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Abstract
The Seasonal Worker Programme (SWP) was formally introduced in 2012 following a fouryear pilot scheme. The SWP maintains the dual objectives of: (i) contributing to the economic development of nine participating Pacific Island countries and Timor-Leste; and (ii)
filling labor shortages in the Australian agriculture, accommodation (in selected locations)
and tourism sectors (the Northern Australia tourism pilot). This paper assesses the first of
these objectives, evaluating the impact of the SWP on workers, their households, and communities. In doing so, it aims to build on the evidence already collected on the development
impacts of the Pacific Seasonal Worker Pilot Scheme (PSWPS) (Gibson and McKenzie 2011)
and shed further light on how the programme can be improved to increase the benefits
flowing through to the Pacific region.
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1. Introduction
Australia’s Seasonal Worker Programme (SWP) is one of only a handful of migration
schemes globally that maintains the explicit objective of contributing to the economic
development of labor-sending countries. The link between migration and development has
long been recognized and evaluated, but only recently has it been formalized in the global
development agenda. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development consists of 17 goals
and 169 targets aimed at eliminating extreme poverty and ensuring sustainable development. Several of these mention migrants or migration (IOM 2017). Seasonal migration
programs have been widely adopted globally since the introduction of the Bracero program
in the United States in the 1940s and the Gastarbeiter program in the Federal Republic of
Germany in the 1950s. While their aim has been primarily focused on plugging seasonal
labor shortages, a new wave of programs (including Australia’s SWP) have broadened the
focus to incorporate a development objective.
The SWP was introduced in 2012 following a four-year pilot scheme, which commenced
in August 2008. It started off with a 12,000-worker cap for the initial four years of
implementation, but this was removed in 2015 and a host of additional reforms were introduced that aimed to address the demand-side constraints of the programme. Since these
reforms, the programme has expanded rapidly with 6,166 workers arriving in FY17. This
compares to 1,473 workers in FY13 during the initial year of operation.
The dual objectives of the SWP are to: (i) contribute to economic development in partner
countries by providing employment, remittances and opportunities for upskilling; and (ii)
provide benefits to the Australian economy and to Australian employers who can demonstrate that they cannot source suitable Australian labor (DoE 2017). This paper builds
on the earlier evaluation of the Pacific Seasonal Worker Pilot Scheme (PSWPS) (Gibson and
McKenzie 2011) and assesses the extent to which the programme has met the first of these
objectives, since it moved from a pilot into a fully-fledged scheme.
The programme is open to Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, the Solomon
Islands, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu. This evaluation picks up data on all
participating countries, except Papua New Guinea, due to the difficulties experienced in accessing workers. The in-country household and community surveys were confined to Tonga and Vanuatu, given they represent the vast majority of workers (78 percent of arrivals
in FY17). The SWP covers the Australian agriculture, accommodation (in selected locations)
and tourism sectors (the Northern Australia tourism pilot). The evaluation is primarily focused on workers in the agriculture sector, given this is where the programme is concentrated, however, some workers in the accommodation sector have also been sampled.
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The balance of this report is structured into seven sections:
• Section Two positions this evaluation within both the global and Pacific-focused literature on migration and remittances, examining the existing evidence on the impacts
migration can have on income, expenditure, savings, investment, human capital formation, labor supply, economic growth and inequality.
• Section Three details the origins of the programme, the key findings from the PSWPS
evaluation, and the evolution of the SWP since its inception in 2012.
• Section Four lays out the design of the evaluation and research methodology adopted,
including the sampling strategy for the household, community, and on-site worker surveys.
• Section Five then examines the full set of results from the evaluation, breaking them
down into individual worker results (determinants of participation; selection into the
programme; labor market activity prior to departure; earnings, costs, and remittances;
communication; skills transfer; plans upon return; and workers’ own evaluation of the
programme); household level results (impacts on income and savings, expenditure, labor
supply, human capital, investment and the accumulation of assets); community-level
results (the community’s role in worker selection; participating community characteristics; community contributions) and programme-level results (predeparture training;
add-on skills training–AOST–and superannuation).
• Section Six explores the aggregate development impact of the programme.
• Section Seven looks at several measures that could enhance the development impact.
• Section Eight draws some general conclusions.
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2. Literature Review

2. Literature Review
2.1 Global Literature
There is a large and growing body of global evidence around the impact of migration
on economic and social development (Ratha, Mohapatra, and Scheja 2011). While the
focus of this research has been predominantly on the impacts of migration flows between
developing and developed countries, there is an increasing focus on South-South migration.
Migration has been found to have a stabilizing effect on income, directly for the migrants
themselves and indirectly at the macroeconomic and household level through remittances
(World Bank 2006b; Chami et al. 2009). The income gains for the migrants themselves
inevitably outweigh remittances (particularly for nonseasonal workers), although this generally receives less attention in the literature.2
The effects transmitted through remittances are also significant–a vast body of evidence from across the developing world suggests that ‘remittances reduce the depth and
severity of poverty, as well as indirectly stimulate economic activity’ (Ratha, Mohapatra, and Scheja 2011). This effect is largely transmitted through a direct increase in levels
of consumption. Adams (1991) noted that international remittances have a small, but positive effect on poverty. In this study, the number of ‘poor households declines by 9.8 percent
when predicted per capita household income includes international remittances’ (Adams
1991, 73). Gupta, Patillo and Wagh (2007) find that, in Sub-Saharan Africa, remittances
have a direct poverty-mitigating effect and promote financial development. Fajnzylber
and Lopez (2008) note that, in Latin America and the Caribbean, remittances have had an
impact on poverty, although this has been relatively modest–an increase of one percentage
point in the ratio of remittances to GDP leads to a decline in poverty of about 0.4 percent.
Anyanwu and Erhijakpor (2010) determine that, after instrumenting for possible endogeneity, a 10 percent increase in official international remittances as a share of GDP leads to
a 2.9 percent decline in the poverty headcount ratio.
The share of remittances spent on investment tends to vary by income level. The relative
focus on consumption versus investment goods changes ‘if per capita incomes rise sufficiently with the receipt of remittances’ (Ahsan et al. 2014, 67). In terms of investments
in entrepreneurial activity, the literature suggests that this is heavily influenced by the
business environment in sending countries and the potential for remittances to influence
the reservation wage (Ahsan et al. 2014). Woodruff and Zenteno (2007) find that remittances result in an increased investment in small businesses in Mexico. In other studies,
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Income gains dwarf remittances by a factor of up to 12.5 in one recent study (World Bank 2016).
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the evidence is mixed–Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo (2006) find that remittance-receiving
households do not necessarily invest more heavily in family-owned businesses. Meanwhile,
there is no evidence that seasonal migration to New Zealand has generated new businesses
or higher levels of self-employment in Tonga or Vanuatu (Gibson & McKenzie 2010).
While most literature points to migration and remittances having a negative impact on
labor supply in sending countries, there is some evidence to the contrary. Kim (2007)
finds that, in the case of Jamaica, households with a remittance income have a higher
reservation wage and reduce labor supply by moving out of the labor force. Jadotte et
al. (2015) determine the effect on both labor participation and hours worked to be negative in Haiti, although the magnitude of these effects may be more severe in urban than
rural areas. Cox-Edwards and Rodriguez-Oreggia (2009) separate sporadic from persistent remittances and find a neutral effect on labor force participation in Mexico. Meanwhile,
Posso (2012) uses aggregate level data for a panel of 66 developing countries and finds an
inverted-U relationship, which suggests remaining household members may increase their
labor supply in the initial instance to bear the expenses of migration-related costs.
Strong evidence is available on the role that migration and remittances play in human
capital formation, both for the migrants themselves and their sending households. The
existing literature suggests the effects of migration and remittances on education may
differ–the former potentially leading to family disruption that impacts schooling, the latter
reducing constraints that hinder human capital investments (Ahsan et al. 2014). Notable
studies in Mexico find that the combination of lack of oversight due to absent parents
and low expected returns to migration have a negative impact (McKenzie 2006; McKenzie and Rapoport 2006), while other studies show the remittance effect outweighs this,
with households spending more on education at the margin, with notable positive impacts
on enrolment and attendance (Cox-Edwards and Ureta 2003; Mansuri 2007; Adams and
Cuecuecha 2010). A study examining a sample of 18 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa noted
that the improvements in education outcomes could be as high as 4.2 percent at the primary level and 8.8 percent at the secondary level, for a 10 percent increase in remittances
(Amakon and Iheoma 2014).
Unfortunately, the empirical evidence examining the impact of migration and remittances on health outcomes is more limited. The earlier studies drawing negative links between
migration and health outcomes find one of two effects: (i) marginal increases in infant mortality in the initial instance; or (ii) greater importation and dissemination of certain diseases, such as tuberculosis (Perez-Stable et al. 1986; Kanaiaupuni and Donato 1999). More
recent studies (Frank and Hummer 2002; Hildebrandt and McKenzie 2005) provide
evidence to the contrary, suggesting that migration from Mexico is correlated with lower infant mortality rates and higher birth weights of children in sending households. In
Indonesia, Lu (2012) also finds that adults in emigrant households were significantly less
susceptible to being underweight than those in nonmigrant households. In terms of the
health impacts on migrants themselves, Stillman, McKenzie, and Gibson (2007) find that
the mental health of Tongan migrants improves with migration.
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Another channel for potential development impacts is at the point of return, where
migrants transfer knowledge and technology to their sending communities and countries. The theory holds that return migrants have ‘spillover benefits through transfers of
innovative ideas, skills, and knowledge to others in the home country’ (World Bank 2014,
77). The magnitude of these impacts evidently hinges on the skill level of the migrant, as
well as the type and nature of work engaged in abroad. Gibson and McKenzie (2010) find
that there is considerable knowledge flow from return skilled migrants and that they are
more likely to engage in trade deals, invest in business start-ups, and advise companies
and the government than they otherwise would have been. The benefits for low-skilled
migrants are less clear. A study conducted in Vietnam (ILSSA 2010) amongst low-skilled
migrants found that, despite them gaining valuable skills abroad (both professional and
language), these were rarely used upon return.
While there is firm evidence that migration and remittances have solid first-order
effects on income, consumption, human capital formation and, therefore, poverty, there
is little evidence that substantial GDP growth in sending countries has been caused by
remittances (Clemens and McKenzie 2014). Numerous empirical studies have failed to
detect a positive impact on growth resulting from increased remittance inflows. Despite
the beneficial impacts that remittances have on poverty, schooling, health, and housing,
considerable recent research points to workers’ remittances making little to no contribution to economic growth in developing countries. Barajas et al. (2009, 1) undertake an
econometric analysis of this issue and conclude that ‘at best, workers’ remittances have no
impact on economic growth’. After reviewing the various impacts that remittances have
had in developing countries, Chami and Fullenkamp (2013, 50) remark that ‘Perhaps most
disappointing is the lack of a remittances-growth success story … given that in some countries remittances have exceeded 10 percent of GDP for long periods of time, one would
have hoped to find at least one example of remittances serving as a catalyst for significant
economic development’.
Multiple hypotheses have been put forward to explain why this may be the case. One
commonly cited reason is due to the difficulty of separating the cause from the effect–
‘if remittances react counter-cyclically to growth, then the negative relationship between
the two is a result of reverse causality running from growth to remittances, not vice
versa’ (Ratha, Mohapatra, and Scheja 2011, 8). Putting this aside, other studies indicate
that it could be because: (i) increases in remittances are often due to changes in measurement, rather than actual increases; (ii) cross-country regressions have too little power to
detect their effects on growth; and (iii) the opportunity cost of losing workers has a negative
offsetting impact in sending countries (Clemens and McKenzie 2014). Jongwanich (2007)
suggests that, rather than driving growth, the merit of remittances is from their ability to
raise income levels for the poor. Other possibilities are that the business and regulatory
environment hinders investment by inexperienced investors–which would describe most
migrant households–or that the cultural environment makes individual entrepreneurship
very difficult.
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As far as the impact of migration on inequality, the evidence varies by country. Lipton
(1980) found that not only was inequality a push factor for migration, but it also tended
to increase interpersonal and inter-household inequality within and between villages. Since
then, a number of regional and country-level studies have found evidence of migration both
increasing and decreasing inequality (Black et al. 2005). In many cases, migration raises
inequality initially, as only relatively well-off households have the resources to send workers abroad. This effect dissipates over time as a diaspora is established and the barriers
to, and costs of, migration are reduced (Taylor et al. 2005; Koechlin and Leon 2007; Shen
et al. 2010).
In summary, remittances are found to have unambiguously positive impacts on poverty
through household consumption increases. Other household impacts such as on schooling, health, housing, labor supply, skills transfer, and business investment are, however,
not as clear-cut. Despite the huge expansion in global remittances, researchers have been
unable to identify a positive linkage at the macroeconomic level between remittances and
economic growth–as measured in terms of GDP.

2.2 Pacific-focused Literature
Within the global literature on migration, the Pacific region is relatively well represented
and remittances and the role they play in the small-island economies have been welldocumented. Bertram and Watters (1985) characterized many Pacific Island Countries
(PICs) by their two defining stock-flow relationships: migration-remittances and aid-bureaucracy, terming them ‘MIRAB’ states. In these economies, the remittances generated
from the diaspora and the bureaucracy sustained–by aid flows–are fundamental to their
very existence. Since this conceptualization, numerous early studies examined the role of
remittances in the development process.
Remittances in the Pacific, as in many parts of the world, have tended to go towards consumption (including house construction). Research conducted by Tongamoa (1987) suggested that as much as 70 percent of remittances to Tonga was spent on imported tinned
and preserved foods, beverages, and tobacco. Hayes (1993) noted a similar trend in Papua
New Guinea, with remittance recipients spending 88 percent of all remittance income on
food in the small island of Ware.
Remittance recipients in the region appear to be increasingly directing these flows
towards investment (Connell and Brown 2005). Several studies have noted their use for
investment purposes. Brown and Walker (1995) found that ‘a significant proportion of
remittances received by Samoan and Tongan households were used for business and farm
investments’. In Papua New Guinea, Boyd (1990) noted the shift in the use of remittances
from consumption to investment as consumption needs were increasingly satisfied.
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Other important uses of remittances in the Pacific include for community and various
social purposes. Shankman (1976) noted the significant sums that have been ‘remitted
directly or indirectly for church construction and maintenance, pastors’ incomes, and
related activities’. These findings are substantiated by surveys conducted by Brown (1995)
that suggested that ’41 percent and 18 percent of Samoan and Tongan migrants’ remittances respectively were sent to nonhousehold institutions run by the church, including
primary and secondary schools. Social uses primarily consist of ‘meeting the costs of weddings, funerals and other ceremonies, but also for the costs of education that may lead to
long-term economic gains’ (Connell and Brown 2005). In certain PICs, such as Samoa, the
use of remittances to enhance their social status through trying to obtain chiefly titles or
parliamentary seats was also noted (So’o 1998).
Feeny et al. (2014) took a close look at the impact of remittances on economic growth
in Small Island Developing States (SIDS)–that is, countries of small economic and population size that have a relatively larger ratio of remittances to GDP. Contrary to most
recent research, they found that there is a positive growth impact in SIDS; but that this
result only holds for SIDS in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Pacific–not in Latin America and
the Caribbean. One reason for this different outcome that the researchers briefly explore is
that remittances reduce the level of macroeconomic volatility experienced by SIDS. Their
results suggest that remittances are associated with lower growth volatility in SIDS, which
may mean that remittances create a more stable environment for investors. This result,
however, leaves unexplained why the results on economic growth are different for SIDS in
Sub-Saharan Africa and the Pacific from outcomes in Latin America and the Caribbean.
With the introduction of the seasonal worker schemes in Australia and New Zealand, the
region has benefited from two rigorous studies assessing the development impacts of
circular migration (Gibson and McKenzie 2010; Gibson and McKenzie 2011). The multiyear evaluation of New Zealand’s Recognised Seasonal Employer (RSE) Scheme in 2010
determined that it had overwhelmingly achieved its goal of promoting development in the
Pacific Islands through: (i) raising incomes; (ii) allowing households to accumulate more assets; (iii) improving subjective standards of living; (iv) improving school attendance; and (v)
delivering monetary benefits at the community level (Gibson and McKenzie 2010). Meanwhile, the 2011 evaluation of the Australian PSWPS (the predecessor to the SWP), determined the income gains for participating Tongan households to be approximately A$2,600
(Gibson and McKenzie 2011). While the aggregate development impact was deemed to be
small at that time, largely due to the small number of workers (only 215 individuals participated in the first two years of the PSWPS), they noted the significant potential for the
programme in the case that it managed to scale up (as it subsequently has). These results
are explored in greater detail in Section 3.2.
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More recently, The World Bank (Curtain et al. 2016) has examined the potential economic benefits through to 2040 if both labor-sending and labor-receiving countries around
the Pacific Rim were to significantly remove barriers to labor migration. This research,
conducted as a part of the broader Pacific Possible research series, determined that these
reforms would deliver significant welfare gains–with migrants’ incomes increasing by
around US$13 billion (approximately one-third of Gross National Income) and remittances
to the Pacific Islands by around US$900 million.
In light of this report’s focus on the programme objective of ‘contributing to the economic
development of labor-sending countries’, the question has to be asked: what is meant by
‘economic development’? If economic development is synonymous with economic growth,
and economic growth is measured by GDP, the global evidence so far points to the lack of a
positive relationship. Alternatively, Gibson and McKenzie (2010, 2011) and The World Bank
(2016) see the income effect of migration and remittances as welfare-improving and that
this is a measure of economic development. Given the limited time and data availability
and relatively small size of the SWP, it is not possible to measure its economic development
impact in terms of GDP. This report is, therefore, is largely restricted to measuring the economic development impact of the programme in terms of its income effects.
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