Key Findings from the DoL report “Working across the Ditch” 

The findings counter the anecdotal suggestion of a ‘brain drain’ to Australia.

On average, New Zealand born people working in Australia had reached a similar level of educational attainment to those in New Zealand, except among older age groups, (55-64 years), who were relatively higher qualified. 

New Zealand born people in Australia were relatively more likely to be working in lower skilled jobs, such as machinery operators and drivers, than Australians or New Zealanders at home. This applied both to recent arrivals and to those who have stayed there longer term. They were relatively less likely to work as professionals and managers. The professional occupations with the highest relative share of New Zealand born people were in areas related to health and IT.

By industry, mining had the highest relative share of New Zealanders in Australia, followed by construction. Relative shares of New Zealanders were lower in “white collar” industries like education and training and public administration.

Average yearly incomes for prime aged workers in Australia were, on an adjusted basis, 25% higher than in New Zealand. There was substantial occupational variation in the income difference, although the largest gap occurred in some medium to lower skilled occupations such as machinery and plant operators, carers and aides, cleaners and café and restaurant workers. Trans-Tasman income differences, while still high, were slightly smaller in most professional jobs. These income differences only partly explained the occupational variation in the share of New Zealanders working in Australia. 

Migration to Australia is not all ‘one way traffic’. Between 2001 and 2006 there were signs of considerable return flows to New Zealand, with about five prime aged New Zealand workers returning to New Zealand for every 10 going to Australia. 

Overall, these findings suggest that along with income differences, a number of important push and pull factors have contributed to this lower skilled, more ‘blue collar’ work profile amongst New Zealanders working across the Tasman.
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