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About Hospitality New Zealand: 
 
1. Hospitality New Zealand (“Hospitality NZ”) is a member-led, not-for-profit organisation 

representing approximately 3,000 businesses, including cafés, restaurants, bars, nightclubs, 
commercial accommodation, country hotels and off-licences. 

 
2. Hospitality NZ has a 120-year history of advocating on behalf of the hospitality and tourism 

sector.  We work tirelessly on behalf of our members to promote the industry, partner with 
government to prevent restrictive legislation, protect commercial interests and to spearhead 
innovation for a sustainable future.  
 

3. As the trusted body, we seek to unlock the industry’s full potential as a significant engine for 
growth in the New Zealand economy and to ensure that the industry’s needs are represented 
by engaging with the Government and wider industry.   
 

4. Hospitality NZ also administers the Accommodation Association NZ.  The purpose of the 
Accommodation Association is to ensure that the accommodation sector is well understood 
by central, local government and the regulators. 

 
5. This submission relates to the Future of the Skilled Migrant Category. 

 
6. Enquiries relating to this submission should be referred to Sam MacKinnon, Senior Policy 

Advisor, at sam@hospitality.org.nz or 021 026 72441. 
 
Overview: 
 
7. Hospitality New Zealand welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Future of the Skilled 

Migrant Category consultation. 
 
8. We welcome the return of the Skilled Migrant visa category.   

 
9. Immigration adds a huge amount of value to the New Zealand economy and to hospitality 

specifically.  Migrants bring work ethic, international knowledge and skills, can help to train 
New Zealand staff to an international standard and contribute to the vibrancy of our 
hospitality scene through international cuisines.  Immigration more widely has played an 
important part in New Zealand’s economic development. 

 
10. While New Zealanders see hospitality as something they can do while they are studying or in 

a gap year, this is not the case for other countries such as the UK, America and Canada where 
hospitality is chosen as a career. The knowledge and skills these people can bring to New 
Zealand to train our people is so important for our industry to continue to grow and develop. 

 

mailto:sam@hospitality.org.nz
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11. Hospitality NZ’s disappointment with the way hospitality has been impacted by the 
Immigration Rebalance has been well-documented.  We note that officials have stated in 
public meetings that there is a desire to get back to public consultation on proposed 
immigration changes.  It is frustrating to be consulted on changes being made (this 
consultation) in the context of a much wider step-change to the way we deal with immigration 
(the rebalance).   
 

12. We also note that in the consultation document’s preamble, it states that the rebalance was 
designed to ‘make it easier to fill genuine skills gaps, where New Zealanders can’t be found’.  
There are a number of cases of this within hospitality at present – but many of these roles 
would not be able to be filled on a long-term basis by a migrant.  

 
13. We assume that data on immigration is informing the recommendations around the Skilled 

Migrant Category and the Rebalance more widely.  More transparency is needed on the data 
informing these decisions, so we can understand the supporting evidence and the context of 
recommendations.  At present, it is hard to sympathise with much of the rationale because we 
are not privy to the same information. 

 
14. We do not believe it is the right time to be enacting these changes.  New Zealand is presently 

engaged in a global war for talent, trying to attract staff globally and retain the staff we have 
presently – both Kiwis and migrants.  An overall immigration system making it more 
restrictive to gain work rights in New Zealand makes us far less attractive than our normal 
competitors for migrants – Australia, UK and Canada.  It will take us years to get back to 
normal staffing levels – this is not a short blip but a medium-term issue – and tighter 
immigration settings are not the answer to fix the economy’s staffing shortages. 

 
15. New Zealand needs open, simple and permissive immigration settings to meet the challenge 

of severe skill shortages and reduce economic and social harm.  Current and proposed settings 
are too restrictive and exclude workers for half of the labour market.  Immigration settings 
should be able to flex to demand and labour market factors and work should be undertaken 
to put in place open immigration settings that are reviewed by labour market triggers – if 
unemployment reaches 5% or inbound net migration exceeds 100,000. 

 
16. Consistent messages from Government have expressed a desire for hospitality to rely less on 

migrant labour, and to ‘pay more’ to attract the staff we need.  As per our annual remuneration 
survey, the average hourly wage in hospitality rose to $24.43, an 8.9% jump from 2021 to 
2022.  This places hospitality’s average hourly wages above the Living Wage.  Similarly, 
salaries rose to $72,558, a 10.5% jump from the previous year.  (Average hourly wages have 
seen a 20.1% increase since 2019, and salaries have increased 16% in the same period.)  It is 
clear the industry is indeed paying more and yet we are still unable to find the necessary staff.   
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17. New Zealand hospitality workers (which includes business owners) are burning out due to 
long hours and pressure from low staffing numbers.  Many venues are turning away 
customers, or not opening to their full extent to try to relieve some of this burden.  Most 
employers have heard the feedback that we need to do better and are doing so, there are just 
not enough employable people left to work in our businesses. 
  

18. Productivity Commission’s report on immigration found that on average, immigration is not 
driving down wages or replacing local workers. We are somewhat puzzled then by the ongoing 
narrative that it will be easier to put Kiwis into roles in the absence of migrants.  Additionally, 
there seems to be a common misconception that businesses can infinitely lift wages without 
raising other costs.  A tightened job market and rapidly rising wages (as outlined above) are 
contributing to the cost-of-living crisis we are seeing at present. 
 

19. Hospitality as an industry relies on its people.  Shifting to more productive business models 
is often touted as a solution for the economy, but in a hospitality context these often remove 
personal interaction that is core to a great hospitality experience.   
 

20. We fundamentally disagree with the median wage being used to benchmark wages in migrant 
roles.  Firstly, the median wage is rising because of artificial manipulation and a stretched 
labour market.  Secondly, this is not a case of ‘if businesses need these skills, they should be 
happy to pay more’.  There aren’t enough New Zealanders looking for work (as per the latest 
unemployment numbers, Aotearoa is presently at 3% unemployment) and there is little ability 
to afford increased wage inflation for many of our businesses, after supporting the 
Government’s fight against Covid.  The median wage is not an appropriate benchmark for 
setting wages, and the annual shift in the wage pushes affordability for desperately needed 
staff out of reach for many businesses. 

 
21. With specific regard to kitchen skills, cookery is a trade and should be treated as such.  We 

understand there were concerns under the previous Skilled Migrant Category requirements 
with perceived lower-skilled cooks gaining visas as chefs but the pendulum has swung too far 
the other way.  Why is the leniency given to construction (“if they look like a carpenter, and 
smell like a carpenter, they’re probably a carpenter”) not extended to hospitality? 

 
22. Finally, it is clear to us that the focus of the consultation is on process over people.  We 

understand some of the rationale may make sense from an organisational point of view 
(current circumstances mean immigration forecasts indicate relatively low applications 
through the Skilled Migrant Category, meaning lower workloads than experienced at present), 
proposed options such as the stand-down periods have very real impacts on people’s lives.   
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Specific Feedback: 
 
Simplified points system 
 
23. The proposed simplified points system certainly makes it clear how to obtain a skilled migrant 

visa.  The ‘human capital’ focus makes sense recognising the framework is intended to support 
medium- to long-term skill needs.  However, high-skilled migration should not come at the 
expense of recognising the value of, and high demand for, vocational skills in the labour 
market. 

 
24. The skill categories hobble the hospitality industry’s ability to access the migrant staff we 

need.  It is well known that on-the-job training features heavily for hospitality workers, 
certainly not a feature unique to New Zealand.  Many globally famous chefs and 
restauranteurs possess no formal qualifications.  It is equally known that hospitality is unable 
to compete on wages with the likes of the tech industry.   

 
25. Under the proposed skill category points system, the predominant path for hospitality workers 

wanting to obtain a Skilled Migrant visa would require them to be paid 1.5x the median wage 
for 3 years.  This fails to recognise prior experience gained on the job, and the contribution 
they can make to New Zealand’s communities and economy. 

 
26. Based on the median wage from February 2023, 1.5 times the median wage is $44.49 per hour 

($92,539 annually), or $42.27 per hour ($87,921) under the ‘tourism and hospitality median 
wage exemption’ (which will only apply next year).  

 
27. An experienced chef or a restaurant manager could be justified being paid the median wage. 

However, many kitchen and front of house roles earn more than minimum but less than the 
median wage.  

 
28. It is important to differentiate chef roles within hospitality. There are several different levels 

of chefs and correlating remuneration (based on Hospitality NZ’s 2022 Remuneration Survey) 
for each role:  
• Prep chef – average wage: $22.95 per hour 
• Commis chef – average wage: $23.35 per hour or $54,210 annually 
• Sous chef – average wage: $27.22 per hour or $64,467 annually 
• Chef de Partie – average wage: $25.63 per hour or $55,041 annually 
• Demi chef – average wage: $24.62 per hour 
• Executive chef – average wage: $35.15 per hour or $95,778 annually 

 
29. Based on our 2022 Remuneration Survey, only executive chef roles will be at an appropriate 

level of remuneration to justify a Skilled Migrant Category application.  (The survey was 
conducted in August, and we have received feedback that the rate of wage increases has 
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already outdated the survey – but have not risen to the level that would make 1.5x median 
wage affordable).  Most other hospitality roles (across food and beverage and accommodation) 
would struggle to qualify for an SMC visa. 

 
30. Hospitality NZ takes exception to the fact that it is essentially acknowledged the proposed 

system won’t work for our industry where the document states: “It will be more difficult for 
migrants in some occupations to meet the points threshold, especially where training is 
primarily on-the-job and there is no associated registration scheme.”  We need the system to 
recognise that valid experience is not being captured under the proposed scheme and this 
should be rectified. 

 
31. We note the consideration of models to include recognition of overseas work experience.  The 

fact it was ultimately decided that this should not be included as a key skill proxy because it 
is difficult to verify is unreasonable.  Processing should not be a reason to remove on the job 
experience.  People often find tactile jobs because they are not good at study, or do not have 
the opportunities to seek higher education, and this rationale disadvantages those individuals. 
 

32. Furthermore, while we can sympathise with the rationale to keep the system simple, the 
removal of regional and partner bonus points gears the system towards keeping people in the 
main centres where arguably, Aotearoa’s absorptive capacity is at is weakest.  

 
33. Most work visa holders prefer to work in the bigger cities with more social and economic 

opportunities (e.g., Auckland, Wellington).  Removing the regional bonus points will severely 
impact the smaller provincial cities (e.g., Invercargill, Whanganui, Levin), and its flow-on 
effects: limiting employment and economic opportunities to the residents and Kiwis in smaller 
towns, less hospitality venues, impacted social opportunities for rural communities.   

 
34. Removing bonus points for partner credentials will require qualification of work rights in their 

own right.  This limits the attractiveness of New Zealand for families who a) wish to 
supplement their own income, b) wish to contribute to the economy of their new country of 
residence and c) want to participate in the progressive society New Zealand is so proud of.   
 

35. We agree with BusinessNZ’s submission, specifically where it states “Ongoing rolling changes 
to work visa settings are causing uncertainty for migrants and employers and making New 
Zealand a less attractive country to come to”, and we support their recommendation to 
introduce a 6-month limited purpose visa, to capture seasonal demands and peaks, with clear 
temporary stay intent.  For the purposes of the Skilled Migrant Category, pathways to 
residency should be available at all skill levels where there is not a New Zealand workforce 
available. 
 

Stand-down period 
 
36. Hospitality NZ fundamentally does not support the stand-down period.   
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37. The rationale in the consultation document for negative impacts of migrants becoming well-

settled without a pathway to residence – and therefore the implementation of the stand-
down period – is weak. 

 
38. We would be interested to see the data informing the assertion that a migrant losing their job 

or unable to work due to injury or illness would have to leave the country.  How many cases 
has this occurred? 

 
39. Further, in both the case of migrant injury or illness, or the lack of benefits and government 

support gained by residency, these are within the power of Government to fix should they so 
desire.  To use these as reasons to discourage temporary work visa migrants doesn’t stack up. 

 
40. A lot happens in an individual’s life in three years.  We are asking migrants to come to New 

Zealand, set up a life and then uproot that life to move offshore for a year.  We will have 
people who love Aotearoa, contribute to New Zealand while they are here, and then be 
required to leave.  Their motivation to come back will be severely diminished, especially 
considering comparable countries are welcoming them in with open arms.  No doubt many 
won’t even attempt to settle in New Zealand knowing they can gain certainty for their long-
term lives in Australia or Canada.  The stand-down period does nothing to make New Zealand 
an attractive destination for any migrant, regardless of the industry they will be seeking to 
work in. 

 
Deemed high risk occupations 
 
41. We note the section of the document that discusses ‘Special conditions for people in specified 

occupations’.  We do not support a higher threshold for these listed roles.  
 
42. The document states: 

 
“Some occupations are associated with higher immigration or labour market risks. These are 
occupations which:  

• are prone to “job inflation”, i.e. where job titles and the associated ANZSCO skill level 
do not match the skill level of tasks undertaken;  

• require little or no training and are in sectors where there is a risk that migrant 
placement displaces or prevents New Zealand workers from advancing into more 
highly skilled roles;   

• have amongst the lowest average incomes across previous Skilled Migrant Category 
applicants; and/or  

• carry risks of gaming and/or immigration fraud, which are drivers of exploitation and 
poor conditions for both migrants and domestic workers.” 
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43. With regard to ‘job inflation’: small businesses regularly require staff to conduct a range of 
tasks that may not be directly related to their role.  This is not a unique feature of hospitality 
or retail and yet these are the only roles targeted in this ‘specified occupations’ section.  Does 
Immigration NZ report to know better than our members the appropriate skill level required 
to undertake a role?  Is the same level of scrutiny being applied to other sectors who no doubt 
have cases of so-called ‘job inflation’ also? 

 
44. With regard to ‘little or no training, and displacement or prevention of Kiwis advancing’: the 

occupations listed do require training – they are not entry-level roles.   
 

45. With regard to ‘lowest average incomes’: our membership are small businesses, with high 
staffing as a requirement of the way they serve their customers.  We cannot afford to pay huge 
wages as may be expected in other sectors – that is just a feature of our industry.  It is unfair 
to make a judgement call on ‘lowest average incomes’ and conflate that with being worth less 
to the economy or less worthy of accessing migrant staff.   

 
46. With regard to ‘gaming and/or immigration fraud’: we acknowledge that some gaming of the 

system may occur.  We do not agree that the issue is as big as it has been asserted.  We would 
again ask if the same level of scrutiny on this issue is being applied to other sectors. 

 
Conclusion: 

 
47. Thank you for the opportunity to submit on the Skilled Migrant Category Review. 
 
48. We welcome the return of the Skilled Migrant Category but do not believe in its current form 

it will help hospitality gain the skills we desperately need.   
 

49. We fundamentally disagree with the median wage being used to benchmark migrant wage 
rates.   

 
50. We recommend that: 

 
a) The points system is amended to accurately reflect the value of on-the-job training 

where formal qualifications are generally not obtained. 
b) A six-month limited purpose visa, to capture seasonal demands and peaks with clear 

temporary stay intent, is introduced.  For the purposes of the Skilled Migrant Category, 
pathways to residency should be available at all skill levels where there is not a New 
Zealand workforce available. 

c) The stand-down period requirements are removed. 
d) The higher wage threshold of ‘specified occupations’ is removed. 
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51. Hospitality NZ is committed to working with the Government and other industry bodies, to 
develop robust, fair, consistent and appropriate immigration settings, that work for New 
Zealand.  We would be happy to discuss any parts of this submission in more detail, and to 
provide any assistance that may be required.  


