THE 1999-2000 IMMIGRATION PROGRAM

w Bob Birrell

Beginningin July 1999, major changesto theway skilled migrants are sd ected will beintroduced. The
new criteria will better target the skills needed by Australian employers. However, because over seas
studentstrained in Australia ar e to be given the highest selection priority and because universitiesare
rapidly expanding placesfor such students, thereisarisk that opportunitiesfor local aspirantsin some

professional areaswill diminish.

Inthe past year there has been a sustained
business and State G overnment campaign
to expand the skilled migrant intake.
However, when the Coalition
Government announced its 1999-2001
program on 29 April 1999, it conceded
little to this campaign. The planning
target of 82,000 was similar to the previ-
ous year's 80,000 figure. There have,
however, been somefar-reaching changes
to the way in which skilled migrants are
to be selected. Thes changes are the
main subject of the discusson below.
Inannouncing the 1999-2000 program
the Minister, Philip Ruddock, dismissed
the pleas of those advocating a much
larger intake. He stated that current
migration levels, if sustained, would lead
tothe eventual stabilisation of Australia’'s
population at around 23 million over the
next 50 years, and that this ‘would not be
viewed with alarm by most Australians'.
Furthermore, he asserted that the link
between population numbers and
Australia’'s economic well-being had
much more to do with the ‘skill levelsof
the population, including those of
immigrants’, than it did with size
According to the Minister, ‘economic
growth rates appear to be largely
independent of popul ation growthrates’.*
Nevertheless, the Government has
made some concessions to business and
the State Governments by liberalising
some of the various migration categories

People and Place, vol. 7, no. 2, page 48

which are intended to promote overseas
migration to specific states and regional
areas. To this end the Government has
created a ‘ contingency reserve’ of 5,000
placesfor 1999-2000, whichisadditional
to the 82,000 figure quoted above. T his
has been designed to accommodate
additional migrants in these categories
should State Governments and/or
employers manage to recruit more than
currently allowed for. Theimplications of
these concessions are explored at the end
of this paper.

A FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING
CHANGESTO THE SKILL
SELECTION SYSTEM

The skilled section of the program con-
sists of a number of streams, the most
important of which are the Independent
and Skilled-Australian-Linked (SAL)
categories, the Employer Nomination
Scheme (ENS) and Business Skills pro-
grams(see Table 1). A detailed review of
these programs can be found in the
December issue of People and Place.?
The latter two programs are largely
unchanged. However, major changes to
the Independent and SAL categories will
be implemented in July 1999, following
a Review of their operation in 1998.3 In
these two categories prospective
migrants wishing to gain selection on
account of their skills are assessed via a
points system designed to choose those



Table1: Australia’sMigration Program, visasissued outcomes 1995-96 to 1997-98,
projected autcome 1998-99 and planned outcome 1999-2000

Outcome Projected | Planning level
outcome
1995-96 1996-97 1997-98 1998-99 1999-2000
Family

Spouses/fiancé(e)s 33,550 25,130 25,790 24,330 27,000
Parents 8,890 7,580 1,080 3,070 500
Dependent children 2,830 2,200 2,190 2,000 2,350
Other preferential 3,450 2,300 2,250 2,000 2,150
Concessional family? 8,000 7,340 na na na
Total 56,700 44,580 31,310 31,400 32,000

Skilled stream
Employer nominations 4,640 5,560 5,950 5,000 5,200
Business skills 4,900 5,820 5,360 6,000 6,000
Independent 10,600 15,000 13,270 13,500 13,300
SAL n.a na 9,540 9,000 8,400
Other 4,000 1,170 550 1,500 2,100
Total 24,100 27,550 34,670 35,000 35,000
Special eligibility 1,700 1,730 1,110 1,600 3,000
Humanitarian 15,050 11,910 12,055 12,000 12,000
Total 97,610 85,810 79,155 80,000 82,000

a

Concessional family was replaced by SAL in 1997-98.

Includes 1,000 places for state- nominated migrants and 800 places for the Regional Sponsored

Migration Scheme (see discussion below).

best equipped to add to Australia’s
skilled workforce. The SAL category
incorporates points for applicants
sponsored by relatives in Australia. The
Government has now announced the
operational detail of the changesresulting
from the Review, thus allowing a more
detailed assessment of their implications.

In assessing these measures | have in
mind three concerns. One isthe extent to
which they enhance the skill level of the
migrants sel ected. As Philip Ruddock has
stated and as Stephen Joske argues el se-
where in this issue of People and Place,
it isthe skills that migrants bring to Aus-
tralia which are the key to judging their
economic contribution, not their overall
numbers. Another is whether the

migrants’ skillsarerelevant to Australian
employers’ needs. Finally, there is the
question of whether skilled migration
jeopardisestheinterestsof the Australian
residents who must compete with
migrants either for training opportunities
or jobs.

Past experience shows that a skilled
intake based primarily on applicants
university or trade qualifications is not
satisfactory. This because it effectively
allowsthe selection process (and thus the
occupational mix of migrants) to be
determined by emigraion demand from
source countries. For example, inthe late
1980s thousands of engineers and doc-
tors, particularly from Asian countries,
were selectedon the bad s of their tertiary
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qualifications. Their keennessto migrate
reflected the oversupply of tertiary grad-
uatesin these countries. Many applicants
were desperate to relocate in an advanced
Western country and therefore were not
much concerned about their immediate
job prospects. Any link between the skills
they had to offer and Australian
employers’ needs was fortuitous. In the
case of thedoctors they arrived at atime
when successive Australian governments
were embarking on a deliberate policy of
reducingtherate of growth in thenumber
of doctors practising in Australia.

Second, a skilled migration program
should be sensitive to preserving oppor-
tunities for Australian aspirants to skilled
jobs. Since there are some areas of skilled
shortagein Australia,including computing
professionals, accountants, nurses and
some tradespersons, there is a case for
selecting appropriately qualified migrants
in these fields. But large-scale recruitment
in these areas may clash with the higher
priority of providing opportunities for
Australian graduates and apprentices.
There hasbeen amassive expansionin the
supply of tertiary-educated persons in
Australia since the late 1980s. During the
years 1991-1996 alone, the number of
Australian residents holding degree
qualificationsexpanded by 46 per cent (22
per cent of the increase being attributable
to migrants who arrived during the 1991-
1996 period). This rate of expansionwas
several timesfaster than therate of growth
in employment in professional and
managerial occupations during the same
time. As a result many of these graduates
have, at least initially, had to make do with
sub-professional employment.

Not everyone will agree with these
criteria The business enthusiasts for
higher migration and their academic
spokespersons tend to ignore these
constraints. Some, like Glen Withers,
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acknowledge that any boost to migration
must focus on skills, but simply do not
explore the question of how a sharp
increase in skilled migration can be
accomplished without seriousimpacts on
particular labour markets.® There is no
escape from this dilemma. A boost to the
skilled migration intake will inevitably
focuson professional fields. But these are
the very areas that domestic aspirantsare
clamouring to enter. The only way out of
thiscircleisto assume that migration will
deliver a massive boost to Australia’s
economy and thus to produce a sharp
increase in the demand for <illed
workers. To believe this requires a
judgement that Australia’ sinternationdly
competitive industries are being held
back by local skill shortages and/or by
insufficient growth in the domestic mar-
ket. Yet, to judge from the skill shortage
assessments of the Commonwealth
Department of Employment, Workplace
Relations and Small Business, there are
very few areas of national skill shortage.®
Currently thereis also aboom in domes-
tic demand, much of which is being
satisfied by imports, in the process con-
tributingto aserious balance of payments
deficit. Unless advocates can show a
direct link between extra people and the
emergence of moreinternationally com-
petitiveindustries, amajor boost toimmi-
gration can be likened to throwing oil on
the deficit fire.

Looked at in these terms of these three
criteria — skill level, employers' needs
and residents’ prospects — the recent
changestoimmigrationpolicy signal both
good and bad news. The reforms to the
Independent and SAL categories will
better target the selection of skilled
migrants. There will be no repeat of the
late 1980s episode unless the overall
intake of skilled migrants is sharply
increased. However, thereare groundsfor



concern about their impact on domestic
oppor tunity. In addition, as shown bel ow,
the program initiaives desgned to
accommodate the State Governments'
pressuresfor alarger intake have resulted
in a dilution of the skill criteria used to
select the migrants in question.

THE NEW INDEPENDENT AND
SKILLED-AUSTRALIAN LINKED
CATEGORIES

For the program year 1999-2000, T able 1
shows that 13,300 Independents and
8,400 SAL applicants are expected to be
visaed, of whom about 5,500 and 2,700
respectively will be principal applicants
(PAS). The rest will be family members
who accompany the PAs.

PAs are to be evaluated mainly on the
criteria of skill (including work
experience), age and English-speaking
capacity, though additional points can be
earned for work experience in a skilled
occupation, for possessing an occupation
designatedasin demand in Australia, for
Australian qualificationsand for theskills
of the principal applicant’ s spouse. There

are also bonus points for the investment
of capital in Australia or knowledge of a
community language or Australian work
experience. The SAL applicants receive
a bonus of 15 points on account of their
sponsorship by an Australian relative.
Table 2 outlinesthe points available. The
pass mark for both categories has been
set at 110. Minimum threshold levels are
required for an applicant to be processed
in either category. They must have post-
secondary-school training, be able to
speak, read, write and comprehend Eng-
lish at a ‘functional’ level (discussed
below), be under 45 and, unless their
qualifications were earned in Australia,
have some work experience.

Demand for placesislikely to be high.
This assumption isreflectedin theinitid
pass mark of 110. The possession of the
bare minimum threshold requirements
would vyield only 70 points for
Independent applicants and 85 for SAL
applicants. The Government’s selection
priorities are manifested in the way it has
shaped the points allocations. These
prioritiesaredifferent fromthoseimplicit

Table 2: Assessment System for |ndependent and SAL applicants

Selection characteristics Broad criteria Points
Skill Tier One occupatians 60
Tier Two occupations 50
Tier Three occupdions 40
Age 18-29 30
30-34 25
35-39 20
40-44 15
English language ability ‘Competent’ English 20
‘Vocational’ English 15
Specific work experience Experience in nominaed Tier One Occupation 10
Other experience 5
Occupation in demand Occupation in demand but no job offer 5
Occupation in demand with job offer 10
Australian qualifications Australian diploma, trade or higher qualification 5
Spouse skills Spouse meets threshold requirements 5
Bonus Points Speaks community language or invest capital in Australia 5
or have work experience in Australia
Sponsor For SAL applicarts only 15

Pass Mark: 110 for Independent and SAL applicants
Source: DIMA
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in the previous selection sysem.

First, as is explained below, priority
has been given to full-fee overseas stu-
dents who have recently completed their
trainingin Australia and whose qualifica-
tionsare classified within thetop tier of a
new three-tiered classification of occu-
pations. This classification categorises
occupations according to whether the
qualifications involve a body of knowl-
edge which is themain basis for entry to
the occupation. The top tier, which
receives 60 points, indudes most trades
along with severd fields for which
degree-level qualifications are required.
The most important of these are law,
nursing, teaching, engineering, account-
ing and computing. However, in
designating tier one occupations thereis
no reference to whether the occupation is
in demand in Australia. The second tier
involves occupations usually requiring a
degree, such as for journalism and per-
sonnel or public relations work at the
professional or managerial level, but
where the degreeis only one of a number
of criterialikely to be taken into account
in making appointments. This tier
receives 50 points. Finally occupations
requiring adiplomareceive 40 points.

Overseas students are advantaged in
the following ways. First and most impor-
tant, they can now apply for immigration
immediately on graduation. Indeed they

are encouraged to do so now that the
Government has exempted them from the
minimum 12 months occupational
experience requirement for all other tier
one occupations. Under the pre-July 1999
system, recently graduated overseas
students were generaly ineligible for a
visa because they did not have a usual
occupation for at least six of the 24
monthspriorto application. They therefore
gained no points under the skill factor.
Second, Australian-trained applicants are
given an additional five points for having
been trained in Australia. Third, a high
proportion of overseas-students trained at
Australianuniversities have qualifications
which are classified in the first tier of 60
point occupations. These include,
accounting, computing, nursing and
engineering. Finaly, Australian-trained
graduates are assumed to be ‘ competent’
in English (seethecriteria below) and thus
receive top points for English (20 points)
without any testing. Most, being students,
will fit into the top scoring 18-34 year old
categories (at least 25 points). They will
therefore attain the 110 pass mark without
having to draw on the additional points
available, as for spouse skills or bonus
points.

How many overseas students will
apply? In 1997, 21,042 overseas stud ents
completed university degree courses in
Australia and further increases are in the

Table3: University completions® in computing® and accounting, over seasand local

students, 1992 and 1997

Accounting

Overseas  Loca Tota

1992 1,393 6,142 7,535
1997 2,787 6,858 9,645
Increase 1992-97 1,394 916 2,110

Computing
% overseas | Overseas Local  Total % overseas
185 635 3319 3,951 16.1
28.9 1,848 4360 6,205 24.8

1,213 1,041 2,257

a

Includes undergraduate and postgraduate compl etions.

®  Computing numbers are for science faculty completions. In 1997 there were another 1,287
completions in computing in business faculties, of whom 563 were overseas students.
Source: Department of Education, Training and Y outh Affairs (DETY A), unpublished files
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pipeline. As can be seen from Table 3,
more than 5,000graduated in 1997 in just
two of the tier one occupations, that is
accounting and computing. Past
experience in Australia, Canada and the
USA indicates that most graduates from
Asia and other third world countries will
take up opportunities for permanent
residence if they arise. It is therefore
likely that many, if not a majority, of the
eligible graduatesin A ustraliawill apply
under the new rules. Given the rapid
expansion in overseas student com-
pletions, in afew yearsthey will probably
dominate the Independent category if the
selection system remains unchanged.
Some will dso be eligible for the SAL
category through sponsorship by relatives
already in Audralia.

The impact on the Independent cate-
gory islikely to be positive in relation to
the criteria listed earlier. T he applicants
selected will be better targeted to meet
Australia’s skill needsthanthose sel ected
under the old system. Several of the tier
one occupations, including accounting
and computing, are under supplied in
Australia at present. In addition, the
evidenceon employment outcomes shows
that overseas studentstrained in Australia
are more likely to find professional or
managerial level employment than
migrants trained in the same field
overseas.’ For those coming from Non-
English-Speaking-Background (NESB)
countries this is probably because local
graduates have better English, more
knowledge of locally required skills and
amore sensitiveawareness of the cultural
skillsneeded in an Australian workplace.

The new system also incorporates an
element of demand targeting, in that
additional points are available for those
with occupations judged by the Depart-
ment of Employment, W orkplace Rela-
tionsand Small Businessto bein national

shortage. However, sincethereareonly a
small number of occupations listed
(notably accountants, computing profes-
sionals, nurses and metal tradespersons),
this component of the system will not
prevent the selection of professionals
holding tier one occupationsin fieldslike
architecture, civil engineering and pri-
mary teaching where demand is flat and
easily met from local graduates.

A more important and welcome
element of targeting flows from the fact
that the new system effectively debars
many occupations for which there has
long seemed little justification for
selection. Applicants must nominate an
occupation listed by the Department of
Immigration and Multicultural Affairs
(DIMA) in the application form to be
eligible for selection. A few occupations
prominent in the past experience have
been removed altogether, including
university lecturers and doctors.
University lecturerscanstill be sponsored
by universities under the ENS, but they
will no longer be able to enter under the
Independent or SAL categories. This
makes sense given the vast excess in
supply of Australian-qualified aspirants
for the few university positions on offer.

More significantly, the possesson of
an occupation classfied in tier two
implies that the applicant is unlikely to
gain selection. Tier two occupations
include many which delivered numerous
successful PAs in the past, including
journalists, economists, sdes and
marketing managers, public relations
officers, marketing and advertising
professionals and life scientists Such
applicants will have to score top points
under the English and experience criteria
and be under thirty to reach the 110 pass
mark. This is a welcome change, which
will reduce the flow of migrantsin many
occupations where there are many local
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aspirants and the prospects of the
migrants gaining professional or
managerial work are poor.

The SAL category remains the poor
cousin in terms of selection quality. The
new systemisonly marginally better than
its predecessor in targeting highly skilled
migrants likely to meet skill shortagesin
Australia. The extra 15 points for spon-
sorship together with the pass mark of
110 will permit applicants with second
and third tier occupations to gain selec-
tion, including those with diploma-evel
qualifications. T he main improvement is
that all SAL applicants must now possess
‘vocational’ English even to be con-
sidered for selection. Also, the Senate
appears likely to allow new migration
regulations to be implemented which
require an Assurance of Support and a
prepaid bond (as with other family
applicants) for each successful SAL
applicant.

ISSUES ARISING FROM THE NEW
SELECTION SYSTEM

a) English assessment.

Under the new selection system, all PAs
must achieve ‘vocational’ standards in
English across the four dimensions of
speaking, reading, writing and listening.
Previously, they only had to achievethe
required level across three of these capa-
cities. Thisisawelcome change, since it
was sometimes possible for applicantsto
achievetherequired standard yet possess
poor speaking or perhaps poor writing
skills. Without such skills they often
could not meet employers’ expectations.
But there hasalso been a dilution of the
English standard under the new system.
Now, all that is required to achieve the
‘vocational’ standard (and score 15
points for English) is level 5 on the
International English Language Testing
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System (IELTS) test. Previously the
minimum standard was level 6 (thoughiit
only had to be achieved on three of the
four components). Under the new system
applicants scoring level 6 across all four
dimensions are classified as possessing
‘Competent English’ and will receive 20
points.

Thisisanimportant change giventhat
persons with ‘vocational’ level English
receive 15 points and will often make the
110 pass mark.Level 5onthel ELTStest
is well below the standard of English
required for entry to University courses.
For such purposes level 6 or 6.5 is
required. Persons with level 5 skills in
English would normally require
additional English language training
before they would meet employes
standards for professional or managerial
appointments.®

In practice, this dilution is unlikely to
affect the standard of those selected
under the Independent category because
there will be a sufficient number of
higher scoring candidates (especially
those trained in Australia) to fill the
program. But when we consider the
strength of the threshold requirementsfor
the Independent, SAL and the various
regional programsdiscussed bel ow, all of
whichinvolve*‘vocational English’, these
standards must be kept in mind.

b) The relationship between
immigration opportunities for overseas
studentsand training opportunities for
Australian residents

Somebrief background may help set the
scene for thisanalysis Until the 1980s,
the Australian Government either paid
for or subsidised the cogs of education
for overseas dgudents, because the
program was regarded as a foreign aid
measure to the less developed countries
in our region. Students were expected to



return home. In 1979 legislation was
passed requiring them to do so after it
was found that a high proportion were
contriving to stay onin Australia® How-
ever, thisaltruistic perspective fell out of
favour during the 1980s with the panic
over Australia’'s need to develop new
export industries. By 1986 universities
and other educational providers were
permitted to offer full-fee courses to
overseas studentsand, in the 1989 Com-
monw ealth Budget, it was announced
that the subsidised program was to end.
However, some students are still
supported under ‘Ausaid’ programs.

Overseas students were now seen asa
market to be exploited, though not yet as
a potential source of skilled workers for
Australia itself. Thefirst breakthroughin
this latter regard occurred in 1989 when
new regulations were introduced which
permitted full-fee overseas students to
apply for permanent residence if they
were sponsored by an Australian
employer and the sponsor could demon-
stratethat noAustralian residentcould be
found to do the work. Successive Gov-
ernments have nibbled at the temptation
to make further concessions snce 1989.
Why let graduaes go who have been
trained in Australia to our specifications
but at their expense? However the temp-
tation was largely resisted. Overseas
students had to go home on completion
of their course because they could not
meet the work experience requirements
described earlier.

Now, from 1 July 1999, anyone who
can afford the overseas-student fee and
who earns the required credentials for a
tier one occupation will be ableto com-
pete immediately in Australia’s most
lucrative and highly illed job markets.
Two consequences will follow. One is
that many more applicants will be
selected who hold tier one occupations

like accounting and computing and a
substantial proportion of thes will be
former overseas students. T he second is
that the new immigration opportunities
will encourage greater interes in study-
ingin Australia and that universities will
respond by providingthe necessary train-
ing places.

What will this mean for resident
opportunities in the fields in question?
There is evidence that local opportunity
has already been curtailed by recent
expansion in the training of overseas
students. One reason for the priority
given to overseas students in the new
selection system is that thereare genuine
shortages of accountants, computing
professionals and some other tier one
skills. Thisis notdue to alack of Austra-
lian student interest in taking computing
or accounting courses. All through the
1990s there have been many more appli-
cants for such courses than university
places available, particularly in courses
leading to professional qualifications in
accounting. There have been additional
university places allocated for local qu-
dents in thesefields but fewer than for
overseas students Table 3 compares the
number of compl etions(at theundergrad-
uate and post-graduate level) in account-
ing and computing in 1992 and 1997. It
showsthat most of the grow th in ‘ output’
in these fieldsis attributable to overseas-
students and that their share of all
completions has risen rapidly to nearly
30 per cent by 1997.

Universities could have provided
more places for local students(instead of
overseas students). T hey did not, partly
because successive Governments have
put alid on the further expansionof fully
funded placesfor resident students, partly
because the universities have been reluc-
tant to reallocate places to areas in
demand like accounting and computing
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because of the trauma often caused by
closing existing courses, and partly
because of the finandal benefits of
devoting available teaching resources to
additional full-fee ov erseas students.

In the future these linkages are likely
to be even more clear cut. In order to
increase their income at a time of strict
limits on funding for local students, uni-
versities will have a strong incentive to
attract more full-fee overseas (or more
domestic students prepared to pay full
fees). The new immigration lection
rules offer a heaven-sent marketing
opportunity, and prospective students
from regionswhere interest in migration
is strong are likely to be receptive to it.
Thus more candidates for tier one occu-
pations will be forthcoming in future.
One particular growth point is likely to
be nursing, where there isalready arap-
idly growing demand for courses which
upgrade overseas-trained nurses’ skills.
Theopportunity for subsequent immigra-
tion will add to the attraction of these
course.

Needlessto say, these predictions may
turn out to beincorrect. Intheinterestsof
protecting resident interests a future
Australian Government may press uni-
versities to offer more places in tier one
occupationssuch as computing or, better
still, more funding could be provided for
expansion in the number of places for
local students in these particular fields.
Or quotas could be placed on the number
of places in the Independent category
which are offered to overseas students.
SuccessiveAustralian Governmentshave
been at painsto assertthat the openingup
of overseas gudent places will not be at
the expense of local student opportunity.
When itisrealised that this at best a half-
truth,therewill be protests frominterests
concerned about local opportunity. The
outcomeisuncertain. My concernhereis
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not to predict the future, but to point up
some of the unrecognised ramifications
of Government policiesin thetraining of
overseas students and the selection of
skilled migrants.

IMPLICATION OF THE STATE-
SPECIFIC MIGRATION INITIATIVES
The Government hasbeen under pressure
from State Governments to increase the
migration program and particularly to
promote settlement in regional Australia.
Various hew programs have been put in
place since 1996 in order to accommo-
date this pressure. Further initiatives
were announced as part of the 1999-2000
program. These are detailed below along
with adescription of each of the regional
schemes put in place since 1996. The
numbers of migrantsinvolved at present
are small, but some of selection conces-
sions granted as part of these initiatives
raise questionsabout the skill level of the
resulting intake. In thiscontext the Gov-
ernment’s decision to create a ‘ Contin-
gency Reserve of 5,000, designed to
provide extra places should recruitment
under these regional initiatives grow
substantially warrants close attention.

For all the schemesthe sel ection crite-
ria have been diluted in order to encour-
age migrants who would not otherwise
have qualified for immigration through
theexisting skilled categoriesto locatein
‘regional’ areas. Thismeansthat theleast
qualified migrants slected through the
skilled programs will begin their stay in
Australia in areas where the job markets
are toughest. With all these schemes,
however, there is nothing to stop the
migrants in question subsequently mov-
ing from ‘region’ to metropolis.

a) Regional-linked-skilled-migration
Under this scheme (introducedin Novem-
ber 1996) a prospective migrant may be



sponsored by a relative in Australia
(extendedin July 1998 toincludesponsors
who are cousins or grandparents). To
qualify, the sponsor must live in a
‘region’, which includes all of Australia
except south-east Queensland, Sydney,
Newcastle, Wollongong and Perth. Mel-
bourne was added to theeligible ‘regions’
in September 1998. As for the applicant,
he or she does not need to achieve the
levels required of Independent or SAL
applicants to pass the points test. All that
is required is the minimum threshold
requirements for English, age, skills and
work experience described above.

On the face of it, this represents a
major dilution of the selection system
relative to the criteria for the SAL and
Independent categories. But so far there
have been few applicants, with barely
100 visas issued in 1998-99. This may
change with theadmission of Melbourne
into the ranks of eligible sponsor loca-
tions and the extendon of the range of
relativeswho can act as sponsors. If so,
the doorway for lower skilled migrants
will have widened significantly. Thereis
no quota or limit on the number of suc-
cessful applicants. They must, however,
be accommodated within the overall
Independent and SAL program numbers.
This is because they are not included in
the categories eligible for the Contin-
gency Reserve.

Why so few personshave appliedis a
mystery. Perhaps few progective gpon-
sors know about the new opportunities.
The English requirement may be a con-
tributing factor. For the future, another
inhibitor to sponsorship will be that, as
with applicants under the SAL category,
an Assurance of Support and compulsory
bond of $3,500 for the PA and $1,500 for
each family member must posted after 1
July 1999.

b) Regional Sponsored Migration
Scheme
This category (introduced in 1997) offers
avariation on the existing ENS, whereby
employers located in ‘regiond or low
populationgrowth areas’ are given certain
concessions if they nominate non-
residents for particular jobs. In practice,
however, if a State ‘certifies’ the nom-
ination, it could be in ametropolitan area.
The key concession is that employers do
not have to complete the labour market-
testing procedures normally required of
those sponsoring under the ENS. These
procedures require the sponsor to adver-
tise the availability of thejob in question
in order to establish that there is no
suitably qualified resident available to do
the work. Instead, a relevant State Gov-
ernment body is required to ‘certify’ that
the skills in question are in short supply.
A significant innovation with this
category is that employers are given
access to a ‘skill-matching’ data base
made up of applicants who did not reach
therequired pointsunder the Independent
and SAL categories from which they can
draw potentid nominees. It isup to the
employer whether any of those on the
data base are approached. This procedure
offers another door through which appli-
cants lacking the skills to meet the
requirements of the Independent or SAL
categoriescan gain permanentresidence.
Aswith the previous category, all that is
needed isto meet the minimum threshold
skill, age and English requirements.
Again, the numbers involved hav e so
far been low, with just 581 persons
visaed in 1997-98. The requirement of a
minimum two year employment contract
has probably constrained the number of
nominations.
¢) State and Territory Nominated
Independent (STNI) Scheme
This is a striking innovation, which
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began in November 1997. It creates the
alarming precedent of allowing State and
Territory Governments to directly select
immigrants. For the 1999-2000 program
year each Government can notionally
selectsome200 principal applicantsfrom
a ‘skills matching’ daa base conssting
of applicants who did not reach the pass
mark under the Independent and SAL
programs. If all States and Territories
took up their entitlement, several thou-
sand migrantswould beinvolved (includ-
ing accompanying family). Under the
rules to apply from July 1999, all that is
required of the migrants selected is that
they meet the minimum threshold
requirements discussed. To facilitate
expansion of the ‘ills matching’ data
base, prospective migrants who know
they cannot meet the selection standards
for the Independent category can now
apply to be placed on the data base with-
out the normal fees associated with an
Independent application. One constraint
is that the State Governments are
required to ensure that there is agenuine
need for the skills of the migrants nomi-
nated within their territory.

So far the only State Government to
take up this scheme has been the South
Australian, with just acouple of hundred
migrants nominated to date. This may be
about to change given the loosening up
of the conditions described aboveand the
widening of the skills matching data

base. The Minister hasthrown down the
gauntlet to the states agitating for more
migrantsby virtually challenging them to
promote this scheme and the Regional
Sponsored Migration Scheme. If they do
not, the implication is that they should
stop complaining about low migration to
their areas. It remains to be seen which
states will take up the challenge. How-
ever, the Victorian Government has
indicated an interest in participating and
its 1999-2000 budget announced the
allocation of $6 million over three years
for a new office of migration to ‘attract
migrantswith businessskillsand skillsin
demand to settlein Victoria.’

There is another minor variant of this
scheme, called the Regional Established
Business Scheme which allows State and
Territory Governments to sponsor
migrants for permanent residence who
have already established businesses in
their jurisdictionswhilein A ustralia on a
temporary visa. These persons must meet
theexisting standardsfor businessmigra-
tion applicants, though, once again, the
requirements for selection have been
dilutedin order to facilitate nominations.

DISCUSSION

The Government has creaed a 5,000
‘Contingency Reserve’ to accom modate
extra migrants over and above the exist-
ing skilled program of 35,000 should the
States or employers manage to sponsor

Table4: Shareof settler arrivalsby stateand immigration category, 1997-98, per centages

State of Family Skilled— Employer Business Independent Total | State’s shareof
intended Australia Nomination Aust’spop'n
residence Linked Scheme mid-1998
NSW 46.7 415 355 40.1 47.8 41.0 33.8
Victoria 26.4 21.9 16.9 16.4 15.2 21.0 24.8
Queensland 114 124 145 175 12.8 195 18.4
South Australia 4.3 4.3 8.1 12 53 4.0 79
Western Aust. 8.8 17.8 19.6 24.4 175 12.6 9.8
Tasmania 0.5 0.2 1.4 0.2 0.1 0.5 25
Australia 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
* Total includes humanitarian, New Zealand citizens and others

Source: Immigration Update, June Quarter 1998, DIMA, Septenber 1998
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largenumbers of migrantsintheregional
categories or should employers sponsor
more migrants than hitherto under the
existing ENS. As the discussion above
suggests, it does not appear that there
will be much call on this ‘reserve’. This
is just as well, given the relatively low
skill level of the migrants likely to be
recruited.

A more fundamental issue concerns
the sense of allowing Statesand employ-
ers from ar eas where population growth
is low to try to arrest the trend through
encouragingoverseas migration. Table 4
shows that the States pressing for more
migrants (notably South Australia,
Victoriaand Tasmania) are receiving less
than their share of the existing skilled
migration categories. Onereason for this
is limited employment opportunities. In
the case of South Australia and Tas-
mania, this problem hasled to significant
recent net losses of people through inter-
state migration. It is hard to se how
moderately skilled migrants can arrest
this process, or indeed how bringing
more job competitors into areas of rela-
tively high unemployment will do much
for the well-being of existing residents.

Thewisdom of allowing State govern-
ments which are committed to higher
migration, despite absence of <rong
employment demand, to have a hand in
the sel ection processof migrants, aswith
the STNI scheme, must also be ques-
tioned. Migrants cannot be quarantined
within particular g¢ates. Migration policy
is quite properly a Commonw ealth func-
tion directed at the national interest.

The Australian Government has
shown through the selection reforms
beginning in July 1999 thatit isserious
about better targeting the migrants
recruited for their skills. As long asthe
total number of these migrants is kept
near the current level, the qudity of the

migrants selected will be high and the
effect on local aspirants access to the
occupationsin question will be modest.
But the analysis has show n that if those
lobbying for a major expansion in the
intake have their way the consequences
could be severe. The greatest concern is
that local aspirants for tier one occupa-
tions could be crowded out by overseas
students attracted by the new migration
opportunities. A subsidiary (though less
likely prospect) is that some State Gov-
ernmentswill becomeseriously involved
in population building activities regard-
lessof labour market realitieswithin their
jurisdictions.

References

' Media Release, Philip Ruddock, Minister for
Immigration and Multicultual Affairs, 2
April, 1999

2 B. Birrell, “ Skilled migration pdicy under the

Coalition’, People and Place, vol. 6, no. 4,

1998, pp. 37-51

The results of the Review, including commis-

sioned research papers are published in Review

of the Independent and Skilled-Australian

Linked Categories, Report, Department of

Immigration and Multiculturd Affairs Can-

berra, February 1999.

* B. Birrell and V. Rapson, ‘Implications of
widened access to higher education’, People
and Place, vol. 6, nol, 1998, p. 54

° For an example of this advocacy, see, G.

Withers, ‘Audtrdia’s need for a populaion

policy’, in BCA Papers, vol. 1, no.1, May 1999.

Job Futures, Department of Employment,

WorkplaceRelationsand Small Business, April

1999

" B.Birrell and L. Hawthorne, ‘ Skilled migration
outcomes as of 1996’, in Review of the Inde-
pendentand Skilled-Audralian Linked Catego-
ries, op. cit., pp. 11-12.

8 For background, see L. Hawthorne, ‘English
languagetesting and immigration policy’, inG.
Brindley and G. Wiggleswarth (Eds), Access:
Issuesin LanguageTest Designand Delivery,
National CentreforEnglish Language Teaching
and Research, Macquarie U niversity, Sydney,
1997

° Committee of Review, Private Overseas
Student Policy, Issues Paper, Canberra, 1983,
p.8

People and Place, vol. 7, no. 2, page 59



