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Key findings

e Despite the federal government’s Skilled Migration Program being described as “designed to improve
the productive capacity of the economy and fill skill shortages in the labour market”,' most applications
granted approval for ‘skilled’” permanent visas belonged to people accompanying skilled migrants (a
form of chain migration).

e In 2024-25, the Department of Home Affairs approved 185,001 permanent migration visas. While
132,148 were categorised as skilled visas (71 per cent), only 60,474 (33 per cent) satisfied the
Department of Home Affairs’ skills requirements. The remainder of the skills category is made up of
‘secondary applicants’ who are typically the dependents of skilled migrants.

e  The other main category of permanent visa approvals, family, accounted for 52,500 approvals in 2024-
25. However, if the family component of the skilled category was added, the total would have been
124,371, or 67 per cent of all permanent visa approvals for the financial year.

e Over the five years to June 2025, visas approved for family and other dependants totalled 594,470, of
which 307,575 were chain permanent migrants under the skilled category.

Chart 1: Skilled migrants a minority of all permanent migrant visas approved
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Background

Australia’s so-called ‘Migration Program’ is an annual approvals target for permanent visa applications. Most
applicants are already in Australia, and many have resided in Australia for several years.” Its targeted split of
70:30 in favour of ‘skilled’ visa approvals, is often quoted to support the notion that the focus of Australia’s

migration system is “on attracting highly skilled workers”.’

The available data indicate that the migration system is not achieving this objective. As IPA research has
shown, despite an unprecedented intake of 1.44 million net arrivals between the June quarter of 2022 and the
September quarter of 2025, worker shortages have remained stubbornly high.*

The disconnect between record migration, the supposed focus of the migration system on skills, and the
observed economic outcome, can be explained by the reality that — in practice — Australia’s migration system
is not a skills-first migration system at all.

Since the end of the Covid-19 pandemic, Australia’s economic productivity has collapsed and failed to
adequately recover. Capital shallowing, where the number of workers added (hours worked) grows faster than
the investment coming in to support the influx, is one explanation that the Productivity Commission has
implicitly conceded.” If migration were principally focused on filling genuine workforce gaps, capital
shallowing would be far less prevalent. Another key explanation, which is less often discussed, is that lower-
productivity workers from overseas have been added to the domestic economy, resulting in the overall
dilution of the nation’s workforce productivity.®

Analysis

This analysis uses Department of Home Affairs data on Australia’s Permanent Migration Program outcomes,
between the 2012 and 2025 financial years,” to scrutinise the Migration Program streams and what lies behind
the headline numbers. Of specific interest are the outcomes of the three streams that comprise the Migration
Program Planning Level (MPPL): the family, skilled, and special eligibility streams.

1. The Skilled Migration Program was allocated about 70 per cent of the MPPL of 185,000 in the 2025
financial year. According to Home Affairs, the purpose of this stream is “to improve the productive
capacity of the economy and fill skill shortages in the labour market”.

2. The Family Program was allocated just under 30 per cent of the MPPL. According to Home Affairs,
“this program is predominantly made up of partner visas [which enable] Australians to reunite with
family members from overseas and provide them with pathways to citizenship”.

3. 'The Special Eligibility Stream consists of only 300 approvals per annum for applicants in special

circumstances, including “permanent residents returning to Australia after a period overseas”.®

While the MPPL proffers the idea that the permanent migration split is 70:30 in favour of skilled visa
approvals, the share of family migrants is actually significantly larger, as the definition of ‘skilled’” migrants
includes both skilled migrants as well as their families and other dependants. In particular, the skilled stream
includes both:

e Primary applicants, who are the skilled individuals who must satisfy the primary criteria for a permanent
skilled visa under the Migration Regulations; as well as

e Secondary applicants, who are generally dependents of primary applicants (for example, wives,
husbands, and children) who do not have to satisfy skills requirements, despite being processed for and
granted skilled permanent visas.




In the financial year ending 2025, it was reported that 71,674 of the 132,148 so-called ‘skilled” permanent visa
approvals were granted to secondary applicants. This constituted 54.24 per cent of the ‘skilled’ stream.

In essence, the majority of Australia’s so-called ‘skilled” permanent migrants are actually chain migrants, not
genuinely skilled workers. Their visa applications have not been assessed for the skills they may or may not
bring to the Australian workforce.

In aggregate terms, if secondary applicants had been more accurately classified by Home Affairs as ‘family’
permanent visa applicants, then the permanent visa approvals breakdown would look very different from
how the Migration Program is often presented to the public. In the financial year ending 2025:

e Family and other dependents made up 67.23 per cent of permanent visa approvals, not the 28.38 per
cent officially claimed.

e Genuinely skilled applicants made up 32.69 per cent of permanent visa approvals, not the 71.43 per
cent officially claimed.

e Over the five years to June 2025, a total of 307,575 visas were approved for family and other dependants
under the Skilled Migration stream. In contrast, genuine skilled applicants totalled 272,700 over the five
years, against a claimed number of 580,275, while total family and other dependent approvals were
594,470, against a claimed number of 286,380.

Since at least 2012, there has never been a single year, in which genuine skilled permanent approvals exceeded
chain migration approvals in the so-called Skilled Migration Program.

Recommendations

The Migration Program is a misnomer and should be re-named ‘permanent visa approvals target’ to reduce
public confusion about migration statistics.

The 70:30 balance between skilled and family permanent visa approvals should be maintained and enforced,
but “secondary applicants” should be regarded as family and dependants and counted in the family stream.

The annual permanent visa approvals cap should be based on the number of genuine skilled visas granted.
This means that if genuine skilled permanent visa approvals remain around 60,000, then family and dependent
visa approvals (including those of secondary visa applicants) should be capped at 25,700 for a total permanent
visa approvals outcome of roughly 85,700 per annum.

Table 1: Detailed compositions of Australia’s so-called ‘Migration Program’ outcomes in 2024-25

Migration Primary/ P el Totals More 31.1ital.ole
Program stream Secondary categorisation
. Primary 060,474 060,474 Genuine skilled
Skilled
Secondary 71,674
Family Primary 42,791 124371 Family and other
Secondary 9,709 ’ dependants
Soecialleliabii Secondary 197
ecial eligibi
. S Primary 156 156 Special ligibility

Source: IPA; Department of Home Affairs




Table 2: Detailed compositions of Australia’s so-called ‘Migration Program’ ontcomes between 2011-12 and 2024-25

Primary applicants Secondary applicants
Financial
Special Special
eligibility eligibility
2012 59,686 49,776 394 66,069 8,828 245 184,998
2013 63,050 51,632 533 65,923 8,553 309 190,000
2014 61,535 51,999 212 67,015 9,113 126 190,000
2015 59,482 51,834 152 68,292 9,251 86 189,097
2016 60,735 48,384 177 67,815 9,016 131 186,258
2017 56,817 48,004 238 66,750 8,216 183 180,208
2018 50,046 39,435 136 61,053 8,297 100 159,067
2019 50,675 39,596 63 59,038 7,651 52 157,075
2020 43,944 35,784 52 51,899 6,177 29 137,885
2021 36,082 69,460 25 43,538 7,912 29 157,046
2022 41,022 45,306 92 48,041 5,982 107 140,550
2023 68,922 44,323 65 73,422 8,177 95 195,004
2024 66,200 42,297 93 70,900 10,42 87 190,000
2025 60,474 42,791 156 71,674 9,709 197 185,001

Source: Department of Home Affairs

For more information contact Morgan Begg, Director of Research at mbegg@ipa.org.au
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