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Abstract 

This paper’s aim is to study the problems Thai migrant workers face in agricultural farming in New Zealand and 
to provide guidelines for solving these problems. This study used in-depth interviews conducted between the 
years 2007 and 2012, with accidental sampling, and the data were analyzed using a content analysis. The study 
found that the main motivation of Thai workers is to send remittance back home to pay off family debt. Many 
Thai workers came to work in New Zealand because their relatives motivated them, and the problems they face 
while there include a limitation of working visas, English language barriers, and an inability to find work. In 
order to solve these problems the Thai government should train Thai workers both before and after working 
aboard. 
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1. Introduction 

The international migration of labor has benefited both origin and destination countries (Athukorala, 1992; Kaur, 
2010). The remittance sent back home by migrant laborers has helped improve living standards, provided 
education to children, cleared the debt laborers owed to other neighborhoods, and reduced the costs for 
borrowing in the international capital market (Jones & Pardthaisong, 1999; Sorensen et al., 2002; Glytsos, 2002; 
Agbola & Acupan, 2010). Furthermore, the remittance received from migrants overseas has aided in poverty 
reduction in the countries of origin (Richard et al., 2005). 

International labor migration also depends on factors such communication, transportation, and media (Collins, 
1999). Development in communication has enhanced the speed of information transfer, allowing relatives living 
abroad to send ideas and information to their origin countries. Unemployment is a one factor that leads laborers 
to migrate away from their home countries (Manning, 2002). The economic crisis was one of the factors that 
caused unemployment in Southeast Asian nations and these countries have adopted various policies to ease this 
problem. Some countries like Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei, and Thailand were able to combat the problem, while 
others are still working to halt the crisis (Kaur, 2009). Therefore, countries like Indonesia, the Philippines, and 
Bangladesh have adopted policies for sending laborers overseas to ease the unemployment problems at home 
(Kaur, 2009; Agbola & Acupan, 2010). 

Data from the National News Bureau of Thailand (2013) suggest that the Thai and New Zealand governments 
have signed an agreement for joint collaboration in many aspects such as, economic activities, education, 
technology, and agriculture. This agreement will encourage Thai workers to get working visas, as the process is 
no longer difficult. This paper will present the obstacles Thai migrant workers face when moving to New 
Zealand, and researchers hope that the results will benefit both the Thai and New Zealand governments in 
determining the correct policies and practices to support Thai migrant workers. This study could also serve as a 
case study for many other countries similarly to Thailand. 
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2. Objective 

To study problems of Thai migrant workers in agriculture farm in New Zealand 

3. Methodology 

In this paper researchers have used fieldwork surveys and in-depth interviews conducted with Thai workers 
using accidental sampling. We interviewed two Thai workers in Christchurch in 2007, five Thai workers in 
Nelson in 2012, four Thai workers in Auckland in 2011 and 2012, two Thai workers in Hawkes Bay in 2012, 
seven Thai workers in Wellington in 2009, 2010, and 2011, and three Thai workers in Queenstown in 2011 and 
2012, analyzing the data using a content analysis. The in-depth interviews consisted of four main questions: what 
is your motivation to work in New Zealand? Why did you come to work in New Zealand? What are the obstacles 
Thai migrant workers face? and what support was given by the Thai government? 

4. Results 

Researchers interviewed two headmen Thai workers (one in Nelson and one in Napier; these Thais were called 
“Boss”), asking them “why would you like to employ Thai workers and bring them to New Zealand?” The 
answers they gave were that Thai workers were honest and hardworking, they possessed the skills to do the job, 
and they readily followed orders. It should also be noted that most Thai workers come from rural areas in the 
northeast region of Thailand. Jones and Pardthaisong (1999) suggested that the impact of overseas labor 
migration in rural Thailand is overall very positive. When Thais work overseas, they earn a considerable amount 
of money to send back home, which supports their family’s activities in their villages. Their families thus have 
more money to invest in farming. 

From the study, we found that the main motivation for working abroad is that Thai workers wanted to receive 
more income and send remittance back home.Manypeople primarily migrate to destination countries because 
those countries provide higher wages than their countries of origin does, allowing them to send more money to 
their families and help to improve living standards and clear debts. By interviewing a Thai migrant worker at 
Nelson City in South island in 2012, this study found that: 

“My family works in farming, and if it is not agriculture season, then I don’t have a job; however, even if I were 
to get a job it would below income and not enough for my family to live. That is the reason that I came to work 
on a Kiwi fruit farm in New Zealand” 

From interviews, it becomes evident that one of the main motivations of Thai laborers to work overseas is “to 
gain more income.” This is similar to what was found in a study done by Baka and Laeheem (2006), who 
suggested that economic issues are influential in guiding people’s decisions to migrate. Another motivation for 
Thai workers coming to work in New Zealand was that their relatives were persuading them to do so, telling 
them about the positive aspects of working in New Zealand. In addition, many employers in New Zealand help 
Thai migrant workers by guaranteeing working visas and paying their airfare to New Zealand, with no extra 
payments to overseas work agencies (in the past Thai workers had to pay more than 3,000 USD to overseas work 
agencies). However, the main problem is that Thai workers can receive only one year work visas, and they are 
difficult to extend. Also due to the nature of the work, they can only work during agricultural season; therefore, 
they work for six months and then return home to Thailand, resting for 4-6 months before returning to work 
again. This is problematic as workers are unable to break even because the approximately 1,000 USD they earn 
per month must be spent on monthly living costs (rent, food, etc.) airfare, etc. The six months they work does not 
allow them to save money for their family; it only covers their cost of living in New Zealand. Concerning visa 
issues, one Thai worker interviewed said this: 

“My visa expired last month, now I cannot work, because I am waiting to extend my work visa a second year. I 
do not know when I will gain a visa; if I don’t receive a second year visa, I will have to go back home next month, 
because staying and waiting here is very costly.” 

New Zealand’s visa issues are a big concern to Thai workers. Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn (2012) study found that 
it is very difficult for Thai workers to obtain work visas, concluding that the Thai government should support 
Thai people wanting to work in New Zealand due to this difficulty. In addition, the most significant problem for 
Thai workers returning home is that they cannot find jobs that provide the same high income that they received 
in New Zealand. 

The language barrier is another obstacle Thai workers face in New Zealand. When workers are unable to speak 
English, they must communicate with their employers through a Thai headman or through other Thai workers 
who speak and understand English. However, even this becomes a problem as one Thai worker explains: 
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“Because I cannot speak English and cannot communicate to my employers, I have found that some headmen 
will take advantage me and other workers who don’t speak English. However, this does not seem to be a problem 
if the headman is our relative” 

Another problem associated with English language issue is that most Thai workers will sign their contracts 
without reading them because they do not understand English. Our research has shown that in some cases 
workers assume the employer will pay for housing, but in reality, these workers have to pay for their own 
housing, failing to understand the conditions of the contract. Our study shows that it is necessary for Thai 
workers to study English before going to work in New Zealand. Workers also think that the Department of 
Employment should provide free training to migrant workers who would like to work overseas, one to three 
months before they go to work in New Zealand. This is an important issue because it would enable workers to 
communicate with employers and also qualify them for even better jobs. In addition, the Thai government should 
also help develop workers’ skills with training courses through collaboration with the private sector. Furthermore, 
it should track the skills Thai migrant workers gained after working abroad (Intarak, Phuangrod & Wongmontha, 
2006). 

Despite the problems associated with labor migration, there are also many merits. Remittance is one of them. 
Migrants working abroad earn their living working overseas and at the same time manage to send home a good 
amount of remittance. The remittances their families receive have proved beneficial in many ways, such as in 
educating children, constructing houses, purchasing necessary goods, and clearing debts. Remittances have also 
helped in eradicate poverty to a certain extent, although many researchers have argued this point. In addition, 
remittances have helped in the economic development of these nations, leading many countries with manpower 
to send workers abroad to earn cash to send back to their respective countries. 

Finally, in this paper we have found that the most significant problem for workers returning home is that they 
cannot find jobs that provide the same high income that they received in New Zealand. In addition, after Thai 
workers return home, they need jobs that offer comparable wages to those they received in New Zealand. 
Despite being skilled workers who have received training and gained experience in New Zealand, when they 
return home they still receive income comparable to the income of those who have never been abroad. So, the 
government should train workers who return from overseas to work at home in small businesses and community 
enterprises, together with domestic farm workers so that everyone might benefit. 

5. Conclusion 

Thai migrant workers can therefore improve Thailand’s income. Thai workers in New Zealand receive 
approximately 1,000 to 1,500 USD per month, yet if they worked in Thailand, they would receive no more than 
300-500 USD per month. Though the migrant workers endure difficult work and homesickness, they earn 
enough money to support their families, they are able to provide for their children’s school and university tuition 
fees, and they can repair their houses and buy vehicles, televisions, and other material goods. The biggest 
problem Thai migrant workers in New Zealand face is the limited number work visas issued. Because Thai 
workers only receive one-year work visas, they are unable to earn enough money for break even. In order to 
solve this issue, the Thai government should negotiate with the New Zealand government extended work visas, 
which last more than one year. Also, according to the study conducted by Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn (2012), 
while many other migrant workers from China, Vietnam, and India are working in New Zealand, Thai workers 
seem to find it more difficult to obtain work visas. 

In addition, a migrant worker’s ability to live sustainably after he or she returns is very important. To support 
Thai workers after they return home, the government should train workers who return from overseas to work at 
home in small businesses and manufacturing. They could work as subcontractors to small, medium, and large 
enterprises, receiving income per piece while still working on their farms. This strategy could help them earn a 
higher income than they would by working on their own farms or in agricultural production alone. A study by 
Promsaka Na Sakolnakorn (2011) has suggested that people who work as subcontractors can increase their 
income and thereby raise their quality of life. These workers will have more money to repair their homes and 
buy products such as televisions and vehicles. Subcontractor work can also help them earn more money while 
staying closer to home with their families. This will therefore improve their families’ lives as well.  
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