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Overseas migration: temporary and humanitarian components

	Key points

	· Temporary migration to Australia has grown in recent years, driven largely by increases in the number of overseas students, working holiday makers and skilled workers. 

· Temporary migration contributes to Australia’s population growth in the short term, but also contributes to long-term population growth.

· A significant proportion of temporary migrants obtain permanent residency while onshore.

· The Humanitarian Program provides residency to people in dire need. 

· Most of the 13–14 000 Humanitarian Program visas granted each year are to refugees and others in humanitarian need, who are currently overseas.

· Less than 20 per cent of the visas are granted to those who apply for a visa after entering Australia.

· Unauthorised boat arrivals are entitled to apply for onshore protection and most are subsequently found to be refugees.

· This is in contrast with other onshore applicants, who are typically unsuccessful in establishing refugee status.

· Refugee visas granted to unauthorised arrivals do not lead to an increase in average entries under the Humanitarian Program. Any increase in this component is matched by a corresponding reduction in other streams.

	

	


Two components of Australia’s migration programs that warrant closer attention are our temporary migrant intake and the Humanitarian Program. As discussed in chapter 4, temporary migration has been the main driver of the recent growth in net overseas migration. And the Humanitarian Program has featured in the population debate following the recent increase in the number of asylum seekers arriving in Australia by boat.
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Temporary migration

In 2007‑08, people holding a temporary visa accounted for around 66 per cent of net overseas migration (NOM), compared to around 58 per cent in 2005-06 (ABS 2010c). Given the significance of this component of NOM and the less than obvious linkages between temporary migration and population growth, it is worth examining recent trends in greater detail.

What are the links between temporary migration and population growth?

The Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) defines temporary entrants to Australia as people arriving from overseas on a temporary visa (box 5.1). Their stay in Australia may be as short as a few days or as long as several years.

	Box 5.1
Categories of temporary entrants

	Temporary entrants to Australia comprise visitors and temporary residents:

· Visitors include tourists, people admitted to visit relatives or to undergo medical treatment and business visitors staying for up to three months.

· Temporary residents are given entry for a specific purpose judged to be of benefit to Australia. They include:

· overseas students — people enrolled in a registered course of study in Australia on a student visa valid for the length of the course

· working holiday makers — young people on holiday in Australia with short-term work rights

· skilled temporary residents — mostly skilled workers recruited by Australian employers, entering under the Temporary Business (Long Stay) (subclass 457) visa. This visa permits a stay of up to four years

· other temporary residents — this category covers a range of visas allowing people to enter Australia for social, cultural, diplomatic and training purposes.

	Sources: DIAC (2009d, 2010a).

	

	


Temporary entrants, as a group, make a significant contribution to the total population at any point in time. The total stock of temporary entrants (the number of people in Australia on a temporary visa of any kind) at 30 June of each year remained at around 550 000–600 000 from 2002 to 2006, but then rose steadily to reach almost 1 million in 2009 (figure 5.1). As these are stock figures, they do not necessarily represent the same people staying on year after year (the majority of the stock of temporary entrants are usually short-term visitors). However, with growing temporary migration, even of a short-term nature, the total number of temporary entrants at any one time increasingly needs to be considered in analysing labour markets and community demand for services, infrastructure and housing (among others).

Figure 5.1
Stock of temporary visa holders, at 30 June, 2002–09a
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a( DIAC excludes temporary visa holders who were expected to apply for permanent residency and were counted in the permanent migration or humanitarian program numbers.

Data sources: DIMIA (2004b, 2004c, 2005a); DIMA (2006); DIAC (2008b, 2008c, 2009b).

Temporary migrants can contribute to population growth in both the short and long terms.

· In the short term, temporary migrants contribute to the estimated resident population if they reside legally in Australia for 12 of the 16 months following arrival.

· Temporary migrants can contribute to the estimated resident population in the long term if they extend their stay in Australia beyond their initial visa limit — for example, by obtaining permanent residency while onshore (figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2
Temporary migration and population growth
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If the net temporary migration over the long term is greater than zero (that is, every year there are more new temporary immigrants arriving than current temporary residents departing), the population in the long term would be commensurately greater. On the other hand, if the number of new temporary residents changes significantly only for a short period, there will be a significant change in the population in the short term and a reversal in the longer term. For example, in the case of a brief spike in temporary immigrants which increases the population in the short term, unless some of those temporary residents subsequently obtain permanent residency, this increase will be reversed once they depart and the temporary migrant intake returns to historical levels. 

How have temporary migrants contributed to population growth in recent years?

Initial contribution of temporary residents to NOM

The number of visas granted to temporary entrants has remained stable at about 4 million per year over the past five years. The majority of those visas — over 3 million — are visitor visas, mostly for tourists and short-stay business visitors, who do not contribute to NOM (DIAC 2010a). 

The number of temporary resident visas has increased steadily during the past five years, driven by growth in overseas students, working holiday‑makers and skilled workers. The number of visas granted under those three categories nearly doubled from 2004-05 to 2008-09 (DIMIA 2006, DIAC 2010a).

ABS data indicate that in recent years, holders of the above types of visas have made a substantial and growing contribution to NOM (figure 5.3).

Figure 5.3
The impact of temporary visa holders on net overseas migration, 2004-05 to 2007-08a
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a( Excludes temporary visa holders who have been in Australia for more than ten years.

Data source: ABS (2010b).

How many temporary entrants become permanent residents?

It is difficult to determine whether the recent increase in temporary resident visas is a short-term phenomenon or a sign of a long-term change in temporary migration levels. As noted, recent ABS data indicate a fall in NOM levels for the year to March 2010. Even if the increase proves short-lived, some of it will translate into long-term population growth, because a significant number of temporary resident visa holders go on to obtain permanent residency.

In recent years, more than half of the Business (Long Stay) visa holders and around one-third of overseas students subsequently converted their status to permanent residency (figure 5.4).
 However, recent changes to permanency options for students will be likely to have an effect in the future.

Figure 5.4
Temporary visa holders who have subsequently obtained permanent residency, as at 16 September 2010a, b, c, d
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a Figures based on the number of people, not the number of visa grants. Where a person has been granted more than one temporary visa in a financial year, the figures reflect the last temporary visa granted in the financial year. A person may be counted in more than one year, if they were granted temporary visas in different years.  b Business (Long Stay) visas include Independent Executives.  c Permanent residency visas include permanent and provisional visas.  d The percentage of people with temporary visas who obtained permanent residency is a snapshot at 16 September, and may increase over time.

Data sources: DIMIA (2002, 2003, 2004a, 2005b, 2006); DIMA (2007); DIAC pers. comm., 16 September 2009.

Applicants with current temporary visas accordingly constitute a significant proportion of Australia’s permanent migrant intake, with approximately one-third of all permanent visas granted to onshore applicants (figure 5.5).

Figure 5.5
Permanent visa grants, onshore and offshore, 2000-01 to 2008-09a(
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a( Permanent migration program visa grants only; excludes humanitarian visas and non-program migration (mostly New Zealand citizens).

Data sources: DIMA (2001); DIMIA (2002, 2003, 2004a); DIAC (2008b, 2009b, 2010a).

The onshore component has increased from 28 per cent of total visa grants in 2000‑01 to 37 per cent in 2008‑09. This proportion may increase further, if the recent spike in temporary residents translates into a significant increase in future onshore applications for permanent residence, and there is no corresponding increase in the aggregate size of the permanent migration program. (The recent changes in the relative ease with which temporary migrants can obtain permanent residency — such as the changes to the Skilled Occupations List — may mitigate such an increase.)
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The Humanitarian Program

Refugees and asylum seekers are regularly the subject of public and media attention in Australia. Much of this has focused on asylum seekers who arrive by boat without a valid visa — unauthorised boat arrivals. The issue of asylum seekers is sometimes conflated with debate over population growth and immigration more generally. It is, therefore, important to look at the facts on the Australian Humanitarian Program — the government program of most relevance to the above issues — and the implications of that Program for the wider immigration and population picture.

What is Australia’s Humanitarian Program?

The Humanitarian Program runs alongside Australia’s larger Migration Program for the purpose of providing residency to people in humanitarian need. It has two components:

· The offshore resettlement component offers resettlement in Australia to those currently overseas. It consists of two categories of visa.

· Refugee visas are for offshore people identified as refugees under the Refugee Convention (most of whom are identified and referred to Australia for resettlement by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees). 

· Special Humanitarian Program visas are for people living outside their home country who are subject to substantial discrimination amounting to gross violation of human rights in their home country.

· The onshore protection component offers protection to asylum seekers arriving in Australia who are found to be refugees as defined by the Refugee Convention (box 5.2). Asylum seekers can include those who arrive in Australia on a valid visa and subsequently apply for protection, and those who arrive without a valid visa (figure 5.6).

	Box 5.2
Refugees and asylum seekers defined

	A refugee, as defined by the United Nations 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees (the Refugee Convention), is a person outside his or her home country who is ‘unable or unwilling to return because of a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership of a particular social group’.

An asylum seeker is a person who is applying for international protection, but whose claim for refugee status has not yet been verified. Australia’s obligations under the Refugee Convention require that it not return refugees or asylum seekers to ‘places where their lives or liberties are in danger’ (‘non-refoulement’ principle). If asylum seekers are found to be refugees and meet health and character requirements, they are granted protection visas under Australia’s Humanitarian Program. 

	Sources: DIAC (2009f); Phillips (2010).

	

	


Figure 5.6
Components of the Humanitarian Program
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Recent changes in composition

The annual intake under the Humanitarian Program remained stable over the period 2004‑05 to 2008‑09, with between 13 000 and 14 000 visas granted each year. The offshore resettlement component is the larger component of the program. But the past five years have seen an increase in the size of the onshore component as a proportion of the total program — from about 8.2 per cent of the Humanitarian Program in 2004‑​05, to around 18.5 per cent in 2008-09 (figure 5.7).

Figure 5.7
Components of Australia’s Humanitarian Program, 2004‑05 to 2008‑09a
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a Prior to the end of the ‘Pacific Solution’ in February 2008, unauthorised boat arrivals processed offshore were mostly counted as part of the offshore component of Australia’s Humanitarian Program. Since then, unauthorised boat arrivals have been processed on Christmas Island and, if granted protection visas, have been included in the onshore protection component of the program.

Data sources: DIAC (2009d, 2010a).

Onshore asylum seekers and unauthorised arrivals 

The number of applications for protection lodged by onshore applicants has increased from about 3100 in 2004‑05 to about 5300 in 2008‑09. Most applications have been unsuccessful (although the share of successful applications has grown recently) (table 5.1).

Table 5.1
Asylum seeker applications and outcomes, 2005–08a

	No. of applications
	Year

	
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008

	Accepted
	577
	599
	1 212
	1 397

	Rejected
	2 804
	2 175
	2 451
	2 867

	Otherwise closed
	69
	238
	57
	69

	Total
	3 450
	3 012
	3 720
	4 333

	Accepted as a % of total
	16.7%
	19.9%
	32.6%
	32.2%


a Outcomes refer to initial determinations by DIAC. Some refused applications are subsequently successfully appealed. In 2008, according to UN data, around 20 per cent of appeals were successful.

Sources: UNHCR (2007, 2008a, 2008b, 2009).

Unlawful non-citizens and unauthorised arrivals

Under Australian law, any foreign national who enters Australia without a valid visa, remains in Australia with an expired or cancelled visa, or breaches visa conditions is considered an ‘unlawful non-citizen’ (DIAC 2009e). Unlawful non‑citizens (more typically referred to in the media as ‘illegal immigrants’) include:

· unauthorised arrivals — people arriving in Australia (by air or sea) without a valid visa

· those arriving by sea without a valid visa, often termed ‘boat people’ in common usage, are referred to as ‘unauthorised boat arrivals’ or ‘irregular maritime arrivals’ by DIAC (Philips 2010, DIAC 2010d)

· visa overstayers — temporary entrants to Australia who fail to depart when their visa expires

· visa holders who breach their visa conditions (for example, by working in Australia when this is not permitted under the conditions of their visa).

While precise data on the number of people becoming unlawful non-citizens in a particular year are difficult to obtain, it appears that the greatest contribution is made by those who overstay their visas. DIAC reported that the number of visa overstayers remaining in Australia at any point in time has remained relatively constant over the past five years at 45 000–50 000 people (DIAC 2010a). In contrast, the number of unauthorised boat arrivals per annum has fluctuated strongly, but has not exceeded 6 000 in the past 20 years (Phillips and Spinks 2010).

Recent trends in unauthorised boat arrivals

According to DIAC (2009g), the majority of asylum seekers arrive in Australia lawfully (holding a valid temporary visa) and subsequently apply for a protection visa under the onshore protection component of Australia’s Humanitarian Program. 

The number of unauthorised boat arrivals has varied greatly over the past decade. Arrivals increased over the 1990s, reaching a peak of over 5500 people in 2001, before dropping sharply and remaining at low levels for several years (table 5.2). 

Recently, boat arrivals have increased again, with nearly 3000 arrivals being recorded in the first half of 2010. If this trend continued in the second half of 2010 (resulting in almost 6000 unauthorised boat arrivals for the calendar year) and all of those arrivals were granted visas, this total would amount to less than 45 per cent of the approximately 13 500 people granted permanent humanitarian visas, or 3.2 per cent of migrants granted visas under all permanent migration programs in 2008-09 (DIAC 2010a). 

Table 5.2
Unauthorised boat arrivals, 1999–2010

	Year
	Number of boatsa
	Number of peopleb

	1999
	86
	3 721

	2000
	51
	2 939

	2001
	43
	5 516

	2002
	1
	1

	2003
	1
	53

	2004
	1
	15

	2005
	4
	11

	2006
	6
	60

	2007
	5
	148

	2008
	7
	161

	2009
	59
	2 750c

	2010d
	59
	2 982


a Boat numbers exclude boats returned from whence they came.  b Figures for 1999 to 2008 are exclusive of crew, while figures for 2009 and 2010 include crew.  c Figure includes five deceased at sea 16 April 2009 and 12 deceased at sea 1 November 2009. Figure does not include: two arrivals in an ‘esky’ on 17 January 2009; four on Deliverance Island with no boat on 29 April 2009; and 78 on board Oceanic Viking intercepted in Indonesian waters in November 2009.  d To 19 May 2010.

Source: Phillips and Spinks (2010) (1999 to 2008 figures from DIAC; 2009‑10 figures compiled by Phillips and Spinks from ministerial press releases).

It is often not appreciated that increases in unauthorised boat arrivals do not influence the total size of the Humanitarian Program, let alone migration levels. As noted, the quota of humanitarian visas granted has been stable over the past five years, with 13 750 places available in 2009‑10 (DIAC 2010a). As the number of visa grants to onshore applicants has risen, the offshore component of the Humanitarian Program has been reduced correspondingly, so that the overall program has not expanded significantly over time.

How many unauthorised boat arrivals are found to be refugees?

Applications for onshore protection do not specify mode of arrival (air or sea), and it is difficult to determine the exact proportions of successful asylum applications among boat arrivals as compared to air arrivals. One source (Phillips 2010) cited figures suggesting that in different years, between 70 and 97 per cent of asylum seekers arriving by boat were found to be refugees and granted protection in Australia or elsewhere. By comparison, data in table 5.1 (which incorporate all onshore asylum seekers) indicate that other onshore asylum seekers have had a much lower success rate in their protection applications, with the majority not found to be refugees.

Recent figures from DIAC — reporting on the outcomes of the new processing arrangements on Christmas Island for unauthorised boat arrivals — appear to  indicate high refugee recognition rates among asylum seekers who arrived by boat. From 29 July 2008 (the start of the new processing arrangements) to 30 June 2009, 944 boat arrivals were sent to Christmas Island for processing. Of these, 531 refugee status assessments were initiated and 217 completed. Of the completed assessments, 206 (or nearly 95 per cent) were approved and granted protection visas (DIAC 2009d).

�	The data cover temporary visa holders who obtained their visa between 2000-01 and 2005-06. Data on more recent temporary visa grants are excluded, because temporary visas are valid for four years, and not all of the temporary visa holders who obtained their visas after 2006 and will ultimately obtain permanent visas, would have done so to date. The final proportion for visa holders who received temporary visas in 2005-06 is likely to increase, as not all such applications had been finalised and recorded as at 16 September 2010.


�		Part of the increase in the onshore component may be attributable to a measurement change. Prior to the end of the ‘Pacific Solution’ in February 2008, unauthorised boat arrivals processed offshore and granted protection were mostly counted as part of the offshore component of the Humanitarian Program. Under current government policy, these unauthorised arrivals are processed on Christmas Island and, if granted protection, are included in the onshore component of the program (Phillips, Klapdor and Simon-Davies 2010, Phillips and Spinks 2010). As the number of unauthorised boat arrivals during the period 2004 to 2007 was relatively low (table 5.2), this change is unlikely to have substantially affected the figures for this period.
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