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 About this submission 

This is the Business Council of Australia’s submission to the Department of Home Affairs on Australia’s 

migration settings, including the level and composition of the 2022-23 permanent migration program. It 

responds to questions in Home Affairs’ discussion paper on the 2022-23 migration program. 

The permanent migration program is a fundamental component of Australia’s migration policy framework, 

complemented by Australia’s temporary migrant visa settings. The permanent migration program is capped, 

with an overall planning level for the current 2021-22 financial year set at 160,000 places, with 79,600 

places reserved for the skill stream and the remainder largely for the family stream.  

 Key recommendations 

The Business Council recommends:  

1. The ‘ceiling’ for the permanent migration intake should be increased to 220,000 places in 2022-23 to 

catch up on lost skilled migrants, tackle workforce shortages, and support Australia’s economic recovery, 

with at least two-thirds (and up to 70 per cent) of places reserved for the skilled stream. 

2. The Government should provide ‘forward guidance’ for the migration program by setting a profile of 

places over the forward estimates, with a further 220,000 places in 2023-24, and 190,000 places in 

2024-25 and 2025-26 – to provide business, governments and the community with greater certainty and 

confidence of a plan to recover lost ground, support growth and sustain the economic recovery. 

3. Beyond the forward estimates, the size of the migration program should be kept broadly constant as a 

share of Australia’s population, with adjustments as necessary to respond to economic conditions. 

4. The permanent migrant intake in 2022-23 (and beyond) should prioritise applications where there is a 

job offer or where the candidate brings critical skills and talent that deliver strong economic and fiscal 

benefits for Australians.  

a. Skilled stream visas should be weighted to ‘employer-sponsored’ workers by increasing the 

allocation of employer-sponsored visas to at least one-third of skill stream places.  

b. Other skilled visa categories (including regional, state government-sponsored, and skilled 

independent visas) should be set with regard to the lifetime fiscal benefits of these visa types, and 

consideration of the future skills needs and population trends of Australia’s cities and regional areas. 

c. Global Talent Program places should be maintained or grown as part of an increase in the size of the 

skilled visa stream, given its flexibility and focus on attracting the world’s best and brightest.  

5. The Government should look for opportunities to attract and retain skilled migrants by offering greater 

certainty to temporary skilled visa holders and ensuring simpler pathways to permanent migration, by:  

a. Temporarily offering four-year visas for all new Temporary Skill Shortage (TSS) visa holders (with 

continuation subject to a review) or providing new two-year TSS visa holders access to the pathway 

to permanent migration that is otherwise only available to holders of a four-year TSS visa. 

b. Providing more flexibility for temporary humanitarian visa holders to transition to skilled visas. 

6. To address workforce shortages while upskilling and reskilling Australians, the government should: 

a. Comprehensively update skilled occupation lists, and the ANZSCO codes that underpin them. 

b. Remove skills list eligibility requirements for employer sponsored visas where the applicant’s salary 

is above a certain level (initially the Fair Work Commission’s High Income Threshold) 

c. Waive the Skilling Australians Fund levy for businesses that directly spend at least an equivalent 

amount on education and training for new or current employees within their business. 

d. Centre more Designated Area Migration Agreements on nationally significant innovation precincts. 
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 Context – Reopening to the world  

The closure of Australia’s international border in February 2020 was an important measure to protect 

Australians. Almost two years later, and with Australia’s vaccination rate rising above 85 per cent, it is past 

time to reopen to the world by fully reversing the closure of our domestic and international borders.  

Travel bans and strict quarantine requirements helped shield Australia from the worst excesses of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, but they have also caused wrenching separations for families, and resulted in a serious 

hit to our economy and to businesses around the country.  

The Australian Government has taken essential first steps by removing travel bans for fully vaccinated 

Australians, skilled migrants, international students, refugees and working holiday makers. NSW, Victoria 

and the ACT are supporting the transition by welcoming back returning vaccinated Australians without 

quarantine. Other jurisdictions should follow this lead as soon as possible to reunite Australian citizens and 

residents with their families, and to tackle skills shortages by supporting the return of critical workers.  

The next reopening priority for the Australian Government and all jurisdictions should be welcoming back 

all other temporary migrants, including business travellers, tourists and other visitors. The need is urgent – 

Australia’s visitor economy contributed over $60 billion to Australia’s GDP pre-COVID, and provided jobs for 

more than 1-in-20 Australian workers.1 Businesses and their employees in all states and territories have 

been devastated by the loss of tourism, including in regional areas.  

We have a lot of ground to make up. Over the last two years Australia has lost over 600,000 temporary 

migrants, which amounts to over 40 per cent of the pre-pandemic total (excluding New Zealand citizens 

living here on Special Category visas). Tourist visitors have driven the decline, down over 90 per cent, but 

international students, backpackers, and skilled migrants have also been hard hit (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Australia’s temporary migrant numbers are way down on pre-pandemic levels 

 

There is no time for delay. We can’t let skills and labour shortages create bottlenecks that hold back 

Australia’s economic recovery. After slipping back somewhat during the NSW and Victorian lockdowns, job 

vacancies have risen again to be 50 per cent above the pre-COVID period, and back to levels not seen since 

the mining boom over a decade ago.2 As the economy recovers there will be opportunities for Australians to 

find a job, but with a workforce shortfall of over half a million workers we will also need to rapidly draw in 

critical workers from overseas as an essential complement to our domestic skills and training system.  

 
1 Australian Trade and Investment Commission. 2021. Opportunities for the Visitor Economy: Summary Report. June 2021. Canberra. 
2 National Skills Commission. 2021. Internet Vacancy Index: November 2021 Vacancy Report. Canberra. 
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In the years ahead, we will also need highly skilled workers to spark innovation and drive the creation of 

new industries, from quantum computing to green hydrogen. Skilled migrants will play a critical role in 

developing these industries, which will boost productivity and create skilled and highly paid jobs for all 

Australians.  

 Responses to discussion paper questions  

Question 1: Should the Australian Government increase/reduce/maintain the size of the Migration 
Program in 2022-23 and why? 

Response: With border restrictions and quarantine requirements easing, Australia should set a deliberate 

catch-up strategy to re-invigorate permanent skilled migration, including through an increase in the size of 

the Migration Program in 2022-23 and beyond.  

Australia’s skills-focused migration program enriches our economy and society, contributing to prosperity, 

diversity and dynamism. Timely access to skilled migrants is critical for businesses to overcome skill 

shortages and deliver high quality goods and services to Australian consumers. Skilled migration enables 

economic activity that would otherwise not occur, which creates job opportunities for all Australians.  

Skilled migration lifts Australians’ living standards. Modelling by the Productivity Commission in 2016 found 

that a continuation of Australia’s migration program, with its weighting toward skilled and younger 

migrants, would increase GDP per person by around 7 per cent in 2060.3 Economic analysis also shows that 

Australia’s migration intake does not depress local jobs or wages. 4 Instead, skilled migrants boost demand, 

increase productivity and participation, and deliver talent and experience that complements local workers.5 

The COVID-19 pandemic has severely curbed Australia’s migration intake, and the benefits it normally 

brings. In the period from 2007 until mid-2020, net overseas migration to Australia averaged around 

235,000 per year. The imposition of a travel ban in February 2020 dramatically reversed this inflow, with 

Australia losing 100,500 people in 2020-21, and expected to lose a further 40,900 people in 2021-22. The 

Centre for Population’s projections suggest that after two years of outflows, net overseas migration will 

become positive again, but is not projected to return to its pre-COVID average level until 2024-25 (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Net overseas migration and population growth have collapsed 

 
 

3 Productivity Commission. 2016. Migrant Intake into Australia. Inquiry Report No. 77. Canberra. 
4 Breunig, R., Deutscher, N. and To, H.T. 2016. ‘The relationship between immigration to Australia and the labour market outcomes of Australian 
workers’. Technical Supplement A to the Productivity Commission Inquiry Report Migrant Intake into Australia. Canberra; D’Souza, G. 2020. Migration 
and Labour Market Outcomes. Appendix to the Committee for the Economic Development of Australia report Effects of Temporary Migration – Shaping 
Australia’s Society and Economy. Melbourne. 
5 Commonwealth Treasury & Department of Home Affairs. 2018. Shaping A Nation: Population Growth and Immigration Over Time. Canberra. 
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The current trajectory would leave Australia with around 1.5 million fewer people by 2030-31 than were 

expected pre-COVID, with two-fifths of this reduction resulting directly from the fall in net overseas 

migration.  

This projection is not set in stone though. With rising job vacancies, high vaccination rates, and borders now 

open again, Australia should seek to recover lost ground on population and economic growth through a 

boost to migration that goes beyond getting back to ‘business as usual’.  

A deliberate catch-up strategy to boost migration will help drive our economic recovery and recoup lost 

output and per capita incomes in the years ahead. This strategy would involve a temporary uplift in the size 

of the permanent migration program, coupled with measures to attract and retain both permanent and 

temporary migrants. It would also depend on reverting to a migration program weighted towards skilled 

migrants that deliver the greatest economic and fiscal benefits for Australia.  

For most of the past decade, Australia’s migration program was set at 190,000 places per annum, with over 

two-thirds of places (around 130,000 per annum) reserved for the skill stream, and the remainder largely 

devoted to the family stream. However, in 2019, the Australian Government set out a plan for Australia’s 

future population that included a temporary reduction in permanent migration to a cap of 160,000 places 

per annum, with the two-thirds share for skill stream places expected to be retained.  

If this plan had been achieved, Australia would have welcomed around 110,000 skill stream migrants each 

year, or a total of 330,000 from 2019-20 to 2021-22. Instead, COVID-19 travel bans have resulted in a lower 

overall permanent migration intake and a re-weighting away from the skill stream (toward a 50:50 split 

with the family stream). As a result, by the middle of 2022 Australia will be around 75,000 skill-stream 

places short of what the Government had intended when it announced its population plan in 2019. 

Australia should make up the skilled migrants we have lost and welcome them back to drive our economic 

recovery. We can do this by raising the permanent migration intake to a cap of 220,000 for the next two 

financial years, with the skill stream taking over two-thirds of these places (returning to the pre-pandemic 

split). This will provide for around 150,000 skill stream places per annum in 2022-23 and 2023-24, which 

would represent a total increase of around 80,000 compared to the pre-pandemic baseline (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: A migration catch-up strategy should make up for the skilled migrants we have lost 
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A permanent migration program of this size and composition would still provide for over 67,000 family 

stream places and 3,000 child visa places in each of the next two years. This will help to maintain visa places 

that support family reunions, cut the processing time for family visa approvals, and reduce the backlog of 

temporary migrants on bridging visas.  

Following this two-year uplift to 220,000 permanent migration places, the program could return to a total 

cap of 190,000 places in 2024-25 and 2025-26. This is consistent with the planning level that persisted until 

2019 and would represent an annual intake that amounts to around 0.7 per cent of Australia’s population 

(Figure 4). From there, the size of the migration program should be broadly maintained as a share of 

Australia’s population, with deviations as needed to account for economic conditions. Maintaining the 

migration program as a share of the population would help to offset the long-term projected decline in 

Australia’s fertility rate. It would slow the ageing of the population, increase workforce participation, and 

reduce the dependency ratio that would otherwise result in a growing tax burden on working Australians.6 

Figure 4: Permanent migration has fallen as a share of Australia’s population over the last decade  

 

A public commitment to a two-year migration catch-up strategy, followed by a return to a sustainable 

migration baseline will provide businesses, state governments, prospective migrants and the Australian 

community with greater certainty and confidence of future population levels, migration opportunities, and of 

a plan to support Australia’s growth and economic recovery.   

Question 2: What is the ideal composition of the Skill and Family streams of the 2022-23 Migration 
Program? 

Response: As outlined above, the skill stream should return to at least a two-thirds share of the permanent 

migration program from 2022-23, given skilled migrants provide the most economic benefit for Australia. 

Recent analysis by the Commonwealth Treasury has shown that skill stream migrants deliver a positive 

lifetime fiscal benefit of just under $200,000 per person (in NPV terms), meaning they contribute more in tax 

and visa charge revenue than they use in government services.7 This positive fiscal impact helps to offset the 

negative lifetime fiscal impact of family and humanitarian visa holders, and of the broader Australian 

population. 

 
6 Commonwealth Treasury. 2021. 2021 Intergenerational Report. Canberra.  
7 Commonwealth Treasury. 2021. The Lifetime Fiscal Impact of the Australian Permanent Migration Program. Canberra.  
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Within the skill stream, flexibility should be maintained between visa types over the next year, allowing for 

continuing uncertainty about changing health and economic conditions and the effect these may have on the 

supply and demand for different visas. To aid planning, skilled stream visas should prioritise prospective 

permanent migrants that have a job lined up, through an increase in employer-sponsored visa places.  

Migrants on employer-sponsored visas have the best employment and labour market outcomes and are 

typically younger than other migrants. Treasury estimates that the average employer-sponsored primary 

skilled visa holder will deliver a positive lifetime fiscal benefit to Australia of over $550,000 in NPV terms. 

Despite this benefit, the number of employer-sponsored skilled visas granted has fallen by 40 per cent in the 

last few years, from around 38,000 in 2016-17 to just over 23,000 in 2020-21.8 It is critical that this trend is 

reversed through a substantial increase in employer-sponsored places (to over one-third of the skill stream), 

and through changes that expand occupational eligibility for these visas (see response to Question 4). 

Skilled independent, regional, and state-nominated skilled visa places should also be increased as part of a 

broader increase in the size of the skill stream. Skilled migrants in each of these categories also deliver 

significant lifetime fiscal benefits to Australia, though not to the same extent as employer-sponsored visa 

holders. The share of skill stream places given to these subcategories should be set with regard to relative 

lifetime fiscal benefits, but also with a view to the future skills needs and population trends of Australia’s 

cities and regional areas.  

Places for the Global Talent Program should also be maintained or expanded within a larger skill stream, 

noting the flexibility and efficiency of that program, and its focus on attracting candidates with critical skills 

and world class talent. The program remains reasonably new (having commenced in 2019-20), but it is 

well-placed to support the government’s focus on innovation and research commercialisation. The program 

should be evaluated once international travel patterns have stabilised to gauge its success and future profile.  

Within the family stream, the great majority of visas should continue to be available for partners and 

children of Australian residents and citizens. Permanent visas for parents should remain limited, given the 

large lifetime fiscal impacts of this cohort.  

Question 3: How can Australia remain attractive to prospective migrants to support our recovery 
from the impacts of COVID-19 in the short term and support a future Australia for 2030 and beyond? 

Response: Australia remains an attractive destination for prospective migrants, with a resilient economy and 

health system, world-class educational institutions, a welcoming multicultural society, and an enviable 

lifestyle and natural environment. We cannot be complacent though. Australia’s strict travel ban during the 

pandemic, and limited financial support for temporary migrants, have undoubtedly damaged our reputation 

as a welcoming, open country. We have already lost skilled migrants and international students to countries 

like Canada and the UK that compete with us for global talent.  

To restore our reputation, Australia needs to send a clear signal that it is open to the world once more. A 

catch-up migration strategy with 220,000 places in 2022-23 and 2023-24, a strong weighting toward the 

skill stream and forward guidance showing a return to 190,000 places in 2024-25 and 2025-26 would 

provide confidence to temporary migrants and their employers of good prospects for securing permanent 

migration visas in coming years. Greater certainty would help to persuade migrants on temporary visas to 

remain in Australia, and stem the projected net overseas migration outflow over the next year.  

A strong, skilled permanent migration pipeline would also send a positive signal to prospective migrants 

offshore that Australia has a plan for recovery and reopening, coupled with an economy and health system 

that have performed considerably better than global peers who compete with us for skilled talent. For 

businesses, forward guidance would support long-term industry and workforce strategies, and provide 

scope to review current strategic labour agreements. Confidence in the future size of the migration program 

 
8 Grattan Institute. 2021. Rethinking Permanent Migration After the Pandemic. Melbourne.   
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will also support businesses and governments to plan and deliver education and training for Australians 

with a clearer view of how local skills and global talent can combine and complement one another.  

In addition to setting an ambitious catch-up strategy through the permanent migration program, the 

government should also consider policy changes that support improved access to global talent and labour 

through temporary migration. Recent parliamentary inquiries on skilled and temporary migration have put 

forward several recommendations that would improve the efficiency and effectiveness of skilled migration.9 

These include better pathways to permanent residency for skilled migrants and international student 

graduates, reforms to skilled occupation lists, and more targeted use of labour market testing.  

The government has made a sensible decision to provide a pathway to permanent residency for short-term 

Temporary Skills Shortage (TSS) visa holders who are already in Australia. This recognises that these 

migrants have stuck-it-out in Australia during the pandemic, and that losing them now would be a missed 

opportunity, particularly while businesses are struggling to fill jobs. To boost retention of temporary 

migrants and attract globally mobile talent, the government could build on this special allowance by 

temporarily reverting to four-year visas for all new TSS visa holders (with continuation subject to a review).  

Longer-term temporary visas will provide more of a pay-off for prospective skilled migrants who are 

weighing up the costs, inconvenience and uncertainty of travelling to Australia, and are considering 

opportunities elsewhere. Four-year visas will also provide greater certainty to businesses and support 

better forward planning, particularly in the delivery of larger projects that need to scaled over multiple 

years. If two-year TSS visas are retained, the Government should consider temporarily providing new 

holders of these visas with access to the pathway to permanent migration that is currently only available to 

holders of four-year TSS visas. Pathways to permanent residency could also be made more flexible by 

allowing time with a previous employer to qualify towards permanent residency time requirements. 

We also need to draw better value from the capabilities of other temporary migrants already in Australia, 

including refugees and those on bridging visas, many of whom have valuable skills that are not fully utilised. 

Many members of this group came to Australia with skills, have acquired new skills and have done the right 

thing, including by moving to regional Australia.  

We note the Government has recently taken steps to make more of the talents of onshore temporary 

migrants through additional investment in skills assessments and expanded eligibility for pathways to 

permanent residency. Further flexibility and one-off measures of this sort would be welcome, including for 

temporary humanitarian visa holders. Options here could include providing more leeway on eligible 

occupations for those seeking to transition to permanent skilled visas, and allowing for further visa 

applications even where a previous visa application was rejected. These measures will create the right 

incentives for this group of temporary visa holders to work, study and live productively in Australia.  

Question 4: How can the Skill stream of the Migration Program effectively address workforce 
shortages while boosting efforts to upskill and reskill Australians? 

With the economy recovering but disrupted by changing restrictions and potential new outbreaks, it is 

critical that skilled migrant visa settings can respond to critical skills shortages that may arise quickly.  

Skills lists that define eligible occupations for skilled migration need to be up-to-date, agile and forward-

looking, but they are often dated and inflexible. These lists and the ANZSCO codes that underpin them are 

due for a comprehensive update, but a more permanent way to improve flexibility in high skilled fields 

would be to remove altogether the skills list eligibility requirements for some employer sponsored visas. To 

maintain integrity and community support, this could be limited initially to visas where the applicant’s 

salary is above a certain level (e.g. the Fair Work Commission’s High Income Threshold). 

Another change that would better align access to skilled migrants with incentives to train the local 

workforce would be to revamp the Skilling Australians Fund (SAF) levy. The SAF levy, which is as much as 

 
9 Joint Standing Committee on Migration. 2021. Inquiry into Australia’s Skilled Migration Program. Canberra; Senate Select Committee on Temporary 
Migration. 2021. Final Report. Canberra. 
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$7,200 for a four-year TSS visa, diverts funds that companies could use to train their own staff. The revenue 

is directed in-part to the Skilling Australians Fund that pays for largely unrelated state government 

vocational education and training. While the Fund is due to expire in mid-2022, the levy remains ongoing.  

A chief frustration from business is that the SAF levy, in addition to increasing the costs of visa sponsorship, 

is not being used to train workers to fill the skill shortages that were the genesis of the levy payment. For 

that reason, businesses that pay the levy have no confidence that they will see any benefit in terms of an 

increased supply of skilled local workers in their industry or region. This is particularly true for businesses 

in Queensland and Victoria, which never signed up to the SAF funding agreement. 

If the SAF levy is to be retained beyond the term of the Fund then it should be altered so that there is a 

stronger link between the businesses that pay the levy and the training provided to address skills shortages. 

One option would be to waive the levy for businesses that commit to directly spend at least an equivalent 

amount on education and training for prospective or current employees in their business, including through 

traineeships and apprenticeships at VET and degree-level.  

In addition to addressing skills shortages, Australia’s Migration Program can support the productivity-

boosting innovation and high performing industries that are essential to our sustained prosperity. Our 

ability to attract globally mobile skilled migrants will underpin Australia’s efforts to become an increasingly 

knowledge-based economy, powered by innovation and research commercialisation.  

Nationally significant, emerging innovation precincts (such as the Western Sydney Aerotropolis, Tech 

Central, Fisherman’s Bend and Lot 14) are a case in point here. A crucial ingredient for these precincts is 

international anchor tenants bringing skills and expertise in close proximity to universities and start-ups 

(and thereby realising agglomeration and spill-over benefits). To be globally successful, these precincts will 

require a sustained pipeline of highly trained workers and researchers. Skilled migration can play an 

essential role here – not only plugging skills gaps but also transferring skills and talent to local employees. 

This supports an ecosystem of upskilling, training and the sharing of knowledge and experience, both within 

businesses and between industry and our world-class universities.  

The Global Talent Program is an excellent initiative for tapping into the world’s best and brightest, but we 

can do more. To support the development of Australia’s nationally significant innovation precincts, the 

Government should consider the use of targeted measures to facilitate access to global talent. This should 

include centring more Designated Area Migration Agreements around innovation precincts, following the 

example of the Adelaide Technology and Innovation Advancement Agreement. This would ensure that these 

precincts can readily access the talent needed to achieve global scale and appeal. 
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