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Introduction
In the latter twentieth century Australian immigration was a nation-building 
endeavour founded on a paradigm of permanent settlement and the state-sup-
ported integration of migrants (Jupp 2007, 38, 40). However, the exponential 
growth of temporary migration to Australia from the late1990s has instituted 
a shift to a temporary migration paradigm that has unsettled Australia’s set-
tlement model (Hugo 2006, 107, 110; Collins 2013, 162). It has altered the 
pathways by which people migrate to Australia and introduced a new class of 
differentially included, precarious migrants into the polity who are excluded 
from national social policy frameworks, such as settlement and multicultural 
policies, which have since the late 1970s addressed the integration and be-
longing of migrants in Australia (Mares 2012; Bertone 2013). 

Abstract. The exponential growth of temporary migration to Australia 
since the late 1990s has unsettled the model of permanent migration, 
state supported settlement and multicultural citizenship on which Aus-
tralia has been built. This article draws attention to the emergence 
of a gulf between Australia’s immigration policies and social policy 
frameworks for migrant integration in the course of Australia’s transi-
tion from a permanent to a temporary migration paradigm. It does so 
through an analysis of interviews with migrants, government officials 
at federal and local levels, and migrant service providers. It argues 
that the system by which temporary migration has been governed in 
Australia has enabled the Australian state to strategically divest itself 
of responsibility for the social welfare of temporary migrants and the 
long-term outcomes of temporary migration policies. Specifically, this 
has been achieved through the construction of temporary migrants as 
disposable, risk-bearing subjects, the exclusion of temporary migrants 
from social policy frameworks for migrant integration, and the elision 
of long-term social outcomes of migration policies through a focus on 
short-term economic outcomes. It concludes by pointing to changes 
required for instituting a temporal re-orientation of government poli-
cies from short-term economic outcomes towards the long-term social 
outcomes of migration.  

Elsa Koleth

Unsettling the Settler State: 
The State and Social Outcomes 

of Temporary Migration in  
Australia1

1 The author is grateful to the anonymous reviewers of the article for their feedback. 



 Temporary migration has been central to the Australian government’s 
strategy to respond to the demands of a globalised Australian economy by 
building a flexible and efficient migration system (Ruddock 2000; Pezzullo 
2014). This article examines how the Australian state has organised its rela-
tionship to the social outcomes of temporary migration policies, specifically 
the creation of temporary migrants as precarious subjects in the nation, in the 
context of evolving connections between temporary and permanent migration. 
It argues that the disarticulation of Australia’s temporary migration policies 
from national social policy frameworks for multiculturalism and settlement 
over the last two decades has enabled the Australian state to divest itself of re-
sponsibility for the social outcomes of the immigration policies it has enacted.

Methods
This article draws on data from a research project on the impact of temporary 
migration on national belonging in Australia, involving 60 in-depth, semi-
structured interviews conducted from April 2012 to May 2014.2  Interviews 
were conducted with 35 Indian migrants living in Sydney, including long-term 
settlers who arrived in Australia prior to the year 2000, primarily as perma-
nent skilled migrants, as well as those arriving on temporary student visas or 
temporary skilled work visas after the year 2000. Temporary migration has 
been central to facilitating a dramatic increase in India-born residents in Aus-
tralia over the past two decades and recent Indian migration has in turn been 
central in driving the growth of temporary migration to Australia, primarily 
in the international student and 457 skilled temporary work visa categories 
(Productivity Commission 2016, 121; Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
2016). Interviews were also conducted with government officials (including 
ten interviews with federal policy officials, as well as two interviews with 
local government officials in two local government areas in Sydney with the 
highest number of India-born residents at the 2011 census, referred to here 
as LGA 1 and LGA 2), four local service providers in LGA 1 and LGA 2 and 
eight key informants.3  

Background
Temporary migration to Australia grew dramatically from the late 1990s to 
exceed permanent migration as the main contributor to net overseas migra-
tion, with the largest growth occurring in the international student, temporary 
skilled worker (subclass 457) and working holiday visa streams (Productivity 
Commission 2016, 27-28, 68). The vast majority of temporary migrants are 
conferred with work rights, resulting in the entrenchment of temporary mi-
grants across the entire skills spectrum of Australia’s labour market spectrum 
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involved an empirical case study on Indian migrants living in Sydney. 
3  To protect the anonymity of participants the names of government departments and specific roles 
of policy officers have been kept confidential. To protect the anonymity of participating organisations 
and to conform with ethics requirements the two Local Government Areas are not named.



(Senate Education and Employment References Committee 2016, 15, 29). Of 
the 1, 960, 380 temporary entrants in Australia on 30 September 2016, the 
largest groups (excluding New Zealanders, visitors and bridging visa holders) 
were international students, temporary skilled workers on a subclass 457 visa, 
and working holiday makers (Department of Immigration and Border Protec-
tion (DIBP) 2016, 3). 
 Recent temporary migration in Australia has resulted in the emergence of 
two-step and multi-step migration entailing transitions between temporary and 
permanent visas, and between various temporary visas (Productivity Commis-
sion 2016, 414-418). By 2013-14 over half of Australia’s permanent migration 
intake was drawn from the ranks of temporary visa holders who were already 
in Australia, with permanent skilled migration visas granted to temporary visa 
holders increasing from 37 percent in 2004-05 to about 59 percent in 2013-14 
(Productivity Commission 2015, 329). While international students were the 
primary source of permanent skilled migrants until the mid-2000s, from 2007-
08 the 457 visa became the most common pathway to permanent residence.4 
At the same time over half of 457 visas were granted to student visa holders, 
working holiday makers and other 457 visa holders (Migration Council Aus-
tralia (MCA) 2014, 12; see also DIBP 2014, 49, 54). 
 On average, migrants who transition through multiple temporary visas be-
fore obtaining permanent residency are granted just over three visas and spend 
roughly six years in temporary status, but international students are likely to 
transition through more temporary visas and spend longer in temporary sta-
tus than 457 visa holders, who have had a more direct pathway to permanent 
residency (Productivity Commission 2016, 417, 419). The proliferation of het-
erogeneous migration pathways has been a defining feature of Australia’s tem-
porary migration paradigm. The Australian Government’s April 2017 decision 
to replace the 457 temporary skilled work visa with two new temporary skilled 
work visa streams under the Temporary Skill Shortage Visa program, one with 
access to permanent residency and one without, further complicates pathways 
between temporary and permanent status (Turnbull and Dutton 2017). The na-
ture of migration pathways, including the conditionalities that attach to par-
ticular visa streams, number of temporary visas held by migrants and access to 
permanent residency, all impact upon social outcomes for migrants. 
 Critics have argued that links between temporary and permanent migration 
have been poorly managed, particularly with regards to growing disparities be-
tween the numbers of temporary migrants who have entered through largely un-
capped temporary migration streams and the number of places available in the 
annual, capped permanent Migration Program, and the attendant prospects of mi-
grants remaining indefinitely in temporary status (Mares 2013; MCA 2015b, 12). 
 A key social outcome of Australia’s immigration policies is that tempo-
rary migrants have been rendered precarious by lack of security of presence, 
lack of access to benefits and services that are available to permanent residents 
or citizens, and heightened vulnerability to abuse and exploitation resulting 
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from their status as non-permanent, non-citizens in the country (Goldring and 
Landolt 2013, 3). Vulnerability to exploitation by employers, intermediary 
agents, education providers and other actors has emerged as a common issue 
across most temporary visa categories in Australia (see, for example, Biao 
2007; Nyland et al. 2009; Bertone 2013, 179; Velayutham 2013; Boese et al. 
2013; Robertson 2015; Berg 2016; Tham et al. 2016). Immigration policy 
settings, such as the increased emphasis on employer-sponsorship in the per-
manent skilled migration program, can condition pathways between visas in 
ways that exacerbate migrant precarity by increasing dependence on employ-
ers (Productivity Commission 2015, 382-3). 
 At the same time, with limited exceptions, temporary migrants are largely 
excluded from receiving settlement assistance, government services or social 
security benefits that are available to permanent visa holders (Deumert et al. 
2005, 330; MCA 2013, 27, 30; Boucher and Carney 2014, 200-201; Produc-
tivity Commission 2016, 79).5 As a result, Bertone has argued that “[w]ith no 
security of employment or access to democratic institutions or safety nets, 
temporary immigrants can at best only be spectators of the Australian multi-
cultural project” (Bertone 2013, 179). 

“‘Temporary’ is a word which makes them insecure…”: impacts on migrants
Interviews conducted with Indian migrants revealed that for long-term settlers 
who arrived in Australia as skilled permanent residents in the early 1990s hav-
ing permanent status allowed them time to find employment, adapt and settle, 
and enabled them to access state support, such as, job-seeking assistance, wel-
fare assistance, public healthcare, and English classes. The multicultural and 
settlement support infrastructure developed in Australia from the late 1970s 
was crucial in providing these new migrants with a degree of stability in deal-
ing with the early challenges of settlement and integration, particularly prior 
to securing employment. In contrast, the migration experience of recent tem-
porary migrants was temporally fraught and marked by pronounced instabil-
ity. As a migrant resource centre worker explained, the uncertainty attaching 
to temporary status had a deleterious psychosocial impact on migrants:  

“Temporary” is a word which makes them insecure, because they 
don’t know if it will come through. They live for so many years and 
still they have to go back… it puts a lot of pressure and stress... 6  

 
 The degree of precarity faced by temporary migrants is strongly condi-
tioned by a range of factors including, the visa they hold and the conditions 
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with low English proficiency living in rural/regional locations” as target groups in the Settlement 
Grants Program (Department of Social Services (DSS) 2014, 3); and the extension of the Adult 
Migration English Program to select skilled temporary visa holders in regional areas (Department of 
Education and Training (DET) 2016).
6 Interview with migrant resource centre staff, LGA 2, 30 April 2013.



that attach to it, their occupational background, their human capital creden-
tials, the nature of their migration pathway (in terms of number of visas held 
and nature of visas held), as well as the point on their migration pathway at 
which they are situated. Recent temporary migrants who faced the greatest 
precarity were those for whom the insecurity of temporary status was com-
bined with a lack of employment or engagement in low-skilled, casual labour, 
lack of strong English language proficiency, and dependent family members 
to support. As one former international student explained, such migrants faced 
the prospect of ongoing precarity, even after transitioning to permanent status 
(see also Hawthorne and To 2014): 

…working in a student life, while you’re working in a gas station, 
then definitely, you’re going through the wages exploitation and all. 
[…] Because you have to pay your rent, you have to pay your ex-
penses… to keep that circle going you have to take that exploitation. 
But I think that will be stupidity once you get your PR …You have to 
come out from circle. Then you can be a successful person, but some 
people they become stuck… if you’ve done study for 2 years, in IT or 
medicine or science, and after finishing study you’re working 2 years 
in the gas station, the whole education is gone, because you don’t 
have any experience […] they have a lack of English, or have a lack 
of experience, or they got distracted from careers and they’re stuck, 
those who got married, had kids. They’re stuck.7 

“Unintended consequences”: immigration policies and social outcomes
Interviews with federal government officials and key informants suggested some 
of the major policy and social outcomes related to temporary migration, such 
as the development of a large pool of international students seeking to attain 
permanent residency from the mid-2000s, or a crisis in international education 
following protests by Indian international students in 2009 highlighting a range 
of issues facing international students, were “unintended,” “underestimated,” or 
unanticipated consequences of Australia’s immigration policies.8 At a time when 
ample evidence exists globally about the consequences of temporary migra-
tion programs the claim that social outcomes of Australia’s immigration poli-
cies are ‘unanticipated’ or ‘unintended consequences’ warrants closer scru-
tiny. For example, as far back as 1987 a report to the Committee to Advise 
on Australia’s Immigration Policies outlined potential social and economic 
outcomes of temporary labour migration that continue to be highly relevant 
today (Castles 1987). Issues raised in this report included: “That [temporary 
migration] would create a dual migration system, with a division between first 
and second class migrants, whose rights vary considerably”; “In the long run, 
it would be very difficult to keep workers on a temporary footing…”; and, it 
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“…is likely to lead to permanent settlement of an unplanned and uncontrolled 
kind, leading to high social costs in the long run…”.
 In keeping with the “migration management” paradigm that has dominated 
the governance of migration since the 1990s the discourse of ‘unintended’ or 
‘unanticipated’ consequences serves to depoliticise the policy conditions under 
which such social outcomes have transpired (Geiger 2013, 27-28). Sharma takes 
the idea of depoliticisation further in her analysis of the ‘temporary foreign 
worker’ category in Canada, arguing that rendering “unpolitical” the conditions 
and outcomes of temporary migration policies serves an  ideological nationalist 
function of naturalising and legitimising the differential inclusion of temporary 
migrants in the national space (2006, 38,  54). The discourse of ‘unintended 
consequences’ obfuscates the system of governmentality that enables the Aus-
tralian state to render temporary migration unpolitical by divesting itself of re-
sponsibility for the social outcomes of its immigration policies. 
 Governmentality is understood here in a Foucaultian sense as the “science 
of government” in which an “ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, 
analyses and reflections… calculations and tactics…” is deployed in govern-
ing the population to serve the biopolitical aims of the state (Foucault 1991, 
100, 102). The concept of governmentality enables an analysis of “governance 
as a practice” that “pays attention to the social organisation of a certain way 
of thinking and acting directed at variously making, regulating, or concealing 
the rule of some over others” (Sharma 2006, 54). 
 The governmentality of temporary migration in Australia is structured 
by transnational assemblages of state, non-state, private and corporate actors 
that reflect the commercialisation of migration globally (Goldring and Landolt 
2013, 14-20; Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 195; Ong 2003, xix; Berg and Tam-
agno 2013, 196).9 Non-state actors include employers, education providers and 
functionaries of the global migration industry, namely, private intermediaries 
such as labour recruitment, education and migration agents who have become 
central to facilitating migrant flows. Within this governmental system tempo-
rary migrants are constructed under a contractualist logic as transient, non-
citizen, consumer-worker subjects who voluntarily bear the costs and risks 
involved in the migration process and have no claims on the state (Boucher 
and Carney 2014, 210-211; Robertson 2015, 940-941, 943-944). The tempo-
rary migrant epitomises the commodified, instrumentalised and de-personified 
subject of “‘post-social’ government” (Walsh 2011, 867, 872, 875). Indeed, 
interviews revealed that recent Indian migrants who found themselves thus 
interpellated largely internalised this risk-bearing subjectivity, and relied on 
transnational and local family, peer or religious community networks for sup-
port.  However, as Sharma notes, “…in the process, nation states and capital 
are given a free pass” (Sharma 2012b). That is, the construction of temporary 
migrants as entirely risk-bearing subjects allows the Australian state to divest 
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itself of responsibility for the welfare of temporary migrants by rationalising 
their exclusion from national social policy frameworks. 
 At the same time limited welfare and settlement, as well as migrant selec-
tion and monitoring functions have been devolved to non-state actors such 
as education providers, employers and intermediary agents under a model 
of “graduated sovereignty” (Ong 2006, 95-96). For example, the transfer of 
functions related to the assessment of student visa applicants “away from the 
Immigration Department and into the hands of the education providers them-
selves” under streamlined student visa processing arrangements operation-
alises a notion of “shared responsibility” that shifts emphasis to employers, 
industry and education providers to help manage and maintain the “integrity” 
of temporary migration programs.10  With respect to social services, education 
providers have legislative obligations to provide limited care to international 
students under the Education Services for Overseas Students Act 2000 (Cth).11   
Among recent migrant participants who held a 457 temporary work visa some 
nurses had purchased services associated with relocation and settlement from 
labour and migration agents, while some who worked in the IT industry re-
ceived limited initial assistance from employers. However, such non-state ac-
tors cannot replace the social welfare functions of the state because they are 
engaged in commercial transactions with migrants rather than social or civic 
relationships.12 As such, services provided to temporary migrants are limited 
by the commercial interests of non-state actors, who may have little or no 
incentive to cater to the ongoing social welfare of migrants.13 

“A historic change…”: social policy and temporary migration
In interviews conducted in 2014 federal government officials indicated that 
government ministers were yet to consider temporary migration in the context 
of multicultural policy. Unsurprisingly, then, Australia’s 2011 national mul-
ticultural policy statement failed to reference temporary migrants, while the 
present national multicultural policy, released in March 2017, fails to recog-
nise the challenges facing temporary migrants in Australia (Australian Gov-
ernment 2011; Australian Government 2017). A key informant also indicated 
that in negotiations over the development of a National Settlement Framework 
the federal government “was quite adamant that the settlement plan will not 
include temporary migrants.” 14 A federal parliamentary inquiry into multicul-
turalism in 2013 fell short of making explicit recommendations about tempo-
rary migrants in multicultural and settlement policy frameworks (Joint Stand-
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12 Interview with the former chairman of the Committee of Inquiry into the Temporary Entry of 
Business People and Highly Skilled Specialists, 28 February 2013.
13 Interviews with: former international student and student representative, 11 and 26 May, 2012; 
manager of international students, TAFE NSW, 15 April 2013.
14 Interview with the chairman of the NSW Community Relations Commission, 7 May 2013. 



ing Committee on Migration 2013). An independent inquiry into Australia’s 
Access and Equity framework in 2012 referred to temporary migrants as a 
growing and significant part of culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) 
communities, but stopped short of “advocating for additional entitlements or 
financial support” for temporary migrants (Access and Equity Inquiry Panel 
2012, 6). The silence of Australia’s national multicultural policy statement 
and settlement framework on the social issues facing temporary migrants sug-
gests that the growth of Australia’s temporary migration programs occurred 
largely without commensurate social policy inputs ensuring that federal mi-
grant integration frameworks have remained largely stuck in a permanent mi-
gration paradigm in the face of transformations in the migration system (MCA 
2013a, 5, 67). 
 In addition, changes to machinery of government arrangements at the fed-
eral level saw the removal of multicultural and settlement affairs from the 
Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP) (referred to in this 
article as ‘Immigration Department’) and its relocation to the Department of 
Social Services (DSS) (DIBP 2014, 10)  in April 2014. Federal government 
officials reflected on the implications of this change for the disarticulation of 
immigration policies from their social outcomes:

…before we saw [migration] as a whole journey so you have the 
temps coming to permanent and then settling, and then taking citi-
zenship. By taking out settlement you make this [the immigration] 
Department more of a processing department and by separating them 
you really lose that connect between the decisions that are made here 
and the final outcomes … Migration is not just granting a visa. It’s 
actually building someone’s life and building a nation through them. 
It just doesn’t end when they enter here. So therefore having those re-
sponsibilities in one portfolio agency was a fantastic thing […] This 
was a historic change… ever since the Department was established 
sixty-six years ago… multicultural affairs and citizenship and migra-
tion, they were always together. It was seen as one process, one life-
cycle-of-migration process… having visa processing and citizenship 
here but settlement gone is a big move.15  

 
The fragmentation of immigration policies from social policies that deal with 
migrant integration suggests a key shift in the governmentality of immigra-
tion in Australia. This shift compounds a temporal dissonance between the 
short-term economistic interests that drive temporary migration policies and 
long term nation-building aims that have driven immigration, multicultural 
and settlement policies in the past (Collins 2013, 168; Bertone 2013, 180).  A 
federal government official explained that, as the majority of officers in the 
Immigration Department are “focused on the short to medium term” outcomes 
concerning “point of entry, managing the program, checking for compliance, 
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meeting the program targets each year and fine tuning it so people don’t slip 
through the system,” the social welfare of temporary migrants has “been one 
of those grey areas” wherein “[b]ecause they’re temporary no one’s really tak-
ing notice of their issues, once they’re here.”16 
 A key result of the alienation of temporary migration policies from frame-
works that attend to long-term social outcomes was that during the decade 
or more of rapid growth in temporary migration, apart from data on migrant 
stocks, flows and visa grants, there was little publicly available statistical data 
on temporary migrant trajectories, including, histories of visa transitions, time 
spent in temporary status, and medium to long-term socio-economic outcomes 
for temporary migrants (MCA 2015a, 2). Key obstacles to the production of 
such data cited in interviews with federal government officials included, the 
challenges of obtaining locational data for temporary migrants, the complex-
ity of arriving at accurate data on visa histories, and the Immigration De-
partment’s unsuccessful attempts to lobby the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) to insert questions regarding immigration status into the 2006 and 2011 
national censuses. More importantly, it was suggested that there had been 
limited interest within the Immigration Department in collating such data due 
to a lack of high level leadership in drawing connections between temporary 
migration and broader social outcomes, despite the necessity of such data “for 
strategic thinking”, “anticipating future trends” and developing and evaluat-
ing immigration policies.17 

 Statistics comprise a deeply political technology of governmentality in 
the exercise of biopower (Foucault 1978, 140; Foucault 1991, 99). In the Ca-
nadian context, Sharma has argued that the exclusion of temporary foreign 
workers from annual migration statistics and failure to make data on tempo-
rary migrants workers publicly available ideologically cast them as existing 
outside of Canadian society and precluded “comprehensive demographic and 
socio-economic analysis of their impact on Canadian society” (Sharma 2006, 
135; see also Sharma 2012a, 40). Similarly, it could be argued that the absence 
of statistics on the trajectories of temporary migrants has in biopolitical terms 
externalised them from Australia’s national social policy frameworks, and 
enabled the Australian government to limit its concern with the longer-term 
social outcomes of its temporary migration policies. While the Immigration 
Department has more recently undertaken to collate data on visa pathways of 
temporary migrants, much of this data is yet to be made public.18  

“A missing piece of the puzzle”: local level impacts 
Interviews with local government officials and service providers in the two 
local government areas considered in this study revealed that the externalisa-
tion of temporary migrants from social policy frameworks at the federal level 
materialised at the local level by constraining the capacity of local agencies 
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to respond to temporary migrants and changes in local communities related 
to immigration (Productivity Commission 2015, 35). As a threshold issue, the 
presence of residents on temporary visas in local areas was “not tracked” in 
existing data collection frameworks with the result that temporary migrants 
were, as a local government official explained, “a missing piece of the puzzle” 
and their issues were “a little lost.”19 As this local government official ex-
plained, lack of data on temporary migrants centrally affected the ability of 
local communities to respond to changes resulting from immigration: “The 
problem is, as a social planner if it’s not counted… try and go there and you’re 
going to fail, because you can’t form an evidence base of need...” The Aus-
tralian Local Government Association (ALGA) has also indicated that “local 
governments face real capacity constraints” that limit their ability to “sustain-
ably manage population mobility”, so that, “where local governments have 
a larger number of temporary residents… that are not captured in the census 
statistics, local governments have argued that they are receiving insufficient 
funding” (ALGA 2014, 3, 4).
 At the same time, in interviews, staff from migrant resource centres indicat-
ed that they had experienced an increase in requests for assistance from Indian 
temporary visa holders.20 However, the structural exclusion of most temporary 
migrants from settlement and other services resulted in temporary migrants fall-
ing through the gaps of existing service provision infrastructure.21  A migrant 
resource centre worker who received requests for assistance from many Indi-
an international students during the international student crisis suggested that 
funding constraints served to conceal the extent of issues faced by temporary 
migrants: 

It’s not being addressed at all I think because it’s not within our 
funding … So we can’t work for them and whatever I have worked 
is very minimal… there is a lot more need there for temporary mi-
gration… the Indian lot doesn’t have any choice… they just live in 
that temporary state with a lot of difficulties. We’re quite tied down, 
we refer them what we can.22 

Service providers employed various strategies in the face of structural con-
straints. In the first instance migrant resource centre staff adopted expansive 
approaches to service delivery that exceeded the limitations of government 
funding structures by drawing on a conception of “community” that “means 
any person who knocks at the door should get the help,”23 or an empathic 
sense of humanity: “…as a human when somebody’s in distress you don’t 
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say no to them… you work for them even when you’re not supposed to.”24 

Migrant resource centres also ran programs that did not exclude on the basis 
of immigration status, such as family support groups and housing information 
sessions. In some instances temporary migrants were referred to charitable 
organisations like St Vincent de Paul and the Salvation Army.  Where resource 
constraints proved insurmountable migrant resource centre staff refused assis-
tance to temporary migrants: “…there is a big need there. I know if I start that 
I won’t have time to do what I’m funded for…”25  Frontline workers found 
themselves in an invidious position in navigating the gap between governmen-
tal structures and the needs of temporary migrants: “I feel that time helpless… 
we have some boundaries under which we have to work. We see the people, I 
want to help… but we are not allowed to make relationships…”26 
 Local organisations that worked outside the Immigration Department’s 
settlement funding frameworks militated against the externalisation of tempo-
rary migrants by subscribing to ethical frameworks of universal access. For a 
women’s health service this meant: “… even if they don’t have an immigra-
tion status, we will accept them into the centre. We don’t believe in discrimi-
nating against women at all. If they need a service they need a service.”27  A 
participant from a community legal service stated: 

We are there to help human beings! We are not a funded organisation 
so nobody has placed any restrictions on us, so we are free to do what 
we want. […] Both in geography, both in categories and so on… if we 
are funded I suppose they’re going to tell us who we can look after, 
who we cannot look after.28 

Local government officials in community development also echoed the impor-
tance of freedom from federal government funding structures for ameliorating 
the effects of social exclusion: “we’re not constrained in a sense by someone 
saying, ‘we’ll fund you but we won’t fund people who are here on a temporary 
visa’ … So we’ve got that flexibility, we can work with people who don’t fit 
into any other box.”29 
 The emergence of ideas of universal access and “active citizenship,” 
which was championed by local government officials as a critical counterpoint 
to exclusive ideas of national citizenship,30 evinces “geographies of conflict-
ing scalar priorities” between local level actors and federal government poli-
cies that police the borders of the nation (Varsanyi 2008, 888, 892). Federal 
government officials indicated that the Immigration Department had a “very 
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24 Interview with migrant resource centre staff, LGA 2, 30 April 2013.
25 Ibid.
26 Interview with local service provider, 15 May 2013.
27 Interview with local service provider, 26 March 2013.
28 Interview with director of community legal centre, 23 March 2013.
29 Interview with local government official, LGA 1, 23 April 2013.
30 Interview with local government official, LGA 1, 23 April 2013.



active engagement space” for consultation, including within the Department, 
across other federal government agencies, state and territory governments, 
local governments as well as a range of non-government stakeholders, which 
informed planning and policy development.31 However, participants at both 
the state and local government levels expressed a view that there was a need 
for more substantive coordination and consultation between the federal gov-
ernment and state and local governments with regards to the impacts of im-
migration policies and migrant integration.32 
 The emergent gaps between Australia’s temporary migration policies, ex-
isting social policy frameworks to assist in migrant integration and the social 
outcomes of policies highlight several key priorities for reform. 
 Firstly, governmental statistical frameworks need to capture temporary 
migrant mobilities and trajectories to better inform policy development and 
planning at all levels of government, as well as to inform much needed re-
search into the short, medium and long-term impacts of temporary migration 
(Productivity Commission 2015, 13; Senate Education and Employment Ref-
erences Committee 2016, ix, 33; Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils 
of Australia (FECCA) 2016, 5). In light of the heterogeneous nature of tem-
porary migration streams, pathways and experiences in Australia’s migration 
system there is a need for greater understanding of the specificity of outcomes 
attaching to specific visa streams and migration pathways. 
 Secondly, national multicultural, settlement, and welfare policy frame-
works are yet to capture the social reality that temporary migration status is a 
new vector of differentiation in Australia. The differential inclusion of tempo-
rary migrants produces new kinds of social stratifications and precarious mi-
grant subjects who are “at risk of being permanently excluded from the com-
munity of the nation and denied the benefits and rights of citizenship” (Senate 
Education and Employment References Committee 2016, 31). There are signs 
that bureaucrats at the federal level are cognisant of this issue, particularly 
in light of mooted overhauls of temporary skilled work visas and citizenship 
policies that further restrict or quarantine access to permanent residency and 
citizenship (DSS 2016, 19; Massola 2016; FECCA 2017). A range of organisa-
tions have advocated the extension of multicultural and settlement services, 
and benefits, such as access to Medicare, to vulnerable temporary migrants in 
order to ameliorate the potentially long-term adverse effects of precarity and 
lack of access to services and benefits, and to improve the integration and par-
ticipation of temporary migrants in Australian society (Boucher and Carney 
2014, 210-212). These organisations include the Settlement Council of Aus-
tralia (2015, 3), Australian Multicultural Council (2015, 2), NSW Community 
Relations Commission (2011, 8, 23), Migration Council Australia (2013a, 6) 
and the Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils of Australia (2011, 45). 
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31 Interviews with federal government officials, several, March and April 2014.
  Interviews with: local government officials, LGA 1, 23 April 2013, LGA 2, 8 May 2013; chairman of 
the NSW Community Relations Commission, 7 May 2013.   
32 Interview with migrant resource centre staff, LGA 1, 10 April 2013.



 Thirdly, there is a need to address scalar tensions and jurisdictional gaps 
in attending to the social impacts of temporary migration. In particular, more 
effective consultation and coordination is required between the federal govern-
ment and local and state governments that are on the coalface of responding to 
social changes related to migration (Productivity Commission 2015, 226).

Conclusion
Australia’s much vaunted ‘success’ as a multicultural immigrant nation has 
been built on a settlement model that did not “leave things to chance” but sup-
ported migrants to “get to a baseline.”33 In contrast, the recent expansion of 
temporary migration has been a a policy experiment in which social outcomes 
have largely been left to chance. The ideological reduction of temporary mi-
grants to their economic value as transient, disposable subjects, and their ex-
ternalisation from social policy frameworks for migrant integration was char-
acterised by one key informant as the result of “absolutely crass economics” 
because “it does completely ignore the reality that we are dealing with human 
beings.”34  Australia’s continued success as an immigrant nation requires a re-
articulation of the connections between immigration policies concerning tem-
porary migration, and social outcomes related to integration and settlement, 
particularly through a re-orientation from the short-term economic outcomes 
of migration policies to their longer-term social implications for migrants and 
communities. Prioritising social outcomes assumes greater urgency as immi-
gration policies increasingly differentiate migrants on the basis of visa sta-
tus and make access to permanent residency and citizenship more restrictive. 
Responses to the present and future social challenges of Australia’s rapidly 
evolving ‘flexible’ migration system should be accompanied by an ongoing 
critical examination of how immigration and social policies operate as ideo-
logical instruments to inform the construction of the nation and its borders in 
the present era of global mobility.  
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33 Interview with federal government officials, 31 March 2014.
34 Interview with chairman of the NSW Community Relations Commission, 7 May 2013.



References
Access and Equity Inquiry Panel. 2012.  Access and Equity for a Multicultural 
Australia. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). 2016. “3412.0 – Migration, Australia, 2014-
15.”  www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3412.0 (accessed 24 July 2016).

Australian Government. 2011. The People of Australia: Australia’s Multicul-
tural Policy. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

———2017. Multicultural Australia – United, Strong, Successful. Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia.

Australian Local Government Association (ALGA). 2014. Submission to the 
Productivity Commission Inquiry into Geographic Labour Mobility. alga.
asn.au/site/misc/alga/downloads/submissions/2014/ALGA_Submission_on_
Draft_Report.pdf (accessed 24 July 2016).

Australian Multicultural Council (AMC). 2015. Public Inquiry: Migrant In-
take into Australia Australian Multicultural Council Submission – 3 June 
2015. www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/10_2015/australian_mul-
ticultural_council_submission_on_migrant_intake_into_australia.pdf (Ac-
cessed 24 July 2016). 

Berg, Ulla and Carla Tamagno. 2013. “Migration Brokers and Document Fix-
ers, The Making of Migrant Subjects in Urban Peru.” In Thomas Gammelt-
oft-Hansen and Ninna Nyberg-Sorensen. eds. The Migration Industry and the 
Commercialisation of International Migration, 190-214.

Berg, Laurie. 2016. Migrant Rights at Work: Law’s Precariousness at the In-
tersection of Immigration and Labour. London and New York: Routledge.

Bertone, Santina. 2013 “Precarious Bystanders: Temporary Migrants and 
Multiculturalism.” In Andrew Jakubowicz and Christina Ho  eds. ‘For Those 
Who’ve Come Across the Seas’ Australian Multicultural Theory, Policy and 
Practice. North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly Publishing, 171-182.

Biao, Xiang. 2007. “Global “Body Shopping”, An Indian Labor System in the In-
formation Technology Industry.” Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press.

Boese, Martina, Iain Campbell, Winsome Roberts and Joo-Cheong Tham. 
2013. “Temporary Migrant Nurses in Australia: Sites and Sources of Precari-
ousness.” The Economic and Labour Relations Review 24: 316-339.

46

Migration, Mobility & Displacement,  Summer, 2017

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/3412.0
http://alga.asn.au/site/misc/alga/downloads/submissions/2014/ALGA_Submission_on_Draft_Report.pdf
http://alga.asn.au/site/misc/alga/downloads/submissions/2014/ALGA_Submission_on_Draft_Report.pdf
http://alga.asn.au/site/misc/alga/downloads/submissions/2014/ALGA_Submission_on_Draft_Report.pdf
http://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/10_2015/australian_multicultural_council_submission_on_migrant_intake_into_australia.pdf
http://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/10_2015/australian_multicultural_council_submission_on_migrant_intake_into_australia.pdf


Boucher, Anna and Terry Carney. 2014. “Social Security for Migrant Workers 
and their Families in Australia.” In Roger Blanpain, ed. Social Security and 
Migrant Workers: Selected Studies of Cross-Border Social Security Mecha-
nisms, The Netherlands: Kluwer Law International, 187-214.

Castles, Stephen. 1987. “Temporary Migrant Workers: Economic and Social 
Aspects, Occasional Paper 9, Centre for Multicultural Studies.” Wollongong, 
NSW: The University of Wollongong.

Collins, Jock. 2013. “Rethinking Australian Immigration and Immigrant Set-
tlement Policy.” Journal of Intercultural Studies 34(2): 160-177.

Community Relations Commission for a Multicultural NSW (NSW Commu-
nity Relations Commission). 2011. Submission to the Parliament of Australia 
Joint Standing Committee on Migration, Inquiry into Multiculturalism in Aus-
tralia. Submission no. 385. www.aphref.aph.gov.au-house-committee-mig-
multiculturalism-subs-sub385.pdf (Accessed 24 July 2016). 

Department of Education and Training (DET). 2016. Eligible Temporary Vi-
sas for AMEP.  www.education.gov.au/eligible-temporary-visas-amep  (ac-
cessed 19 May 2016).

Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP). 2014. “Australia’s 
Migration Trends 2013-14.” Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

———2016. “Temporary Entrants and New Zealand Citizens in Australia As 
at 30 September 2016.” Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

Department of Social Services (DSS). 2014. “Settlement Arrivals Informa-
tion, Settlement Grants Funding Round 2014-15, New South Wales & Austra-
lian Capital Territory.” Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

———2016. “Minute, DIBP-DSS Bilateral Meeting.” November 2016. Can-
berra: DSS. 

Deumert, Ana, Simon Marginson, Chris Nyland, Gaby Ramia and Erlenawati 
Sawir. 2005. “Global Migration and Social Protection Rights: The Social and 
Economic Security of Cross-Border Students in Australia.” Global Social 
Policy, 5(3): 329-352.

Federation of Ethnic Communities Councils (FECCA). 2011. “Here to Stay: Aus-
tralia’s Multicultural Reality: Submission to the Joint Parliamentary Committee 
on Migration Inquiry into Multiculturalism.” www.fecca.org.au/images/stories/
documents/Submissions/2011/submissions_2011034.pdf (accessed 24 July 2016). 

Koleth: Unsettling the Settler State

47

http://www.aphref.aph.gov.au-house-committee-mig-multiculturalism-subs-sub385.pdf
http://www.aphref.aph.gov.au-house-committee-mig-multiculturalism-subs-sub385.pdf
http://www.education.gov.au/eligible-temporary-visas-amep  
http://www.fecca.org.au/images/stories/documents/Submissions/2011/submissions_2011034.pdf
http://www.fecca.org.au/images/stories/documents/Submissions/2011/submissions_2011034.pdf


———2016. Governing for all Australians: A Policy Platform to Respond 
to Australia’s Cultural and Linguistic Diversity. fecca.org.au/wp-content/up-
loads/2016/06/FECCA-2016-election-priorities.pdf (accessed 24 July 2016). 

Foucault, Michel. 1978. The History of Sexuality. Volume 1. Translated by 
Robert Hurley, 135-159. New York: Pantheon Books. 

———1991. “Governmentality.” In Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Pe-
ter Miller. eds. The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality : with Two 
Lectures by and an Interview with Michel Foucault, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 87-104.

Geiger, Martin. 2013. “The Transformation of Migration Politics; From Mi-
gration Control to Disciplining Mobility.” In Martin Geiger and Antoine 
Pecoud, eds. Disciplining the Transnational Mobility of People, Basingstoke: 
Palgraveed, 15-40.  

Goldring, Luin and Patricia Landolt. 2013. “The Conditionality of Legal Status and 
Rights: Conceptualizing Precarious Non-citizenship in Canada.” In Luin Goldring 
and Patricia Landolt eds. Producing and Negotiating Non-Citizenship Precarious Le-
gal Status in Canada, Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 3-27.

Hawthorne, Lesleyanne, and Anna To. 2014. “Australian Employer Response 
to the Study-Migration Pathway: The Quantitative Evidence 2007–2011.” In-
ternational Migration 52(3): 99–115.

Hugo, Graeme. 2006. “Globalization and Changes in Australian International 
Migration.” Journal of Population Research 23(2) September: 107-134.

Joint Standing Committee on Migration. 2013. Inquiry into Migration and 
Multiculturalism, Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

Jupp, James. 2007. From White Australia to Woomera. 2nd ed. Port Mel-
bourne, Vic: Cambridge University Press.

Mares, Peter. 2012. “Temporary Migration and its Implications for Australia.” 
Papers on Parliament: 57. Canberra: Parliament of Australia. 

———2013. “Temporary Migration is a Permanent Thing.” Inside Story. 29 March. 
insidestory.org.au/temporary-migration-is-a-permanent-thing (accessed 13 May 2013).

Massola, James. 2016. “Visa Overhaul ‘to Hurt Social Cohesion,’” The Syd-
ney Morning Herald, 1 December 2016, 6.

48

Migration, Mobility & Displacement,  Summer, 2017

http://fecca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/FECCA-2016-election-priorities.pdf
http://fecca.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/FECCA-2016-election-priorities.pdf
http://insidestory.org.au/temporary-migration-is-a-permanent-thing 


Mezzadra, Sandro and Brett Neilson. 2013. Border as Method, or, the Multi-
plication of Labor.  Durham and London: Duke University Press.

Migration Council Australia (MCA). 2013. “More than Temporary: Austra-
lia’s 457 Visa Program.” Canberra: MCA. 

———2014. “Submission: Reviewing the Skilled Migration and 400 Series 
Visa Programmes.” migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/
Sub_2014_Oct.pdf (accessed 24 July 2016).

———2015a. “Submission to Senate Education and Employment References 
Committee on The impact of Australia’s Temporary Work Visa Programs on 
the Australian Labour Market and on the Temporary Work Visa Holders.” mi-
grationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Sub_2015_May.pdf (ac-
cessed 24 July 2016).

———2015b. “Submission to Productivity Commission’s Inquiry into 
Australia’s Migration Intake.” migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/up-
loads/2016/06/Sub_2015_June_PC.pdf (accessed 24 July 2016).

Nyland, Chris, Helen Forbes-Mewett, Simon Marginson, Gaby Ramia, Erlenawa-
ti Sawir and Sharon Smith. 2009.  “International student-workers in Australia: a 
New Vulnerable Workforce.” Journal of Education and Work. 22(1): 1-14.

Ong, Aihwa. 2003. Buddha is Hiding: Refugees, Citizenship, the New Ameri-
ca. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press. 

———2006. Neoliberalism as Exception: Mutations in Citizenship and Sov-
ereignty. Durham: Duke University Press.

Pezzullo, Michael. 2014. “Sovereignty in an Age of Global Interdependency: 
the Role of Borders.” 4 December. Canberra: Department of Immigration and 
Border Protection.www.border.gov.au/newsandmedia/Documents/sovereign-
ty-age-interdependency-04122014.pdf (accessed 24 July 2016).

Productivity Commission. 2015. “Migrant Intake into Australia: Productivity Com-
mission Draft Report, November 2015.” Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

———2016. “Migrant Intake into Australia: Productivity Commission In-
quiry Report, No. 77, 13 April 2016.” Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

Robertson, Shanthi. 2015. “Contractualization, Depoliticization and the Lim-
its of Solidarity: Noncitizens in Contemporary Australia.” Citizenship Stud-
ies, 19(8): 936-950.

Koleth: Unsettling the Settler State

49

http://migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Sub_2014_Oct.pdf
http://migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Sub_2014_Oct.pdf
http://migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Sub_2015_May.pdf
http://migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Sub_2015_May.pdf
http://migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Sub_2015_June_PC.pdf
http://migrationcouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Sub_2015_June_PC.pdf
http://www.border.gov.au/newsandmedia/Documents/sovereignty-age-interdependency-04122014.pdf
http://www.border.gov.au/newsandmedia/Documents/sovereignty-age-interdependency-04122014.pdf


Ruddock, Philip. 2000. “Australian Immigration in a ‘Dot Com’ World.” The 
Australian Economic Review. September, 33(3): 257-261.

Senate Education and Employment References Committee. 2016. “A Nation-
al Disgrace: The Exploitation of Temporary Work Visa Holders.” Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia.

Settlement Council of Australia (SCOA), (2015), Submission to the Produc-
tivity Commission Inquiry on Migrant Intake. www.scoa.org.au/scoa-submis-
sions (accessed 24 July 2016). 

Sharma, Nandita. 2006. Home Economics: Nationalism and the Making of ‘Mi-
grant Workers’ in Canada. Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press.

———2012a. “The “Difference” that Borders Make: “Temporary Foreign 
Workers” and the Social Organization of Unfreedom in Canada.” In Patti Ta-
mara Lenard and Christine Straehle, eds. Legislated Inequality: Temporary 
Labour Migration in Canada, Montreal & Kingston, London, Ithaca: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 26-47.

———2012b.“Where, When and Who is the Border? Or the Problems with 
Thinking Like a Nation-State.” Lecture for the Critical Border Studies Speak-
er Series, 28 November, York University Centre for International and Security 
Studies, Toronto, Canada.

Tham, Joo-Cheong, Iain Campbell and Martina Boese. 2016. “Why is Labour 
Protection for Temporary Migrant Workers so Fraught? A Perspective from Aus-
tralia” In Joanna Howe and Rosemary Owens, eds. Temporary Labour Migration 
in the Global Era, Oxford and Portland, Oregon: Hart Publishinged. 173-200.

Turnbull, Malcolm and Dutton, Peter 2017. “Joint Press Conference with the 
Hon. Malcolm Turnbull MP, Prime Minister, Parliament House, Canberra, 18 
April.” www.minister.border.gov.au/peterdutton/Pages/Joint-Press-Confer-
ence-.aspx (accessed 19 April 2017).

Varsanyi, Monica. 2008. “Rescaling the ‘Alien’, Rescaling Personhood: Neo-
liberalism, Immigration, and the State.” Annals of the Association of Ameri-
can Geographers 98(4): 877-896.

Velayutham, Selvaraj. 2013. “Precarious Experiences of Indians in Australia 
on 457 Temporary Work Visas.” The Economic and Labour Relations Review 
24 (3): 340-361. 

Walsh, James. 2011. “Quantifying Citizens: Neoliberal Restructuring and Immi-
grant Selection in Canada and Australia.” Citizenship Studies 15(6-7): 861-879.

50

Migration, Mobility & Displacement,  Summer, 2017

http://www.scoa.org.au/scoa-submissions
http://www.scoa.org.au/scoa-submissions
http://www.minister.border.gov.au/peterdutton/Pages/Joint-Press-Conference-.aspx
http://www.minister.border.gov.au/peterdutton/Pages/Joint-Press-Conference-.aspx

