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Australian Fresh Produce Alliance 
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Witness Statement of Nicholas David King  

I, Nicholas David King, National Capital / Operational Projects Manager at Costa Group, Berry 

Category, of Range Road Corindi in the State of New South Wales, state:  

1. I make this statement based on my own direct observations and knowledge, or on the 

basis of information provided to me which, to the best of my knowledge and belief, is 

correct.  

My role and background  

2. I am employed by Costa Group (Costa) as the National Capital / Operational Projects 

Manager, Berry Category. I am based at Coffs Harbour, New South Wales.  

3. Costa is Australia’s leading horticultural company and is the largest fresh produce 

supplier to the major food retailers. Costa and its partner growers produce and market 

avocados, bananas, berries, citrus, table grapes, mushrooms and tomatoes. Costa 

has farms in close to 30 regional locations across Queensland, New South Wales, 

Victoria, South Australia, Tasmania and Western Australia, as well as logistics and 

wholesale facilities spread across four states. 

4. As the National Capital / Operational Projects Manager, I am responsible for 

continuous improvements of farming systems and culture to keep Costa at the forefront 

of horticultural production.  

5. I have held my current role since August 2019. Before that, I worked as an independent 

Horticulture Consultant providing project development and peak season/interim 

management services for a range of horticulture companies both in Australia and 

globally, with a particular focus on harvest and labour. Before working as a Horticulture 

Consultant, I worked as the General Manager at Manbullo Mangoes from February 
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2017 to July 2018, Operations Manager at Sunnyridge Farms from February 2016 to 

November 2017 and General Manager at Burlington Berries from April 2012 to January 

2016. 

6. Prior to relocating to Australia in 2012, I was employed as General Manager of Kenya 

Horticultural Exports in Kenya and as a Company Agronomist with Wealmoor Ltd in 

the United Kingdom for more than 7 years, spanning March 2003 to December 2010. 

The Company Agronomist role involved developing horticultural compliance of farms 

worldwide, which included regular visits to farms in Asia, South America and Europe. 

My role was to advise and train companies/growers in the latest horticulture and labour 

compliance, standards and developments as required by the UK supermarkets of 

horticultural growers who supply product to them and through their supply chain.  

7. Overall, I have had more than 30 years’ experience in the horticulture industry, 

undertaking a range of different jobs and responsibilities, across Australia and globally, 

and I have held various operational leadership roles in the horticulture industry.  

The Horticulture Industry  

8. The Australian horticulture industry encompasses the production, processing, 

marketing and shipping of fruits, vegetables and tree nuts. Australian horticulturalists 

produce a wide range of commodity groups including but not limited to:  

(a) fruits such as berries, bananas, pineapples, mandarins, avocados, mangos, 

tomatoes, apples, pears, papayas, lychees, cucurbits (cucumbers, rockmelons, 

watermelons and pumpkins), citrus, stone fruit, grapes and “rare and exotic fruits” 

such as durian and jackfruit;  

(b) all kinds of fresh vegetables, including potatoes, carrots, brassicas (brussels 

sprouts and cauliflower), capsicums, mushrooms and zucchinis;  

(c) leafy vegetables, including lettuce, spinach and rocket; 

(d) herbs, including basil, parsley, coriander; and  

(e) nuts such as cashews, chestnuts, hazelnuts, macadamias, peanuts, pecans, 

pistachios and walnuts. 

9. The major horticulture growing areas in Australia include, but are not limited to: 

(a) Goulburn Valley of Victoria; 
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(b) Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area of New South Wales; 

(c) Sunraysia district of Victoria and New South Wales; 

(d) Riverland region of South Australia; 

(e) northern Tasmania; 

(f) southwest Western Australia; and 

(g) the coastal strip of both northern New South Wales and Queensland. 

10. Based on my experience working in the horticulture industry throughout Australia and 

other parts of the world, I can confirm that the matters I describe below as to 

seasonality and variability of crop production, resourcing requirements and the use of 

piece rates across a range of crops and different sizes of organizations are similar both 

domestically and internationally.  

Product and Nature of the Work in the Horticulture Industry 

11. Work across the horticulture industry is labour intensive and predominantly seasonal. 

Resourcing requirements can vary significantly throughout a season, across seasons 

and between farms and regions. This variation can be due to a range of industry-level 

and farm-level factors. For example:  

(a) at the industry level, horticulture companies are required to constantly respond 

to market price pressures and variations in demand and supply, including their 

own supply and broader industry supply, and also retailer product specifications;  

(b) at the farm level, each crop will have a different growth curve and picking season. 

Additionally, challenging or adverse seasonal conditions, weather and crop 

disease can significantly affect production. 

12. Crop growth is seasonal and each crop will have its own distinct picking season. For 

example, in relation to the berries grown by Costa, the picking seasons for various 

regions are as follows:  

(a) for Tasmania: 

(i) for strawberries, the picking season generally runs from November to 

the end of May;  
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(ii) for raspberries and blackberries, the picking season generally runs from 

December to the end of May; and 

(iii) blueberries have a short picking season of only six weeks spanning 

January and February;   

(b) for New South Wales: 

(i) for raspberries and blackberries, the picking season generally runs from 

April to the end of December; and  

(ii) for blueberries the picking season is generally all year round; 

(c) for Western Australia, the blueberry picking season generally runs from May to 

December; and  

(d) for Far North Queensland, the blueberry picking season generally runs from April 

to December.  

13. Further, within the season, it is critical that as the produce ripens, it must be harvested 

within specific windows when the fruit, vegetable, leafy vegetable or nut is at the 

optimal level of ripeness or size.  Because the produce ripens at different rates on the 

same plant, this means that picking must be done repeatedly throughout the season 

at short intervals to harvest the produce that has reached the optimal level of ripeness 

or size before it gets over-ripe, too large or spoils and jeopardises receiving a first-

grade price for the item of produce. This requires a large workforce. 

14. The optimal picking window can vary dramatically across all types of fruits and 

vegetables. Some involve very stringent requirements with respect to picking and 

packing the product. By way of example, each type of berry or other fruit produced has 

its own specific window when the fruit is ripe for picking, as follows:  

(a) for raspberries and blackberries, the window is one day;  

(b) for strawberries, the window is two days;  

(c) for blueberries, the window is 3 to 4 days; and  

(d) for citrus and avocados, the window may extend for one week.  
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15. If produce is not picked within the optimal window, it becomes a lower-grade product 

and does not attract an optimal price in the market. As a matter of good practice, Costa 

and other growers process all lower-grade/outgrade fruit so far as possible for an 

alternative purpose, including for frozen fruit, jam, fruit juice, or in bakery products. 

However, the prices that the grower can charge for waste fruit are dramatically less 

than it can charge for fruit picked during the optimal window, with the additional risk 

this does not cover the cost of production. For example, at the time of preparing this 

statement, the sale price of various berries as optimally ripe fruit versus over-ripe fruit 

are as follows:  

(a) for blueberries — about $30-$70 per kilogram for first-grade produce, versus 

about $4 per kilogram for outgrades;  

(b) for raspberries and blackberries — about $35 per kilogram for first-grade 

produce, versus about $4 per kilogram for outgrades;  

(c) for strawberries — about $18 per kilogram for first-grade produce, versus very 

limited resale possible with the calyx (green top of strawberry) attached.  

16. This means that if labour is not available to pick the produce during the optimal picking 

window, the grower sustains a lower yield of first-grade produce and an increased 

quantity of outgrades. The piece rate increases as workers have to discard the over-

ripe fruit, which means it costs more to pick less first-grade fruit.  

17. The variation in picking seasons for different fruits and regions means that for smaller 

sites with a shorter picking season, Costa is able to facilitate the movement of workers 

in and out of those locations to perform that work. For larger sites with a longer picking 

season, Costa is able to offer longer term employment in the one location.  

18. Costa is generally able to forecast accurately the volume of each fruit to be produced 

for the year. We prepare these forecasts based on a production curve for the specific 

crop which shows how many pieces or kilograms of the relevant fruit are expected to 

grow within specific timeframes. Produce volumes can be impacted by weather, and 

such a variation in volumes due to weather can be very significant for smaller growers 

who do not have a protected cropping system (that is, poly-tunnel structures) or 

geographical diversity.  

19. The accuracy of our forecasting is important because we are in a supply and demand 

industry with optimal picking times. Forecasting enables Costa to plan the labour and 
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resources it will require for picking and harvesting. We overlay our resourcing 

requirements over the production curve for each crop, to ensure we have the 

appropriate resourcing to pick whatever fruit is at optimal ripeness on the given day. 

20. However, it is important to recognise that there are many uncontrollable variables that 

influence the growing and picking of a horticultural crop, including, among others, 

weather (including rain, frost, hail, wind and heat), crop size, fruit set, tree maturity and 

pest and disease. These production variables necessitate flexibility with respect to the 

engagement of labour, often on a daily basis. 

21. Due to the seasonality and picking windows described above, the size of the workforce 

at a particular site can vary significantly throughout the season. Generally, growers will 

require less labour to pick fruit in the early portion of the picking season because less 

produce will be ripe for picking. Volume of ripe produce, and labour requirements, then 

ramp up to a peak during the middle of the picking season and taper off in the late 

portion of the picking season. For example, over the course of a picking season in the 

Corindi/Coffs Harbour region, the total Costa workforce can fluctuate from 600 to 1200 

workers. In Tasmania, the workforce can triple from 500 to 1,500 pickers within a two-

week period.  

Workforce Composition  

22. Based on my experience in managing harvests here and overseas, the workforce in 

Australia is similar to that around the world. There is a variety of skill levels, with a mix 

of transient, local, and “professional” pickers with years of experience. Workers span 

all age groups.  

23. By way of example, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the workforce at a Costa farm 

was typically comprised of:  

(a) approximately 40% backpackers;  

(b) approximately 30-40% third-party labour; and  

(c) approximately 20-30% local Australian workers.  

24. Based on my experience, I consider that the local labour percentage is low because 

locals want more secure employment than the horticulture industry is able to provide 

due to the nature of the work described above. Further, the remoteness of regional 
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harvesting work, as well as the itinerant nature of the work, are both factors that 

contribute to the difficulty of attracting local labour. In this regard:  

(a) Where work is performed in remote locations, in a lot of cases the labour 

requirements to perform the harvesting work exceed the population of local 

labour who are available, willing and suitable to perform that work. The 

remoteness of the work locations also means that it can be difficult for employers 

to find suitable accommodation and other community support to attract workers 

to the area. The alternative of having local workers undertake a significant 

commute to the worksite is not suitable or attractive for many local workers.  

(b) Harvesting work is also fairly itinerant. Farming companies and government 

bodies look to find ways to retain workers by promoting and facilitating work along 

a “harvest trail” (that is, following the seasons for certain crops across different 

regions). However, for those local workers who are not able or prepared to travel 

regularly between multiple work locations, the window of available work in their 

local area is generally relatively short. 

25. Costa’s third-party labour is predominantly comprised of workers from the Pacific 

Islands, working through the Australian Government’s regulated Seasonal Worker 

Program. The Costa Berry category has also recently become an “approved employer” 

of seasonal workers under this program, which means that Costa is now able to directly 

recruit and employ workers from participating Pacific Island countries to perform 

seasonal harvesting work. To become an “approved employer” under the program, an 

organization has to satisfy certain eligibility criteria, including that it has demonstrated 

care and support to workers, good workplace relations and immigration practices, and 

understands and agrees to obligations of approved employers under the program. 

Specifically, the employer must:  

(a) employ seasonal workers under a fair work instrument (eg a modern award or 

enterprise agreement) in accordance with the Fair Work Act 2009 (Cth);  

(b) provide a labour plan demonstrating that there will be work for the seasonal 

workers and a backup plan so if the initial work is not possible for any reason, 

there is other work available;  

(c) show that it can supply suitable, approved accommodation, which is audited 

during the stay;  
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(d) supply other third-party audits which have been carried out, including the Sedex 

Members Ethical Trade Audit (known as “SMETA”). This is an ethical audit to 

check that conditions of employment, such as pay, are correct, that services and 

accommodation are up to the standards of the Deed signed with the Australian 

Government, and that staff are being treated appropriately;  

(e) show that appropriate health insurance has been taken out for each worker and 

that pastoral care has been organised (ie. that someone is available at all times 

in case of emergency or any other assistance that is required). 

26. In addition to engaging Pacific Islander workers through labour hire, the Costa Berry 

category has recently started employing them directly.  In my experience as a manager 

at Costa, employing the Pacific Islander workers directly improves worker morale and 

cohesion. The workers have the security of direct employment. A high percentage of 

them return for multiple seasons. Their familiarity with the systems and procedures of 

our farms allows them to be competent on their return, enabling them to earn above 

the hourly rate from the start of each subsequent period of employment.  

27. In relation to backpackers, during the first half of 2020, this component of the workforce 

was not significantly impacted by the commencement of the pandemic. However, in 

the latter half of 2020, the total number of backpackers engaged at Costa farms 

reduced significantly as many backpackers were repatriated home, with no new 

backpackers coming into the country as a result of the pandemic.  

28. In light of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, I expect that the composition of the 

workforce will change significantly this year. In particular, I anticipate that Australian 

producers will engage a greater number of Pacific Islander workers via the Seasonal 

Worker Program as compared with backpackers, given ongoing border closures and 

travel restrictions, which will result in fewer backpackers being available in Australia to 

perform this work.  

29. It is difficult to predict when and to what extent the backpacker workers will return to 

picking. I do not believe the re-opening of borders will see a large number of 

backpackers immediately available and willing to work on farms straight away.  I expect 

that the Seasonal Worker Program will continue to be the predominant source of 

harvest labour for the foreseeable future, even though Costa has also undertaken 

recruitment campaigns aimed at increasing the numbers of local hires. 
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Skill Development and Competency  

30. Picking produce is not a highly skilled job.  A picker’s relative productivity on a given 

crop will be determined by their aptitude and attitude.  A worker will be “competent” to 

perform horticulture work when they have the skills, knowledge and practical 

experience to identify when a product is ripe for picking and know how to appropriately 

perform the task of picking (and if relevant, packing) that particular product. A worker 

who is competent on one product will not necessarily be competent at picking another 

product.  

31. Competence usually comes partly from training and partly from on the job experience. 

Training is necessary on the particular requirements for picking and packing each type 

of product. For example, in relation to new workers in the Costa Berry Category, all 

workers complete an induction process which involves health and safety training, site 

processes and procedures, safe working practices and specific hands-on training by 

our specialised trainers for each task and fruit type. This is done on site in the field, to 

allow workers to develop their understanding of the quality attributes required for our 

customers.  

32. The worker will then need a certain amount of experience to become competent. The 

time it takes for a picker to become competent depends on the particular product they 

are picking. This is because the skills and process for picking each crop can vary 

significantly. For example, picking citrus involves a relatively simple process of picking 

raw product straight into a large bin, whereas picking raspberries requires the picker 

to pick raspberries (a more delicate item) into a punnet, weighing and packing the 

product in the field. Other crops may require machines or more technical ways of 

picking, or skills in determining ripeness based on particular shades of colour or other 

characteristics in the fruit. However, generally, it does not take a long time for a worker 

to become competent at picking work.  

33. It is difficult to give an exact time frame for people to become competent at picking 

berries, as this is dependent on many factors including the individual, their previous 

work and skills, and the task at hand.  Based on my experience, I would estimate that 

it takes a new berry picker with zero previous experience on average 4-6 weeks to 

become competent and 6-8 weeks to become average competent.  In contrast, for 

citrus and avocado pickers, in my experience a new picker would become competent 

in 2-4 weeks and of average competence in 4-6 weeks. 
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34. To be clear, by “competent”, I mean a worker who is suitable, sufficient or adequate to 

perform picking work, and by “average competent”, I mean an ordinary, normal or 

typical competent employee.  However, a worker who becomes “competent” may not 

yet (or ever) be “proficient” in the sense of being a strong performer. The time required 

for a worker to become a strong performer at picking a particular product generally 

takes significantly longer than the time required to become competent.  

35. At Costa, Pacific Islander workers are heavily represented in our top 30% of strong 

performers once they have attained two or three seasons’ experience at picking. In my 

experience, this is because these workers are focussed on their earnings (rather than 

visa requirements, which I discuss further below) and perform picking work for a longer 

period of up to nine months each year. By way of comparison, most backpackers work 

for a maximum of two to three months.  

36. It is not uncommon for some workers to be more proficient at picking certain crops over 

others. This is a key benefit at many Costa sites where multiple crops are produced, 

as we are able to provide pickers with an opportunity to pick multiple crops and 

determine which they are able to perform best on. However, some people never reach 

an average level of competency.  

37. Based on my experience, I consider that at any point in time, a significant proportion 

of the Costa workforce is not competent (in the sense described above) and a further 

significant proportion is competent but have not yet reached average competency (or 

choose not to reach the average competency, as detailed below).  The proportion of 

the workforce that has reached the threshold of competency and average competency 

depends on the type of produce and the composition of the workforce that is picking 

that produce at a particular farm and point in time.  However, based on my experience, 

I would estimate that, as a rough guide, across the Costa workforce as a whole 

(including third-party labour) about 20% or more of workers are not competent and 

another 30% are competent but below average competency.   

38. In my experience, this is mostly because of the very high rate of turnover of staff, 

multiple crop types and the seasonality of harvest, which stops and starts. Based on 

my experience, I believe these figures are representative of the industry more 

generally.  

39. As a result, there is a great variation between the productivity of different pickers. 

Again, this depends on the type of produce and type of worker.  However, based on 
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my experience, as a rough general guide, I would expect an increase in output in the 

order of 70% going from a novice to a competent worker, and another increase in the 

order of 40-100% going from a competent worker to a strong performer.  

Attrition and Tenure  

40. It is quite easy to get jobs in picking and on farms in Australia, and the recruitment and 

selection process is not competitive.  

41. The high attrition rate for picking work and retention of good workers are key 

challenges for the horticulture industry. This has been my consistent experience in my 

career in horticulture throughout Australia and overseas.  

42. In relation to local Australian workers, at Costa we do have a number of workers aged 

around 45-50 years who have returned to work with us for 8-10 years running. These 

workers are valuable in their productivity and reliability, as well as in assisting with 

training and developing new starters.  

43. However, on an overall basis, I would estimate the attrition rate across Costa sites to 

be around 10-15% in the first two weeks of employment. Many workers leave within 

the first day or two of the job. Early attrition can be the result of a number of factors, 

including for example that pickers decide they are not prepared for the physical nature 

of the work, to work outdoors, under “tunnels”, deal with early starts and weekend 

rosters, or to wear suitable clothing as required.  

44. Backpacker cohorts and local employees have significantly higher attrition rates as 

compared with Pacific Islander workers. Pacific Islander workers demonstrate a 

greater understanding of the nature of the work they will be required to perform 

because they undertake some of their induction whilst they are in their home country 

and make a significant commitment to travel to Australia specifically to perform that 

work. 

45. In my experience, this is true throughout the horticultural industry in Australia.   

46. There are some structural factors affecting workers’ attitude and therefore attrition 

rates in the horticulture industry in Australia: 

(a) In some cases, workers who are receiving unemployment benefits will come and 

try picking work and will decide that they are not able or prepared to perform the 

work and go back onto unemployment benefits.  
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(b) In other cases, backpackers who are undertaking picking work in order to qualify 

for their second Working Holiday Visa will remain employed only for the 

maximum required period of 88 days.  

47. I am informed by Costa’s HR department that approximately 18% of Working Holiday 

Makers left our employment within the first 2 weeks of starting with us in 2019 (I used 

numbers from 2019 to avoid COVID-19 affected figures).  Of the 4,249 total Working 

Holiday Makers employed with Costa throughout 2019, 2,345 employees (that is, 

around 55% of the workforce) left within the first eight weeks of employment:  
(a) 764 workers left in the first two weeks of employment, being 18%; 

(b) 629 workers left within the first two to four weeks of employment, being 15%;  

(c) 497 workers left within the first four to six weeks, being 12%; and 

(d) 455 workers left within the first six to eight weeks; being 11%. 

48. Based on my experience, this trend of high early turnover of Working Holiday Makers 

is reflected in agriculture Australia wide.  

Use of Piecework Engagement  

49. The use of piecework throughout the horticulture industry is widespread, both 

throughout Australia and globally. Piecework engagement is used across all categories 

of fruits and vegetables. Piecework engagement is common practice both in Australia 

and around the world, for Costa and many other horticulture companies. In my 

experience, it is an effective way of attracting, motivating, and retaining workers as the 

piece rate rewards performance and has no ceiling of earnings.  

50. Based on my experience, there are, in summary, three key reasons why piecework is 

used in the horticulture industry. First, piecework can assist by attracting a sufficient 

supply of labour to undertake the work required to plant, grow, pick and pack produce 

within the short timeframes required, given that the workers can earn above fixed 

hourly rates. Secondly, piecework provides flexibility to the farms and horticulture 

companies to keep the labour motivated, and reward performance, through the 

variabilities of the crop supply throughout the day, week, month and season. Thirdly, 

due to the particular features of the horticulture industry described above (such as the 

seasonality of the work, its location and itinerant character, and the nature of the 

available workforce), the reality is that, at any given point in time, a substantial 
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proportion of the workforce does not perform at a competent level. The use of 

piecework engagement without a minimum hourly “floor” allows growers to cope with 

this substantial cohort of unproductive workers by paying them an amount that is 

proportionate to their productivity. I further explain these key reasons later in this 

section and in the next section of my statement. 

51. There are a range of types of work within the horticulture industry which are well-suited 

to being paid on a piece rate. Essentially any repetitive work that does not involve 

discretion or variation and that can be measured on a linear or “per item” basis can be 

paid on a piece rate. For example, where a worker is required to pick strawberries in a 

field, their progress can be measured and paid on a per metre or unit basis (eg per 

kilogram, punnet, tray or bin). Almost all picking work during harvest season across 

the industry is performed on piece rates. Additionally, other tasks like planting, de-

leafing, de-flowering, weeding and other horticultural operations such as walking 

through and nipping off flowers for strawberries can be (and frequently are) performed 

on a piece rate basis because we can easily measure the worker’s individual output. 

52. Some roles are not suitable to be paid on a piece rate and workers in these roles are 

engaged on a time basis. This might arise for example:  

(a) where workers are required to coordinate with others and work as a team;  

(b) where pickers are working on a crop that is not uniform in production, ie is not 

spread evenly throughout a field or particular area of land on a consistent linear 

basis. This can include first harvest where you are fly-picking (for example there 

is very little yield to harvest); 

(c) where work is more hazardous (for example due to rainy or muddy conditions) 

and you need to encourage the pickers to proceed carefully to reduce risk of 

injury; and/or 

(d) where you are training new staff. You might use an hourly rate to ensure they 

learn how to pick the crop in the correct method thus achieving the correct quality 

whilst they are learning.  

53. Piece rates are attractive for both workers and employers. For employees in Australia, 

they provide an opportunity to earn substantially higher rates than the minimum hourly 

rate prescribed by the Horticulture Award. For employers, they provide an opportunity 

to motivate workers to work productively and efficiently. Importantly, that incentive 
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applies across the spectrum, rewarding strong performers well above the minimum 

hourly rates and motivating new and experienced workers to achieve competency and 

improve their productivity. This also assists with worker retention and encourages 

returning employees.  

54. Piece rates allow employers to accommodate great variability of experience and skills 

and flexibility in motivation within the workforce. As an example, there are “grey-

nomad” workers, and others, who follow our harvest around the regions, as a lifestyle 

choice. They earn money based on the days, hours and commitment to the work that 

they want to do. They are not necessarily motivated to maximise their potential within 

the piece rate system, rather they work when and at the rate that suits them. Some 

backpackers are similar – only working to get their 88 days and preferring to work at a 

leisurely pace instead of maximising earnings.  Piece rates without an hourly floor allow 

growers to engage, and continue engaging, these employees even though their 

productivity is relatively low. 

55. At Costa, we have a senior leadership team which is responsible for liaising with 

workers and confirming whether or not they wish to work on a piece rate basis. In my 

experience, most workers do seek to work on piece rates as they wish to have an 

opportunity to earn more than the minimum hourly rate under the Horticulture Award.  

56. For workers who do not wish to work on a piece rate, they will be considered for work 

on an hourly rate of pay, but these positions are not always available. 

Impact of Introducing Minimum Hourly Rates  

57. At Costa Berries in 2019, approximately 80% of the harvest workforce was engaged 

on a casual basis reflecting the seasonal nature of the work. Based on my experience, 

I anticipate that if Costa were required to pay all pickers the current minimum award 

casual hourly rate of $24.80 as a “floor” rate, this would substantially demotivate 

underperforming employees from lifting their performance. It would also disincentivise 

some workers currently earning more than that rate — that is, a significant cohort who 

currently earn more than $24.80 per hour on piece rates but, if given the option, would 

prefer to accept $24.80 per hour “floor” to work at a more leisurely pace rather than 

strive to work faster to maintain their present earnings. This would result in a further 

increase in production costs per unit.  
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58. Based on my experience, I do not consider that the introduction of a minimum hourly 

rate would lead to an increase in the local supply of labour, because this work is 

perceived to be undesirable, regardless of the rates of pay.  

59. In order to manage the increase in labour costs, Costa would need to introduce a lot 

stricter standards and expectations in its recruitment and in training and monitoring 

new starters, as well as more proactively monitoring underperforming workers, 

ultimately retaining only the strongest performers and accepting a higher rate of 

turnover (including as a result of terminating the employment of casual employees who 

do not perform strongly).  

60. I expect that Costa, like any other grower, would consider doing this by introducing a 

minimum required output level, such that employees who are unable or unwilling to 

meet those minimum volumes may ultimately have their casual piecework employment 

terminated.  

61. Whilst there is a shortage of labour in the horticulture industry in Australia, particularly 

in light of the ongoing travel restrictions resulting from COVID-19, I anticipate that this 

approach would be feasible because at present approximately 80% of Costa’s product 

is picked by around 60% of our workforce of pickers. This means that Costa could 

significantly reduce its workforce size, retaining its best performers, without 

substantially reducing its production output.  

62. Alternatively, another way Costa might seek to manage its resourcing requirements 

and labour costs would be to focus on recruiting a higher proportion of Pacific Islander 

workers through the Seasonal Worker Program. As one of the largest horticulture 

companies in Australia, Costa has an overarching national plan to supply labour all 

year round from one product to the next. This means that Costa has enough work 

throughout the year to maintain a large cohort of Pacific Islander workers on its payroll 

and move them from place to place (although relocation is expensive and restrictive 

and other difficulties can arise as a result of COVID-19 border closures).  

63. Notwithstanding the above, this approach would give rise to other costs and difficulties, 

including because this is likely to result in increased costs of flying workers into 

Australia, and between domestic production sites, and costs and losses associated 

with downtime while workers are required to complete compulsory COVID-19 

quarantine periods.  
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64. In my experience, outside Costa and other big producers, growers are unlikely to have 

the capacity to manage underperforming workers or rely on flying existing groups 

between locations or engaging Pacific Islander workers on a fly-in/fly out basis. 

Bringing in such a workforce involves substantial fixed costs. Taking on these costs is 

less problematic for a very large grower like Costa because it can then deploy these 

workers for 9 months of the year and recoup the fixed costs over that period. But there 

are many growers who grow one type of produce in one area and therefore only need 

a picking workforce for one picking season of that produce. This makes it unviable to 

incur the fixed costs of bringing in Pacific Islander workers. For example, currently a 

number of strawberry growers in Queensland are simply not growing crops due to 

uncertainty as to where they will source the labour required to pick the crop with 

Australia’s borders being closed.  

65. Thus, many growers will continue to rely on a workforce that inherently has a high 

proportion of under-performing and poorly-motivated workers. If they are required to 

pay these workers an hourly “floor”, there will be increased pressure on their 

profitability and some will seek to ease that pressure by breaching their obligations 

(e.g. offering workers cash in hand or entering into sham contracting arrangements to 

avoid paying minimum employee entitlements and complying with their taxation 

obligations).  
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