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Executive summary 

 
1. New Zealand as a whole is better placed to weather this recession and Kiwis are generally 

more resilient than they have been in the face of previous recessions.  However, this does 

not necessarily apply to Pacific peoples.  The gap between Pacific peoples’ incomes and the 

average going into this recession is greater than it was in the 1990’s and disparities remain in 

other areas such as skills.  

 

2. Pacific peoples and youth in particular are already disproportionally affected by the 

recession. The over-representation of Pacific peoples in the urban areas, Auckland, the low 

skilled workforce, and in the manufacturing industry, along with the younger age profile of 

this population group have each contributed to the particular vulnerability of this group.   

 

3. It is important for the New Zealand economy as a whole that although Pacific people are 

over-represented amongst those first hit by the recession they should also be positioned to 

be amongst the first to benefit when the economy begins to pick up.  

 

4. The Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs held a Jobs Fono on Thursday 19th February attended by 

25 Pacific leaders, industry representatives, government officials, economists and 

academics. The Fono participants were asked to consider, how to protect jobs and people 

who lost their jobs; opportunities for jobs creation and how to enhance skills and training.

  

 

5. The ideas resulting from the breakout sessions were presented back to the whole group by 

the facilitators and the following key themes emerged: 

 Pacific peoples; 

 Employers; 

 Third sector; 

 Agencies. 

 

6. The challenges and opportunities are discussed in more detail under each theme.  The 

actions arising from each theme are presented together at the end.  Some of the proposed 

actions may require additional investment, but many simply require a better alignment of 

existing resources, increased interagency responsiveness and work to ensure that initiatives 

are accessible to and appropriate for Pacific peoples.    

 

7. The actions across all four themes fall into two main outcome categories:  

 Protection – these are largely immediate actions to support people and businesses 

most directly affected;  

 Development – work on these actions can start now and will be progressed over a 

number of months with a view to longer term benefits through economic recovery 

and future growth. 
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8.  The headline messages emerging from each theme are presented below followed by the 

summary of actions diagram setting out the outcomes, short and longer term goals and 

associated actions. 

 

Pacific Peoples  

 

9. The title of the Fono suggested a focus on jobs and it was acknowledged that job losses or 

the fear of job losses would be the real experience of the recession for the majority of 

people.  However, there was a very strong view that it is important to think more broadly 

about the impact the recession will have on Pacific families and the need to ensure strong 

community cohesion regardless of job status.     

Employers 

 

10. Business optimism and employment intentions have dropped considerably in recent 

quarters, particularly in those industries where Pacific people are over-represented.  It was 

recognised that employers also require access to information and flexible and rapid 

solutions to their training needs.  Some businesses will need guidance in dealing with the 

difficulties of the downturn and putting survival strategies into action.  

Third Sector  

 

11. There was some discussion around the needs of the third sector, consisting of voluntary, 

community and not-for-profit organisations.  This sector is distinct from the private and 

public sectors and is an important employer of Pacific peoples.  The growing demand for 

social services and support will create pressure for expansion in the third sector.  A thriving 

Pacific third sector will help to maintain and strengthen Pacific communities positioning 

them well to benefit from the economic recovery.  

Agencies 

 

12. Agencies need to work quickly, flexibly and in an integrated way to meet pressing needs.  It 

is important to communicate with employers and communities in a proactive manner and 

target information effectively.   It was also recognised that for this to be realistic, there 

would need to be a regional focus with agencies linking up and making productive 

connections at a community level.   



 

4 
 

Protection Development Recovery

Information hubs

Mobilise downtime e.g. 

identify training needs of 

employer

Mobilise spare employee 

capacity to build capacity of 

community based 

organisations

Training Development

Creating a 

“Pacific Brand”

Job creation 

Relocation

Training – assessing employers’ 

needs.  Ensuring programs are 

flexible and meeting Pacific 

requirements

Addressing perception and 

creating or increasing market 

value of Pacific workforce

More indepth policy analysis to 

explore job creation e.g relocation, 

partnerships with Iwi

Strong Pacific 

Communities

Competitive edge 

through strong brand

Wider range of jobs

Business survival packs

Income Support

Social Capital e.g 

strengthening the 

Pacific Third Sector

Job protection

Information hubs

Stronger New Zealand Economy

Immediate/Short 

Term
Medium/Longer Term Longer Term

G
o

a
ls

A
c

ti
o

n
s



 

5 
 

Understanding the impact on Pacific peoples  

 
13. In planning appropriate action to avert some of the negative impacts of the recession, it is 

clear that whatever is good for New Zealand as a whole is also good for Pacific peoples.  

However, given the particular vulnerability of Pacific peoples, it is also important to 

recognise that what is bad for Pacific peoples is also bad for New Zealand.  Whilst Pacific 

peoples are more likely to be the first and worst affected in the recession, we need to act to 

ensure that instead of trailing behind, Pacific peoples can be amongst the first to bounce 

back when the economic recovery gets underway.  

 

14. Pacific people are particularly vulnerable going into the recession for three main reasons: 

 Current disparities in the labour market mean that Pacific peoples are starting from 

a more unfavourable position relative to the New Zealand average; 

 Pacific peoples are over-represented in those occupations, industries, regions and 

age groups that are likely to be the hardest hit in the economic downturn; 

 If the existing inequalities are exacerbated in the recession, it may take much longer 

than average for the unemployment rate for Pacific peoples to fully recover and 

return to normal levels.  This situation could hold back the future growth of the New 

Zealand economy. 

Current disparities 

 

15. The unemployment rate for Pacific peoples is above average currently and Pacific peoples 

were the only ethnic group to see a significant increase between December 2007 and 

December 2008.  Pacific peoples’ average incomes are below the New Zealand average and 

there was a fall in the recorded weekly incomes for Pacific peoples between June 2007 and 

June 2008, whilst the overall average increased.  These recent worrying changes could be 

early indications of the heightened vulnerability of Pacific peoples to the downturn in the 

economy.     

 

Vulnerable groups in the recession 

 

16. Pacific workers are over-represented in the lower skilled occupational groupings and in 

those industries expected to be hardest hit by the economic downturn.  Evidence from 

previous recessions and forecasts for the current downturn show that low or unskilled 

workers are worst affected in periods of economic downturn and experience faster than 

average growth in their unemployment rates.  Those industries containing the majority of 

Pacific workers have already begun to show the effects of the slowdown.      

 

17. There is a high degree of geographical concentration of Pacific peoples in the Auckland 

region.  Urban areas have been forecast to suffer particularly from rising unemployment 

rates during the recession adding a further dimension to the jeopardy facing Pacific peoples. 
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18.  Furthermore, evidence indicates that young people are a vulnerable group in the face of the 

economic downturn and the unemployment rates for the 15 to 19 age groups are far above 

average.  Given the strikingly youthful age profile for Pacific peoples and their increasing 

share of the New Zealand workforce, the rising youth unemployment rate not only poses a 

real danger to the progress and wellbeing of young Pacific peoples but also to the future 

growth and sustainability of the New Zealand economy.            

Prospects for recovery 

  

19. As evidenced above, the more vulnerable groups were more sharply affected in the 

recession in the early 1990s.  Once these disparities have widened, it can take many years 

for those worst affected groups within the population to return to their original positions.  It 

took around 15 years for the labour force participation and unemployment rates for Pacific 

peoples to converge more closely to the New Zealand average again and the labour force 

participation rate for Pacific males has never recovered to the its previously high levels.    

 

20. Increases in the duration of time spent unemployed can push up the risk of debt and cause 

people to become discouraged and further detached from the labour market.  There is also 

the possibility that during long spells of unemployment skills could become out dated and 

less suitable making it increasingly difficult for people to re-enter the labour force when the 

economy picks up.  

Pacific Jobs Fono  

 
21. The Pacific Jobs Fono held on 19th February involved three breakout sessions, each one 

focusing on a different theme but all three responsible for producing some practical ideas 

focused around lessening the harm caused by the current economic downturn and 

positioning Pacific people to be among the first to benefit from the economic recovery.  It is 

intended that these actions will feed into the Prime Minister’s Employment Summit and 

some will form part of the ongoing work of the Ministry of Pacific Island Affairs.  

 

22. There was a sense of concern amongst Fono participants about the impacts of the recession 

and agreement that protection and support for those affected is vital.  However, it was 

recognised that New Zealand as a whole is better placed to weather this recession and Kiwis 

are more resilient than they have been in the face of previous recessions.  It was also 

acknowledged that the economic downturn is a temporary state and that the actions 

proposed should reflect this.      

 

23. The Fono breakout sessions generated many useful points and ideas from which four 

common themes emerged: people, employers, third sector and agencies.  The issues arising 

under each of these themes are presented here along with the range of opportunities 

identified and actions proposed are presented in the final sections.      

 



 

7 
 

24. Some of the proposed actions may require additional investment, but many simply require a 

better alignment of existing resources, increased interagency responsiveness and ensuring 

initiatives are accessible to and appropriate for Pacific peoples.  The actions across all four 

themes fall into two main outcome categories:  

 Protection – these are largely immediate actions to support people and businesses 

most directly affected;  

 Development – work on these actions can start now and will be progressed over a 

number of months with a view to longer term benefits through economic recovery 

and future growth. 

Pacific peoples 

 

‘It’s not just about jobs’ 

25. Whilst the name of the Fono suggested a focus on jobs and it was acknowledged that job 

losses or the fear of job losses would be the real face of the recession for the majority of 

people, there was a very strong view amongst Fono participants that it is important to think 

more broadly about the impact the recession will have on Pacific families and the need to 

ensure strong social capital and community cohesion regardless of job status.    

 

26. Social and community health are potentially at risk.  It was felt that opportunities should be 

created to involve the wider communities in any actions taken to protect and position Pacific 

people well for the economic recovery.  The onus was also placed on Pacific community 

leaders to maintain dialogue, share ideas and provide strong leadership during the difficult 

period.    

Challenges 

 

27. Some workers will find themselves at risk of becoming unemployed or underemployed, 

especially young Pacific people and women.  This will be the source of great stress for some 

who have large or extended families to support, or those who send remittances to relatives 

in the Pacific where the impact of the recession is expected to be greater still.  For some 

people, unemployment will be a new experience and they may have uncertainties about 

what support is available and how they can access it.  It will be crucial to ensure that people 

are protected from the worst effects of unemployment, to ensure that they do not 

disengage from the labour market and are well positioned to re-enter work when the 

recovery gets underway.    

 

28. The current criteria for accessing government assistance may not meet the needs of many 

Pacific families who have multiple jobs in order to support family members.  Some families 

may suffer from a loss of income due to a reduction in employment rather than 

unemployment.  Pacific women are especially likely to be in this ‘invisible unemployed’ 

group.   
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29. There is concern about rising levels of debt and the capability needed for families to manage 

debt effectively.  Debt can act as a barrier to re-entering the labour market and pull down 

the longer term living standards.  

 

30. There is a need to develop the community and social capital to create strong future pools of 

labour in addition to the focus on reconnecting individuals to jobs in the short term.  Good 

information flows between Pacific communities and government about the difficulties facing 

communities and possible solutions need to be facilitated.  

 

31. Regional unemployment rates vary considerably.  Pacific people may not be a particularly 

mobile workforce across regions with communities tending to be heavily geographically 

concentrated.  As the urban areas will be most affected, this raises the question of possible 

relocation to non-traditional areas with more work opportunities. 

Opportunities 

 

32.  Existing government assistance criteria should be reviewed to consider access to allowances 

and special grants for families experiencing a reduction in working hours and resulting loss 

of income.  To ensure maximisation of the support available, good information for Pacific 

peoples about entitlements and advice from local and central government as well as 

community-based providers needs to be available beyond existing information much of 

which is web-based and written.    

 

33. This could be achieved by locating an information hub in community localities with high 

Pacific populations.  This could be established around existing Work and Income offices 

although it will be important to ensure that a breadth of cross agency information is 

available and any stigma associated with approaching a Work and Income office is 

minimised as information is needed by more than just those who are unemployed.  

 

34. There could be scope to develop financial capability training in the community and the 

workplace for employees and their families during periods of downtime.  Some work is 

already being done in this area, however greater resources and inter-agency working is 

required to develop this further.  Better financial capability could help people to manage 

debt in the short term, improve workplace skills and can also assist with longer term 

financial planning and even entrepreneurship.   

 

35. There could be the potential to provide more support for relocation within New Zealand to 

ensure that those who want to access opportunities in other areas are provided with 

appropriate and sufficient means to achieve this.  Subsidies, incentives and support 

programmes have been successful as part of the RSE programme and some useful lessons 

could be learned from this.  Policy should be developed to explore the feasibility of 

relocation for Pacific peoples within New Zealand, especially youth, and the impacts that this 

may have on the wider Pacific economy.      
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Employers 
 

Challenges 

 

36. The New Zealand economy experienced a downturn over the first three quarters of 2008 as 

a result of factors such as drought conditions, high interest rates, a strong exchange rate, 

falling house prices and rising fuel prices.  New Zealand businesses have mainly been 

affected by a downturn in global demand, which has reduced the demand for exports.    

 

37. It is clear from discussions at the Fono that employers, employees and communities are not 

well informed about training programmes and services available. Access to cross-sector 

information for employers is imperative. Employers especially need to be able to implement 

training courses now.  

 

38. Employers have a good awareness of the skills and training required by their work force. The 

current qualifications structures and approvals process was not perceived to be flexible 

enough to meet employers’ changing needs. 

Opportunities 

 

39. It was felt that an assessment of employer needs would be valuable and the large Pacific 

employers be provided with high quality information about courses, providers and funding.  

This support should be focused on making it easy for businesses to engage with the 

Department of Labour who could successfully facilitate and coordinate a tailored multi-

agency response.  Some of this work has already begun as a result of connections made at 

the Pacific Jobs Fono.   

 

40. Employers are willing to extend training to include wider Pacific communities e.g. through 

work place financial capability training, health and well being programmes. Some are also 

willing to have the down time for their skilled staff used to train apprentices and Pacific 

youth. 

 

41. There is an opportunity to assist employers with this role and perhaps funding should be 

made available to support employers to do this. Possible approaches are through dedicated 

provision of apprenticeship places for Pacific youth on infrastructure projects.  

 

42. There are a small number of employers who employ large numbers of Pacific peoples.  Many 

of these employers are trying to support their workforce by reducing hours instead of 

making people redundant.  It may also be possible to encourage job sharing and other 

flexible working arrangements to minimise unemployment.   

 

43. It would be useful to develop survival information packs for small Pacific business owners to 

inform them of approaches they could take to try and sustain their businesses in the current 

slowdown.  This could include details of: 
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 How to restructure and be flexible (e.g. options for how to outsource tasks and 

reduce overheads); 

 Guidance on employment laws and the scope they have to provide a more flexible 

working environment; 

 Simplification of accountability and reporting requirements. 

 

Third sector 

 

‘There are significant capability growth opportunities in the third sector.’ 

44. There was some discussion around the needs of the third sector, consisting of voluntary, 

community and not-for-profit organisations.  This sector is distinct from the private and 

public sectors and is an important employer of Pacific peoples.  The growing demand for 

social services and support will create pressure for expansion in the third sector.  As 

increased funding is unlikely it is important that Pacific providers increase their capability.  

Such increases will also position them to benefit first from future growth.    

Challenges 

 

45. There are some skill shortages amongst Pacific providers in the third sector making it 

difficult for them to compete for contracts and funding in the short term and also impacting 

on the growth and sustainability of these organisations in the medium to long term.  The 

skills needed typically include financial and business planning, management and good 

governance.  

 

46. There is very little support available for third sector providers as they are ineligible for 

mainstream business support services, which are focused on the private sector.  Many third 

sector providers operate in an entrepreneurial environment and require tailored advice and 

support based on their unique needs.    

 

47. It is also crucial that all training providers who will deliver training and upskilling are capable 

of providing effective training for Pacific communities who have a number of differing needs 

outside of a generic training approach, e.g. language, learning style.         

 

Opportunities 

 

48. Increasing the development of the third sector could boost entrepreneurial capabilities and 

lead to further economic development in the private sector.  There could be an opportunity 

for employers with currently underutilised capacity to support or mentor community groups 

or other third sector agencies who are delivering much needed services at the community 

level.  

 

49. Existing business support services could be opened up and developed to assist third sector 

agencies helping to ensure the provision of quality services, the ability to compete and win 
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contracts and a stronger social infrastructure more capable of growth and job creation in a 

recovery.     

 

50. As strong focal points for the community, there is potentially an information provider role 

for churches to play in identifying and communicating problems and helping to focus local 

solutions.  There may also be the opportunity to mobilise communities through a strong 

communications campaign to encourage communities to support each other and share 

resources to ease the impacts of the recession.  This might include community gardens, 

shared home-based childcare and church based foodbanks.    

 

51. Encouraging involvement in volunteering and the community sector would help people to 

build skills and remain connected to the labour market in addition to providing much needed 

community support. 

Agencies 

 

‘We have to break down the silos and mobilise government resources quickly’ 

52. The most common points raised in relation to the potential role of agencies were the need 

to work quickly, flexibly and in an integrated way to meet pressing needs, the importance of 

communicating with employers and communities in a proactive manner and targeting 

information to the places it is needed most.    

 

53. It was also recognised that for this to be realistic, there would need to be a regional focus 

with government and non-governmental agencies linking up and making productive 

connections at a community level.  

Challenges 

 

54. Pacific peoples are not necessarily the first group in employers’ minds when considering 

possible pools of ready and willing labour.  There is not enough awareness of the 

competitive advantages, core competencies or strengths of the Pacific work force amongst 

employers or front line service staff and some positive messages need to be communicated 

in a proactive way.  

 

55. Household disposable incomes will be hit during the downturn and there will be rising levels 

of debt.  It is still important that people are able to access local services especially those that 

may help to strengthen education or health levels.    

 

56. It is common in times of a recession for equity programmes to be the first to be cut back in 

an attempt to make economies.  This approach will not help New Zealand to be in a strong 

position for the recovery period as it will widen existing disparities and pose a threat to 

longer term growth and quality of life.   
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57. There is a lack of co-ordinated opportunities for upskilling through the system from 

secondary to tertiary and job based training directly linked to jobs.  There is a need for 

appropriate bridging programmes and career pathways for young people.     

Opportunities 

 

58. A ’Pacific Brand’ should be developed by agencies and driven by communities to emphasise 

the positive aspects and attractiveness of the Pacific labour force.  This would need to shift 

perceptions and place Pacific people first in employers’ and agencies’ minds when looking to 

fill vacancies.  Key areas to consider as part of this include willingness to explore job sharing 

opportunities and utilising the strong Pacific community links.  

 

59. Local authorities and other local bodies could reprioritise in order to provide temporary free 

access to services such as libraries and leisure centres during the period of economic 

difficulty, to incentivise people to make use of these services to improve their own skill or 

health levels.  

 

60. Government agencies need to make direct contact with employers and the third sector in 

order to provide flexible training that meets employees’ or clients’ specific and immediate 

needs.  An existing service could be developed into a single point of contact based in the 

community and acting as hub for information to provide a fast response and effective 

interface between workers and employers.  

 

61. Agencies should lead by example and model themselves as ‘good employers’ by ensuring 

they support their workers and make retraining opportunities available.  For Pacific peoples 

whose tertiary completion rates are below average, this could include support to complete 

unfinished qualifications, particularly for Pacific women.  

 

62. It could be productive to build relationships with other groups within the population who 

may share common issues.  Greater collaboration with iwi, for example, could be mutually 

productive and help to identify and maximise job creation opportunities.  

 

63. It may be possible to co-ordinate opportunities throughout the system by aligning the 

Ministry of Education, Tertiary Education Commission and employers to create pathways for 

upskilling linked to jobs.  Where appropriate we need to ensure Pacific take-up of the Youth 

Guarantee scheme.  
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Actions 

Information Hubs 

 

One short term action that emerged as a concept from two of the Fono breakout sessions 

independently was about establishing ‘information hubs’.  This action addresses both protection and 

development challenges and draws together all of the four themes, people and communities; 

employers; third sector and agencies.  It is suggested that these ‘information hubs’ encompass the 

following characteristics: 

 Pacific-focused and located in areas with high density Pacific populations;  

 Be established quickly to operate as fast response units realigning existing government 

infrastructure; 

 Act as a single point of access to a range of information and contacts; 

 Capable of assessing needs and providing high quality information about jobs, courses, 

further education and volunteering opportunities to the range of stakeholders including 

employees and employers; 

 Ensure that people are linked to the most appropriate courses, for example finding providers 

that are flexible and immediate where required and effective for Pacific peoples and their 

learning needs and styles;  

 Be effective for Pacific youth, in making the right career choices and for those who have left 

education and whose first labour market experiences are during the recession;   

 Be free of any stigma and not just targeted at people who are out of work. 

Further Actions  

 

The other key actions arising across the four themes are presented in the table and linked to the 

relevant Employment Summit workstream.  The figure that follows presents a summary of actions 

incorporating the outcomes, goals and a summary of the key actions aimed at contributing to a 

strong New Zealand economy.    
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Theme Action Workstream 
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Develop policy around support for temporary and permanent 

work-related relocation for Pacific peoples within New Zealand 

also considering the impact on the wider Pacific economy. 

Workers: Skills and 

Transitions 

Develop a programme of financial capability training and advice 

for employees and families possibly through links with 

employers. 

Workers: Skills and 

Transitions 

Em
p

lo
ye

rs
 

Support big Pacific employers to implement solutions to the 

needs they have identified by successfully facilitating and 

coordinating a tailored multi-agency response. 

Workplace and 

employment 

Provide information survival packs for small Pacific businesses. Helping Firms Survive 

Encourage employers to explore the possibility of flexible 

working arrangements such as job sharing, part time working. 

Workplace and 

employment 

Provide employers with more flexibility to determine 

embedded training needs and enable access to short, fast 

courses where required. 

Workplace and 

employment 

Th
ir

d
 S

ec
to

r 

Widen BizInfo and other business advice services to third 

sector.  There is the possibility that some Pacific Business Trust 

resource could be refocused into this area. 

Workplace and 

employment 

Run a strong communications campaign aimed at mobilising 

communities to support each other and share resources. 

Workplace and 

employment 

Mobilise spare employee capacity to provide developmental 

support to community based organisations or to take in young 

apprentices and train intensively 

Workplace and 

employment 

A
ge

n
ci

es
 

Run short term courses that are effective for Pacific people to 

support them to access jobs created through the government’s 

infrastructure projects and quickly link those with the 

appropriate skills to the opportunities.  

Workers: Skills and 

Transitions 

Explore the possibility of tagging government contracts, e.g. 

infrastructure, to the employment of Pacific apprentices. 

Workers: Skills and 

Transitions 

Investigating the feasibility of local government agencies 

helping to maintain social capital by providing temporary free 

access to key services and removing regulations or 

impediments to fast project development. 

Maori Economy, Local 

and Regional 

Government 

Agencies to lead on the development of a ‘Pacific Brand’, linking 
in with the information hubs and community leaders to help 
drive this. 

Workplace and 

employment 

Introduce three to six month intensive courses involving a 

quality and effective training package to get Pacific people work 

ready in preparation for growth through the economic 

recovery.  

Workers: Skills and 

Transitions 
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Summary of actions 

Protection Development Recovery

Information hubs

Mobilise downtime e.g. 

identify training needs of 

employer

Mobilise spare employee 

capacity to build capacity of 

community based 

organisations

Training Development

Creating a 

“Pacific Brand”

Job creation 

Relocation

Training – assessing employers’ 

needs.  Ensuring programs are 

flexible and meeting Pacific 

requirements

Addressing perception and 

creating or increasing market 

value of Pacific workforce

More indepth policy analysis to 

explore job creation e.g relocation, 

partnerships with Iwi

Strong Pacific 

Communities

Competitive edge 

through strong brand

Wider range of jobs

Business survival packs

Income Support

Social Capital e.g 

strengthening the 

Pacific Third Sector

Job protection

Information hubs

Stronger New Zealand Economy

Immediate/Short 

Term
Medium/Longer Term Longer Term
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