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Introduction 
Pacific peoples comprise the lowest paid ethnic group 
in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

The marginalisation of Pacific workers has been 
persistent and chronic for many years. These 
inequities continue to widen against a backdrop 
and history of racial discrimination against Pacific 
peoples.

In December 2020, the Human Rights Commission 
published Talanoa, Human rights issues for Pacific 
Peoples in Aotearoa New Zealand. Through this 
report, the Commission heard directly that Pacific 
peoples identify economic disadvantage, often 
linked to employment conditions and pay disparities 
as significant barriers to the realisation of their 
human rights. Key employment issues raised by 
Pacific workers included low wages, racial bias, and 
being overlooked for promotions and upskilling. 
This suggests the need for further Government 
and private sector action to encourage equality in 
employment for Pacific peoples in New Zealand.  
  

These workplaces and labour issues are breaching 
the rights of Pacific peoples to decent work and an 
adequate standard of living.

Following the Talanoa report, the Human Rights 
Commission announced it would embark on a public 
inquiry into the Pacific Pay Gap and lack of equal 
employment opportunities available for Pacific 
workers.

This guide provides an 
overview of the Pacific Pay 
Gap Inquiry and outlines 
how you can get involved and 
have your voice heard.

Pacific people do up to 30 hours of unpaid work per week according to a Treasury report. Photo courtesy of RNZ.
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NZ European men

$1.00
NZ European women

 $0.94 
Māori men 

$0.80
Māori women

 $0.77
Pacific men 

$0.76
Pacific women

 $0.73

What is the Pacific Pay Gap?
The Pacific Pay Gap is a high-level indicator of the 
difference in pay between Pacific workers and the 
highest paid gender and ethnic group in Aotearoa 
New Zealand — New Zealand European men. In 
2020, the gap in average hourly wages experienced 
by Pacific men was 24 per cent and Pacific women 
was 27 per cent  when compared to New Zealand 
European men1. 

Pacific Pay Gaps are substantial and persistent, and 
have not changed significantly for more than ten 
years2. 

Source: Household Labour Force Survey, 2020, Average Hourly Wages, Statistics New Zealand

The figure above illustrates this ratio by showing how 
much NZ European women and Māori and Pacific 
men and women earn in comparison to every dollar 
that NZ European men earn.

Data on the ethnic and gender pay gaps experienced 
by other groups are provided in the table below. 

1 Source: Statistics New Zealand, Household Labour Force Survey, 2020, Average Hourly Wages.
2 Source: Treasury, 2018. Statistical Analysis of Ethnic Wage Gaps in New Zealand (AP 18/03), https://www.treasury.govt.nz/

publications/ap/ap-18-03-html#section-1
3 Source: Statistics New Zealand, Household Labour Force Survey, 2020, Average Hourly Wages.

Average Hourly Wage by Ethnicity, 20203

Average Hourly Wage (2020) Gap% (Compared to NZ European Men)

NZ European Men $36.06 0

MELAA* Men $35.74 1

NZ European Women $33.78 6

MELAA* Women $30.41 16

Asian Men $29.44 18

Māori Men $28.99 20

Asian Women $28.15 22

Māori Women $27.68 23

Pacific Men $27.27 24

Pacific Women $26.23 27

*MELAA groups together people who identified with Middle Eastern, Latin American and African ethnicities.

https://www.treasury.govt.nz/publications/ap/ap-18-03-html#section-1
https://www.treasury.govt.nz/publications/ap/ap-18-03-html#section-1
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What are the causes of the  
Pacific Pay Gap?

What is the Pacific Pay Gap Inquiry?

The causes of the Pacific pay gap are complex. 
One of the purposes of this Inquiry is to better 
understand the factors contributing to this pay gap.

A statistical analysis carried out by Treasury using 
2016 -17 data from the Household Labour Force 
Survey and standard Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition 
methods found that only approximately half of 
the pay gap experienced by Pacific workers can be 
explained by personal and job characteristics4. This 
analysis suggests that the concentration of Pacific 
workers in occupations that are relatively less valued 

compared to others in the labour market contributes 
to close to thirty per cent of the pay gap that they 
experience. Another twenty per cent of the pay 
gap is attributable to a difference in the level of 
qualifications held by Pacific workers compared to 
New Zealand Europeans. However, approximately 
half of the pay gap that is experienced by Pacific 
workers remains unexplained. 

The Human Rights Commission is conducting the 
Pacific Pay Gap Inquiry to better understand why the 
Pacific Pay Gap exists. We also want to know what 
businesses are doing, or could be doing, to improve 
job opportunities and income for Pacific workers so 
the Pacific Pay Gap can be closed.  

The Inquiry will enable the Commission to identify 
and recommend opportunities to close the Pacific 
Pay Gap for Pacific workers in the private sector. The 
findings will also be useful in addressing the pay gaps 
faced by other ethnic minority groups. 

The Equal Employment Opportunities Commissioner 
Saunoamaali’i wishes to engage with businesses who 
employ Pacific workers in the private sector, in three 
industries: 
1. Manufacturing, 
2. Construction, and 
3. Health.   

The Inquiry is conducted under sections 5(2)(h) 
of the Human Rights Act which accords the Equal 
Employment Opportunities Commissioner the power:

to inquire generally into any matter, including any 
enactment or law, or any practice, or any procedure, 
whether governmental or non-governmental, if it 
appears to the Commission that the matter involves, 
or may involve, the infringement of human rights.

Please check out our website for the full Terms of 
Reference of the Inquiry at pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz.

4 Source: Treasury, 2018. Statistical Analysis of Ethnic Wage Gaps in New Zealand (AP 18/03), https://www.treasury.govt.nz/
publications/ap/ap-18-03-html#section-1

http://pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz
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Why is there a human right to equal 
pay and pay equity?
The New Zealand Government has binding 
obligations to protect several fundamental rights 
and freedoms for all people in the country. 
These obligations stem from Te Tiriti o Waitangi, 
the founding document of Aotearoa, as well as 
international human rights treaties and domestic 
legislation. 

Specific obligations that arise from the many 
international human rights treaties that the 
Government has ratified include the right to the 
enjoyment of just and favourable conditions of work 
and an adequate standard of living, and freedom 
from discrimination on the basis of gender, race, 
ethnicity, and pay equity or “equal pay for work of 
equal value”.

But it’s not just Government, businesses have a role 
to play too. The United Nations Guiding Principles on 
Business and Human Rights (UNGP) provide a global 

standard for addressing and preventing human rights 
impacts associated with business activity, as well as a 
call for businesses to understand their responsibility 
to respect human rights. The UNGP are built around 
the following three pillars known as the Protect, 
Respect and Remedy framework: 

• The State duty to protect human rights 

• The corporate responsibility to respect human 
rights 

• The need for rights and obligations to be matched 
to appropriate and effective remedies when 
breached.

This means that businesses should avoid infringing 
on the human rights of others and should address 
adverse human rights impacts with which they are 
involved.

How can you get involved?
For Business and Employers
We would like to hear from all employers, 
but particularly those in the private sector in 
Manufacturing, Construction and Health. Please 
fill in the online employer survey on our website 
pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz. 

For Pacific workers or Pacific self-employed 
contractors
Please fill in the online worker survey on our website 
pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz.

For Unions, Community groups, NGOs, or other 
interested parties 
Please visit our website pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz to find 
out how to make a submission. 

Contact us
Check out our website pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz

For more information, please get in touch with our 
Pacific Pay Gap Inquiry team at  
pacificpaygap@hrc.co.nz

Freephone:  0800 496 877 between 8.30am to 5.00pm 

Write to us: 
New Zealand Human Rights Commission  
PO Box 10424  
The Terrace  
Wellington 6143  
New Zealand

http://pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz
http://pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz
http://pacificpaygap.hrc.co.nz
mailto:pacificpaygap@hrc.co.nz
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facebook.com/NZHumanRightsCommission

@NZHumanRights

New Zealand Human Rights Commission

The New Zealand Human Rights Commission was set up in 1977 and works under the Human Rights Act 
1993. Our purpose is to promote and protect the human rights of all people in Aotearoa New Zealand. We 
work for a free, fair, safe and just New Zealand, where diversity is valued, and human dignity and rights are 

respected. For more information, please visit our website: www.hrc.co.nz


