
MINISTRY OF BUSINESS, 
INNOVATION & EMPLOYMENT 
HTKINA WHAKATUTUKI 

BRIEFING 

Options to increase visa processing capacity 

Date: 3 March 2022 Priority: High
Security In Confidence Tracking 2122-2916
classification: 

Action sought 

Hon Kris Faafoi
Minister of Immigration 

number: 

Action sou ht 

Agree to extend the processing
timeline for the 2021 Residence Visa

Agree to issue two Special 
Directions effectively extending
some onshore temporary woJl visas

Discuss priorities and���
associated with bri · 19 'To>rwar 
step 5 visas

Contact for telephone discussion (if r 

Deadline 

4 March 2022

Name 1st contact 

Andrew Craig

Rachel Carruthers

Minister's office to complete: 

Comments 

D Approved 

D Noted 

D Seen 

04 901 1245

04 830 7379

D See Minister's Notes 

s9 2 a ✓ 

D Declined 

D Needs change 

D Overtaken by Events 

D Withdrawn 



2122-2916 In Confidence  1 

BRIEFING 
Options to increase visa processing capacity 
Date: 3 March 2022 Priority: High 

Security 
classification: 

In Confidence Tracking 
number: 

2122-2916 

Purpose 
To seek your agreement to proposals to address Immigration New Zealand’s processing capacity 
shortfall to deliver the activity required to support the Reconnecting New Zealanders strategy 
announced on 3 February 2022 and outline options and trade-offs needed to bring forward step 5 
phasing (ie visitors and students). 

Executive summary 
To meet the increased resourcing demands as a result of Reconnecting NZ (RCNZ), Immigration 
New Zealand needs to revisit how resources are prioritised to mitigate the impacts of the increased 
volumes. We recommend some changes to allow existing resources to be reallocated to better 
support RCNZ processing demands: 

• Extending the timeline to process the majority of 2021 Resident Visa (RV21) applications
from 12 months to 18 months: this, combined with some estimated productivity savings, will
free up approximately 110 FTEs (currently 210 FTEs are allocated to process RV21).

• Issuing two Special Directions to effectively extend onshore visas to reduce demand for
visa renewals, by:

o automatically extending onshore Work to Residence visas expiring before 31
December 2022 for six months, from the date of expiry, and

o automatically issuing a two-year open work visa to onshore Essential Skills, Post
Study Work and Partner of a New Zealander work visas expiring before 31
December 2022 on the date of expiry.

Combined these measures will free up 125 FTE, which is sufficient to have some visa products 
processed with no increase of queue time, except family residence and Skilled Migrant Category 
as both have large backlogs to process. This will allow (before any further shifts of resources):  

• work visas would develop queues in the opening months with new applications, but INZ
expects to have this back to normal processing time within a month or two from 4 July
(assuming approximately 4,000 applications for accreditation, job gate or migrant per
month)

• visitor visas to be processed within 25 days by December from opening in October
(assuming volumes between approximately 15,000 and 20,000 a month).

Reopening other visa categories earlier than planned will present additional resourcing challenges 
and require trade-offs to ensure timely processing of priority visa types. Bringing forward opening 
to Australian citizens and permanent residents, and visa waiver holders can be managed within 
resourcing with the above changes.  

Bringing forward visitor visas or students to April or July will require further prioritisation of 
resources away from some visa products, and streamlining of assessments (or other productivity 
improvements). With no other changes, opening visitor visas in April could mean an wait of up to 
70 days for visitor visas due to building queues. In contrast, by October the removal of processing 
requirements for border exceptions mean this situation won’t arise.  

MBIE is continuing to explore options to address this situation and clarify the resourcing and 
productivity improvements or trade-offs needed to manage an earlier opening of visitor visas 
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without these queues developing. The business information needed to fully develop and quantify 
the impacts of options is still being sourced. Options being looked at include: 

• Prioritising work and visitor visas over other visa products such as:
o 

o Slowing processing and allowing larger queues to build for family residence; 
o Resource reductions for other visas such as permanent residence.

• Increasing resourcing in some products by deploying roles such as risk and verification
officers into processing roles;

• Further refinement of the new processing models for visitor visas under ADEPT and the
new AEWV to improve on assumed productivity (noting training time for the new work visa);
and

• Shifting to higher-trust models for processing with less in-depth scrutiny of evidence for
medium and higher risk visas for products including partnership, student and work visas.

You are meeting with officials on Friday 4 March to discuss these further options, and your 
priorities for bringing forward some RCNZ steps or prioritising some visa products over others. 
Following that meeting we will provide talking points to support any discussion on these topics at 
Cabinet on 7 March, and provide advice for any further decisions on phase 5 phasing on 14 March. 

Recommended action 
The Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment recommends that you: 

a Note that Immigration New Zealand has a resourcing capacity shortfall to deliver the activity 
required to support the Reconnecting New Zealander strategy announced on 3 February 
2022  

Noted 

b Agree to extend timeline to process the majority of 2021 Resident Visa applications from 12 
months to 18 months, to free up processing resource otherwise dedicated to the 2021 
Residence Visa 

Agree / Disagree 

c Agree to issue a Special Direction under section 78A of the Immigration Act to automatically 
extend by six months, from the date of expiry of their current visa, onshore Work to 
Residence visas that expire before 31 December 2022, and any supported visas by the 
same duration 

Agree / Disagree 

d Agree to issue a Special Direction under section 61A of the Immigration Act to automatically 
issue a new two-year open work visa, from the date of expiry of their current visa, to: 

a. Onshore holders of an Essential Skills visa that expires before 31 December 2022, and
any of their partners or dependents

b. Onshore holders of a Post Study Work visa that expires before 31 December 2022, and
of their partners or dependents

c. Onshore holders of a Partner of a New Zealander work visa that expires before 31
December 2022, and any of their dependents

Agree / Disagree 

s 9(2)(f)(iv)
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e Note that further work to develop options to streamline processing across all visa types  
Noted 

f Discuss your visa processing priorities and further options and trade-offs to develop in order 
to manage any accelerated reopening of the border with officials at 9am on Friday 4 March  

Agree / Disagree 

 
 

 
 
Andrew Craig 
Manager, Immigration (Skills and Residence) 
Policy 
Labour, Science and Enterprise, MBIE 

3 / 3 / 22 

 
 
 
 
 
Hon Kris Faafoi 
Minister of Immigration 
 

..... / ...... / ...... 

 
 

 
 
Catriona Robinson  
Associate Deputy Chief Executive 
Immigration New Zealand, MBIE 

3 / 3 / 22 
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Context 
1. We recently provided information on upcoming visa processing capacity shortfalls (2122-

2882: Visa processing capacity update). This note showed that, based on current demand
and without any processing efficiencies or operational shifts, Immigration New Zealand has
an average shortfall of 180 FTE Immigration Officers for the period of March to June 2022.

2. This will mean extended wait times across key visa categories such as work visas are likely
(subject to prioritisation decisions) even on the announced Reconnecting New Zealanders
(RCNZ) path.

3. We understand that further changes are being considered by Cabinet in the coming two
weeks that could bring forward the border entry for:

a. Australian citizens and permanent residents, visa waiver holders, and for existing
visitor visa holders to 12 April,

b. visitor visa holders and possibly students, to either April or July.

4. Compared to the 3 February RCNZ plan, the proposed changes for Australians, visa waiver
and existing visitor visa holders will have minimal added impact for Immigration New Zealand
(INZ). However, changes to visitor or student visa timing will increase the scale of resourcing,
volume or productivity changes needed to manage the reopening without significant queues
developing in key visa products.

Options to increase available processing capacity 
5. We are recommending extending the processing timelines for the 2021 Resident Visa

(RV21) and issuing two Special Directions to effectively extend classes on visas for onshore
migrants. These changes will meet the current processing shortfall allowing INZ to improve
and maintain timely processing of most visa categories for the current RCNZ phasing.

6. The ICT implementation timing for the special directions is currently being assessed.

Prioritising work visas 

7. In developing these recommendations and the scenarios that follow, we have prioritised
issuing work visas for any freed up resources (but more could be done to actively move
resources away from other non-work visa products). If further processing pressures develop,
due to RCNZ changes or higher than anticipated volumes, then there will be trade-offs for
both family and visitor visas which will experience longer wait times.

Extending the processing timeline for 2021 Resident Visa applications 
8. We recommend extending the processing timeline for RV21, from 12 months to process 80%

of applications to 18 months to process the same. To be clear, the category would still close
on 31 July 2022.

9. Some RV21 applicants will face longer wait times and there have been clear communications
to the public that most will be processed in 12 months. However, RV21 applicants will still
have the certainty provided by a residence path (a prospect some would not have had
otherwise), just on a slightly longer timeframe.

Impact on processing capacity and other INZ processes 

10. This, combined with estimated productivity savings from shifting processing to ADEPT, will
reduce the resource demand for RV21 by 110 FTEs (currently 165 FTEs are needed). These
resource gains are owed approximately 70:30 to productivity gains and the timeline
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extension. Assuming no major changes to RCNZ, which we understand is unlikely, this would 
allow INZ to bring most visa processing in flow, except for the Skilled Migrant Category 
(SMC) and family residence categories where there are backlogs of applications to process.   

11. Further decisions are needed about reopening the Skilled Migrant Category (SMC), currently 
expected to happen once the RV21 closes on 31 July. While demand for the category should 
be a lot lower than previous years, given the impact of RV21, this is still a big processing 
demand.  

 
  

Use of Special Directions to effectively extend onshore visas  
12. We recommend you issue two Special Directions, one to extend onshore Work to Residence 

visas (WTR) by 6 months, and one to issue two-year open work rights visas to onshore 
Essential Skills, Post Study, and Partners of New Zealanders work visa holders. Doing so 
should remove most requests to renew work visas from the system in the short term and limit 
the expected surge of Essential Skills applications ahead of the AEWV opening in July. This 
change frees up some planned FTEs, but its main effect is to reduce volumes and therefore 
the forecast resource deficit on current planning for processing onshore visas. It will also 
eliminate VOC and new visa delays for those eligible. 

13. The use of Special Directions requires that they be necessary to manage COVID-19 impacts 
(like the border closure) and that those affected are not materially disadvantaged. We 
consider these tests are satisfied as the Special Directions are necessary to support the 
reopening of the border, which was closed to contain the spread of COVID-19, and all 
affected migrants receive an equal or better offer than if they were to renew their current visa 
or seek a new work visa. 

Automatic extension of onshore WTR visas under section 78A Immigration Act 2009 

14. We recommend that an automatic six-month extension be given to all onshore WTR visas 
(and any associated partner or dependent visas) that are expiring before 31 December 2022.  
This extension would apply from the current visa’s date of expiry and will affect up to 3,216 
WTR visa holders and their partners/dependents.  

15. This is a low-risk step, as this is a high approval category (97%) and is expected to lessen 
the rate of renewals significantly. We understand that even WTR holders who have lodged a 
RV21 application are renewing their WTR visas, to keep their WTR pathway until they are 
certain their RV21 is successful. This provides affected migrants the same conditions as their 
current visa but delays and possibly removes the need to renew it. 

Automatically issue a new visa to selected onshore temporary work visa holders under s 61A 
Immigration Act 2009 

16. The purpose of this step is to remove demand for visa renewals from the system and to limit 
the expected surge in Essential Skills applications ahead of the AEWV opens in July, from 
applicants who are concerned about meeting the criteria under the new system. To achieve 
this, the automatic visa needs to be more attractive than what could be obtained by renewal. 
We therefore recommend the new visa give holders open work rights for two years from the 
date of expiry of their current visa. 

17. We recommend that a new visa be issued on expiry of their current visa to the following visa 
holders, provided their current visa is expiring before 31 December 2022: 

a. Essential Skills work visa holders (and their partners and dependents): 

o approx. 4,800 visa holders plus family):  

s 9(2)(f)(iv)
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o most Essential Skills visa holders are expected to qualify for RV21 and will 
receive open work rights in the near future anyway;  

o the smaller number who do not qualify for RV21 will be able to stay in low-paid 
roles for two years, though this helps some employers transition to the 
Rebalance settings, and is similar to attracting working holiday makers to return 
early. Clear communication will be needed that people will need to leave if they 
cannot get a median wage or higher job after this period.   

b. Post Study Work visa holders (and their partners and dependents) 

o would apply to an estimated 7,900 applicants (plus their partners and 
dependents);  

o most of these visa holders likely qualify for RV21 (an estimated 70-80%) 
anyway;  

o for those who do not qualify for RV21 and whose visas expire before 31 
December 2022 ), this is a very favourable offer that grants them open work 
right for a further two years that they would not have otherwise received 

c. Partner of a New Zealander temporary work visa holders 

o would apply to an estimated 3,700 applicants (and their dependents).  

o A low risk step as this is a very high approval category (95%), and offer is 
equivalent to what these applicants would receive on a new temporary visa. 

Impact on processing capacity and other INZ processes 

18. These Special Directions will free up 70 FTEs over the period of March to June. This, 
combined with the RV21 extension, will allow INZ to clear the Essential Skills application 
backlogs by end of September, six months earlier than previously expected, or free up 
resources to meet further RCNZ demands.  

Streamlining assessment processes  
19.  

 
 

  

  
 

  
 

20. We have not been able to source the necessary business information in the time available to 
provide advice in this briefing. The impact of ADEPT automation also remains uncertain, and 
we are working to further quantify this.   

Cumulative impact on processing capacity of proposed changes  
21. Extending the RV21 processing timeline and issuing the two Special Directions will free up 

125 FTE to process other visa products, meaning the majority INZ’s visa processing could be 
in flow from 1st January 2023 (the with exception of SMC and family residence owing to 
backlogs). This are necessary measures to meet current processing needs for RCNZ as 
announced on 3 February 2022.  

6(c), 9(2)(g)(i)

 

 



 

  

 

2122-2916 In Confidence  7 

 

22. In the current operating model, the complexity of moving the visa processing workforce 
between different visa types depends on a variety of factors including the complexity and 
associated time to competency, submission channel (paper vs online) and location of the 
resource. Training staff on different visa products impacts on wider network productivity. The 
ADEPT platform will allow a more agile operating model in the future.  

23. There also remains considerable uncertainty about actual visa volumes, and the potential 
disruption of COVID on INZ capacity. Work continues to refine forecasts (including observing 
Australia’s experience as it reopens) and identify where officers can be redeployed quickly as 
volumes deviate from forecast.  

Processing impact of possible RCNZ changes  
24. We have modelled three scenarios for different RCNZ outcomes: 

a. That New Zealand will reopen to new visitors from July,  

b. That New Zealand will reopen to new visitors from April, and  

c. That New Zealand will reopen to new visitors and students from April.  

25. For each of these scenarios we have assumed visitor visa demand be 40% of 2019 levels, 
owing to low interest from the Chinese market due to their own domestic quarantine 
requirements. Where relevant, we have assumed demand for student visas will be 75% of 
2019 levels.  

26. Workforce capacity for each scenario are demonstrated in Annexes Two, Three and Four. To 
note, a green status does not indicate staff are necessarily available to work on other 
products – they may need to work through backlogs in some cases.  The main takeaways 
are:  

a. Visitor visas will place a lot of burden on the processing system in the first two months 
regardless of when they open. INZ would be best able to manage these if the 
reopening were in October, as staff dedicated to border exceptions work would become 
increasingly available from July. If visitors enter New Zealand earlier, there are trade-
offs required as,with no further processing changes, volumes of visitors visas on-hand 
would not be at a manageable level until October. Applicants would face wait times up 
to 70 days (longer if the border reopens to students at the same time).  

b. Students visa applications would only be manageable if productivity levels for 
processing offshore applications (which are more onerous) matched those for onshore 
applications. Achieving this would be challenging and likely require a much higher risk 
tolerance with limited checks on new student funds or bone fides.  

c. Other Critical Worker and Border Exceptions work is managed out of the same 
resource pool as visitor visas, and there would be added delays for this work if visitor 
visas reopen in April or July.  

27. Regardless of changes to RCNZ, there will be delays for processing Accredited Employer 
Work Visa elements in June and July owing to the volume surge when the system opens and 
suppressed productivity as the staff familiarise themselves with the new policy. The potential 
impact of Omicron on workforce availability and increasing workforce size through extra 
recruitment has not been accounted for in these models.   

28. While we have prioritised work visas for freed up resources, further decisions could be taken 
to actively remove resources from some visa products slowing or stopping processing. For 
example, there is a considerable resource commitment to processing family resident visas 
that could, in principle, be redeployed to address work or visitor processing at the cost of 
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longer wait times. The potential for this or other redeployments depends on how easily staff 
can be oved to new products without substantive productivity loss; and the impact on wait 
times depends on both reduce levels and any assessment streamlining introduced. We can 
further explore options to slow some products if you wish.   

Next steps 
29. You are meeting with officials on Friday 4 March to discuss your preferences for possible 

RCNZ changes and the options for creating processing capacity presented in this paper. 
Following that discussion, we will draft some talking points for you for Cabinet on Monday 7 
March on the impacts of bringing forward the reopening to Step 5 groups (particularly visitors 
and students). We understand that this may be raised as part of Monday’s discussion on 
reopening to Australians and visa waiver travel from April, and that a paper may be 
requested to confirm Step 5 timing decisions at Cabinet on 14 March. 

Annexes 
Annex One: FTE resource allocation by visa product (assuming no policy or process changes and 
reflecting RCNZ as at 3 February 2022) 

Annex Two: resourcing pressures if we open to visitors in July 

Annex Three: resourcing pressures if we open to visitors in April 

Annex Four: resourcing pressures if we open to students and visitors in April
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Appendix One: FTE resource allocation by visa product (assuming no policy or process changes and reflecting RCNZ as at 3 Feb 2022) 
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Annex Three: resourcing pressures if we open to visitors in April 
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Annex Four: resourcing pressures if we open to students and visitors in April 
 

 

 




