Modern Slavery. PALM workers in the agricultural, horticultural, and

meat processing sectors.
June 2026

Ezekiel worked long hours, sometimes seven days a week, picking fruit. Out of his wages he
paid foraccommodation, a shared house filled with bunk beds for the workers and travel to
get him to and from work. He said he ended up with $200 to $300 a week. Out of that he had
to buy food and the rest he sent to his mother, who is raising his two young children, after his
wife died of cancer."

| am a food writer often in a social justice frame. | have been aware for some time of the
conditions of seasonal workers in the agricultural sector but had not followed it up to any
depth. Recently | came across two reports on the working conditions for a part of that sector -
those who work under the Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme. They painted a grim
picture of a scheme in need of urgent reform. Their findings are summarised in this article.

The two reports were:
e Be Our Guests: Addressing urgent modern slavery risks for temporary migrant workers in
rural and regional New South Wales Office of the Anti-Slavery Commissioner NSW 2024
e Petrou, K, Withers, M, Barry, K& House, E. (2025) “If | stay like this, how can | benefit my
family?” Initial findings on Disengagement from the Pacific Australia Labour Mobility
Scheme. Griffith University: Brisbane

This article summarises their findings and recommendations. It includes thumbnail case
studies drawn from two recent media stories about the scheme:
e Modern slavery report uncovers dark side to PALM visa scheme leaving vulnerable workers
homeless and destitute. Adele Ferguson,

e Australia's PALM workers are leaving their employers, becoming '‘extremely vulnerable'in visa
limbo. Doug Dingwal, Cath McAloon, and Lucy Cooper,

The Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme

The PALM scheme helps to fill labour gaps in rural and regional Australia and nationally for
agriculture and select agriculture-related food product manufacturing sectors by offering
employers access to a pool of reliable, productive workers. It also allows Pacific and Timor-
Leste workers to take up jobs in Australia, develop their skills and send income home.?

Participating countries are Fiji, Kiribati, Nauru, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Solomon Islands,
Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.

As at 30 September 2025 the first three countries from which workers came were 6,320 workers
from Vanuatu, 5,350 workers from Fiji, and 4,745 from Timor Leste.?

Under PALM Approved Employers (A. E.) can hire workers for seasonal positions for up to nine
months at a time or for longer-term work for between one and four years. Workers can return for
another placement.

! Ferguson, Adele, Modern slavery report uncovers dark side to PALM visa scheme leaving vulnerable
workers homeless and destitute ABC News 23 September 2024

2The PALM scheme www.palmscheme.gov.au
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As at September 2025 there were 31,225 workers on the scheme: 14,860 in the short-term
stream and 16,365 in the long-term stream.*

As at September 2025 the total number of employers was 523.°

Before we got onto this program we tried backpackers and locals. Locals don’t really want to
do this kind of job. It’s too hard | suppose. Backpackers are unreliable they come and go as
they please. A.E.

As at October 2025 414 employers were direct employers and 110 were labour hire
companies.® There is a requirement for employers to provide short-term scheme workers a
minimum of 10 hours of work over four weeks.

The A.E. will pay for the flight to Australia and recoup this from workers’ wages.

Workers enter Australia under a PALM visa that is A.E. specific. Under their visa conditions
workers are not allowed to change employers except by agreement either off-shore or on-shore
which must be initiated by the A.E.

The A.E. must provide accommodation and transport for the worker directly or through an
accommodation or transport provider. For each worker, an A.E. must provide or arrange
accommodation for the full term of their placement if they are a short-term worker, and the first
12 months of their placement for a long term placement. A.E. must submit an Accommodation
Plan. Fees foraccommodation are deducted from the worker’s wages except where a worker
makes their own arrangements.

Workers do not have access to Medicare. They must have private medical insurance the cost of
which is deducted from their wages. Those who disengage from the scheme remain unassisted
by any medical cover.

The scheme’s intended benefits to the worker is to develop their skills but more importantly to
be able to send money back to their families for purposes such as supporting the family to meet
daily costs of living, children’s schooling, building a house, or starting a small business in their
country of origin.’

Seeing how successful (other Samoans ) are after returning home they can help their
families.®

Bonded workers
The provision that a worker must remain with their A. E. has received criticism. In October 2024
Michelle O’Neil, President of the ACTU said in supporting the dropping of this:

Mobility for Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) visa workers will mean they can move to
another approved employer if they need to leave an unscrupulous employer, treating them
as disposable labour, and cases where workers face violence or harassment. This will mean
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employers can no longer treat PALM workers effectively as bonded labourers who can't
change where they work if they want to ... Itis posing a modern day slavery risk.®

Modern Slavery Report

Her current accommodation is shared with eight others, sometimes up to 18. Itis in severe
disrepair and infested with cockroaches. The landlord charges $600 a week.

The bathroom is so old and unhygienic that she washes her baby in a bowl outside. Her
bedroom, small enough to fit a single bed and little else, has a rope and nail on her bedroom
door because she doesn't feel safe.’®

In 2024 the Office of the Commissioner for Anti-Slavery released Be Our Guests: Addressing
modern slavery risks for temporary migrant workers in rural and regional New South Wales."

The Commissioner found four areas in which temporary workers faced modern slavery risks.

Working conditions, wages and entitlements

PALM workers in NSW frequently experienced a range of wage-related violations including
underpayment of wages, and excess or unexplained deductions for overpriced rent, transport,
laundry, and kitchen access. Despite government protections in place for workers to receive a
minimum of $200 weekly take-home pay, some reported that this was not complied with.'?

Accommodation, transport and living conditions.

Frequent reports of price-gouging and overcharging for accommodation, including fees for using
basic kitchen and laundry facilities, left workers with inadequate income after deductions.
Stakeholders frequently report — and have shared photographic evidence - of substandard living
conditions involving six or more people sharing a small room, while being charged $150 or more
per week each. ... Some of these places of accommodation show signs of being unsanitary,
including cockroach infestations. Lack of safety in accommodation has also been raised as a
key issue for women migrant workers, and a factor in gender-based violence.®

Isolation and social marginalisation
Temporary migrant workers face significant language barriers and a lack of cultural competency

on the part of employers and service providers, often leading to isolation and social
marginalisation.™

Gendered violence and restricted healthcare access for women migrants including survivors.'
Stakeholders ... have all informed me of a growing presentation over the last two years of female

PALM workers reporting violence, coercive control and sexual exploitation. As a result, many
faced risks of homelessness and of deportation due to disengagement from PALM. Police in one
rural area told me they are seeing an upward trend in Pacific women experiencing sexual,
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domestic and family violence, but too afraid to make formal statements to pursue further police
action against the alleged perpetrators. In early 2024, 12 Vanuatu women filed a Federal Court
claim, with support from the UWU, alleging sexual harassment perpetrated by agents of their
approved employer, and seeking nearly $4 million in compensation and damages.

PALM workers who fall pregnant will generally not be eligible for antenatal care under the
exclusions of the private health insurance and ineligibility under Medicare.®

The Commissioner made five recommendations:

o Urgently initiate a trauma-informed and worker-centred investigation of modern slavery
risks faced by PALM and other temporary migrant workers working in agriculture,
horticulture and meat processing in rural and regional NSW.

e Ensure relevant NSW Government frontline agencies undertake suitable training in
modern slavery, as envisaged by section 19(3)(a) the Modern Slavery Act 2018 (NSW).

e Advocate for the Federal Government to review the visa settings and protection
requirements for temporary migrant workers in PALM.

e Complement the work of the new Migrant Workers Centre to be established in NSW with
regional migrant centre hubs.

e Ensure funding and support to local actors, including to create a more active role in
monitoring of conditions and support.

“If | stay like this, how can | benefit my family?”

In Susan's case, she says she left her employing labour hire firm in 2022 because her take-
home pay was too low due to deductions and large travel costs from moving around the
country for work. Labour hire companies supply temporary workers to other businesses, but
continue to manage things like their pay. She decided to look for work elsewhere in Australia,
saying her family needed financial support, her house remained unbuilt, and she feared
violence from someone she knew back home.

But she became pregnant after forming a relationship with a former PALM worker, and they
moved to Leeton.

She was largely alone in the town, and soon after giving birth to Angella, the relationship
broke down

"After everything, | felt like committing suicide,” Susan says.

She received counselling and found support from a Leeton family who gave her
accommodation, while community organisations helped her obtain a bridging visa allowing
her to study aged and disability care."’

In 2024 a team of researchers from Griffith University, the Australian National University and
UNSW Canberra investigated the disengagement of workers from the PALM scheme.®

The PALM scheme is a self-proclaimed ‘best practice’ guestworker program, however it fails
to meet fundamental human rights and labour standards in certain circumstances, which
influence how and why people disengage from the scheme.
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Their key findings were:

Significant reasons for disengaging from the PALM scheme relate to inadequate income
due to a lack of hours, unreasonable deductions and wage theft, or unfair treatment by
employers.

We do [work] but it’s like with the deductions, we are left with $100 every week ... we
didn’t have enough to support our family back home.(Male).

I only get $80 sometimes, only $80 a week. ... | start at seven and finish at seven in the
evening as well. That’s disgusting. So that’s the reason why | leave the contract. (Male)

Support services for people who have left the PALM scheme are inadequatelZ Access to
basic healthcare and wellbeing services are largely facilitated by local community
groups, not-for-profit organisations and faith leaders.

It’s like some of our people ... are like dying and they didn’t have insurance, so we had
to come together and contribute for their fare to get home. And it’s so much money,.
(Female)

Once people have left the scheme, there are limited visa options and many people
remain in Australia without a valid visa or legal migration status.

There are often lengthy and protracted periods of visa status uncertainty for those who
remain in Australia People often fall prey to predatory migration agents to regularise
their status.

| already work, but | need [a] visa. | want to pay tax, something like that. To be legal.”
(Male)

Not everyone who has disengaged from the PALM scheme remains in Australia illegally,
and some people hold work rights.

Most disengaged people continue to work after they have left the scheme and are
making vital contributions to economies in regional Australia.

Disengagement from the PALM scheme extends periods of family separation to the
detriment of personal and child parent relationships.

The main challenge [about the PALM scheme and disengagement] is family. You’re
far away from your family ... I’'m here on my own, | work to feed my family at home,
my wife looks after our family... But long-distance relationships are really
challenging”. (Male)

They made five recommendations:

Provide a pathway to regularise (or legalise where applicable), socially protect, and ‘re-
engage’ people who have left the scheme.

Ensure the PALM scheme adheres to best practice in worker-initiated portability,
whereby people on the PALM scheme have the right to freely change employers to
redress employer dependency.

Reduce the extent of total deductions and extend the repayment period to ease
financial burdens on people in the PALM scheme and their families.

Subsidise flights to and from Australia, including annual return visits for long-term
workers, to reduce and equalise costs of participation while supporting rights to family
life.



e Provide Medicare coverage to PALM scheme visa holders.

Summary

The lives of temporary workers particularly when they are from outside Australia can be fraught.
Recent research summarised in this article has highlighted structural issues in the Pacific
Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme and factors that affect the precarity of workers in the
scheme that need to be addressed if the scheme is to retain and benefit the worker.
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