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Introduction  
 

 
The Canterbury region is bounded by the Pacific Ocean to the east 
and the Southern Alps to the west. To the north the region reaches 
as far as Kaikoura and to the south, includes Timaru. The 
Canterbury plains are surrounded by mountains, hills and ocean.  
 
Canterbury is the second most populous region in New Zealand, 
with a population of 521,832 at the last census. Thirteen percent of 
the New Zealand population live in Canterbury.  The proportion of 
the population who identify as European is 77.4 % compared to 
the national average of 67.6%. Māori are 7.2 % of the population 
compared to the national average of 14.6 %.  
 
Christchurch is the largest city in the South Island. The 
metropolitan area contains three-quarters of the population of 
Canterbury and one-third of the population of the South Island. 
The population of Canterbury is overwhelmingly urban. Close to 
90% live in Christchurch City or on the city‟s fringes in the 
Waimakariri and Selwyn districts. 
  
Key industries in the region include manufacturing, agriculture, 
retail trade, finance, business services and construction. The 
agricultural industry has always been the economic core of 
Christchurch. The city has long had industry based on the 
surrounding farming country. Agribusiness in Christchurch has 
included malting, seed development and dressing, wool and meat 
processing, and small biotechnology operations using by-products 
from meat works.   
 
Dairying has grown strongly in the surrounding areas with high 
world prices for milk products and the use of irrigation to lift grass 
growth on dry land. With its higher labour use this has helped stop 
declines in rural population. Many cropping and sheep farms have 
been converted to dairying. Conversions have been undertaken by 
agribusiness companies as well as by individual farmers.  
 
Christchurch also has a thriving high tech sector, which includes 
the specialist soft-ware development cluster and the electronics 
cluster.  
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Demographic data  
The population of Canterbury is slightly older than the national 
average, with a median age of 37.6 years compared to 35.9 years 
for New Zealand as a whole. A greater proportion of the population 
are aged 65 years and older than that of New Zealand as a whole 
and a smaller percentage of people aged under 15.    
 
In terms of qualifications a slightly smaller proportion of the adult 
population of Canterbury have a post-school qualification than the 
percentage nationally and slightly higher proportion of people in 
the region have no formal qualifications.   

According to the latest census the median incomes (half earn more 
half earn less) is $23,500 compared to the national median of 
$24,400.  Less than half (44.2 percent) of people aged 15 years 
and over in Canterbury Region have an annual income of $20,000 
or less, compared with 43.2 percent of people for New Zealand as 
a whole.  Fewer people have an income over $50,000 than the 
national figure. A number of participants in our conversations in 
Canterbury commented about the relative low pay rates. One said 
that local “wage rates were low in a low wage economy”.  

Employment 
The unemployment rate in the Canterbury region is 5.3% in the 
year to December 2009, compared to the national average of 
6.1%. The unemployment rate in the region in the previous year 
was 3.2%. Labour force participation is higher than the national 
average at 69.6% compared to 68.3%. There has been a slight 
decrease in the participation rate from the previous year. 
The Commission visited Canterbury in February 2010 and included 
engagements in Kaikoura, Ashburton, Timaru, Geraldine and 
Christchurch.  For our purposes Statistics New Zealand 
boundaries were used to define the region, but during our visit we 
heard that government departments divided regions differently and 
this posed challenges for co-ordination between agencies. For 
example the Ministry of Social Development services Timaru from 
Dunedin and Ashburton from Christchurch.   
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Process of engagement 
 

 
The Commission met with 250 people in 32 different engagements 
- with employers and/or employees from key regional industries 
and with a range of local groups. The Commission is keen to 
include “new voices” in the National Conversation about Work and 
so we have sought meetings with groups not heard from before. 
 
The Commission typically approaches regional development 
agencies and local government for advice about key employers in 
an area and to provide an overview of employment issues. We 
include significant and iconic industry sectors and businesses, 
types of work and workplaces we have not engaged with so far, 
and meetings with groups who are disadvantaged in the 
workplace.  This regional summary report is the outcome of 
discussions with individuals and groups in the Canterbury region.  
 
Reports are compiled after each regional visit. Participants were 
given the opportunity to comment on the draft report before 
publication on the NEON website www.neon.org.nz and on the 
project website www.haveyoursayaboutwork.org.nz  
 
The final national report will amalgamate the observations and 
insights from the sixteen regional reports. It will also incorporate 
information collected through other forms of engagement such as 
on-line submissions and meetings of national bodies.  
 
The following groups and individuals were participants in the 
Canterbury region: 
 
Māori Business  

 Whale Watch, Kaikoura 

 Ngai Tahu Holdings, Christchurch  
 
Farming  

 Peter and Ange Montgomery, Cheviot  

 Canstaff Ashburton  
 
Food processing 

 Barkers of Geraldine  

http://www.haveyoursayaboutwork.org.nz/
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 CMP (Meat processing) Ashburton  
 
Local government and Economic Development Agencies  

 Catherine Hannah and Heather Warwick, Enterprise North 
Canterbury 

 Naomi Woodham, Hurunui District Council  

 Michael Prisk, Waimakariri District Council 

 Justine Rutherford, Hanmer Springs Hot Pools  

 Rob Brawley, Grow Canterbury, Ashburton 

 Raewyn Barclay, Safer Community Council, Ashburton 

 Wendy Smith, Aoraki Development Corporate 

 Jude Ryan O‟Dea, Canterbury Employers Chamber of 
Commerce 

 Simon Worthington and Amy Marshall, Canterbury 
Development Corporation   

 
Community groups 

 Filipino community, Ashburton 

 Migrant community, Timaru 

 National Council of Women, Christchurch branch 

 Out at Work (Council of Trade Unions), Christchurch 

 Disability Group Meeting  

 EEO practitioners meeting, Christchurch co-hosted with EEO 
Trust 

 
Health sector 

 South Canterbury District Health Board  

 Pegasus Health, Christchurch    
 
Technology sector 

 Jade Software, Christchurch 

 Airways Corporation, Christchurch 

 Canterbury Software Cluster 

 Dynamic Controls, Christchurch  
 
Lawyers  

 Group of Christchurch women lawyers 

 David Appleton, employment lawyer 
 
Education sector 

 Women in Leadership alumni Lincoln University  
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 Men in Early Childhood Education Christchurch 

 Kidsfirst Kindergarten teachers and administrators  
 
Science sector 

 AgResearch 

 Environmental Science and Research (ESR)  
 
Transport   

 Bluestar taxis  
 
The usual format of the meetings is to introduce the project, 
followed by discussion. Meetings were about one hour long and 
were usually held in the workplace.  
 
Conversations with employees were structured around the 
following key questions: 
  
1. What do you like about working here?  
2. What would make a difference for you to achieve equality at 

work?  
 
These questions were followed by a general discussion about 
equality and fairness at work and what is needed to effect the 
desired change. Typically these discussions elicited a wealth of 
personal stories about work, both positive and negative and 
highlighted a number of issues related to fairness at work. 
 
Conversations with employers focused on key issues which 
included: 
 
1. What are your most pressing issues related to employment? 
2. Do you need assistance to improve EEO in your workplace?  
3. What kind of assistance would be most helpful? 
 
We also asked people about the effect of the recession on 
employment and the labour market in the region.  
 

Weathering the recession in Canterbury 
 

 
The effect of the recession has varied across the region. For 
example, we were told that the recession had come to Timaru late 
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and that the social impact had not been that great. Disaggregated 
information on labour market trends within Canterbury is difficult to 
obtain and this is not helped by different area boundaries for 
different government departments.  
 
A number of companies whose business is food production 
observed that while the food service industry had reduced demand 
for food products, “people have got to eat” and so demand from 
supermarket chains had not been reduced.  
 
In the past unemployment rates in the region have been very low 
and there was a problem of labour shortages, that trend is less 
marked and employers have a greater pool from which to recruit. 
One participant told us that in the past those who were 
unemployed were the “rugged and the buggered” but with rising 
unemployment the profile of the unemployed had changed. 
Concern was expressed that young people with tertiary 
qualifications were experiencing difficulty finding work.  
 
As in other regions visited, a major effect of the recession has 
been a marked increase in the number of applications received for 
advertised jobs. One employer told us that the quality of applicants 
was very high. He said that for a part time fixed term job he 
received seventy applications –“at least half were worth a look”.  
 
The requirement to prove that they have “looked for Kiwis first” 
before recruiting overseas was seen as a “hassle” for employers.  
 
Employers have also noted that retention of staff has improved as 
employees seek job security and are less likely to take risks in 
moving jobs, thus reducing turnover. We were also told that the 
economic downturn has provided employers with the opportunity to 
get rid of unproductive workers. We also heard that the recession 
was a “correction after a decade of long inflated growth.” One 
employer said “we were not looking after ourselves when things 
were good, we were spending on things we didn‟t need to”. 
 

We heard that “employers are gun shy and wary of gearing up too 
quickly”. This has lead to either contracting out work or to 
employing staff on a temporary basis where previously work would 
have been permanent. Employers see this as a way to “try before 
you buy” as well as keeping fixed costs down. Some casual 
labouring jobs were not being paid as well as they had been before 



 
7 

the recession.  “Lots of organisations are using their casual pool as 
a recruitment filter.”  
 
Conservative hiring practices have impacted on people already 
disadvantaged in the labour market.  We heard that people have a 
tendency to hire people like themselves and that “diversity is 
channelled into the casual pool.”   
 
Employers are being creative in order to keep staff and not making 
people redundant. This included moving people around and 
shorter working weeks (nine day fortnights, four day weeks). 
Flexibility of  job design also emerged as a trend in the region. One 
company has formalised flexible job design by hiring people as 
“versatiles” who are able and expected to take on a number of 
tasks and roles on any given day depending on the need of the 
company.   
 
Flexibility of hours were thought by one commentator to be less 
available now than it was when there was a shortage of labour. We 
heard “there isn‟t the same flexibility, it‟s not so easy, you get 
trapped in jobs where you don‟t flourish.” 
 
Small businesses were seen as particularly vulnerable. One 
commentator observed that small businesses did not have the 
resources to have human resource systems and specialists in 
place. The issue was not a matter of lack of available information 
but of time to read and implement best practice. A key theme for 
small to medium sized businesses was “how to get (human 
resource) strategies and systems in place”. New Zealand is the 
second best country in the world in terms of ease of setting up 
business. “Is it too easy to set up business here?” we were asked. 
“Maybe this is hurting economic growth.”   
 
For some high tech companies business has increased as more 
people shop on line. Some in this sector are noticing that contracts 
are being shortened “but not cancelled” and growth is slowing 
down.  
 
The effect on a company after a major retrenchment cannot be 
overestimated. “It still affects us to this day.” After a company has 
undergone a downsizing, the desire to not be “caught with too 
many people” is acute. We heard that it is difficult to bounce back 
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after resources are lost, “and it affects the rest of the team, 
everyone else starts panicking”.   
 
We heard that one company had wiped its training budget. This 
was seen as risky as the company would not be able to make the 
most of opportunities that occurred once the recession was over. 
Other companies have continued to invest in training staff.  “It‟s 
important to come out (of the recession) and be able to hit the 
ground running”.  
 

What do people value at work? 
 

 
People‟s response to the question “What do you like about your 
work?” is remarkably consistent. In Canterbury the following 
themes featured: 
 
Pride  
Many employees talked about their pride in the product or service. 
Both male and female early childhood teachers talked about the 
wow factor. It‟s the emotional satisfaction of “making a difference 
in the life of a child” we heard. Workers in a food processing plant 
talked about their pride in seeing their products on supermarket 
shelves, “we made that.” Workers in Māori businesses expressed 
an appreciation of working for the long term interest of iwi – they 
were excited about the “vision of what Ngai Tahu wants to 
achieve” and enjoyed being part of that.    
 
Egalitarian non-hierarchical work structures 
People appreciate a culture in which everyone‟s contribution is 
valued. Managers are seen as approachable and highly visible in 
the workplace. “Everyone is thinking and contributing,” “all of us 
get into the factory” and “everyone knows Michael” (the CE‟s first 
name).   
 
Opportunities for career advancement 
We heard of a number of opportunities provided for professional 
development. For some people it was working time to develop their 
own ideas. This appeared to be common in the high tech sector 
but was also available in other businesses. One participant said 
“we‟re given a lot of rope to try things”. Another business identified 
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promising entry level workers and provided them with substantial 
support to gain qualification that furthered their career. 
 
Challenges 
People frequently referred to the intellectual challenge of their work 
and how satisfying it was to face and solve problems in their work. 
Appreciation of a lack of routine, “everyday is different” was also 
mentioned in a number of workplaces.  One person said “I like risk, 
it‟s great to take a new idea and make money out of it, it‟s better 
than gambling with your money and time.”  
 
Workmates  
As in other areas, many people enjoy the company of their 
workmates and many socialise with workmates outside the 
workplace. During our conversations in Canterbury people also 
identified that being a part of a high performance culture and 
working with skilled people who they admired was very satisfying. 
An older man, an employer in the high tech sector said “I like 
taking graduates, it staggers me how smart they are.” We also 
heard that “everyone working collectively to the same goal” was a 
source of satisfaction for people in a Māori business.  
 
Size of the workplace 
A number of people commented that they enjoyed the fact that the 
company is small enough to “know everyone”. However there was 
caution about an organisation being “one deep”. “We love small 
but it‟s a double edged sword.” “If one person was sick or on 
sabbatical then they can‟t be replaced.” 
 
Lifestyle  
Outdoor recreation pursuits possible because of the ready access 
to mountains, rivers and the sea enable a lifestyle that is attractive 
to many of the people we spoke to. Employers promote the 
lifestyle in their recruitment and employees frequently mentioned 
lifestyle as one of the reasons they liked about working in the 
region. 
 
Flexibility 
The ability to work from home was valued in a number of 
workplaces. “I really like the whanau orientation here” said one 
person “I‟m enabled to work from home if I want or need to go 
home.” 
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Issues 
 

 
The following themes emerged from discussions with people we 
talked to in the region: 

 Skill shortages 

 Migrant workers 

 Flexible work practices 

 Work life balance 

 Career development/educational opportunities 

 Youth employment 

 Ageing workforce 

 Unpaid work 

 People with disabilities 

 Non-traditional work 

 Māori business  

 Health and safety 
 

Skill shortages  
Despite rising unemployment it is still difficult to get specialist staff 
in smaller towns we visited. Concern was expressed about 
succession planning in an environment of the ageing workforce. 
It‟s important to “grow your own” we were told. “There needs to be 
a greater emphasis on developing our young graduates, we can‟t 
rely on the external market” (ie recruiting overseas).  
 
Smaller towns within commuting distance of Christchurch 
struggled to offer suitable white collar work to local people. “How 
do you stop the leakage of labour and local spending”?  
 
One farming employer commented that the available labour pool 
was the “semi-retired and nearly dead, we‟re like a knackers yard”. 
Another person commented that, in the recent past there was 
“negative unemployment” particularly in the dairy sector. “If you 
could stand you could get a job”, we heard.   
 
Government constraints on the state sector salaries are of concern 
to human resource professionals who recruit internationally for 
health professionals. “We‟ll have to live with the resultant 
unhappiness”.  Smaller DHBs struggle to attract doctors, because 
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“we can‟t offer what would keep them here” – such as 
specialisations.  
 
We also heard from both rural and urban communities about 
shortage of general practitioners (GPs), which is predicted to get 
worse as GPs age. The proportion of GPs to population is low by 
international standards in rural areas in particular. This trend is 
likely to worsen in the future as young doctors are more likely to 
train as specialists than as GPs. Those who do train as GPs were 
not attracted to working as a sole practice and preferred to work in 
a collegial setting such as a group practice. 
 
It is feared that people who are relying on selling their business to 
fund their retirement may find that there is no-one to buy it, and so 
owners will have to continue to work to keep the business going.  
 
Doctor shortages are leading to health providers “looking at 
different ways of doing things”. The increased reliance on nurse 
practitioners is one outcome of this. Another outcome is to offer 
management services to doctors so that their paper work is 
reduced and time spent of patient care is increased.    
 
One company has quantified the cost of recruiting internationally. 
The break even point is three years. Travel assistance for staff 
from out of town has assisted one company‟s recruitment drive.    
 

Migrant workers  
One person from a local authority estimated that 60% of the 
dairying labour force was new migrants, however the true number 
of seasonal workers was not known. The need for new settlement 
/migrant support was identified in a number of meetings. The influx 
of people from different backgrounds into what up until five years 
had been very stable homogenous communities has presented 
challenges.  
 
 The need for active programmes to promote acceptance of 
diversity both in workplaces and in the wider community was 
identified in a number of towns. Some communities have found 
that their existing newcomers networks do not match the different 
ethnic groups who are now settling in the area.  
 
In one town acceptance of and integration of families from other 
places including other parts of New Zealand, especially the North 
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Island has been difficult, but that the community was “much more 
open to diversity than five to ten years ago.”  One company 
employed a liaison co-ordinator to assist workers from outside the 
local community with settlement. “They could ring the co-ordinator 
about anything.” In both rural and urban meetings we heard about 
a shift to a more accepting attitude to migrant workers. One person 
predicted that “in ten years it (where you come from) will not be an 
issue at all” 
 
We heard from migrant workers, community workers and 
economic development agencies about difficulties related to work 
permits which commit a migrant worker to a specific farm / 
employer. “What happens if the farm folds? Or the worker wants to 
leave because working conditions are not what they were led to 
believe?”  One participant suggested that more decision making 
power on migrant workers should be given to industry groups. He 
argued that they had a vested interest in making sure the migrant 
worker system was not abused.  
 
A mismatch between the expectations of employers and 
employees created difficulties. For example: some farm workers 
had very specialist skills but were expected to be able to turn their 
hand to a variety of tasks such as driving various farm vehicles, 
milking, calving etc. We were told “migrants need to understand 
the needs of the Kiwi workplace and employers need to 
understand the needs of migrants.”  
 
This mismatch is also played out in the value different cultures 
place on having tertiary qualifications. We heard that in a number 
of cultures having a degree came with a sense of entitlement to 
work and to a certain status which is not the case here. Immigrants 
with qualifications and experience were much easier to place in 
jobs. We heard that it was important to support both employers 
and migrant workers to ensure the success of migrant 
employment. “If employers and employees have a good 
experience then it (hiring migrant workers) will continue.”  
 
As in other areas, we were told that the process of having 
overseas qualifications recognised was problematic. This was 
particularly difficult for registration by the Medical Council,  
perceived by some to be driven by the “colonial old boys network”, 
as health professionals from Australia, the UK and Ireland found it 
easier to gain registration than people from other places including 
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the United States of America. We also heard that Filipino nurses 
were unable to qualify in New Zealand and had to work as 
caregivers.   
 
One migrant, an IT specialist, told us that the first three months 
after arrival were very hard. He said that it was better to be 
prepared to face three or four months until you get the right 
opportunity, otherwise “you are never going to be satisfied if you 
lower your expectations”. He believed that it was very difficult to 
get back into higher paid work, if you settled for a lower paid job.  
 
Wives of migrant workers were often isolated and obtaining a 
driving license improved lives immensely. However obtaining a 
license was particularly difficult because their husbands had to 
have a New Zealand licence for two years before they could 
supervise a learner driver. In the absence of public transport in 
rural Canterbury, migrant women were stuck on the farm or were 
driving illegally, “creeping to the school bus and creeping to town.” 
“We need volunteers to supervise driving.”  
 
We were told “I‟m conscious of the exploitation of these people. 
Employers need migrant workers to make money, does it not occur 
to people that they‟d make more money if they treated workers 
well.” Hierarchies on the farm, especially when relationships are 
deteriorating are then played out by the children at school, we 
were told.   
 
A number of participants said that people who did not have fluent 
English or whose English was accented were treated as if they 
were unintelligent and ignorant. This was despite the fact that in 
many instances migrants were better educated than their 
employers or their co-workers. In some instances migrant workers 
were bullied by co-workers and we were told that management 
and the union were reluctant to get involved. “Kiwis speak fast and 
with an accent and are hard to understand and that‟s interpreted 
as (us) being dumb. But in a quiet room, if we sit down together we 
can understand each other. We need to have the opportunity to 
get to know each other.”  
 
Access to English language tuition was seen as an important aid to 
settlement. Previously one of the major employers in Timaru had 
paid for English language tuition, which was seen as very helpful. 
However, other people were resentful of the time off work to study. 
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We heard that workers who had a work permit but not residency 
were not eligible for government assistance with language tuition. 
Eligibility for residency occurred after two years while immediate 
assistance with language was seen as desirable to aid settlement.  
 
The importance of language competency for taxi drivers was 
stressed by the taxi company we talked to. Sometimes drivers 
spoke English very well but struggled to understand spoken Kiwi 
English because of the accent and the rapidity of speech. We 
heard that good communication was an essential part of the 
service provided by the taxi industry and also was an important 
health and safety matter.  
 
Another service which was seen as important was that of one to 
one support to write CVs and letters using appropriate language. 
This service enabled new migrants to paint a picture of what they 
could offer an employer and assisted in gaining interviews.     
 
Some migrant communities have different expectations about 
appropriate language in the workplace. The Filipino community 
commented on common and frequent use of words that they found 
offensive. “There are lots of F words used in the workplace.”  If it‟s 
not said with a smile or a light gesture then it‟s taken as offensive. 
Another said “Too many kiwi bosses are colourful with their 
language.”  
 
A number of people we spoke to pointed out that farms which had 
recently converted to dairying did not have experience of 
employing people and this inexperience contributed to employment 
difficulties.  
  
Support services for migrants are not as readily available in small 
towns than in urban centres. There is no Citizens Advice Bureau 
and community law service immigration advice may only be 
available one day a week, if at all. The importance of settlement 
support infrastructure was emphasised by both migrants and other 
community workers.    
 
As in other areas, we were told that the process of having 
overseas qualifications recognised was problematic. This was 
particularly difficult for registration by the Medical Council, this was 
perceived to be driven by the “colonial old boys network”, as health 
professionals from Australia, the UK and Ireland found it easier to 
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gain registration that people from other places including the USA. 
We were told that Filipino nurses experienced difficulty qualifying 
for registration in New Zealand and had to work as caregivers.    
 

Flexible work practices  
Changes to the ways jobs are configured have already been 
discussed, above, in the section about the impacts of the 
recession. Increased administration work for front line staff was 
also mentioned. For example teachers noted an increased 
workload due to a much higher administrative load than previously. 
“We‟ve never had so much work to do, a huge amount of time is 
spent in administration”.  Flexible working hours were discussed in 
most workplaces visited.   
 
One company offers what workers call “the mother shift” from 
8:30am -2:30pm, although one of the people we talked to was a 
father who worked these hours so he could look after his children 
when they came home from school. Full time hours at this factory 
were two shifts of 6:00am -2:30pm and 2:00pm – 10:30pm. This 
pattern was seen by staff and managers as family friendly.  
 
The availability of early childhood education in rural areas is a 
barrier to the labour market participation of both parents. In 
Christchurch session times of kindergartens for example are 
changing to meet demands of working parents. Difficulty accessing 
childcare for working parents who work in the weekend and at 
night was identified again as a problem for shift workers.   
 
In one workplace we were told that an increasing number of 
workers are seeking to work a four day week. This was either part 
–time (.8 FTE) or fulltime hours worked over four days.  Staff were 
also able to work from home. “We try and accommodate needs”. 
Flexibility to combine work and study was appreciated when it is 
available.  
 
Several people noted that there was high trust in their workplace in 
relation to flexible work. In one workplace there was no start or 
finish time, working hours were self managed. In the high tech 
sector much of the work could be done remotely with a laptop 
connection. We heard that this way of working required discipline 
on the part of the employee and trust on the part of the employer. 
One person commented that she experienced high trust in respect 
of work-time but was “micro-managed around expense claims.”  
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Flexible working hour arrangements are also seen as a way of 
retaining older workers. Variations included traditional part time 
arrangements like three or four day working weeks to part –time 
working year arrangements that accommodate travel and / or 
leisure activities.   
 
Sectors that operate in a 24/7 environment found rostering 
combined with regulatory compliance a challenge. A further 
complication was meeting the needs of part –time workers who 
had flexible work arrangements. “There is a lot of risk management 
and compliance in the Human Resources role” and, “I feel sorry for 
small to medium size businesses”.  
 

Long working hours 
Long working hours were said to be a common problem on farms 
where we heard of the following working patterns: 
 
11 days on, 3 days off; 6 days on 1 day off; 6 days on 2 days off 
and 29 days on 2 days off.  
 
The hours worked over those shift patterns was not made explicit 
and merits further investigation, to ensure compliance with 
minimum wage and other employment legislation.  
 

Work-life balance  
Older women identified the burden of the double shift for younger 
women: “they work at home and they work at work, there is no 
time for themselves.” The intrusion of work into other aspects of 
life does not just include absence from home because of long 
working hours. We heard about teachers waking up at 3:00am 
thinking about a student or a family. “Sometimes your own family 
suffers, you‟re there at home, but you are not present for your 
family because you are thinking about work.”  
 

Career development /educational opportunities  
Funding for adult education courses was being cut and this is 
having an impact of participation in tertiary education in rural 
communities in particular. Courses were seen as important for 
social networking as much as for employment. It was felt that 
isolation especially in the farming sector was a barrier for families 
staying in the district. We were told that a decade ago sports club 
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performed the function of providing social opportunities but that 
this had changed in recent years.  
 
A number of the companies visited invested significantly in skill 
development of staff. In one ocean going tourism company, 
promising staff were given the opportunity to gain a captains ticket 
during the off season. The company paid tuition fees, wages and 
met the expense of attending the course in another town.  
 
This commitment to active succession planning and investment in 
capability building was a marked feature of Māori business visited 
in Canterbury.  
 
Another company requires everyone to undertake industry training 
to a certain level and if employees show promise are offered 
further training. “It‟s good for them and good for us”.  
 
In one workplace the lack of career progression, especially for 
support staff was commented on. “There is no career path for 
support staff, the only career path is out the door.” In this 
workplace it was felt that career development beyond a person‟s 
current job description was unduly bureaucratic. In order to get 
promoted “you need to be supported by your supervisor, team 
leader and manager then there are forms and letters and an 
independent review panel.”  
 
Insecure funding for Crown Research Institutes contributed to job 
insecurity and an inability to plan long term. “The funding affects 
everyone in the organisation.” „You just have to learn to live with it, 
it‟s frustrating.”   
 

Youth employment  
In the smaller centres retaining young people in the district is an 
issue. One EDA identified the need to engage with secondary 
schools and guidance counsellors in particular to focus on the 
“kids who were not going to tertiary education” to encourage them 
to stay and work in their hometown.  
 
One regional council has met with success recruiting young 
engineers by offering vacation work for engineering students as 
well as paying the final year‟s university course fees. 
 



 
18 

The farming sector is grappling with training models that meet the 
needs of young people who want to work on farms and their 
employers. The apprenticeship model was challenging as young 
employees did not necessarily have the personal management 
skills to study independently while out on the farm, and farmers did 
not necessarily have the training skills to provide oversight of the 
apprenticeship. We were told that young farm workers who had 
undertaken agricultural studies but did not have practical 
experience of life on a farm struggled with the work demands.    
 
We heard that employers were looking for “reliability, experience 
and credibility (particularly in front line positions)” and that they felt 
they were taking a greater risk employing young people. The 90 
day trial period was seen as helpful in mitigating that risk.  
Christchurch was characterised by one of our participants as a 
“very conservative business environment” which was “not good at 
employing young people”. Employers need to realise that “you 
don‟t get the perfect employee walking in the door  you need to 
mould your workforce”.   
 
A contrary view was expressed by one employer who told us that 
the “the bad press about young people is one thing that continually 
gets up my nose.” He felt that the world is in great hands with the 
youth of today, who he found vibrant, high achieving and 
commercially focussed. One participant suggested internships 
along the model used in the United States. Corporations take on 
young graduates for a stipend which provided young people with 
the skills and experience to enter the job market.  
 
In a number of meetings we heard about the need for career 
advice and support to assist young people into the labour force. 
Some of the agencies with an overview of the local labour market 
were concerned young people who have reached the end of their 
secondary schooling and who “don‟t know what they want to do”. 
One told us that she had observed that young people were 
applying for the wrong jobs and getting reject letters, “they‟re 
getting nowhere” she said 
 
We heard about the success of the Launchpad programme which 
offers Year 12 and 13 school leavers the opportunity of one year‟s 
full time paid work as an office junior combined with free study 
leading to a certificate in business administration. The scheme 
matches up school leavers with employers, and the young people 
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are supported and mentored during the year to ensure the 
placement is a success. Launchpad started in Canterbury and has 
since spread to Manakau (South Auckland), Tauranga, Wellington 
Nelson and Dunedin.   
 

Ageing workforce 
Some workplaces anticipate losing skilled staff to retirement in the 
future. “It is not a crisis but something we need to look at and plan 
for.” One company is contracting back a retired manager as a 
consultant. Companies and other workplaces are considering 
models of flexible, part time working and job sharing that might 
appeal to older workers.  
 
Concern was expressed that there did not appear to be work being 
done nationally on the implications of the ageing workforce. The 
assumption that people will retire at 65 needed to be questioned. 
Responding to skill shortages with immigration was likely to be a 
less viable solution in the future. We heard about a nurse who had 
been employed to work in the fracture clinic when she was 72 and 
that she had just retired at 81.   
 
The ageing workforce in the tertiary education sector was a feature 
in the Canterbury region. One academic said “85% of my faculty is 
over 40”, another said “half of my guys are grannies”. In 
universities, we heard, emeritus professors could be of great 
value, but currently they are not used as much as they could be.  
One participant said that her experience of an academic institution 
was that women were expected to retire at 65 but that the 
expectation for men was to work longer.  
    
A pattern observed in some sectors appears to be older Kiwi 
workers and younger migrant workers, with the older workers 
gradually being replaced by migrants. We heard that there was 
some risk in this over the long term, as migrant workers may take 
on some relatively unskilled work for an interim period while they 
had they had their overseas qualification recognised or gained 
New Zealand qualifications.    
 

Unpaid work 
The changing nature of voluntary work was discussed at one 
meeting we attended. Participants noted that younger people were 
less likely to be working in the community as volunteers because 
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of the cost of volunteering. People can‟t afford to “give up paid 
(work) time to volunteer and on top of that is direct costs such as 
petrol money. As a result “fewer kids are seeing their parents 
volunteer and so they are not learning what volunteering is”. 
 
Many older women are supporting working families by doing 
“granny work”. Women who have “retired” are helping younger 
family members participate in paid work or study while they assist 
by caring for grandchildren. We also heard about initiatives in early 
childhood centres to encourage grandparents to volunteer as 
“granny readers” or to help with school trips and other parent help 
roles. We heard that Finland has a “grandfathers in kindergartens” 
scheme. However, the process of requesting a police check for 
volunteers at early childhood centres inhibited uptake of these 
schemes.   
 

People with disabilities 
Disabled people we talked to said that policies such as the 
Disability Strategy were excellent, but progress on equal 
employment opportunities for people with disabilities had “a long 
way to go”. The public service was seen as not fulfilling its 
leadership role as an employer. We heard that the public service 
was “going backwards as a model employer” for people with 
disabilities and that the situation was even more difficult in the 
current environment of public service cuts.  
 
Mixed views were expressed about Mainstream – the public 
service programme which offers government departments financial 
support to employ people with disabilities. For example, we heard 
about a blind person with a law degree who was employed as a 
judge‟s clerk through the Mainstream programme. One view is that 
it is a good programme and “almost the only mechanism for people 
with disabilities to get employment”. Another is that Mainstream 
signals, incorrectly, that people are not being employed on merit.  
 
We heard that a significant barrier to employment of blind people is 
the perception that they were expensive to employ, which was not 
in fact true. Discrimination is still evident. An increasing number of 
people with disabilities are undertaking tertiary study, but the rate 
of employment for a graduate with a disability is the same as the 
rate of employment of a non-disabled person without tertiary 
qualifications.  We heard of a disabled law graduate with 
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experience in the public service who applied to 37 law firms and 
did not get an interview.  
 
There was support for a social marketing campaign similar to Like 
Minds Like Mine to promote the employment of people with 
disabilities. The group said that the attitude of employers to mental 
illness such as depression had changed as a result of Like Minds 
and that a focus on the workplace and other disabilities would be 
helpful. A critical task is to “reduce the fear about what disability 
might mean for employers” “Entrenched beliefs are keeping people 
with disabilities out of the workforce, so much potential is being 
overlooked.” “Accommodating special needs doesn‟t have to be a 
big deal, everyone has special needs.”  
 
Information for employers about their rights and obligations in 
regard to employing people with disabilities would also be useful. A 
positive framework for this was suggested. Conversations with 
employers via the Canterbury Employers Chamber of Commerce 
were seen as positive steps to promote people with disabilities into 
the workplace.  
 
Information about employment rights which included both human 
rights law and employment legislation that was readily accessible 
for people with various disabilities needed to be promoted.  People 
First, a self-advocacy group for people with an intellectual disability 
have produced a booklet and a DVD called Your Rights at Work in 
New Zealand.    
 
The group discussed business enterprises and minimum wage 
exemptions which were created as an interim measure when the 
legislation permitting sheltered workshops was repealed. Young 
people with disabilities want open employment. Concern was 
expressed that work-brokers were helping people into part-time 
and short-term employment (with benefit top-ups) but not 
“sustainable employment where the person could be completely 
independent”.  
 
People First has a Ministry of Social Development contract to 
provide employment rights information and advocacy to people 
with an intellectual disability who are employed in Business 
Enterprises and in private employment. However, we were told, 
there is some resistance from employers to this initiative.  
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The issue of sick leave was discussed in the context of people with 
depression taking a lot of sick leave. Employers are managing sick 
leave as a discipline issue. “Excessive sick leave is not a discipline 
issue but a wellness issue.”  
 
Legislative mechanisms to promote the inclusion of people with 
disabilities in the workplace were also discussed. This included the 
possible uses of the recently ratified UN Convention on the Rights 
of Disabled Persons. The government has ratified the convention 
because it is compatible with existing law. “It‟s more about 
affirming the rights you already have.”  
 
“We need to translate the Convention into living rights.” There was 
also a call for inclusion of disability in the Employment Relations 
Act.  
 

Non-traditional employment   
Occupational segregation is a major contributor to gender 
inequities in employment. Recently a speaker at an international 
forum on the status of women called for more women in the board 
room and more men in the classroom. 
 
During our visit to Canterbury we met several groups and 
companies who actively challenge traditional ideas about men‟s 
and women‟s work. 
 
Men in early childhood education 
A group of Christchurch men have been strong advocates of men‟s 
participation in early childhood education. The group talked about 
a number of public myths about men in early childhood education 
that needed to be dispelled. They included public perceptions 
about low pay and low status, the risk of accusation of child harm 
and fears about self esteem. Pay parity with primary and 
secondary school teachers has made a difference. “Men need to 
be invited and made welcome in early childhood centres.  They 
need to know how fantastic the job is.”  
 
A common pathway for most of the group was their involvement in 
early childhood as fathers of young children. The majority of men 
in early childhood education became teachers as a second career 
after they had had children. Training to become a teacher was 
financially difficult for families. “We (the family) would have been 
better off if we had separated when I trained”, one teacher said.  
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The group is active in promoting men as early childhood teachers, 
producing posters and going to secondary schools to talk to career 
advisers and students about their jobs. They also encourage 
young men considering career options to go and see early 
childhood centres. The group supports affirmative action to 
increase the number of men in the sector.  
 
There is support for targeted scholarships to encourage men into 
the profession by both men and women we spoke to. However, 
concern that study would not be completed and/or followed by a 
teaching career would require robust screening of recipients. 
Offering graduate scholarships was suggested. This would give 
some assurance that scholarship recipients had already 
demonstrated a commitment to the profession.   
 
Women sea captains 
A Canterbury tourist operator has provided women as well as men 
the opportunity to get their captains‟ tickets. “We were the first 
(company) to qualify a Ngai Tahu woman as a captain. Three out 
of eight of our captains are women.”  
 
Women in software 
The software industry has been a male dominated industry for 
some time but the gender divide in the industry is changing. A 
greater proportion of new graduates applying for software positions 
are women.    
 
Women in universities 
University women said that the Performance Based Research 
Fund (PBRF) disadvantaged women. It was felt that there is latent 
discrimination around families in relation to PBRF pressures. 
Balancing family and career was viewed as a big area that we ”tip 
toe around”.   
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Diversity 
Another company has also actively promoted diversity in their 
employment practices: 

 
Women lawyers 
Despite the fact that the majority of law graduates are women 
achieving equality in the profession is proving to be difficult. 
Women lawyers we spoke to said that the “issue is maternity”. We 
heard that “to make partner you have to stay single or childless.”  
 
Work hours are long and arduous and there is no „time of in lieu” or 
overtime payment in recompense. There is intolerance for part-
time lawyers and women must choose either a career that involves 
partnership or having children. “Part –time work in law is 8 hours a 
day”. One women lawyer had negotiated a working day of 8:30 -
3:00pm with no lunch break but had to take files home in order to 
meet her workload. Women are going into their own business as 

Airways have a strong commitment to Equal Employment Opportunities and 
“as a management team are keen to promote diversity”. Air traffic control 
was a male dominated occupation but in recent years through targeted 
advertising training intakes has been 50/50 which has now resulted in 30% of 
controllers being female. Ensuring diversity in this field is a challenge because 
of the negative perceptions of air traffic control – in particular it being a 
stressful and aggressive working environment. Advertising portraying it as it 
really is, a fun and stimulating career has helped attract more female 
applicants.  Clear communication skills to receive and give clear instructions 
are required and Controllers must have good numeracy and spatial skills and 
be able to stay calm under stress.  
 
Controller roles are often inaccessible to people with disabilities because of 
the International civil aviation standards requiring controllers to have regular 
familiarisation flights in the cockpit of commercial aircraft and the stringent 
medical requirements. Because of this Airways are consulting with 
Workbridge on how to actively encourage people with disabilities into the 
areas of the aviation industry where they can work – in particular in a 
growing training area. Simulator Pilots work in the Air Traffic Controller 
training process – being the pilots in the simulators that the controllers 
practice controlling and are trained to understand the role of a commercial 
pilot and how an aircraft performs. 
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„barristers soles‟ or into small practices in order to get the flexibility 
they need to combine parenthood and a legal career. 
 
The group said that they had to work twice as hard to be seen as 
equal and that if you asked to be paid at the same rate as men you 
were seen as “greedy, unreasonable and ungrateful”. Making 
partnership was particularly hard, “Nice girls don't get the corner 
office. You have to be ballsy, push your position and ask.” The 
group called for transparency in pay. It was difficult to negotiate a 
fair salary when women had no idea of whether or not they were 
being paid equitably. Transparency of salary survey data was 
outside the reach of individual women. Concern was also 
expressed about alienating the rest of the profession.  
 

Māori Business  
We observed that a tikanga Māori business model is based on a 
much longer time horizon than is apparent in other businesses. We 
also noted a commitment to sustainability for both shareholders (ie 
the iwi) and the environment.  
 
Māori business we visited also referred to the tension that is 
shared by other family based businesses – the expectation of 
family of being employed (and staying employed)  regardless of 
skills or performance. Merit based appointment was emphasised in 
both businesses visited. This was accompanied by a strong 
emphasis on capacity building and professional development 
opportunities for staff.  
 
We heard that it was important to have an organisational culture of 
individual accountability and that people should not rely on the 
organisation to drive the change they sought for themselves.  
 

Health and safety 
In the course of this project the issue of drug testing has arisen in 
a variety of contexts. While it is recognised that impaired workers 
pose a risk to themselves and to others in the workplace, 
especially while operating machinery or knife work, employers are 
also aware that drug testing may severely limit labour supply. Drug 
testing was discussed in one workplace and it became apparent 
that a systematic policy had been developed that clearly signalled 
that “Drugs are not OK in the South Island”. Drug testing was 
undertaken at interview. After that drug testing was undertaken 
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after an accident. Random drug testing was not undertaken as 
“you have to have cause”, but drug dogs were used to monitor the 
workplace twice a year. If people failed drug tests they were given 
support through the wellness plan to eliminate drug use. If this 
option was refused “they terminate themselves”.  
 
One workplace we visited identified the need for addressing 
numeracy and literacy deficits when a near miss (potentially fatal) 
occurred because a worker could not read a danger sign. A 
partnership with a local literacy centre has been developed to 
support adult literacy and numeracy learning. 
 
We heard support for working hours regulations in the transport 
industry, to protect the public from fatigued and unsafe drivers, but 
that the regulations needed to be enforced.   
 
Depression arising from emotionally demanding work (sometimes 
accompanied by threats of violence)  coupled with an absence of 
professional supervision was raised by lawyers working in the 
Family Court. We were told there was a high incidence of 
depression for people working in this field but that the legal 
profession was intolerant of depression and mental health 
difficulties by practitioners. “Lawyers are naughty about 
employment issues, they ignore the law.” We heard of incidences 
of both support staff and lawyers being fired for becoming 
pregnant and of bullying and sexual harassment in the profession.  
 
We also heard about harassment in the workplace. One senior 
woman received unpleasant and inappropriate drunken phone 
calls late at night.  
 
Senior women talked about feeling guilty that they weren‟t doing 
enough in the home lives and their work lives and not delegating 
responsibilities. They said that they were reluctant to delegate 
work because they “could do it better than the person to whom the 
work could be delegated.” The effects were “terminal tiredness”.   
 
Discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation was raised in both 
the meeting with the Out at Work group and in another meeting. 
The issue of being “outed” by other people in the workplace was 
considered to be unacceptable. One participant said that the 
choice of whether to disclose sexual preference must be with the 
individual.  
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Gay and lesbian workers said that it was important that employers 
did not make it about being GLBT but to ensure that the workplace 
is inclusive, that it is “OK to be who you are no matter what”.  
 
The culture of the workplace was seen as critical. In some 
workplaces the tenor of comments and jokes make clear that it is 
unsafe to be “out.” This requires careful and edited conversations 
about partners (eg, avoiding gendered pronouns and using neutral 
names) and not sharing information about life outside of work. 
Work-based social events were also problematic if partners were 
expected to attend. We heard that it was easier for lesbians to 
“pass” as straight or to “hide” their sexuality.  
 
 “In a conservative workplace it is not safe to be gay or even gay-
friendly” “Stereotyping in some workplaces is so bad, that if you 
have a high pitched voice you are assumed to be gay, people have 
a right to be straight, too”.  Younger people did not have the same 
prejudices we heard and as the workforce ages old attitudes will 
go, we heard.   
    

Conclusions 
Common themes have emerged over the course of this project in 
all of the regions visited. Some of the changes in the labour market 
are likely to be felt long after the global recession has abated. 
Conservative hiring practices and changes to the way jobs are 
configured (“versatile” jobs, contracted out jobs and casual jobs) 
are likely to endure.  
 
The impact of the recession on employment is unevenly spread. 
Young people, those with fewer skills and people with disabilities 
appear to have been more severely affected than others.  
 
Canterbury has had very low unemployment rates in recent years 
and has required migrant workers to fill the gap in the labour 
market. This has changed the face of the population in smaller 
towns in particular, over the last five to ten years. There is much 
more acceptance of diversity in the community after considerable 
work from community agencies and major employers to welcome 
newcomers, there is still work to be done in addressing 
discrimination and hostility.  
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For a region with a reputation for being traditional and conservative 
there is considerable innovation in employment practices and 
programmes. We encountered a number of instances of people 
working in non-traditional roles, a trend actively promoted and 
supported  by their employers. Concern about youth employment 
and the desire to “keep our young” has resulted in active labour 
market programmes to assist young people into meaningful work. 
Programmes in which community agencies partner with local 
businesses appear to be especially successful.      
 

Recommendations 
Canterbury is the fourteenth region visited during the project. 
Recommendations in previous reports are attached below for your 
information and will not be repeated in the Canterbury report.  
 
New recommendations which emerged during the visit are:  
 
Migrant settlement programmes 

 Access to language education from the outset 

 Co-ordinated support for both employers and employees to 
ensure harmonious employment relations throughout the region 

 Both Department of Labour and industry sectors actively 
promote good practice. 

 Department of Immigration to monitor employment practices 
once migrant employment is approved. Working conditions 
monitored include minimum wage compliance and working 
hours. 

 
People with disabilities 

 Active EEO programmes in the public sector to increase the 
employment of people with disabilities in order to provide a 
model of best practice to both the private and public sector. 

 
Men in early childhood 

 Active EEO programmes including scholarships to encourage 
and support men to work in early childhood education.   
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Draft recommendations so far:  
 
Youth employment strategy 

 Youth employment strategy.   Cross party commitment to a 
national youth employment strategy.  A multipartite approach 
which includes government, unions, employers and the 
education sector with a ten year framework to avoid a 
piecemeal approach that is subject to the vagaries of the three 
year election cycle.  

 A specific focus on Māori employment outcomes as the issue of 
youth unemployment is particularly acute for Māori youth.  

 Youth employment and education to work transition 
programmes such as the Youth Transition Service should be 
prioritised. 

 Promote the provision of  relevant employment rights 
information for young workers in accessible and creative 
formats 

 
Good employer advice 

 Business skills development.  Mentoring for business start ups 
is supported by the provision of funding from the Ministry of 
Economic Development. 

 Good employer advice.   The Human Rights Commission in 

partnership with employers develop a register of best practice 

good employer advice.  

 Government should incentivise EEO and diversity training in 

both the private and public sector by providing tax relief on 

training expenditure.  

 Government agencies provide disaggregated labour market 

data for cities over 35,000 people to aid planning by local 

economic development agencies, chambers of commerce and 

other agencies. 

 The provision by government agencies of labour market data 

more specifically relevant to smaller towns within regions. 

 Development of a whole of community approach by Economic 

Development Agencies to threatened layoffs in the community.  

 A programme for the delivery of EEO into the wider NGO 

community should be developed in partnership between the 
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Human Rights Commission and NGO‟s including Māori service 

providers. 

 Invest in improved regional opportunities for manager training to 

ensure retention of skilled employees in a globally competitive 

labour market.  

 Greater education by employers‟ groups (Chambers of 
Commerce, EMA‟s, Business New Zealand) to SMEs around 
work trialling ensuring the work rights of employers and 
employees are protected. 

 
Low incomes 

 Government should index the minimum wage to the cost of 
living and regularly increase it to improve income and equality. 

 
Pay equity 

 Promote pay and employment equity review in local 

government 

 Implement response plans where reviews have been 

undertaken 

Migrant employment  

 Inter-regional co-operation in the migrant labour approval 
process. Joint ventures between employers from different 
sectors and different regions would be considerably aided by 
this. 

 Compulsory registration of contact labour employers bringing 
workers in under the RSE scheme. 

 Ensure Department of Labour offices are located in areas 
where pastoral care and accountability issues in the RSE 
scheme are resolved.   
 

People with disabilities  

 The Mainstream programme extended into local government. 
This would encourage more employers to employ disabled 
people.  

 Review the impact of minimum wage exemptions to ensure the 
intent of the repeal of the Disabled Persons Employment 
Promotion Act is being honoured. 
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Working hours 

 Local authorities who regularly hold lengthy night meetings are 
urged to review the demands placed on staff to ensure 
reasonable working hours. 

 Investigate corporate volunteering as a model for employers 
and employees in a recessionary climate that is forcing nine day 
working fortnights 

 Ensure that material about managing shift work includes advice 
about reducing the impact on relationships, as well as health 
and safety advice.   

 
Working Parents 

 Extension of paid parental leave to seasonal workers with 
continuous attachment to the workforce. 

 Child care costs become a tax deductible expense. The 
prohibitive cost of childcare would be removed as a barrier to 
the full and equitable participation of women in the workforce.   

 Strongly advocate for child care provisions that better meet the 
needs of rural communities, and parents who work non-
standard hours.  

 Investigate whether there is an unintended negative consequence 
to the accrual of annual leave during parental leave and if so, how 
that could be remedied.   

  


