employees.  

The average annual growth in employee numbers in the six years prior to this 

date was 3.1%, slightly lower than the average annual average growth for all 

industries at 4.0%.  In the year to February 2006, the road passenger transport 

industry employee numbers grew only 1.2%, well short of the all industry 

average of 2.1%. 

 

Road passenger transport industry can be sub divided into 3 areas: 

• Long distance bus transport 

• Short distance bus transport 

• Taxi and other road passenger transport 

 

The long distance bus transport industry had 1,480 employees as at February 

2006.  This represented a negative average annual growth of -0.6% over the 

preceding six years, well below the average annual average growth for all 

industries at +4.0%.  In the year to February 2006, the long distance bus 

transport industry employee numbers grew only 0.7%, an improvement but still 

well short of the all industry average of 2.1%. 

 

The short distance bus transport industry represents the largest part of the 

industry and had 6,290 employees as at February 2006.  This represented an 

average annual growth of 5.3% over the preceding six years, much higher than 

the average annual average growth for all industries at 4.0%.  In the year to 

February 2006, the short distance bus transport industry employee numbers grew 

2.6%, above the all industry average of 2.1%. 

 

The taxi and other road passenger transport industry had 1,710 employees as at 

February 2006.  This represented an average annual growth of just 0.4% over 

the preceding six years, well below the average annual average growth for all 

industries at 4.0%.  In the year to February 2006, the taxi and other road 

passenger transport industry employee numbers were down -2.8%, below the all 

industry average of +2.1%. 

http://www.busjobs.co.nz/
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Bus and Coach Industry labour market 

 

The New Zealand bus and coach industry is made up of a few large companies 

and many smaller operators.  There are approximately 480 licensed operators in 

New Zealand and about 6,800 registered buses and coaches.  As at 1 June 2003 

the BCA had 415 full members and 130 associate members (trade suppliers of 

goods and services to the industry). 

 

As at 1 June 2003 the Association members employed a total of 9,162 workers 

(7,886 in 2002), made up of 4,320 permanent drivers (3,485 in 2002) and 3,636 

casual drivers (3,409 in 2002), 942 other permanent staff like office workers and 

mechanics (831 in 2002) and 264 other casual staff (161 in 2002). 

 

The BCA members operate in four distinct sectors: 

• Tour and charter, including scheduled long distance services 

• School transport 

• Urban transport 

• Limousines/small passenger vehicles 

 

Urban transport is the biggest sector in terms of passenger numbers per annum 

at 62% and in terms of kilometres travelled per annum at 44%.  Tour and charter 

operations are the next biggest at 17% in terms of passenger numbers but at 

38% in terms of kilometres travelled. School transport is also big at 21% of 

passenger numbers and 17% of kilometres travelled.  

 

There are over 5,400 buses in the Association's members' fleet, comprising 2,100 

school buses, 1,600 urban (city) buses, 1,550 tour and charter coaches, and 170 

small Passenger Service Vehicles (PSV) in the limousine sector.  Within the 

industry, school bus operators employ 33% of staff, followed by urban operators 

(30%), tour and coach operators (29%).   

 

The bus and coach industry contributes over $550 million to the local economy.  

In 2006 Census 5,517 people identified themselves as passenger coach drivers. 

Ten years ago it was only 4,500, a growth of 22.6% over ten years, vacancies 

advertised in the year to March 2006 were 212, and in the year to March 2007 

were only 133, down 37%.  The New Zealand Immigration Service granted 48 

temporary work permits for this profession in year 2005/2006 and also approved 

one permit under skilled migrant category.  The average income in 2001 was only 

$22,947 or just about $11.00 an hour.  However, the advertisements on 

www.busjobs.co.nz now generally range from $12.50 to $16 an hour. 

 

In 2001 about 80% of all passenger coach drivers were male, 74% were NZ 

European, 17% Maori, 7% Pacific people and 3% other ethnicities.  Quite a high 

proportion of 57% were above 50 years of age in 2001, 40% were between 30-49 

years of age and just 4% were 15-29 years of age.  The retirement rate in this 

occupation is 4.5%.  A large number (42%) have no qualifications at all, 30% 

have some school qualifications and only 15% have post school qualifications.  In 

addition, 21% work more than 50 hours a week and 37% work less than 30 hours 

a week. 
 

Workforce Issues and Skill Shortages 

 

The annual shortage for drivers is estimated to be about 1,000 drivers for the 

period 2006 to 2010, but while there is a shortage for drivers, in many cases it is 

only a shortage of good, experienced drivers.  Turnover in the industry is 14% as 

at December 2005, lower than the 17.7% average for all industries 

 

Shift work, long working hours, lots of paperwork and the need to travel from 

home base are some of the issues.  Some of the work requires drivers to be 
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physically fit with strong backs and some employers are hesitant to give trainee 

drivers expensive buses to drive.  BCA is working to improve the image of the 

industry in areas like pay, working hours, training and career prospects. 

 

Type of jobs 

 

The main job in this industry is of course:  

• Passenger coach driver 

o Inter city drivers 

o Urban drivers 

o School bus drivers 

o Coach drivers. 
 

This industry also employees the following support jobs 

• radio operators 

• motor mechanics 

• transport managers, and 

• clerks. 

 

Outcomes of the Industry Partnership 

 

In the year 2005/2006, a total of 195 clients were referred to Straight 2 Work 

programmes tailored for the Bus and Coach Industry.  Of these, 186 participated 

in the programmes, 147 or 79% of the participants completed training and 113 or 

61% of the participants have moved into employment with 55 completing 91 days 

on the job.  The average wage paid was $12.64 and the cost per participant was 

$1,887, but cost per placement was higher at $3,105. 

 

There were 142 referrals to Straight 2 Work programmes tailored for the Bus and 

Coach Industry in the 2006/2007 year.  Of these 132 have or are participating in 

the programmes, 115 or 87% of the participants have completed training and 86 

or 65% of the participants have moved into employment, 24 have completed 91 

days on the job.  The average wage paid was $13.17, an improvement from the 

2005/2006 year.  The cost per participant is $2,038 and cost per placement is 

$3,128. 

 

In addition during the 19 month period from 1 July 2005 to 31 January 2007 a 

total of 152 vacancies for Passenger Coach Drivers were notified with Work and 

Income.  Of these 101 were filled. 
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Challenges in looking forward 
 

Notwithstanding the substantial gains in the labour market over the past 9 years, 

much remains to be done.  As a small isolated open economy New Zealand is 

particularly vulnerable to economic shocks as our past history has shown. 

Although New Zealand has arrested its relative economic decline in the past 

decade, globalisation of the world economy requires that we lift the value of work 

undertaken and hence the returns to the economy. 

 

In looking forward to the future several challenges in particular stand out if  

New Zealand is to make further gains in both living standards and the quality of 

working life for its citizens: 

 

 Tackling the needs of low skilled workers within industry.  Studies of 

adult literacy in New Zealand have shown some low levels of workplace 

literacy and numeracy.  With many industries facing persistent skill 

shortages, there is an increasing realisation that more has to be done to lift 

adult literacy and that this is best done within a workplace context.  A 

further and related issue is increasing the levels of English language 

competence; an issue facing many migrants from a non-English speaking 

background.  The Government has a Language, Literacy and Numeracy 

strategy which it is implementing directly through industry groups. 

 Better linking training and skill development to industry needs.  

Whilst there is a high level of participation and innovative delivery methods 

within tertiary education, there have been concerns about the persistence of 

skill shortages and variation in performance between tertiary education 

providers.  In particular, the previous emphasis on student choice and high 

levels of participation in tertiary education has to be tempered with steering 

education investment to both current and future industry needs.  A 

substantial reform of tertiary education is currently underway with a greater 

emphasis in investment in areas of need.  The Government is also 

developing a Unified Skills Strategy in partnership with the peak union, 

employer and industry training organisations. 

 Creating stronger links to regional economic development 

strategies.  Recent changes to regional economic development policies will 

need to be reinforced by clearer linkages to skills and labour market 

assistance within regions.  A significant programme of work is underway to 

bring together key Government agencies and local development authorities.  

Government agencies are working more closely together to provide a clear 

and integrated approach to engaging with industry and local Government 

authorities at the regional level.  This work has also included the production 

of a “Regional Resource Roadmap” showing both the forms of assistance and 

the roles/responsibilities of the different agencies at national and regional 

levels. 

 Improving labour productivity.  While a country’s productivity is 

dependant on a complex web of factors, changing our workplace cultures 

and practices appears to be a critical success factor.  The scale of change 

that can be attributed to good practice demonstration initiatives has been 

limited to date.  Further involvement with a wider group of industry and 

union participants will be considered following the evaluation of the current 

programme. 
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 Ensuring young people have good outcomes from employment, 

education and training.  A recently released OECD report1 on young 

people in New Zealand highlights that although most young people are 

engaged in employment, education and training, there are a number who 

are at risk of poor long term life outcomes.  The focus has been particularly 

on 15 to 19 year olds with the Government and the Mayors of most local 

authorities agreeing the common goal of ensuring all of this cohort are 

actively engaged in employment, education or training.  Recently the 

Government announced its intention to ensure that all young people are 

engaged in some form of education or training until the age of 18. 

 Providing clearer specification of the different leadership roles 

within regional and local economic development contexts.  The 

attention paid in the last few years to new forms of government assistance 

has created some overlapping and ambiguous responsibilities.  Thus New 

Zealand’s agencies need to be clearly focussed on adding the most value 

within an overall development framework.   

Conclusions 
 

New Zealand has gained international attention for significant reforms from the 

mid 1980s onwards to address relative economic decline.  Structural and 

institutional reforms since the new millennium have sought to create a more 

inclusive and productive economy.  These reforms are less well known in 

international circles but have laid a strong platform for the better integration of 

policies to enhance competitiveness and create better opportunities for all New 

Zealanders. 

 

The labour market is central to many of the Government’s aspirations particularly 

through creating a more productive workforce.  New Zealand is well placed to 

take advantage of its strong labour market performance through the cooperation 

and commitment of its government and non-government agencies.  A wide range 

of government and non-government bodies are now involved in working at 

national, regional, local and industry levels to ensure New Zealand’s labour 

market continues to perform strongly.  These efforts are still relatively recent in 

New Zealand’s history and still have some way to go.  Nonetheless, progress to 

date suggests that integration of employment, skills and economic development 

policies can make a significant difference to bolstering growth and development.  

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

                                                 
1 Jobs for Youth: New Zealand 
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