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Growing, sustaining and retaining skills
in the ICT sector in New Zealand
Hon David Cunliffe MP
Death and taxes are the two unavoidable things in life, or so
the saying goes. If it were up to me, I’d add Information and
communication technologies (ICT) to the list too. After all,
the Internet was designed to survive a nuclear war. There is
a difference though–whereas many people would arguably
like to avoid death and taxes; digital communications have so
PDQ\EHQHÀWVWKDWDORWRISHRSOH²P\VHOILQFOXGHG²ZRXOGÀQG
it hard to picture life without them.

y Blackberry is my essential daily tool. I can get
texts, emails and see my diary instantly. The
Internet gives me real-time access to news and
events around the world.

M

development of competitive telecommunications markets
in New Zealand. Over time, we should see broadband, as
we have never known it in New Zealand–faster, cheaper
and without the restrictive data caps we’ve all come to
loathe.

)URP ,QWHUQHW EDQNLQJ WR ERRNLQJ ÁLJKWV WR ÀQGLQJ DQ\
street-address in the world to selling that old washing As the Minister of Communications and IT, it has been
machine that you no longer need. The possibilities of the my job to oversee this legislation being passed. We are
Internet are seemingly endless.
now working hard to make it operational, including the
separation of Telecom.
1RWZLWKVWDQGLQJWKHVRFLDOEHQHÀWVDQGFRQYHQLHQFHRI,&7
our economy would certainly suffer in its absence.
In my other role, as Minister of Immigration I’m leading the
biggest overhaul of immigration legislation in the last 20
The ICT industry currently contributes an estimated 5.2% years. The Immigration Act review will ensure New Zealand
RI*'3DQGWKHJRYHUQPHQWDLPVWRVHHWKLVÀJXUHGRXEOH is equipped for global migration trends in the future.
RYHUWKHQH[WÀYH\HDUV
At the end of last year, the Telecommunications Amendment
Act passed into law–with support from all parties except
one.
The passing of this Act spells the end of Telecom’s
wholesale dominance over the local loop and wholesale
telecommunications markets in New Zealand.

Both the immigration and communication portfolios are
pivotal to the Labour-led government’s goal of economic
transformation–New Zealand’s transformation into an
innovative, high-wage and high-value economy.
Part of ensuring we successfully undergo economic
transformation means building a skilled and talented
ODERXUIRUFH:HFXUUHQWO\ÀQGRXUVHOYHVLQWKHPLGVWRID
skills shortage.

The new Act will, among other things, enable the
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The positive spin off from that is that we have one of the
lowest levels of unemployment in the OECD.

government on actions needed to stimulate growth in the
ICT sector and across the economy generally, through the
application of ICT. The taskforce was convened as a tightly
However, it also puts pressure on us to urgently source focused group of New Zealand ICT business leaders with
people with the skills we need. This is where immigration relevant commercial experience to report on its insights
SROLF\DORQJZLWKRWKHULQLWLDWLYHVLVHVVHQWLDOWRÀOOWKHVH into the growth potential of New Zealand ICT and identify
gaps.
the collective private sector and government contributions
needed to achieve this potential.
The Labour-led government’s Digital Strategy1 provides
an integrated framework to encourage the uptake and A separate group, called The HiGrowth Project is responsible
effective use of ICT. One of our desired outcomes is that for overseeing and facilitating implementation of the ICT
the ICT sector will contribute 10% of New Zealand’s GDP by Taskforce’s recommendations, on behalf of industry.
the year 2012.
7KH WDVNIRUFH LGHQWLÀHG WKH DELOLW\
To double the contribution of ICT
to easily recruit skilled ICT workers
WR *'3 LQ WKH QH[W ÀYH \HDUV LV D
from offshore as important to
VLJQLÀFDQW WDVN +RZHYHU LW LV
growing and maintaining the skill
crucial.
base in New Zealand.

After we have successfully
attracted migrants we must
ensure we have the support
networks in place to ensure
good settlement outcomes.

We must lift New Zealand’s
productivity. Investing in ICT will help
us achieve this goal. ICT can have a
powerful effect on productivity in
almost every industry. It can drive innovation and cut costs,
while opening up new markets and new opportunities.

The
Labour-led
government
allocated almost $50 million over
four years in Budget 2003/04 for
targeting potential migrants with
key skills. The Talent Visa policies introduced in 2002 also
enables ICT employers to recruit offshore more easily.

Another of the government’s goals–emphasised in the
Prime Minister’s opening address to parliament this year–is
VXVWDLQDEOHGHYHORSPHQW,&7KDVHQYLURQPHQWDOEHQHÀWV
helping us achieve our goal of sustainable development.
Through ICT we can manage resources better, such
DV LPSURYLQJ WKH HIÀFLHQF\ RI HQHUJ\ XVH DQG VXSSO\
cutting production costs, and reducing our impact on the
environment.

However, this is not about what the government can do;
it is about what New Zealand can do. This issue needs to
be approached from a partnership perspective between
industry, various government agencies and investment and
research communities.

We are putting an emphasis on attracting more secondary
students into a career in ICT. We are also working alongside
education providers to ensure the delivery of high quality
,&7FDQERRVWSURÀWVKHOSVPDOOÀUPVRYHUFRPHOLPLWDWLRQV courses to students as well as ensuring that course content
of size and enable even a tiny enterprise to establish a global meets the needs and expectations of the industry and
presence. It can help elevate the leadership capabilities employers.
of New Zealand ICT entrepreneurs to that of world-class
6SHFLÀFLQLWLDWLYHVLQWKLVDUHDLQFOXGH
HQWUHSUHQHXULDOFKLHIH[HFXWLYHRIÀFHUV
• The ICT Framework Project being developed jointly by
ICT is one of the fastest-growing industries in the world and
the HiGrowth Project and the Ministry Of Education. It
one of the government’s main target growth sectors.
aims to deliver a practical recommendation of an ICT
educational framework, which will be supported by
industry, teachers and the government.
It’s predicted that some 21 million IT jobs would be created
globally by 2012 but only 17 million will have the skills to • The ACTV8 and ICT advertising projects being run by
ÀOO WKH YDFDQFLHV ,Q 1HZ =HDODQG ZH ZLOO UHTXLUH DURXQG
+L*URZWK7KHVHIRFXVRQUDLVLQJWKHSURÀOHRIWKH,&7
125,000 ICT employees by 2012, with current levels sitting
industry with parents, teachers and children
at around 41,000 employees. There clearly needs to be • Futureintech–a joint project between New Zealand
DFRRUGLQDWHGHIIRUWWRHQVXUHWKDWVXSSO\LVVXIÀFLHQWWR
Trade and Enterprise and IPENZ Engineers New Zealand
meet demand.
to promote ICT as a career option to schools and career
An ICT taskforce was set up in 2002 to report to the
advisors through an innovative website.
• ICT Canterbury’s Tertiary Education Commission1

See www.digitalstrategy.govt.nz
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funded project to develop ICT skills and encourage ICT
career options.
We are also looking at opportunities to develop a
stronger link between international students studying
in New Zealand and the ICT industry. The Department of
Labour is currently developing, alongside key education
providers, a ‘boutique’ approach to this issue.

Training New Zealanders for the ICT sector is a top priority
for the Labour-led government.
Targeting skilled migrants however, has an added edge.
Migrants come to New Zealand, skilled, experience and
ready to work. The top talent have a choice of countries in
which they can migrate. We are in global competition for
this talent as most countries in the OECD are facing skill
shortages in the same areas.
Thus we have embarked on our Immigration Change
Programme. As alluded to, this change programme is
XQGHUSLQQHG E\ JUHDWHU SHRSOH ÁRZV DURXQG WKH ZRUOG
more competition for skills and labour, increased cultural
diversity and heightened risks at the border.

the sourcing and securing of suitable applicants.
Even though these processes have improved markedly–
research tells us that there are still barriers that appear to
prohibit the successful recruitment of skilled migrants.
We have a range of initiatives underway to help us explore
ways in which policy settings can keep up with the rapid
pace of change in the ICT sector, and to focus on practical,
workable solutions.
6SHFLÀFLQLWLDWLYHVLQFOXGH
The HiGrowth Immigration Project, a joint initiative between
HiGrowth and the Department of Labour to identify the
main barriers to ICT immigration in New Zealand
New Zealand Trade and Enterprise and the Department of
Labour are working on a strategic framework to address
WKH LGHQWLÀHG ,&7 VNLOOV VKRUWDJHV ÀUVW  IRU WKH WRS ,&7
companies

Marketing to potential migrants via key events such as
Germany’s CeBIT expo. I will be attending this expo as will
Therefore, the aims of our Immigration Change Programme the Department of Labour. We will be advertising our need
are to ensure:
for ICT skills as well as promoting New Zealand as a great
• New Zealand has the skills, talent and labour it needs place to settle and live. Our message to migrants is that
for economic transformation;
the New Zealand ICT industry is excellent–it provides an
• 1HZ =HDODQGHUV DUH FRQÀGHQW RI WKH VHFXULW\ RI RXU opportunity for ICT workers to experience an innovative and
border; and
creative work environment. We have a range of broad roles
• Migrants and refugees settle well, and integrate into available that give people a chance to stand out.
communities.
We are providing employers with the knowledge and tools to
The change programme is based on three core elements enable better management of migrants’ expectations from
or ‘pillars’:
the start of their employment. We are equipping employers
• The legislative base–this includes a vigorous review of with strategies for the settlement and retention of migrants,
the Immigration Act as well as the Immigration Advisors regardless of whether they are temporary or permanent.
Licensing Bill.
• The substantive policy mix–that is–developing an We are committed to ensuring employers understand all
,PPLJUDWLRQ 3ROLF\ )UDPHZRUN WKDW LV ÁH[LEOH DQG elements of employing migrants–from the immigration
responsive to meet our future needs
process to the value of migrants offer.
• And lastly, the operational side–this involves the
development and implementation of a new business The Department of Labour is also doing direct skills
model with associated service enhancements.
matching for ICT employers and skilled migrants via New
Zealand Trade and Enterprise’s database. This is an
The good news is that New Zealand is well placed in this innovative way that two agencies can share information, at
global competition for talent. And in keeping with global QRFRVWIRUPXWXDOEHQHÀW
trends–no longer does Immigration Services passively
process the applications of people wanting to come to New After we have successfully attracted migrants however,
Zealand. We actively target the people we want and the we must ensure we have the support networks in place to
ensure good settlement outcomes.
people with the skills we need.
The New Zealand Department of Labour has been working ,PPLJUDWLRQ PXVW SXUSRVHIXOO\ EHQHÀW RXU HFRQRP\ RXU
hard for several years now to improve the processes around labour market and our communities. That is a given. But we
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must also ensure that migrants settle well.
Good settlement means migrants have jobs suitable for
their skills, that their children are settled in local schools
and that they know how to access important services.
The sooner new Kiwis are settled in supportive communities,
the better. This Labour-led government wants the best
settlement outcomes for migrants and their families.
Good settlement policies recognises that migration is a
process that does not stop at the border; and that providing
support for migrants is not just the responsibility of one
agency. The key to providing the best settlement outcomes
for migrants, refugees and their families is through
integrated, community-based support
We have 19 settlement support initiatives set up throughout
New Zealand that offer community-based support.
It is a careful balancing act. We have a skills shortage
in the ICT industry. In order for us to grow this important
industry, we must source these skills. We are training up
1HZ=HDODQGHUVWRÀOOWKHVHJDSVEXWLPPLJUDWLRQDOVRKDV
a valuable role to play.
And in order for migrants to contribute to New Zealand–they
must be well settled in supportive communities.
There is much being done but still much to do. We know
that we must keep in step with the rapid developments in
ICT. We know that we cannot be complacent. We must keep
growing, changing and adapting with the global trends.
A well-managed immigration policy is going to assist us
source the talent we need to help us keep in step with the
rest of the world.
Ensuring we grow, sustain and retain ICT talent is essential
to realise our digital future and ultimately succeed in our
economic transformation.

Hon David Cunliffe is the MP for New Lynn and Minister of Immigration, Communications, Information Technology and
Associate Minister of Economic Development.
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