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Opening Address 
 
 

Good Morning Chair Dr McGirr and Committee members, 

 

Thank you for providing me with an opportunity to assist the Committee 

with its Inquiry into modern slavery risks faced by temporary migrant 

workers in rural and regional New South Wales. 

 

Migrant workers are particularly vulnerable to exploitation and as the 

NSW Minister for Industrial Relations I working hard to do what I can to 

fix this.  

 

I acknowledge that the regulatory framework that applies to migrant 

workers at work is complex and is often a mix of federal and state 

legislation.   

 

The employment of migrant workers is normally governed by federal 

legislation, whilst work health and safety is typically governed by state 

legislation, which is why I have SafeWork NSW here today.  
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SafeWork NSW can talk to their experiences in undertaking compliance 

work in Leeton, Griffith and the North Coast and other agricultural areas 

in NSW.  

 

Past interactions with the Committee have focused on labour hire and its 

regulation in New South Wales, and I’d just like to take some time to 

outline what the NSW Government is doing in this space. 

 

While many labour hire providers in NSW operate responsibly and 

lawfully, some clearly do not. 

 

And as this Committee has heard, the unscrupulous operators seem to 

be most active in the horticultural and agricultural sectors. 

 

I have received representations from unions, NGOs, and farmer 

representatives where examples of disturbing behaviours by providers 

and hosts have been presented to me. 

 

The evidence tells us that the triangular labour hire arrangement – 

where the labour hire provider is the employer, while the host is not, 

makes it easier to shift and blur responsibilities. 
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We know that this leads to the exploitation of workers. 

 

Regulators in other jurisdictions have approached these relationships by 

focussing firstly on the provider, by requiring them to be licensed, and 

secondly on the host, by requiring them to use ONLY licensed providers. 

Such schemes now operate in Queensland, Victoria, South Australia and 

the ACT. 

 

The experiences of these jurisdictions demonstrate that legislation must 

be rigorously enforced through a proactive compliance strategy, with 

close cooperation with immigration authorities, work health and safety 

bodies, and the police. 

 

As the Committee knows, NSW does not currently require labour hire 

providers to be licensed, in contrast to the other jurisdictions. This is not 

a situation that we sought, nor that we are content to accept. 

 

In 2023, NSW agreed, along with all other jurisdictions, including the 

Commonwealth, to support and participate in the development of a 

national labour hire licensing system. 
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A national working group expended considerable effort in developing 

model legislation, and funding and administrative models for a national 

system. 

 

However, following a change of government in Queensland in late 2024, 

Queensland indicated that it would no longer be participating in the 

development of a national licensing system.  

 

In October 2025, Queensland, the Northern Territory and Tasmania then 

formally withdrew from the national process.  

 

The remaining jurisdictions have now decided to pursue an alternate 

strategy of developing a set of regulatory principles that could then be 

realised later in harmonised legislation across all participating 

jurisdictions.  

 

Following the disappointing collapse of the harmonised national model 

last year, I am now exploring what a Labour Hire Licensing Scheme 

could look like in NSW and as an interim solution what cross 

jurisdictional regulatory agreements could look like with states that have 

existing schemes.  
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I can advise the Committee that any NSW labour hire legislation would 

pay regard to the experience of Queensland and Victoria. In both 

Queensland and Victoria, substantial consultation occurred about: 

license fees, scheme operations and future stakeholder obligations. 

 

While that work is ongoing, I am committed to taking practical action to 

mitigate or close the risks faced by labour hire industry workers in NSW 

in the short term by utilising existing legislation and regulatory powers.  

 

To this end I am coordinating collaboration between NSW Government 

agencies including Premier’s Department Industrial Relations and 

SafeWork to explore possible short term regulatory options. 

 

This includes a new Codes of Practice for labour hire companies 

operating in NSW.  I also note from June this year, SafeWork Codes of 

Practice will become enforceable instruments under the Work Health 

and Safety Act.  

 

This code will provide practical guidance to labour hire companies on 

managing WHS risks in labour hire arrangements and reinforce the key 

point that labour hire companies and host employers share WHS duties 

for workplace safety under the law.  
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Another initiative of the Government is its support of the Migrant 

Workers Centre. 

 

On 28 July 2024 the NSW Government announced it will invest $6.5m 

over 4 years to develop a Migrant Workers Centre providing advice, 

education and training to stop the exploitation of migrant workers in 

NSW. 

 

Working alongside Multicultural NSW and SafeWork NSW, the Centre 

will partner with multicultural communities and organisations to deliver 

culturally-sensitive and accessible support for at-risk workers. 

 

The centre will span the state ensuring migrant workers in metro, 

regional, rural and remote communities are supported by providing 

workplace, work health and safety, and immigration advice. 

 

Unions NSW has been advocating for migrant workers protections and 

providing individual advice and assistance to migrant workers. Their 

current Visa Assist partnership with IARC has supported over 3000 

temporary migrant workers experiencing workplace exploitation. 
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It is the only program in the state to provide both employment and 

immigration legal support to migrant workers in the one service. 

The scope of works underpinning the delivery and focus of the Migrant 

Workers Centre was developed through collaboration across:  

• NSW Government Industrial Relations Unit 

• SafeWork NSW 

• Anti-Slavery Commissioner’s Office, and  

• Multicultural NSW 

 

The Government’s support of the Migrant Workers Centre reflects our 

commitment to providing support NOW, while we work to develop 

longer-term regulatory solutions. 

 

In Industrial Relations within the Premier Department, they have recently 

launched Supply Chain Compliance Program focused on the 

construction supply chain for NSW Government projects.  

 

Its purpose is to make sure contractors and subcontractors working on 

NSW Government projects are meeting their industrial relations 

obligations — including correct wages, superannuation, payroll tax, and 

workers compensation insurance. 
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This work should prevent to some extent, the exploitation of migrant 

workers in this supply chain.   

 

The program focuses first on the building and construction sector, with 

the potential to expand later into other at-risk industries like cleaning, 

security, and hospitality. 

 

The Government recognises that a labour hire licensing scheme will take 

some time to implement, which is why we are at looking interim solutions 

such how we might leverage existing labour hire schemes in other 

jurisdictions in NSW.  

 

We will continue to work with stakeholders as we develop this work. 

 

In closing, I would like to make it clear that the NSW Government is 

committed to safeguarding migrant workers in this State and we will 

continue our work to ensure they are not exploited by unscrupulous 

employers. 

 

Thank you and I am happy to take questions. 

 


