
Article

Ethnicities
2025, Vol. 0(0) 1–25
© The Author(s) 2025

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/14687968251330888
journals.sagepub.com/home/etn

Paternalism and racism in
pacific labour migration: A
critical discourse analysis of the
Recognised Seasonal Employer
scheme

Rituparna Roy
University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand

Francis L Collins
University of Auckland, Auckland, New Zealand

Abstract
Neoliberalism and ‘race’ have become fundamental in the operation of migration regimes
internationally. This is particularly the case in circular labour mobility schemes that
involve the seasonal movement of migrants from the Global South into labour markets in
the Global North in deeply racialized ways that are underpinned by neoliberal market
rule. This paper explores the institutionalisation of racism in the Recognised Seasonal
Employer (RSE) scheme in Aotearoa New Zealand (hereafter, New Zealand), a circular
migration programme that has been promoted as a ‘best practice’ ‘global model.’ Using
discourse analysis, we identify a strong emphasis on paternalism, managerialism, and
racialisation, which shape the character of Pacific-focused labour programmes. Pater-
nalism is expressed in the positioning of New Zealand as leading Pacific countries’ de-
velopment and governance, and an emphasis on ‘co-development’ underpinned by claims
of mutual beneficence. The RSE scheme is then managed through discourses and op-
erational mechanisms that are informed by technocratic managerialism, rendering Pacific
migrants able to be controlled through restricted rights and an emphasis on the
maintenance of permanent circulation. Lastly, paternalism and managerialism take shape
around the racialisation and stratification of RSE migrant labour as ideal workers for
seasonal manual labour characterised by low wages, conditions and rights. This critical
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analysis reveals the deeply embedded coloniality of circular labour mobility schemes like
the RSE and suggests the importance of wholesale transformation rather than a re-
finement of an unjust system.

Keywords
Labour mobility, migration, pacific, paternalism, neoliberalism, racism, recognised
seasonal employer

The Recognised Seasonal Employer Scheme (RSE) is a seasonal labour programme
established in 2007 by the New Zealand Government that manages the circular migration
of people to work in Aotearoa New Zealand (hereafter New Zealand) horticulture and
viticulture. The scheme focuses on countries in the Pacific, including Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru,
Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu, although
employers can apply to recruit from other countries if they can demonstrate pre-existing
relationships that satisfy Immigration New Zealand. People who participate in the RSE
scheme are granted visas for 7 months within an 11-month period (9 months within the 11-
month period for Kiribati and Tuvalu), and many return on an annual basis for many years
(Ramasamy et al., 2019). To become an RSE employer, businesses have to go through a
rigorous accreditation process that involves assessment of financial status, human re-
source practices, commitment to recruiting New Zealand citizen/resident workers, and
good workplace practices. Employer accreditation is initially for 2 years and then
subsequently renewed every 3 years.

The RSE scheme is akin to a number of circular labour mobility programmes that have
become commonplace in settler colonial contexts in recent decades (Gilbert, 2014). Such
circular labour mobility programmes are situated within multiple layers of colonialism:
they extend settler colonialism by being operationalised on Indigenous land—M�aori land
in the case of New Zealand—and often articulate with legacies of external colonialism, as
is the case with New Zealand’s role in the Pacific (Asafo and Tuiburelevu, 2021). Between
the mid-19th to mid- 20th centuries, New Zealand’s colonial administration sought to
control and restructure Pacific economies to serve its industries with raw materials and
cheap labour. Today, these historical ties sustain economic dependencies, making Pacific
nations peripheral labour reserves for New Zealand’s agricultural and horticultural sectors
(see Mallon et al., 2012; Pickles and Coleborne, 2016; Simpson, 2023).

Circular labour mobility programmes situate migration in the optimistic language of
co-development and securing the potential for “triple-wins” for migrant-sending and
receiving states as well as migrants themselves. However, such claims have been shown to
be dubious (Skeldon, 2010, 2012; Wickramasekara, 2011) as circular migration is as-
sociated with creating cycles of dependency and amplifying the power imbalances be-
tween sending and receiving countries on the one hand and between migrants and
employers on the other. In relation to the RSE, the scheme has recently been accused of
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facilitating workplace exploitation, and human rights violations and the treatment of
migrant workers under the scheme has been described as ‘modern-day slavery’ (Human
Rights Commission, 2022). These optimistic claims of circular migration are relied on the
institution of strict regulations on mobility and migrant rights with the purported ‘triple
win’ economic benefits resulting from disempowering migrants and subjecting them to
substandard labour conditions. Thus, this paper argues that the arrangement is deeply
racialised in regard to its operations and management of seasonal labours from the Pacific.

Despite the annual increase in the number of RSE workers in New Zealand almost
every year since 2007, they are largely invisible in the public realm and public discourse
about migration and its impacts. There is a substantial body of research evaluating the
RSE scheme and its implications for migrants (see C. Bedford, 2013; C. Bedford et al.,
2020), source communities and countries (see Bedford and Hugo, 2008; C. Bedford,
2013; C. Bedford et al., 2020) and the New Zealand labour market (see C. Bedford, 2013;
Ramasamy et al., 2019; C. Bedford et al., 2020). Much less attention has been paid to the
discursive and political constitution of the RSE, however, and despite its embeddedness in
New Zealand’s colonial relationship with Pacific countries (see Mallon et al., 2012;
Pickles and Coleborne, 2016; Simpson, 2023), specific analyses of racism and colo-
nialism in policy discourses and practices have been less forthcoming. Our research
addresses this gap by critically analysing the discourses, framings and underlying as-
sumptions of RSE policies to examine the ways in which racism and colonialism are
institutionalised in this programme. Racism, the ongoing creation of racial classifications
that determine the superiority and inferiority of human beings, remains a pivotal com-
ponent of migration policies and experiences (Grosfoguel et al., 2014), especially highly
regulated labour migration regimes (De Genova, 2023). Our specific analysis suggests
that the RSE scheme is positioned within a politics of benevolence on the part of New
Zealand, whereby questions of justice and rights, including in relation to racism and
labour, can be set aside for a focus on sustaining the purported benefits through the
continued smooth operation of this migration programme. To establish the theoretical
foundations for our analysis, we first introduce scholarship on racism, neoliberalism and
immigration regimes.

Neoliberalism, immigration regimes and racial politics

Our account of the discursive framing and implications of the RSE scheme is informed by
critical race theory (CRT) and a well-established scholarship that has shown the intricate
relationships between neoliberalism and ‘race’ (Davis, 2007; Goldberg, 2009;
Jaskulowski and Pawlak, 2022; Kundani, 2021; Roberts and Mahtani, 2010). CRT is a
framework for examining the ways race and racism intersect with other forms of social
stratification and injustice. It originated in the United States during the early 1980s,
initially developed by Derrick Bell (1995) and later expanded by scholars such as Richard
Delgado, Jean Stefancic and Kimberlé Crenshaw. CRT asserts that racism is a routine
aspect of society rather than an anomaly. Thus, racism often manifests in ways that seem
ordinary, making it less visible and more challenging to address (Delgado and Stefancic,
2023). Unlike traditional civil rights, which emphasize incremental progress and reform,
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CRT challenges the fundamental structures of the liberal order. This includes questioning
concepts such as equality theory, legal reasoning, Enlightenment rationalism, and the
notion of neutral principles in constitutional law (Delgado and Stefancic, 2023).

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is founded on five key tenets. First, it posits that racism is a
pervasive, everyday experience for people of colour, viewing it as a systemic and in-
stitutional issue rather than an isolated individual concern. Second, the principle of
interest convergence suggests that advancements in racial justice occur only when they
align with the interests of those in power, meaning that progress for racially marginalised
groups is often endorsed only when it benefits the dominant group as well. Third, CRT
asserts that race is a socially constructed concept with tangible consequences, created and
perpetuated by social and legal systems that sustain inequality. Fourth, CRT emphasises
the intersectional nature of discrimination, advocating for an understanding of how
various aspects of identity—such as race, gender, and class—intersect to shape indi-
viduals’ experiences of both oppression and privilege. Finally, CRT values storytelling
and counter-narratives that elevate the perspectives and voices of people of colour
(Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado and Stefancic, 2023).

Using CRT as a framework allows for a critical interrogation of how colonialism
and racism are foundational to and perpetuate structural inequities in various systems,
including migration programmes like the RSE scheme. CRT focuses on the systemic
and structural dimensions of racism, offering tools to uncover how institutional
practices reinforce racial hierarchies and privilege dominant groups. In the context of
New Zealand, CRT offers a powerful lens through which to examine how M�aori,
Pacific, and other communities of colour are racialised within the settler-colonial
matrix (Asafo and Tuiburelevu, 2021; Waitoki et al., 2024). Racialisation in this
context refers to the ways in which these groups are socially constructed and assigned
particular attributes that serve colonial power structures. This process is central to
maintaining strategies of elimination, subjugation, exploitation, and manipulation—
core mechanisms of settler colonialism. CRT has been used to examine the raciali-
sation, oppression, and exploitation of migrants within immigration and labour
mobility systems in economically advanced countries (Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Garcı́a,
2017; Guo, 2015; Romero, 2008).

CRT also provides a counter-narrative to neoliberal ideologies, exposing the racialised
outcomes of neoliberal policies and advocating for transformative structural reforms to
address these inequities (Coates, 2023). Indeed, there is a strand of literature that examines
the complex relationship between ‘race’ and neoliberalism. Much of this literature re-
vealed the ideological conflicts of neoliberalism – the contradictory relationship between
its political economy and cultural expectations. Concerning this, Kundani (2021) writes
that while the neoliberal political economy promotes universal, free market rules, it
defends Western culture’s pre-eminence through a rather particularistic (i.e. Eurocentric)
approach that privileges Western norms, values, and practices, embedding them as the
standard against which all others are measured. Kundani (2021) further noted that it is
‘race’ that provides a means of categorising and managing the material boundaries
between different forms of labour under neoliberalism: citizen and migrant, waged and
exploitable, bearers of entitlements and bare life.
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Other scholars (see Jaskulowski and Pawlak, 2022; Roberts and Mahtani, 2010) have
noted that neoliberalism and ‘race’ have a ‘co-constitutive’ relationship. Neoliberalism
has modified how ‘race’ functions and is comprehended in society (Roberts and Mahtani,
2010). For Dána-Ain Davis (2007), the modified version of ‘race’ and racism is “muted”,
which is capable of deflection, indexicality and omission. In muted racism, the politics of
talking non-racially is spelled as an achievement of racial parity (Davis, 2007). In ex-
plaining how muted racism operates, Davis further noted:

Under neoliberal racism the relevance of the raced subject, racial identity and racism is subsumed
under the auspices of meritocracy. For in a neoliberal society, individuals are supposedly freed
from identity and operate under the limiting assumptions that hard work will be rewarded if the
game is played according to the rules. Consequently, any impediments to success are attributed
to personal flaws. This attribution affirms notions of neutrality and silences claims of racialising
and racism. (Davis, 2007: 350)

Bonilla-Silva further advanced this notion by demonstrating how under neoliberal
conditions, ‘race’ is obscured by non-racial framings. As Bonilla-Silva (2015) ar-
gued, ‘race’ relations and racism have become more sophisticated and “subtle” but
still as effective as explicitly racist and exclusionary at maintaining the status quo
(Bonilla-Silva, 2015: 1362). New racial ideologies frequently work through os-
tensibly non-racial, political and economic liberal framings (i.e., individualism,
meritocracy, equality, freedom, and choice) (Bonilla-Silva, 2015). Inequality and
discriminatory outcomes are often rationalised through what are considered to be
natural tendencies or market dynamics. In other words, racial terminologies are
replaced by neoliberal market logic while still reproducing inequitable outcomes for
different racial groups.

Immigration and labour mobility programmes in Anglophone, economically advanced
countries are shaped by neoliberal rationalities, which inevitably produce racialized
bodies (Bauder, 2008; Jaskulowski and Pawlak, 2022; Simpson, 2023). The neoliberal
managerial approach is particularly apparent in the ways in which immigrants are
classified into different categories based on their economic values (Bauder, 2008; Roy
et al., 2021). This includes systems such as the point-based skilled migrant category, high-
skilled migrants who gain direct residency, and low-skilled migrants on a circular labour
mobility scheme with no pathways to residency. For Lehman et al. (2016), under
neoliberalism, immigration policies should be considered part of the wider apparatus
designed to extract life forces according to market principles of efficiency and com-
petitiveness. Such extraction leads to “an erasure of immigrants as social and moral
agents; they are recast as primarily economic agents or commodities whose main purpose
is to benefit the economy” (Lehman et al., 2016: 46). Commodified and hierarchically
categorised immigrants are then audited, surveilled, and inspected to sort out the desirable
from the undesirable (Lehman et al., 2016). In accordance with the degree of desirability,
different categories of people are granted various types of entitlements and legal rights -
while some are denied access to citizenship and left with little autonomy (Jaskulowski and
Pawlak, 2022). The concept of citizenship, therefore, is rearticulated as associated with
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the neoliberal criteria which allows mobile individuals who possess human capital or
expertise to be highly valued and can exercise citizenship claims in diverse locations.
Meanwhile, individuals who do not have such tradable competence or potential become
devalued and thus vulnerable to exclusionary practices (Ong, 2006).

Aside from being shaped by market logic, we contend that neoliberal immigration
regimes are also paternalistic and promote a more directive, supervisory approach to
managing migrants who are deemed vulnerable and/or from socio-economically dis-
advantaged countries. ‘Neoliberalism’ and ‘paternalism’ are terms that are seldom used
together. Neoliberalism is more often conceptualised as a reversal of the paternalist
welfare state (McCluskey, 2003; Soss et al., 2011; Wacquant, 2009). However, scholars
(see Howard-Wagner, 2017; Mead, 1997; Soss et al., 2011) showed that these two sets of
logic and practices also converge to promote a shared disciplinary project – disciplining
the poor, marginalised and Indigenous peoples. With neoliberal-paternalistic framings,
the poor and historically marginalised are assumed to lack the competence needed to
manage their own affairs and, therefore, should be told what is best for them. Hence, the
government should step into the fatherly role of supervising and disciplining the mar-
ginalised for their ‘best’ interest.

In Aotearoa, the exploration of neoliberal paternalism is predominantly focused on
welfare policy and practices (Howard-Wagner et al., 2018). For instance, previous studies
(Howard-Wagner et al., 2018; Lawn and Prentice, 2015;Ware et al., 2017) have illustrated
how neoliberal tools are employed to govern the lives of Indigenous peoples. Within the
realm of neoliberalism, social welfare programs operate in conjunction with paternalistic
conditionality, including measures like conditional cash transfers, which serve to regulate
individual behaviour. Notably, despite extensive examination within the context of
welfare, the concept of neoliberal paternalism remains largely unexplored in immigration
and labour mobility programs specific to Aotearoa.

We argue that an amalgamation of neoliberal market rationalities (i.e., industry labour
demand determines the number of entries) and racial paternalism (i.e., socio-economically
disadvantaged source countries are directed toward ‘development’ by paternal, coloniser
destination countries) influences labour mobility schemes. The RSE scheme is an in-
dicative example of such amalgamation. This labour mobility scheme is shaped around
the specific labour demands of the horticulture and viticulture industries in New Zealand
and their aspirations for productivity and export growth. These demands are responded to
by New Zealand governments that have established a highly regulated scheme for re-
cruiting and managing workers under the claim that such migration is premised on helping
the development of Pacific countries that have been historically subject to New Zealand’s
(and Australia’s) colonial ambitions. We develop this argument in further detail in the later
sections of this paper.

Neoliberal paternalism is fundamentally intertwined with ‘race’ (see Howard-Wagner,
2017). It reflects how ‘race’ operates today “as a social structure that organizes politics
and markets and as a mental structure that organises choice and action in governance”
(Soss et al., 2011: 4). Paternalism is central in this regard, operating through the racial
classification of groups as inferior and taking shape through neoliberal policy formations
that reinforce the logic of the colonial civilising mission (Howard-Wagner, 2017).
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Neoliberal market rationality and the development rhetoric of racial paternalism create a
migration system in which labour is excessively commodified for racialised workers, who
remain permanently temporary. Worker vulnerability is framed as a necessary “trade-off”
for economic opportunity, normalising exploitation. Meanwhile, structural racism is
masked as economic efficiency and development aid, enabling racial inequalities to
persist unquestioned.

We assert that the neoliberal paternalism within circular migration policies engenders a
form of racism that is benevolent or sympathetic. A paternalistic form of benevolence
does not rely on denying, downplaying, or normalising white privilege by invoking the
ideal of racial neutrality (Esposito and Romano, 2014). Rather, it operates in the name of
uplifting and empowering marginalized communities and often uses “a utilitarian-like
logic that condones specific instances of racial inequality in the name of the ‘greater
good’” (Esposito and Romano, 2014:74). The act of uplifting has colonial roots in deficit
framing - narratives that frame Indigenous and non-white peoples as inferior while si-
multaneously constructing white identity as superior and subsequently naturalising co-
lonial, imperialist power (Gebhard et al., 2022). It also positions the economically
advanced and industrialised West as the normative standard of human progress by which
all others should be measured, despite the fact that this advancement has been historically
and continues to be reliant on the exploitation, extraction, and accumulation of resources
from economically disadvantaged countries (Wake, 2022). Such white saviourism still
exists in labour mobility and immigration regimes that are built on the promise of in-
ternational ‘development’ (Andrews, 2021; Stead, 2021).

The literature we engaged with so far points toward one common thread: under
neoliberalism, ‘race’ and racism have become ‘subtle’, or ‘muted’ and often mystified by
the use of non-racial, economic and marketplace discourses. Yet, in relation to migration,
drawing attention to the intersection of neoliberal market rule in migration managerialism
and its linkages to paternalism reveals stark and highly racialized differences in the ways
in which migrants are selected, controlled and included or excluded. Our analysis of the
RSE scheme draws on these insights to examine how racism functions through market
rationalities and managerial approaches in the framing and operation of circular migration
programs.

Methodology

This paper is written as a critical analysis of state discourse and practice in relation to the
RSE programme and labour migration settings in New Zealand. We do so from posi-
tionalities as a migrant woman of colour with South Asian heritage and a white man with
ancestry drawing primarily from Irish immigrants to New Zealand in the 19th Century.
These positionalities matter in our analysis. The first author’s research focus on migration
and racial justice are deeply informed by her lived experiences, including growing up in a
‘post-colonial’ society that continues to grapple with the effects of historical and ongoing
global and regional imperialism. The second author undertakes research on inequality,
racism and exploitation in labour migration in ways that seek to challenge the settler state
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and are shaped by collaborations with feminist and postcolonial migration scholars in
Asia and recently M�aori, Pacific and racialised minority scholars in New Zealand.

While this research critically examines how racism, colonialism, and paternalism are
institutionalised within the Pacific RSE scheme, it is beyond the scope of our analysis and
positionalities to amplify Pacific voices or their unique experiences of colonisation and
racism, although we do draw heavily on Pacific authors that speak on these issues. Our
analysis seeks to highlight structural issues within the RSE scheme by undertaking a
critical discourse analysis of migration policy and strategy documents. By reflecting and
constructing social entities and relationships, discourse serves as a two-way mirror
(Fairclough, 2013). Discourse analysis entails reading and analysing the text within its
context by asking questions, including whose text is this, why is it needed, who benefits
from it, and what assumptions shaped its production. As a methodology, discourse
analysis is inherently activist as its final stage involves identifying new, alternative
discourses that can counteract ‘social wrongs’ in the current, dominant discourses
(Cummings et al., 2020).

Discourse analysis is widely used in scrutinising policies as it helps identify dominant,
marginal, oppressive, and alternative discourses within documents (Cummings et al.,
2020). It unpacks the contradictions of “lived experience and social ideals” by exploring
the silence and exclusion within the policy documents (Ball, 1990:139). Uncovering a
policy problem’s underlying assumptions, inner bias, and hidden preoccupations is
another strength of the methodology (Fairclough, 2013). Instead of uncritically accepting
a policy ‘problem,’ discourse analysis divulges the construction of the very problem –

how the ‘problem’ is created and given shape in the same policy proposal that is offered as
the response (Bacchi, 2000; Ball, 1990). Policy documents are not developed by chance
(Cummings et al., 2020). Rather, they are formed, debated, disseminated, and legitimised
within complex networks of events. Documents go through a mindful process of writing
and editing to state truths or to conceal, obfuscate, or embellish them (Fairclough, 2013).

For this research, policy documents were collected from several different sources,
including the websites of the Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (MBIE),
Immigration New Zealand, the New Zealand Productivity Commission, and Hansard - the
New Zealand Parliamentary record. Hansard records are searched using keywords in-
cluding ‘Pacific migration’, ‘Recognised Seasonal Employer Scheme’, ‘Immigration
Rebalance’, and ‘Immigration and Pacific Development’.

A critical step of discourse analysis is establishing the context within which the texts
were produced, including the information about producers and the existing discourses
about the texts (Fairclough, 2013). As authors, we identified and undertook a wider
review of 75 documents to comprehend the development of both RSE and non-RSE
categories within the immigration system. The review was supported by a research
assistant working as part of a summer scholarship project. This initial review helped us
identify and consider the socio-political and historical contexts of the origin and de-
velopment of RSE and other labour mobility categories. We then narrowed our focus and
included 47 RSE scheme and Pacific migration related documents (see Supplemental
Material (1) for further scrutiny using discourse analysis. The coding was carried out with
a blended approach, integrating the deductive construction of top-level nodes informed by
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the theoretical and policy context of the study with the inductive construction of sub-
nodes based on the data (see, Graebner et al., 2012; Hamilton et al., 2021). Three high-
level working nodes based on policy and theoretical interests were developed (deduc-
tively). Using the three top-level nodes: (1) paternalism, (2) managerialism, and (3)
racialisation, a coding tree was developed. The second step consisted of a manual review
of all data to exclude irrelevant and duplicated information, assess the suitability of high-
level parent nodes, and identify sub-nodes inductively. This analysis was led by the first
author and the second author checked and coded approximately a third of the same texts to
identify areas of potential intercoder variability and areas in need of further intercoder
alignment or agreement (Campbell et al., 2013). The authors met regularly to discuss,
review and reach agreements on the coding framework and extracted data under different
themes. Throughout, the coding process was guided by the following questions: (1) how
RSE workers were constructed within the documents, (2) how the RSE program, its
objectives and outcomes are conceptualised in the policy, and (3) what underlying (taken
for granted) assumptions were shaping the development of the policies. Authors paid
attention to both the surface and latent meanings of the texts as it enabled unpacking the
assumptions and imbued ideologies that shape the policy documents (Fairclough, 2013;
Hamilton et al., 2021).

The genesis and development of the RSE scheme

The RSE scheme was launched in 2007 following a seasonal work permit pilot un-
dertaken in the year prior. The political rationalities of ‘triple-win’ were in ascendency in
international dialogue around migration management in the early-mid 2000s, including at
the United Nations and World Bank (Gamlen, 2010). The New Zealand cabinet decision
to launch the pilot program in 2006 was linked to these moves, coming only a few weeks
after the UN High Level Dialogue on International Migration asserted the importance of
co-development in migration programs: “the coordinated or concerted improvement of
economic conditions in both areas of origin and areas of destination based on the
complementarities between them” (UN 2006:1). Key players in New Zealand migration
research and policy making were influential in shaping government action in relation to
the RSE, which was being positioned as a way for New Zealand to be more open to Pacific
migration, not least in the context of population growth in Melanesia in the absence of
emigration channels (Bedford and Hugo, 2012).

The development and operation of the RSE programme have been organized around a
multi-ministry collaboration between the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Em-
ployment (MBIE, which overseas labour and immigration matters), the Ministry of Social
Development (MSD, which is responsible for social security) and the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Trade (MFAT). The collaboration of these government agencies has been seen
as critical to the objective of effectively linking migration and development and assuring
that the RSE is not displacing New Zealand residents or citizen workers, in particular
clients of MSD who are receiving unemployment support. Over time, the RSE has come
to be seen as a ‘global model’ for circular migration that delivers on the promise of
development, relieving labour shortages and making migration more orderly and
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manageable (Lewis, 2014). The RSE has grown enormously since it was first introduced,
from a cap of 5000 places in 2007 to 19,000 in 2022/23. RSE workers are now un-
doubtedly essential to the current functioning of the horticulture and viticulture industries
in New Zealand (Mase, 2023).

The RSE scheme is a very highly regulated migration program that places a premium
on managing the mobility, work and lives of migrants and minimising any possibilities for
migrants to stay beyond their visa expiry. There is, in this regard, no pathway to citi-
zenship or social inclusion through the RSE programme. Like international equivalents
such as the Temporary Foreign Worker Program in Canada and the Australian Seasonal
Worker Program, then, the RSE fixes migrant workers as permanently circular (Gilbert,
2014).

Paternalism,managerialism, and racialisation in the RSE scheme

We identified three dominant discourses from the analysis of migration policy and
strategic documents related to the RSE scheme. They are (1) paternalism, (2) mana-
gerialism, and (3) racialisation. While we discuss these discourses separately, they often
overlap with each other, manifesting the intricate and intersecting nature of the discourses
of neoliberalism, ‘race’ and market rule.

Discourses of paternalism

Paternalism, denoting a sympathetic superior looking after subordinate subjects, is
frequently implied in explaining the relationships between New Zealand and neigh-
bouring Pacific countries. In descriptions of the objectives and outcomes of the RSE
scheme, New Zealand is positioned as leading Pacific development and sustainability
with the assumption that Pacific countries are in need of help and development. TheGuide
to Becoming a Recognised Seasonal Employer (2022: 2), for instance, notes that New
Zealand is committed to “Encourage economic development, regional integration, and
good governance within the Pacific, by allowing preferential access to workers who are
citizens of eligible Pacific countries.” Postulations such as these establish a framing of
Pacific countries as underdeveloped and characterised by deficits in their ability to self-
govern to ensure their own socioeconomic prosperity and well-being. Like much de-
velopment policy and practice, this claim (which was recurrent in the documents we
analysed) expresses a kind of paternalistic benevolence that positions New Zealand as
superior and Pacific countries as inherently inferior and in need of support and guidance
(Esposito and Romano, 2014) in ensuring good-governance and sustainable development
for their own people; hence New Zealand has an ‘obligation’ of uplifting the wellbeing of
Pacific countries. Paternalism is often premised on the belief that New Zealand is a model
of development that the Pacific countries should follow to attain developed status, ob-
fuscating both the settler colonial project in New Zealand and its subjugation and
marginalisation of M�aori as well as New Zealand’s own colonial projects in the Pacific
and their ongoing effects (see Mallon et al., 2012; Pickles and Coleborne, 2016).
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Paternalism is also expressed through discourses of ‘co-development.’ From the
outset, the RSE scheme is conceptualised as mutually beneficial to New Zealand and its
source Pacific countries. Policy documents asserted that while New Zealand benefits from
the stable, constant supply of seasonal labour for the horticulture and viticulture in-
dustries, the scheme also creates ‘opportunities’ for workers to access industry training
and thus upskill themselves. The documents also frequently used phrases such as
“friendship/partnership with the Pacific countries”, “mutual benefit”, and “collective
ambition”. RSE is described as a scheme with several ‘positive impacts’ on micro and
macro levels for Pacific countries. Indeed, RSE impacts are conceived to be a ‘triple win’
for the source and destination countries as well as the migrant workers (Castles and Ozkul,
2014; Ramasamy et al., 2019). These discourses of paternalism are intended to present the
RSE scheme as benevolent offering from the New Zealand state to Pacific peoples. From
the standpoint of CRT framework, however, such paternalistic discourses are evidence of
how structural inequities that are shaped by colonial legacies can be obscured in ways that
claim to offer ‘progress’ for Pacific peoples but instead disproportionately benefit New
Zealand economically.

While RSE scheme enthusiasts claim that it is a ‘win-win’ scheme for source and
destination countries (see Bedford et al., 2017; Ramasamy et al., 2019), scholars have
debunked such optimistic claims about seasonal circular migration programs elsewhere
(e.g., Canada and Australia) (see Horgan and Liinamaa, 2017; Skeldon, 2010, 2012;
Stead, 2021; Wickramasekara, 2011). It has been questioned whether circular migration
plays a significant role in alleviating poverty in source countries. Circular migration is
regarded as a development opportunity primarily in economic terms, ignoring wider
issues of social and other dimensions (Oke, 2010; Piper, 2009; Wickramasekara, 2011).
Skeldon (2012) advanced this argument by noting that while circular migration helps
households expand their resource bases and acts as a safety net to some extent, a longer-
rather than shorter-term circulatory movement is required to attain sustainable economic
welfare for migrants and source countries. Furthermore, Wickramasekara (2011) showed
that win-win claims are often exaggerated and fall short of considering the unequal
bargaining power between the source and destination countries as well as employers and
migrant workers. Indeed, one of the notable features of circular programs like the RSE is
that migrant visas are typically tied to their employment and employers have dispro-
portionate power in the selection of workers and renominating them for the subsequent
seasonal visit (Horgan and Liinamaa, 2017), reducing the agency of workers to both
develop themselves and negotiate terms of employment.

The discourses of paternalism also provide a facially neutral framing within which
racialised inequality can be justified through social and legal systems that govern RSE
workers (see Bonilla-Silva, 2015). Similar to its other equivalents, the RSE program has
also been criticised for creating the potential for human rights violations, including
workers’ non-access to an adequate standard of accommodation and healthcare, lack of
freedom of movement and association, long working hours, bullying and harassment
(New Zealand Human Rights Commission, 2022). The employment agreement’s short
duration often hinders migrants’ capacity to contribute to their homes as the re-migration
process itself may involve high costs that cannot be fully recovered by migrants. Indeed,
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as noted in the RSE Impact Study: New Zealand Stream Report (2019: 53-54): “In-
sufficient work at the beginning and end of the season, and downtimes during the season
diminish worker earnings and savings”. Furthermore, workers falling sick or being in-
jured and not having access to New Zealand public health often restrict them from saving
up and sending the money back home (New Zealand Human Rights Commission, 2022).
One of the policy justifications for short-term employment contracts and visa entries for
RSEworkers is to protect Pacific countries from brain or skill drain. Another is that Pacific
people want to remain in their own countries, a point made in Pacific Climate Migration
Cabinet Papers highlighting the “need to support Pacific peoples in their expressed wish
to remain in their own countries for as long as possible.” While it is unclear when these
wishes have been expressed and by whom, in 2023 Samoan PrimeMinister Fiam�e Naomi
Mataʻafa offered a different view, suggesting that New Zealand should live up to their
“Pacific family” rhetoric and look into a European Union-style free movement of people
around the region (Neilson, 2023).

In contrast to these more open possibilities articulated by Fiam�e, the constrained
mobility of the RSE, framed in the view that the New Zealand Government knows what is
best for the Pacific, reveals a paternalistic benevolence. As identified in this section, the
RSE programme is justified through reference to New Zealand’s obligations to uplift
Pacific development, a framing that positions New Zealand in an authoritative position in
regard to what sort of development Pacific countries can and should pursue. Relatedly, the
RSE also operates through specific mechanisms – such as short-term visas, job restrictions
and employer dependency – that reinforce the power imbalance between workers and
employers and thus between Pacific countries and New Zealand. These justifications and
operations normalise racialised inequality, that is they are indicative of the kind of
systemic racism that is revealed through a CRT-informed analysis. Such paternalism also
intimates the importance of managerialism and marketplace logic in the framing and
operation of the RSE. We turn to these discourses in the next section.

Discourses of managerialism, technocracy and migration management

Discourses that have emerged out of an emphasis on migration management, the claim
that migration ought to be ‘orderly, predictable and productive’ (Ghosh, 2007: 107), are
also frequently expressed in RSE-related policy documents. The Proposed Immigration
Work Program to Improve Pacific Migration Policies (2018: 5) cabinet paper, for ex-
ample, stated that “Well-managed immigration is essential to our economic and social
success as a country”. These managerial control measures include very strict conditions
on RSE visas: a maximum enforced time limit of seven or 9 months; no family spon-
sorship; restrictions to work in horticulture and viticulture, and only specifically on
“planting, maintaining, harvesting and packing crops”; ineligibility to apply for any other
kind of visa; ineligibility to appeal to the Immigration and Protection Tribunal to stay in
New Zealand; and ineligibility for health, welfare and other social security benefits.

These rigid employment rights and visa conditions enable ‘social quarantining’ and
contribute to the racialised social construction of RSE workers as needing supervision and
management. Social quarantining (Horgan and Liinamaa, 2017) is one of the managerial
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apparatuses in immigration management that maintains separation between temporary
and seasonal workers and the general population so that there are no blurred lines between
temporariness, permanence, and inclusion. For instance, accommodation arrangements
for RSE workers are one way to draw the line between temporary labour migrants and
those given the opportunity to reside permanently and be included in society. Purpose-
built housing is seen as suitable for RSE workers as it separates them from the rest of
society.

Currently, around half of all accommodation provided by RSE employers is purpose-built.
Purpose-built accommodation is preferred as it reduces demand on other accommodation types.
(Cabinet paper, Increasing the cap for the RSE scheme: 6 2017/2018)

Horgan and Liinamaa (2017) showed that the combination of factors such as strict
regulations, overlapping precarity of legal and employment status, limited or no pathways
to residency, and restricted leisure and mobility consolidate the socio-temporal isolation
of seasonal migrant workers from everyday social lives in the broader communities where
their housing and workplaces are located. Social quarantine mechanisms ensure the
steady, constant supply of seasonal labour without the commitment to inclusion or in-
tegration. Thus, a seasonal labour mobility arrangement such as RSE programme reflects
the desire of the destination countries to bring in ‘labour’ but not ‘people’
(Wickramasekara, 2011) and does so specifically in relation to a racialised social con-
struction of Pacific people and their value as migrants.

The emphasis on technocratic excellence is notable in the RSE policy and strategy
documents as it makes several references to ‘rigorous’ evaluation and ‘productivity
analysis’ processes to justify operational changes, including the administrative caps on
RSE entries. Contradictory to the claims of economic development in Pacific countries,
the number of RSE workers entering the profession is determined by market forces - the
demand for labour in horticulture and viticulture. As noted in Increasing the cap for the
RSE scheme (2017/2018: 5) cabinet paper:

Each year, the industry identifies its labour needs, and these are tested against the available
sources of labour to determine the number of RSE workers required by each region. This
includes determining what efforts are being made by employers to recruit New Zealanders,
particularly Work and Income clients.

The increase in RSE entries as a result of the demand and productivity analysis
highlights the role of technocratic management in this circular labour mobility program.
This also stresses that technocratic management often assumes that needs and impacts can
be quantified and then managed with objective quotas. The technocratic managerialism
deployed in the RSE scheme is also expressed in describing the impacts and effectiveness
of the scheme. For instance, the Cabinet paper on Increasing the Cap for the RSE Scheme
(2017/2018:17) stated: “The RSE scheme has been described by the World Bank as the
“one of the most effective development interventions for which rigorous evaluations are
available”. The claims of ‘effectiveness’ are based on rigorous technocratic evaluations
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that strive to ensure that RSE workers do not exceed the status of short-term through
various strict regulations mentioned earlier.

Technocratic management is conventionally understood as providing rational solutions
for the public by drawing on experts’ specialised knowledge (Jaroszewicz and Grzymski,
2021). However, the role of technocracy in migration management is far from a neutral,
depoliticised mechanism (De Jong, 2016; Jaroszewicz and Grzymski, 2021). Techno-
cratic management helps the modern state “widen surveillance and control capacities
towards foreigners” (Jaroszewicz and Grzymski, 2021: 259). It allows for the regulation
of migration and borders by setting norms that can be portrayed as objectively derived
(see Walters, 2011). In this case, the state exercises power not through coercion but
through establishing norms to manage (self-)conduct (De Jong, 2016; McNevin et al.,
2016).

The normalisation of managerialism is one of the defining characteristics of temporary
migration regimes and through reference to CRT reveal linkages to the institutionalisation
of racism in purportedly commonsense arrangements (Guo, 2015; Romero, 2008). CRT
asserts that institutional racism is sustained through race-neutral justifications that obscure
their discriminatory effects (see Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Delgado and Stefancic, 2023).
Managerialism is one such race-neutral justification, playing a key role in making ra-
cialised precarity which is produced and maintained through the RSE scheme appear
natural and necessary. Managerialism operates by justifying the interventions of different
actors and institutions through a set of practices and discourses about what migration is
and how it ought to be managed (Gieger and Pécoud, 2010). Managerialism is naturalised
through the justification of ‘risk’ management. The discourses of ‘immigration risk’ and
‘migrants as problem/liability’ are persistent in RSE policy documents. Portraying mi-
grants as a threat to economic wellbeing and national identity, and in need of supervision
and isolation from society, helps normalizing migration management and border control
(Sönnichsen, 2020). Subsequently, routinised migration management becomes necessary
to minimise the risks temporary outsiders pose to permanent insiders. Accommodating
seasonal migrant workers in purpose-built accommodation, for instance, is rationalised as
a strategy for avoiding stress on the housing market and infrastructure for the rest of
society. Such discourse helps to normalise the idea that temporary migrants, especially
RSE workers, should be managed and controlled separately and as a result, precluded
from other dimensions of societal inclusion in a way that mirrors their exclusion from
residence and citizenship. As we note in the analysis of the final section below, these
arrangements are all fundamentally reliant on the racialisation of RSE workers.

Discourses of racialisation and the stratification of labour

As noted earlier, CRT draws attention to the ways in which race is socially constructed
with consequent tangible effects for the position of people in societies (see Bonilla-Silva,
2015). This pattern is very apparent in Anglophone industrialised countries where im-
migration policies play a critical role in racialising people and labour, shaping how
migrants are situated within the labour market and valorising notions of ‘race’ differences
(Anderson, 2013; Carter et al., 1996). Once racialised, migrant workers find themselves
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allocated to particular areas of the labour market and confined to particular positions as
workers (Anderson, 2013; Collins and Bayliss, 2020). Moreover, through immigration
policies, migrants are ranked into hierarchies built around their presumed suitability for
assimilating into society, in which some are regarded as more likely to ‘fit in’ than others
(Carter et al., 1996; Webb, 2015). This is also the case in the RSE scheme, which, as we
noted earlier, has regulations that have a social quarantining (Horgan and Liinamaa, 2017)
effect on the lives of Pacific workers.

Pacific migrant workers entering New Zealand through the RSE scheme are frequently
described by RSE employers in positive but limiting ways as reliable, consistent, en-
thusiastic, and dependable labour (2019 RSE Survey: 18). According to the RSE Survey
2019, “Official RSEs’ rated their new Pacific workers significantly higher than they did
their new workers from other sources”, including Working Holiday Visa holders, do-
mestic workers from Work and Income, and the local community. Further, the Cabinet
paper, Increasing the cap for the RSE scheme (2017/2018: 1) noted: “An increase in the
number of RSE workers will provide a reliable source of labour to fill expected shortages
in the 2017/18 horticulture and viticulture season”. Table 1 shows how the Pacific workers
are racialized and constructed as more ‘enthusiastic’, ‘dependable’, ‘productive’ and
‘suitable’ compared to other categories of workers. The attribution of such traits to RSE
workers carries positive connotations in relation to their desirability for certain kinds of
work but is also clearly articulated through racial stereotyping and labour market seg-
mentation. In such assertions, RSE workers are implicitly compared to other sources of
labour, perhaps most notably domestic sources via the Ministry of Social Development,
who RSE employers frequently describe as unwilling to work (see Gibson andMcKenzie,
2014; Enoka, 2019; Faleolo, 2019; Salanoa, 2020). RSE workers are also distinguished
from other temporary migrants who occupy similar spaces – including working holiday
visa holders (overwhelmingly fromWestern countries) and international students (mainly
from Asian countries) who are also present in horticulture and viticulture seasonal work.
In contrast to RSE workers, working holidaymakers and international students are granted
the ability to change employers, work in other occupations and apply for other visas,
amongst other freedoms.

Ascribing certain qualities contributes to constructing a prototype of a ‘good’ worker
and/or migrant. Subsequently, a targeted vulnerable group with lower labour market
power and autonomy is conceptualised by employers as ‘good’ workers over local al-
ternatives (see Mackenzie and Forde, 2009). The ‘goodness’ of RSE workers could also
infer compliance with an exploitative system that is more restrictive than any other part of
the New Zealand migration regime. As Enoka (2029: iv) puts it, “these seeming positive
discourses can be understood as positive to those promoting capitalism and seeking cheap
labour, but as positioning Pacific temporary workers as dehumanised commodities in
ways that may contribute to undermining their human rights and long-term best interests”.
It could be argued, a person’s willingness to work hard, follow management instructions,
and work longer hours when needed constitutes this ‘goodness’which, in turn, reproduces
exploitative and vulnerable conditions for migrant workers.

Our analysis identifies that RSE and other workers in horticulture and viticulture are
socially constructed in racialised ways. Documents that discuss workers draw on the value
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Table 1. Employers Describe RSE and Other Categories of Workers and Their Desirability.

Construction

RSE employers’ description of
pacific RSE and other categories
of workers Source

“Enthusiasm”

“Dependability”
“Productivity”

“98% rated them positively for their
enthusiasm compared with 10%
of new workers sourced from
Work and Income. Ninety-six
percent rated them positively for
their dependability compared
with eight percent of workers
from Work and Income, and
94% rated them positively for
their productivity compared with
nine percent of new workers
from Work and Income

RSE Survey 2019: 18

“Productivity” Here all workers were picking bins
of mandarins during the same
7 day period in 2011. We see
that the RSE workers are vastly
more productive: they picked an
average of 54% more fruit per
day than New Zealand contract
labour, and 82% more than
backpackers and working
holiday-makers

Gibson and McKenzie, 2014

“Reliability”
“RSE workers provide a reliable,
productive and certain
workforce”

Because of the conditions of the
RSE workers’ visas and
employment, TandG can be
confident that the workers will be
available when needed and will
work the whole season.
Experienced, returning RSE
workers require little
introduction to the tasks they
perform

Immigration Fit for the Future:
Final Report (April 2022: 43)
New Zealand Productivity
Commission

(continued)
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of people across a range of social differences such as in relation to productivity, efficiency,
reliability and suitability for work that consistently frame Pacific RSE workers as the most
appropriate for horticulture and viticulture labour. This analysis links with Findlay et al.’,
(2013) assertion that the normative understanding of the characteristics associated with a
‘good worker,’ may lead to the determination of the suitability of a potential worker for a
particular job. Such determinations often occur in an essentialist manner based on
preconceptions about categories like age, gender, and ‘race’ rather than individual merits.
This pattern was evident in RSE employers’ descriptions of how the Pacific RSE migrant
workers are considered more suitable for physically demanding tasks due to being
significantly more physically productive1 as opposed to other categories, such as Asian
RSE workers, New Zealand’s domestic workers as well as working holidaymakers
(see, Gibson and McKenzie, 2014; Enoka, 2019; Faleolo, 2019; Salanoa, 2020). This
social construction of Pacific RSE workers echoes wider discourses that create “an
underclass pool of Brown labour subject to the whims of New Zealand’s economic needs”

Table 1. (continued)

Construction

RSE employers’ description of
pacific RSE and other categories
of workers Source

Pacific workers are deemed
“suitable” for the physically
demanding tasks over the
other groups

These employers considered their
Pacific and Asian workers to be
suitable for different tasks – the
Pacific workers were better
suited to the heavier outside
work on the orchard, while the
Asian workers were more
productive in the packhouse. To
attain maximum productivity
gains, these employers felt a mix
labour was preferable, and none
wanted to recruit solely from Asia
or Pacific

C. Bedford (2013: 152)

“Suitability” Even if New Zealand workers
continue to seek employment in
the seasonal industries, the
question of their willingness to
undertake or suitability for some
roles remains. Employers who
are expanding their businesses
on the back of productivity gains
from the RSE Policy claim that
more work will become available
for domestic labour in roles that
are better suited for New
Zealand workers

Department of Labour (2010:
16)
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(Thomsen 2022: 156). ‘New Zealanders’ are deemed as less suitable for such physically
demanding jobs (Department of Labour, 2010:16) and evaluation reports (Department of
Labour, 2012) have cast doubt on the willingness of New Zealanders to undertake
seasonal labour because of its conditions, wages, requisites of the task and the incentives
on offer. Yet, what none of these discourses account for is the way that the RSE scheme
produces racialised workers who must maintain high levels of productivity given the strict
conditions under which their mobility operates.

The racialisation of RSE workers is also articulated through the partitioning of RSE
policy from other aspects of migration regimes. As a multi-ministry initiative, the RSE is
regularly set aside from discussions of other dimensions of the migration regime. The
New Zealand Government’s Immigration Rebalance Program in 2022, for example, sets
RSE matters aside from its general emphasis on improving the economic productivity and
wellbeing outcomes of migration for New Zealanders (Future of the skilled migrant
category, October 2022). The rebalance emphasises reducing lower-skilled migrants,
encouraging domestic employers to improve working conditions and reduce exploitation.
According to Government discussion documents, the immigration rebalance “has been
designed to make it easier to attract and hire high-skilled migrants, while supporting some
sectors to transition to more productive and resilient ways of operating, instead of relying
on lower-skilled migrant workers” (Future of the skilled migrant category, October 2022:
8). Such desire to attract highly skilled migrants contrasts notably with developments in
the RSE scheme that appear to be directed towards more firmly embedding this highly
constrained and clearly racialized form of labour migration. While an RSE scheme review
is underway at the time of writing, the total cap for RSE workers was increased to a record
19,000 for the 2022/2023 year at the same time as the immigration rebalance was being
initiated in late 2022; the cap was increased again the following year to 19,500 and to
20,750 in the 2024/25 year. The attempt to revamp the immigration system by excluding
Pacific circular migration may further reinforce the colonial, racial tonality that underpins
the management of Pacific migration. Indeed, while the RSE has been entrenched as a
source of low-cost labour that is excluded from society, the immigration regime, more
broadly, is pivoting towards the attraction and retention of ‘high-skilled’ migrants who
come from other parts of the world.

Conclusion

Our critical analysis of RSE programme related policy and strategy documents has
highlighted three dominant discourses: purported ‘co-development,’ a deep commitment
to technocratic managerialism and the racialisation of Pacific people as good candidates
for temporary manual labour. Firstly, while it seems clear that there are monetary benefits
for migrant workers participating in the RSE program, describing the scheme as mutually
and equally beneficial requires caution. New Zealand exercises significant authority in
relation to the RSE. It does so within a paternalistic framing that constrains the choices
available to people and governments in Pacific countries under the auspices of ‘good
governance’ that is determined by New Zealand and is, first and foremost, beneficial to
this country’s horticultural and viticultural sectors. Secondly, in line with international
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commitments to migration management, the RSE is characterised as a form of tech-
nocratic managerialism that centres sharply on the maintenance of permanent tempo-
rariness (Collins, 2012), or more accurately, permanent circulation, of RSE workers.
Rigid regulations that epitomise notions of “regulated openness” and addressing “em-
igration pressures” (Ghosh, 2007) shape RSEworker mobilities and rights. The strict rules
of the scheme combined with short-term circular movements tie people into dependency
on RSE-generated income and seasonal livelihoods and social life, securing the supply of
accessible, stable, cheap seasonal labour while limiting migration risk through the re-
duction of migrant rights. Lastly, our analysis has shown how claims of co-development
benefits and the feasibility of managerialism are propped up by a racialisation of Pacific
people as ‘enthusiastic’, ‘productive’, ‘suitable’, and ‘dependable’ and thus the ideal
workforce for horticultural and viticultural industries. Notably, discursive framings of
Pacific RSE workers position them as ideal for physically challenging jobs with low
wages and working conditions in relation to working holiday makers, international
students, and local workers, who all have more freedom in the labour market. ‘Positive’
discourses on worker attribution are then a form of benevolent racism that serves to justify
the foundation and operation of the RSE (also see, Enoka, 2019; Simpson, 2023).

Informed by the tenets of CRT and an emphasis on the racial dimensions of neo-
liberalism, our analysis thus demonstrates that the RSE scheme is deeply racialised. This
analysis turns attention to how uneven power relations and inequalities generated within
the RSE, and arguably in the wider migration system, are underpinned by racism as a
systemic, institutionalised and pervasive feature of the New Zealand state’s orientation to
Pacific countries and peoples. In making the arguments in this paper, we depart from a
now well-established series of assessments and evaluations of the RSE, its operational
efficiencies and its economic effects (see Gibson and McKenzie, 2014). While such
inquiries have value in measuring the outcomes of the RSE, as part of the technocratic
management of migration they have largely done so on the terms established within the
scheme: development impacts, remittances, employer perceptions about worker suit-
ability, and migration returns.

Our account is distinct from these in that we have developed a critical analysis of the
discursive foundation and operation of the RSE scheme, and in doing so, we have
identified a preponderance of paternalism, managerialism and racism. While evaluative
accounts might suggest tweaks to improve the operation of the RSE programme, our
account highlights that the RSE is part of and, in many ways, amplifies the coloniality of
New Zealand’s relationships with the Pacific. Transformation of the RSE programme thus
needs to start with an acknowledgement that labour mobility schemes such as RSE is
founded on Eurocentric frameworks. As such, Pacific cultures are frequently white-
washed and silenced, as these schemes are rooted in Western economic models that
overlook the cultural values, relational approaches to community and labour, and the lived
experiences of Pacific peoples. This also suggests the need for wholesale transformation
in the migration system rather than entrenchment through refined managerialism.
Transformation of this kind must start from a greater reckoning with the settler colonial
foundation of migration policy in New Zealand (Kukutai and Rata, 2017; New Zealand
Productivity Commission, 2022) and the histories and present circumstances of this
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country’s colonial relationships in the Pacific (Mallon et al., 2012; Pickles and Coleborne,
2016). Without that shift in orientation and a genuine focus on partnership and em-
powerment, the impetus towards improving the RSE will remain the refinement of an
unjust system of labour extraction and management.
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