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Dear Mr Knight 
 
STRATEGIC REVIEW OF THE STUDENT VISA PROGRAM 
 
I welcome the opportunity to make a submission to the Strategic Review of the 
Student Visa Program on behalf of the Business Council of Australia. I also 
appreciated the opportunity to discuss with you a number of the major issues of 
interest to business during your consultations. 
 
The education of international students in Australia has become one of the nation’s 
most important export industries, earning the nation as much as $18 billion a year in 
export income. International education is important to Australian business, with 
international graduates providing a valuable source of skills, especially for 
businesses engaged in Asia. This includes the employment of graduates in their 
home countries, recognising that they have been educated to Australian standards. 
 
The significance of this sector, however, extends well beyond the immediate 
economic and social benefits to include a major contribution to our diplomatic 
engagement with Asia and with the world. Importantly, Australian students have the 
opportunity to gain enduring benefits from their engagement with international 
students, including the chance to develop their knowledge and understanding of 
other countries, especially those in Asia. 
 
Although the education of international students by Australian universities, colleges 
and training institutions has grown into one of the nation’s most valuable industries, it 
is now facing a number of challenges. Other countries, including the United States, 
are competing more actively to attract students. In Australia, changes were 
introduced to the requirements for student visas and to skilled migration rules. 
 
The BCA also recognises that in recent years a number of providers enrolling 
international students were found to be offering poor quality education and training 
services. This, together with other developments, including the financial collapse and 
closure of some providers, has harmed the reputation of Australia’s international 
education industry. 
 
The BCA is concerned that these developments have adversely affected many  
high-quality providers of international education and research qualifications, leading 
to a sharp decline in international enrolments. Our objective for international 
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education should be to enable it to grow sustainably into the future, based on the 
provision of high-quality and relevant education services. 
 
Furthermore, we need to develop a strategy that enables this important export 
industry to meet this objective. In this context we should ensure that student visa 
arrangements are internationally competitive for potential applicants to high-quality 
institutions in ways that do not compromise the integrity of the visa program. 
 
I recognise the importance of student visa rules and procedures being part of a risk 
management framework that aims to maintain the integrity of the system. 
 
In the context of these objectives, the BCA wishes to make four recommendations 
that would apply to international applicants for student visas. 
 
First, the BCA recommends that consideration be given to creating two new student 
visa categories. One would be a new fast-track higher education and research 
subclass visa. Individuals applying to higher education institutions offering higher 
education and postgraduate research qualifications would automatically be entitled 
to make an application under the new fast track category. Institutions offering 
vocational education and training qualifications would need to meet agreed quality 
requirements and demonstrate that they are financially viable, before applicants to 
study at those institutions would be entitled to make an application under another 
new fast-track visa category for vocational education and training students. 
 
Linking the new visa fast-track categories to quality institutions would contribute to 
supporting an international education industry that provides effective teaching and 
learning programs to students. Importantly, the graduates of quality institutions are 
valued by employers, which is in the interest of students. Such an approach could be 
expected to provide an incentive for attracting talented students to Australia. 
 
Second, the BCA recommends that new student visa categories linked to quality 
institutions should be faster, less costly and less onerous to obtain than is the case 
under the current student visa program. In particular, the new student visa categories 
should aim to offer the following improvements, compared to requirements under the 
current student visa program: 
 

 priority processing of applications so that processing times are reduced across all 
risk assessment levels; 

 guaranteed ease of access for applicants, including the opportunity to apply 
online; 

 requirements in relation to evidence of living costs that are equivalent to the 
requirements in countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Canada and New Zealand; 

 extending the period for which graduates can work in Australia after graduation 
by allowing students who study on the new visa category to work for up to 2 
years on a subclass 485 visa; and 

 reducing the visa application charge so that it is approximately equivalent to the 
charges in other countries; 

 
In light of the importance of the international education industry to Australia, Australia 
should ensure that its student visa requirements are internationally competitive, 



Strategic Review of the Student Visa Program April 2011 

 
 

 3 

especially when it comes to capable students interested in high-quality education or 
research programs. 
 
Third, the BCA recommends that effective arrangements for recognising which 
vocational educational and training institutions will be eligible for a new fast-track 
visa should be given a high priority. A new set of arrangements along the lines 
outlined above will work effectively only if institutions can be recognised as  
high-quality providers through a process that is both reliable and responsive. We 
would anticipate that a set of arrangements should be agreed between the 
Department of Immigration and Citizenship and the Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations. If it were possible to use interim 
arrangements based on relevant quality and financial viability information, then such 
an approach should be considered. 
 
Finally, the 573 Higher Education and 574 Postgraduate Research should be 
merged into the new higher education and research fast track-visa. The 572 VET 
subclass should continue to be available based on the existing requirements for a 
student visa, alongside a new fast-track VET subclass for applicants to institutions 
that meet quality and financial viability requirements. 
 
The design and introduction of improvements to the student visa program has the 
potential to make a very important contribution to supporting our international 
education industry. In light of the very significant benefits that flow to Australia from 
this industry, improvements to the student visa would be strongly supported by the 
Business Council of Australia. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Michael Andrew 
Chairman 
Task Force on Education, Skills and Innovation 


