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THE 1999-2000 IMMIGRATION PROGRAM

Bob B irrell
Beginning in July 1999, major changes to the way skilled migrants are selected will be introduced. The

new criteria will better target the skills needed by Australian employers. However, because overseas

students trained in Australia are to be given the highest selection priority and because universities are

rapidly expanding places for such students, there is a risk that opportu nities for local asp irants in some

professional areas will diminish.

In the past year there has been a sustained

business and State G overnme nt campaign

to expand th e skilled migra nt intake.

H o w e v e r ,  w h e n  t h e  C o a l i t i o n

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 some far-reaching changes

to the way in which skilled migrants are

to be selected. These changes are the

main subject of the discussion below.

In announcing 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

to the 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 Au stralians’.

Furthermore, he asserted that the link

between population numbers and

Australia’s  economic well-being had

much more to do with the ‘skill levels of

the populatio n, including those of

immigrants’,  than it did with size.

According to the Minister, ‘econom ic

growth rates appe ar to be large ly

independent of population growth rates’. 1

Nevertheless,  the Government has

made some concessions to business and

the State Go vernments b y liberalising

some of the various migration categories

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

places for 1999-2000, which is additional

to the 82,000 figure quoted a bove. T his

has been designed to ac commo date

additional migrants in these categories

should  State Governments and/or

employers manage to  recruit more than

currently allowed for. The implications of

these concessions are explored at the end

of this paper . 

A FRAMEWORK FOR ASSESSING

CHANGES TO THE SKILL

SELECTION SYSTEM

The skilled section of the program con-

sists of a numbe r 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.2

The latter two programs are largely

unchanged. However, major changes to

the Indepen dent and S AL catego ries will

be implemented in July 1999, following

a Review of their operation in 1998.3 In

these two categories, prospective

migrants wishing to gain se lection on

account of their skills are assessed via a

points  system designed to choo se those
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Table 1: Australia’s Migration Program, visas issued outcomes 1995-96 to 1997-98,
projected outcome 1998-99 and planned outcome 1999-2000

Outcome Projected
outcome

Planning level

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 ch ildren 2,830 2,200 2,190 2,000 2,350

Other preferential 3,450 2,300 2,250 2,000 2,150

Concessional familya 8,000 7,340 n.a. n.a. n.a.

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. n.a. 9,540 9,000 8,400

Other 4,000 1,170 550 1,500 2,100b

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.
  b Includes 1,000  places for state-nominated migrants and  800 places for t he Regional Spon sored

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 changes resulting

from the Review, thus allowing a more

detailed assessment of their implications.

In assessing these measures I have in

mind three conc erns. One is the  extent to

which they enhance  the skill level o f the

migrants  selected. As Philip Ruddock has

stated and as Stephen Joske argues else-

where in this issue of People and Place,

it is the skills that migrants bring to Aus-

tralia which are the key to  judging their

econom ic contribution , not their overall

numbers.  Another is whether the

migrants’ skills are relevan t to Australian

employers’ needs. Finally, there is the

question of whether skilled migration

jeopardises the interests of the Australian

residents  who must co mpete with

migrants  either for training opportunities

or jobs. 

Past experience shows that a skilled

intake based primarily on app licants’

university or trade qualifications is not

satisfactory.  This because it effectively

allows the selection process (and thus the

occupational mix of migrants) to be

determined by emigration demand from

source countries. Fo r example , in the late

1980s thousands of engineers and doc-

tors, particularly from Asian countries,

were selected on the basis of their tertiary
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qualifications. Their  keenness to  migrate

reflected the o versupply  of tertiary grad-

uates in these countries. Many applicants

were desperate  to relocate in an advanced

Western country and therefore were not

much concerne d about the ir immediate

job prospects.  Any link betwe en the skills

they had to offer and Australian

employers’ needs was fortuitous. In the

case of the doctors, they arrived at a time

when successive Australian go vernments

were embarking on a deliberate  policy of

reducing the rate of growth in the number

of doctor s practising in A ustralia. 

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

shortage in Australia, including computing

professionals, accountants, nurses and

some tradespersons, there is a case for

selecting approp riately 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 has been a massive expansion in the

supply of tertiary-educated persons in

Australia  since the late 1980s.  During the

years 1991-1 996 alone, the number of

Australian residents holding degree

qualifications expanded by 46 per cent (22

per cent of the increase being attributable

to migrants who arrived during the 1991-

1996 period).4 This rate of expansion was

several times faster than the rate 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 employm ent.

Not everyone will agree with these

criteria. The business enthusiasts for

higher migration an d their acad emic

spokespersons tend to ignore these

constraints. Some, like Glen W ithers,

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 serious impacts on

particular labour markets. 5 There is no

escape from this dilemma. A boost  to the

skilled migration intake will inev itably

focus on professional fields. But these are

the very areas that domestic aspirants are

clamouring to enter. The only way out of

this circle is to assume that migration will

deliver a massive bo ost to Australia ’s

economy and thus to produce a sharp

increase in the demand for skilled

workers. To believe this requires a

judgement that Australia’s internationally

competitive industries are b eing 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 Com monwea lth

Department of Employment, Workplace

Relations and Small Business, there are

very few areas of national skill shortage.6

Currently there is also a boo m in domes-

tic demand , much of whic h is being

satisfied by imports, in the process con-

tributing to a serious balance of paymen ts

deficit. Unless advocates can show a

direct link between extra people  and the

emergence of more internationally com-

petitive industries, a ma jor boo st to immi-

gration can be likened to throwing oil on

the deficit fire. 

Looked at in these terms of these three

criteria — skill level, e mployers’ n eeds

and residents’ prospects — the recent

changes to immigration policy signal b oth

good and bad news. The reforms to the

Independent and SAL  categories w ill

better target the selection of skilled

migrants. There will be no repeat of the

late 1980s e pisode un less the overall

intake of skilled migrants is sharply

increased. However, there are grounds for
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Table 2: Assessment System for Independent and SAL applicants

Selection characteristics Broad criteria Points

Skill Tier One occupations
Tier Two occupations
Tier Three occupations

60
50
40

Age 18-29
30-34
35-39
40-44

30
25
20
15

English language ability ‘Competent’ English
‘Vocational’ English

20
15

Specific work experience Experience in nominated Tier One Occupation
Other experience

10
5

Occupation in demand Occupation in demand but no job offer
Occupation in demand with job offer

5
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
or have work experience in Australia

5

Sponsor For SAL applicants only 15

Pass Mark: 110 for Independent and SAL applicants
Source:   DIMA

concern about their impact on domes tic

oppor tunity. In addition, as shown below,

the program initiatives designed to

accomm odate  the State Governments’

pressures for a larger intake have resulted

in a dilution of the skill criteria used  to

select the migra nts in question. 

THE NEW INDEPENDENT AND

SKILLED-AUSTRALIAN LINKED

CATEGORIES

For the program year 1999-2 000, T able 1

shows that 13,300 Independents and

8,400 S AL app licants 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 accomp any 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

designated as in demand in Australia, for

Australian qualifications a nd for the skills

of the principal applicant’s spouse. There

are also bonus points for the investment

of capital in Australia or knowledg e of a

commu nity language or Australian work

experience. The SAL applicants receive

a bonus of 15 points on account of their

sponsors hip by an Austr alian relative.

Table  2 outlines the 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 the ir

qualifications were earned in Australia,

have som e work exp erience. 

Demand for places is likely to be high.

This assumption is reflected in the initial

pass mark of 110. The possession of the

bare minimum thr eshold req uirements

would  yield only 70 poin ts 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

priorities are different from th ose implicit
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Table 3: University completionsa in computingb and accounting, overseas and local
students, 1992 and 1997

Accounting Computing

Overseas Local Total % overseas Overseas Local Total % overseas

1992 1,393 6,142 7,535 18.5 635 3,319 3,951 16.1

1997 2,787 6,858 9,645 28.9 1,848 4,360 6,205 24.8

Increase 1992-97 1,394 916 2,110 1,213 1,041 2,257

 a Includes undergraduate and postgraduate completions.
 b 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 Youth Affairs (DETYA), unpublished files

in the previous selection system.

First, as is explained belo w, priority

has been given to full-fee overseas stu-

dents who have recently completed their

training in Australia  and whose qualifica-

tions are classified within the top 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 the main basis for  entry to

the occupation. The top tier, which

receives 60 points, includes most trades

along with several fields for which

degree-level qualifications are required.

The most important of these are law,

nursing, teaching, engineering, accoun t-

ing and comp uting. How ever, in

designating tier one occ upations the re is

no reference to  whether the o ccupation  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 manag erial level, but

where the degree is only one of a number

of criteria likely to  be taken into  account

in making ap pointmen ts. This tier

receives 50 points. Finally occupations

requiring a d iploma rec eive 40 p oints. 

Overseas students are advantaged in

the following ways. First and most impor-

tant, they can now apply for immigration

immediate ly 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 generally ineligible for a

visa because they did not have a usual

occupation for at least six of the 24

months prior to application. They therefore

gained no points under the skill factor.

Second, Australian-train ed applicants  are

given an additional five points for having

been trained in Australia. Third, a high

proportion of overseas-stud ents trained at

Australian universities have qualifications

which are classified in the first tier of 60

point occupations.  These  include,

accounting, computing, nursing and

engineering. Finally, Australian-trained

graduates are assumed to be ‘competent’

in English (see the criteria 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 degre e courses in

Australia and further increases are in the
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pipeline. As can be seen from Table 3,

more than 5,000 graduated in 199 7 in just

two of the tier one o ccupation s, that is

accoun ting and computing. Past

experience in Australia, Canada and the

USA indicates that most graduates from

Asia and other th ird 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 graduates in A ustralia will apply

under the new rules. Given the rapid

expansion in overseas student com-

pletions, in a few years they will pr obably

dominate  the Independent category if the

selection system remains unchanged.

Some will also be eligible for the SAL

category through spo nsorship b y relatives

already in Australia.

The impact on the Independent cate-

gory is likely to be positive in relation to

the criteria listed earlier. T he applica nts

selected will be better targeted to meet

Australia’s  skill needs than those selected

under the old system. Several of the tier

one occupations, including accounting

and computin g, are unde r supplied in

Australia  at present. In addition, the

evidence on employment outco mes shows

that overseas students trained in Australia

are more likely  to find professional or

managerial level employment than

migrants  trained in the sam e field

overseas.7 For those coming from Non-

English-Speaking-Background (NESB)

countries this is probably because local

graduates have bette r English, more

knowledge of locally requ ired skills and

a more sensitive awareness of the cultural

skills needed 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 Dep art-

ment of Emplo yment, W orkplace Rela-

tions and Sma ll Business to  be in national

shortage. However, since there are only a

small number of occupations listed

(notably accountants, compu ting profes-

sionals, nurses and metal tradespersons),

this component of the system will not

prevent the selection of profession als

holding tier one occupations in fields like

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 ju stification 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  lecturers can still be sponsored

by universities under the ENS, but they

will no longer be able to enter under the

Independent or SAL c ategories. T his

makes sense given the vast excess in

supply of Australian-q ualified aspira nts

for the few university positions on offer.

More  significantly, the possession of

an occupation classified in tier two

implies that the applicant is unlikely to

gain selection. Tier two occupations

include many which delivered numerous

successful PAs in the p ast, including

journalists, economists, sales and

marketing managers, public relations

officers, marketing and advertising

profession als and life scientists. Such

applicants will have to sco re top po ints

under the English and experienc e criteria

and be under thirty to reach the 110 pass

mark. This is a welcome change, which

will reduce the flow of migra nts in many

occupations where there are many local
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aspirants  and the prospects o f the

migrants  gaining profe ssional o r

manageria l work are p oor. 

The SAL category remains the poor

cousin  in terms of selection quality. The

new system is only  marginally better than

its predecessor in targeting highly skilled

migrants likely to m eet skill shortage s in

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-level

qualifications. T he main imp rovemen t is

that all SAL applicants must now po ssess

‘vocationa l’ 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 ‘ vocation al’ standard s in

English  across the four dimensions of

speaking, reading, writing and listening.

Previously, they on ly had to  achieve the

required level across three of these capa-

cities. This is a we lcome c hange , since it

was sometim es possible  for applican ts to

achieve the required stand ard yet possess

poor speaking or perhaps poor writing

skills. Without such skills they often

could  not meet em ployers’ expe ctations.

But there has also been a dilution of the

English standard under the new system.

Now, all that is required to achieve the

‘vocation al’ standard (and score 15

points  for English) is level 5 on the

International English Language Testing

System (IELTS) test. Previously the

minimum standard was level 6 (though it

only had to be achieved on three of the

four components).  Under the new system

applicants scoring lev el 6 across all four

dimensions are classified as possessing

‘Competent English’ and will receive 20

points.

This  is an important change given that

persons with ‘vocational’ level En glish

receive 15 points and will often make the

110 pass mark. Level 5 on the IELTS test

is well below the stan dard of En glish

required for entry to Unive rsity courses.

For such purposes level 6 or 6.5 is

required. Persons with level 5 skills in

English  would normally requir e

additional English language training

before they would meet employers’

standards for professional or managerial

appointm ents.8 

In practice, this dilution is un likely to

affect the standard of those selected

under the Independent category  because

there will be a sufficient number of

higher scoring candidate s (especially

those trained in Australia) to fill the

program. But when we consider the

strength  of the threshold requirements for

the Independent, SAL and the various

regional program s discussed below, all of

which involve ‘vocational En glish’, these

standard s must be  kept in m ind. 

b) The relationship between

immigration opportunities for overseas

students and training opportunities for

Australian  residents

Some brief background may help set the

scene for this analysis. Until the 1980s,

the Australian Government eith er paid

for or subsidised the costs of education

for overseas students, because the

program was regarded as a foreign aid

measure to the less developed countries

in our region. Students were expected  to



People and Place, vol. 7, no. 2, page 55

return home. In 1979 legislation was

passed requiring  them to d o so afte r it

was found that a high proportion were

contriving to stay on in Australia.9 How-

ever, this altruistic perspective fell out of

favour during th e 1980 s with the p anic

over Australia’s need to develop new

export industries. B y 1986 universities

and other educational providers were

permitted to offer full-fee courses to

overseas students and, in the 1989 Com-

monw ealth Budget, it was announced

that the subsidised program was to end.

However,  some studen ts are still

suppor ted und er ‘Ausa id’ prog rams. 

Overseas students  were now  seen as a

market to be exploited, though not yet as

a potential source of skilled workers for

Australia  itself. The first breakthr ough in

this latter regard occurred in 1989 when

new regulations were introduced which

permitted full-fee overseas studen ts to

apply  for permanent residence if they

were sponso red by a n Austr alian

employer and the sponsor could demon-

strate that no Australian resident could be

found to do the work. Successive Gov-

ernme nts have nibbled at the temptation

to make further concessions since 1989.

Why let graduates 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 wor k exper ience req uireme nts

described earlier.

Now, from 1 Ju ly 1999, anyone who

can afford the overseas-student fee and

who earns the required credentials for a

tier one occupation wil l be able to com-

pete immediately in A ustralia’s most

lucrative and highly skilled job markets.

Two consequences will follow. One is

that many  more a pplicants w ill be

selected who hold tier one occupations

like accounting and computing and a

substantial proportion of these will be

former overseas  students. T he secon d is

that the new immigration opportunities

will encourage greater interest in study-

ing in Australia and that unive rsities will

respond by providing the 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 prio rity

given to overseas students in the new

selection system is that there are genuine

shortages of accou ntants, computing

professio nals and some other tier one

skills. This is not due to a lack of Austra-

lian student interest in taking computing

or accoun ting cour ses. All through the

1990s there have been man y more  appli-

cants for such c ourses tha n unive rsity

places available, particularly in courses

leading to professio nal qualific ations in

accounting. There have been additional

university places allocated for local stu-

dents  in these fields, but fewer than for

overseas students. Table 3 compares the

number of completions (at the undergrad-

uate and po st-gradua te level) in  accoun t-

ing and computing in 1992  and 1997. It

shows that most of the grow th in ‘outpu t’

in these fields is attributab le to overseas-

students  and that their share o f all

completions has risen rapidly to nearly

30 per c ent by 1 997. 

Universities could have provided

more places for local students (instead of

overseas students). T hey did  not, partly

because  successive Governments have

put a lid on the further expansion of fully

funded places for resident students, pa rtly

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 course s, and par tly

because  of the financial benefits of

devoting available tea ching res ources to

additiona l full-fee ov erseas stud ents. 

In the future these linka ges are like ly

to be even  more c lear cut.  In order to

increase their income at a time of strict

limits on funding for local students, uni-

versities will have a  strong inc entive to

attract more full-fee overseas (or more

domestic  students p repared  to pay fu ll

fees). The new immigration selection

rules offer a heaven-sent marketing

opportunity, and prospective  students

from regions where interest  in migration

is strong are likely to be recep tive 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 is already a rap-

idly growing dem and for courses which

upgrade overseas-trained nurses’ skills.

The opportunity for subsequent immigra-

tion will add to  the attraction  of these

course.  

Needless to say, these predictions may

turn out to be incorrect. In the interests of

protecting resident interests a future

Australian Governme nt may  press uni-

versities to offer more places in tier one

occupations such 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 co uld be placed on the number

of places in the Independent category

which are offered to overseas students.

Successive Australian Governments have

been at pains to  assert that the opening up

of overseas student places will not be at

the expense of local student opportunity.

When it is realised that this at best a half-

truth, there will be protests from interests

concerned about local opportunity. The

outcome is uncertain . My co ncern h ere is

not to predict the future, but to point up

some of the unrecognised ramifications

of Government policies in the training of

overseas students and the selection of

skilled m igrants. 

IMPLICATION OF THE STATE-

SPECIFIC MIGRATION INITIATIVES

The Governmen t has been under pressure

from State Governments to increase the

migration program  and par ticularly to

prom ote settlement in regional Australia.

Various new 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 a description of each of the regional

schemes put in place since 1996. The

numbers  of migrants involved at present

are small, but some of selection c onces-

sions granted as part of these initiatives

raise questions about the skill level of the

resulting intake. In this context 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  warran ts close attentio n. 

For all the schemes the selection crite-

ria have been diluted in order to encour-

age migrants who would not otherwise

have qualified fo r immig ration through

the existing skilled categ ories to loca te in

‘regiona l’ areas. This mean s that the least

qualified migrants selected through the

skilled program s will begin their sta y in

Australia  in areas where the job marke ts

are toughest. With all these sc hemes,

however,  there is nothing to stop the

migrants in question subsequently mov-

ing from  ‘region’ to  metrop olis. 

a) Regional-linked-skilled-migration

Under this scheme (introduced in Novem-

ber 1996) a prospective migrant may be
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sponsored by a relative in Australia

(extended in July 1998 to include sponsors

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 the eligible ‘regions’

in September 1998. As for the applican t,

he or she does not need to achieve the

levels required of Independent or SAL

applican ts to pass the points  test. All that

is required is the minimum threshold

requirem ents 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 categorie s. But so far there

have been few app licants, with b arely

100 visas issued in 1998 -99. This m ay

change with the admission of Melbourne

into the ranks of eligible sponsor loca-

tions and the extension of the range of

relatives who can act as sponsors. If so,

the doorway for lower skilled m igrants

will have widened significantly. There is

no quota or limit on the number of suc-

cessful applicants. They must, however,

be accom moda ted within the  overall

Independent and SAL  program  numbe rs.

This  is because they are not included in

the categories eligible for the Contin-

gency Reserve.

Why so few persons have ap plied is a

myste ry. Perhaps few prospective spon-

sors know  about the  new op portunities.

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 199 9. 

b) Regional Sponsored Migration

Scheme

This category (introduced in 1997) offers

a variation on the existing ENS, whereby

employers located in ‘regional or low

population growth  areas’ are given certain

concessions if they nomin ate non-

residents  for particular jobs. In practice,

however,  if a State ‘certifies’ the nom-

ination, it could  be in a metropolitan area.

The key concession is that employers do

not have to comp lete the labour marke t-

testing procedures norm ally required of

those sponsoring under the ENS. These

procedures require the sponsor to adver-

tise the availability  of the job 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 in novatio n with this

category is that employers are given

access to a ‘skill-m atching’ data base

made up of applicants who did not reach

the required points under the Independent

and SAL categories from which they can

draw potential nominees. It is up to the

employer whether any of those on the

data base are approached. This procedure

offers another door through  which a ppli-

cants lacking the skills to meet the

requirem ents of the Independent or SAL

categories can gain permanent residence.

As with the previo us catego ry, all that is

needed is to meet th e minim um thre shold

skill, age and Eng lish requiremen ts.

Again, the numbers  involved hav e so

far been low, with just 581 persons

visaed in 1997-98. The requirem ent of a

minimum two year employment contract

has probably constrained the number of

nomination s.

c) State and Territory Nominated

Independent (STNI) Scheme

This is a striking innovation, which
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Table 4: Share of settler arrivals by state and immigration category, 1997-98, percentages
State of
intended
residence

Family Skilled –
Australia

Linked

Employer
Nomination

Scheme

Business Independent Total State’s share of
Aust’s pop’n

mid-1998
NSW 46.7 41.5 35.5 40.1 47.8 41.0 33.8
Victoria 26.4 21.9 16.9 16.4 15.2 21.0 24.8
Queensland 11.4 12.4 14.5 17.5 12.8 19.5 18.4
South Australia 4.3 4.3 8.1 1.2 5.3 4.0 7.9
Western Aust. 8.8 17.8 19.6 24.4 17.5 12.6 9.8
Tasmania 0.5 0.2 1.4 0.2 0.1 0.5 2.5
Australia 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
* Total includes hu manitarian, New Zealand  citizens and others
Source: Immigration Update, June Quarter 1998, DIMA, September 1998

began in Nov embe r 1997. I t creates the

alarming precedent of allowing State and

Territory Governments to directly select

immigran ts. For the 1999-2000 program

year each Government can notionally

select some 200 principal applicants from

a ‘skills matching’ data base consisting

of applican ts who did not reach the p ass

mark under the Independent and SAL

program s. If all States and Territories

took up their entitlement, several thou-

sand migrants would be involved (includ-

ing accompanying family). Under the

rules to apply fr om July  1999, a ll that is

required of the m igrants selected is that

they meet the minimum threshold

requirem ents discussed. To facilitate

expansion of the ‘skills matchin g’ 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 norm al fees associated with an

Independent application. One constraint

is that the State Governments are

required to ensure that there is a genuine

need fo r the skills of the  migran ts nomi-

nated within their territory.

So far the only State Gov ernme nt to

take up this schem e has bee n the Sou th

Australian, with just a co uple of hundred

migran ts nominated to date. This may be

about to change given the loosening up

of the conditions described above and the

widening of the skills matchin g data

base. The Minister has thrown down the

gauntlet to the states agitating for more

migran ts by virtua lly challeng ing them  to

promote  this scheme and the Regional

Sponsored Migration Scheme. If they do

not, the implication is that th ey shou ld

stop complaining about low migratio n 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

migran ts with business sk ills and skills  in

demand to settle in Victoria.’ 

There is another minor variant of this

scheme, called the Regional Established

Business Schem e which  allows State  and

Territory Governm ents to sponsor

migran ts for permanent residence who

have already e stablished b usinesses in

their jurisdictions while in A ustralia on a

temporary visa. These persons must meet

the existing standards for business migra-

tion applican ts, though , once ag ain, the

requirem ents for selection have been

diluted in order to facilitate nominations.

 

DISCUSSION

The Government has created a 5,000

‘Contingency Reserve ’ to accom moda te

extra migrants over and abo ve the ex ist-

ing skilled program of 35,000 should the

States or employers manage to sponsor
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large numb ers of mig rants in the regional

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 mu ch call on  this ‘reserve ’. This

is just as well, given the relatively low

skill level of the m igrants likely to be

recruited.

A more fundamental issue concerns

the sense of allowing States and employ-

ers from ar eas whe re popu lation gro wth

is low to try to arrest the trend through

encouraging overseas migration. Table 4

shows that the States  pressing for more

migran ts (notably South Australia,

Victoria  and Tasmania) are  receiving less

than their  share of the existing skilled

migration categories. One reason for this

is limited employment opp ortunities. In

the case of South Australia and Tas-

mania, this problem has led to significant

recent net losses of  people  through inter-

state migration. It is hard to see how

mode rately skilled migrants c an 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.

The wisdom of allowing State govern-

ments  whic h are committed to higher

migration, despite absence of strong

employment demand, to have a hand in

the selection process of migrants,  as with

the STNI scheme, must also be ques-

tioned. Migrants cannot be quarantined

within  particular states. Migration policy

is quite properly  a Com monw ealth func-

tion directe d at the natio nal interest.

The Australian Government has

shown through the selection reforms

beginning in July 1999 that it is serious

about better targeting the migrants

recruited for their skills. As long as the

total number of these migrants is kept

near the current level, the quality of the

migran ts selected will be high and the

effect on local a spirants access to the

occupations in question  will be m odest.

But the analysis has show n that if those

lobbying for a ma jor expan sion in the

intake have their way the consequences

could  be severe . The gre atest conce rn is

that local aspirants for tier one occupa-

tions could be crowded out by overseas

students  attracted by the new migration

opportunities.  A subsidiary (tho ugh less

likely prospect) is that some State Gov-

ernme nts will becom e seriously  involved

in population building activities regard-

less of labou r marke t realities within  their

jurisdictions.
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