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Young people in Australia’s 
immigration program

Overview 
Australia is one of the most cul turally diverse societies of the 21st century. According 
to the 2006 Census, 22.2% of the Australian population was born overseas and 
over 40% had one or both parents born o verseas.  

This information sheet provides an overview of the size and make-up of Australia’s 
immigration program, the processing and entitlements across the different 
migration streams, and some context regarding young people’s common settlement 
experiences.

How many people settle permanently each year?
Australia’s permanent immigration program has two components:

Migration - Skilled, Family and Special Eligibility Stream
Humanitarian - refugees and others with humanitarian needs

Figure 1  shows the breakdown of permanent visas by settlement stream. The 
2007/08 Migration Program has been set in the range of 142,800 to 152,800 places. 
13,000 places have been allocated for the Humanitarian Program.[1]

Where are new arrivals coming from?
The 2006 Census reveals that among those born overseas, the top 10 countries 
of birth were England, New Zealand, China, Italy, Viet Nam, I ndia, Scotland, 
Philippines, Greece and Germany.[2]   Of those settling in Australia over the past ! ve 
years, the top ten countries of birth di ffer by migration stream (Figure 2 ). Europe 
is still the top source region for migrants settling in Australia followed by Oceania, 
Southern and Central Asia (Figure 3 ).

What do the different migration streams mean?
Within the Migration Program  there are three broad categories of visas for 
permanent residency: 

Skilled  - For those granted entry on the basis of their work or business ski lls. There 
are a range of sub-classes (e.g. Business Talent, Skill Matching, I ndependent). I n 
recent years, international students who have undertaken and completed their 
higher education in Australia have been given easier access to the skilled migration 
program and can apply for residency while onshore.

Family  - For people who are sponsored by family members already in Australia. 
There are a variety of sub-classes, notably: partner, child, parent and other f amily 
(aged dependant relative, remaining relative, and carer).

Special Eligibility  - For people who applied under the Resolution of Status 
category and have lived in Australia for 10 years.

Within the Humanitarian Program  there are two main streams:

Offshore (Refugee and Special Humanitarian Program), and
Onshore (Temporary Protection/Permanent Protection Visas). 

Refugee  – For those who have been subject to persecution in their home country 
(as de! ned under the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees) 
and have a strong need for resettlement. Visa sub-categories include Refugee, 
In-country Special Humanitarian, Emergency Rescue and Woman at Risk. Visa 
applications are processed ‘offshore’ at overseas processing points (e.g. refugee 
camps, Australian embassies).

Special Humanitarian Program (SHP)  – For those who have suffered substantial 
discrimination amounting to gr oss violation of human rights in their home country , 
are living outside their home country and ha ve links with Australia. A proposer (an 
Australian citizen/permanent resident or an organisation) must pr ovide ! nancial 
sponsorship and support, undertaking to help wi th tr avel expenses, accommodation 
and initial orientation in A ustralia if the appl icant is successful. The majority of new 
arrivals under the Humanitarian Program currently come on SHP visas.

Temporary/Permanent Protection Visas  – The ‘onshore’ component of the 
Humanitarian Program grants temporary protection visas and permanent protection 
visas (e.g. TPV, PPV) to people claiming asylum in Australia having already arrived 
in Australian terri tory, either under a different visa category (e.g. student, tourist) 
or without authorisation (e.g. b y boat). It often takes man y years for asylum claims 
to be processed and for TPV holders to attain permanent residency. During this 
time, asylum seekers either l ive in the community (with restrictions placed on 
them) or are detained in off-shore processing centres (e.g. Nauru).
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HUMANITARIAN   FAMILY

Sudan 18,647 United Kingdom 29,770
Iraq 9,424 China (exc Taiwan & SARs) 24,488
Afghanistan 6,200 Viet Nam 11,917
Other Central & West Africa 3,589 Philippines 11,820
Iran 2,500 India 11,308
Burma (Myanmar) 2,308 USA 8,080
Sierra Leone 1,955 Thailand 6,793
Ethiopia 1,742 Lebanon 6,052
Former Yugoslavia 1,565 Indonesia 5,373
Kenya 1,536 South Africa 4,435
All other countries 12,256 All other countries 89,582

TOTAL 61,722 TOTAL 209,618

SKILL  SPECIAL ELIGIBILITY

United Kingdom 83,243 United Kingdom 455
India 50,898 Korea (South) 61
China (exc Taiwan & SARs) 47,463 USA 28
South Africa 22,506 Turkey 24
Malaysia 18,233 Netherlands 21
Singapore 12,793 Germany 19
Philippines 11,571 Italy 19
Indonesia 11,305 Ireland 14
Korea (South) 9,761 Australia (inc External Territories) 13
Sri Lanka 8,818 Argentina 12
All other countries 93,193 All other countries 144

TOTAL 369,784 TOTAL 810

Figure 2. Top 10 countries of birth by migration stream, 
1 July 2002 to 30 June 2007

Figure 3. Migrant arrivals by birthplace region, 1/7/02-30/6/07 (%)

[1]  Department of Immigration and Citizenship (accessed 6/9/07), www.immi.gov.au
[2]  ABS, 2006 Census of Population and Housing, www.abs.gov.au

Figure 1. Number of permanent visas granted by stream, 1997-2007 
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How does the Australian Government decide on the size and composition of our immigration program?
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Since the 1958 Migration Act, Australian immigration has become increasingly 
planned through migrant intake targets, caps and quotas for various visa 
streams. Immigration is a dynamic policy • eld which can change rapidly as 
international settings unfold. Migration is no longer con•  ned to poor people 
seeking a better life but relates to a large and growing cohort of people 
living as global citizens seeking careers and personal development across the 
world. [3]  

Most migrants come to Australia to work, produce and • ll skills shortages. The 
Australian government allocates visas under the Skilled Migration Program  
as part of its macroeconomic strategy. With an aging population and declining 
birth rates, migr ation of skilled workers supports Australia’s economic growth. 
That is, when a young adult settles in Australia, another nation has paid for 
the associated health and education costs that are signi• cant whi le a child is 
a dependent. 

The family stream  of Australia’s immigration program acknowledges the 
importance of family and social connections in the successful and long-term 

settlement of migrants. Within the f amily stream, applications given the 
highest processing priority are dependent children, spouses, • ancés and 
interdependent partners. Lower priori ty is given to carers, parents, and aged 
dependent relatives. 

Australia has a planned annual Humanitarian Program  as part of our 
commitment to the system of international pr otection and as a signatory to the 
1951 UN Convention, which seeks durable solutions for refugees displaced by 
war and con! ict. Australia offers resettlement to those for which other dur able 
solutions cannot be found (e.g. repatriation or integration into •  rst country 
of asylum). Australia supports the UNHCR’s group processing initiative, which 
involves the simultaneous referral and resettlement of a group of refugees 
who have experienced a common refugee situation (e.g. Vietnamese and 
Cambodians in the 1980s, Burmese and Sudanese more recently). Although 
the number of visas granted under the Humanitarian Program has remained 
stable over the past decade (see Figure 1), the source countries have shifted 
signi• cantly due to changing regional priorities.

What proportion of the program is made up of young people?
Young people make up a signi• cant proportion of Australia’s immigration 
program – 58% of new settlers arriving between 2002 and 2007 wer e under 
the age of 30. Between 1 July 2002 and 30 June 2007, 49,364 young people 
(aged 12-25) settled in Victoria. 

Young people under the age of 30 make up a signi• cant proportion of the 
humanitarian program (71.5%). This is signi• cantly higher that the pr oportion 
of the skilled and family migration programs under the age of 30 (both 
55%).

How do young people fare within the different migration streams?
The following provides an overview of some of the key issues and 
considerations for young people settling in Australia under the skilled, family 
and humanitarian programs. This is not an exhaustive list, but r ather provides 
some context around how newly arrived young people arrive in Australia and 
outlines some of their common settlement experiences.

Skilled migration

The majority of skilled migrants are over 20 years old and have recognised 
overseas quali• cations, skills and/or work experience. The number of visas 
issued each year will depend on identi• ed skills shortages.
Entry into Australia through this program is very costly and regulated (e.g. 
fees for application, business sponsorship). Many categories are points 
tested  based on applicant’s quali• cations, language, age, willingness to 
settle in regional locations etc.
Visa holders are ineligible for Centrelink  payments for 2 years after arrival. 
Job Network Assistance is available immediately.
Visa holders are likely to have relatively go od English , particularly as recent 
changes to the program have raised the English language threshold.
Temporary Entrants can be granted permanent residence onshore on the 
basis of skills. For example, international students graduating from 
Australian institutions can apply for Ski ll Stream visas while in Australia.

Skilled-Graduates (International students)

In September 2007, a new visa subclass was introduced for international 
students who are unable to meet the r equirements for a permanent skilled 
visa. Students can now apply for the 18 month Skilled-Graduate  
(subclass 485) visa to build on their ski lls and work experience with a view 
to improving their chances of subsequently gaining permanent residency. 
This visa has unrestricted work rights.
The immense cost of studying in Australia as an international student 
(average tuition in 2005 was ~$17,000 per year) can be a major str essor, 
particularly where families overseas are carrying the • nancial burden and 
students are struggling with social isolation, English language acquisition, 
the demands of higher education, and limited • nances.
Young people who have been living in Australia for a number of y ears 
as international students and then become permanent residents may 
be unfamiliar with services and entitlements  available to Australian 
residents. The issues they faced as temporary residents (discrimination, 
• n ancial dif• culties, social isolation, insecurity, lack of access to some 
services) may impact on their overall settlement experience.
Other issues  identi• ed in a study of over 1100 international students in 
Melbourne included: loneliness/depression; discrimination; negotiating 
private rental market; di f• culties gett ing • eld-related and secure 
employment; and • nancial hardship (e.g. ! uctuating exchange rates, bank 
fees and charges).[4]   

Family migration

Young people settling under this migration stream have been sponsored  
by a family member who is an Australian permanent resident or citizen. 
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There are high costs  associated with this visa, including Assurance of 
Support bond, application fee, health check, airfare, relocation costs. These 
associated costs amount to well over $15,000.
Most family visa subclasses are ineligible for Centrelink  payments for 2 
years, even if the visa holder is unable to • nd work.
Young people who have resettled with their f amilies may have had litt le 
choice in the decision to migrate, and experience loss and separation  
from their homeland, family and friends, and culture.
Young people may be reuniting  with family members who they have not 
seen for many years and must renegotiate family relationships.

Humanitarian Program

For refugee young people newly arrived in Australia, the developmental 
tasks of adolescence are compounded by the traumatic nature of the 
refugee experience, cultural dislocation, loss of established social networks 
and the practical demands of resettlement . Refugee young people 
must negotiate education and employment pathways, a new language 
and culture, make new friends, and navigate unfamiliar and complex social 
systems (such as Centrelink, Australian laws, public transport), while also 
negotiating individual, family and community expectations.
Many have been in camps a long time – up to 10 years – and their pre-
settlement experiences will have implications for service needs (e.g. 
education, health) and settlement experiences (e.g. discrimination, tr auma) 
in Australia.
Young people arriving on Refugee  visas have their airfares paid for and are 
entitled to ‘on arrival’ I ntegrated Humanitarian Support Services (IHSS) for 6 
months (including accommodation, info, basic household goods). However, 
economic hardship is common for refugee families who arrive with very 
little, must establish a household, have higher rates of unemployment and 
underemployment, and are often supporting family members overseas.
Young people coming through the Special Humanitarian Program 
(SHP)  must have support from a proposer in Australia, which may have 
implications on relationships (e.g. overcrowding, debts if young person/
family owe money for airfares and sponsorship). Some families may be at 
risk due to proposer and debt issues, but there are also protective factors 
associated with having the support of family already in Australia.
Restrictions on Temporary Protection Visa  holders have a huge impact 
on young people – including no family reunion or right to tr avel overseas, 
ineligibility for many key services, uncertainty and inability to make future 
plans. Young people who are detained while their application for asylum is 
processed face further stressors associated with the detention regime.
For more detailed information see CMYI Info Sheet 14 Refugee Young 
People and Resettlement  (www.cmyi.net.au/AllCMYIPublications#R)

[3]  Carrington K, McIntosh A & Walmsley J (2007), Social Costs and Bene• ts of Migration into 
Australia, Centre for Applied Research in Social Science, UNE
[4]  McRae C (2007), Report on Issues Affecting I nternational Students, Cambridge International 
College, Melbourne
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