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Foreword
Looking at recent population trends, South Australia is recording a decline in natural population growth, 
a fall per capita in net overseas migration, and an ever-reducing share of the lucrative international 
education market. Permanent skilled migration outcomes are declining, and skilled migrants are 
choosing other cities as their intended state of residence. This is exacerbated by our Federal migration 
programmes, which continue to be based on larger cities, not smaller cities or regional and rural areas, 
where population growth is needed to fuel demand, stimulate economic growth and address depopulation 
in regional areas.

There are numerous elements to the population debate. Many people and industries believe in a targeted 
population growth strategy to create economic growth and the jobs of the future but are reluctant to 
talk about migration. In today’s highly sensitive social media driven political environment, talking about 
migration to create economic growth and jobs is a ‘no go’ area for some, for fear of being criticised 
about putting foreign workers before a local workforce. There is however, much more needed to fully 
understand the economics of population growth and the important part migration plays in this equation.  

Without doubt, the current structure and operation of the Australian migration programme is in no way 
optimal. Nationally, the migration debate is politically influenced and motivated. Dick Smith and others, 
such as Pauline Hanson, Cory Bernardi, various Unions, the Greens, the ALP and former Prime Minister 
Tony Abbott are calling for significant cuts to the migration programme. While there may be merit in 
reducing migration to big cities to alleviate congestion, affordability and the increasing cost of housing, 
the same cannot be said for other jurisdictions. 

In the 2016-17 migration programme, Australia’s annual permanent intake of migrants was 183,608 with 
big city migration accounting for 81.4% percent1. South Australia (and the remainder of our country) is 
seeing a decline in population growth and would benefit from changes to the migration programme that 
would encourage migrants to these regions. Herein lies the opportunity.

1   2016-17 Migration Programme Report, Programme year to 30 June 2017, Department of Immigration and Border Protection, Australian Government
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The current 190,000 annual intake does not need to be cut, rather the migration programme needs to be 
recalibrated to facilitate economic growth and development in our regions and smaller capital cities. This 
will create employment and training opportunities for local residents and stimulate economic growth and 
development through increased consumption expenditure and demand for goods and services, whilst 
also easing the burden on over-populated areas.

Many people do not understand the economic implications of migration and the significant benefits that 
have been achieved (and continue to be achieved), nor the potential for the migration programme to 
spur economic growth and development across regional Australia, should the structure of the migration 
programme be changed. 

For example, every 1,000 international students studying in South Australia, creates 250 full time jobs 
and generates $29.6 million for our economy2. There is a similar, multiplier affect between other elements 
of the migration programme and economic growth. 
 
Put simply, for example, 1,000 migrant workers relocating to an area that is facing a genuine unmet 
demand for labour, will create approximately 1,000 new employment and training opportunities for local 
residents. The flow on effect of increased demand means that an unemployed or underemployed local 
resident will have an increased opportunity for a new job, career or training in an area that is more 
relevant or better suited to the local resident. The same impact is experienced but in reverse, when 
people leave a regional area or move interstate.

I have been involved in the migration profession for over 20 years and assisted numerous businesses 
and individuals throughout various political landscapes and migration programmes. This has given me a 
unique understanding of how simple changes to the migration programme can assist South Australia to 
achieve sustainable population targets such as those set out in the Government’s State Strategic Plan. 

The South Australian Centre for Economic Studies (SACES) research into the structure of the migration 
programme and impact on our State presents game changing recommendations that have the potential 
to achieve growth and prosperity for all South Australians. In fact, without these changes, we will not 
achieve the South Australian Strategic Plan’s sustainable population target of 2 million by 2027. It is also 
highly likely that without these changes to the migration programme, our State’s population will start to 
decline within the next 3 – 5 years, including a 25% reduction in international students.

2  International education in South Australia, Department of State Development (SA), Deloitte Access Economics, July 2016 

“All economic analysis shows that increases in the 
population – and especially of young people and young 
families who are well educated – adds to economic 
growth through their consumption expenditure. Faster 
population growth adds demand for housing, schools, 
retail, household consumption expenditure; employment 
is generated through these private and public 
investments.” 

Executive director of SACES, Associate Professor Michael O’Neil 

  South Australia’s Strategic Plan, www.saplan.ord.au   
  Make it a plan, Adelaide, Shaping future cities, https://www2.deloitte.com/au/en/pages/future-of-cities/articles/shaping-future-cities-make-it-adelaide.html 
  South Australia’s Strategic Plan, www.saplan.ord.au  
  DIBP (not dated - a), DIBP (not dated - b), ABS (2017a)
  ABS 3101



As such, this research, the first of its kind, provides our State Government with the optimal migration 
settings required to reach its own targets and sets the foundation for a more prosperous future for all. We 
have also addressed the South Australian State Government Economic Priorities in our analysis and it 
is entirely evident from the research that the current structure of the Australian migration programme is 
failing South Australia. Unfortunately, it restricts us from being able to meet our population targets and, 
therefore, achieve the growth and prosperity proposed for our State.

If South Australia could create its own migration programme based on genuine demand, we can:

•	 Create an additional 10,000–20,000 employment and training opportunities every year for all 
South Australians

•	 Protect the primacy of local workers 

•	 Address exploitation of foreign workers 

•	 Provide significant economic benefits to the industries and regions facing an unmet demand for 
labour and depopulation. 

Under the right settings, over the next decade this could create between 100,000 to 200,000 
new employment and training opportunities for South Australians, and we can achieve our State 
Government’s sustainable population target of 2 million people by 2027.

Mark Glazbrook 
CEO & Founder 
Migration Solutions
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Executive summary

Vision for growth and prosperity for all South Australians
We all have a vision for South Australia to become a thriving community, driven by a strong and 
prosperous industry. With the State Government’s ‘South Australian Strategic Plan3’ and Deloitte’s 
‘Make it a plan, Adelaide, Shaping future cities’4, both aiming for a population of 2 million by 2027, 
there is strong backing from the business community and Government to transform our State. A range 
of investment and policy initiatives have been released, key industry sectors have been identified, 
and education and technology have been prioritised. There are grand ambitions to grow prosperity, 
improve wellbeing, attain sustainability, foster creativity and innovation, build communities and expand 
opportunity5. 

But there is one major issue that is yet to be addressed; South Australia’s population currently stands at 
1.7m6 and natural population growth is minimal, accounting for an average 6,000 people a year. However, 
in 2016–17, we lost 5,900 people net to interstate (ABS 3101), leaving total growth at 100 people plus 
that achieved via Net Overseas Migration (NOM).  

If the focal point to reaching South Australia’s economic 
transformation is a population of 2 million by 2027, how are we 
going to find the right people to transform our economy? 

3   South Australia’s Strategic Plan, www.saplan.org.au
4   Make it a plan, Adelaide, Shaping future cities, Deloitte, 2017
5   South Australia’s Strategic Plan, www.saplan.org.au 
6   DIBP (not dated - a), DIBP (not dated - b), ABS (2017a)



The simple answer is South Australia needs a planned, targeted and sustainable population 
growth strategy. Based on current trends, this is not going to happen naturally and, with 
restrictions placed within the Australian migration programme, it’s not as easy as it may seem.  

7    ABS 3101 
8    2016–17 Migration Programme Report, Department of Immigration and Border Protection, Australian Government

Impediments to reach this target include:

• South Australia has experienced persistently 
lower population growth than many other 
States and Territories across Australia  
 
In the 12 months to 30 June 2017, the 
combined population growth of VIC, NSW, QLD 
and WA was 367,100. In SA, TAS, ACT and the 
NT, the combined population growth was only 
21,0007.

• South Australia has as an aging population

• South Australia has a net exodus of skilled, 
educated younger people interstate 
 
In 2016, 29,188 people moved interstate and 
22,285 arrived from interstate; a net loss of 
6,903.

• There are less people living in regional South 
Australia today than 12 months ago 
 
Australia’s national migration programme 
does not support nor favour South Australia. 
The immigration department continues to take 
visa allocations away from regional Australia 
and give them to major cities. (All of South 
Australia, including Adelaide, is considered 
regional for migration purposes). The waiting 
time for some regional, permanent employment 
sponsored visas is nearly 2 years, almost 
double the visa programmes in Sydney and 
Melbourne.

• South Australian industry cannot fill skilled and 
semi-skilled positions in regional areas 
 
There is a time lag between developing 
education programmes for skills gaps and 
providing trained and job ready candidates to 
fill positions.

• South Australian unincorporated businesses 
have difficulty in succession planning

• South Australia has high unemployment 
 
Unemployed South Australians have a 
tendency not to relocate to regional areas for 
employment opportunities.

• Over the past 10 years, a declining number of 
skill stream migrants chose South Australia as 
their State of intended residence8

• High profile personalities, like Dick Smith and 
Pauline Hanson, are irresponsibly calling to 
reduce the national migration programme from 
190,000 to 70,000 per annum. If we continued 
to attract the same share of migrants as now, 
our population growth would fall by 63.2% to 
only 3,864 people per annum.  
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Core to our State’s strategic plan is to find and attract the people 
we need to assist with transforming our economy and create new 
employment and training opportunities for all South Australians. 
 
It goes without saying that the primacy of Australian workers will 
always come first, but we need help to fill the jobs where current 
vacancies lie. The only way to achieve our population growth goals 
and to drive economic growth - on the scale required to reach 
our State’s strategic plan - is through a structural change to the 
Australian migration programme. 

Without change to the drivers behind Australia’s migration 
programme, from the human capital accumulation method to a 
demand driven programme, we will not be able to grow our target 
industries contained in the State’s 2027 strategic plan, nor address 
the unmet demand for labour and fill skills gap within our regions 
and industries that need it most. South Australia will continue to 
be significantly disadvantaged. We need the ability to choose 
appropriately skilled migrants to meet demand, fuel our vision and 
create jobs and economic prosperity for South Australia.9

9    Economic priorities, http://economic.priorities.sa.gov.au

“We need to be 
open to new 
people, new 
ideas, new 
investment 
and business 
partnerships.” 
 
International Connections, 
Economic Priorities, State 
Government of South 
Australia 9



About this research
 
The South Australian Centre for Economic Studies (SACES), The University of Adelaide, 
was commissioned by a consortium of businesses and peak bodies to undertake this 
research. SACES studied the economic and demographic challenges facing South 
Australia, barriers experienced with the current settings of the migration programme 
and potential opportunities that exist by changing the structure of the Australian 
migration programme to address the unmet demand for labour. The research found 
that South Australia, particularly regional areas, faced unique challenges being; weaker 
economic conditions, persistently lower population growth and an aging population. It 
also uncovered dissatisfaction, amongst employers, with the way in which the current 
mechanisms for meeting labour demand were functioning, where they felt that a 
significant proportion of jobseekers were not ‘work ready’ making them unsuitable for 
employment, and reported that existing programmes were not sufficiently addressing 
these barriers. 

The eligibility criteria and process of accessing the migration programme to address 
some of these challenges, such as securing a temporary 457 visa, was time-consuming, 
bureaucratic and costly. For many of the employers, particularly in regional areas, the 
relevant skill lists and the Temporary Skilled Migration Income Threshold (TSMIT) meant 
that they could not use, or could only partly use, the migration system to address their 
unmet demand for skilled and semi-skilled labour. These challenges are becoming 
increasingly difficult, due to the April 2017 changes of the 457 programme and broader 
March 2018 changes to the Australian migration programme.

The research considered skilled labour migration, but also business, student, and 
temporary graduate visa access and, whilst it is based in South Australia, the findings 
and recommendations may equally apply to many other regional, rural, low population 
growth and economically challenged jurisdictions within Australia.  

The research recommendations focused on changing migration policy drivers towards 
a demand driven approach, enabling skills gaps and unmet demand for labour to 
determine migration eligibility and outcomes.
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About SACES
 
SACES is a self-funded, applied research unit of the University of Adelaide. SACES provides applied 
research, analysis and commentary on contemporary economic, social and public policy issues of 
relevance to South Australia and Australia as a whole. It is regularly engaged by public and private sector 
clients to address complex research needs. A three-volume report was released to present ‘The Potential 
Benefits of Reforming Migration Policies to Address South Australia’s Needs’, 

• Report 1: Key Challenges, April 2017

• Report 2:  Areas Where the Migration System Does Not  
 Meet South Australia’s Needs, June 2017

• Report 3:  Policy Solutions, September 2017

RESEARCH STAKEHOLDERS 

•	 Migration Solutions

•	 Thomas Foods International

•	 RDA Murraylands and Riverland

•	 Shahin Enterprises

•	 Local Government Association of 
SA

•	 Education Adelaide

•	 The Population Institute of 
Australia

•	 The Property Council SA

•	 BDO Australia (SA)

•	 The Urban Development 
Institute of Australia SA
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• 5 Regional 
Development  
Australia Boards

• 8 Peak industry 
bodies 
INCLUDING AUSVEG, 
RESTAURANTS AND CATERING 
SA, MASTER BUILDERS 
AUSTRALIA, AGED AND 
COMMUNITY SERVICES (SA) 
AND OTHERS 

• Local Government 
Association (SA)

• South Australian 
businesses

17 in-depth 
interviews

legislation & policy

migration programme 
outcomes

2 industry 
roundtable forums

abs demographic & 
economic research

3 SACES Reports
Expert analysis:
• challenges
• unment needs
• policy solutions
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Key challenges 

There is considerable evidence, from consultations and analysis of economic data, that South 
Australia faces substantial challenges relating to:

• Weaker economic conditions

• Persistently lower population growth

• An aging population

• Securing skilled labour

• Succession planning for unincorporated 
businesses

• Recruitment of international vocational,  
education and training (VET) students. 

Notwithstanding South Australia’s above average unemployment rate, and a range of policies aimed at 
moving the unemployed and those out of the labour force into work, consultations with business suggest 
that there remain a substantial number of unfilled vacancies, particularly in regional South Australia. 
These unfilled vacancies are not just in the higher-skilled levels that have been the recent focus of the 
migration system but extend to much lower-skilled levels.

SA Economic 
priority 9: 
“Vibrant Adelaide” 

A place where people and business thrive.
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Population
 
South Australia, which represents around 7 per cent of Australia’s population, is one of the most 
challenged regions demographically and economically. In June 2017, the State’s unemployment rate rose 
to 8.2% (seasonally adjusted), well above the national average of 6.0 per cent. The State also lags the 
rest of the country in economic output and employment growth whether measured in absolute terms or 
per capita. The population is also amongst the oldest in Australia and is getting older over time. 

Over the past three decades, the State’s annual population growth rate of 0.74 per cent was roughly half 
that of Australia as a whole (1.37 per cent). This graph shows the population changes in South Australia 
since 2006, as reported by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

South Australian population change

Ref: South Australian demographic statistics—population change ABS 3101.0 & 3218.0

You can see the downward trend 
in South Australia’s population 
growth. This graph does not take 
into account the March 2018 
migration programme changes, 
which will see an accelerated 
decline in population growth in 
the future.
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You can see from the ‘South Australia population change’ graph, that the natural increase in population 
by births (black), is small and Net Overseas Migration (blue) is trending downwards in South Australia, 
despite a national increase. We also have less people living in regional South Australia (orange), a net 
loss of 109, compared with 2010, which saw a net gain of 5,023 people. These alarming trends look set 
to continue as record numbers of South Australians continue to leave the State (green), limiting the size 
of our productive workforce. South Australia has also recorded a 2.7% decrease in the desired ‘State of 
intended residence’ within the skilled migration programme, from 9.4% in 2007/08 to 6.7% in 2016/1710.

This is exacerbated by our Federal migration programmes, which continue to be based on larger 
cities, not smaller cities or regional and rural areas where population growth is needed to fuel demand 
and stimulate economic growth. The April 2017 and March 2018 changes to the Australian migration 
programme will further decrease migration outcomes and population growth in South Australia. 
A decrease of international students studying in South Australia is also anticipated, resulting in a 
significant reduction in net overseas migration to South Australia. 

The implications for South Australia have not been worked through Federally.

By way of example, one of the challenges we face is the Regional Sponsored Migration Scheme 
(RSMS). The demand driven RSMS is an important visa programme in South Australia, enabling 
employers in regional and low population growth areas to employ and sponsor skilled employees to 
assist with an unmet demand for labour. 

The following statistics clearly show an increase in demand by industry and employers in South 
Australia. However, while visa places continue to be removed from regional Australia and reallocated to 
major cities, like Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, processing times for a RSMS visa are now between 
17 - 19 months for 75% - 90% of applications, with some taking even longer, even though the RSMS 
programme is given the highest priority.

10    Figure 6, 2016-17 Migration Programme Report

“Make no mistake about the significance of the reset. 
When fully in place from March 2018, the flagship ENS 
programme will fall to less than a third its recent size of 
48,250. The number of TSS visas will also fall sharply 
relative to the current number of 457 visas being granted. 
Those who think that immigration levels are set in 
concrete will have to reassess this belief.”  

Bob Birrell, The Coalition’s 457 Visa Reset: Tougher Than You Think

2016/17 RSMS visa application statistics
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2016/17 RSMS visa application statistics

increase in 
applications made8.6%

applications 
made19,926 

16.9%
decrease in 
places available

10,198 places 
available

18,341 backlog of 
unprocessed 
applications 

Despite an increase in demand by employers, the number of places available for 
RSMS visas has dramatically reduced, from 20,510 places in 2012/13 to only 10,198 
places in 2016/17. The Federal Government has reduced the size of the program 
without modelling the impact on South Australia. You can also see the impacts of 
changing migration policy in the ‘South Australian population change’ graph.
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Economic growth
 
South Australia has not created any jobs since the Global Financial Crisis and under-employment (9 per 
cent) and youth unemployment (16 per cent) were all tracking above national averages and worsening.  

With the exodus of younger, work ready South Australians moving interstate, consumption expenditure is 
moving with them, to be spent in their new home cities.

SACES investigated national and international evidence regarding the impact of migration on existing 
residents. Although some people express negative concerns about migration, evidence suggests that 
migration of individuals ready to enter the local labour market will boost economic output in the recipient 
country or region, as well as boost per capita economic output, providing migrants are predominantly 
of working age. This boost to economic activity is produced from increasing the economically active 
population and, in the case of skilled or semi-skilled migration (which accounts for the bulk of migration 
to Australia), by increasing the pool of skilled labour. This boost to economic output is accompanied by 
an increase in employment, usually at least as large as the increase in the working age population. The 
research also found that there was no impact on the employment rates of the non-migrant population 
(even at lower skill levels), a very small but positive impact on average wages, and a very small but 
ambiguous impact on the wages of lower-skilled occupations.

Put simply, there is a positive economic multiplier effect with each new migrant that moves to 
South Australia.

“International trade and investment are critical for 
an outward looking, sophisticated South Australian 
economy. [Our] future economic growth is dependent on 
our international connections and engagement.” 

Vibrant Adelaide, Economic Priorities, State Government of South Australia

10,000
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migrants 

10,000

increase in consumption 
expenditure

increase in demand for 
goods & services

schools, healthcare, banking, 
housing, infrastructure

If international student numbers decline by 25%, as anticipated as a result of 
changes to temporary and permanent employer sponsored migration, the number 
of international students studying in SA could fall by 8000, resulting in the loss of 
both 2000 full time jobs and $236 million dollars to our economy.

full time jobs 
created

250
international 

students

1000
million for our 

economy

29.6

full time jobs created
10,000 
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Skilled labour and training
Notwithstanding South Australia’s above average unemployment rate, and a range of policies aimed at 
moving the unemployed and those out of the labour force into work, consultations with business suggest 
a substantial number of unfilled vacancies remain, particularly in regional South Australia. These unfilled 
vacancies are not just in the higher-skill levels that have been the recent focus of the migration system 
but extend to much lower-skill levels. 

Four broad policy approaches tend to be used to 
respond to shortages of labour. These include: 

1. Improving employee and management skills 
through training;

2. Increasing labour market participation by 
supporting and creating incentives for those not 
currently in the labour market to enter it;

3. Encouraging and facilitating inter-state or 
intrastate mobility; and

4. Using international migration to expand the 
stock of labour in a country or a region.

Business reported these were of little use and not 
matched to regional skills gaps.

In Australia, as in most OECD member economies, the primary focus of labour market policy is on 
developing a training system that is responsive to (and ideally anticipates) the skills demanded by 
employers, and on increasing participation in the labour force. Migration policy in this context is focussed 
on attracting and managing the intake of skilled migrants to fill medium or long term vacancies that could 
not be filled by training labour locally (at least not in the time available), or encouraging those with the 
required skills back into the labour force.11

11   Economic priorities, http://economic.priorities.sa.gov.au

“Target onshore 
temporary migrants 
to become permanent 
residents of South 
Australia, including 
international graduates 
and skilled workers.”  

International Connections, Economic 
Priorities, State Government of South 
Australia 11



For visa grants after March 2018, the majority of SA businesses (ie. those with an annual turnover of less 
than $10 million) will now pay an additional training levy of $1,200 for every 457/TSS visa holder they 
sponsor, with larger businesses paying $1,800 per annum. For each permanent employer sponsored 
migration application, the business will pay an additional $5,000 levy (where their annual turnover is 
greater than $10m) or $3,000 (where their annual turnover is less than $10 million). There is widespread 
concern that the levy funds will not be invested in the region from which it was collected, potentially 
exacerbating the skills shortage and reducing training investment in the region for local residents. We 
are unaware of any forecasting undertaken to anticipate the impact of this levy, nor if eligible training 
providers exist or have been identified in regional locations. 

It would not be surprising if employers funded the training levy by reducing their internal spending on 
training. It is also likely to increase the costs of accessing the skilled migration system for responsible 
businesses which train their existing staff, whilst reducing costs for those firms that do not invest in 
training.  As there is currently no commitment that funds collected from the training levy will be spent in 
the region from which they derive, it is possible that this change could actually reduce the availability of 
training in regional SA.

The introduction of the levy may result in a decrease in training opportunities in regional Australia and 
increase in the cost of goods and services locally to fund the levy.

“The Australian 
Government should 
continue to facilitate 
Australian business access 
to top talent by iterating 
immigration rules to meet 
changing market needs.” 

Australia 2030, Prosperity through Innovation

SA Economic 
priority 10 
“Opening doors for 
small business” 

Assisting small businesses to thrive, 
be competitive on the global stage and 
remain in our State.

pg 17
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Business succession and 
entrepreneurship
 
Innovation is an important determinant of productivity growth within an economy, which in turn is the most 
sustainable cause of long-term economic growth.  Innovation can also lead to less tangible benefits such 
as improved quality of life.

At the heart of the innovation systems approach to understanding innovation are individual entrepreneurs 
or innovation active enterprises.  However, these driving forces of innovation do not exist in a vacuum, 
and many of the factors which influence the nature of, and outcomes from, innovation are driven by 
elements of the innovation system outside of the innovative firm.

It is difficult to readily identify the scale of 
entrepreneurship between different states directly 
from national data, as that simply records business 
registrations.  Whilst some business registrations 
will reflect the establishment of a business to put 
a business idea into practice, businesses are also 
established to manage investment funds or by 
individuals who are being contracted to a project as 
a sole trader rather than as an employee.  

Notwithstanding these limitations in the data, 
new business registrations should provide a 
reasonable first measure of innovation through 
the establishment of new firms. This data shows 
that South Australia is recording a lower rate of 
business formation (at 5.4% of the national total) 
than either its share of the population (7.1%) or its 
share of employment (6.9%).

“South Australia’s 
business community is 
also older than average, 
creating issues in terms 
of succession planning 
and maintenance of 
businesses.”  

Report 3: Policy solutions, The potential benefits 
of reforming migration policies to address South 
Australia’s needs, SACES, September 2017



This would suggest that South Australia is experiencing less innovation and productivity increase 
through new firm formation than the Australian average further exacerbating our relative economic 
underperformance. 
 
In theory, skilled migration programmes could be an important way to increase South Australia’s 
entrepreneurialism, but there are several potential barriers. South Australia only receives 4.2 per cent 
of the visa outcomes for the Business Innovation and Investment Programme (BIIP) and, even within 
that programme, most of the strands are not targeted so much at those planning to operate businesses 
within Australia, but rather at high net worth individuals willing to invest in Australia (in categories such 
as shares and government bonds) which are of no help to business expansion.  
 
SACES’s research found that BIIP visas generally do a poor job of increasing the number of 
entrepreneurs in Australia, or in assisting retiring business owners find potential purchasers, and that 
the local business environment, and the national investment levels set for key streams of this visa 
made it even less suitable for South Australia’s needs. For business owners looking to exit, the value 
of investment required for the Business Innovation stream of the BIIP visa is high, relative to the typical 
value of South Australian small and medium enterprises, making most of them unlikely for consideration 
on such a visa. 12

12    Economic priorities, http://economic.priorities.sa.gov.au

“Our goal is to compete nationally and internationally for 
people and investment, by creating an environment to 
encourage new investors, residents and visitors – bringing 
fresh energy and life into our city.”  

Vibrant Adelaide, Economic Priorities, State Government of South Australia

pg 19
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Migration policy settings
 
Immigration is centrally administered by the Australian 
Government Department of Home Affairs and applies 
uniformly to the whole of the country, with certain specific 
provisions for areas classified as ‘regional’, giving a greater 
degree of flexibility to local employers. 

The Department of Employment is responsible for reviewing 
occupations on the Short-term Skilled Occupation List 
(STSOL) and Medium and Long-term Strategic Skills List 
(MLTSSL)13. These lists underpin employer sponsored and 
points-tested skilled visa programmes and are designed to 
identify occupations considered to be of strategic 
importance and to meet the short and medium to long-term 
skilled workforce needs of the Australian economy.  

Australia’s migration system tends to serve the interests of 
relatively high growth cities like Sydney, Melbourne, Perth 
and Brisbane, and is less effective for South Australian 
businesses and those in less populous regions.

 
SACES research found that the:

• Use of a single level for the Temporary Skilled Migration Income Threshold (TSMIT) makes visas 
which are required to meet it much less useful in lower wage regions, ie. most of South Australia. 
 
In South Australia, for example, figures provided by Immigration SA are further testament that 
the introduction of the minimum salary level TSMIT of $53,900 to the RSMS programme will be 
detrimental. A significant number of positions / occupations applied for through the RSMS programme 
do not receive a salary of over $53,900, making the position ineligible for a nomination and visa 
approval.

• Skills gaps identified by many regional South Australian employers are often for occupations that 
require Certificate III or equivalent, not typically eligible for skilled worker visas; 

13    Lists of eligible skilled occupations, Department of Immigration and Border Protection, www.border.gov.au

“South Australia’s economic future, local jobs and enterprise together with our sense of place 
in the world are all influenced by our performance in attracting and supporting international 
students. If South Australia is to remain internationally engaged, we need to grow internation-
al student enrolments and optimise the opportunity for economic and population growth this 
industry offers.”

The Hon Martin Hamilton-Smith, Minister for Investment and Trade 

“A permanent 
migration programme 
is so crucial for our 
long-term economic 
prosperity and our 
demographic health.” 

Michael Pezzullo, Secretary, 
Department of Immigration and Border 
Protection, ‘Immigration and Nation 
Building in Australia: Looking Back, 
Looking Forward’ 
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• Lack of regional flexibility on the occupations listed, and the fact that such lists do not consider that 
in rural areas an employee will often be required to cover aspects of several jobs, which means the 
occupation lists and the migration programme do not reflect the needs of regional SA (or indeed 
regional employers elsewhere). 

The research considered skilled labour migration, as well as business, student, and temporary graduate 
visa access. Australia’s predominate component of the economic or skilled migration programme is 
based on a human capital accumulation method where, once a visa is approved, it does not require 
the visa holder to live in a designated area or even to work in a specific occupation and as such, a 
visa holder can move to any highly populated gateway city adding to infrastructure, congestion and 
affordability concerns. Demand driven migration programmes are an underutilised component of the 
Australian migration programme, where usage could be increased in order to assist with regional 
development and growing and sustaining rural and regional population. Finding the right people, with the 
right skills to address an unmet demand for labour within regional communities will assist local population 
growth, increasing consumption expenditure and demand for goods and services as well as creating new 
employment and training opportunities for local residents.

At the Senate Legal and Constitutional Affairs Legislation Committee meeting in February 2018, Senator 
Rex Patrick asked whether any research or forecasting was undertaken as to how these changes might 
affect South Australia. David Wilden, First Assistant Secretary for the Immigration and Citizenship 
Policy Division, said that “in terms of the modelling, every time policy changes come in, we look at the 
ramifications and potential effects. We don’t normally, as a matter of course, break it down on a state-by-
state basis”. 

To summarise the impact of the Departments changes based on information received from Immigration 
SA;

• Of the top 33 occupations accessed through the RSMS program in 2016/17 only 5 remain available 
from March 2018.  Likely resulting in nomination approvals falling from 806 to 112 based on 16/17 
outcomes.

• In the past 4 programme years, an average of 45% of all nominations lodged to Immigration SA had 
a salary level of less than the TSMIT ($53,900) making 45% of applications received during this time 
ineligible under the new program being introduced in March 2018.

• Immigration SA have estimated that over the last 3 years, the RCB approved between 200 to 250 
of approximately 600 applications per annum who were international students and thus unable to 
meet the new guidelines which stipulate that applicants must have 3 years post qualification full time 
equivalent work experience.



International education
 
The international education sector is critical to economic and population growth, creating new 
employment and training opportunities and could be used strategically to address regional depopulation 
and the unmet demand for labour in our regions.

South Australia’s educational institutions currently recruit a large share of their students (and a larger 
share than other jurisdictions) from countries which are treated by the Department of Home Affairs as 
higher risk under the Simplified Student Visa Framework. Visa applicants from these countries must meet 
particularly stringent evidentiary requirements to demonstrate that they are a genuine temporary entrant, 
and can complete their course. If this discourages such students from applying, and/or results in student 
visa refusals, then South Australia’s share of international VET students (already disproportionately low) 
may fall further.

There are concerns that the April 2017 and March 2018 changes to the Australian migration programme 
will reduce international student enrolments in South Australia and the flow-on economic benefits, as can 
be seen in the previous international student infographic.

The new immigration policy means that international students wanting to work in South Australia under 
the TSS and RSMS visa must have two years or three years post qualification full time work experience, 
respectively. 
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As this is not possible, many students will stop coming to Australia as there is no pathway to 
residency or opportunities to gain work experience in Australia. This will have a downward impact on 
international student numbers in South Australia. This is concerning as Deloitte found, in their report 
titled ‘International education in South Australia: Forecasting potential future growth’, that there were 
32,100 international students in South Australian during 2015, spending $1.2 billion on their education, 
accommodation and living expenses. For every four international student enrolments, one FTE job was 
created14. In fact, ‘the international education and training sector in South Australia contributed $954 
million in total value added, and sustained a workforce of 7,536 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs in 201515.’ 
Declining international student numbers in South Australia will have dire consequences.

The implementation of a new student and regional semi skilled migration visa programme will assist 
the State Government to achieve its targets of reaching a population per capital level of international 
students or achieving 10% of the student visa programme.16

14    International education in South Australia: Forecasting potential future growth, Deloitte, 2016 
15    International education in South Australia: Forecasting potential future growth, Deloitte, 2016
16    International Education Action Plan, Government of South Australia, https://statedevelopment.sa.gov.au/upload/education/International-Education-Action-Plan.pdf

“South Australia’s economic future, local jobs and enterprise 
together with our sense of place in the world are all 
influenced by our performance in attracting and supporting 
international students. If South Australia is to remain 
internationally engaged, we need to grow international 
student enrolments and optimise the opportunity for 
economic and population growth this industry offers.” 

The Hon Martin Hamilton-Smith, Minister for Investment and Trade 16



Such a programme would involve;
1. Remove/change the Genuine Temporary Entrant (GTE)17 provisions for international students who 

are going to undertake training in occupations that are in demand within regional and rural areas, 
including viticulture, agriculture, horticulture, food processing, wine making and food manufacturing, 
(visa limitations would only permit the visa holder to live and study in a specified regional area or 
from changing courses (course hopping)).

2. Offer Post Study Work Rights (PSWR) to graduates of these courses allowing the visa holder to gain 
valuable work experience and find ongoing employment opportunities in regional and rural areas, 
(visa limitations would permit the visa holder to live and work in certain geographical areas only).

3. An eligible PSWR visa holder would then be 
able to apply for a newly created Semi Skilled 
temporary visa (this would include all ANZSCO 
level 1 to level 5 occupations with remuneration 
set at the higher of market salary rates or a 
regional TSMIT) (visa conditions would permit 
living and working in specified areas only, allowing 
multiple ANZSCO occupations to be nominated). 

4. After holding a semi-skilled employer sponsored 
temporary visa for a minimum of 2 years, the visa 
holder will be eligible to apply for a transitional 
permanent employer nominated visa. Similar to 
the RSMS subclass 187 visa, this would require 
the permanent visa holder to remain employed 
by the nominating business for at least 2 years 
following the grant of the permanent visa.  
 

17    https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/StudyinginAustralia/Documents/direction-no-69.pdf   

SA Economic 
priority 2 
  
“Premium food and 
wine”
Ensuring regions that produce food 
and wine can do so sustainably, 
cleanly and safely and export to the 
world.

pg 24



pg 25

The benefits of such changes are far reaching.
1. Attracting more international students to South Australia and other regional and economically 

challenged jurisdictions of Australia (these courses would not be available in Melbourne or Sydney).  

2. Creating new employment opportunities for teaching, accommodation, hospitality and in other 
services due to an increase in demand for goods and services and increased consumption 
expenditure in regional areas.

3. Providing local employers with a pool of international students living and studying in regional areas to 
address the unmet demand for labour in key industry sectors.

4. Providing graduates with an opportunity for a temporary PSWR visa, providing a pathway to obtain 
valuable on the job training and work experience upon completion of an eligible qualification.

5. Increasing the number of work ready graduates with specific skills that are currently in demand in 
regional areas.

6. Allowing an international student/graduate to live and work in a regional area for: 

i. A minimum of 2 years as an international student,

ii. A minimum of 1 - 2 years as the holder of a PSWR visa to gain the work experience required to be 
eligible to apply for a temporary semi-skilled employer sponsored visa,

iii. A minimum of 2 years as the holder of a temporary semi-skilled visa, employed in the nominated 
occupation/occupations before being eligible to apply for permanent residency,

iv. A minimum of 2 years, working for the nominating employer following the grant of a transitional 
permanent employer nominated visa. 

7.  Most importantly, there is no cost to the South Australian Government to increase the number of work 
ready graduates to help meet industry demand. International students are required to independently 
pay all education and living costs to study in Australia.
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The total period that an international student/graduate can potentially live, work and study in a regional 
area including visa application processing times would be approximately 8 years.

Due to the long lead times to obtain permanent residency in Australia through this pathway, it will uphold 
and protect the integrity of the student visa and permanent employer sponsored migration programme, 
ensuring that these visas are not exploited and used as a backdoor loophole to obtain permanent 
residency in Australia and then move to highly populous gateway cities eg. Melbourne and Sydney. 18

18   International Education Action Plan, Government of South Australia, https://statedevelopment.sa.gov.au/upload/education/International-Education-Action-Plan.pdf

“Growing the numbers of international students 
studying in South Australia is a priority for 
the South Australian Government, part of its 
commitment to the Knowledge State.” 

The Hon Martin Hamilton-Smith, Minister for Investment and Trade

SA Economic 
priority 1 
  
“The knowledge state—attracting 
students and commercialising our 
research” 
Our aim is to establish an international reputation 
for the quality of our educational institutions. This 
will be achieved by increasing the number of local 
and international students in our schools, training 
institutions and universities—particularly those studying 
science, technology, engineering and maths.

18



Policy solutions

Right people, right skills, right place, right policy
Despite challenges faced in South Australia and other regional areas, there is a solution. With policy 
change, the demand-supply inequity South Australian and regional businesses face can be addressed by 
placing control back in the hands of the regions. We need to retain the primacy of Australian workers and 
then create a system that enables us to select the right people, from the right places, with the right skills, 
to live and work in the areas where there is a genuine demand. 

To achieve this vision, the recommendations are to:

1. Create a new, regionally focussed visa with a wage rate threshold, occupations list and skill level 
requirements that reflect local market conditions. This visa should have pathways to permanent 
residency, in accordance with visa conditions, and an employer exemption from the new training 
levy if they meet training and industry practice benchmarks.

2. Restore the regional flexibility of the RSMS visa to ensure it remains a valuable tool for regional 
employers unable to fill skilled and semi-skilled job vacancies.

3. Improve post-study work rights for VET graduates who work in regional areas where there is an 
unmet demand for their skills.

4. Draw on a wider range of information to identify and define occupations in migration occupation 
lists. This should include qualification details and classifications from training.gov.au and other data 
from regional, state and territory agencies responsible for skills planning and regional development.

5. Remove caveats from skill lists for employers in regional areas or apply caveats at a lower level that 
reflects the actual distribution of firm sizes in regional Australia.

6. Increase regional flexibility so that upper limits apply on a regional, rather than national level.

7. Include ‘region specific’ occupations in the skill lists.
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8. Review the impact of Genuine Temporary 
Entrant (GTE) provisions and country risk 
ratings on South Australian based VET 
providers, and assess the extent to which it 
is addressing a genuine risk to management 
of the migration system.

9. Create an independent appeal process 
for determinations of all student visa 
applications.

10. Re-target Business Innovation and 
Investment Programme (BIIP) visas at those 
planning to establish or take over businesses 
in Australia and remove the funding 
restrictions on entrepreneurs.

11. Create a ‘start-up’ visa for temporary visa 
holders, enabling international students, 
457 and working holiday visa holders to 
pursue their entrepreneurial ideas whilst in 
Australia.

12. Allow the minimum requirements for the 
‘Business Innovation’ stream (minimum 
business size, personal and business 
assets) to vary by region to reflect local 
economic conditions. This will encourage 
BIIP visa holders to settle and invest in 
regional areas. 

13. Ensure priorities are reflected in visas 
available so that there is a genuine 
demand-supply connection.

14. Consider implementing the 
recommendations of the SACES report 
initially in only one jurisdiction, such as 
South Australia, to monitor the impact 
and interaction with other elements of 
the migration system before rolling out 
nationally. 

“We need to increase 
skilled and business 
migration to South 
Australia and significantly 
increase economic activity, 
employment and enterprise 
profitability linked to 
exports.” 

International Connections, Economic Priorities, 
State Government of South Australia

 
 

Having a migration programme that shifts its focus from the human capital accumulation method to 
demand driven migration, in regional and rural jurisdictions of Australia, will ensure that international 
migrants will be attracted to and remain in regional and rural Australia. As found in the SACES research, 
an increase in migration outcomes in these areas leads to a corresponding increase in demand for 
goods and services and consumption expenditure, resulting in the creation of new jobs, training 
opportunities and economic growth, including the retention (and possibly the return) of essential public 
services in regional South Australia. 

We need courageous and bold decision-makers, who have an understanding of regional Australia, to 
drive a change that will realise South Australia’s population goals, create jobs and achieve the economic 
prosperity outlined in the State Government’s strategic plan. 19

19    Economic priorities, http://economic.priorities.sa.gov.au

SA Economic 
priority 6  
 
“Best place to do 
business” 

Leveraging advantages such as affordable 
real estate, excellent schooling and 
universities, good public transport, cultural 
and natural attractions, and growing 
international connections are a good place 
to start.

19
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Why is this research  
important?
 
 
 
South Australia has had a population target for many years, with our State Strategic plan setting a 
sustainable population target of 2 million by 2027. This requires population growth of at least 30,000 
people per annum. It is evident by looking at ABS population data (including regional depopulation, 
net interstate migration outcomes, net overseas migration and organic population change) that South 
Australia’s current population growth of 10,500 is trending downwards, whilst the national population 
continues to increase at a faster rate. We have a hollowing out of population in the 18–35 year old 
category, an aging population and declining fertility rates. There is a growing backlog in the regional 
sponsored migration scheme (RSMS) and decreasing visas available within this programme for South 
Australia. The national migration policy settings disadvantage and impede many employers and key 
industries in South Australia. There is also a decline in the ‘state of intended residency,’ with prospective 
migrants choosing to live elsewhere.   
 
In April 2017, significant changes were announced to the temporary 457 and permanent 186 and 
187 employer sponsored visas.  These changes now restrict the eligibility of many people, including 
international students, who would have ordinarily been eligible to apply for a temporary or permanent 
employer sponsored visa.  The impact of these changes are very detrimental to those businesses and 
sectors who continue to face a genuine unmet demand for labour, especially in our regions, and to the 
overall population growth and economic prosperity of South Australia and other regional areas nationally.

As a direct result of these changes, the population of South Australia will start to decline within 3 to 5 
years, unless changes are made to the overall structure of the Australian migration programme.  Such 
changes could be used in tandem, to ease population, congestion and affordability concerns in big 
gateway cities, whilst ensuring that regional Australia is able to attract and retain the best people with the 
skills required.

“For too long, the economic contribution of migration to 
Australia has been significantly undervalued.” 

The Migration Council of Australia, ‘The Economic impact of migration’  
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Whilst one cannot be certain, it does appear that these changes are intentionally designed to merely 
restrict and reduce overall applications made, regardless of the impact to regional Australia.  At the time 
of this report, the Department has enough regional sponsored (and other) migration visa applications 
that have been lodged and are awaiting processing, that they could stop accepting applications and 
still have enough applications on hand to fill the next 2 to 3 programme years.  It is likely that there is 
up to 30,000 Regional Sponsored Migration Scheme (RSMS) visa applicants waiting to be assessed.  
Currently, the RSMS is given the highest priority processing status by the Minister, however, over the 
past 5 years, despite increased demand, RSMS programme numbers have been halved.  This is what 
has caused this backlog.  Rather than simply increasing the capacity and availability within this stream, 
the Department have introduced changes that will now make doing business and finding the right people 
to live and work in regional Australia almost impossible.  Currently the processing time for a RSMS 
demand driven visa is 17-19 months, in some cases even longer.  Keeping in mind that this visa is 
designed to assist businesses fill genuine vacancies, how can you expect a business to wait for up to 2 
years to fill a vacancy that exists today. 

Recently, a question was asked to the heads of the Immigration Department in the Senate, with 
regards to what modelling or forecasting was done, on a state by state basis, in order to understand 
the consequences of the recent changes to the migration programme.  The response received was that 
no such modelling or forecasting was done on a state by state basis.  This means that the Australian 
Federal Government and the Immigration Department are implementing the biggest reform to the 
migration programme in over 20 years, reforms that will be catastrophic to business, the economy and 
population growth in South Australia and other regional jurisdictions, without looking at the impact or the 
unintended consequences this will have.  I believe the same can be said about the negative impact the 
new Skilling Australians Fund levy will have on training outcomes in regional Australia, if passed by the 
Senate.

I contend that no changes should ever be made to the migration programme without research, modelling 
and forecasting undertaken by the Department or Treasury in order to fully comprehend and understand 
the totality of all consequences in all jurisdictions. 



pg 31

Make no mistake, the impact of the changes will be swift and severe.  South Australia will see a 
decrease of international students, we will see a reduction in temporary and permanent employer 
sponsored migration applications and we will see a decline of our already low population growth once 
the Department clears its backlog of applications.  The impact of these changes to many businesses and 
industries will be catastrophic. 

As can be seen in the SACES research ‘The potential benefits of reforming migration policies to address 
South Australia’s needs’ South Australia and other similar jurisdictions could significantly benefit from 
changes to the migration programme, sustainably and responsibly increasing population growth and 
as a direct result, we would experience an increase in the demand for goods and services, injecting 
new money into our economy.  Increased consumption expenditure, when combined with the increased 
demand for other services, will create new employment and training opportunities that presently do 
not exist.  On the flipside, if population growth falls further and starts to decline within the next 3 to 5 
years, many businesses and industries (including the residential construction industry) will suffer.  We 
won’t need to build too many new houses if we have less people living here.  We will have less people 
shopping at the local supermarket, and less people working and supporting our economy. 

ABS data shows a significant hollowing out of our population in the 20-39 age bracket, something which 
is also seen within the 0-4 age demographic.   We cannot afford to lose more South Australians and 
new migrants, who continue to leave our State in record numbers.  Sensible changes to the migration 
programme, changes that are based on research, modelling and forecasting, changes that are designed 
to assist businesses in regional areas, changes that facilitate and support economic growth and 
development, and changes that increase employment and training opportunities for a local workforce is 
what we need. 

Regrettably, at a time when regional Australia urgently needs Federal Government intervention to assist 
with challenges, such as depopulation and the loss of essential services, the same Federal Government 
is introducing draconian changes that place further restrictions and limitations on regional Australia. 

Implementing changes to the entire programme that restrict applications being made in an attempt to 
slow population growth, in Melbourne and Sydney, is not a sensible or responsible way to manage this 
problem.  The answer is quite simple, we only need to change focus from ‘Human Capital Accumulation’ 
to ‘Demand Driven’ migration, issuing visas to students, temporary and permanent migrants which permit 
them to live work and study in a specified area will deliver enormous benefits across regional Australia, 
fuelling economic growth and prosperity and creating new employment and training opportunities for all 
Australians.

Mark Glazbrook 
CEO & Founder 
Migration Solutions
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