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The Productivity Commission

The Productivity Commission is the Australian Government’s independent research and advisory body on a range of economic, social and environmental issues affecting the welfare of Australians. Its role, expressed most simply, is to help governments make better policies, in the long term interest of the Australian community.

The Commission’s independence is underpinned by an Act of Parliament. Its processes and outputs are open to public scrutiny and are driven by concern for the wellbeing of the community as a whole.

Further information on the Productivity Commission can be obtained from the Commission’s website (www.pc.gov.au) or by contacting Media and Publications on (03) 9653 2244 or email: maps@pc.gov.au

Foreword

Australia is largely a nation of immigrants. From the First Fleet to the post-war wave of assisted passages, to the present day, migration has always been at the centre of this country’s development. As time has passed, however, and our population has grown and spread, it is natural that the consensus that we must ‘populate or perish’ would give way to more diverse and nuanced perspectives about migration and population growth, and the policy implications.

Debate has ebbed and flowed over the years and flared up again in the lead-up to the federal election. However, that debate arguably was not as well informed by the facts as the topic deserves. Many numbers were cited, drawing on various demographic concepts, but these often appeared contradictory or based on only part of the story. As a consequence, the public is likely to have been left confused, bemused or misled on what is  a key public policy issue.

In this Research Paper, the Commission has sought to improve the information base for public discussion by describing the main demographic trends and what lies behind them. That said, it does not seek to be exhaustive, but rather to focus on those features that seem most important.

The Commission is very grateful to the research team which assisted it on this project, led by Patrick Jomini in its Melbourne office. The paper benefitted from comments on an earlier draft by two referees, Professor Graeme Hugo, Director of the National Centre for Social Applications of Geographical Information Systems, University of Adelaide, and Dr Heather Booth, Associate Professor at the Australian Demographic and Social Research Institute, the Australian National University. 

The Commission of course remains responsible for the views expressed and other content in the paper and would welcome further feedback on it.

Gary Banks AO

Chairman

December 2010
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Abbreviations

ABS
Australian Bureau of Statistics

DIAC
Department of Immigration and Citizenship

GNI
Gross National Income

GSM
General Skilled Migration

MODL
Migration Occupations in Demand List

NOM
Net Overseas Migration

OAD
Overseas Arrivals and Departures

SOL
Skilled Occupations List

TFR
Total Fertility Rate

	Key points

	· Since the 1980s, net overseas migration has overtaken natural increase as the major contributor to Australia’s population growth.

· Although the total fertility rate in Australia has risen recently, it is still only half what it was in the early 1960s.

· Over the past century, life expectancy has increased significantly. This has mitigated the decline in natural increase and been the main contributor to the ageing of Australia’s population.

· Migration flows are shaped by the economic and social motivations of migrants and by government policy in Australia.

· Only the permanent migrant intake is controlled directly by the government, but migration is also influenced indirectly through other policy settings and conditions. 

· Net overseas migration has grown strongly during the past ten years, with most of the growth being in the ‘temporary’ categories.

· Temporary migration contributes to Australia’s population growth in the long term as well as short term. In the last five years, many overseas students and skilled temporary migrant workers obtained permanent residency onshore.

· The Humanitarian Program is a small component of the total migrant intake. Refugee visas granted to unauthorised arrivals do not increase its size.

· Australia’s population is highly urbanised. In recent years, population growth in capital cities has exceeded growth in most other parts of the country.

· Future population levels are sensitive to even minor variations in the components of population change and cannot be predicted with accuracy.

· The economic effects of immigration and population growth are diverse, depending on source, composition and context.

	

	


