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Chris: Forestry – an industry 
under pressure

Chris has worked in forests all his life. He fells 

the trees and pulls them out of the forest. He 

has been a contractor, and now is a waged 

worker running crews of people in the forests 

cutting trees. Chris has every ‘ticket’ available 

for the industry, and has recently completed the 

CTU’s health and safety representative training. 

Chris describes the industry as one that’s under 

constant pressure. “All the guys on the ground, 

they all tell their wives and partners, ‘**** it’s 

getting dangerous.’ The wives all say the same 

thing.”

Chris works Monday to Friday, nine-hour days. 

He says this is a choice he’s made, so that he 

can spend time with his family. Plenty of other 

men out there either don’t or can’t make that 

same choice, and work much longer hours and 

six-day weeks. Chris describes it as an insecure 

industry because of the contracting nature of 

much of the work. 

“There are inexperienced new guys out there 

who succumb to the pressure and work the 

long hours. They are constantly under pressure 

– its top down – from the forest owner, who 

negotiates a contract with a contractor, who 

takes that pressure and transfers it to the 

workers. There are more trees, more production, 

and fewer guys cutting.”

“It’s pressure, pressure, pressure. If you feel 

like something’s unsafe, or should change, you 

get told the same thing over and over – ‘We’ll 

sort it out,’ or, ‘We’ll look into it.’ It’s not good 

enough. When grown men, men in their 30s and 

40s, are saying this, you know it’s bad.” 

Forestry is a dangerous industry. Chris thinks 

the amount of contract work and the level of 

deregulation are partly to blame. Since 2008, 

there have been 28 fatalities in the forestry 

industry, and nearly 900 accidents causing 

serious harm. 

“There are no regulations about wind, or rain. 

There are no clear rules around breaks. I get up 

at 5.20am, and our first break is at lunch time. 

I don’t eat breakfast and neither do a lot of the 

guys. It’s dangerous and it’s gotten worse since 

they changed the two-break day down to just 

one at lunch time. Because of the contracts, it’s 

all about the time and the money and how many 

trees we can cut. Not about safety.”

These dangerous practices are having a huge 

impact on communities around the country. 

“We all fish, hunt and golf together. We all know 

each other and each other’s families. When one 

goes down, the impact ripples through the whole 

community.” 

“Too often I come home thinking, ‘Jeepers, that 

was lucky.’ Coming home is the key thing; there 

are too many widows and kids without dads.”
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Addressing insecure work involves a 

combination of measures. These range across 

employment law, expanding the minimum code, 

institutional arrangements, regulation and best 

practice, and the role of unions.

Of course we are not suggesting that we simply 

‘turn back the clock to the 1950s’, as much 

has changed since then in terms of the nature 

of work, the composition of the workforce, and 

many other factors. There are some desirable 

elements of flexibility we want to keep where it 

is mutually agreed on a genuine basis. It is the 

insecurity we want to reduce.

We have a detailed set of recommendations in 

Under Pressure: A Detailed Report into Insecure 
Work in New Zealand.

Our main recommendations are that New 

Zealand should:

insecure work

insecure workers

of hours

decent work

to support secure work

LEGAL PROTECTIONS
Legal changes should aim to eliminate insecure 

work, or where that is not possible, to minimise it. 

Workers covered by collective agreements 

have more protection, so we advocate for an 

extension model for collective bargaining that 

would provide greater protection and coverage 

for more workers. This would mean that industry 

standard agreements would provide a basic floor 

of protections for workers throughout an industry. 

Some workers are treated as contractors when 

in reality they are employees, so we want to see 

more rights for contracted workers to seek a 

determination that they are employees. We also 

want to see a repeal of the ‘Hobbit Law’, a piece 

of legislation that effectively removes from all 

film industry workers the right to argue that they 

are in fact workers, not contractors. 

Irregular hours of work are a real problem. We 

say there should be a right for workers to apply 

to a labour inspector for a determination that 

their incidence of hours worked constitutes 

regular hours of work and therefore they are 

not a casual employee. There also should 

be protection against zero-hours contracts, 

extremely long hours and other highly irregular 

hours of work.

The minimum code, which includes the minimum 

wage and holiday and sick leave entitlements, 

is an important protection for all workers. New 

Zealand should apply the minimum code to work 

such as dependant contracting if the contractor 

is effectively tied to one enterprise.

It is proven that insecure work and high health 

and safety risks coincide. Casual and temporary 

workers, contractors and other insecure workers 

are less likely to be aware of hazards or be 

trained in health and safety. It is harder to have 

good communication and a high standard of 

health and safety when there is such a lack 

of coordination and there are many different 

agencies operating. 

Some workers are understandably reluctant to 

speak up about health and safety concerns. In 

addition, a worker on a 90-day trial period can 

effectively be dismissed with no reason required 

and no right of appeal if she or he raises a 

concern about health and safety. 

We want the repeal of the employment law 

provision that allows employers to employ 

a worker for the first 90 days with no right 

of appeal against unfair dismissal. We also 

want to ensure that all workers are entitled 

to meal and refreshment breaks. And if work 

is to be more secure, there needs to be more 

regulation and restrictions on the use of labour 

hire agencies. 

Some categories of workers are relatively 

disadvantaged in the workforce. The 

implementation of equal pay for work of 

equal value, as provided for in the Equal Pay 

Act 1972, would reduce the gender pay gap, 

and provide greater income security and fair 

valuation of their labour for women working in 

female-dominated occupations. There should 

be enhanced protection for migrant workers. 

WHAT CAN BE DONE?
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INCOME SUPPORT
A universal basic income ensures that all people 

have a minimum income. This would be a 

significant and complex measure to implement, 

but should be investigated. The welfare system 

also needs reforms that would support insecure 

workers to earn income from paid work but 

also receive a benefit to cover periods when 

they are not in paid work. This could involve 

greater flexibility to combine benefit and paid 

work income (such as increasing the amount a 

person can earn before a benefit abates). The 

system could, for example, allow beneficiaries 

to earn a higher weekly amount, but with a 

maximum in any one tax year.

LIVING WAGE
The Living Wage is the income necessary to 

provide workers and their families with the 

basic requirements of life, enable them to live 

with dignity, and allow them to participate as 

active citizens in New Zealand society. It is 

commonly expressed as an hourly rate, but in 

fact the calculation is based on a weekly income 

requirement, and that cannot be achieved if 

hours are few and/or irregular. New Zealand 

should promote a Living Wage in the context 

of ensuring workers and their families have an 

adequate weekly income. There should also be 

a reduction in the thresholds for working hours 

(e.g. 20 hours) for child tax credits under the 

Working for Families programme, to take into 

account the situation faced by workers with 

intermittent and irregular hours of work.

GOVERNMENT PROCUREMENT 
Government procurement takes into account 

many factors such as value for money, 

whole-of-life costs, and quality of service. 

But the government can also ensure that 

other policy objectives – such as supporting 

apprenticeships, sustainability, high health and 

safety standards, and support for local content 

– can be achieved. Responsible contractor 

policies can be applied to issues such as the 

extent to which casual labour is permitted in 

the performance of contracts. Government 

procurement should promote decent work, 

including training opportunities and equal 

employment opportunities.

UNION CAMPAIGNS AND BARGAINING
Unions need to be at the forefront of the 

campaign for secure work. This goes beyond 

collective bargaining, testing the current law and 

promoting changes to legislation. Unions also 

need to ensure that they are organisations that 

promote the involvement of insecure workers 

and champion their rights. 

Unions should promote ‘Together’, a union 

that is open to those not covered by another 

union. It links workers up on common issues 

and promotes new models of unionism that 

break down perceived barriers including those 

between ‘permanent’ and ‘casual’ workers. It 

aims to emulate Australian union campaigns 

based on the idea that ‘every worker counts’ 

and that are people are entitled to ‘jobs you 

can count on’. These campaigns argue for the 

right to be treated equally in all matters of 

employment: regardless of whether someone 

is employed directly or through a labour hire 

agency, workers have the right to collectively 

organise and be unified, and should show loyalty 

to other workers, whether they are deemed 

‘casual’ or ‘permanent’. Unions also need 

to promote community campaigning to break 

down the barriers between work and community 

and to promote unions as social justice 

organisations. 

Unions should continue to seek protections 

in collective employment agreements, such 

as restrictions on the number or proportion of 

casual workers, a casual pay loading, provisions 

for accumulation of leave by casual workers, 

and protections around the use of fixed-term 

agreements to provide for more opportunities 

for permanent employment. 

Unions should push to reform industry training 

funding to take account of the needs of 

insecure workers, ensuring that such workers 

are included in apprenticeship opportunities. 

This may require more group apprenticeships 

and greater flexibility across different modes of 

learning so that training can be continued on 

and off the job.








