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In late 2025, Australia will pass a significant milestone when the Government issues the one millionth
permanent refugee or humanitarian visa since its post World War Il resettlement program beganin 1947.
Supported by successive governments, this program has transformed the nation, enabling millions of
modern Australians to contribute because they, their parents or grandparents were able to shape new
lives free from persecution and war.

The Australian Parliament to be elected in 2025 has the opportunity to build on this 80-year legacy at a
time when sensible and constructive responses to forced displacement are needed more than ever. By
continuing to be a leader in refugee resettlement and supporting improvements to how refugees are
treated where they first seek protection, Australia can contribute to providing safe alternatives to forcibly
displaced people in our region and beyond.

The Refugee Council of Australia’s vision for the refugee response of Australia’s 48t Parliament focuses
on:

e building on what Australia has been doing well in refugee resettlement and further developing
complementary migration pathways for refugees;

e practically and justly resolving the most protracted cases of people who have sought protection in
Australia and repairing the overall asylum system, and

e encouraging progress in the Asia-Pacific region towards increasing refugees’ access to longer term
protection and durable solutions.

1. Building on Australia’s involvement in resettlement and complementary pathways

Where we are now

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program has enjoyed bipartisan supponrt since 1947, with peaks
0f 89,199in 1950 (Chifleyand Menzies governments), 22,545 in 1981 (Fraser Government)and 21,968
in 2017 (Turnbull Government with Peter Dutton as Immigration Minister). In 2023, the Albanese
Government set the humanitarian program at 20,000 places.

While the Humanitarian Program is small compared to Australia’s migration program (just 6.7% of net

overseas migration in the past 10 years), it is a critically important international contribution to providing

durable solutions for refugees. At the 2023 Global Refugee Forum, Australia pledged to:

e “gradually increase Australia’s Humanitarian Program commencing from 2023-24, allowing us to
highlight the ways in which humanitarian entrants enrich Australian society and boost the economy
with their skills, talent and diverse cultural backgrounds” and

e “gradually increase community sponsored and other complementary places to 10,000 per year over
time, additional to the core humanitarian intake”.

Refugees’ access to complementary pathways expanded under successive governments:

o The Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot (CRISP), announced in 2021 as a four-year
pilot to June 2025, enables up to 1,500 refugee visa holders without links in Australia to receive
settlement support from trained community groups instead of funded settlement services. The
Albanese Government announced in February 2025 that CRISP will become an annual program of
200 places from July 2026.
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e The Community Support Program (CSP), introduced in 2017, provides a private sponsorship pathway
for refugees aged 18-50 who have English skKills, a job offer or potential for financial independence,
are from designated countries, and have an Australian proposer. The significant costs of visas and
settlement are borne by proposers, who are overwhelmingly family members.

e The Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement Pilot (SRLAP) began in 2021 and provides a pathway for
Australian businesses to propose eligible refugees for skilled visas, with support facilitated by Talent
Beyond Boundaries. The pilot, originally two years but since extended, will end in June 2025.

e In December 2024, the Albanese Government approved a small Refugee Student Settlement Pilot
(RSSP) to start in 2025 to support 20 young refugees from the Asia Pacific region to study at
participating Australian universities.

There have been bipartisan responses to humanitarian emergencies and crises recently. The Coalition-
led Government responded to crises in Afghanistan and Ukraine, and the ALP-led Government responded
to the conflict in Israel and Gaza and created pathways to permanency forthe Ukrainians first supported
under the Coalition.

What is needed next

With the global refugee population now over 38 million, the UN refugee agency UNHCR has identified 2.4
million refugees as being in priority need of resettlement in 2025. The United States, which resettled
100,034 refugees in 2024 and has received more than 60% of refugees resettled since the 1980s, has
suspended this program under the Trump administration. This follows cuts to some of the longest
established resettlement programs in Europe. Every resettlement and complementary migration pathway
place in Australia is now more important than ever.

Resettlement is vital. It offers life-saving solutions for refugees and tangible support to nations hosting
large numbers of refugees. It provides hope and practical alternativesto refugees who may otherwise see
dangerous onward journeys as the only way out of unsustainable situations in which they and their
families are at great risk.

AccesstoAustralia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program for refugees at greatest risk is hampered by the
fact that the program’s current quota of 20,000 includes visas issued onshore to people granted
permanent protection (3,250 visas in 2024) and community sponsorship through the CSP (1,513 visas
in 2024)and CRISP (around 200 visas per year). This leaves only 15,000 places for core resettlement
needs - and this will be further eroded if a future Coalition government cuts the overall program by 6,250
places to just 13,750.

Australia is the only resettlement nation to include onshore protection visas as part of its refugee quota.
This numerical link between the onshore and offshore humanitarian programs has, over the past decade,
exacerbated the backlog in Australia’s asylum process, limiting the number of protection visas Home
Affairs officials can issue each year.

The inclusion of the CSP and CRISP sponsorship programs within the quota undermines what are meant
to be complementary pathways harnessing community goodwill to expand refugees’ access to
resettlement. Instead, the generous time, financial and in-kind contributions of individual Australians
serve as a way of the government saving money on its announced refugee program commitments.

In relation to humanitarian emergencies, Australia can and should respond in more equitable ways,
including for people fleeing crises in Sudan and Myanmar. There is a need for a principled crisis response
framework for how Australia steps up during times of humanitarian crisis. The framework would improve
Australia’s ability to act in coherent, predictable and equitable ways to support people facing forced
displacement at the onset of humanitarian emergencies. It would ensure people can access support and
clear pathway options if the situation in their home country means safe return is not viable.

Many refugees and people forcibly displaced have been separated from their families for years. For
refugee communities, family reunion is not only about being reunited with loved ones, but it is oftena
vital lifeline for people fleeing persecution and war zones. Fixing the delays and furtherremoving barriers
in accessing family reunion pathways are vital steps to ensuring families can thrive together in safety in
Australia.

Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA’s) Vision for the 48t Parliament 2



Members of Australia’s 48th Parliament can build on the work of their predecessors by:

1. Maintaining and expanding Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program, in line with Australia’s
pledge at the Global Refugee Forum and the Australian Labor Party’s national platform goal to build

the program to 27,000 places.

2. Breakingthe numerical link between refugee resettlement and onshore protection, preserving vital
resettlement places and removing a barrier to clearing the backlog of protection visa applications.

3. Making community sponsorship through the CSP and CRISP truly a complementary pathway by
separating it from the resettlement quota and improving the CSP model, encouraging more
Australians to get involved in supporting sponsorship programs which add to the number of refugees

resettled.

4. Turning the skilled refugee labour pilot into an ongoing program, creating a permanent pathway for
refugees with skills needed by Australian employers.

5. Drawingtogetherthe valuable lessons from Australia’s responses since 2021 to people displaced by
the conflicts in Afghanistan, Ukraine, Gaza and Israel, Sudan and Myanmar into a principled crisis
response framework that can provide predictable and equitable access to support when
humanitarian emergencies occur.

6. Addressing refugee family separation by increasing refugee families’ access to the Family Stream of

the Migration Program by addressing delays in visa processing and introducing concessions such as
flexibility in documentation, reduced visa fees and simplified processes.

2. Providing a practical and just resolution for people in Australia

Where we are now

The Albanese Government has made progress inaddressing some of the challenges in Australia’s asylum
process but significant issues remain. Since February 2023, over 20,000 refugees who had been left for
years on temporary protection visas have been granted permanent residency. The November 2023
decision to allocate additional resources to protection visa processing and administrative and judicial
review has seen protection visa decisions outstrip new applications each month since July 2024. This
has reversed a trend which began in 2015 and resulted in more than 32,600 people waiting for first
instance decisions on asylum claims as at June 2024. This backlog is now below 30,000 but will take
some years to address.

The two greatest sources of distress in Australia’s asylum process in 2025 are:

e The extended limbo experienced by 8,000 people who sought protection in Australia 12 to 15 years
ago and whose cases have not been resolved.

e The destitution experienced by several thousand people who have sought protection and are being
denied the right to work and/or excluded from access to a financial safety net.

Those who have lived in the Australian community for years without a resolution of their status include
7,000 people who arrived between 2010 and 2013 and had their protection applications rejected under
the controversial fast track process. Another 920 people were sent to detention in Nauru or Papua New
Guinea in 2013 but live now in Australia. While some are being considered for resettlement to a third
country, more than 700 of them have no viable path elsewhere now that the three-year resettlement deal
with New Zealand is fully subscribed and closing.

While waiting for their cases to be resolved, children have attended primary and secondary school,
families have built businesses and people have become deeply engaged in local communities. Given the
finite number of people impacted, resolving their uncertainty is the most practical and reasonable way
forward.
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Changes in access to the Status Resolution Support Services (SRSS) program since 2017 have
contributed significantly to an increase in destitution and homelessness among people seeking asylum
in Australia. Thousands of people, including families and children, have been left with no access to work
rights or a financial safety net to pay for food, rent, utility and medical bills. Forcing people into situations
of destitution is proving to be counter-productive to efforts to resolve their immigration status.

The majority of people seekingasylumin Australia work to support themselves and contribute significantly
to the economy. However, many are not allowed to work due to a restriction on their visa or their lack of
a valid visa. Others who are permitted to work are unable to do so because of chronic health issues and
disabilities. Frontline asylum seeker support agencies and community networks have such limited
resources that they are unable to meet the needs of this highly vulnerable group of people.

Rather than denying people a safety net, a better approach is to provide tailored individual support to
people seeking asylum through the SRSS program during their immigration process. Expanding the SRSS
eligibility criteria will ensure that those in crisis get access to the basic support they needto stay engaged
in the status resolution process. Engagement with SRSS would provide additional oversight to ensure that
lapsed bridging visas do not occur or are remedied in a timely manner, reducing the group of people who
remain without a visa.

What is needed next

Members of the 48t Parliament should advocate for practical solutions to these issues, asking the
Minister for Home Affairs and the Department to:

1. Grant permanent visas to around 700 people who have been held on Nauru or PNG and are now in
Australia but do not have another third country solution available.

2. Permit parents whose children have now become Australian citizens to remain with their children and
grant them permanent visas.

3. Provide a pathway to permanency for people previously rejected through the fast track process,
acknowledging both the changed circumstances and country conditions and the strong connection to
the Australia community.

4. Ensure people have a valid Bridging Visa with work rights and Medicare, enabling people who can
supportthemselvesto do so. Severalthousand people do not have a Bridging visa even after applying,
leaving them with no work rights or health coverage.

5. Expand the eligibility criteria of the SRSS Program to ensure that those in crisis get access to the
basic support they need to stay engaged in the process.

6. Further reform and repair of the protection system by establishing one statutory, fair refugee

determination system inclusive of legal advice and assistance for applicants and support for people
in need during the protection application process.

3. Encouraging improvements in refugee protection in Asia-Pacific

Where we are now

Over the past 25 years, successive governments have spent billions of dollars on strategies designed to
stop people seeking asylum from crossing Australia’s maritime border but have paid too little attention to
the conditions forcibly displaced people experience in Asia before considering a dangerous journey in
search of greater safety. Countries in the Asia-Pacific region are hosting 7.4 million refugees, most of
whom have been displaced from Afghanistan and Myanmar. While recognised by UNHCR as needing
protection, many of the region’s refugees lack legal status, the right to work or access to health and
education. Many live with the constant fear of extended detention or forced return to persecution.

As a country which wants to see greater order and stability in the region, Australia has a direct interest in
encouraging improvements to the treatment of refugees in the region. The need for greater action has
been recognised by the Australian Labor Party in its national platform. At the Global Refugee Forum,
Australia’s pledges have included supporting the development of protection strategies and asylum
systems in the region and working with hosting states on strategies involving resettlement and
complementary pathways.
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What is needed next

Australia can enhance its leadership in refugee protection in the region by strengthening regional
partnerships, offering capacity-building and technical assistance, using targeted aid to improve
conditions for refugees, increasing resettlement from the region, and promoting complementary
pathways such as education and labour mobility schemes. Australia can also encourage other
resettlement countries, including Canada and New Zealand, to join it in these efforts.

Australia can also improve its efforts and in turn, the work of other countries, to recognise the important
role that refugee-led organisations play in developing innovative solutions to challenging situations.
Learning from, resourcing, and embedding the expertise and practices of refugee-led organisations is
vital to supporting greater access to protection.

Through its efforts to support greater access to protection in places where refugees first seek assistance,
Australia can assist in mitigating irregular migration and addressing some of the root causes that force
refugees into dangerous journeys. While progress will inevitably be slow, The Refugee Council advocates
an incremental approach to change in the region, which includes supporting any progress towards:

1. Removing barriers to existing refugee status determination procedures.

Supporting NGOs and refugee-led organisations to provide vital services.

Granting asylum seekers legal permission to remain while their refugee status is determined.
Developing and implementing alternatives to immigration detention.

Granting refugees and asylum seekers the right to work.

Providing access to government services like health care and education.

Ensuring access to durable solutions, including voluntary repatriation and resettlement.
Developing national asylum legislation to monitor refugee numbers and support those in need.
Promoting ratification of the 1951 Refugee Convention.

10. Building regional consistency in asylum processes and equitable responsibility-sharing,.
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Australia can utilise diplomatic tools such as mini-lateral diplomacy to focus cooperation among a subset
of Asian countries, share best practices and mobilise resources. The Bali Process can also be revitalised
tofocus on protectionand advancingdurable solutions. Additionally, trade and migration agreements can
incentivise countries to enhance refugee rights in return for eased migration opportunities for their
citizens.
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