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The benefits and burdens of International Migration: Australia

A large, remote, island continent, sharing no land borders with any other country, Australia is literally made of and by migrants. It has a small population of 20 million, concentrated in coastal urban centres, entry into which is highly regulated.  It is the country with the second highest proportion of its population born overseas (23% in 2002). 

Australia’s immigration policies serve its economic, social and security needs while also discharging its responsibility to the international community when displacement of people ensues from political upheaval and war. Always recognizing the crucial role of immigration for its economic sustainability, the country has reaped enormous benefits from migration. 
1. Selected benefits and costs of international migration

Skilled and business migration: Low birthrates and an ageing population demand an ongoing flow of migrants (now roughly 125 000 per year) and strategic importation of skilled workers, permanent and temporary. Financial and human capital have been injected into the Australian economy through targeted programs, tightly managed on the basis of skills testing on a points system, classification of occupations where there is national demand and prior accreditation of qualifications. Business migrants had invested more than AUD187 million in Australia within two years of the 1995 introduction of investment-linked migration visas. Economic modelling suggests that Australia’s migration program will deliver an increase in living standards of around AUD850 per person (2000-1 prices) by 2021-22. Cumulative benefits, if the 2003-4 migration program were to be continued at the 2003-4 level, are estimated at around AUD4 billion over four years and AUD29 billion over ten years (2003-4 prices). The growing importance of temporary skills transfer has been fully recognized by Australia, but it has limited the liberalization of its policies governing the admission of temporary workers under the General Agreement in Trade of Services (GATS) to skilled migrants, thus excluding the importation of manual labourers and other low skilled workers.
International benefits include substantially increased remittances to source countries and the training of professionals who return home to significant positions in commerce and government.  For Asia-Pacific countries, these benefits have been both significant and longstanding, and have enhanced Australia’s standing and influence in the region.
Costs of administering skilled migration programs are outweighed by benefits.  Labour-market success for migrants exceeds that in comparable countries and overall unemployment is the lowest for 27 years, at 5.2% in 2004.  Of the 36 000 skilled and business migrants who arrived in 2001-2, 20 % came from Europe and the former USSR, 22% from South East Asia, and 16% each from North East and Southern Asia. The number of skilled and business migrants rose to 71 000 in 2003-4.
To contain the costs associated with health care, access to social security for non-humanitarian migrants is deferred for two years, and age limits (25-44 years) are set for eligibility for business and skilled migration visas. 

Education: Education is the third largest services export sector and produced AUD5.7 billion in 2003. International student fees in higher education accounted for 13% of total university revenue in Australia in 2003-4. Of the 303 000 international student enrolments in 2003, 45% were in higher education. The main source country for enrolments is China, and the fastest growing enrolments are from India, China and South Korea. Recent adjustments to policy facilitate the granting of permission for international students to remain in Australia at the completion of their studies, but many return to their countries of origin equipped to contribute to those economies. Brain drain and brain gain are becoming brain circulation, for Australia and several of its Asian neighbours. 
Social: Predominantly British and European in its historical make-up, the population is rapidly increasing in diversity, reflecting Australia’s location in the Asia-Pacific region. Now a successful multicultural society, Australia has been changed and enriched by migrants from Asian and Middle–Eastern countries including, for example, the more than 200 000 migrants from Vietnam who came to Australia at the end of the war in that country. The five most commonly spoken languages other than English are Italian, Greek, Cantonese, Arabic and Vietnamese. By 2002, 5.7% of the Australian population was comprised of people born in South East Asia, North East Asia and South and Central Asia. 
Strict health screening protects public health and safety. Nevertheless, high volumes of international travel increase risks of the spread of infectious diseases such as SARS. Despite low numbers of HIV AIDS infected Australians, involuntary and unauthorized migrants and sex workers are particularly at risk, as conflict and poverty can expose them to sexual violence and exploitation. The responsibility of developed nations to assist in managing the consequences of the AIDS pandemic requires ongoing attention. 
Family migration has always been fundamental in Australia. As skilled migration has assumed greater prominence, family migration has declined from around 50% of annual arrivals to 33% of the 127 000 intake in 2003-4. ‘Spouses’ include de facto partners.  Visas are granted to persons in an ‘interdependent relationship’ with an Australian, provided it is exclusive, co-dependent and of at least 12 months duration, and to non-citizens prepared to care for an Australian relative with health problems or disability. Costs ensue from the need to ensure that spouse visa categories are not abused by individuals using a putative relationship to gain admission. A policy of ‘probation’ for several relationship-based visa classes has been introduced. Non-citizens are initially granted two-year visas; permanent residence is available only if the relationship endures beyond that period.    

Humanitarian: Australia’s
 record of humanitarian intake is commendable. The annual quota has for some years been set at roughly 13 000. Social cohesion and cultural diversity are assisted by English language training and special integration and employment programs for refugees. Encouraging Australians to accept migrants and to think of their difference in positive and compassionate terms in a global context of fear of criminality and terrorism, presents new challenges.  

Although the population of irregular migrants has remained stable, at around 50 000 people, costs associated with unauthorized migration include threats to security and to the health and physical wellbeing of the country posed by undetected disease and the infiltration of socially disruptive individuals. Moreover, in 2004, Australia was cited by Human Rights Watch as a Category I country for people-trafficking. These are matters of enduring concern for Australia, although its strict controls have mitigated attendant risks.

Australia has shared the recent global experience of involuntary and unauthorized migration and developed controversial policies (such as the Pacific Solution) to contain perceived threats arising from this growing phenomenon. The cost of detaining and processing people seeking protection as refugees and asylum seekers has been considerable.  Estimates of the cost of the detention centres alone are in the region of AUD90 million a year (for 1,100 detainees at any given time). Allocations for construction of detention centres between 2001 and 2004 stood at AUD230 million.  As of February 2004, AUD170 million had been spent on the facilities on Nauru and Manus Islands, while Nauru received aid packages of AUD41.5 million in 2001-03 and AUD22.5 million for 2003-05.

2. Increasing benefits and reducing costs of migration through greater international cooperation

Efficiencies in global management of migration: Australia has achieved an administrative system to manage migration flows that has been described by the OECD as one of the most sophisticated in the world.  Records of movement into and out of the country are computerized in a central database linked to all Australia’s overseas posts and embassies.  Police and intelligence services already collaborate extensively across national borders, but greater collaboration could help to identify criminals and individuals who might pose security risks, foil crime syndicates and reduce people-trafficking and drug dealing, the spoils of which might be used by terrorists. 
International business: International executives and business persons may reside in one country, be paid by a corporation in a second, and work in a third. Laws governing international business have not kept pace with the mobility of highly skilled workers.  Problems exist in Australia in the areas of taxation, superannuation, industrial relations and foreign investment. Identifying and interpreting the applicable laws, particularly within complex fiscal regimes, are clearly issues that could be palliated by the development of internationally accepted norms to regulate these matters. Such initiatives are important priorities for Australia.
Recognition of Qualifications: Persons seeking entry to Australia as skilled migrants are required to obtain recognition of their qualifications before applying for migration. Agreements between countries about standards and qualifications, including in areas of generic skills, would facilitate the movement of short- and longer-term workers.

The need for a global response to refugees and asylum seekers: Australia has, pro rata, accepted its share of displaced persons. It has also acknowledged that ‘the system of international protection is faced with increasingly complex challenges which demand [that] nations…contribute towards comprehensive global strategies to resolve refugee situations’ (Minister Philip Ruddock ‘Refugee and Humanitarian Issues’ DIMIA, 2003). Nevertheless, the government’s policies of deflection and mandatory (and potentially indefinite) detention are controversial, nationally and internationally. In countries without a bill of rights, a tension exists between parliamentary sovereignty and the role of the courts in ensuring compliance with international human-rights obligations towards refugees. This tension has provoked split decisions in the highest court and sharp divisions of opinion within the top echelons of the legal profession in Australia.
None of the major Western countries has signed the Convention on the Protection of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families (2003), although many ratified the 1951 Convention on Refugees. The blurring that is occurring of the distinction between refugees and migrant workers adds to the complexity of achieving acceptance by the international community of its moral responsibility to protect refugees, of which nine million are in Asia, and looking increasingly to Australia for salvation. Global free trade is hailed ubiquitously, while global human-rights responsibilities are regarded with circumspection, if not suspicion, by governments eager to maintain unfettered control over migration, ostensibly to protect national security. The tendency of the press in some countries to portray and stigmatize refugees and asylum seekers as ‘queue-jumpers’ and ‘law-breakers’, and the contumelious conflation of refugee plight with terrorism, drug-dealing and people-smuggling together spawn negative, fearful public responses that assist governments to avoid the moral imperatives presented by the displacement of victims of conflict and persecution. In truth, the international protection regime is in crisis. But the issues are complex and politically sensitive. They demand rational and balanced debate in an international forum in order to achieve outcomes that seem to be beyond the capacity of the poorly resourced UNHCR to produce.

This context is what provoked the formation of the Global Commission on International Migration (GCIM), in 2003. Its work has the potential to foster greater economic, social and political cooperation to stem the loss of sustainable human habitat and to minimize regional conflict, both of which excite displacement. Well supported international involvement (inclusive of NGOs, CSOs and university communities) can ease the causes and mitigate the effects of global displacement.  

The collective influence of the international community could ensure that the benefits of globalization, in the form of universal standards and sound international law that is complied with, prevail over economic and cultural imperialism that can serve to increase the disparities in living standards between industrialized nations and the developing world. A general agreement on Migration, Mobility and Security (GAMMS), currently being explored within the GCIM, should be pursued. Difficult as it may be to achieve, a proper interpretation of globalization entails global moral responsibility for the fate of humanity. 
June Sinclair 
University of Sydney, December 2004.
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