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I. Introduction to New Zealand Skilled Residence
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New Zealand actively seeks skilled migrants to contribute to its dynamic economy and address identified skill shortages across various sectors. The immigration system is structured to attract individuals possessing the requisite skills, qualifications, and experience that align with the nation's needs. 

Currently, the residence program is uncapped. The unlimited number on candidates represent a unique opportunity to obtain New Zealand residence while the criteria are relatively relaxed.

Pathways to residence are designed to appeal to a diverse pool of talent, encompassing those with occupations on high-demand lists, individuals meeting the needs of specific sectors such as care and transport, and those who qualify under the broader skilled migrant category.

Given the evolving nature of immigration policy, it is paramount that prospective applicants meet the criteria in effect at the time they lodge their application. This booklet endeavours to furnish the most current and comprehensive information available as of early 2025. The last such major change came about in Oct 2023.

Comparative to other countries, New Zealand has a relatively straightforward immigration process. A short read of the below overview will generally put applicants in good standing to self-assess as to their likelihood of qualifying for residency status in New Zealand.

Please note that this is not a how-to-guide nor a step-by-step manual on the process itself; the writer is providing information from their knowledge as an immigration specialist which is general to the public at large. For specific situations, applicants should consult a qualified New Zealand migration specialist such as an Immigration Lawyer.

Overview

New Zealand offers several primary routes for skilled individuals to obtain permanent residence. These include:


●  The Skilled Migrant Category (SMC) Resident Visa, a points-based system, also known as ‘the 6 point system’.



●  The Green List pathways, which are divided into Tier 1 (Straight to Residence Visa) and Tier 2 (Work to Residence Visa) for occupations on a specified list of in-demand roles.



●  The Care Workforce Work to Residence Visa, targeting specific roles within the care sector.



●  The Transport Sector Work to Residence Visa, for designated occupations in the transport industry (certain roles now defunct).



A notable trend in New Zealand's skilled migration landscape is the increasing centrality of the "Accredited Employer." This is evident across almost all skilled residence pathways, where a job offer from, or current employment with, an employer accredited by Immigration New Zealand (INZ) is a fundamental prerequisite. 

Businesses seeking to employ migrants under key residence categories, including the SMC and various Work to Residence visas, are mandated to achieve this accreditation. 

The accreditation process itself is rigorous, designed to ensure that employers are viable, comply with New Zealand's employment and immigration laws, and maintain sound human resource practices.This system effectively positions employers as initial validators of a migrant's skills and the authenticity of the job shortage, signifying a policy direction where INZ delegates a degree of initial screening to these accredited entities. 

For applicants, this underscores that possessing skills alone is insufficient; securing a role with an employer who has met INZ's stringent standards is a critical first step. The subject of applying for and maintaining New Zealand Accreditation status is the focus of another companion booklet.

Furthermore, the structure of skilled residence options reveals a dual strategy by immigration authorities. 

The existence of specific, targeted pathways such as the Green List and sector-specific visas (Care, Transport) runs parallel to the more general, points-based Skilled Migrant Category. The Green List explicitly caters to "in-demand jobs", while the Care and Transport pathways address critical shortages in those respective sectors. 

The Green List itself may be added to or reduced based on real time data. For example, primary-school teachers were recently added to the Tier 1 Green List occupation due to emerging data demonstrating greater demand than anticipated.

In contrast, the Skilled Migrant Category offers a broader avenue for individuals with a skilled job who meet criteria related to occupational registration, qualifications, or income. 

This differentiation suggests a strategic intent to prioritize and potentially fast-track individuals in roles deemed critical for immediate economic needs, for instance, through the "Straight to Residence" provision for Tier 1 Green List occupations, while concurrently maintaining a comprehensive system for assessing a wider array of skilled individuals who can demonstrate their potential contribution through a points-based framework. This allows the immigration system to be both responsive to urgent demands and robust in its general skilled intake.

Whatever the pathway, once a residence application is assessed and approved, the applicant and their included secondary applicants are issued a Residence Visa. They have become New Zealand Residents at this point. 

The next stage after becoming a New Zealand Resident is to make one further application for New Zealand Permanent Residence, usually after 2 years from the grant of New Zealand Residency. 

Typically, most Skilled-Based residence pathways will be in the big 3 of SMC, STR and WTR.

The following table provides a high-level comparison of these pathways:

Table 1: Overview of Skilled Residence Pathways



	Pathway Name

	Key Mechanism

	Typical Job Requirement Focus

	Path to Residence

	Age Limit (Principal Applicant)




	Skilled Migrant Category (SMC)

	Points-based (6 points required)

	
Skilled job with an accredited employer; meets skill/wage criteria


	Direct after ITA

	55 or younger




	Green List: Tier 1 Straight to Residence (STR)

	Specific Tier 1 Green List occupation

	
Job offer in a Tier 1 Green List role with accredited employer


	Direct

	55 or younger




	
Green List: Tier 2 Work to Residence

(WTR)


	Specific Tier 2 Green List occupation

	
Job offer in a Tier 2 Green List role with accredited employer


	Work-to-Residence (after 24 months NZ work)
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