THE GROWTH LOBBY AND AUSTRALIA’S IMMIGRATION POLICY
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Immigration boosts Australia’s population growth. A growth lobby concentrated among interests based in housing,
land development and construction profits from this and actively lobbies for it. During the early years of the
Howard Government (1996 to 1999) the lobby faced the novel situation of a presumably pro-business government
that reduced immigration. Eventually this induced the lobby to mobilise and to go public, rendering its activity
more visible than before. From July 2000 the Government embarked on a series of steep increases in the intake.

By the early 1990s immigration in Australia
had become unpopular. In 1991, 73 per cent
of voters said that the numbers coming in
were ‘too many’ and, in 1996, 71 per cent
were still of this opinion. After its 1996
election victory, the new Coalition Government led by John Howard embarked on a
program of immigration reform. It reoriented the program towards skilled
migration and away from family reunion,
and cut down on fraud. It also reduced the
numbers by 13 per cent, introducing a lull
in the migrant intake.
The economy was buoyant and the
reduction unexpected. In response
business leaders mobilised for a return to
high immigration. The growth lobby, as
it is described in this article, justified high
immigration and thus population growth
on economic grounds, particularly a larger
domestic market. Property developers
were prominent within this lobby as were
leaders from other industries that profit
from a growing domestic market. The
lobby may have been effective because,
after June 2000, the number of migrants
began to rise again.
This article analyses the growth lobby
and its impact on immigration policy. First,
it makes the point that immigration causes
substantial population growth and describes
the association between economic
conditions and immigration policy from the
mid 1960s to 2005. Second, it outlines the
dimensions of the growth lobby. Third, it
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identifies the available evidence on the
lobby’s responses to the uncharacteristic
state of play in the late 1990s. Fourth, it
outlines an alternative explanation for the
increase in immigration: a growing need
for skills. Finally, it summarises the
circumstantial evidence for the lobby’s role
in ending the immigration lull.
IMMIGRATION AND
POPULATION GROWTH
Australians see the 25 years after 1947 as a
time of mass migration. Indeed the number
of settler arrivals in the immediate post-war
decades was high, peaking at a record
185,000 in 1969-70. But departure rates
were also high.1 From 1947–48 to 1972–
73 the net annual intake averaged around
85,000.2
This is a much lower figure than
185,000 but it had a strong impact. From
1947 to 1973 the population grew from
7.6 million to 13.2 million; without
immigration the 1973 total would have
been 9.9 million. Fertility was high in
those years, especially among the native
born. Despite this, migrants and their
Australian-born children were responsible
for an extra 3.3 million people, or 59 per
cent of Australia’s growth.3
The general public (and many political
commentators) often do not understand
migration figures. A net average annual
intake of 85,000 does not sound very big.
It’s about the size of Bendigo or Ballarat

or a mid-size suburb in a capital city. But
the numbers cumulate and the new arrivals
have Australian-born children. Over time
85,000 (or 80,000) a year adds up to a lot
of people.
Table 1 sets out recent population
projections from the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS) with different fertility and
migration assumptions. It shows that a
steady net intake of 80,000 per year over
the next fifty years would add over five
million extra people (and would account
for between 72 and 87 per cent of all the
projected growth). And as Table 1 shows,
net 110,000 a year, or net 140,000, adds up
to even more—an extra 7.1 to 9.3 million.
Immigration has radically increased the
size of Australia’s population in the past
and, as the projections show, would
continue to do so in the future. Unlike the
two other demographic variables—fertility
and mortality—it is directly under the

control of policy makers. This means that
federal politicians can choose whether the
number of Australians reaches 32 million
in 2050 or stays close to 21 million. The
choices these politicians make will have a
big effect on the way we live. For example,
the ABS projection series B of net 110,000
a year (with a total fertility rate of 1.7 and a
moderate increase in life expectancy)
would add 1.3 million to Sydney, taking it
to 5.6 million, and 1.4 million to
Melbourne, taking it to 5.0 million.4
Increases of this size may have advantages
but they also have disadvantages, including
congestion, escalating house prices, and
pressure on open spaces, water, and other
resources. It is also probable that the
advantages and disadvantages would not
be evenly spread.5
What are the factors that politicians may
be taking into account as they make their
decisions about immigration? This paper

Table 1: Projected population of Australia, 2004 to 2051, with different levels of fertility
and net overseas migration
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140,000

20.4

22.0

2021
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24.8

31.7

Millions
1.9

1.7

110,000

20.3

21.8

24.2

29.7

80,000

20.3

21.6

23.6

27.7

0

20.2

20.9

22.0

22.4

140,000

20.3

21.9

24.5

30.1

(B)110,000

20.3

21.7

23.9

28.2

80,000

20.3

21.5

23.3

26.3

0

20.2

20.9

21.7

21.1

Source: Population Projections, Australia, 2004 to 2101, catalogue no. 3222.0, ABS, Canberra, 2005, p. 80
Notes: The projections assume that life expectancy at birth increases from its current level of 78.1 years for men
and 83.0 years for women to 84.9 years for men and 88.0 years for women. The ABS terms this the ‘medium’
assumption for life expectancy.
TFR stands for total fertility rate. (In 2004-05 the Australian TFR was 1.797. Replacement fertility is 2.1.)
NOM stands for net overseas migration. This is net permanent and long-term migration adjusted for category
jumping.
(B) The projection series with TFR at 1.7, NOM at 110,000 per annum, and medium life expectancy is the
ABS series B, the medium projection of the three they focus on. (The others are series A and C. A has the
TFR at 1.9, NOM at 140,000 per annum and higher life expectancy. C has the TFR at 1.5, NOM at 80,000
per annum and medium life expectancy. Neither A nor C are shown in Table 1.)
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cannot provide a definite answer to this
question but it can explore some
possibilities.
FROM WHITLAM TO HOWARD
The important story concerns the events of
the last ten years, and thus what may continue to happen in the immediate future,
but we need to put this period into context
in order to show why it is important.
Averaging net migration over a period
shows its demographic impact but gives a
poor picture of the year-by-year history of
immigration policy. The size of the program
fluctuated between 1947 and 1973 and has
continued to do so since. For example,
when Gough Whitlam’s Labor
Government was elected in December 1972
it initially kept the intake high but, by 1975–
76, had cut it to just 45,000. This restraint
partly reflected the Government’s concern
about urban and environmental pressures
but was also associated with rising
unemployment (and high inflation). A few
years after the election of Malcolm Fraser’s
Coalition Government (in December 1975)
the numbers were pushed up again.
Figure 1 shows the pattern from 195960 to 2004-05.6 While the net figures show
an intriguing pattern of rises and dips,
especially during the sharp recessions of
the early 1980s and 1990s, the official
program is more interesting as it is this that
reflects policy changes.
The graph shows the build-up of the
early Fraser years. This build-up is unusual
because it was instituted during a period of
rising unemployment. No government had
done such a thing before. Fraser only began
to rein the program in when unemployment
headed towards 10 per cent, shortly before
he lost office in 1983. The graph also shows
the later and more considerable increase
under Labor and Bob Hawke. Again this
increase occurred in the face of high
unemployment, and again the Government
did not reduce the program until
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unemployment began to reach 10 per cent.
This reduction was followed by a rise after
July 1994 (under Paul Keating, also Labor)
as the recession eased in the sense that GDP
began to grow (though unemployment
remained high).7
From the end of the war to 1973
unemployment had been low, seldom over
two per cent. It reached four per cent in
1974-75 and Whitlam cut the program
back. However, the new pattern established
in the 1980s and early 1990s was that high
unemployment did not act as a brake on
immigration until it approached double
figures.
But in March 1996 John Howard
defeated Keating and immigration policy
changed again. Whereas Keating had been
pushing the numbers up, Howard brought
them down a notch. This introduced a lull
in the intake which lasted from 1996-97 to
1999-2000. The lull is unusual because,
unlike the two previous contractions, it did
not coincide with a recession. The economy
was buoyant; indeed GDP had been
growing for some years.8 Unemployment
was still high (8.2 per cent in June 1996),
but it was falling not rising. (In June 1999
it was 6.9 per cent.) Fraser, Hawke and
Keating had raised the intake in less
propitious circumstances, yet the new
Government cut it from 98,000 (in 199596) to 86,000 in 1996-97 and then again to
80,000 in 1997-98. It kept it at around this
level until June 2000.
From July 2000, as we can see, it
embarked on a sharp series of increases.
By 2005-06 the number of permanent visas
issued had reached 155,930.9 This was not
as high as the 185,000 of yesteryear but,
with lower rates of return, it is likely to lead
to higher rates of net migration. (From
2000-01 to 2004-05 net overseas migration
averaged 108,500 per year.) Current plans
are for an intake of 157,000 in 2006-07.10

THE GROWTH LOBBY
There are a variety of groups that press
governments to increase immigration to
Australia. The minority who argue for an
increase do so for diverse reasons, including promoting family reunion and
humanitarian migration. They operate within a climate of opinion characterised by
ignorance of demography, general—though
weakening—antipathy to immigration
among the majority of voters, and strong
support for refugees and asylum-seekers

among many new-class intellectuals.11
The term growth lobby describes those
who want governments to increase
immigrant numbers for economic reasons.
Since the 1970s a number of researchers
have emphasised the pivotal role of this
lobby in shaping Australian immigration
policy. Its core consists of business interests
that profit from population growth,
especially property developers and
operators in the housing and construction
industries.12

Figure 1: Immigration program, net migration and unemployment, 1960 to 2006 (June
figures)
220,000
200,000

Per cent
unemployed

Immigration program
Net migration
Per cent unemployed

Whitlam
Govt.
Dec 1972
to
Dec 1975

Fraser Govt.
Dec 1975
to
March 1983

Hawke Govt.
March 1983
to
Dec 1991

Keating Govt.
Dec 1991
to
March 1996

Howard Govt.
March 1996–

30.0

180,000
160,000

25.0

140,000
20.0

120,000
100,000

15.0

80,000
10.0

60,000
40,000

5.0
20,000
0

1960 1962 1964 1966 1968 1970 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006

Sources: 1960 to 1974, net total migration and settler arrivals: Australian Immigration: Consolidated Statistics No.
13, Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affair (DIMA), 1983; 1975 to 2005 net overseas migration
data: Migration, various issues, ABS, catalogue no. 3412.0 and Australian Demographic Statistics, various
issues, ABS, catalogue no. 3101.0. Program data: annual Immigration Department reports and Population
Flows: Immigration Aspects, DIMA, various issues. They include the general migration and the
humanitarian programs. They do not include New Zealanders.
Unemployment figures from June 1978 to June 2006: Labour Force, Australia, Spreadsheets, ABS,
catalogue no. 6202.0.55.001 (September 2006); 1976 and 1977: McAllister et al. Australian Political
Facts, Macmillan, Melbourne, 1997, p. 520; 1975: Year Book Australia, 2001, ABS catalogue no. 1301.0;
1972 to 1974: CES data from Hughes, ‘The economy’, in Patience and Head (Eds), From Whitlam to
Fraser, OUP, 1979, pp. 15-16; 1961, 1966, 1971: McAllister et al. op. cit., with missing years supplied by
Excel’s fill function.
Note: Net migration figures are net total migration from June 1960 to June 1974, and net overseas migration
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Departmental program data from 1975 to 2006. The latter do not include New Zealanders; the former do.
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The growth lobby is distinctive insofar
as it has a vested economic interest in
immigration, and its key players are rich
and powerful.13 On this account it has
privileged access to government. In
particular, it has privileged access to
Coalition Governments for whom business
is a key constituency.14 The fact that key
players in this lobby are rich and powerful
also means that, unlike most of their fellow
citizens, they are able to insulate themselves
from the costs of population growth.
Growth lobbyists tend not to spend time
advocating higher fertility, probably
because policy decisions only affect fertility
at the margin, and also because the impact
of more babies on the demand for housing
and construction is slow. In contrast new
migrants stimulate demand almost
immediately.
There are other industries closely
associated with development and housing
which also support the growth lobby. Most
notably, the Australian media derive a large
part of their advertising revenue from
developers and real estate agents. And like
the housing industry, the media have a
limited capacity to export their products so
an expanding domestic market suits them
well. Media proprietors have supported
immigration for a long time. In November
1986 Kerry Packer said: ‘It’s about time ...
that we started to build this nation up to a
country with 30 or 40 or 50 or even 70
million people. And it’s going to require
courage on everyone’s behalf to turn around
and say it’s time we had an immigration
policy ... It’s time to realise we can’t survive
with just 16 million people on this
enormous island—playing around among
ourselves with no real care for the rest of
the world’.15 More recently, in November
1999, Rupert Murdoch commented: ‘[I]t is
a pity to see immigrant numbers declining.
Australia needs to recommit itself to the
challenge and opportunity of large-scale
immigration’.16
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The media proprietors’ vested interest
is strategically significant. The country’s
major national broadsheet, The Australian
(owned by News Corporation, and thus part
of Murdoch’s empire), proclaimed in 2003
that ‘for years The Australian has called
for a higher annual immigration intake’. In
2006 this record was extended to having
supported ‘high immigration for four
decades’.17 From January 2001 to October
2006 The Australian ran 18 proimmigration editorials18 and only one
column questioning the environmental
wisdom of more growth (by Bob Carr, then
premier of New South Wales).19
The institutional framework for
property development in Australia may go
a long way to explain the fact that Australia
still has a formal immigration policy with
growth targets whereas most other
countries do not. Sheila Newman has
observed that, in France, the housing and
land development industry is controlled by
the state. In consequence few individuals
can make a profit from speculative
investments in urban development and
housing and there is no French equivalent
of the Australian growth lobby.20
Other businesses with a domestic
market—ranging from gambling to
financial services—can also expect to profit
from the immediate spending power of
migrants. In the course of 1999 one of the
authors of this article (Gilding) interviewed
43 wealthy Australians drawn from the
‘Rich 200’ on the 1999 Business Review
Weekly’s rich list.21 He focused on how they
had made their money and what they
intended to do with it, rather than on their
attitudes to population growth. While it was
not apparent at the time, in retrospect 1999
was a pivotal year for immigration policy.
Now, in 2006, with the immigration
program approaching record levels, it is
worth returning to these interviews to
analyse what the respondents said about
population growth.

Gilding asked his respondents what
they considered to be the most important
issue facing Australia. Responses varied
and it was hard to draw general conclusions,
but one of the few repeated themes was the
need for immigration to boost domestic
consumption. Most notably:
The lack of migration. Also the
deregulation of the labor market,
particularly young people, juniors—
excellent resource. (Entrepreneur in
domestic services)
I suppose population and growth in
population: anything you do here is a
numbers problem. That’s why you have to
go overseas, because there aren’t the
people and so you’ve got to populate the
place. I think that for local companies to
survive, they need more people to bloody
sell to. (Technology entrepreneur)
Immigration. One hundred per cent,
because you can’t go a step at all without
immigration. We need a minimum—a
minimum—of thirty-five million people
in this country. (Entrepreneur in domestic
services)
My view is population … I just think, at
the moment, we should have and be
managing a population of twenty-five
million which is an extra, I guess you
could say, 30 per cent of what we have
now roughly. We should really be going
for it. (Entrepreneur in domestic retail)22

THE IMMIGRATION LULL AND
THE GROWTH LOBBY’S
RESPONSE
Though immigration had become very unpopular in the early 1990s23 it was not an
issue in the March 1996 election. After its
victory, however, the Howard Government
embarked on a program of immigration
reform, including a reduction in numbers.24
By 1999, public hostility to immigration
had eased considerably.25 But the moderate decrease in migrant numbers meant that
business leaders, long accustomed to high

immigration as a matter of course, found
themselves in new territory. The advent of
a non-Labor, presumably pro-business,
government which reduced the intake in
fair economic times was novel.
Disquiet in business circles was
apparent in a 2001 interview conducted
with Senator Nick Minchin, Industry
Minister and a member of Howard’s
cabinet. The journalist, Maxine McKew,
reported that Minchin was a convinced
immigration skeptic and very aware of
business pressure on the Government to
increase migrant intake:
But he [Minchin] parts company [with
business] on a key point that’s advanced
by many corporate leaders and industry
bodies—the need to dramatically increase
our population. Can a market of a mere 20
million, it’s argued, ever really be taken
seriously? Over and over the message
from business is the same. Entrepreneurial
cultures welcome immigrants on the basis
of a simple proposition: who knows
where the talent might be? Minchin
clearly is unimpressed. ‘With great
respect to business, they speak, not
unnaturally, completely out of selfinterest. They want more people to sell
more widgets to. But there is a world of 6
billion customers out there, so I say: “Get
out there and sell to the world”’. It’s time,
Minchin says, that Australian business
‘stopped trying to bully governments and
the Australian people into a view that we
should double our population’. This must
go down a treat with assorted CEOs, I
suggest. ‘Whenever I have this debate
with businessmen, I say, for God’s sake,
read Tim Flannery’s The Future Eaters.
The fact is there are severe physical
limitations in terms of the population we
can sustain on this continent’. You sound
like … Bob Carr. ‘Bob and I have a lot in
common on this issue. But it is all there in
Tim’s book. We made this mistake with
European colonisation, we all tried to
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believe we could live like Europeans and
fare like Europeans. But this ain’t Europe.
It’s a desert’.26

Similarly, Gilding’s 1999 interviews
uncovered frustration with government
policy on immigration. The same
entrepreneur who said that Australia needed
a population of 35 million complained that
it needed ‘a Prime Minister with enough
balls to make that hard decision’. One
respondent observed that ‘politicians won’t
take the hard decisions ... because their
belief is that they won’t be in power next
time around’. Another unselfconsciously
highlighted his ready access to political
leaders, together with his insulation from
the negative effects of immigration and
population growth:
I’m very pro-migrants. In fact, I think that
the number … one thing—bring more
migrants out … I’m in favour of …
Beazley [Opposition leader], he wants to
populate … That’s going to be a platform
at the next election. I’ll be totally behind
him. I’ll speak to Costello [Treasurer] on
Wednesday night about that. Not that he’ll
take much notice of me, but I’ll tell him.
The Liberals are hopeless on migration.
God! It’s not very popular, that’s why.
It’s not very popular with the Liberal
governments. There are no votes in
migration. Everyone feels insecure. The
lower our socio-economic growth, the
more insecure you feel. I don’t feel
insecure. For me, the more that come in,
it’s more business for me. It’s slightly
selfish, I suppose. But I really believe that
we’ve got to populate, otherwise we’re
not going to keep pace.27

In this context, a couple of journalists
(Grattan and Adams) described cautious
mobilisation of business leaders around
immigration. In 1997 Michelle Grattan
described how some of Australia’s ‘biggest
business names’ (including Tony Berg of
Boral, Frank Lowy of Westfield, Reg Clairs
of Woolworths, and Fred Hilmer, then a
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Director of Port Jackson Partners Limited,
soon after CEO of Fairfax Holdings) met
to discuss strategy. She also highlighted the
secrecy in which they worked.
They agreed to what might be dubbed
‘pyramid selling’ of their viewpoint. They
would individually host other lunches,
tapping into a broader range of people,
including academics, lawyers, community
leaders and journalists, to both garner and
spread views. So far, some half dozen
lunches have been held. WMC’s Hugh
Morgan attended a Melbourne one;
Sydney Committee chairman Rod
McGeoch was among the guests at
another in Sydney. But there is a strange
twist to this emerging network … Those
involved are very reluctant to talk about
their efforts to put the pro-immigration
lobby on a more active and perhaps
formal footing. They could as well be
setting up a Masonic Lodge as simply
organising to give greater currency to a
mainstream, albeit currently
unfashionable policy position.28

The Australian Chamber of Commerce
and Industry was concerned as well.29 More
consumers were not the only problem; there
was also a need to import skilled workers.
Training locals was too difficult. As the
chief executive officer (Mark Patterson) put
it, many employers were reluctant to
commit themselves to a three- or four-year
training period for apprentices because of
economic uncertainties.30 But building and
development require customers as well as
workers. In May 1999 Wayne Adams
wrote: ‘Key business interests, including
manufacturing, housing construction and
a rump inside the Business Council of
Australia, want a bigger home market to
sell to. And they want more ready access
to the world’s pool of labour’.31
Berg had been reluctant to be named as
a leader of the ‘pyramid selling’ group but
he was clear about his reasons for
supporting it: ‘A faster growing population

increases demand and increases growth’.32
His position also had a moral dimension:
‘Do we have the moral right to try and keep
our wealth ourselves?’ he asked.33 This
illustrates the way that, from time to time,
growth lobbyists borrowed the arguments
of the humanitarian intelligentsia, and why
few members of the intelligentsia criticised
the increasing pressure for an increase.34
In 1999 the growth lobby gave up
secrecy and formalised its position with the
establishment of the Australian Population
Institute, or ‘APop’.35 APop was set up
under the patronage of the Urban
Development Institute of Australia, a peak
industry body, and of Richard Pratt,
Chairman of Visy Industries, a
manufacturing company producing
packaging and paper (and also interested
in recycling). The founding president was
Albert Dennis. (With his family, Dennis
owns the Dennis Family Corporation which
‘develops around 700 lots per annum in
Queensland and Victoria, and builds around
1,200 houses per annum in Queensland,
New South Wales and Victoria’.)36 At
APop’s launch Pratt told the gathering of
business people that Australians ‘should
pursue a vision which looks ahead 50 years
to a democratic, secure, prosperous, fair and
pluralist Australia with a population of 50
million people’.37
APop enjoyed support from a raft of
business leaders, especially in the property
development, housing and construction
industries. These included: Michael
Hickinbothom, CEO of the Hickinbothom
Group, a major South Australian land
development and housing firm; Stan Wallis,
Chairman of the finance firm AMP;
Lindsay Fox, owner of the private trucking
company Linfox; and Mark Liebler, a
prominent tax lawyer. APop also acquired
Steve Vizard, media personality and
business man, as ‘its public face’ and began
organising a population summit. 38 In
Virginia Trioli’s words:

The politics of this are intriguing. In one
respect, the APop mob is the federal
government’s nightmare: an educated and
commercially powerful bunch of
businesspeople with unchangeable views
on what makes their work successful,
getting together to figure out how to
increase Australia’s labour force, distinct
from any political party’s policy. Signed
off by one of the great Victorian rugged
individualists, Dick Pratt—another person
of dangerously firm views and deep
pockets—the group has a significant
membership of property developers,
building industry members and opinionmakers.39

The current program is now large. But
for some lobbyists the numbers will never
be large enough. For example, in October
2006 Harry Triguboff, property developer
and one of Australia’s 10 richest people,
called for a ‘massive boost to immigration’,
aimed towards a population of 150 million
by 2050.40 To this end, he argued that
national parks should make way for
housing saying: ‘You go north [from
Sydney] and we have all these reserves and
you go south and you have all the reserves,
and they are the best part of the coast. This
is crazy. We should be building on this
area’. If people ‘want to see trees, they can
go to Katoomba, there are plenty of trees
there’.41 (Katoomba is a resort town in the
Blue Mountains, 110 kilometres west of
Sydney.)
This statement was sufficiently brutal
in its self interest to provoke a media
response. Triguboff had spoken openly of
his (successful) efforts to lobby Bob Carr
to permit more development, when Carr
was premier of New South Wales (NSW),42
and Paul Keating labelled all NSW
Planning Ministers the ‘mayor for
Triguboff’. Keating added that the ‘wall of
money coming at a minister is phenomenal
because, as you know, the industry is into
political donations which in my opinion
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should be outlawed’.43 (Despite Triguboff’s
attentions, it is interesting that Carr
maintained strong public opposition to high
migration, if it were destined to end up in
Sydney. His successor, Morris Iemma, is
publicly more accommodating. Shortly
after becoming premier in August 2005 he
announced that ‘NSW is open for business’
and said: ‘I am determined to keep business
rolling. To listen and respond to the
concerns of our business community’.)44
For Triguboff, Australia’s economy ‘is
based on housing, which is based on a
growing population’.45 ‘Growth begets
growth’ and cities ‘must grow or die’.46 And
as Keating surmised, he was in a position
to pay to make sure his views were heard.
Research by the Australian Greens Party
revealed that from 1998–99 to the present
the NSW Labor Party has received $8.78
million from developers and the NSW
Coalition parties (which are in opposition)
$6.35 million.47
A NEED FOR SKILLS?
By the time APop’s population summit was
held in 2002 the increase in the immigration program was well advanced. This
increase occurred at the same time as an
economic boom, lower unemployment and
much talk of a need for skilled labour.48
For example, Wilhelm Harnisch, the chief
executive of Master Builders Australia, observed that the increase should ‘provide the
opportunity to alleviate some of the shortages of skilled trades in the building
industry’.49
Yet the argument for immigration
based on a need for migrant skills should
not be taken at face value. The same case
was made in the late 1970s when the Fraser
Government justified its high migrant
intake at a time of rising unemployment
on the basis of skills shortages.50 It is
striking that the intervening 25 years have
not been enough to remedy Australian
training and education deficiencies. During
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the ten years of the Howard Government
employment has grown by 20 per cent,
with particularly high growth in skilled and
professional occupations. For example, the
number of managers grew by around 46
per cent, professionals by 37 per cent and
associate professionals by 39 per cent.51 Yet
education and training stagnated. Over
these ten years the Government did not
allow any increase in local governmentsubsidised university places, while at the
same time it discouraged enrolments with
HECS fees and very little income support
for struggling students. 52 By 2006
shortages of professionals in health,
engineering and accounting were serious.53
These shortages are real but there has been
no shortage of school leavers who could
have been attracted to higher education in
order to fill them. But despite increases in
the cohort of school leavers, and despite
growing demand for highly trained
workers, the government has maintained
a tight cap on university places for
Australian students.
This restriction could have been a
calculated strategy designed to create an
artificial need for skilled migrants. Or it
could have been the result of policy error.
The Howard Government is reluctant to
finance more subsidised university places
for locals, hoping to swing tertiary
education towards a user-pays approach.
Under this model the cap on university
places could have been breached by local
students prepared to pay full fees. However
the strategy did not work; very few local
students took up the full-fee opportunity
and almost all the growth in training in
Australia over the last 10 years is due to
full-fee overseas students. The attempt to
redirect tertiary education further down the
user-pays path has led, not to a privatised
university system, but to the ‘self-inflicted
wound’54 of labour market shortages. The
Government then responded, as in the past,
by pressing the immigration button. (In the

case of apprentices in traditional fields, it
is employers who decide how many to
take. They have responded to increased
government inducements to do so with a
big upsurge in the last few years—but too
late to solve current shortages.)55 Skills
shortages exist but immigration is often an
inefficient solution: many of the migrants
brought in allegedly to fill skill gaps have
been brought in in areas of oversupply.56
In those instances where there is a good
fit between a migrant’s skills and labour
market demand, skilled immigrants are
easier to settle. They also tend to be more
acceptable to the general public than lowskilled family-reunion migrants and
asylum seekers. 57 Bringing in skilled
migrants may be a serious attempt to
remedy the policy errors that have
restricted education and training
opportunities for existing Australians. Or
it may be a convenient way of appeasing
the growth lobby. But if the former
explanation is valid, we would expect to
have seen a strong push to boost local
training at the same time as the migrants
numbers were being increased. There is no
evidence for this.58 However, the two
explanations may work together. The skills
shortage was probably not engineered to
justify an immigration increase, but once

it had been produced immigration was
seized on as a happy solution.
CONCLUSION
We cannot explain the Howard Government’s immigration policy changes.
Definitive answers may have to wait on
the release of cabinet documents in thirty
years. What we have been able to do is
point to the consternation generated among
business leaders during the lull, their strong
feelings about immigration and population
growth, and the extent to which they mobilised in order to promote their interests.
The public record shows that a member
of Cabinet was concerned about pressure
from the growth lobby, that growth
lobbyists organised a pyramid structure to
promote pro-immigration views, that they
founded the Australian Population
Institute, and that, at least in NSW, they
gave large amounts of money to political
parties. The interview data confirm that
some of Australia’s richest people are
fervent supporters of immigration. The
public record also shows that, no matter
how high federal politicians push the
numbers, some lobbyists will press for
more. All of this may mean that, rather than
having growth for growth’s sake, Australia
has growth for the growth lobby’s sake.
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