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Since labour mobility schemes began in 2007, thousands of Samoans have
signed on to work in industries such as horticulture and viticulturein Australia
and New Zealand. Among those who have joined the schemes are significant
numbers of trained workers who have left their jobs in Samoa,including jobs
in the government and in theprofessional, hospitalityand retail sectors. This
has left employers in Samoa without labour, which has had adverse impacts
on their businesses. This article discusses labour mobility schemes and longer-
term work opportunities abroad, and the problems they have posed for public
and private sector employers in Samoa.

Labour mobility schemes

For many decades, labour-intensive sectors in New Zealand and Australia,
such as the agriculture sector, have employed local workers, backpackers and
migrant labourers, including Samoans. In New Zealand, with rapid growth of
these industries and a low unemployment rate, significant labour shortages
emerged in the 2000s, especially at peak periods of the agricultural cycle
(Gibson and Bailey 2021). The labour migration policies of New Zealand at that
time prioritized skilled workers, so the immigration door was closed for
unskilled Pacific Island workers. At the same time, these unskilled workers had
limited employment opportunities in their local labour markets. It was against
this background the World Bank implemented a pilot seasonal work scheme in
New Zealand in 2006 with forty-five workers from Vanuatu.

Following the success of this pilot project, in 2007 New Zealand launched
the Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) scheme, which allowed Pacific
Islanders access as temporary workers in the horticulture and viticulture
industries (see Nunns, Bedford and Bedford 2019). Under the RSE scheme,
temporary visas are offered to workers for up to seven months in any eleven-
month period (Immigration New Zealand nd). Between 2007 and 2021, 22,380
RSE visas were issued to Samoan workers (Bedford and Bedford 2023:41).
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After much debate, in 2012 Australia launched a similar scheme:the
Seasonal Work Programme (SWP). Like the RSE, the SWP offered temporary
work visas for seasonal work in the agriculture and hospitality sectors for up
to nine months per contract. Between 2012 and 2020, 320 Samoan workers
participated in the SWP per year, on average (ILO 2022:6).

In 2018, Australia launched the Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS), which provided
longer-term visas toPacific Islanders, allowing them to work for up to three
years in rural and regional hotels and restaurants, the health care and social
assistance sectors, as well as in non-seasonal jobsin agriculture, forestry and
fisheries. After a review in 2021, the two Australian schemes (SWP and PLS)
were combined in 2022 to form the Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM)
scheme. The PALM scheme allows contracts of up to four years (Minister for
International Development and the Pacific 2021).

According to Sharman and Bedford (2023), in 2018/19, 3,013 Samoan
citizens joined labour mobility schemes in Australia and New Zealand. In
2021/22, more than doublethat number were mobilised: 6,684
workers.According to Howes et al. (2022), as of mid-2022 approximately 7,600
Samoans were employed in New Zealand and Australia throughthe RSE and
PALMschemes. Figure 1 illustrates the increase in participation by Samoans in
the labour mobility schemes since 2007.

Figure 1: Samoa’s participation in Australian and New Zealand labour schemes,
2007 to 2023
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Source: Sharman and Bedford 2023
Note: The low figures for 2020/21 reflect the restrictions on movement during the Covid-19
pandemic.
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Many Pacific Island Countries particpate in the RSE and PALM schemes. Of
these countries, three — Tonga, Samoa and Vanuatu — have contributed more
than 10 percent of their male working age population to the schemes. In
Tonga, it is almost one in five (18 percent), and in Samoa and Vanuatu it is 14
percent each. After that, the ratios are much smaller: generally 3 percent and
below (Howes, Cyrtain and Sharman 2022).

Long-term work visas

In 2022, New Zealand introduced the Accredited Employer Work Visa (AEWV),
a temporary work visa that anyone can apply for if they have a job offer from
an accredited employer and meet the health and character requirements.”’
The AEWV provides a visa pathway for skilled Samoans to work for accredited
New Zealand employers facing a shortageof skilled labour.

In 2023, New Zealand simplified the points system of the Skilled Migrant
Visa, which targets people with particular skills and allows successful
applicants to live, work and study in New Zealand indefinitely (Government of
New Zealand nd).

Samoans can also apply for the New Zealand quota visa. Under the Treaty of
Friendship between Samoa and New Zealand, an annual ‘lottery’ system is
used to select applicants for residence visas. Up to 1,650’ Samoan citizens
aged 18 to 45, including their partners and dependent children, may be
granted residence in New Zealand each year if they can prove good character
and if they, as an individual or a couple, have a job or jobs to go. As of 2024,
the minimum annual income isNZD53,515(Immigration New Zealand 2024).
However, although thousands” of Samoans apply every year, the quota is
never filled, as the condition of having employment lined up in advance is
hard to meet (Radio New Zealand 3 October 2017; Radio New Zealand 27
March 2018).

7 This visa replaced several other New Zealand work visas, including the Essential Skills Work
Visa, the Talent (Accredited Employer) Work Visa, the Long-Term Skill Shortage List Work Visa,
the Silver Fern Job Search Visa and the Silver Fern Practical Experience Visa.

in 2023, the Government of New Zealand increased the annual Samoa Quota from 1,100 to
1,650 until 2026 (Government of Samoa 1 August 2023).

7 Until 2015, fewer than 8,000 people applied per year. Since then, numbers have increased
steadily, with more than 15,000 people applying in 2017 (Radio New Zealand 4 July 2017) and
16,500 applying in 2018 (Radio New Zealand 20 July 2018).
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As noted by Howes and Surandiran (2021), many Samoans with New
Zealand citizenship choose to move from New Zealand to Australia, where
wages are higher. Under the 1973 Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangement,
Australian and New Zealand citizens were able to enter each other’s countries
to live and work there indefinitely, but this changed in 1994 when all non-
citizens entering Australia were required to have a visa. From then onwards,
New Zealand citizens have been granted ‘Special Category’ visas, which allow
them to live, study and work in Australia, but do not offer same rights and
benefits that Australian citizens and permanent residents have. For example,
New Zealanders are subject to deportation from Australia if they do not meet
Australia’s character requirements. Since July 2023, New Zealand citizens who
have ‘Special Category’ visas and have been living in Australia for four or more
years are eligible to apply for Australian citizenship (New Zealand Foreign
Affairs and Tradend).

In June 2024, Australia launched the “Pacific Engagement Visa” (PEV). Unlike
the PALM scheme, it allows permanent residency in Australia for eligible
citizens of participating Pacific countries. To be eligible, applicants must meet
health, character and English language requirements and must also have a
formal job offer in Australia (Government of Australia nd).

Long-term work visas for skilled workers are attractive to Pacific Islanders,
but such visas require applicants to find work before applying, which is not
easy, so some skilled workers find labour mobility schemes to be more
attractive.

Benefits of the labour mobility schemes

The labour mobility schemes are seen as a ‘win-win’ for both the sending and
receiving countries. The Australia and New Zealand governments talk about
the economy-boosting impact of these programmes,as they alleviate labour
shortages in the receiving countries, for example shortages in the horticulture
and meat packing industries.

At the same time, these schemesprovide Samoans and other Pacific
Islanders with temporary employment opportunities abroad and enable
themto earn more money than they could over the same period at home. The
Samoa Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Labour (MCIL) 2020 annual report
estimated that over a period of six months RSE workers could earn between
WST14,601 and WST18,723 after tax and deductions, while SWP earnings
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ranged from WST13,374 and WST16,897 for a six-month period. By Samoan
standards, these earnings are high; they are similar to the annual salaries of
senior officers in government ministries in Samoa.

The schemes also offer an opportunity to learn new skills (MCIL 2023).
Labour mobility schemes also have the advantage that they often impose
employment circumstances that facilitate saving money. Such circumstances
include contractual restrictions that require workers to live in employer-
provided living quarters, compulsory saving arrangements and restrictions on
leaving jobs to work for another employer.

As intended, the labour mobility schemes have brought a huge capital
injection into the economy of Samoa in the form of remittances from workers
while they are abroad and have led to increased local spending upon the
return of theworkers.Returning workers usually spend their savings on goods
such as cars, materials for home renovations, home appliences and furniture
that enhance their families’ comfort and status (see the articles titled ‘A
Better Life?’ and ‘Samoa Under the PALM’ in this volume). This has brought
benefits to the private businesses in Samoathat sell the imported goods that
returnees buy.

From the perspective of a Samoan household, in which earnings are pooled,
another benefit of labour mobility schemes is that the families only
temporarily lose the services of a member, while gaining access to
remittances and goods to improve their comfort and status.

A recentstudy, titled the Pacific Labor Mobility Survey (PLMS),sponsored by
the Word Bank with the Australian National University,surveyed workers from
Tonga, Vanuatu and Kiribati (Doan, Dornan and Edwards 2023) with the
objective of testing the finding of the World Bank report titledWell-being from
Work in the Pacific Island Countries (Haque and Packard 2012:1) that:

In the Pacific island countries, which are small and far from world markets, labor
mobility represents the most significant and substantial opportunity for
overcoming geographic constraints on employment.

The PLMS study verified this assertion andalso claimed that the New
Zealand and Australian labour mobility schemes have overwhelmingly positive
outcomes on the countries studied, finding that:

In contrast to common assumption, data from the PLMS reveal net social gain
from the labor mobility schemes: participation generally strengthens family

relationships, empowers women, and shifts gender-related norms(Doan, Dornan
and Edwards 2023).
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The PLMS report has a somewhat defensive tone, aiming perhaps to
contradict the many media reports and studies that point to the exploitation
of workers in relation to pay deductions and other abuses, the low quality of
housing abroad and harmful social impacts on workers and their familiesat
home (see, for example, Sharman 2022; New Zealand Human Rights
Commission 2022; Petrou and Connell 2023). But the PLMS study did not
consider the impacts of the labour mobility schemes beyond the benefits for
individuals (participants in the schemes) and their households.

Among the PLMS report’s recommendations is that New Zealand introduce
a scheme equivalent to Australia’s Pacific Labour Scheme (PLS), which allows
for longer-term work visas (Doan, Dornan and Edwards 2023:14). However,
before Samoa agrees to participate in such a scheme it is advisable to first
consider what impacts the PLS scheme and the other labour mobility schemes
have had on Samoa’s labour market and public sector.

The employers’ perpective: A labour shortage in Samoa

While Samoa has a fairly high official unemployment rate, which would seem
to indicate that there are many young people available to work in Samoa, a
study by Yemoh (2022) of managers and proprietors of thirty-one small and
medium non-agricultural businesses in Samoa found that these employers
believe there is a shortage of labour in the country. Overall, most employers in
Samoa report having difficulty finding and retaining trained, dependable and
honest workers.

Although employers mostly pay workers the minimum wage, business
owners sometimes raise their wages above that minimum level to attempt to
retain skilledand reliable employees.One of the employers interviewed in
Yemoh'’s study said:

One of our priorities now is the assurance of longevity with the company. To
retain workers we have in the past offered additional benefits and restructured
salary or wage packages as a necessary incentive.

However, workers are always on the lookout for better-paid work. Because
of the higher pay, government jobs are particularly sought after. One business
owner interviewed said:

We do have some loyal staff, but also some who come for a couple of months;
some are temporary and waiting for a visa. ... One left because he found a job in
the government.
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Labour mobility schemes offer even higher wages than the public sector,
and such wages cannot be matched by local businesses. Many interviewees
mentioned that they had lost, or expected to lose, workers to labour mobility
schemes.

The following responses are representative of the interviewees’
experiences:

I have lost nine people to seasonal work over the past four years.

We’ve lost seven staff members over five years.

I've lost four staff members to seasonal work since the beginning of 2021. In the
last six months, we’ve found out about five of our staff applying and making
excuses to miss work.

[We lost] up to twenty staff members in total across all my businesses. They
were good people.People who are serious about work ethic, who have a
commitment to a job ... will not be available as they have been snapped up by
the scheme.

Employers have tried to replace staff they have lost to the schemesbut have
difficulty recruiting good staff. Reasons given for their dissatisfaction with
employees include staff laziness and lack of drive, habitual lateness, failure to
let supervisors know whenthey are sick or unable to come to work for other
reasons, poor personal presentation, stealing and troublemaking.

Thelabour mobility schemes are meant to benefit unemployed people®**who
lack skills required in the local labour market, but the responses of the
employers to the survey indicate that many peoplerecruited for the schemes
were not unemployed,and they already had valuable skills.A majority of the
respondents said that they had lost skilled and trained workers tolabour
mobility schemes.

It is difficult to attract technically skilled people in our field. Once they gain the

skill with us, it is difficult to retain them as their next destination is overSeas
with better pay.

[Labour mobility schemes] are taking more skilled workers than unskilled,
especially from industries like tourism and hospitality, which were distressed by
Covid-19 border closures.

80 Officially, only unemployed people are eligible to apply for the seasonal worker schemes,
but employed people have succeeded in participating in the schemes either because of the
delay between the time they applied and the time they received an offer or because they were
untruthful in their applications.
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We have lost an engineer to the scheme.

The brightest and strongest have been recruited and exported overseas from
the pool of labour.

All ofthe survey respondents said that they provided some sort of training
for their employees. Thus, any loss of workers who may not return in the short
term, or at all, to the same work rolesrepresented a loss of resources
invested, and employers in Samoa experiencean ongoing cycle of recruiting
and training new workers who may soon leave.

Some of the challenges experienced by employers include the following:

When | do hiring and put out an advert for a job, | tend to get almost a hundred
applicants. From those, | invite about thirty for an interview. ... Not all show up
for the interview. Of those interviewed, about half come to do a three-month
trial. Many do not last. Usually after the first month, the number halves and after
another month the number halves again.

[The loss of staff] is more than a loss of critical skilled labour; it leads to
unplanned reinvestment in training, hiring, etc.

[l lost] two of my main bakers who | had... invested [in for] five years. ... | had to
train them hands-on ... [and they can now] walk into any bakery in New Zealand
and do the same job.

The loss of staff slows down production, which means more hiring of staff, which
affects our business operations and bottom line. We lose money and customers
as production goes down and or the quality is not the same.

The [seasonal work] programmes are actually draining Samoa of its best and
experienced workers who have developed good work ethic and experience, thus
leaving a considerable shortage at the senior level in many sectors in the
workforce.The programmes are now taking senior workers and even at the
management and supervisory level, out of their places of employment to do jobs
[overseas] that could be done by those with lesser or no training and skills. By
employing senior and skilled workers who already have jobs, [the schemes] are ...
leaving huge gaps in Samoa’s workforce ... which often cannot be filled for some
time and it will take even years of training to achieve the same level as those who
have departed.

Businessowners often recruit additional workers and train them as
insurance against losing those they have already trained, which increases the
businesses’ training costs.

The argument that seasonal workers acquire skills from seasonal work was
rejected by some of the employers interviewed:

The more people we send overseas, the less we have in the country and | believe
that harms the country. Even if it is seasonal. If they return to the country, they
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still leave the country with fewer workers. [Loss of the trained,skilled workers] is
not good for the country in the long run.

Australia and New Zealand get the best workers; the strong, able-bodied,
young.... They are taking the very best of the workers from the private sector.

When the people come back, especially the men, some become very lazy. They
refuse the work here because they are expecting to be paid the same amount of
salary that they used to get when they were overseas.

However, another employer disagreed:

One of my staff that went on the scheme has learned a lot about the work ethic ...
and [gained] work skills from the scheme.

The comments shared by Samoan employers indicate that labour mobility
schemes are imposing heavy costs on local business owners by recruiting from
the pool of employed skilled labour and, most importantly: trained, reliable
and honest staff.

Labour mobility schemes require fit workers who are aged between 21 and
40 with a clean police record and references from community leaders; these
are similar characteristics in the workers sought by local employers.In effect,
local employers are competing against overseas business owners for healthy,
young, honest and reliable Samoan workers.

While some businesses in Samoa have benefited from the labour mobility
schemes, through sales of products such as cars, home appliances and
building materials to returnees, the responses from the business owners
indicate that the private sector overall has been hit hard.

The public sector perspective: Loss of an investment

The relatively high wages offered underlabour mobility schemes have led to
significant numbers of Samoan skilled public sector workers, including
teachers, nurses, police officers, clerical workers and technicians, leaving their
jobs in Samoa to go abroad on temporary contracts. These workers usually
quit their jobs in advance of applying for the schemes so they can say that
they are ‘unemployed’ and have a chance of being selected.

In 2022, Faualo Harry Schuster, Minister for Police and Prisons, expressed
concern about the impact of labour mobility schemes on the police force,
saying that the Ministry was losing police officers to the schemes and that this
loss of skilled staff was also affecting other fields in Samoa (Keresoma 2022).
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Is ‘'unemployment’ an issue in Samoa?

In 2021, around one fifth of the youth population (aged 15 to 24) in Samoa
was ‘unemployed’ (Statista nd). This high rate indicates that there are many
young people available to work. In that case, why are so many employers in
the private and public sectors having difficulty finding and retaining
employees? Does Samoa really have a high unenemployment rate? To answer
these questions, it is necessary to consider certain features of Samoan society
and how those relate to employment.

Most Samoan households, especially those in rural areas, earn money
through various means, including informal sources, wages, casual labour and
remittances. Any money earned by family members is pooled; therefore only
some family members seek wage employment, which allows other members
of the family the time to engage in farming, fishing and other subsistence and
domestic activities.

‘Employment’ is defined in Samoa’s official statistics as paid work. Everyone
not working for payment is therefore considered ‘unemployed’. But these
‘unemployed’ people include those who are generally already engaged in
unpaid work (for example selling excess produce from their family plantation)
and who may not actually be seeking paid employment. Unemployment
statitistics in Samoa are misleading if they imply that unemployed peope are
idle, without any work to do; this is not the case.

In Samoa, all adult able-bodied Samoans work, but they do not all receive
payment for their labour. Much work is unpaid. Most workers in Samoa can
be assumed to be employed in the household-based informal economy. It is
likely that in Samoa only very young children, elderly and people with
disabilities are actually ‘unemployed’ in the sense of being economically
inactive. In Samoa, it is more accurate to think of ‘unemployed people’ as
individuals who work but who do not have regular access to cash incomes.

According to Taua’a (2021), Samoa’s informal economy accounts for
between 70 percent and 80 percent of the entire economy and includes small-
scale street vending and local market sales of handicrafts, cooked food,
processed cocoa and kava, fish, firewood and charcoal; growers, harvesters
and sellers of excess fruit and vegetables, coconuts and staple food crops such
as taro and bananas.

Men, especially young men, are responsible for activities like farming and
fishing in the informal economy. Men growthe staple crops, go fishing, collect
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coconuts, care for livestock and do heavy cooking tasks such as making the
umu and saka.®'Because these young men are working for their families,
providing tautua (service), they are not paid.

Samoan women predominate in other kinds of unpaid occupations. Women
donate labour on a regular basis for community activitiessuch as village clean
ups and inspections of household sanitation (asiasiga), performing tasks for
their churches and fundraising, while alsocleaning, cooking and caring for the
extended family (including children and the elderly); processing koko Samoa
(Samoan cocoa); growing vegetables, fruit and flowers in their household
compounds; and weaving mats, basketsand fans for sale in the informal
economy.

Discussing Samoa’s informal economy, Taua’a (2021:8) cites data from the
2011 census noting that the category of ‘self employed’ is not disaggregated
according to whether the occupation is formal (ie. taxed) or informal, and she
suggests there are more street vendors than reported (see Table 1). She also
argues that the category ‘subsistence’ is not a meaningful one because a large
proportion of subsistence producers (mainly women) also make goods for
sale. According to Taua’a, gender percentages are also misleading because
there is typically engagement by both men and women in informal economy
occupations, for example women grow pandanus and make fans, while young
men sell them on the streets.

Table 1: Informal employment by census enumation and sex, 2011

Employment status | Total % male % female
Self employed 3.984 65 34

Make goods for 1,040 47 53

sale

Street vendors 60 61.7 38.3
Subsistence 16,085 94.0 5.8

According to the ILO (2019), in 2017more than two-thirds of all employed
people in Samoa were male. As shown in Table 2, the unemployment rate of
women is consistently higher than that of their male counterparts.The
youngest age group (20-24) has the highest unemployment rate overall at
28.3 percent, and young women in this age group in rural areas have the

BAn umu is a ground oven of hot stones, usually made on Sunday mornings and for special
occasions. A saka is a large pot of staple food (such as taro) boiled on an open fire for daily
meals.
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highest unemployment rate (41 percent). The higher proportion of females
recorded as ‘unemployed’ reflects the gendered divisions of labour in Samoa;
normally women do not do heavy outdoor work,so men predominate in paid
full-time and casual unskilled or semi-skilled paid labouring jobs. Even driving
buses and taxis or operating light machinery is considered ‘men’s work’ in
Samoa.

Table 2: Unemployment rates of men and women aged 20-49 (2017)

Age group | Samoa Urban Rural

Total Male | Female |Total Male Female Total Male Female
20-24 28.3 21.7| 38.2 22.8 20.0 27.6 29.9 22.2 41.0
25-29 19.9 186 21.9 15.5 17.0 13.3 21.7 19.2 25.4
30-34 14.5 9.0 225 8.8 5.6 12.5 16.2 9.9 26.3
35-39 10.1 6.7 15.8 7.9 4.7 12.0 10.8 7.3 17.1
40-44 7.4 3.8 14.0 7.1 1.6 13.7 7.5 4.4 14.2
45-49 6.6 5.0 10.3 7.1 9.4 2.9 6.4 4.0 12.8

Source: Samoa Bureau of Statistics2020a:91

The type of work that employees are required to do abroad in labour
mobility schemes is mostly very physical and is similar to the work conducted
by men in Samoa, so is generally considered ‘men’s work’. Hence, most of the
participants in labour mobility schemes are men. Between 2012 to 2020, only
6.5 percent of the SWP participants from Samoa were women (ILO 2022),
while between 2007 and 2021 only 4.9 percent of Samoa’s RSE participants
were women (Bedford and Bedford 2023:43). However, perceptions are
beginning to change, and there are increasing numbers of women choosing to
work as fruit pickers and to undertake other outdoor work (see the previous
articles in this issue).

What kinds of education and training best meet the demands of
the local labour market?

Unemployment in Samoa is not necessarily due to a lack of education.
According tothe Samoa Qualifications Authority (2021) even graduates with
post-school qualifications face unemployment challenges, with only half(52
percent) of them finding employment within six months of completing their
studies.This indicates a possible mismatch between education outcomes and
labour market demand. It is also possible that those who have achieved post-
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school qualifications are reluctant to take the minimum-wage jobs that are
available in Samoa.

As shown in Figure 2,in 2017 almost half (44.3 percent) of Samoa’s labour
force reported primary school as their highest education attainment.

Figure 2. Labour force by completed level of education (2017)
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Until the 1990s, admission to senior secondary schools (Years 9-13) in
Samoa was often limited to those with higher socioeconomic status and with
higher grades, mainly childrenfrom urban areas and children (from urban and
rural areas) who passed the entry examinations forselective secondary
schools. In the late 1990s, with funding from the Asian Development Bank and
other donors, Samoa built and equippedsecondary schools in rural areas, and
therefore‘opened up’ secondary education to all Samoans.Unfortunately,
sufficient investment was not made in teacher training. In 2019, less than half
of all students passed the penultimate examinations in subjects offered by all
secondary schools, and in 2018 only 14 percent passed mathematics (Ministry
of Education Sports and Culture 2019:38). A pass is required to enter the
National University of Samoa although lower grades are acceptable for entry
into Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) programmes.
Rural students are less likely than urban students to pass examinations with
high grades.

Samoa has achieved gender parity in enrollment rates in education, but the
Ministry of Education, Sports and Culture (MESC) statistical digests have
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shown apersistent difference in the achievements of female and male
students in Samoa’s primary and secondary schools, with male student
performance lagging behind that of their female counterparts (see Figure
3).Young men are therefore less eligible for higher education than young
women. Women also achieve more post-school qualifications than men do.

Figure 3: Male and female school leaving examination pass rate
for English and Mathematics, 2016-2019

Source:Ministry of Education and Culture (2023)

Since 2004, TVET classes have been offered at Samoan secondary schools as
part of the general curriculum from Year 9 to Year 13 to encourage students
to enrol in TVET courses after secondary school, but a shortage of qualified
teachers and limited community support have hindered effective
implementation of TVET courses (Wright-Fualautoalasi 2021). In 2021, only
1,277 out of 4,546 post-secondary students were enrolled in TVET courses
(SQA 2021).

There is a much higher preference among high school graduates toenrollin
university courses compared to TVET courses because university courses are
generally perceived as leading to higher-paid jobs. Moreover, parents of high
school graduates who achieve grades that would allow them to enter
university encourage their children to enrol in academic programmes at
university rather than in TVET courses, hoping that the children will get
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government jobs when they graduate or win scholarships to study overseas.
The proportion of TVET graduates in the labour force is low compared to
university graduates, with only 5.6 percent of those employed in Samoa in
2022 having TVET as their highest level of education compared to 23.4 percent
having tertiary education (Samoa Bureau of Statistics 2023:31).

According to the Samoa Bureau of Statistics (2023:59), in 2019 there were
276 manufacturing enterprises in Samoa, 60 of which were food and beverage
manufacturers. As of 2023, Frankies was the largest employer in the private
sector, with around 2,500 employees. The Ah Liki Corporation, a Samoan
family-owned business, was the second largest private employer, with an
estimated 2,000 employees. Most small- and medium-sized businesses are
Samoan-owned, although there are several large supermarkets and hotels
owned by investors from overseas and there are several multinational
corporations in the information and communications industry.

Why do so many Samoan workers leave their jobs?

The experiences of Yazaki Corporation® in Samoa offers some insight into the
motivations and choices of young Samoan workers. During itstwenty-six years
in Samoa, Yazaki Electrical Distribution System Samoa (YES) employed over
60,000 local workers, mostly young early school leavers with an average age
of 20 to 23.In the last five years of the company’s operations in Samoa the
starting rate for shop-floor operators was at the country’s then minimum
wage of WST2.30 per hour (about WST4,800 per year), with an annual pay
increase of WST0.10 per hour. According to a study by Tsujita (2019, 2022),
working conditions on the Yazaki assembly line were arduous, requiring
workers to stand for long hours in a hot and humid factory floor.

Although the working conditions and pay offered by the company werenot
attractive, Yazaki provided an accessible employment opportunity for
unskilled youth. When the company opened its doors in 1991, it was the first
time that major employment opportunitiesbecame availablein the formal
(paid) sector for young female school leavers (unskilled female workers) in
Samoa. In the company’s early years, the vast majority of employees
(between 90 percent and95 percent) were women, though in its later years
the gender balancebecame more equal, with 65 percent women in 2017

8 See the article titled ‘The Socioeconomic Context of the New Samoan Exodus: 2007-2023'
in this volume for further information about Yazaki and its activities in Samoa.
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(Tsujita 2019). This change may reflect an increasein demand for wage
employment among Samoan male youth over that period.

Most of theparticipants in Tsujita’s study (2019) responded that they joined
Yazakito earn an income to supporttheir family, and their parents in particular,
thus performing their cultural duty of serving their families and villages.
Earning an incomealso enabled young workers to gain a sense of self-worth
and a temporary breakfrom the strict oversight of their families and thevillage
rules. However, more than half of the Yazakioperators left the factory within
their first year, over 75 percent left within three years, and only about 10
percent worked at YES for morethan ten years.

Tsujita found two main reasons for retention problems. First, the weekly
earnings of employees were only supplements to their livelihoods; the income
earned at the Yazaki factory was appreciated but was not essential to the
family’s survival. This is because wages are only one of several economic
strategies that most households in Samoa use to get by.Key sources of
livelihoods in Samoa include semi-subsistence farming on customary land,
semi-subsistencefishing andremittances from relatives overseas.The second
reason why employees did not stay long at YES is because they felt obliged to
undertake unpaid work at home.®*In Samoa young adults are expected to give
priority to family, church and village activities, and daily life in Samoa is full of
obligatory communal events that require their time. Such events include
funerals, church hall openings, village cleanups, hosting visitorsandcaring for
the elderly and for the children of extended family members.

Employees would quit their jobs at YES and then request to be re-employed
later, when their obligations elsewhere had been met.Initially the company
was reluctant to re-employ those who left their jobs, but it had to revise its
recruitment policies to retain a core number of operators to meet production
demands. Rehiring of former operators decreased the time allocated to
training from one month to one week (the time required to refresh the skills
previously acquired).

By 2011/12, retaining young workers had become more difficult and
competitive due to the growth in Samoa’s private sector, particularly in
wholesale and retail trade, which created more low-skill jobs for local youth

85amoa is a kin-based and community-oriented society and in this cultural context, young
adults’ (unpaid) labour is an important household resource, which is often considered more
important than earning a minimum wage.
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(MCIL 2013). By then, labour mobility schemes hadalso begun, offering young
people alternatives to working for YES.

The company started its full operation with 1,327 employees and gradually
increased the number of employees to meet expanded production volumes.
Between 1991 and 2007, the company employed an average of 2,200 workers
per year, with a peak of 3,500 workers in 1996. In mid-2007, due to the global
financial crisis, the company lost some buyers and reduced its operation size.
From 2012 onwards, the company employed around 800 people. YES
remained the largest private sector employer of Samoa until its closure in
August 2017.

The decision to close the factory came about as a result of the Australian
government’s decision to stop subsidizing the car manufacturing industry,
which led to the closure of the Toyota Australia assembly plant in Melbourne,
which was by then YES’s sole client (Tsujita 2019).

The origins of YES are linked to Australia’s neoliberal economic policies. In
1985, the Australian government initiated a Motor Industry Development
Plan, which reduced tariffs on imported goods for the domestic automotive
manufacturing industry and aimed to improve the competitiveness of the
industry. Thisplan encouraged car parts suppliers in Australia, including Yazaki
Australia, to outsource the making of labour-intensive products to locations
with cheaper labour costs and then import the completed products into
Australia. This was only effective as long as the cheap labour force did not
have better options and the Australian government was willing to support its
manufacturing industry.

This caseillustrates the perverse forces of globalization and neoliberal
policies.Yazaki shifted its labour-intensivefactory from Australia to Samoa in
pursuit of a cheap labour force, but labour mobility schemessubsequently
pushed this labour force to seek work in Australia and New Zealand.

Since the closure of the Yazaki factory theSamoan government has sought
new foreign investors to fill the gap in local job market, butunskilled Samoan
workers prefer seeking work abroad through labour mobility schemes. Given
the inability of young workers to commit long-term to minimum wage jobs
(due to their family obligations), the temporary nature of labourmobility work
makes it ideal for many young Samoans.®*Labour mobility schemes are

84According to the “Pacific Attitudes” survey (Leach et al. 2022), most (84 percent) young
people responded that they are very willing to travel overseas temporarily for work, but when
asked about their willingness to move overseas permanently, the figure dropped to 69 percent.
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especially attractive because the income earned is significantly higher than
the amount they could earn at home over a similar period, and workers are
able to save a considerable amount of their income (see the previous articles
in this volume).

Labour mobility vs local employers

Although labour mobility schemes have boosted remittances and are very
popular, these schemes have caused a locallabour shortage in
Samoabecausethousands of working-age Samoans have gone overseaswhere
they can earn higher incomes. Without a pool of cheap labour, Samoa has
become less attractive to foreign investors wanting to invest in industries that
create jobs. Accordingly, while labour mobility schemes offer well-paid
temporary work for low-skilled Samoans, they can be considered a
contributing factor to the perennial labour shortage in Samoa.

The anticipation was that labour mobility schemes would upgrade
participants’ skills and boost productivity in the domestic labour market upon
the return of the workers, but instead many trained, skilled workers
haveresigned from localjobs and have taken their skills elsewhere, and the
skills that workers gain abroad (e.g. meatpacking) are not always useful when
they return.

Except for the businesses selling cars, home appliances and building
materials to the returning workers, the private sector has been hit hard, with
many businesses losing the investments they have made in training workers.

In effect, labour-intensive businesses in Australia and New Zealand are being
backed by their governments to source cheap labour from the Pacific Islands
to overcome their labour shortages, at the expense of Samoa’s private sector.
While business owners in Samoaare struggling to retain experienced local
workers, employers in Australia and New Zealand are guaranteed by the
labour mobility schemes to bond Samoan workers to the visa sponsor, usually
their employer, for a contractedperiod of time. Employers in Samoa face
similar labour shortages to those of employers in rural New Zealand and
Australia, but in circumstances they cannot compete with.
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