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1. Executive summary

The Business Council of Australia (BCA) welcomes the opportunity to highlight the value of skilled migration to
Australia and provide recommendations to improve settings. The Business Council represents more than 120 of
Australia’s leading businesses, collectively employing around 1.1 million Australians. A skilled and diverse
workforce, supported by a well-targeted migration program, is essential to Australia’'s economic prosperity,
competitiveness and social cohesion.

Australia is confronting its weakest decade of productivity growth in 60 years, slow growth, and acute skill
shortages across every major sector. Skilled migration has been one of Australia’s most effective levers for
boosting economic performance. Skilled migrants help lift labour productivity, deepen our national skills base
and strengthen fiscal sustainability. OECD analysis shows that regions with higher migrant shares enjoy higher
wages and stronger labour productivity for native-born workers.! In this context, skilled migration is not a
peripheral policy — it is one of Australia’s most powerful and proven levers for lifting productivity, expanding
workforce capacity and supporting long-term economic growth.

Skilled migration complements, rather than replaces, local workers and apprentices by filling critical gaps that
otherwise constrain business growth and service delivery. While training Australians must remain the priority,
skills are not being built quickly enough to meet current demand. Skilled migrants bring the expertise needed to
build future industries, are central to delivering essential services, strengthening regional communities and
supporting the research and education systems that underpin long-term national prosperity.

The BCA strongly supports the Government's Migration Strategy and welcomes recent reforms to modernise
skilled migration. However, further action is needed to ensure Australia’s migration is strategically targeted,
efficient and globally competitive. In particular, Australia needs a more predictable and economically grounded
approach to permanent migration, stronger prioritisation of high-value visa streams, and faster, more reliable
system delivery.

In this submission, we outline practical, workable reforms to:

A Establish migration settings within a Population Plan that provides long-term certainty and aligns migration
with workforce needs, demographic change, housing and infrastructure delivery

A Strengthen the permanent skilled migration program by prioritising Employer Sponsored visas as the
highest-value component

A Recognise international education as a priority growth industry and support the sustainable expansion of
the international student market

A Complete and implement key elements of the Migration Strategy, including the Essential Skills Pathway,
reform of the points test and labour market testing

A Improve Australia’'s competitiveness for global talent through faster visa processing, streamlined skills
recognition and more efficient pathways.

Together, these reforms will help ensure Australia has the skilled workforce needed to lift productivity, sustain
economic growth and support strong, resilient communities.

The BCA acknowledges the importance of community confidence, security and social cohesion as part of a
well-managed migration program. Strong system integrity — including effective monitoring, compliance and
timely decision-making — is essential to maintaining community confidence and enabling a skilled migration
program that delivers sustained economic and social benefits.

' The Center for Population, OECD: Findings on the effects of migration on Australia’s economy, 2021
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2.

Recommendations

Population planning and permanent migration

A

Develop a Population Plan that sets permanent skilled migration as a stable share of Australia’s population,
providing long-term certainty for government, industry and infrastructure planning.

T The Plan should be underpinned by clear accountability for delivering the housing and infrastructure
required to support population growth.

As part of the Population Plan, aim to progressively increase Australia’s permanent skilled migration planning
level over time, calibrated to workforce needs, productivity objectives and population ageing, given
permanent skilled migrants produce significant economic benefits, and provided doing so aligns with
housing and infrastructure.

Strengthening the skilled migration program

Increase the share of Employer Sponsored visas within the permanent skilled program, including by
reallocating places where necessary, to maximise economic impact and better target critical workforce
shortages.

Treat international education as a priority growth industry and set university allocation settings that support
the sustainable expansion of the international student market, recognising its economic and social value
while ensuring growth is aligned with fair and reasonable housing requirements.

Delivering the Migration Strategy

Enforce service standards for visa processing and fund urgent modernisation of migration systems to
prevent Australia losing global talent to jurisdictions that move faster.

Expedite the development of an Essential Skills Pathway for migrant workers in occupations below the
TSMIT threshold.

Commence a comprehensive review of the points test to better identify and select high-performing skilled
migrants.

Remove the requirement for labour market testing.

T If LMT is not removed, reform it to reduce administrative burden and speed up access to skilled
workers.

Competing globally for talent

A

Streamline and accelerate the recognition of overseas skills to ensure migrants can contribute to the
workforce quickly and effectively.

T Develop faster pathways for workers from countries with comparable qualifications and
safety standards.

I Better synchronise migration skills assessments and licence/registration processes.

T Allow theory components of required training to be completed offshore to reduce delays between
arrival and workforce entry.

Remove the carve-out excluding critical trades from the streamlined Skills in Demand visa to ensure these
occupations can access fast-track processing.
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A Establish a strengthened, fast-track intra-company transfer pathway for high-salary roles to better support
investment and advanced capability development.

T This pathway should include ICT occupations and other in-shortage professions such as engineering,
finance, advanced manufacturing, consulting and clean energy.

Housing and infrastructure

A Address the fundamental problem of the housing supply challenge, namely, issues with planning processes,
construction sector costs and productivity.

T Continue to provide productivity payments to incentivise state governments to move on reforms that
would unlock the construction of more homes.

T Continue to fund infrastructure that is specifically targeted at boosting housing supply, building on the
$1.5 billion commitment already made.

A Work to address workforce challenges with training and apprenticeship programs and migration channels
targeted to deliver skills needed for housing and infrastructure delivery.
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3. Why Skilled Migration Matters to Australia’s Future

Skilled migration is one of Australia’s most powerful levers for sustaining our economic growth, competitiveness
and living standards. Australia's demographic outlook reinforces this point. The 2023 Intergenerational Report
shows that, without policy adjustment, population ageing will place significant pressure on public finances, with
proportionally fewer people working to support a growing number of older Australians living longer lives.?

According to the 2025 population report, population growth is projected to slow to 1.3 per cent in 2025-26 and
1.2 per cent from 2026-27 onwards, below the 2010s average of 1.4 per cent.® At the same time, Australia’s
population is ageing rapidly. Over the next 20 years, an average of 60,000 people will turn 80 each year — three
times the rate of the previous two decades® — and the number of working-age Australians per retiree is projected
to fall from around four today to fewer than three within 40 years.® The median age is expected to reach 40
within a decade and rise to 43.7 by 2065-66, while birth rates are forecast to fall to a record low in 2025-26.°

The economic implications are clear. As the population ages and workforce growth slows, Australia’s options
narrow: reduce services, raise taxes, increase debt, or grow the economy to lift Commonwealth revenue. The last
of these is the most palatable — but achieving it will require a larger and more productive skilled workforce.

Yet businesses across the economy presently face acute skills shortages that domestic training alone cannot
address in the short to medium term. Jobs and Skills Australia’s 2025 Skills Priority List shows that 29 per cent of
occupations are in shortage, with the most severe gaps in technicians and trades, health, education, engineering
and ICT, particularly in regional areas.’

Skilled migration complements, rather than replaces, local workers and apprentices by filling critical gaps that
otherwise constrain business growth and service delivery. While training Australians must remain the priority,
skills are not being built quickly enough to meet current demand.

Skilled migrants are integral to the services Australians rely on. In health and care alone, more than 40 per cent of
registered nurses and aged and disability carers were born overseas, with close to 40,000 new migrant workers
working in health and care between the 2016 and 2021 Censuses.® Migrants have long contributed to major
national projects and regional revitalisation®, bringing skills, entrepreneurship and diversity that strengthen local
economies and communities. In this regard, we are supportive of the Government’s new National Innovation Visa,
which seeks to attract the world’s leading talent across business, innovation, research, sport and the arts.

However, sustaining public support for skilled migration depends on a system that is well managed, fair and
underpinned by effective integrity settings.

3.1 Aligning temporary and permanent migration for maximum impact

Permanent skilled migration delivers strong and durable economic benefits. Around 88 per cent of permanent
skilled migrants are employed, compared with 62 per cent of the general population. They are more highly
qualified and earn, on average, $13,000 more per year than Australian-born workers', resulting in high workforce
participation, strong earnings and low reliance on income support.

The fiscal benefits are also substantial. Treasury’s Fiscal Impact of New Australians (FIONA) model shows that the
2018-19 permanent migrant cohort delivers a lifetime fiscal contribution of around $127000 per person higher

2 Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Intergenerational Report 2023: Australia’s Future to 2063’

3 Australian Government Centre for Population, * 2025 Population Statement’

4 ABS 2024 ‘National, State and Territory Population’

° Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Intergenerational Report 2023: Australia’s Future to 2063’

5 Australian Government Centre for Population, ' 2025 Population Statement’

" Occupation Shortage List 2025, Jobs and Skills Australia

8 ABS ‘A caring nation - 15 per cent of Australia’s workforce in Health Care and Social Assistance industry’, 2022

“ Supporting strong and sustainable regions Review of Regional Migration Settings Discussion Paper - June 2024
'© ABS Migrant Settlement Qutcomes, 2025
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than the population average, with the skilled stream performing strongest (Figure 4). In aggregate, this cohort
contributes around $20 billion more to public finances than an equivalent Australian-born cohort", strengthening
the budgets that fund services, infrastructure and long-term growth.

Temporary migrant cohorts can also make an important, but more time-limited, contribution. International
students — the largest temporary cohort — are a major export industry and a key feeder into skilled employment.
International education generated around $51 billion in export income in 2023-24, accounted for almost a
quarter of GDP growth, and supported around 200,000 jobs. Working Holiday Makers similarly provide essential
short-term labour for regional employers across agriculture, construction, hospitality and retail. 2

However, the economic value of temporary migration is maximised when it operates as a pipeline into
permanent skilled migration, rather than as a substitute for it. Permanent migrants are more likely to invest in
Australian-specific skills, progress into higher-productivity roles and make a sustained fiscal contribution over
time. Migration systems with clear and credible pathways to permanency therefore deliver stronger long-term
workforce and economic outcomes, while also supporting system integrity by reducing uncertainty and
prolonged reliance on transitional visa arrangements.

This assessment is reinforced by the Migration Review, which found that:

“[t]he permanent Employer Sponsored and Skilled Independent programs, which allow direct entry to permanent
residence - as well as, more commonly, providing a pathway to permanent residence for existing temporary
residents - perform well against all economic indicators and have delivered substantial benefits to

Australia’s economy.”™®

And:

“For migrants who want to, or are required to, first work in Australia as temporary residents, a lack of certainty
about pathways to permanent residence and limited job mobility while on an employer sponsored temporary visa
are also likely to reduce Australia’s attractiveness as a migration destination.”™

Australia’s skilled migration system already reflects this logic. Temporary skilled visa holders and international
graduates make up a significant share of permanent skilled visa recipients, reflecting a ‘try-before-you-stay’
model that allows migrants to demonstrate their capacity to work, integrate and contribute. This approach
reduces risk for employers and government while improving labour market matching.

Consistent with this, there is little support for a large ‘permanently temporary’ cohort or a guest-worker model
that limits mobility and provides no pathway to settlement. As the Migration Review observed, countries that rely
on long-term temporary workers without access to permanency are not role models for Australia.™® Such models
deliver weaker incentives for skill investment and lower long-term economic returns.

Employer demand reinforces this conclusion. Temporary skilled visas are demand-led and uncapped, yet only
around 20,000 were issued annually between 2022 and 2025. By contrast, demand for permanent employer-
sponsored visas has increased sharply. In 2024-25, lodgements rose 34 per cent, to 65,790 applications™ —
around 20,000 above the 44,000 places available (see Appendix). The binding constraint is not employer
demand or migrant interest, but the size and structure of the permanent skilled migration program.

Where temporary migration grows without a commensurate increase in permanent places, fewer skilled workers
can transition to permanency. This weakens incentives for long-term skill investment, increases churn and
reduces the overall economic return from migration. A system that prioritises permanent skilled migration —
supported by temporary pathways that test skills and feed into settlement — delivers the strongest outcomes for
productivity, fiscal sustainability and social cohesion.

" Treasury, The lifetime fiscal impact of the Australian permanent migration program’, 2021

2 Supporting strong and sustainable regions Review of Regional Migration Settings Discussion Paper - June 2024
¥ Review of the Migration System Final Report, 2024, page 64

4 Review of the Migration System Final Report, 2024, page 67

' Review of the Migration System Final Report, 2024, page 99

162024-25 Migration Program Report
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Building Australia’s domestic skills and workforce capability

Migration settings are a critical lever for supporting Australia’s economy and prosperity, but our first
priority must always be sustained investment in Australia’s domestic skills base. No migration system,
no matter how well designed, can substitute for strong local capability. Building a resilient workforce
requires a coordinated approach across education, training and industry to lift participation, improve
productivity and ensure Australians are equipped for the jobs of the future.

The BCA supports efforts to better align and harmonise the tertiary education system, modernise careers
advice so students are guided toward pathways aligned with labour market demand, and ensure the
existing workforce has access to ongoing digital and Al skills development as technologies reshape jobs
across every sector. These reforms are essential to building long-term capability and ensuring migration
complements, rather than compensates for, domestic skills development.

Employer incentives are a critical part of this effort, particularly for apprenticeships and traineeships in
sectors such as construction, energy, mining, care and IT. Employers play a central role in vocational
training, but taking on an apprentice involves real cost and risk — including lower productivity, intensive
supervision requirements and exposure to attrition or poaching, especially in the early years. For small and
medium-sized businesses, which employ most apprentices, wage subsidies and incentives often
determine whether an apprentice is hired at all.

The impact of incentives is clear. NCVER data shows apprenticeship and traineeship contracts in-training
fell by 8 per cent in the year to 31 March 2025V, coinciding with the reduction in the Australian
Apprenticeship Incentive Scheme from July 2024. When incentives are reduced, commencements decline;
when support is strengthened, commencements and completions rise — securing the future skills pipeline.

Figure1: Apprenticeship commencements and completions 2008-2024 (‘O00)
New incentive Incentive Incentive New incentive Incentive
(total up to $3,350) removed removed (total up to $28,000) removed
140
‘000

120
100
80
60
40
20

2014 2016 2018 2020

Commencements Completions

Source: NCVER

Skilled migration should complement these efforts by filling urgent gaps and bringing expertise into the
economy, while domestic education and training systems build the long-term capability Australia needs to
sustain growth, productivity and shared prosperity.

" NCVER Apprentices and trainees 2025: March quarter.
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4.  Strengthening Skilled Migration to Maximise
Australia’'s Economic Benefit

Australia is in a period of weak economic performance, with productivity growth over the past decade the worst
in 60 years and living standards rising at their slowest pace in generations. Without a decisive turnaround,
Australia risks slower economic growth, weaker wages growth and a gradual erosion of national prosperity.

Australia’s demographic outlook compounds these challenges. Population growth is projected to slow™, while the
population is ageing rapidly, reducing the share of working-age Australians relative to retirees and placing
increasing pressure on economic growth and public finances.™

In this context, skilled migration is not a peripheral policy tool — it is one of the most powerful levers available to
lift productivity, expand workforce capacity, support innovation and strengthen long-term economic growth. And
of the skilled migration cohorts, permanent skilled migrants deliver the highest economic benefits. As noted at 3.1
above, the documented fiscal benefits are substantial.

With acute skills shortages across the economy and domestic training unable to meet demand in the short to
medium term, Australia cannot rely on static or ad-hoc migration settings. Allowing current settings to persist
risks entrenching labour constraints and weighing on productivity growth. A more calibrated, skills-focused
approach to migration over time — aligned with housing and infrastructure delivery — would better support
economic growth and sustain living standards.

41 Permanent migration settings in a changing demographic context

Skilled migration is a core driver of Australia’s productivity, innovation and long-term prosperity. Yet over the past
decade, permanent migration settings have increasingly moved out of alignment with Australia’s economic and
workforce needs. After averaging around 190,000 places a year between 2012-13 and 2015-16, the permanent
intake fell to around 140,000 by 2019-20.

Australia’s recent net overseas migration (NOM) figures have fluctuated sharply due to COVID-19 border closures
and the subsequent reopening of international travel. After falling to a record low of -94,340 (i.e. a net outflow)
during the pandemic, NOM temporarily surged to 538,000 in 2022-23 as borders reopened, before easing back
toward more typical levels of around 304,000 in 2024-25.7° The recent population report forecasts 2025-26
NOM at pre-COVID levels of 260,000.7

It is important to distinguish short-term NOM fluctuations during COVID from the permanent migration planning
level, which determines how many skilled migrants Australia chooses to admit each year. Temporary swings in
NOM should not be used to justify constraining long-term permanent skilled migration settings.

Clear long-term permanent migration settings also support system integrity by reducing pressure on temporary
and bridging visa pathways, improving certainty for migrants and employers, and reinforcing confidence that
migration flows are being actively and strategically managed.

The BCA welcomes the Government’s increase in the permanent migration planning level to 190,000 in 2023-24
and that of 185,000 in 2024-25 and 2025-26. However, it is critical to note that these settings are still insufficient
to meet Australia’s skills needs, support productivity growth or offset mounting demographic pressures.

'8 Australian Government Centre for Population, * 2025 Population Statement’

19 Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Intergenerational Report 2023: Australia’s Future to 2063’
20 ABS 2025 ‘Overseas Migration’

2 Australian Government Centre for Population, ' 2025 Population Statement’
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Figure 2: Permanent migration intake as share of population, per cent
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Australia has historically sat in the upper quartile of OECD countries for permanent migration as a share of
population. However, this position has weakened in recent years, as Australia’s intake has failed to keep pace with
population growth and labour market demand. At the same time, many advanced economies are now pursuing
more ambitious migration strategies to support workforce growth, productivity and economic resilience.

Canada provides a clear illustration of this shift. It increased permanent migration places from 411,000 in 2022 to
465,000 in 2023 and is targeting 500,000 permanent residents in both 2025 and 2026.7? As Figure 3 shows, a
growing number of OECD countries are accelerating permanent migration to support workforce growth and
productivity, while Australia’s intake has remained stagnant.

2 Notice - Supplementary Information for the 2023-2025 Immigration Levels Plan - Canada
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Figure 3: Permanent migration as percentage of population (excl. humanitarian)
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To secure the long-term economic benefits of skilled migration and provide certainty for government, industry
and communities, Australia needs a more strategic approach to population planning. Permanent skilled migration
settings should be established within a Population Plan that integrates workforce needs, demographic change,
housing supply and infrastructure delivery. Setting permanent skilled migration as a share of the population,
supported by a multi-year forward framework, would improve predictability and ensure migration settings remain
responsive to Australia’s economic and demographic realities.

Within this Population Plan, Government should actively consider implementing a higher permanent migration
planning level over time to reflect Australia’s acute skills shortages, ageing population and long-term fiscal and
economic needs. Allowing skilled migration levels in particular to remain static risks entrenching workforce
constraints, weakening productivity growth and placing increasing pressure on a shrinking working-age
population to support an ageing society. A higher permanent intake — carefully targeted to skilled roles and
aligned with housing and infrastructure delivery — would strengthen Australia’s economic capacity, support
higher living standards and ensure the migration program continues to deliver net benefits for the economy
and community.

Concerns that higher migration will exacerbate housing and infrastructure pressures should be considered in
context. More than half of permanent migrants are already living in Australia when they receive permanent
residency and are residing in established households?®, meaning the permanent migration program has a limited
near-term impact on housing demand and services. Addressing housing constraints therefore requires
improvements in planning, supply and infrastructure delivery, rather than constraining skilled migration that
supports economic growth.

2 In the 2024-25, more than half (54.6 per cent) of migrants who obtained a permanent place in 2024-25 were already in Australia on a
temporary visa. Australia’s Migration Trends Report 2024-25.
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Recommendation 1.

A Develop a Population Plan that sets permanent skilled migration as a stable share of Australia’s
population, providing long-term certainty for government, industry and infrastructure planning.

- The Plan should be underpinned by clear accountability for delivering the housing and infrastructure
required to support population growth.

Recommendation 2.

A As part of the Population Plan, aim to progressively increase Australia's skilled permanent migration
planning level over time — calibrated to workforce needs, productivity objectives and population ageing
— given permanent skilled migrants produce significant economic benefits, and provided so doing aligns
with housing and infrastructure.

4.2 Increase Employer Sponsored permanent skilled migration

Employer Sponsored migration delivers the strongest economic, fiscal and labour market outcomes of any skilled
visa category. Migrants arrive with a confirmed job, resulting in near-universal employment, higher earnings,
lower reliance on government services and a strong match to employers’ genuine skills needs. As a result, the
Employer Sponsored stream is the most targeted and effective component of the skilled migration program for
addressing workforce shortages and lifting productivity.

Independent analysis supports this assessment. Grattan Institute analysis of ABS data shows that Employer
Sponsored migrants have the strongest income outcomes of any skilled visa category, outperforming both
points-tested and state-nominated migrants at every stage of their careers (Figure 4).24

“ The Grattan Institute, 'Rethinking Permanent Skilled Migration’, 2021
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Figure 4: Income distribution of full-time workers by visa group
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Source: The Grattan Institute, ‘Rethinking Permanent Skilled Migration’, 2021

Employer Sponsored migration also supports stronger settlement outcomes. Employers commonly provide
relocation assistance, housing advice and on-the-ground support, enabling migrants to integrate quickly and
contribute to economic prosperity and social cohesion.

Despite this strong performance, Employer Sponsored visas account for only around one-third of skilled
migration places in 2024-25 (44,000 of 132,200). This allocation is misaligned with both the proven economic
value of the visa and the scale of workforce shortages across the economy. Other visa categories with less
targeted labour market outcomes continue to receive substantial allocations, despite offering weaker assurance
that migrants will work in priority occupations or at their skill level.

The 2023 Migration Review confirms this misalignment, finding that the share of places allocated to the highest-
value visas has declined over time. While allocations to Employer Sponsored and Skilled Independent visas
increased from 39 per cent in 2020-21 to 48 per cent in 2022-23, the majority of places continue to be
directed to visa categories that deliver lower economic returns (Figure 5).%° As the Review concluded, “the
permanent skilled program has been skewed too much to visas that perform more poorly in economic terms over
the long run.”

> Review of the Migration System Final Report, Figure 32, page 64
6 Review of the Migration System Final Report, Figure 32, page 63
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Figure 5: Permanent migration program, visas granted per stream
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Increasing the share of Employer Sponsored places would significantly enhance the economic impact of
Australia’s migration program. This visa stream most effectively targets genuine skills shortages, reduces
mismatch risk and supports business expansion and investment. In a labour market facing persistent shortages
across health, construction and infrastructure, and professional and digital occupations, prioritising Employer
Sponsored migration is one of the most direct ways to lift national productivity.

Consistent with this analysis, if permanent migration levels are increased over time, additional places should be
directed to the Employer Sponsored stream to maximise economic returns. If the overall planning level is
maintained, places should be reallocated from State/Territory and Regional categories toward Employer
Sponsored visas to improve workforce alignment and program performance.

Recommendation 3.

A Increase the share of Employer Sponsored visas within the permanent skilled program, including by
reallocating places where necessary, to maximise economic impact and better target critical workforce
shortages.
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4.3 Recognise the economic contribution of international students

International education is one of Australia’s most valuable export industries, contributing $51 billion to the
economy and accounting for almost a quarter of GDP growth in 2023-24.? International students support
businesses across the economy, generate substantial tax revenue, sustain Australia’s research capacity and play
an important role in regional engagement and soft diplomacy. As traditional resource exports decline in a
decarbonising economy, the strategic importance of this sector will only grow.

International students also play a critical role in meeting Australia’s long-term skills needs. Their fees cross-
subsidise domestic teaching and research and enable universities and VET providers to deliver the high-quality
education and training required for a future-ready workforce. In the absence of significant new public funding,
sharp reductions in international student numbers would undermine the tertiary sector’s capacity to meet the
Government's equity and attainment objectives under the Australian Universities Accord.

Given this contribution, Australia should be mindful of the policy signals it sends to prospective students in an
increasingly competitive global education market. The $2,000 non-refundable international student visa
application fee — the highest globally — risks weakening Australia’s competitiveness at a time when regional
education providers are rapidly improving quality, capacity and student experience.

While housing pressures are often attributed to international students, the evidence does not support this view.
Research by Universities Australia shows that rental vacancy rates in suburbs surrounding inner-city university
campuses are higher than major-city averages?®, while joint analysis by Mandala Partners and the Student
Accommodation Council indicates international students account for around six per cent of the rental market®,
with purpose-built student accommodation broadly keeping pace with growth in student numbers.

Australia’s housing challenges reflect long-standing constraints in planning, construction capacity and supply.
Targeting international students will not address these structural issues and risks weakening one of Australia’s
strongest export industries at a time of economic uncertainty and intensifying global competition for talent.

The BCA therefore recommends that international education be recognised as a priority growth industry, with
institutional allocation settings that support the sustainable expansion of the international student market in a
way that reflects its economic value and is aligned with fair and reasonable housing requirements.

Recommendation 4.

A Treat international education as a priority growth industry and set university allocation settings that
support the sustainable expansion of the international student market, recognising its economic and
social value while ensuring growth is aligned with fair and reasonable housing requirements.

“ Department of Education, ‘Education export income - Financial Year 2023-24

® Australian Financial Review 'Vacancy rates show overseas students being scapegoated: unis’, 2 August 2024.

“* Mandala Partners + Student Accommodation Council “Beyond the visa cap: Why restricting international students won't solve Australia’'s
housing crisis”, November 2024
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5. Implement the Migration Strategy

The BCA strongly supports the Government’s Migration Strategy and the recent reforms to the skilled migration
system. These are important steps toward building a modern, responsive framework that better aligns migration
with Australia’s economic needs. But momentum must be maintained. Several core elements of the Strategy —
including the Essential Skills Pathway and the review of the points test and labour market testing — remain
outstanding. Delivering these reforms is essential to realising the full benefits of the Strategy and ensuring
Australia remains competitive in the global race for talent.

5.1 Supercharge visa processing times

BCA members report losing high-calibre candidates to countries such as Canada, Singapore and the UK because
they deliver faster decisions and clearer pathways. Australia can no longer assume it is the default destination of
choice — particularly as other nations expand their skilled migration programs and intensify their focus on global
talent. While broader factors such as housing affordability influence decisions, the speed, clarity and
predictability of the migration system are often decisive.

The Government’s Migration Strategy committed to processing Skills in Demand visa applications within 21 days,
and within seven days for the Specialist Skills Pathway. However, employers consistently report that visa
processing times are taking far longer than the published service standards, undermining employer confidence
and Australia’s competitiveness for global talent. This is reflected in government data, which shows average
processing times of around 13 months for permanent skilled visas and 123 days for temporary skilled visas.®

Timely decision-making is critical to both migration outcomes and system integrity. Recent growth in bridging
visa numbers — with many applicants remaining in transitional status for extended periods — highlights
pressures on sequencing between temporary and permanent pathways and underscores the importance of
reforms that strengthen flow management, compliance and certainty for migrants and employers (see
Appendix). Ensuring the system is responsive and accountable to delays will help maintain community
confidence and deter prolonged limbo that undermines trust in the migration system.

If Australia is to attract and retain the workers it needs, visa processing must be significantly faster and more
reliable. This will require not only clear service standards, but a funded roadmap to modernise the outdated and
fragmented technology platforms that underpin the visa system and are no longer fit for purpose.

Recommendation 5.

A Enforce service standards for visa processing and fund urgent modernisation of migration systems to
prevent Australia losing global talent to faster jurisdictions.

5.2 Essential Skills Pathway

Labour Agreements were intended to offer a flexible migration pathway for occupations below the Temporary
Skilled Migration Income Threshold (TSMIT) or outside standard visa rules. However, in practice they have
become complex, lengthy and highly bespoke arrangements that impose substantial administrative burden on
employers, particularly in regional Australia where skill shortages are most acute. The current system does not
provide the streamlined access to workers that businesses were promised and risks undermining critical
workforce and industry development.

To address this, the Government should expedite the development of an Essential Skills Pathway for lower-paid
but high-demand roles, providing a clear, nationally consistent alternative to Labour Agreements. This should be
targeted at specific occupations with wages below the TSMIT that are in critical shortage, with appropriately

U Department of Home Affairs, Median processing times for key programs -~ October 2025
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strengthened safeguards including specific labour agreements between the employer and the government. This
may include jobs in the care sector, hospitality, transport, agriculture, and food manufacturing and processing.

Recommendation 6.

A Expedite the development of an Essential Skills Pathway for migrant workers in occupations below the
TSMIT threshold.

5.3 Points Test

The points test also requires urgent reform. Evidence shows that independent and state-nominated skilled
migrants tend to have weaker economic outcomes than employer-sponsored migrants, suggesting the current
points test does not reliably identify the highest-performing candidates. A comprehensive review is needed to
ensure the points system prioritises skills, experience and attributes that best meet Australia’s long-term
workforce needs and maximise economic and social benefit.

Recommendation 7.

A Commence a comprehensive review of the points test to better identify and select high-performing
skilled migrants.

5.4 Labour market testing

The Migration Strategy recommended removing labour market testing (LMT) and replacing it with a
strengthened, evidence-based occupation and skills list developed by Jobs and Skills Australia to identify
genuine labour shortages. This is the right direction and should be progressed.

While employers recognise the importance of testing the local labour market before sponsoring skilled workers,
and will invariably seek to do so in practice, the current LMT framework is overly prescriptive and poorly aligned
with contemporary recruitment practices. In practice, it imposes significant administrative burden, delays hiring,
and undermines Australia’s ability to compete for global talent, while providing little evidence that it meaningfully
protects employment opportunities for local workers.

At an absolute minimum, LMT should be streamlined. Reforms should include reducing the mandatory
advertising period from four weeks to two weeks, removing the requirement to advertise roles through Workforce
Australia, extending the validity of LMT from four to six months, and eliminating duplication where labour market
testing is repeatedly required for labour agreements. LMT should also be removed entirely for the Specialist Skills
stream of the Skills in Demand visa, particularly for highly paid roles where labour shortages are well established.
Improving interoperability between Home Affairs systems and commercial job platforms would further reduce
unnecessary compliance costs and improve efficiency.

Recommendation 8.
A Remove the requirement for labour market testing.

- If LMT is not removed, reform it to reduce administrative burden and speed up access to skilled
workers.
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6. Build a Migration System to Win Global Talent

Australia is competing in a global race for talent, and while we remain an attractive destination, our migration
system is too often slow, uncertain and difficult to navigate. These barriers risk eroding our competitiveness at a
time when other countries are aggressively pursuing the same highly skilled workers we need.

6.1 Improve recognition of overseas skills

Our members consistently report that Australia’s approach to recognising overseas skills is slow, complex and
often unnecessary. Many visas require a skills assessment from an external authority, yet backlogs in some
occupations create significant delays that prevent employers from filling critical roles. In occupations without
licensing requirements, these assessments add administrative burden with limited value, as employers are best
placed to judge whether a candidate meets the needs of their business. In a global competition for talent, these
avoidable delays make it harder for Australia to attract skilled workers who have faster pathways available in other
advanced economies.

“There is evidence that Australia is relatively weak in attracting younger and more highly educated migrants.
Countries such as the UK, Singapore, and Canada, are competing with new and innovative approaches to highly
skilled migrants. These innovations have focused on simplified eligibility criteria, generous visa conditions (such as
broad work rights), accelerated processing, a seamless application journey and deliberate marketing.”

Review of the Migration System Final Report, 2024, pg 70

Australia must also better recognise the skills of migrants already here. Many new arrivals face complex, costly
and lengthy processes to have their prior learning, qualifications and professional experience recognised —
particularly in regulated professions and licensed trades. These challenges are even greater for workers who
require recognition across multiple states and territories, slowing workforce participation, contributing to
underemployment and representing a missed opportunity to address widespread skill shortages.

For example, skilled migrants in regulated professions and licensed trades can find themselves approved to
migrate, yet unable to work due to fragmented and duplicative skills recognition systems. Internationally qualified
nurses and midwives must be assessed by both AHPRA and ANMAC, with differing criteria and outcomes,
meaning migrants can meet migration requirements but still face further costly and time-consuming steps
before being allowed to practise. Similar issues arise for electricians, whose overseas qualifications may be
recognised for migration but not for licensing, requiring up to 12 months of supervised Australian work to obtain a
Certificate lll and an unrestricted licence. These misalignments leave skilled workers in limbo, delay workforce
participation and waste capability at a time of acute skills shortages.®

The Migration Review found that, “Lack of consistency between the outcomes of a skills assessment required to
satisfy a visa requirement and the requirements for occupational licensing can leave a skilled migrant in labour
market limbo - where they have been allowed to migrate to Australia but are unable to work in their chosen field.
This can lead to skilled migrants working in relatively lower paid jobs, undermining productivity gains associated
with the migration program.... The Panel is of the view when migrants are invited to Australia because of their skills,
the system should allow them to use their skills as quickly and efficiently as possible.*

The Government should prioritise mutual recognition of qualifications and occupational licences, supported by
clear service standards for assessing authorities and more streamlined processes for recognising prior learning.
Faster pathways could initially be targeted at countries with comparable qualifications and safety standards, such
as Canada, the UK, and the US. There should also be greater synchronisation between migration skills
assessments and licence/registration processes.

S Productivity Commission, ‘5-year Productivity inquiry: A more productive labour market’, Inquiry Report Volume 7, Feb 2023, page 55.
¥ Review of the Migration System Final Report, 2024, page 160
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Where additional training is required before licensing, the theory component should be made available online
and completed offshore, reducing delays between arrival and workforce entry. Strengthening these systems will
help ensure skilled migrants can contribute quickly and effectively, improving productivity and filling critical gaps
across the economy.

Recommendation 9.

A Streamline and accelerate the recognition of overseas skills to ensure migrants can contribute to the
workforce quickly and effectively.

- Develop faster pathways for workers from countries with comparable qualifications and safety
standards.

- Better synchronise migration skills assessments and licence/registration processes.

- Allow theory components of required training to be completed offshore to reduce delays between
arrival and workforce entry.

6.2 Remove carve-outs excluding critical trades from streamlined visa processing

The Skills in Demand (SiD) visa is designed to provide fast, predictable access to priority skills, yet the exclusion of
trades, machine operators, drivers and labourers prevents many high-demand occupations from accessing the
streamlined Specialist Skills stream. Under current settings, workers in ANZSCO Major Groups 3, 7 and 8 are
ineligible for the seven-day processing target, even where their skills are in national shortage and they meet the
income thresholds of the SiD visa.

This carve-out undermines the purpose of the SiD visa at a time of acute shortages in electricians, construction
trades, and mechanical and electrical technicians. These occupations are central to delivering the energy
transition, increasing housing supply and progressing major infrastructure projects, yet face longer and more
uncertain visa processing than other high-skill roles.

To ensure the SiD visa operates as intended, the Government should remove the blanket exclusion of trades and
other critical occupations. Streamlined processing should be determined by demonstrated national demand and
employer need, allowing businesses to recruit the skilled workers required to meet Australia’s economic, housing
and infrastructure priorities.

Recommendation 10.

A Remove the carve-out excluding critical trades from the streamlined Skills in Demand visa to ensure
these occupations can access fast-track processing.

6.3 Strengthen and fast-track intra-company transfers

To remain competitive, Australia must enable multinational firms to move senior and specialist employees
into the country quickly and with certainty. These workers bring critical knowledge of global systems,
technology platforms and intellectual property that is essential for establishing, expanding or transforming
Australian operations.

This need is particularly acute in ICT and Al, where Australia faces persistent and widening skills shortages. Firms
must be able to deploy Al architects, senior engineers, cybersecurity specialists and other digital experts who
can build local capability and transfer knowledge to Australian teams. With many global companies now
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reconsidering the United States as a destination for specialist talent due to heightened visa uncertainty, Australia
has a strategic opportunity to position itself as a more reliable and attractive alternative.

Australia does not have a dedicated fast-track intra-company transfer visa. The Subclass 482 Skills in Demand
visa provides an intra-company transfer (ICT) exemption that allows firms to bypass Labour Market Testing when
moving staff from overseas offices, but this mechanism is not competitive with the streamlined, high-trust ICT
pathways used in other advanced economies.

Countries such as the US, UK, Canada, Singapore and the EU operate broad intra-company transfer schemes that
enable multinationals to transfer executives, managers and highly skilled specialists across all major professional
occupations — including engineering, finance, advanced manufacturing, technology, consulting and life
sciences — with minimal administrative burden.

The US L-1 visa, for example, has long supported the movement of senior talent and specialised knowledge
workers into key markets. However, recent tightening of both the H-1B and L-1 systems, including significant fee
increases and heightened scrutiny®, has eroded business confidence and encouraged some firms to redirect
talent to more predictable destinations such as Australia and India. This shift underscores the opportunity for
Australia to differentiate itself through a faster, more business-friendly system.

A strengthened intra-company transfer pathway would reduce investment friction, accelerate technology
adoption and enhance Australia’s attractiveness to global companies. Crucially, it should deliver consistent,
predictable processing times, supported by a dedicated service standard, to avoid the delays and uncertainty
that currently undermine business confidence. Such a pathway would directly support growth in Al and
advanced digital technologies and better align migration settings with the realities of modern

multinational enterprises.

While an enhanced inter-company pathway should initially prioritise ICT and Al specialists, it should ultimately
expand to other high-demand professional roles, including across engineering, finance, advanced
manufacturing, consulting and clean energy, consistent with international practice. This would ensure Australia
remains competitive across the full spectrum of globally mobile, high-demand, high-skill occupations that
underpin innovation, productivity and long-term economic growth.

Recommendation 11.

A Establish a strengthened, fast-track intra-company transfer pathway for high-salary roles to better
support investment and advanced capability development.

- This pathway should include ICT occupations and other in-shortage professions such as engineering,
finance, advanced manufacturing, consulting and clean energy.

% The Economic Times, H-1B hiring slows as American companies retreat from foreign recruitment, 8 November 2025
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7. A Systemwide Approach to Infrastructure, Housing
and Population Policy

Australia’s housing crisis is fundamentally a supply problem, not a migration issue. As outlined in the BCA's
Building Australia’s Tomorrow, population growth — both natural and through migration — has been a consistent
feature of Australia’s economy for decades. What has not kept pace is the delivery of new housing and the
infrastructure needed to support that growth. Planning delays, restrictive zoning, slow approvals, declining
construction productivity and rising delivery costs have constrained new housing supply and deterred private
investment, leaving Australia unable to build homes at the scale required.

That is why the BCA supports the Government’s ambition to deliver 1.2 million new homes over five years,
alongside a comprehensive program of reforms to boost housing supply, as outlined in our 2024 policy paper Its
time to say ves to housing. Increasing housing supply is essential to restoring affordability, supporting population
growth and sustaining economic momentum.

Well-managed migration remains essential to Australia’s long-term prosperity. Productivity, workforce capacity
and fiscal sustainability depend on steady population growth and a strong skilled migration program. Crucially,
sustainable growth requires governments to lift housing and infrastructure delivery to support population needs,
rather than treating migration as the lever to manage housing shortfalls. Fixing supply constraints is how Australia
can unlock the full economic benefits that migration delivers.

Governments must continue to streamline approvals, reform zoning and unlock private investment to lift housing
and infrastructure capacity. The BCA acknowledges the leadership shown by the Federal Government in driving
reform in this area — traditionally a state and territory responsibility — and welcomes the steps being taken by
several states and territories to deliver the structural reforms required.

Recommendation 12.

A Address the fundamental problem of the housing supply challenge, namely, issues with planning
processes, construction sector costs and productivity.

- Continue to provide productivity payments to incentivise state governments to move on reforms that
would unlock the construction of more homes.

- Continue to fund infrastructure that is specifically targeted at boosting housing supply, building on
the $1.5 billion commitment already made.

- Work to address workforce challenges with training and apprenticeship programs and migration
channels targeted to deliver skills needed for housing and infrastructure delivery.
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8. Appendices

8.1 Overview of Australia’s Permanent and Temporary Migration Program 2022-2026

Permanent Migration Program (visas granted per stream)

Program year

2018-19 (outcome)
2019-20 (outcome)
2020-21 (outcome)
2021-22 (outcome)
2022-23 (outcome)
2023-24 (outcome)
2024-25 (outcome)
2025-26 (planning level)

Skilled
stream®*

109,713
95,843
79,620
89,063
142,344
137,100
132,148
132,200
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Family
stream?®

47,247
41,961
77,372
51,288
52,500
52,720
52,500
52,500

Special Total Permanent
Eligibility3¢ Migration Program
15 160,323

81 140,366

o4 160,052

199 143,556

160 195,004

180 190,000

353 185,001

-
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