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The Requirement for Skilled Migrant Personnel on New Zealand Pig Farms 
 

Background 

NZPork (the operating name of the New Zealand Pork Industry Board) is the statutory farmer funded 

body set up to act in the interests of commercial pig farmers.    

 

The New Zealand pig industry is a highly productive specialised livestock sector, well integrated 

within New Zealand’s primary production economic base.  Currently New Zealand’s pig farmers 

produce around 45,350 tonnes of pig meat per year for New Zealand consumers. This represents 

around 42% of pig meat consumed by the domestic market, with the other 58% provided by 

imported pig meat from a range of countries.  

 

Compared to the dairy, beef and sheep livestock sectors, pig farming is a ‘niche’ sector in New 

Zealand. Notably, pig meat production is concentrated on a very small number of specialised farms 

compared to the dairy, beef and sheep livestock sector.  As at the end of 2016, there are under 100 

commercial pig farms in New Zealand, with a total commercial sow herd of around 28,000. As a 

guide, one stockperson is required per 100 sows, so the total labour force employed on New Zealand 

pig farms is about 300.  

 

Unique Characteristics of Pig Farming in New Zealand 

Farming pigs is very different from farming other livestock. Pigs have a greater need for shelter and 
their social and dietary requirements are more complex than sheep and cattle. The modern pig has 
been selectively bred over a large number of years to produce high quality lean pork. These modern 
efficient pigs require specialist operators and specialist facilities to care for big litters from a large 
animal, and to manage a fast growing, lean meat producing animal, efficiently converting feed in an 
environmentally sustainable way.  Animal care is a daily responsibility, as pigs are not like ruminants 
which derive their nutrition from grass: pigs are monogastric like humans and require a balanced 
diet fed daily. Expert stockmanship, with the knowledge and technical skills to provide for all aspects 
of animal care covering nutrition, health care, welfare, hygiene and provision of an appropriate 
environment is essential.  Specialist skilled care is required at all stages of production from the time 
the piglets are new born until they reach market weight.  In addition, staff with the appropriate 
husbandry and management skills are required for the breeding herd, to ensure that the farm 
remains highly productive and all animals are well cared for.  

 

Another unique characteristic of the New Zealand pork industry is that farms are very diverse in their 
operation. For example, New Zealand’s temperate climate means that it is suited to outdoor 
breeding and 40% of the sow herd is farmed outdoors.  

 

Farm size also varies greatly. While the average farm is around 400 sows (about 4000 pigs) operating 
with 4 staff, farms vary from owner operators to the largest farm having around 5000 sows (50,000 
pigs) and employing over 50 staff.  
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Despite the variation in farm size, the same technical skills are required across farms, all operating 
on a regular (often weekly) production cycle with births, weanings, matings and sales occurring all 
year around. Ninety percent of farms use artificial insemination, where staff inseminate a cohort of 
sows regularly (many weekly). Some farms and breeding units will be collecting and processing 
semen prior to inseminating sows.  

  

Pig farms in general are structured into five areas of operation.  

 

These are: 

▪ Mating, gestating (pregnant) sows and replacement stock facility 

▪ Farrowing facility with lactating sows and newly born piglets 

▪ Nursery facility where newly weaned pigs are cared for 

▪ Growing and finishing facility  

▪ Feed preparation and distribution facility.  

 

All of these areas require staff with specialist skills and knowledge. 

 

On smaller farms the ‘pig farmer’ role requires the person to operate in all areas of the farm, 

including to provide for 7 day a week coverage. As the farms grow in size the ‘pig farmer’ role may 

specialise more in one of the five main facilities on the farm and may operate as part of or manage a 

‘team’ in that area. 

 

Because of the level of technology used on pig farms, including systems such as computer-controlled 

feeding and electronic sow feeders, computer skills are essential. In addition, pig farms operate 

extensive computer recording packages as part of the precision farming, monitoring and accurate 

management data required to maintain a successful pig farming business. The level of regulatory 

and compliance requirements in both the environmental and welfare areas are continually being 

stepped up and farm staff need to be skilled in these fields as well, for the business to remain 

financially viable in a sustainable manner.  

 
In New Zealand, pig farming is a very small industry compared to other countries. There is not a large 
pool of specialist ‘home grown’ pig farmers in the work force who are likely to be requiring 
employment. Similarly, there is not the specialist personnel readily available in New Zealand to 
provide specialist ’on the job’ training or supervision, particularly on smaller farms. The ability to 
employ specialist pig farming staff with the correct technical and husbandry skills and knowledge is 
essential if New Zealand pig farmers are to remain economically viable in the face of high levels of 
imported pigmeat.    
 
In contrast, other countries such as the Philippines and some European countries have significant pig 
farming sectors and therefore potential to train staff in stockmanship skills and to the high technical 
level required on New Zealand pig farms.   
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All in all, it is the combination of specialist skills required, that are not readily available and 
exchangeable with other types of livestock farming, plus the small number of pig farms in New 
Zealand, that defines a unique set of circumstances for the supply of an appropriate skilled labour 
force for pig farming in New Zealand.   
 
With the increasing complexity of pig farming, there is an ongoing critical need to obtain, train and 
retain good staff for all levels of pig farming.  Given the small size of the industry, very modest 
numbers of staff with the appropriate skills in total are required. Staff required, range from those 
required on a small farm working alongside the owner / operator as a skilled stockperson providing 
appropriately knowledgeable and experienced input across all areas of the farm to ensure its 7-day a 
week operation; to that required on a large farm, where the role demands appropriately 
knowledgeable and experienced stockpersons to manage an operating area of the farm, or the 
overall farm, including the team of stockpersons in that operating area.  These larger farms have also 
highlighted their need to source skilled stockpersons within each team – and the lack of availability 
of such persons in New Zealand.  
 
New Zealand does not have a pool of such persons. If pig farms are to remain viable, it is essential 

that farmers are able to employ migrants with the required skill set along with a good work ethic 

where they cannot source willing employees from New Zealand.  Pig farmers employing staff 

emphasise that working with pigs, which are large animals (and sometime dangerous) is not popular 

work with New Zealanders. Farmer feedback is that you cannot force someone to work (or work 

well) with animals that the employee has no affinity with, or desire to spend 40+hours a week with. 

In contrast our farmers point out that vehicle driving, administration and service positions on pig 

farms tend to be filled by New Zealanders. It is primarily working with pigs where migrant staff have 

demonstrated their value as trained, knowledgeable and committed staff with the appropriate skills.  

NZPork recognises that trained and skilled migrant staff are vital to the ongoing success of the New 

Zealand pork industry. 

Farmers need to employ immigrant staff on a permanent basis, as any staff change is very disruptive 
to business continuity.  In many locations of rural New Zealand pig farmers struggle to hire staff for 
any positions due to low unemployment.  Unemployed people from urban areas are not suitable as 
stock people as they lack the basic husbandry skills require for rural businesses.  
 
It is essential to provide some permanence of employment for migrant staff. Due to the amount of 
training required for a stockperson within the industry and within each farm system, sending a 
stockperson away for 1 in 4 years is very disruptive for a farming business to maintain continuity of 
operation for both New Zealand and migrant staff. It is unsettling to lose team members and 
interrupts economic progress. Given that pig farms already struggle to fill positions if migrant staff 
had to leave simply because they had been here for three years, the existing staff would be left with 
an extra work load and if farms have a high turnover of staff, a greater burden will fall on existing 
staff if they have to continually train new migrant staff as well as support them in settling in to a 
whole new social and work environment.  

 
It is a misconception to suggest that pig farming at any level is a low-skilled task. New Zealand’s 
animal welfare legislation provides for the issue of codes of welfare which are regulatory 
instruments. The Animal Welfare (Pigs) Code of Welfare 2010 emphasises the critical importance of 
good stockmanship and requires that pigs are cared for by a sufficient number of personnel who 
collectively possess the ability, knowledge and competence necessary to maintain the health and 
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welfare of the animals in accordance with the Code of Welfare. People working with pigs need to 
practise good judgement and stock handling skills. It is not acceptable that a person without the 
right attitude and empathy towards pigs is pushed into pig farming. From a community perspective, 
the families of migrant workers in rural communities boost the rural economy, help to grow small 
rural communities and make provincial New Zealand more attractive. They rent houses owned by 
New Zealanders, they purchase produce from farmers’ markets, petrol from local garage, other 
goods from local shops and they send their children to local schools boosting school roles and 
making these communities more attractive to anyone looking to relocate.  
 
The contrast between the work ethic of migrant workers and New Zealanders drawn from an 
unemployed pool is unfortunately too often very great.  For example, a common view of farmers in 
regard to the attributes sought form staff is that “turning up for work” sits at the top of the list.  The 
current Health and Safety requirements are motivating businesses to complete pre-employment 
drug and alcohol testing. Experience to date has shown that currently unemployed New Zealand 
applicants are likely to fail this requirement.  
 
In summary, NZPork is strongly of the view that the ongoing sustainability of pig farming in New 
Zealand requires the on-going ability to source migrant workers across all levels of farming. Having 
certainty around continuity of this labour source is critical for pig farmers, and certainty around 
employment conditions is critical to attract appropriately skilled and committed migrant workers. 
 In total this is likely to be a small number (less than 50), but it is crucial for the ongoing viability of 
pig farming in the face of growing levels of imports which is currently 58% of pigmeat consumed in 
New Zealand. 
 


