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Achieving the goal of 27,000 places in the

Humanitarian Program
March 2025

At the Global Refugee Forum in December 2023, the Australian Government pledged to
gradually increase Australia’s Humanitarian Program and to increase community sponsored
and other complementary migration places to 10,000 places per year over time. These
pledges align with the ALP’s National Platform goal of a Humanitarian Program of 27,000
places and 10,000 additional complementary pathway places. The Government took a valuable
first step in 2023-24 when it increased the Humanitarian Program by 2,125 places to 20,000
and a further step by confirming the Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot as
an ongoing program in February 2025.

The need for Australia and other countries to offer more opportunities for refugees to resettle
has never been greater. In June 2024, the global refugee population reached 37.9 million for
the first time. UNHCR estimates that 2.9 million refugees need resettlement in 2025 but only
158,600 were resettled globally in 2023. In January 2025 President Trump put a halt to all
resettlement to the United States, the country with the largest resettlement program in the
world, meaning a decimation in global resettlement places. Australia can lead by example by
further expanding its Humanitarian Program and unlocking safe complementary migration
pathways, offering more refugees the opportunity to rebuild their lives in safety.

What is urgently needed

1. Achieve the Australian Government’s own commitment! to increase the core
humanitarian program, with 10,000 additional places for community sponsorship and
other complementary pathways.

2. De-link the onshore and offshore components of the Humanitarian Program. Onshore
protection and offshore resettlement serve different purposes and have different
implications for government services and planning. Onshore protection visas should not be
capped within the Humanitarian Program, but responsive to the protection needs of those
who seek safety in Australia.

3. Expand complementary migration pathways by unlocking the potential of community
sponsorship to complement government-supported resettlement efforts and remove
obstacles to refugees accessing skilled and family visas in the Migration Program.

Why do this?

o Refugees contribute significantly to the economic, social and cultural fabric of
Australia. Those arriving on humanitarian visas tend to be younger and significantly

' See: Australian government pledges at the 2023 Global Refugee Forum


https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/australian-government-pledges-at-the-2023-global-refugee-forum/

motivated to invest in Australia for the long-term. Humanitarian migrants out-perform

the Australian-born population in education and employment outcomes over time.?

e Key economic benefits to Australia® of an increased humanitarian intake include:

o Job creation and economic growth: Refugees bring significant skills and capacities
(e.g. language, transnational networks) that are currently underutilised. Australia
can alleviate its labour shortage, particularly in regional areas, by better integrating
refugees into the workforce.

o Entrepreneurship: Refugees are twice as likely to start a business compared to the
wider Australian population, which can drive economic growth and create jobs.

o0 Retention rates: Refugees exhibit higher retention rates in employment, indicating
their loyalty and motivation to rebuild their lives and contribute to Australia.

e Australian communities want to do more: community groups, clubs, universities and
businesses have shown that they want to do more to support refugees. Community
involvement in resettlement through community sponsorship and other
complementary pathways can benefit social cohesion, sensitise Australian
communities to humanitarian issues, and help diversify settlement locations.

e There is a critical global need for more durable solutions for refugees. In January
2025, the United States suspended its refugee resettlement program, while in
November 2024, the Canadian Government announced a temporary pause on intake of
refugee sponsorship applications from community sponsors. Australia’s leadership and
action can encourage other countries to do more.

What steps are needed?

1. Articulate a staged plan to increase the Humanitarian Program intake

In 2023, the Australian Government pledged to increase the humanitarian intake with an
additional 10,000 places set aside for community sponsorship and other complementary
pathways.* This aspiration is more than achievable with the capacity and willingness of the
settlement sector and broader community to step up, scale up and innovate. An articulated
plan is required outlining the steps required to increase the Humanitarian intake,
including how the settlement sector, Australian community and international partners
will help achieve this goal by 2030.

2. De-link onshore and offshore streams in Humanitarian Program

Currently, 3,000 of the 20,000 places in the Humanitarian Program are set aside for people
found to be refugees after arriving in Australia on a different visa and subsequently seeking
asylum. While resettlement numbers can be predictable and planned for, the number of
asylum seekers in Australia found in need of protection each year is not and will vary
depending on things like the onset of conflicts or political instability in other countries. The
current practice of placing a cap on onshore protection visas and taking these numbers
from offshore resettlement places does not make good policy or planning sense. This is
even more so because the services for those resettling and those already in the country are
notably different. Numerically de-linking offshore resettlement and onshore protectionis
an important step in ensuring the Humanitarian Program is well planned and
implemented.

3. Expand and unlock complementary pathways

There are many people who would be otherwise eligible for skilled, student or family visas
but face insurmountable obstacles because of their refugee status (e.g. inability to provide
certain documents, exorbitant visa costs). Australia has been piloting a number of potential
complementary migration pathways for refugees, including the Community Refugee
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Integration and Settlement Pilot (CRISP) and Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement Pilot. The
confirmation as an ongoing program is a welcome step. What is needed now is a coherent
Complementary Pathways Program and Roadmap for Australia to ensure that the skilled
pilot is confirmed as an ongoing program and to then ensure these programs and other
migration pathways are unlocked for refugees, including making them additional to the
humanitarian program.

Quick snapshot of the current situation

Australia’s resettlement story: Nearing 1 million arrivals®

e Since Australia’'s Refugee and Humanitarian Program was formalised in 1977-78, the
annual intake has been slightly higher under Coalition governments (14,469 visas p.a.)
than under Labor governments (13,718).

e Anthony Albanese’s current Labor Government has had the most generous average
annual response over the past 40 years (17,460 visas p.a. so far). The next most
generous average annual response was from the recent Coalition government led by
Tony Abbott, Malcolm Turnbull and Scott Morrison from 2013 to 2022. During its 8
years and 8 months in office, it issued an average of 14,990 permanent refugee visas
each year.

Australia’s resettlement contribution in global perspective®

Global refugee population at June 2024 37.9 million people
Refugees identified by UNHCR as in priority need of resettlement in 2 million people
2023

Number of refugees resettled to any country in 2023 158,591 people
Percentage of refugees identified by UNHCR as in need of resettlement 8%

who were resettled to any country in 2023

Percentage of refugees globally who were resettled to any country in 0.4%

2023

Number of refugees resettled to Australiain 2023 15,223
Number of refugees identified by UNHCR as in priority need of 2.9 million people
resettlement in 2025
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