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Managing Australia’s Migrant Intake 
 
The Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA) is the national peak 
body representing Australia’s culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities and 
their organisations. FECCA provides advocacy, develops policy and promotes issues on 
behalf of its constituency to government and the broader community. FECCA strives to ensure 
that the needs and aspirations of Australians from cultural and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds are given proper recognition in public policy. 
 
FECCA supports multiculturalism, community harmony, social justice and the rejection of all 
forms of discrimination and racism so as to build a productive and culturally rich Australian 
society. FECCA’s policies are developed around the concepts of empowerment and inclusion, 
and are formulated with the common good of all Australians in mind.  
 
FECCA welcomes the invitation from the Home Affairs Department to make a submission 
responding to the discussion paper on Australia’s Migrant Intake. We would welcome the 
opportunity to provide further comment and encourage you to contact the Senior Policy and 
Project Officer, Dr Alia Imtoual at alia@fecca.org.au and the Director, Dr Emma Campbell at 
emma@fecca.org.au. 
 
 
Key Message 
 
Migration is central to Australia’s continuing economic, intellectual and social success 
because it brings new skills, knowledge and experience. Migration also contributes to the 
diversity of our communities because migrants help to build a productive and culturally rich 
Australian society. As noted by the current Prime Minister, Australia is ‘the most successful 
multicultural society in the world.’ Australia’s migration program must support and maintain 
Australia’s multicultural and immigrant tradition by aligning with this reality, not undermining it.  
 
 
Balance between visa streams and types 
 
FECCA argues that Australia’s migration program must ensure that it is not solely focused on 
skilled or other work related visas, especially if this comes at the expense of humanitarian or 

mailto:migration.policy@homeaffairs.gov.au
mailto:alia@fecca.org.au
mailto:emma@fecca.org.au


2 
 

family visas. FECCA recognises that our migration program must be responsive to our 
economic, social and security interests. However, our migration program must ensure fairness 
and equity for existing Australian citizens who wish to be reunited with family or partners from 
overseas, as well as potential new migrants.  
 
The economic and social benefits and contributions of migrants who come via the family and 
humanitarian streams must be recognised as being equally but differently important to the 
contributions made by skilled migrants. The recently published report CGU Migrant Small 
Business Report (2018) presents evidence that ‘migrants contribute more in taxes than they 
consume in benefits and government goods and services’1, that 1.41 million people are 
provided employment by migrant business owners in Australia2, and that 25% of migrant 
business owners provide training opportunities to young Australians as compared to 19% of 
non-migrant business owners3. Many of these small business owners came to Australia on 
family visas or humanitarian visas and 83% of them did not previously own or run a small 
business prior to migration4 which demonstrates an impressive degree of entrepreneurialism 
and zeal for making unique and significant contributions not only to their personal and family 
prosperity, but also economically and socially to the broader Australian community. 
 
Family migration 
The availability of family reunion is important for successful settlement, allowing migrants to 
maintain family ties and connections. Family reunion also relates to core human rights of 
Australians to live with their family members. Restricting the number of people who can access 
permanent family reunion has already let to people finding other temporary means to come to 
Australia that provide limited opportunity to settle and integrate.  
 
FECCA is concerned that a shift away from permanent parent visas to flexible temporary 
parent visas will leave many individuals without a social safety net and no access to crucial 
services. This will put pressure on Australian families and individuals who hold temporary 
parent visas. It could also create a class of migrants who are not supported to settle in 
Australia, affecting social cohesion. Empowering immigrants and allowing them the resources 
and tools to participate in Australian society is critical in fostering their economic and social 
contributions. 
 

The Productivity Commission has found that the Australian community enjoys a number of 
positive benefits from parent visa holders, including intangible economic benefits, social and 
cultural benefits and direct economic benefits.5 FECCA disagrees with the Commission’s 
conclusion that these benefits are largely obtained by the sponsors and visa holders, and not 
by unrelated members of the Australian community.6 The social and economic contribution to 
Australia of a family must be considered as a whole and the contribution of parents and 
grandparents should be recognised as part of that. 

 

Family migration is integral to successful settlement of migrants in Australia, which contributes 
to social cohesion and the wellbeing of the whole community. Many parents volunteer at 
cultural, religious and community events and contribute to maintaining of cultural and linguistic 
diversity. Parent visa holders are diverse in age, skills, and experience; these individuals 
contribute to the Australian community in many tangible and intangible ways.  

 
 

                                                
1 CGU Migrant Small Business Report (2018), p5 
2 Ibid, p6 
3 Ibid, p7 
4 Ibid, p9 
5 Productivity Commission, Migrant Intake into Australia (2016), 472 – 476. 
6 Ibid, 477. 
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Partner visas 
While the number of partner visas in the Family migration stream is not capped, there is a set 
target number for this visa category. FECCA is aware that the target number is increasingly 
lower than the number of valid applications, resulting in a ‘queue’ and in many cases, a delay 
of approximately 2 years before being granted a visa. 
 
Family stream partner migrants are younger on average (more likely in their 20s and 30s) than 
Skilled or Humanitarian stream partners.7 Most partners in the Family stream speak English 
well.8 Before arrival in Australia, Family stream partners were more likely to have completed 
a qualification than Australian-born residents of the same age.9 While family migrants are not 
assessed on their skills for migration, 60-70 per cent of Family stream partner migrants have 
post-school qualifications.10 
 
There is no statistical difference between Family and Skilled category partners in terms of 
employment participation.11 Partner migrants make a significant contribution to Australia’s 
economy through participation on in the labour force; 85 per cent of male partner migrants and 
60 per cent of female partners in the Family and Skilled streams were employed during the 
first five years of settlement.12 Beyond the economics, partners and other family migrants also 
contribute to the Australian community through their participation in various social and 
community groups and activities.13 
 
Given the similarities of Family stream partner migrants and Skilled stream partners, the 
current system whereby the number of partner visas in the Family stream is restricted by a 
target set annually is inequitable. Under this system, skilled migrants are able to bring their 
partners to Australia with relative ease while Australian citizens who wish to be reunited with 
partners are subject to a considerable wait time due to the target. 
 
Overseas qualification recognition for family and skilled migrants 

The Productivity Commission has recommended that Australian governments should give 
priority to improving the recognition of overseas qualifications obtained at high-quality 
institutions, including through bridging courses. FECCA strongly supports this 
recommendation. 
 

Difficulties with obtaining recognition of skills and qualifications earned overseas are 
frequently cited by immigrants as a major barrier to accessing employment in Australia even 
when they have entered Australia on skilled visas. Many community members believe that 
there is not enough information about how to have overseas qualifications recognised, and the 
cost of this recognition can be prohibitive. FECCA is supportive of efforts to improve access 
to recognition of overseas qualifications for migrants, which will enable individuals to work in 
their area of expertise. 
 
Sponsors 
High entry charges for migrants wanting to live in Australia are inequitable and fundamentally 
overlook the importance of immigration to Australian society. Families with limited financial 
means may find it extremely difficult to sponsor their parents to come to Australia if charges 
are high, which is discriminatory towards these families as it denies them access to a feasible 
option to reunite with their parents from overseas. FECCA believes that the ability to bring 

                                                
7 Siew-Ean Khoo, Peter McDonald and Barbara Edgar, ‘Contribution of Family Migration to Australia: Report to 
the Department of Immigration and Citizenship’ (April 2013), 42. 
8 Ibid, 42. 
9 Ibid, 46. 
10 Ibid, 5. 
11 Ibid, 52. 
12 Ibid, 6. 
13 Ibid, 6, 61-64. 
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parents to Australia to live or visit for extended periods of time should not be limited to only 
those who have the financial means to do so. 
 
FECCA believes that refunds should be available for applicants who want to withdraw an 
existing permanent visa application and apply for the proposed new temporary parent visa. 
This should include partial refunds where a significant portion of the processing has already 
occurred.  
 

Disability 

Under the Migration Act 1958, people who seek to migrate to Australia are subjected to a 
health examination which calculates the potential cost of services over a period of time, and 
can be prohibited from migrating to the country if the calculated cost is above a certain level. 
According to Article 18 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, all State 
parties are under an obligation to recognise the rights of persons with disabilities to liberty of 
movement, to freedom to choose their residence and to a nationality, on an equal basis with 
others. FECCA believes that the health examination requirement imposed on migrants with 
disability contravenes this Article, and has supported calls to amend this requirement. 

 

Price-based immigration system 
FECCA agrees with the Productivity Commission’s position in the 2016 Migrant Intake report 
which opposes the adoption of a price-based immigration system.  
 

Temporary/seasonal visa and worker exploitation 
Overseas workers currently fill a number of short-term, temporary or seasonal positions where 
local employees cannot be recruited. For a long time, migrant workers in Australia have been 
some of the most vulnerable to the risk of abuse and exploitation by their employers. In the 
period 2013-2014 migrant workers on working holiday visas had ‘more than three times the 
rate of finalised Fair Work Ombudsman complaints compared to all other workers…This 
suggests a high incidence of exploitative work arrangements’14. The results of a landmark 
report by the University of New South Wales and the University of Technology Sydney (Wage 
theft in Australia – findings of the national temporary migrant work survey, 2017) highlighted 
endemic exploitation and underpayment of international students and backpackers. 
Temporary workers make up 11% of the Australian labour market and 30% of those surveyed 
earned half of the minimum wage for a casual employee for that job. The report found that 
‘underpayment was widespread across numerous industries, but was especially prevalent in 
food services, and especially severe in fruit and vegetable picking’ (p5). 
 

The increasing vulnerability of migrant workers and their lack of support when challenging 
exploitation, discrimination and wage theft was given close attention by the United Nations 
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in their review report of Australia15. This 
report expressed concern for migrant workers on temporary visas ‘who work with low salaries 
and long working hours’. In this report the UN CERD Committee recommended that Australia 
‘increase its efforts to improve working conditions of migrant workers’. FECCA argues that an 
increase in temporary or seasonal work visas runs counter to efforts to reduce exploitation 
and should therefore be avoided. 

 
  

                                                
14 https://theconversation.com/how-migrant-workers-are-critical-to-the-future-of-australias-agricultural-
industry-66422 
15 http://tbinternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CERD/Shared%20Documents/AUS/CERD_C_AUS_CO_18-
20_29700_E.pdf 
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Visa costs 
 
FECCA highlights comments by the Productivity Commission that: ‘the Australian Government 
currently charges a wide range of visa fees. Their basis is unclear and appears ad hoc. Visa 
charges have increased significantly in recent years, and the revenue generated is now more 
than three times the costs of processing visa applications. Charges for Australian visas are 
generally higher than in Australia’s major competitor countries’16. FECCA supports the 
Productivity Commission’s call for a detailed review of current visa charges (and the 
justification for these charges) so as to develop a model of visas based on eligibility criteria 
and visa charge which attract a balanced range of migrants. 
 
FECCA reiterates the Commission’s concerns about prohibitively high costs of visas and the 
barriers this causes to the reunion of families on lower incomes and reiterates calls for a clear 
and comprehensive review of visa charges. FECCA believes that visa fees should not be 
viewed as a tool for raising revenue.  
 
Ageing population 
 
The number of Australians aged 65 years and over is projected to more than double by 2054-
55, with 1 in 1,000 people projected to be aged over 100. In 1975, this was 1 in 10,000. Further, 
the number of people aged 15 to 64 for every person aged 65 and over has fallen from 7.3 
people in 1975 to an estimated 4.5 people today. By 2054-55, this is projected to nearly halve 
again to 2.7 people.17 
 
The 2015 Intergenerational Report recognises that migrants are generally younger than the 
resident population, thus migration reduces the average age of the population and slows the 
rate of population ageing. Additionally, migration increases the proportion of the population 
that are of working age and raises aggregate workforce participation.18 Immigration policy has 
the potential to counteract the negative social and economic effects of Australia’s ageing 
population. 
 
Aged Care is part of the Australian Healthcare and Social Assistance sector, where it is 
predicted to be the strongest growing industry in the Australian workforce over the next four 
years, growing by 250,000.19 The Aged Care workforce will be required to grow to 980,000 by 
2050 to meet projected demand.20 The Aged Care workforce is increasingly drawing on 
migrant labour and the diversity of the aged care workforce is reflected in the 2016 National 
Aged Care Workforce Census and Survey Report (NACWCS) which states that 32 per cent of 
residential care workers and 23 per cent of community care workers were born overseas.21 
This demonstrates a significant portion of the sector comprised of workers from overseas. It 
is imperative that to meet future demands placed on the aged care sector due to an increasing 
older population that the sector continues to attract and support workers from migrant 
backgrounds.  
 
In response to the challenges faced by the aged care sector, The Minister for Ageing, the Hon 
Ken Wyatt AM MP, has recently appointed an Aged Care Workforce Strategy Taskforce which 

                                                
16 Ibid, p21 
17 Commonwealth of Australia, ‘2015 Intergenerational Report: Australia in 2055’ (March 2015), 1 
18 Ibid, 11. 
19 Australian Government, Department of Employment, Industry Employment Projections 2016 Report, 
http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/GainInsights/EmploymentProjections, 2017 Industry Employment 
Projections Report. 
20 Department of Health (2017), 2016 National Aged Care Workforce Census and Survey – The Aged Care 
Workforce 2016, pp. xviii. 
21 Department of Health (2017), 2016 National Aged Care Workforce Census and Survey – The Aged Care 
Workforce 2016. Pp. xv-xviii. 
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will oversee and steer the development of an industry driven workforce strategy. FECCA 
welcomes the establishment of the Taskforce and is keen to ensure that the specific needs 
and aspirations of CALD aged care workers and CALD aged care consumers are reflected in 
its work. Systemic and systematic advocacy is required to bring the changes necessary for 
improvements and sustainability of this workforce sector and to address the specific issues 
which face migrant workers in aged care environments. 
 
A secure, steady and sustainable bilingual and bicultural aged care workforce is vital as the 
ageing population of CALD Australians continues to increase. Older CALD Australians have 
particular language and cultural needs which are often best met by bilingual and bicultural 
aged care workers, as well as general staff proficient in culturally competent service provision.  
 
The value of permanency  
 
FECCA believes that all medium or long-term visas should include a pathway to permanent 
residency and citizenship. Many people who arrive in Australia later decide that they want to 
continue to contribute to this nation as an Australian citizen with all the rights and obligations 
accorded to citizens. It is important that this pathway is available and the process is easy to 
understand and navigate. An application for a change in visa should not be taken as evidence 
of deceit or malicious intent, and individuals should therefore not be punished through a lack 
of flexibility to move between visas. In addition, the time that they have already spent in 
Australia and the contributions they have made should be recognised. 
 
FECCA does not believe that a period of provisional residence will enhance the integrity of the 
visa system or ease the burden on taxpayers. There are already extensive restrictions and 
waiting periods for eligibility for a wide range of welfare payments. Provisional residence will 
delay the ability of immigrants to obtain meaningful employment and begin the integration 
process. This is especially true if they are individuals such as skilled migrants who are already 
eligible for permanent residency. FECCA recommends that immediate permanent residency 
should be granted to those who are currently eligible. 
 
FECCA has previously opposed the extension of the residency requirement for citizenship 
eligibility when it was amended from two to four years. We also oppose any enforced periods 
of provisional residence because we believe that such periods will limit access to basic 
resources and services for many new migrants and humanitarian entrants. There is no 
evidence to show that provisional residency will lead to a more integrated, cohesive society. 
Indeed, it will have the opposite effect. 
 
As well as the significant symbolic consequences of being treated as ‘provisional’ or 
temporary, such classifications have very significant consequences for access to basic social 
rights and protections in Australia. With the current policy of temporary protection for refugees 
who came by boat, and with the large number of people seeking asylum on bridging visas, 
FECCA is highly aware of the complexities and risks of provisional status in a very practical 
sense. FECCA believes that any broader shift to provisional periods is likely to create more 
unnecessary complexity of health and social services. If people are living in Australia in the 
long term, it would be best if they were able to access essential services as soon as they 
require this support. 
 
This is particularly the case where a provisional period might be applied to people who have 
been identified as highly vulnerable, including, but not confined to, refugees and humanitarian 
migrants. A provisional period for this group will have a negative impact on their health and 
settlement in Australia, rather than enhance their integration into the community. For them, 
security and certainty is essential so that they can recover and begin to build new lives.   
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Pathways to Citizenship 

The Government has indicated it will reintroduce legislative amendments to ensure that an 
applicant for citizenship to demonstrate four years of continuous permanent residence in 
Australia, for the purposes of ‘greater examination’ of their ‘integration with Australia’. FECCA 
strongly argues that this will have a detrimental effect on community harmony, social cohesion 
and weaken the capacity of migrants to be empowered and integrated into Australian society. 
It is a direct contradiction of the purported goal of ‘a commitment to a multicultural Australia in 
which integration and contribution are core elements of our success’.22 

It is the view of FECCA, and the tradition of Australia’s immigration system, that Australian 
permanent residents should be encouraged to seek citizenship as soon as practically possible 
to foster a sense of inclusion and encourage integration. Citizenship is not only an offer of 
welcome by a host nation; it is also an expression of commitment by an arriving migrant and 
a compact between the two. Anything which delays or deters this should be resisted.  

Good settlement and integration outcomes are, as demonstrated by ample research, 
dependant on the ability to feel welcome, to contribute and to participate in the new society. 
The ability to participate fully in Australian life is, however, dependent upon immigration status. 
The right to vote and influence how the financial contributions one makes to the country are 
distributed; the right to ease of travel; the right to serve your country in jobs reserved for 
citizens; and access to improved opportunities for education are important facets of 
integration.  

For migrants to Australia, the granting of Australian citizenship is a symbol of acceptance into 
the Australian community. It is cherished by all in Australia’s migrant communities and, for 
those arriving here as humanitarian refugees after years of flight and unsettled lives, provides 
much needed security and certainty. The changes to the waiting period requirement will lead 
to a greater sense of exclusion for migrants to Australia. In some cases the people affected 
by these delays will have already lived here for many years, working, studying and contributing 
to the economic and social fabric of the nation. 

FECCA believes that the requirement for citizenship of a specific high level of English 
language proficiency, separately tested, is discriminatory and exclusionary. FECCA 
acknowledges that developing English language capacity is an important part of settlement. 
However, language learning is a lifetime journey and throughout Australia’s history, 
extraordinary contributions have been made by those who may not have achieved a high level 
of English language proficiency.  

Any increase to the English language requirement will have a disproportionate effect on 
women and more vulnerable migrants. Several studies have demonstrated the effect of trauma 
on adults learning English.23 This is particularly prescient for humanitarian entrants. A study 
of one cohort of refugees in Australia indicated the presence of Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder in more than 90% of that cohort and detailed the negative effects upon learning.24 
Interruptions to education as a result of moving frequently because of unstable security 
situations or missing school to work in times of economic hardship mean that some migrants 
and refugees may have low levels of literacy in their own languages making the study of 
English a particular challenge. Women face additional barriers to education, as they are 
disproportionately burdened with caring and domestic responsibilities. To prevent applicants 
who have entered Australia as humanitarian entrants from becoming citizens because they 

                                                
22 https://www.border.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/discussion-papers/citizenship-paper.pdf  
23 Gordon, D. Trauma and Second Language Learning among Laotian Refugees Journal of Southeast Asian 
American Education and Advancement: 6(13). 2011 
24 Stevens, A. Perspectives on the Meanings of Symptoms among Cambodian Refugees Journal of Sociology 
37(1):81-98 2001 
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experience difficulties with language is to effectively penalise them because of their traumatic 
experiences.  

FECCA is concerned about the financial burden the English language requirement will place 
on migrants, many of whom work in low-wage sectors of the economy and who will be forced 
to pay for costly exam-focused English language courses and repeated tests. Indeed, 
particular communities may be disproportionately impacted by this test dependent on, for 
example: (a) language group of a person’s first language (grammar, vocabulary, alphabet, 
pronunciation, tonal or non-tonal etc.); (b) prevalence of English in country of origin; (c) 
experience of learning / speaking other languages; (d) age of first learning English. It should 
also be noted that English is considered a particularly challenging language to learn because 
of its many irregularities. 


