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A COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS PROGRAM FOR AUSTRALIA: 

A VISION AND ROADMAP TO ACHIEVE 10,000 COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAY PLACES 
FOR REFUGEES BY 2030 
____________________________________________________________________ 

1. BACKGROUND 

In December 2023, the Australian Government pledged at the Global Refugee Forum to: 

[W]ork with civil society, community, non-government, and refugee-led organisations, to harness the 

power of all segments of Australian society to gradually increase community sponsored and other 

complementary places to 10,000 per year over time, additional to the core humanitarian intake.1  

Australia has established, is piloting, or has the potential to introduce additional migration pathways for 

refugees to complement the Australian Government’s long-standing, life-saving bipartisan commitment 

to refugee resettlement. While promising, more work is needed to expand and transform these 

innovations into pathways that will achieve the commitment of 10,000 places a year, additional to 

Australia’s core humanitarian intake. Lessons from existing pilots can be taken into consideration to 

design, unlock and expand pathways for refugees going forward, and to create a coherent and efficient 

Complementary Pathways Program for Australia.2  

This brief provides a vision and steps for achieving the government’s goal and commitment to grow 

resettlement, community sponsorship and complementary pathways in Australia. It is informed by the 

views of experts who participated in a multi-stakeholder workshop in Canberra on 3 May 2024.3  This 

brief is also informed by the ongoing work of the Complementary Pathways Coordination Group (CPCG), 

a coalition of civil society groups and international organisations that have come together to share 

lessons and collaborate to support Australia’s adoption of complementary pathways for refugees through 

community sponsorship, skills-based pathways and family migration.4 

2. WHAT IS A ‘COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAY’? 

According to UNHCR, complementary pathways are: ‘Existing legal admission pathways that are adjusted 

for persons in need of international protection, as well as newly created programmes that provide for 

 
1 https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/australian-government-pledges-at-the-2023-global-refugee-forum/  
2 For learnings from pilots to date, see Joint Submission on Complementary Pathways for Refugees and the future of Australia’s Migration System . 
See also Complementary Pathways Principles 
3 The ‘Creating a shared vision and blueprint to achieve 10,000 complementary pathways places for refugees’ workshop on 3 May 2024 was 
hosted at the Department of Home Affairs office in Canberra and facilitated by the Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA). It  involved 24 experts from 
key stakeholder groups and organisations, including: the Department Home Affairs, UNHCR, Community Refugee Sponsorship Austra lia (CRSA), 
Talent Beyond Boundaries (TBB), Refugee Education Australia (REA, previously Refugee Education Special Interest Group), Murdoch University, 
National Refugee-led Advisory and Advocacy Group (NRAAG), Settlement Council of Australia (SCOA), Amnesty International, Settlement 
Services International (SSI), and RCOA.  
4 The CPCG first formed in 2022 as a result of the introduction of new pilots. Organisations that have been involved in this coordination group 
include: CRSA, TBB, RCOA, UNHCR, IOM, SCOA, REA, SSI, Welcoming Australia, AMES Australia, Australian Red Cross, Multicultural Youth 
Advocacy Network (MYAN), Australian Assyrian Chaldean Syriac Advocacy Network (AACSAN), Global Refugee Academy, Great Lakes Agency 
for Peace and Development (GLAPD), Bakhtar Community Organisation 

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/australian-government-pledges-at-the-2023-global-refugee-forum/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/joint-submission-complementary-pathways/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/complementary-pathways-principles/
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lawful stay in a third country where the international protection needs of the beneficiaries are met. These 

programmes are additional and separate to resettlement programmes’.5  

Work on complementary pathways recognises the importance of ensuring government-assisted 

resettlement is focused on providing solutions to refugees with the greatest protection needs and in co-

operation with other international protection actors, but that there are other (complementary) ways to 

expand access to durable solutions for refugees by opening up existing migration pathways and drawing 

on the goodwill, resources, knowledge and networks of non-government actors to grow system capacity.  

Examples of complementary pathways include labour mobility pathways, education pathways, community 

sponsorship, family reunion and humanitarian pathways.6 

3. WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF UNLOCKING COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS? 

While Australia’s offshore resettlement program continues to make a vital, constructive and life-saving 

contribution to global resettlement efforts with long-standing bipartisan support, refugees also have skills, 

educational and employment aspirations, as well as families, friends, communities and allies in Australia, 

that make complementary migration pathways relevant. Many refugees, including most with a compelling 

need for a durable solution, face very long waiting times for increasingly scarce resettlement places. 

Finding ways to unlock additional safe migration pathways for refugees by tapping into the interest that 

many non-government actors have in supporting people in need of international protection will contribute 

to meeting global needs for durable solutions and reducing the likelihood of refugees seeking riskier, 

unsafe pathways, as well as alleviating overwhelmed asylum systems. 

Australia’s permanent Migration Program (with 185,000 permanent places set for 2024-25)7 has been 

underutilised by refugees. This is because there are systemic barriers impeding people with international 

protection needs from accessing non-humanitarian migration pathways. These include the inability to 

acquire or produce required documentation (e.g., identity and travel documents, evidence of skills, 

education and work experience) and prohibitively high costs associated with visa and migration that 

refugees living in precarious situations around the world find difficult to meet. 

While safety and a durable solution should be key outcomes of complementary pathways, new migration 

pathways for refugees offer many other benefits to Australia including: 

▪ A way for Australia to provide more safe, orderly and durable solutions for refugees in a cost-

efficient manner, leveraging a ‘whole of society’ approach and the support of non-traditional 

actors. 

▪ Greater public awareness of and support for the provision of managed humanitarian migration 

pathways and government services (i.e., social licence), as more actors become sensitised to 

refugee issues and experiences through their involvement in complementary pathways. 

▪ Enhanced social capital for refugee newcomers with members of the Australian community more 

deeply involved in their welcome and settlement, including individuals, community associations, 

clubs, businesses and educational institutions. 

▪ Enhanced social cohesion by facilitating deeper connections between and across local 

communities and refugee newcomers who might not otherwise interact with each other.  

▪ A boost to Australia’s economy and prosperity, strengthening and diversifying the pool of talent 

and skilled workers to contribute to addressing labour shortages. 

▪ The potential for diversifying settlement locations within a receiving state. 

 
5 Definition of ‘complementary pathways for admission to third countries’ in UNHCR Glossary (https://www.unhcr.org/glossary). Accessed 
17/092024. See also ExCom Conclusion No.117 on durable solutions and complementary pathways (2024).   
6 For details on how these pathways are defined at an international level, see: https://www.unhcr.org/what-we-do/build-better-futures/long-term-
solutions/complementary-pathways  
7 https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/migration-program-planning-levels  

https://www.unhcr.org/glossary
https://www.refworld.org/policy/exconc/excom/2024/en/148870
https://www.unhcr.org/what-we-do/build-better-futures/long-term-solutions/complementary-pathways
https://www.unhcr.org/what-we-do/build-better-futures/long-term-solutions/complementary-pathways
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/migration-program-planning-levels
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4. THE NEED FOR A COHERENT COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS PROGRAM  

At present, there is no coherent government framework for complementary pathways in Australia. There 

are several pilots and pathways which are - or have the potential to become - complementary to 

resettlement for refugees and others with international protection needs. These are mostly being 

developed independently of each other using different visa pathways and approaches, and with limited 

or uncertain resourcing. There is great potential for lessons learned from pilots to be carried through into 

ongoing programs and other pathways, for cross-cutting system issues to be addressed that would unlock 

multiple pathways, and for pathways initiatives to be scaled up to meet both interest from key 

stakeholders and needs. 

Currently, the policy framework for complementary pathways is unclear and further work is needed to 

create an enabling policy environment for programs to work at scale. It is also not clear how 

complementary pathways innovations fit within Australia’s revised migration policy framework. The 

migration strategy commits to building better planning into and simplification of the migration system, 

and reshaping the permanent skilled migration system to drive long-term prosperity. Complementary 

pathways are key to all these things and are currently missing from policy thinking.  

Introducing a Complementary Pathways Program and Roadmap for Australia that is underscored by key 

principles and an investment in coordination and facilitation can create opportunities for greater 

efficiencies and impact, ultimately enabling the Australian Government to achieve its ambition of growing 

resettlement and complementary pathways through a whole-of-society and -government approach. 

Figure 1. Placing complementary pathways within Australia’s overarching migration and humanitarian 

program objectives 

 

https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/programs-subsite/migration-strategy/Documents/migration-strategy.pdf
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5. KEY PRINCIPLES UNDERLYING COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS  

1. Protection 

Focused 

Complementary pathways should benefit people with international protection needs. This 

means ensuring that pathways are designed and implemented in ways that are sensitive 

to and mitigate against protection risks for individuals and communities, including 

safeguarding against any risk of refoulement.8 Complementary pathways should 

principally provide solutions for refugees and displaced people at risk in the host country, 

and/or with specific protection needs or vulnerabilities in that country.9 

2. Durable Complementary pathways for refugees should offer pathways to durable solutions, 

providing access to asylum, a permanent visa or clear pathways to permanency. 

3. Additional Admission of refugees through complementary pathways should be additional to that 

facilitated by the government as part of coordinated resettlement efforts. These pathways 

cannot substitute or impinge upon those arriving through UNHCR-referred resettlement 

nor substitute obligations to provide protection to refugees through access to asylum.10  

4. Non-

Discriminatory 

While complementary pathways often have criteria in addition to protection needs, these 

should be limited to those that are inherent to the nature of the pathway as determined by 

the Australian ‘sponsor’ (e.g., employment pathways require relevant skills as determined 

by an employer). Government policies that determine access to complementary pathways 

should strive to be non-discriminatory. A non-discriminatory approach must also be 

attuned to age, gender and diversity considerations, such that specific measures may be 

needed to overcome barriers to accessing pathways experienced by some groups.11  For 

example, specific consideration may be needed to ensure queer refugees can access 

complementary pathways, and that policy and programming deploys a gender-sensitive 

and intersectional lens. (See Figure 2.) 

5. Accessible Refugees and other displaced people (e.g., stateless) require consideration in policy 

settings to overcome barriers to accessing complementary pathways, including: 

▪ Simplification and/or support to navigate application processes. 

▪ Reduction of visa and associated migration fees. 

▪ Flexibility regarding evidentiary documentation requirements (e.g., skill, education 

and work experience evidence, documents issued by state authorities where a 

person has a well-founded fear of persecution by these authorities). 

▪ Support and flexibility on meeting English language requirements. 

▪ Aligning definition of family unit and dependents with Humanitarian Program.  

▪ Ensuring health waiver is applied in alignment with Humanitarian Program.  

▪ Facilitating access to travel documents. 

6. Supported  Refugees arriving through complementary pathways (like other migrants) should have 

adequate settlement support tailored to their needs, including a referral pathway to 

settlement services regardless of the type of visa the person holds but based on their 

needs. A safety net for refugees coming on complementary pathways is vital, including 

consideration for how to waive waiting periods for access to social security in cases where 

relationships of support break down. 

 
8 Returning a person to a place where they face persecution or harm 
9 ‘Protection needs’ here refers to refugees whose lives, liberties, safety, health or fundamental human rights are at risk in their host countries.  
10 UNHCR Complementary pathways for admission to third countries. Also, ExCom Conclusion No. 117 (2024): (e) Calls upon States to engage in, 
facilitate and expand opportunities for refugees to take up complementary pathways, with support from relevant stakeholders, which are additional 
to voluntary repatriation, local integration and resettlement through laws, policies and practices. 
11 ExCom Conclusion No. 117 (2024): (g): Calls upon States, UNHCR and other relevant stakeholders to identify the particular obstacles and 
challenges to realizing durable solutions that are faced by refugees, especially women, and children, persons with disabiliti es, older persons, and 
other refugees in vulnerable situations; and work with them to develop and implement measures to overcome such barriers.  

https://www.unhcr.org/en-au/complementary-pathways.html
https://www.refworld.org/policy/exconc/excom/2024/en/148870
https://www.refworld.org/policy/exconc/excom/2024/en/148870
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7. Shared 

Responsibility  

Complementary pathways should engage non-government actors to expand access to 

refugee protection as part of a whole-of-society approach. Non-government actor 

contributions should grow Australia’s commitment to solutions, not replace or substitute 

government supports. Non-government stakeholders should work collaboratively to assist 

refugees and displaced persons and share responsibility for developing complementary 

pathways, including with sending states, international organisations, the private sector 

and civil society. 

8. Co-Designed Complementary pathways should be co-designed by the key stakeholders involved in the 

pathway, including people with lived refugee experience and prospective ‘sponsors’ (e.g., 

employers, education providers, family and community members), to ensure 

empowerment, participation, effectiveness, efficiency, scalability and consideration is 

given to different stakeholder capacities and perspectives.  

9. Accountable Complementary pathways should be transparent and accountable to refugees and the key 

stakeholders involved in implementation, with rigorous monitoring and evaluation and 

evidence-based learning embedded in pathway and program design. 

10. Responsive Complementary pathways should be responsive and flexible, such that additional places 

within pathways may be activated in times of crisis or need. Complementary pathway 

design should provide a coherent and systematic approach such that sponsors can be 

mobilised as part of emergency responses and processing can be expedited to expand the 

capacity for Australia to provide safe and supported pathways for people fleeing crises. 

6. EXISTING AND POTENTIAL COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS IN AUSTRALIA 

Australia has pilots and programs that could (potentially) be bundled to create a comprehensive 

complementary pathways program for refugees. Only two pathways (the Skilled Refugee Labour 

Agreement Pilot (SRLAP) and Family migration) are additional to commitments made through Australia’s 

Humanitarian Program so far (see Figure 3). Pilot programs such as SRLAP and the Community Refugee 

Settlement and Integration Pilot (CRISP) have provided proof of concept that complementary pathways 

are viable and systemic barriers can be addressed. Lessons from these pilots can be taken into 

consideration to design, unlock and expand pathways for refugees going forward, and to create a 

coherent suite of complementary pathways.12 

 

 
12 For learnings from pilots to date, see Joint Submission on Complementary Pathways for Refugees and the future of Australia’s Migration System . 

Figure 2. Complementary pathways and LGBTQI+ displaced people 

One of the great potentials of a coherent complementary pathways program for Australia is the 
chance to consider and open up pathways to safety for LGBTQI+ people who are facing 
significant protection risks in host countries, and where identification, support and referral for 
resettlement may be more limited.  

As has been proven in Canada, a stream can be situated within a complementary pathways 
program that is attuned to the protection and support needs of LGBTQI+ refugees. Australia 
could include pathways for trusted organisations and networks to identify, refer and support 
LGBTQI+ people through named sponsorship or the Special Humanitarian Program (see 
appendix 1), and to offer training and support to complementary pathways actors (organisations 
and sponsors) to ensure pathways are accessible, protection-focused and settlement is well 
supported for LGBTQI+ refugees. 

See: Canadian Government and Rainbow Railroad Canada  

 

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/joint-submission-complementary-pathways/
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Figure 3. Current resettlement and complementary pathways policy settings (2024-25) 

Program 
Type of 

pathway 
Program or pilot 

Current scale 

/ timing 

Humanitarian 

Program  

(2024-25) 

UNHCR-

referred 

resettlement 

Refugee  

Eligibility: Refugees referred by UNHCR  

Support: Fully supported by government-funded services  

Visa /subclass: Humanitarian (sc 200, 201, 203, 204) 

~9,300 

places per 

year 

Proposer-

referred 

resettlement 

Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) 

Eligibility: Refugees and others in humanitarian need 

with close link to Australia (mostly family reunion) – 

Refer to Appendix 1 for fuller discussion 

Support: Mostly supported by government-funded 

services – minimal cost-sharing with proposer (i.e., 

airfares, pre-departure medicals, some on-arrival 

settlement) 

Visa / subclass: Humanitarian (sc 202)  

~4,125 

places per 

year 

Community 

sponsorship 

Community Refugee Settlement and Integration Pilot 

(CRISP) 

Eligibility: Refugees referred by UNHCR  

Support: Some cost-sharing between community and 

government, with on-arrival reception and settlement 

support for 12 months provided by community 

volunteers  

Visa / subclass: Humanitarian (sc 200, 201, 204) 

1,500 places 

over 5 years 

(2022-

2026)13 

(included in 

Refugee 

intake) 

Community Support Program (CSP)  

Eligibility: Refugees and others in humanitarian need 

aged 18-50 who have English skills, job offer or potential 

for financial independence, are from designated 

countries, and have an Australian proposer (mostly 

family reunion) 

Support: Costs largely borne by proposer who pays for 

visa processing and migration fees, travel and pre-

departure health, on-arrival settlement support, and is 

liable for income support for 12 months.  

Visa / subclass: Humanitarian (sc 202) 

~2,500 

places per 

year 

Education 

pathway 

Refugee Student Settlement Pathway (RSSP) 

Eligibility: Refugees registered with UNHCR in Malaysia, 

India or Thailand, aged 18-30 years, have completed 

secondary school, able to study and communicate in 

English, be willing to travel to Australia on own. 

Support: Costs shared by participating universities, pro 

bono legal services, student welcome groups, 

philanthropy and government. Student welcome groups 

will provide on-arrival settlement support for 12 months.  

Visa / subclass: Humanitarian (sc 202) 

20 places in 

initial plot  

(Included in 

SHP intake)  

~16,000 places per year 

 
13  In February 2025 the Commonwealth government announced that the pilot would be extended until 20 June 2026 and thereafter become a 
permanent program. 
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Program 
Type of 

pathway 
Program or pilot 

Current scale 

/ timing 

Pathway in 

Migration 

Program 

(2024-25) 

Labour 

mobility  

Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement Pilot (SRLAP) 

Eligibility: Refugees and others in need of international 

protection with recognised skills who have a job offer 

from an Australian employer and meet other 

requirements of visa (e.g. age, occupation, English 

proficiency) – some concessions on visa eligibility 

requirements provided through pilot 

Support: Costs of primary applicant and their family 

largely borne by employer. Employer is expected to 

cover: visa processing and migration fees, travel and 

pre-departure requirements, settlement support. 

Sponsored refugee and dependents eligible for minimal 

government services. 

Visa / subclass: Skilled (predominantly sc 186, also 

482, 494) 

500 places 

for primary 

applicants 

(family 

additional) 

over 4 years 

(2021-2025) 

Family 

reunion 

Family reunion 

Eligibility: People with immediate family links (limited 

only for: partners, children, parents, and last remaining 

relatives) in Australia and who meet requirements of 

visa (e.g. health, relationship test, etc). No concessions 

on visa eligibility provided for people with international 

protection needs (i.e., refugees are not identified or 

considered in policy settings) – refer to Appendix 2 for 

fuller discussion 

Support: Costs largely borne by proposer who covers 

visa processing and migration fees, travel and pre-

departure requirements, on-arrival settlement support, 

and income support during stipulated waiting periods. 

Refugees sponsored on family visas are eligible for 

some government-funded settlement services (e.g., 

AMEP, SETS). 

Visa / subclass: Family (sc any) 

Mostly 

uncapped14 

~500 places per year 

 

7. A ROADMAP TO GROW RESETTLEMENT AND COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS  

The following presents a roadmap for a Complementary Pathways Program for Australia. This will provide 

the framework for a whole-of-society approach to achieving the Australian Government’s aspiration to 

grow resettlement and complementary pathways.  

Starting with existing policy settings and commitments, we have suggested a mid- and longer-term vision, 

with steps to realising this vision laid out in Section 8.  

 

 

 

 
14 While partner and child visas are uncapped, all parent visas are subject to capping and queuing and involve considerable costs and long waiting 
periods. An indication and analysis of how family visas have been accessed over the past five years by people l ikely to have international protection 
needs is included in Appendix 2.  
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Figure 4. Key stages in implementation of Complementary Pathways Roadmap 

 

20,000 places in core Humanitarian 

Program, which includes community 
sponsorship (CSP, CRISP), education 

pilot (RSSP) and onshore protection 

visa places. 

~500 places in Skilled Migration 

program (includes SRLAP entrants 

and their dependents)  

~1,500 people with likely protection 

needs arriving on family visas, but no 

consideration of complementary 

pathways principles. 

 

20,000 places in core Humanitarian 

Program for refugee resettlement.  

Onshore protection delinked from 

resettlement, with size determined by 

protection needs.  

6,100+ Complementary Pathways 

places:  

▪ 5,000 community sponsorship 

places (500 CRISP and 4,500 CSP)  

▪ 1,000 in Skilled Migration (SRLAP 

becomes permanent program, 

integration with train-to-hire pilots) 
▪ 100 places per year in RSSP 

▪ Complementary pathways 

principles applied to people with 

international protection needs 

proposed on family visas 

(uncapped). 

 

27,000 places in core Humanitarian 

Program for refugee resettlement.  

Onshore protection size determined 

by need.  

~10,000 Complementary Pathways 

places:  

▪ 5,000 community sponsorship 

places (500 CRISP and 4500 

improved CSP as named 

sponsorship program). 

▪ 4,500 in Skilled Refugee Program 

(including train-to-hire initiatives). 
▪ 200 growing to 500 places per year 

in permanent education pathway. 

▪ Complementary pathways 

principles applied to people with 

international protection needs 
proposed on family visas 

(uncapped). 

  

To achieve the vision and roadmap above, refinement and clarification of intended beneficiaries, 

‘sponsors’ and pathways is needed. For example, clarity about the purpose of the Special Humanitarian 

Program and its purpose is needed (see Appendix 1), as is a clearer distinction between the CSP and the 

Skilled Refugee pathway. Figure 5 outlines how beneficiaries, key actors and pathways could be 
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envisaged. An ‘emergency response’ pathway has been added to this figure, reflecting how 

complementary pathways may contribute to expanding the Australian Government’s response to 

humanitarian crises (i.e., ‘humanitarian admission’ as complementary pathway). A complementary 

pathways program could bring these pathways together into a coherent and coordinated framework. 

Figure 5. Intended beneficiaries, complementary pathways actors and pathways 
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8. STEPS TO REALISING 10,000 ADDITIONAL COMMUNITY SPONSORSHIP AND 

COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAYS PLACES 

1 Launch a 

Complementary 

Pathways 

Program and 

Roadmap for 

Australia 

(Short-term) 

The Australian Government should make concrete and transparent its 

commitment to growing complementary pathways that are additional to the 

planned resettlement intake through the establishment and launch of a 

Complementary Pathways Program and Roadmap for Australia, comprised of 

multiple pathways and underpinned by key principles.  

A first step in launching a coherent national Complementary Pathways 

Program and Roadmap is to define the baseline and goal. Australia has 

committed to achieving 10,000 additional complementary pathways places 

but has not set a timeframe for this. We recommend the baseline is 20,000 

humanitarian places (consisting of UNHCR-referred Refugee and SHP places); 

and all complementary pathways places should be additional to this (including 

CSP, CRISP, RSSP and SRLAP), with the aim of reaching 10,000 community 

sponsored and other complementary places per year by 2030.  

2.  Invest in 

complementary 

pathways 

coordination 

(Short-term) 

A recognition and investment in coordination will help create efficiencies and 

policy coherence and enable complementary pathways to scale up.  

This could be done by:  

a. Establishing a Complementary Pathways Coordination and Advisory Group 

involving key stakeholders to work with the Australian Government and in 

coordination with other relevant advisory groups (e.g., Australian Refugee 

Advisory Panel) on cross-cutting system issues that can unlock access to 

pathways across different migration streams and scale up. This group, with 

secretariat support from the Department of Home Affairs, could focus on 

addressing core policy and program issues that have implications for 

different complementary pathways (e.g., visa costs, travel documents, loan 

schemes, procedural barriers, settlement support) and facilitating cross-

pathway shared learnings and resources in the spirit of collaboration and 

partnership.  

b. Ensuring sustainable funding for intermediary organisations tasked with 

implementing or facilitating access to complementary pathways. 
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3.  Reform and 

expand 

community 

sponsorship 

(Short- to  

medium-term) 

There is great potential to grow community sponsorship in Australia through 

careful reform and a staged expansion to 5,000 additional places per year 

through a combination of named and unnamed sponsorship.  

This would involve: 

a. Making the CRISP additional to the Humanitarian Program intake. 

b. Recharacterising the Community Support Program (CSP) as a 

complementary pathway (i.e., by making it additional to the Humanitarian 

Program intake quota, with a ceiling for planning purposes), providing an 

opportunity to resolve the backlog in CSP visa applications in a timely way 

and without undermining Australia’s vital contribution and commitment to 

resettlement of those in greatest need. 

c. Co-designing a new community-engaged ‘named’ sponsorship initiative for 

Australia which takes learnings from both the CSP and CRISP into a world-

class program where a variety of community interest groups can get 

involved in supporting the resettlement and settlement of a refugee known 

to them. Planning a smooth transition from the CSP to a new named 

sponsorship program that operates in addition to the humanitarian intake 

quota.  

d. Allocating the necessary resources to enable the training, support, and 

establishment of a community of practice for community sponsor groups 

welcoming refugee newcomers to Australia through each of the 

sponsorship-based complementary pathways. This can be led by a national 

provider and can be incorporated as part of the upcoming tender process 

for the CRISP (to begin July 2026), or funded as a separate initiative 

e. Developing an ‘Emergency Response’ setting for the CRISP to adapt the 

model for use during humanitarian emergencies. Targeted adjustments to 

the program’s parameters could enable existing frameworks, 

infrastructure, and know-how to be used to support rapid scaling of 

reception capacity in a cost-effective way. This could be an independent 

framework (e.g. ‘CRISP for Emergency Response’) or part of a larger 

emergency framework.  

4.  Transition the 

Skilled Refugee 

Labour 

Agreement Pilot 

to an ongoing 

skilled migration 

pathway for 

refugees  

(Short-term) 

The Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement Pilot has proven there is demand from 

a diversity of Australian employers to recruit skilled refugees and a base of 

highly skilled workers that are meeting the needs of Australian employers, as 

well as successful settlement outcomes from recruitments.  

The Pilot should be embedded into an ongoing skilled migration program for 

refugees based on learnings from SRLAP to capitalise on momentum and offer 

businesses already invested or interested in sourcing refugee talent surety 

about its future. Transitioning SRLAP into an ongoing program without 

interruption will ensure sustained momentum and growth, as businesses now 

becoming aware of the pathway are assured of its continuity. 
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5.  Expand the 

Refugee Student 

Settlement 

Pathway 

(Short- to 

medium-term) 

In just six months since Ministerial approval, the RSSP has demonstrated 

great progress.  Twenty exceptional refugee students have been selected and 

their visas submitted, with seven leading universities committed to welcome 

them in Semester 1, 2026 with the support of ‘Student Welcome Groups’ 

(Australian National University, University of Technology Sydney, University of 

Melbourne, Western Sydney University, Curtin, University of Queensland and 

Deakin). The momentum and demand are clear.  

We propose the government expand the RSSP now with an additional 100 

Special Humanitarian Program visas for refugee students to arrive for studies 

in semester 2, 2026 and semester 1, 2027.  

We recommend this program be evaluated within the next year to inform 

further decisions on expansion and permanence.  

6.  Apply 

complementary 

pathways policy 

principles and 

innovations to 

family reunion 

(Medium-term) 

Significant work has been done to identify barriers faced by people with 

international protection needs seeking to reunite with family members in 

Australia through the family stream of the Migration Program.15  Many of the 

recommendations on how to unlock family reunion for refugees share 

similarities with those in the skilled migration process. These include resolving 

challenges in relation to definitions of family, visa costs, evidentiary 

requirements, and the need for specialist knowledge within visa processing 

teams. 

There is potential for innovations trialled through SRLAP to be transferred to 

Family visa processing for people identified as having international protection 

needs, or for policy and regulatory reform to cross-cut Skilled and Family 

streams where the applicant is identified as a person with international 

protection needs. 

A review of how to apply policy principles and innovations developed through 

complementary pathways to facilitate access to family visas for people with 

international protection needs would complement the important commitment 

the Australian Government has made to supporting the right to family unity for 

refugees through the Special Humanitarian Program. 

7.  Break the link 

between onshore 

protection and 

refugee 

resettlement 

(Short- to 

medium-term) 

In creating complementary pathways that are additional to the core 

Humanitarian Program, there is an opportunity to also break the numerical link 

between the onshore protection and offshore resettlement streams, 

recognising that these programs serve different policy objectives, have very 

different budgetary implications, and an artificial cap on onshore protection 

places results in inefficient and ineffective visa processing contrary to 

Australia’s commitments under the Refugee Convention.16 

8.  Develop and 

implement a 

communication 

and public 

Work is needed to develop and implement a communications strategy to 

engage Australian communities to expand social licence and understanding of 

what complementary pathways are, why they are important, and how to get 

involved.  

 
15 SCALES Community Legal Centre and Murdoch University Law Clinic (2023). Family separation and family reunion for refugees: A reform 
proposal. https://apo.org.au/node/323241; See also similar work in the UK identifying barriers and opportunities for ensuring family reunion is 
accessible for refugees: RCUK and Safe Passage Int’l (2024). Families Belong Together: Fixing the UK’s broken family reunion system  
16 https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/breaking-the-link/ 

https://apo.org.au/node/323241
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Families-Belong-Together-Refugee-Council-and-Safe-Passage-International-2024.pdf
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engagement 

strategy 

(Short-, medium- 

and long-term) 

A public engagement strategy should communicate the benefits to Australia 

and Australian businesses, communities and institutions of unlocking 

complementary pathways for refugees. This should include a public-facing 

‘menu of options’ for non-government actors to consider and engage with that 

is both comprehensive and internally coherent. 

9. Lead global 

policy 

development on 

skills-based 

pathways for 

refugees, 

including train-to-

hire 

(medium- and  

long-term) 

Australia has an opportunity to lead in this area as the Chair of the Global Task 

Force on Refugee Labour Mobility and member of the Global Task Force on 

Refugee Education. Australia’s partnership with IOM and UNHCR to develop a 

train-to-hire program for refugees in the Asia-Pacific region is an example of 

this leadership in action and an opportunity to develop a scalable and 

sustainable skills-based program framework. This initiative provides an 

opportunity to build a program drawing on best practises emerging, lessons 

learned, and bring together the collective expertise of stakeholders to 

overcome existing barriers to scalability of complementary pathways to date. 

Ensuring a well-coordinated and informed program design that meets the 

needs of employers, simultaneously provides for individuals in need of 

international protection and secures societal support, providing a strong 

foundation to see complementary pathways continue to expand to additional 

destination countries. 

Australia should ensure that lessons from this train-to-hire program and other 

efforts to advance skill-based pathways for refugees are documented, 

evaluated and shared among sector stakeholders in Australia and globally to 

advance best practice. 
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APPENDIX 1 | THE SPECIAL HUMANITARIAN PROGRAM: A CORE GOVERNMENT 

CONTRIBUTION TO GLOBAL RESETTLEMENT EFFORTS 

Background  

The Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) was established in 1981 as a program to support vulnerable 

people who have close ties to Australia, are outside of their country of origin and facing significant human 

rights abuses, but who did not have access to resettlement through formal channels such as UNHCR. The 

SHP was developed at a time when UNHCR’s capacity to identify and refer cases to resettlement countries 

was more limited and the SHP provided a mechanism for individuals and organisations to identify and 

refer people in need of resettlement and for the Australian Government to assess these applications 

based on their link to Australia and compelling circumstances. As such, the SHP provided a way for the 

Australian Government to expand access by refugees to resettlement globally at a time when the refugee 

regime’s resettlement infrastructure was more constrained. 

The SHP was not originally intended to be a family reunion program, especially not for immediate family 

members who had access to family reunion visas in the Migration Program. However, in July 1997 the 

Australian Government under John Howard introduced new regulations creating the ‘split family’ provision 

of the SHP (Table 6). This shift coincided with greater emphasis being placed on the skilled stream of the 

Migration Program and more stringent criteria being introduced within the family stream. Refugee and 

humanitarian entrants applying through ‘split family’ provisions were able to avoid the costs associated 

with family stream visas as well as the two-year wait to access social security. Initially, this change also 

provided faster processing, leading to families being reunited more quickly. While the move to make 

family reunion less costly was welcomed by the Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) at the time, concern 

was expressed that family reunion places would be counted against the Humanitarian Program intake 

rather than increasing the overall number of places available. This concern remains relevant today. 

Table 6. SHP processing priorities17 

Priority 1  

Split / 

Immediate 

Family 

The proposer is an immediate family member (partner or dependent child, or, if the proposer is 

under 18 years of age, the proposer's parent) and one of the following: 

● They were granted a Class XB visa 

● They are an Australian citizen who held a Protection or Resolution of Status visa 

● They met the split-family criteria, this means the applicant: 

o was a member of the immediate family of the proposer when granted the proposer their 

visa 

o the proposer told us about the relationship before we granted the proposer their visa 

o the application was made within 5 years of us granting the proposer their visa. 

Priority 2  

Close family 

The applicant is proposed by a close family member who does not hold a Protection (XA-866) or 

Resolution of Status (CD-851) visa (partners, children, parents and siblings who do not 

otherwise meet the 'split family' definition). 

Priority 3 

Extended 

Family 

The applicant is proposed by an extended family member who does not hold a Protection (XA-

866) or Resolution of Status visa (CD-851) (grandparents, grandchildren, cousins, aunts, uncles, 

nieces and nephews). 

Priority 4 The applicant is proposed by a friend or distant relative who does not hold a Protection (XA-

866) or Resolution of Status (CD-851) visa or by a community organisation. 

Priority 5 The applicant is proposed by a person granted a Protection (XA-866) or Resolution of Status (CD-

851) visa. If these proposers become Australian citizens, then applications they propose 

become priority 1, 2, 3 or 4 according to their relationship. 

 
17 https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/refugee-and-humanitarian-program/the-special-humanitarian-program 

https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/refugee-and-humanitarian-program/the-special-humanitarian-program


15 
 

Current policy and practice 

To be eligible for a Global Special Humanitarian visa (subclass 202) through the SHP a person must be: 

▪ outside Australia (offshore) 

▪ living outside their home country 

▪ subject to substantial discrimination in their home country amounting to a gross violation of their 

human rights; and 

▪ proposed by an Australian citizen or Permanent resident, an Eligible New Zealand citizen, or an 

organisation based in Australia.18 

The broad eligibility requirements of the SHP and the extent of links people from refugee backgrounds in 

Australia have with refugees living in dire circumstances overseas has meant a significant 

oversubscription to this program (see Figure 7). While there are five categories of proposer relationships 

to applicants that determine processing priorities, in recent years the high volume of applications has 

meant those falling under priorities 1 and 2 (split and close family) are overwhelmingly likely to be granted 

visas under this program. While some refugees have accessed reunion through the family stream of the 

Migration Program, the challenges of accessibility, limited scope of visas available (i.e., limited to partner, 

child, parent and last remaining relative), and the high cost of family visas (see Appendix 2), make family 

reunion through the SHP the primary, and in some cases the only, pathway through which refugee families 

can seek reunification. 

Figure 7. Number of SHP applications compared to visas granted, 2018-19 to 2022-202319 

Year 

Visa 

subclass 

202 

Application

s 
Visa grants 

Average number 

of applications per 

visa granted 

2018–19 
SHP 47,673 7,098  7 

CSP 1,087 563 2 

2019–20 
SHP 39,471 4,682 8 

CSP 761 417 2 

2020–21 
SHP 28,278 2,298 12 

CSP 870 207 4 

2021–22 
SHP 56,666 3,889 15 

CSP 1,047 423 3 

2022–23 
SHP 30,999 4,824 6 

CSP 2,643 1,291 2 

2023–24 
SHP 37,786 5,475 7 

CSP 7,727 1,513 5 

 

While the original intention of the SHP was to expand capacity for Australia to resettle refugees with links 

to Australia, compelling protection needs and without access to UNHCR referral, this has become less of 

a driver or outcome of this program. The capacity of the SHP to offer a proposer-referred resettlement 

pathway for refugees with links to Australia and the most compelling needs has been further diminished 

by the creation of the Community Support Program (CSP) as a component of the SHP within the core 

humanitarian intake. A proportion of SHP visas are now allocated to applicants not based on processing 

priorities (i.e., strength of link) and/or an assessment of compelling need, but according to CSP-specific 

requirements that relate to settlement and integration. Specifically, as well as meeting SHP eligibility 

requirements a CSP applicant must also: 

 
18 https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/refugee-and-humanitarian-program/the-special-humanitarian-program  
19 Department of Home Affairs (2024). Australia’s Offshore Humanitarian Program 2022-23, Table 1 & 7 

As of 28 February 2025, 

there were 171,116 

individuals with applications 

on hand (i.e., registered or 

acknowledged) for the SHP 

and 16,212 for the CSP. If we 

assume that all SHP and CSP 

applications meet the 

eligibility criteria and policy 

settings remain the same, it 

would take over 41 years to 

clear the backlog of SHP 

applications and 6.5 years to 

clear the CSP backlog, 

representing programs which 

are vastly oversubscribed, 

even before considering 

future applications. 

https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/refugee-and-humanitarian-program/the-special-humanitarian-program
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-statistics/statistics/visa-statistics/live/humanitarian-program
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▪ be aged between 18 and 50 

▪ have adequate English and demonstrate this at a visa interview 

▪ have a job offer (or a pathway that leads to employment) and/or personal attributes that would 

enable an applicant to become financially self-sufficient within 12 months of arrival in Australia, 

and  

▪ have a person or people in Australia who are willing to financially support the applicants visa 

application and settlement.20 

Today, the SHP has become primarily a pathway for split or close family reunion, or for the resettlement 

of people who can meet English, age and financial self-sufficiency requirements and who have a proposer 

willing and able to cover the significant costs associated with the CSP. 

Summary of key challenges facing SHP 

Broad eligibility leads 

to unmanageable 

demand 

The broad eligibility requirements of the SHP and considerable demand within 

diaspora communities to reunite with family and loved ones living in difficult 

situations has meant a very high volume of SHP applications, with resulting 

backlogs, low grant rate and slow processing times. 

Refugees without 

access to UNHCR but 

with compelling need 

miss out  

Processing priorities within the SHP are based on the strength of the link to 

Australia, with immediate and close family members the highest priority. Refugees 

with a compelling need for resettlement who do not have immediate or close 

family in Australia, including those who do not have access to UNHCR-referred 

resettlement, are unlikely to be accommodated in practice in the current SHP. 

This is a lost opportunity for accessible pathways to be opened up for LGBTQI+ 

refugees, for example, who do not disclose their sexual orientation to UNHCR, but 

who may be identified, supported and referred by a trusted LGBTQI+ organisation 

or network should there be an opportunity for trusted organisations to refer cases 

where protection needs are acute. 

Community mistrust 

in decision-making 

and the spread of 

misinformation 

Community members applying to propose people they know through the SHP 

continue to express mistrust of processing systems and decision-making and are 

unclear on how decisions are made where applications clearly meet eligibility 

requirements. With refusal notices commonly stating that refusal is due to lack of 

available places and processing priorities, many proposers choose to re-submit 

applications in the hope that processing priorities will change. This does little to 

address the backlog and volume of applications issue, particularly when the SHP 

is seen as the only available pathway.  

Mistrust and lack of clarity about decision-making provides fertile ground for 

misinformation to spread and the potential for exploitation and practices that 

undermine protection, as community members share information about who has 

been successful and what they believe were the factors in their success (e.g., a 

rumour circulating that SHP applications are no longer being processed certain 

countries leading to refugees relocating to another country). 

Unlocking split family 

reunion through the 

Migration Program 

unaddressed 

As the SHP has become the most accessible family reunion pathway, no effort has 

been made to address the accessibility by refugee and humanitarian entrants to 

family stream visas within the Migration Program. This is relevant to ‘split families’ 

who would otherwise be eligible for partner or child visas. 

 
20 https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/refugee-and-humanitarian-program/community-support-program/how-to-apply 
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Growing frustration 

about role and 

benefits of CSP vs. 

SHP 

Average finalisation time for Global Special Humanitarian and Community Support 

Program applications are now very similar (117.2 weeks compared to 112.4 

weeks).21 As the number of CSP applications on hand grows and processing times 

lengthen, there is increasing frustration and anger within diaspora communities 

about why a proposer should pay the considerable costs associated with the CSP 

over applying through the SHP if there are no significant advantages.  

Recommendations  

The Special Humanitarian Program offers a constructive contribution by Australia to resettling people with 

the greatest needs through a proposer-referred model that complements UNHCR-referred resettlement 

(i.e., Refugee visas). Historically, this has meant refugees who don’t have access to UNHCR but have 

some link to Australia could find a pathway to safety. The SHP has also played a pivotal role in helping 

refugee families reunite and for diaspora communities in Australia to bring family and loved ones to safety 

and to build viable and vibrant communities. As such, the SHP should be retained as a core component 

of Australia’s resettlement efforts and within the humanitarian intake. 

However, to strengthen its humanitarian objectives and address key challenges, the Australian 

Government should consider: 

1. Sharpening the objectives of the SHP to make the eligibility criteria more clearly centred on refugees 

at greatest need (vulnerability criteria) and who are either: 

a. An immediate or close family member of an Australian permanent resident or citizen (current 

processing priorities 1 and 2). 

b. A refugee that does not have access to UNHCR-referred resettlement and is referred to the 

Australian Government by a trusted Australian or international organisation (current priority 4). 

2. Enabling timely family reunion by unlocking access to the family stream of the Migration Program. 

Applicants for the SHP who are eligible for a Partner or Child visas should be encouraged to apply for 

that visa so that the SHP quota can be used to a greater extent for close family members who do not 

otherwise have access to family visa pathways (e.g., siblings, parents, adult children). However, this 

should only be implemented if concessions are granted to split family applicants in the family stream 

of the Migration Program to make this a viable complementary pathway (see Appendix 2). 

3. Reforming and expanding named sponsorship as the main pathway for people in Australia to propose 

extended family members and friends (processing priorities 3 and 4). 

  

 
21 Department of Home Affairs (2024). Australia’s Offshore Humanitarian Program 2022-23, Table 12 

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-statistics/statistics/visa-statistics/live/humanitarian-program
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APPENDIX 2 | FAMILY STREAM MIGRATION AS A COMPLEMENTARY PATHWAY: 

CURRENT POLICY SETTINGS AND PRACTICE 

There is little visibility or attention given to how family reunion through the Migration Program is enabled 

or experienced for people with international protection needs. While split family provisions allow many 

immediate family members of resettled refugees and onshore protection visa holders to reunite on 

humanitarian visas, there are groups who are excluded from accessing family reunion through the 

Humanitarian Program. Notably, anyone who arrived in Australia by boat on or after 13 August 2012 

cannot propose family members under the Humanitarian Program, including those that meet the split 

family definition.22 There are also families that are created subsequent to a refugee resettling in Australia, 

or in cases where an Australian citizen or permanent resident travels overseas to get married or adopt 

orphaned children as part of customary adoption within extended families or communities. In these 

cases, the applicant overseas may be living outside their country of origin and have international 

protection needs but not be eligible or prioritised under the Humanitarian Program. 

Currently, policy settings are blind to the international protection needs of people applying to reunite with 

family in Australia through the Migration Program.  As a result, the family stream of the Migration Program 

cannot currently be considered a complementary pathway as it does not adhere to several of the key 

principles of complementary pathways (see Figure 8). Family reunion through the Migration Program 

could, however, provide a viable alternative to the offshore resettlement program for some refugees and 

a viable complementary pathway if issues of accessibility can be resolved. 

Figure 8. How do complementary pathways principles apply to family reunion through the Migration 

Program within current policy settings? 

1. Protection 

Focused  

 

Family visas are not processed in a way that is protection sensitive. Data is not 

collected on the international protection needs of applicants, and application 

requirements for such things as documentation can put family members who are 

refugees at risk (e.g., requiring people to return to a country where they face 

persecution to access documents needed for visa applications). The definition of 

members of a family unit are not sensitive to the circumstances of refugee families 

and there is a lack of policy guidance for DHA officials on how to consider 

circumstances of refugee families. 

2. Durable 

 

In most cases, family visas are either permanent or have a clear pathway to 

permanency, making them a durable solution.  

3. Additional 

 

For the most part, family stream visas are uncapped and sit outside the 

Humanitarian Program planning numbers, meaning access by refugees expands 

access to durable solutions. 

4. Non-

Discriminatory  

There are no discriminatory criteria relating to race, ethnicity, religion, age, 

disability, sexual orientation or gender identity that would otherwise exclude a 

person with international protection needs applying for a family stream visa.  

5. Accessible 

 

There is no: simplification and/or support to navigate family reunion application 

processes, including access to free or low-cost migration advice; reduction of visa 

and associated migration fees for people with international protection needs; 

flexibility regarding documentation requirements; alignment with Humanitarian 

Program settings with regards to health waivers or the definition of family unit and 

dependents. There are some limitations in facilitated access to travel documents. 

6. Supported 

 

While family entrants have some access to settlement support (such as AMEP and 

SETS), there are other services where eligibility is less clear (e.g. refugee health 

initiatives at a state/territory level, torture and trauma services). Some family visas 

include waiting periods for access to social security. 

 
22 https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/refugee-and-humanitarian-program/the-special-humanitarian-program  

https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/refugee-and-humanitarian-program/the-special-humanitarian-program
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7. Shared 

Responsibility 
 

Family reunion through the Migration Program engages individuals and family 

groups in Australia to expand access to durable solutions. As this is additional to 

the Humanitarian intake, it does not replace or substitute government supports, 

except in the case where people who arrived by boat are excluded from accessing 

the Special Humanitarian Program.  

8. Co-

Designed  

Access by people with protection needs to family visas through the Migration 

Program has not been co-designed and is largely blind to the experiences of people 

with international protection needs. 

9. Accountable 

 

Data is not collected on access to family stream visas by refugees, and there is 

little evidence of accountability to refugees and the key stakeholders involved. 

10. 

Responsive 
 

In times of crisis, the government has pointed to the Migration Program as an 

avenue for safe and regulated migration (e.g. setting aside 5,000 family places for 

Afghans in response to the 2021 Taliban takeover). However, concessions and 

accessibility considerations have not generally been applied. 

 

Access to family visas for people with international protection needs in practice 

We do not have a clear picture of what the demand for family visas would be if the policy settings were 

more aligned as a complementary pathway for refugees.  While we have some data on current access by 

family visa entrants who may have international protection needs (Figures 8, 9 & 10), data is not collected 

on refugee status and assumptions have been made.23  

What this data tells us is that between 2018/19 and 2022/23, 15,820 people born in countries where 

there is a reasonable likelihood of a person having international protection needs arrived in Australia on 

a family stream visa; an average of 3,164 family visa entrants per annum (Figure 9).24   

Figure 9. Family visa entrants from top refugee source countries, 2018-19 to 2022-23 

 

The data shows significant use of family visas by people born in Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq (Figure 10) 

and that the vast majority (14,360 entrants, or 91% of family visas) were granted to partners (Figure 10). 

This is unsurprising, considering there is a significant cohort of Afghans, Iranians and Iraqis residing in 

 
23 Data was requested for family visa entrants over a five-year period who were born in a top country of origin for refugees and people in refugee-
like situations: Syria, Ukraine, Afghanistan, South Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, Somalia, Central African Republic, Eritrea, 
Burundi, Iraq, Iran, Venezuela, Stateless, and Tibet. It should be noted that the inclusion of Iran likely skews the data, as  not all or perhaps even 
most family visa holders born in Iran would have international protection needs. Ukrainians arriving prior to February 2022 are also unlikely to have 
been refugees. For other countries, there is a higher likelihood that the entrant also has international protection needs, but this cannot be proven as 
data is not available on whether the entrant was living outside their country of origin prior to migrating to Australia or were a recognised refugee.  
24 All statistics are from the Australian Government Settlement Database, data requested by Refugee Council of Australia and supplied on 23 April 
2024 (Request CRN000777) 
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Australia who arrived by boat without their partners and children and have been excluded from split family 

provisions in the Humanitarian Program, leaving the family stream of the Migration Program the only 

viable pathway to reunification. As such, this trend may be somewhat of an anomaly, as most people 

arriving in Australia as resettled refugees have access to priority family reunification through the 

Humanitarian Program. As the group of people who have been excluded from family reunion through the 

Humanitarian Program are a fixed cohort25, it could be anticipated that – once this cohort have reunited 

with their partners and children – demand for partner visas by people with international protection needs 

is likely to fall. 

Figure 10. Family visa entrants by top refugee source countries, 2018-19 to 2022-23 

 
 

In terms of durability of solution through family migration, most of the subclass visas accessed by this 

cohort are permanent visas or have a clear pathway to permanency (Figure 10). The visa subclasses 

highlighted in red are temporary visas, although most relate to partners or prospective partners and are 

granted as precursors to permanent visas. With the introduction of a visa pathway for people in Australia 

on temporary or provisional partner visas experiencing domestic and family violence26, there is greater 

protection against refoulement in place. 

Table 11. Visa subclasses of family entrants from refugee source countries, 2018-19 to 2022-23 

Visa Subclass Top 3 refugee-source countries accessing visa 

subclass 

Visa entrants  

2018/19 – 

2022/23 

100 - Partner (Migrant) Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq 11,197 

801 - Partner (Permanent) Iran, Iraq, Ukraine 1,288 

820 - Partner (Temporary) Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan 951 

309 - Partner (Provisional) Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq 679 

101 - Child Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq 393 

117 - Orphan Relative Afghanistan, Somalia, Burundi 331 

300 - Prospective Marriage Afghanistan, Iran, Syria 245 

143 - Contributory Parent Iran, Ukraine, Afghanistan 199 

116 - Carer Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran 129 

 
25 The Unauthorised Maritime Arrivals (UMA) cohort that arrived on or after 13 August 2012 was 32,356 people in total. Of these,  23,200 have a 
TPV, SHEV or RoS visa granted or application pending and would constitute the potential cohort that are not eligible for family reunion through the 
Humanitarian Program. See. https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-stats/files/unauthorised-maritime-arrivals-bve-31-august-2024.pdf  
26 https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/visas/domestic-family-violence-and-your-visa/family-violence-provisions  
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103 - Parent Ukraine, Iran, Afghanistan 98 

115 - Remaining Relative Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Ukraine, Somalia, Sudan 88 

804 - Aged Parent Ukraine 60 

802 - Child Iran, Ukraine, Sudan, Venezuela 17 

173 - Contributory Parent (Temporary) Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Ukraine, Somalia, Venezuela 9 

835 - Remaining Relative Ukraine 8 

836 - Carer Ukraine, Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria 6 

102 - Adoption Iran, Ukraine 6 

114 - Aged Dependent Relative Somalia, Ukraine, Afghanistan  5 

445 - Dependent Child Iran, Venezuela <5 

837 - Orphan Relative Venezuela <5 

838 - Aged Dependent Relative Ukraine <5 

864 - Contributory Aged Parent Iran, Ukraine <5 

Grand Total  15,820 

 

What we don’t know 

While this data gives some indication that people with international protection needs are migrating to 

Australia on family visas, there is important data missing on how many people with international 

protection needs applied for family visas and were rejected, or did not apply because certain eligibility or 

evidentiary criteria could not be met.  

Legal services and diaspora communities have identified many key obstacles to refugees reuniting on 

family visas.27 These include: 

▪ Cost of visa processing and migration advice being prohibitively high. 

▪ Definition of family units and dependency in legislation leads to exclusion of children over 23 

years old, even when the adult child is a dependent within the family unit and their exclusion has 

the potential to heighten protection risks (e.g., a father in Australia having to choose to leave 

behind an unmarried daughter over 23 years old in refugee situations where unaccompanied 

young women face significant risks). 

▪ Health requirements. 

▪ Difficulties accessing evidentiary documents. 

▪ Difficulties with application processes, such as online applications in ImmiCards not allowing a 

proposer to state that they do not hold a passport.  

 
27 SCALES Community Legal Centre and Murdoch University Law Clinic (2023). Family separation and family reunion for refugees: A reform 
proposal. https://apo.org.au/node/323241 

https://apo.org.au/node/323241
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