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1 Introduction 

The Refugee Council of Australia (RCOA) is the national umbrella body for refugees, people seeking 
asylum, and the organisations and individuals who work with them. RCOA promotes the adoption of 
humane, lawful, and constructive policies by governments and communities in Australia and 
internationally towards refugees, people seeking asylum, and humanitarian entrants. RCOA consults 
regularly with its members, community leaders, and people from refugee backgrounds, and this 
submission is informed by their views.  

We welcome the opportunity to make a submission on the Humanitarian Program 2022-23. With the 
election of a new Australian Government, there is hope within the community for a return to a larger 
and more responsive Humanitarian Program, focused on nation-building and the positive 
contributions of generations of people from refugee backgrounds. 

The past few years have seen major challenges and changes to the Humanitarian Program, 
introduced by the previous government. These have included: 

 Major cuts to the Humanitarian Program and creation of a ceiling – cuts in both 2020 and 
2021 have meant that fewer refugees can be resettled through our Program. These cuts coupled 
with the move toward a program ceiling instead of a planning target has meant that over 14,000 
life-saving places have been lost.  

 Costly and poor-performing Community Sponsorship Program (CSP) – the exorbitantly 
costly CSP has not provided a meaningful way to engage communities in expanding resettlement 
and, as a result, is the only resettlement program in the world that has not been fully subscribed.   

 An effective cap on onshore Protection visas – for two years in a row, the grant of onshore 
Protection visas was exactly 1,650 places. Last year, it was even fewer. This effective cap 
contributes to the significant, years-long delay in visa decisions. 

 Discriminatory practices – The Program has been tarnished by discrimination based on 
religion, ethnicity, gender, and mode of arrival.  

 UNHCR refugee priorities ignored – in 2021, Australia resettled just 350 refugees through 
UNHCR referrals. As global resettlement needs grow, ignoring these needs corrodes trust in the 
Program. 

 Refugee protection ignored for those in the Asia-Pacific region – there has been no 
proactive work to support refugee protection in our region, with Australia’s funding and policies 
focused mostly on deterrence of onward movement. 

These troubling developments have come with the negative tone and tenure of public discussion 
about refugees, often fuelled by some members of the previous Government. What is needed is a 
new approach, both in the policies and practices and also in the tenure of the discussion. 

We can restore the Humanitarian Program and Australia’s unique role in global resettlement by: 

1. Expanding the Refugee and Humanitarian Program 

2. Reorienting the Program towards humanitarian needs and a focus on UNHCR priorities 
3. Conducting a formal review of family reunion options, to be conducted in a co-designed process 

with communities 

4. Expanding and extending the Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement 

5. Replacing the CSP with a genuine community sponsorship model 

6. Ending the link between the offshore and onshore protection programs and abolishing the cap 
on onshore places 

7. Building a Humanitarian Program which works effectively to support solutions for refugees in the 
Asia-Pacific region 
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In this submission, we outline our responses, ideas, and recommendations related to the 2022-23 
Humanitarian Program and beyond. In order to make our recommendations more accessible, we 
have colour-coded and categorised these based on the urgency and timeframes required for the 
proposed change: 

 RED: Recommendations in red are urgent and should be implemented in the short-term, by 
either the October 2022 budget for decisions with budgetary implications or by the end of the 
calendar year (December 2022) for policy decisions.  
 

 GREEN: Recommendations in green are medium-term needs often requiring further 
consultation and co-design, with changes required in the next 12 months, to be implemented 
in the new fiscal year 2023-24. 
 

 BLUE: Recommendations in blue are longer-term asks and require progressive 
implementation over the next three years until 2025.  

 

2 A principled approach to resettlement 

Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program has evolved considerably over the past decade, and 
we have lost the strong narrative of what the Government and Australia more broadly wishes to 
achieve with it. The Refugee Council believes that we need a “back to basics” approach that clearly 
outlines the purpose of the Program and connects it to Australia’s other international work. 

In order to determine the purpose of the Program, we believe there should be principles that 
underscore the core of what Australia’s Humanitarian Program can achieve. These principles 
include: 

1. Humanitarian focus – the Humanitarian Program must retain its humanitarian focus, and 
prioritise refugees for resettlement first and foremost based on their vulnerability and need 
(see Section 4). 

2. Family unity – one of the greatest pressures on people from refugee backgrounds living in 
Australia is the need to reunite with their family members, most of whom live in dangerous 
situations overseas. Australia is one of the only countries in the world that limits immediate 
family reunion for people resettling through its program, and there are further obstacles for 
people trying to reunite with other family members, including siblings. The personal, 
economic, and social impact of not being able to reunite with your family in safety is well 
understood and documented; yet, the Australian Government has not made positive reforms 
to address the barriers in the current policies, to its own detriment (see Section 5). 

3. A whole-of-government approach – Australia could improve the strategic use of its limited 
refugee and humanitarian places and improve the rights of people displaced overseas by 
improving communication and planning between government departments, including the 
Department of Home Affairs and the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (see Section 
9) and between federal, state, and local government. 

4. Transparency and accountability – the planning and delivery of the Humanitarian Program 
lack openness and the public has lost access to key settlement data. A more open process, 
informed by transparent and accessible settlement data, and co-designed with refugee 
community members, local, state, and commonwealth government, and refugee civil society 
organisations will strengthen the design and positive contributions from the Program.  

5. International responsibility sharing and communication – Australia is one part of a global 
solution to forced displacement. Australia has an important and often strategic role to play in 
refugee resettlement and humanitarian protection. In combination with a whole-of-
government approach, Australia has the opportunity to work closely with like-minded 
countries both to support their leadership on key refugee issues and to provide leadership on 
refugee protection in the Asia-Pacific region.  
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3 International context 

Australia’s Humanitarian Program sits within an international context where there is a pressing need 
for better and greater commitments by states to finding durable solutions for refugees and people 
seeking asylum, including expanding resettlement pathways. In the context of increasing and 
increasingly protracted displacement, ongoing conflicts and insecurities preventing many refugees 
from returning home in safety and dignity, and overstrained or non-existent asylum systems limiting 
the ability of refugees to find safety in neighbouring countries of asylum, resettlement remains the 
key tool for the international community to provide urgently needed protection and solutions for 
refugees most at risk.  

In its latest Projected Global Resettlement Needs1 report, the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) 
estimated a significant increase in the number of refugees in need of resettlement — from 1.47 
million in 2022 to over 2 million persons in 2023 (Table 1). This increase is reflected across all 
regions, with the largest increase noted in the Asia and Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
regions. For 2023, Africa (with three regions) again has the highest projected resettlement needs, at 
nearly 662,012, followed by the MENA region (463,930) and Europe (Turkey) (417,200). The 
projected resettlement needs for the Asia and the Pacific region have seen a significant rise from 
2022 to 2023 with a 260 per cent increase (383,010 in 2023 compared to 106,400 in 2022).  

Table 1: UNHCR projected global resettlement needs, 2023 

Region or sub-region of asylum Total 2023 projected resettlement needs % 

East and Horn of Africa and Great Lakes 485,241 24.2% 

Middle East and North Africa 463,930 23.2% 

Europe (Turkey) 417,200 20.8% 

Asia and the Pacific 383,010 19.1% 

West and Central Africa 116,210 5.8% 

The Americas 77,830 3.9% 

Southern Africa 60,561 3.0% 

Grand Total 2,003,982 100.0% 

 
For 2023, UNHCR has increased the number of priority situations for resettlement from two to five. 
As in recent years, UNHCR is encouraging resettlement states to maintain a strong focus on the 
resettlement of: 

 Syrian refugees, with 777,791 people identified as needing resettlement, nearly all of them in 
five host countries: Turkey (384,000), Lebanon (260,690), Jordan (69,500), Iraq (34,670) and 
Egypt (13,050). The COVID-19 pandemic has had a disastrous impact on these host countries, 
exacerbating poverty, unemployment, and food insecurity. Competition for jobs and access to 
social services has undermined social cohesion and worsened relationships between host 
communities and refugees. 

 Refugees in the Central Mediterranean Situation, including 15 countries along the Central 
Mediterranean route and Rwanda. UNHCR has identified 394,600 refugees in need of 
resettlement in response to the movement of refugees across the Sahara Desert into North Africa 
and via sea routes towards Europe. Many of the people on the move are refugees from protracted 
situations, driven onwards by political instability, limited resources, and lack of opportunities. On 
the journey, many suffer abuses including extreme violence, forced labour, rape, prolonged 
confinement in isolation, sleep deprivation, starvation, dehydration, and kidnappings or 
trafficking. 

Three additional refugee situations given new priority are: 

 Afghanistan Situation: The mass forced displacement resulting from the Taliban takeover of 
Afghanistan in 2021 has prompted UNHCR to reassess options for people who have fled the 
country, including people previously assessed as ineligible for international protection. UNHCR 

                                                

1 See https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/publications/brochures/62b18e714/2023-projected-global-resettlement-needs.html  

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/publications/brochures/62b18e714/2023-projected-global-resettlement-needs.html
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has assessed more than 250,000 Afghan refugees in Pakistan (150,268) and Iran (105,400) as 
facing heightened protection risks and needing resettlement in 2023, as well as Afghan refugees 
in Turkey (12,800), Indonesia (1,800), India (1,070), and Malaysia (848). 

 Rohingya Situation: Noting that Rohingya people have experienced decades of systematic 
discrimination, statelessness, and targeted violence in Rakhine state in Myanmar, UNHCR has 
identified more than 100,000 Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh, Malaysia, and other host 
countries as being in need of resettlement in 2023. 

 Venezuelan Situation: With countries in Latin America and the Caribbean hosting around 5 
million Venezuelan refugees and migrants (84% of the global total of more than 6 million), 
considerable numbers of Venezuelans remain in an irregular situation and face complex 
protection issues. As a result, UNHCR has identified 58,463 Venezuelans as needing 
resettlement in 2023. 

Recommendation 1    A strategic Humanitarian Program responsive to international 

needs 

The offshore component of the Humanitarian Program should be responsive to UNHCR-identified 
global refugee needs and ways that Australia can strategically contribute to protection needs. 

4 Size of the program  

Despite the overwhelming and growing global need for resettlement places, the size of Australia’s 
Humanitarian Program has remained relatively stable for decades, with an average of 14,000 
refugee and humanitarian visas granted per annum since 1977-78.2 In recent years, the number of 
visa places allocated within the Humanitarian Program has been described as a ‘ceiling’ rather than 
a target, with no requirement to meet this ceiling. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the program 
ceiling was met or slightly exceeded (Table 2). Since 2020, visa grants have fallen far short and 
places unfulfilled have not been rolled over into the following program year.  

Table 2: Humanitarian Program ‘ceiling’ compared to actual grants3, 2014-15 to 2021-22 

 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 

Program ceiling 13,750 13,750 13,750 16,250 18,750 18,750 13,750 13,750 

Syrian/Iraqi intake4  3,800 8,200      

Visas granted 13,840 17,555 21,968 16,250 18,762 13,171 5,749 12,720* 

Variation between 
ceiling and visas granted 

+ 90 + 5 + 18 0 + 12 - 5,579 -7,803 - 1,030* 

% of Program fulfilled 100.6% 100.0% 100.1% 100.0% 100.1% 70.2% 41.8% 92.5%* 

* 2021-22 data only to 31 May 2022.  

It is significant to note that Australia’s 2020-21 Humanitarian Program was the smallest in 45 years, 
with only 5,749 visas granted. In 2021-22, the Humanitarian Program ceiling was set at 13,750 
places, with an additional special intake of 16,500 places over four years for Afghan refugees 
announced in March 2022. Retaining these existing policy settings—including honouring the 
important commitment to a special intake for Afghanistan—would result in a 2022-23 Humanitarian 
Program of 17,875 places. 

                                                

2 How many refugees have come to Australia? https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/how-many-refugees-have-come/  
3 Refugee and Humanitarian visa grants by subclass from 2008-09, https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/how-many-refugees-have-come/3/  
4 12,000 additional places were granted to Iraqis and Syrians as an additional intake beyond the 13,750 Humanitarian Program. These places were 
granted over the 2015-16 and 2016-17. 

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/how-many-refugees-have-come/
https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/how-many-refugees-have-come/3/
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In its election platform, the Australian Labor Party put forward an aspiration to increase the 
Humanitarian Intake to 32,000 places: 27,000 places per year in the Refugee and Humanitarian 
Program, with 5,000 additional places set aside for community sponsorship.5 It is the view of the 
Refugee Council and many of our members, that the Albanese Government is well positioned to be 
able to realise its aspirations in a timely and considered manner. With a significant stock of visa 
applications pending and capacity and willingness within the settlement sector and broader 
community to scale up resettlement, there is potential to meet and exceed the aspirations to expand 
Australia’s commitment to refugee resettlement. 

Table 3 suggests a proposed scaling up of Australia’s Humanitarian Program, as well as expanding 
complementary pathways by unlocking access to family visas under the Migration Program (see 
Section 5) and by expanding the Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement Pilot (SRLAP)6 with a view to 
this becoming an ongoing program. Both of these should be seen as outside the Humanitarian 
Program, with objectives to expand durable solutions for refugees and other displaced people 
beyond traditional resettlement pathways. For example, SRLAP can be seen as a constructive 
response to addressing Australia’s skills shortages, as well as providing a durable solution for 
refugees with relevant skills who may not otherwise be considered for resettlement due to 
vulnerability criteria, and who may face significant barriers to applying for skilled migrant visas due 
to their refugee status. Expanding and extending the SRLAP to 500 places in 2022-23 is achievable, 
particularly in the context of Australia’s significant and pressing labour shortages and considerable 
private sector interest in attracting overseas talent. Such an expansion requires investment in 
program implementation and support but could potentially be fiscally cost-neutral if done with 
ongoing collaboration and investment from the private sector. Although the pilot is still in its early 
stages and requires evaluation and a potential review of existing program design,7 a scaling up of 
numbers within the parameters of the pilot in close consultation with Talent Beyond Boundaries is a 
viable short-term proposition.  

As outlined below, this year’s Humanitarian Program could begin with a base target of 18,750 places 
in the Refugee and Special Humanitarian Program, the same planning target that the ALP had when 
last in government in 2013.  

Table 3: Proposed scaling up of Australia’s Humanitarian Program 

 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25 2025-26 

Resettlement pathways 

Refugee and SHP 18,750 22,000 27,000 30,000 

Special intake from Afghanistan 4,125 4,125 4,125 4,125 

Community sponsorship 4758 1,000 3,500 5,000 

Total - Humanitarian Program 23,350 27,125 34,625 39,125 

Complementary pathways 

Skilled Refugee Labour Program 500 1,000 5,000 10,000 

Family reunion (through Migration Program) Uncapped  Uncapped Uncapped Uncapped 

Finalising resettlement of visa-holders 

It should also be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic and associated border restrictions has meant 
that a significant number of people who were granted Humanitarian (XB) visas in previous program 

                                                

5 ALP National Platform 2021. https://alp.org.au/media/2594/2021-alp-national-platform-final-endorsed-platform.pdf  
6 See https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/skilled-migration-program/recent-changes/skilled-refugee-labour-agreement-pilot-program  
7 This includes reviewing how settlement support is structured into the program based on the experiences of those who have arrived through the 
initial pilot, and how visa costs and settlement support can be packaged in such a way as to be enabling for businesses interested in recruiting 
skilled workers through this program, including smaller businesses in regional areas. For example, the fee of $4,890 to waive IELS requirements for 
all secondary applicants may be prohibitive for some businesses wishing to participate in this program, particularly if the primary applicant is 
supporting a partner and multiple dependents whose English levels do not meet the required IELS level. There is precedent in other skilled visa 
sub-classes for exemptions to this fee for IELS requirement waivers for secondary applicants. The requirement for businesses participating in 
SRLAP to contribute to the Skilling Australians Fund (SAF) levy could also be redirected to purchase of HSP services. 
8 This is the current allocation for the CRISP, including 100 places from the previous financial year and 375 for the current financial year. 

https://alp.org.au/media/2594/2021-alp-national-platform-final-endorsed-platform.pdf
https://immi.homeaffairs.gov.au/what-we-do/skilled-migration-program/recent-changes/skilled-refugee-labour-agreement-pilot-program
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years (2019-20, 2020-21, and 2021-22) have yet to arrive in Australia. While most pandemic-related 
travel restrictions have been lifted, the significant backlog in visa-holders waiting overseas and 
pandemic-related disruptions to resettlement processes has meant significant under-realisation of 
Humanitarian Program objectives. A review of the situation of previous financial year visa grantees 
who have not yet departed is urgently needed, with a view to removing remaining obstacles. 

Recommendation 2 Progressively expand the Humanitarian Program 

The Australian Government should plan to expand Australia’s response to global resettlement needs 
by progressively increasing the size of the Humanitarian Program, including shifting the language 
from a ceiling to quota to facilitate stronger planning and accountability, and increasing access to 
complementary pathways through the Skilled and Family streams of the Migration Program.  

Recommendation 3 Rollover unused but budgeted places  

Places within the Humanitarian Program that were budgeted for and unmet in the previous program 
year should be rolled over to 2022-23, with precedent for this rollover seen in previous governments. 

Recommendation 4 Expand and extend the Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement 

Pilot 

The SRLAP should be expanded to 500 places in 2022-23, with a plan to review the model at the 
end of 2022-23, progressively expand its size to meet private sector demand, and transition this from 
a pilot to an established program within the Migration Program within the next four years. 

Recommendation 5 Urgently review the situation of humanitarian visa-holders 

prevented from resettling due to COVID-19 

The Department of Home Affairs should conduct a review of the situation of all humanitarian visa-
holders currently overseas who were prevented from resettling due to COVID-19 related border 
restrictions with a view to progressing their resettlement and facilitating the arrival of all previous 
program year visa holders within the 2022-23 program year. 

5 Composition of the program  

Given the scale of forced displacement globally, Australia needs to think about how we can better 
use the Humanitarian Program places strategically. Questions to consider include: are we pursuing 
those in greatest need of protection and are we targeting populations of interest to Australia? 

Humanitarian focus 

A key principle of the Humanitarian Program must be to ensure that the program retains its 
humanitarian focus, with vulnerability as a primary consideration. A key element of this is also 
ensuring that the program is non-discriminatory. That is, the primary goal of the program should 
ensure that a person’s need for protection, rather than other factors, is the primary consideration 
when granting a visa. This was highlighted in the Shergold Review: 

Australia has a long and proud record of resettling refugees. We should maintain a 
generous and well-targeted program, working in close collaboration with the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Maintaining the integrity of 
selection based on humanitarian need is paramount. It should be strongly affirmed that 
the selection of refugees for resettlement in Australia is fundamentally based on the need 
for protection.9 

                                                

9 Peter Shergold, Kerrin Benson and Margaret Piper, Investing in Refugees, Investing in Australia: the findings of a Review into Integration, 
Employment and Settlement Outcomes for Refugees and Humanitarian Entrants in Australia (February 2019) 
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-pubs/Pages/reviews%20and%20inquiries/review-integration-employment-settlement-outcomes-
refugees-humanitarian-entrants.aspx, page 5.   
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Unfortunately, several changes over the past several years have seen the Humanitarian Program 
shift in its primary focus. The percentage of refugees referred for resettlement in Australia’s 
Humanitarian Program has significantly reduced from 80% in 2012-13 to approximately 9% in 2020. 
Of the 20 countries receiving UNHCR-referred refugees in 2021, Australia was ranked 14th with just 
350 arrivals, well behind the United States (11,554), Canada (5,825), Germany (5,363), Sweden 
(5,036) and Norway (2,875). Even New Zealand (519) received more UNHCR-referred refugees in 
2021. While UNHCR referrals are not the only way to resettle vulnerable refugees, it is the best way 
to ensure that those who are resettled are identified as most in need of resettlement, recognising 
UNHCR’s unique role in global resettlement. This shift away from UNHCR referrals is not only seen 
in the Special Humanitarian Program, but also in the Refugee visa, traditionally set aside for UNHCR-
referred refugees.  

During this period, we also saw government ministers, including former Prime Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull, prioritise refugees based on their religion. In 2016, Mr Turnbull told then President Trump 
that much like Trump’s executive order banning Muslim refugees, “90 per cent” of Australia’s special 
program for Syrian and Iraqi refugees will be Christians.10 This policy decision saw the proportion of 
refugees from Christian faiths increase significantly across the program, especially focusing on those 
from Syria and Iraq. This trend continued under Prime Minister Morrison. In order to prioritise 
Christians in the Humanitarian Program, Australia took fewer referrals from UNHCR, and instead 
focused on proposal from family and community members in Australia. Even the Refugee visa 
(subclass 200) saw significant numbers of refugees with proposers, even though that visa does not 
require a proposer in Australia (as it is usually reserved for UNHCR referrals). 

Other policy decisions, such as the ban on resettlement from Indonesia for refugees who registered 
with UNHCR after June 2014 (implemented by then Minister for Immigration Scott Morrison) have 
also had a discriminatory effect on refugees in Indonesia, many of them with family links to Australia. 
Again, this policy decision saw the program move away from a focus on vulnerability. Likewise, the 
Community Support Program (discussed below) has criteria focused on employability, skills, and 
English language, rather than vulnerability.  

In addition to these formal policy decisions, many other decisions on resettlement eligibility were 
made behind the scenes. For example, we are aware that anecdotally, single adult males from the 
Middle East, especially those of Muslim faith, are rarely considered for resettlement by Australia.  

The election of a new government provides an opportunity for Australia to restore the humanitarian 
focus of the program, ensuring that resettlement is reserved for the most vulnerable, and working 
with UNHCR to identify those who are most in need. 

Recommendation 6 Ensure that the Program retains its humanitarian focus 

The Australian Government must ensure the Humanitarian Program retains its humanitarian focus, 
selecting refugees and humanitarian entrants based foremost on vulnerability and need, rather than 
consideration of religion, skills, English language ability, or any other attribute. 

  

                                                

10 ‘Read the full transcript of the Trump-Turnbull call’, ABC News (4 August 2017) http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-04/donald-trump-
malcolmturnbull-refugee-phone-call-transcript/8773422.  

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-04/donald-trump-malcolmturnbull-refugee-phone-call-transcript/8773422
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-04/donald-trump-malcolmturnbull-refugee-phone-call-transcript/8773422
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Composition 

How the Australian Government determines the composition of the Humanitarian Program is one 
that involves inherent tensions, particularly due to the sheer scale of unmet global resettlement and 
refugee protection needs. Some of the demands on this program include: 

Need Why do this  
Pathways within 
Humanitarian Program 

Ensuring refugees are able to find safety 
and a solution in the territory in which 
they are found to be owed protection 

Core to obligation as signatory to 1951 
Refugee Convention 
Supports global norm and models what 
we expect of other states 

Onshore Protection  

Resettlement of refugees in greatest 
need of resettlement that is informed by 
UNHCR’s distinct role 

Contributing to international cooperation 
on resettlement 

Refugee  
Emergency rescue  
Unaccompanied Minor Pilot 
Women at Risk  
Special intakes 
In-country visas 

Resettlement of refugees in immediate 
danger following a conflict or 
displacement crisis 

Lifesaving protection for individuals at 
highest risk in an emergency or 
displacement context 

Emergency rescue  
In-country Special 
Humanitarian  

Resettlement of refugees in protracted 
refugee situations 

Eases pressure on host countries and 
potentially enables greater protections for 
refugee populations 
Provides alternative to onward or 
irregular movements 

Refugee 
SHP  
Community sponsorship 
SRLAP 

Resettling refugees from countries of 
asylum where Australia has more 
potential to influence other outcomes, 
such as in the Asia-Pacific region 

Australia has the potential to have more 
strategic impact and enhance protections 
in the region 
Provides alternative to onward or 
irregular movements 

Refugee 
SHP 
Special intakes 

Providing pathways to timely solutions for 
refugees who may not have access to 
UNHCR-referred resettlement processes, 
such as refugees who would not be 
considered under heightened 
vulnerability criteria 

Prevents skills wasting in countries 
hosting large refugee populations 
Opportunity for diaspora networks to 
expand access to solutions 
 

SHP 
SRLAP 

Resettling refugees with direct links to 
people in Australia 

Respecting importance of family 
reunification 
Family unity strong indicator of positive 
integration 
Capacity of diaspora community to 
support new arrivals and facilitate 
settlement outcomes 

SHP 
Community sponsorship 
Concessions within Family 
stream of Migration Program 

While tensions around composition may be softened somewhat by increasing the size of the 
Humanitarian Program, there are a number of program goals that will be aided by a clear 
understanding of program stream composition and how these are filled.  

We recommend that the composition of the Humanitarian Program be led by the UNHCR’s identified 
global resettlement needs, as outlined in Section 3. The significant increase in resettlement needs 
for people in Asia and the Pacific (260 per cent) is another reason for Australia to more strategically 
use its resettlement places, as this could contribute to stabilising and supporting refugees in the 
region. Eight of the ten countries from which people urgently need resettlement are part of the South-
East Asia, South Asia, and the East and Horn of Africa sub-regions, a broad arc around the Indian 
Ocean. It makes sense for Australia to contribute strongly to these identified needs. 
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Refugee Visas (subclass 200) 

As discussed above, Refugee visas should be set aside for UNHCR referrals, recognising the unique 
role that UNHCR plays in identifying vulnerable refugees in need of resettlement. We understand 
that there is currently a significant backlog of refugees who have been referred by UNHCR who are 
either waiting to be accepted for resettlement, or are waiting for a grant of a visa. These applicants 
should be identified as a priority for resettlement. Following this, the Department of Home Affairs 
should work closely with UNHCR to identify suitable referrals for the Refugee visa (see Section 3). 

Special Humanitarian Program (subclass 202) 

The SHP was established as a program to support vulnerable people who have close ties to 
Australia, are outside of their country and facing significant human rights abuses, but who do not 
have access to resettlement through formal channels such as UNHCR. It was not intended to be a 
family reunion program, especially not for immediate family members, who had access to the regular 
family reunion visas in the Migration Program.  

In July 1997, the Australian government under John Howard introduced new regulations creating the 
‘split family’ provision of the SHP (discussed below). This policy 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. Refugees and humanitarian entrants applying through the ‘split 
family’ provision were able to avoid the costs associated with family stream visas as well as the 2-
year wait to access social security. Initially, this change also provided faster processing, leading to 
families being reunited more quickly. While RCOA at the time welcomed the move to make family 
reunion less costly, concern was expressed that family reunion places would be counted against the 
Refugee and Humanitarian Program, rather than increasing the overall number of places available. 
This concern remains valid today. 

The SHP is the primary avenue through which people from refugee backgrounds seek to reunite with 
family members. However, the number of places is very limited. As of May 2022, there were 33,174 
SHP applications on hand, and only 3,410 grants, out of an allocation of 4,850 places in the 2021-
22 financial year. If we assume that all 33,174 applications represent applications from those who 
meet the criteria for an SHP, it will take over nine years to complete the backlog of applications, 
representing a program which is more than 900% oversubscribed.  

It should be noted that refusals of SHP visa applications do not necessarily mean that the applicant 
is not in need of resettlement or did not have a genuine protection claim. A significant portion of SHP 
applications are refused simply because there are not enough visas in the annual quota available to 
meet the demand. The Department of Home Affairs often gives the same standardised refusal notice 
to many applicants, noting that while applicants “have strong links to Australia and that there is no 
other suitable country available for resettlement”, the Department does not “have the capacity to 
resettle all applicants who apply for a humanitarian visa at this time”, and refused the grant of a visa 
because the application was not of the “highest priority”.11 If a genuine application is rejected, it is 
likely that the proposer will simply lodge another SHP application, hoping this time that they may 
meet the priority threshold. As such, refusals themselves do not address the backlog, and this must 
be addressed by a significant increase in the program and the creation of alternative pathways. 

In the short-term, additional resourcing is required to clear the current backlog of SHP applications. 
However, it is likely many applicants, due to desperation, will continue to submit applications for an 
SHP as long as their relatives remain in danger. The only way to clear the processing backlog is to 
increase the number of SHP visas, as part of an expanded humanitarian program.  

However, in the medium to long term, a critical rethinking of the aims and purpose of the SHP is 
needed. The program was not designed as a family reunion pathway for immediate family members, 

                                                

11 See, for example, Plaintiff M64/2015 v Minister for Immigration and Border Protection [2015] HCA 50 (17 December 2015). 
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and the de-facto use of the program as a family reunion pathway undermines the vulnerability 
principle of the program. Applicants for the SHP who are likely to be eligible for a Partner visa or 
Child visas should be encouraged to apply for that visa, so that the SHP (which has a set quota) can 
be set aside for those who cannot access other pathways. However, this can only be realistically 
implemented if a number of concessions are granted to applicants in the Family Stream (discussed 
below). 

Recommendation 7 Increase the quota and processing of SHP applications 

The Australian Government should increase the Special Humanitarian Program, as part of an overall 
increase to the Humanitarian Program and increase processing of applications for a SHP visa. 

Discrimination based on mode of arrival 

The SHP is also discriminatory to proposers based on their mode of arrival. Department policy puts 
applications from proposers who came by boat as the lowest priority for a Special Humanitarian 
Program visa. SHP applications are prioritised in the following order, which is based on the visa the 
proposer holds, whether the proposer is an Australian citizen, and the closeness of the relationship 
between the applicant and the proposer: 

1. ‘Split family’ of a person who holds an offshore Humanitarian visa (including SHP) 
2. Other family proposed by a close family member who does not hold a Protection or 

Resolution of Status visa (partners, children, parents, and siblings who do not otherwise meet 
the ‘split family’ definition) 

3. Other family proposed by an extended family member who does not hold a Protection or 
Resolution of Status visa (grandparents, grandchildren, cousins, aunts, uncles, nieces, and 
nephews) 

4. Applicants proposed by a friend or distant relative who does not hold a Protection or 
Resolution of Status visa or by a community organisation 

5. Any person proposed by or on behalf of a person granted a Protection or Resolution of Status 
visa.12 

Given the demand for the SHP Program, those further down the priority list can expect extensive 
delays, or may in fact never receive a visa, as any new application that is a higher priority will be 
placed before them. 

There is no clear rationale for placing people in this situation at the bottom of the priorities. As the 
Australian Human Rights Commission noted, it does not act as a deterrent to other boat arrivals. It 
simply punishes people who are already in Australia and is an unnecessary barrier to successfully 
settling in Australia. We cannot expect people to make an effective home for themselves in Australia 
until they are reunited with their family. 

Recommendation 8 Abolish processing priorities which place boat arrivals at the 

lowest priority 

The Department of Home Affairs should remove the processing priorities under the SHP policy which 
places boat arrivals at the lowest priority. 

  

                                                

12 Department of Immigration and Border Protection, ‘Procedures Advice Manual 3: Refugee and Humanitarian Offshore Humanitarian Program 
Visa Application and Related Procedures’ (2015) 16. 
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In Country Special Humanitarian Visa 

Given the situation within many refugee-producing countries, the Australian Government should 
investigate how to best utilise the In Country Special Humanitarian Visa to assist those experiencing 
significant human rights abuses to leave their country. This is especially urgent for those in 
Afghanistan, who may need a visa to Australia before being able to leave Afghanistan via Pakistan. 
This is discussed below.  

Recommendation 9 Increase Processing for the In Country Special Humanitarian 

Visas  

The Department of Home Affairs should increase processing and support for people to utilise the In 
Country Special Humanitarian Visa, especially for those in Afghanistan. 

Formalising pilot programs 

A number of pilot resettlement programs have been running for a few years, including the 
Unaccompanied Humanitarian Minors Pilot and the LGBTIQ Pilot. The Department of Home Affairs 
should conduct an evaluation of these programs with the aim of formalising them as an ongoing part 
of the Humanitarian Program. 

Recommendation 10 Formalise resettlement pilots  

The Department of Home Affairs should conduct a review of the Unaccompanied Humanitarian 
Minors Pilot and the LGBTIQ Pilot, with the view to formalising these programs as an ongoing part 
of the Humanitarian Program. 

Refugees in protracted situations 

The Refugee Council has heard from refugee communities here in Australia and from people 
overseas about their concern for refugees in protracted situations. UNHCR defines a protracted 
refugee situation as one in which 25,000 or more refugees of the same nationality have been 
displaced in the same country of asylum for five years or longer. Based on this definition, it is 
estimated that over 15.9 million refugees were in a protracted situation at the end of 2021, more than 
doubling the 6.4 million refugees who were in a protracted situation at the end of 2012. There were 
a total of 51 protracted situations in 31 different host countries. 

Many of these protracted refugee situations involve the confinement of refugees to camps where 
they enjoy little freedom of movement and have few opportunities to establish sustainable 
livelihoods. The semi-permanence of these situations, the lack of success of securing local 
integration solutions linked to a lack of resources and capacity in host states (most of which are 
developing countries) to provide long-term solutions, and the lack of funding and prioritisation given 
to these protracted situations by industrialised countries over the past decades all contribute to the 
intractable situation that people find themselves in. 

For the majority of people who find themselves in protracted situations, the options of voluntary 
repatriation, local integration and third country resettlement often remain a distant dream. UNHCR 
has not produced an average length of displacement for refugees in protracted situations but 
estimates across the protracted situations identified an average of 26 years. 

RCOA has heard from refugee community members in Australia about their concern for refugees 
from the Great Lakes region of Africa – including the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 
Rwanda, and Burundi – from Somalia, and from South Sudan.  As many of the conflicts resulting in 
protracted situations have been ongoing and “steadily constant”, there is little international coverage 
or interest in resolving them. As new conflicts arise in the world, these ongoing and older conflicts 
often get forgotten. Many people from Somalia, for example, have been displaced for over 30 years, 
and do not have options for repatriation, integration into their country of asylum, or resettlement. 
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Family members in Australia have explored all refugee and migration pathways and feel like there is 
“no way” for them to sponsor their loved ones, as many of the requirements are difficult for those 
that have been displaced for so long. For refugees without connections to Australia, the community 
is concerned about their ability to get a durable solution. 

In past submissions, RCOA has recommended the specific allocation of resettlement places up to 
four years in advance for refugees in seriously protracted situations to enable Australia to make long-
term commitments to providing durable solutions for refugees in these situations. The use of the 
Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot (CRISP) is another option to consider how 
Australia can better strategically use its Humanitarian Program to support refugees in protracted 
situations (see Section 6 for more). 

6 Family reunion  

Australia is the only OECD country that counts split family reunion places within its resettlement 
program. There needs to be an urgent and significant re-design of family reunion in the Humanitarian 
Program and the Migration Program. For many years, RCOA has raised concerns about the dismal 
number and the extraordinary costs of family reunion visas for refugee communities. In 2016, we 
released a report Addressing the Pain of Family Separation, highlighting the many barriers to family 
reunion under the Migration Program and the Humanitarian Program. Unfortunately, not only has 
the Government not done anything to address this, access to family reunion has become harder and 
harder for refugee communities separated. Border closures and the freezing of Australia’s refugee 
resettlement program has also exacerbated these problems, but many of the policy barriers existed 
well before the pandemic.  

For refugee communities, family reunion is not only about being reunited with loved ones, but it is 
often a vital lifeline for people fleeing persecution and war zones, or stranded in countries of asylum 
where they have no rights and no future. With Australia’s Humanitarian Program cut back down to 
approximately 12,000 offshore places per year, the family reunion pathway in the Migration Program 
is often the only way refugees can get their family to safety.  

Access to family reunion is costly, complex, and bureaucratic. Applicants face significant backlogs 
causing years of delays. For some refugee communities, especially those who came by boat, we 
can only conclude that the prolonged and indefinite separation of family members is not only 
intentional but a specific policy designed to inflict further harm on an already marginalised group in 
the name (but no evidence) of deterrence.   

Over the last six years, we have made numerous recommendations on how to improve access to 
family reunion for refugee communities. Unfortunately, we have not seen serious consideration of 
these issues or recommendations by the Australian Government. 

We propose three practical and realistic policy reforms for refugees wishing to reunite with their loved 
ones:  

1. Utilising the SHP for extended family members and those who are not able to access the 
Family Stream of the Migration Program; 

2. Supporting refugees to sponsor immediate family members through the Family Stream of the 
Migration Program, with flexibility around documentation; 

3. Developed a named (linked) component of the CRISP program for those willing and able to 
take on sponsorship obligations (discussed further below). 

Together, these three pathways can work together to increase the number of family reunion options 
available to refugees, address the significant backlog, and provide options based on people’s 
resources and ability to support new arrivals. 

Further, these recommendations need to be considered as part of a systemic review of family 
reunion for refugees. 



 Refugee Council of Australia Humanitarian Program 2022-23 submission          -15- 

Recommendation 11 Undertake a review of family reunion for refugees 

The Department of Home Affairs should urgently conduct a review of family reunion for refugees, to 
inform reforms of the current system, and develop a co-design process that is inclusive of refugee 
community members and civil society organisations specialising in support for people experiencing 
forced migration. 
 

Special Humanitarian Program 

Currently, the SHP is the primary pathway for people to sponsor family members, as discussed 
above. We believe the SHP should be modified to encourage applications for extended family 
members, as well as those who do not have the means to utilise the Migration Program. However, 
there are a number of ongoing concerns we have with the SHP as a family migration pathway. 

Definition of family 

RCOA has consistently heard about the restrictive definition of “family” used to assess and prioritise 
family reunion applications. Under current policy for the SHP, applications for split family reunion 
require that the main applicant be a member of the immediate family of the proposer (a proposer is 
an Australian citizen, permanent resident, or an eligible New Zealand citizen who recommends an 
applicant for the SHP visa. People who arrived in Australia by boat after 13 August 2012 cannot 
become a proposer).  

‘Member of the immediate family’ is defined in regulation 1.12AA, and includes: 

 A spouse or de facto partner 

 A dependent child 

 A parent (but only if their child who is the proposer or main applicant is under 18).13 

Refugee community members have shared their stories of unsuccessful attempts to sponsor other 
family members for resettlement, such as adult children, siblings, parents (where the proposer is an 
adult), other extended family members, and people with whom the proposer has a close family-like 
bond but no blood relationship. RCOA has heard about their concerns about the definition of 
dependent children, which excludes children over the age of 18 who are not engaged in full-time 
study. This definition can force families to consider leaving their adult children behind (often in a 
precarious situation) while the rest of the family resettles in Australia. 

Formal documents 

Difficulties in sourcing documentation or evidence to substantiate family relationships and denial of 
family reunion opportunities to people who had not been formally registered as refugees have also 
been raised with RCOA as barriers. In some cases, documents required to provide evidence of family 
relationships never existed or had been lost or destroyed while fleeing conflicts. Some people also 
highlighted the challenges of obtaining identity documents for children who were born in exile. 
Evidence of ongoing relationships (such as phone or email records) may be very difficult to provide 
due to lack of access to communication technologies in displacement situations. The most common 
issue raised in relation to documentation, however, was the difficulty of formally registering as 
refugees. Several former refugees reported that they had been unable to sponsor relatives for 
resettlement who had not registered their status with UNHCR – even if it was impossible for them to 
do so. 

                                                

13 Department of Immigration and Border Protection, PAM3: Refugee and Humanitarian Offshore humanitarian program Visa application and 
related procedures. 
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Family Stream of the Migration Program 

The Family Stream of the Migration Program should be modified to support family reunion 
applications from refugees, especially for immediate family members. Under s 87 Migration Act 1954, 
it is unlawful to place a cap on the number of Child or Partner visas. While the previous Coalition 
Government introduced planning levels, this was criticised by the Labor Opposition as being 
unlawful, and as such, it is expected that these visas will remain uncapped. Under the latest budget, 
the Department of Home Affairs also moved away from planning levels for Partner and Child Visas, 
and instead noted that these visas will now be demand driven.  

As Partner and Child visas are uncapped (in comparison to the SHP), the Australian Government 
should encourage refugee family members to utilise these visas rather than the SHP, where 
possible, so that those who cannot access the Family Stream may access the SHP. The Department 
should establish a special team within the Migration Program division to develop expertise to process 
and prioritise family visas from refugees. 

However, in order to support family reunion for refugees through the Migration Program, a number 
of concessions and policy changes need to be considered. These include considering more 
reasonable costs for the visas, and granting exemptions for some of the criteria which are very 
onerous or impossible to obtain for people experiencing forced displacement. For example, many 
applicants may not be able to obtain passports, identity documents, or other official documents 
required to evidence marriage or births. The Department, in consultation with refugee community 
members, should develop policies and procedures to ensure flexibility of these documents, while 
also ensuring the integrity of the migration program. 

Further, biometric tests, health assessments, police clearances, and other requirements are also 
difficult, if not impossible to obtain for many refugees. We recommend that the Department work with 
lawyers, migration agents, and refugee community members to implement policies to address the 
reality of the lack of access to these facilities.  

Recommendation 12 Establish a special team within the Migration Program 

division 

The Department of Home Affairs should establish a special team within the Migration Program 
division to develop expertise to process and prioritise family visas from refugees. 

Recommendation 13 Introduce concessions for refugee family reunion through the 

Migration Program 

The Department of Home Affairs should introduce concessions in the Family Stream of the Migration 
Program for those from refugee backgrounds, to ensure that the program remains accessible for 
refugees. These include flexibility around documentation, health assessments, security clearances, 
and biometric tests. Further, the Department should introduce concession rates on visa charges for 
refugees utilising the Migration Program. 

Family reunion for people on TPVs and SHEVs 

The new Australian Government has committed to ending Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs) and 
Safe Haven Enterprise Visas (SHEVs) and grant refugees on these visas a permanency, and we 
understand that work is underway to implement this policy. While this is very welcome news, we are 
concerned that these people will continue to face significant delays for family reunion. This is 
especially worrying since people on a TPV or SHEV have been separated from family members for 
nine to twelve years.  

Some former TPV and SHEV holders may be well placed to apply for partners and children under 
the Migration Program, especially if the reforms outlined above are introduced. However, others will 
not have the means to utilise the Migration Program pathway, and instead will lodge applications 
through the SHP. 
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As the SHP numbers are very limited, we are concerned that the significant number of applications 
from former TPV and SHEV holders will create additional backlogs in the system, creating further 
delays for all proposers. At the current rate, it could take nine years to process the existing SHP 
backlog, not including new applications from former TPV or SHEV holders. Former TPV and SHEV 
holders will add to this backlog. The processing of SHP applications is likely to take a significant 
amount of time, given the limited allocation in the program. If we assume that every former TPV or 
SHEV holder has one family member to propose for a SHP visa, it will take four years to grant these 
visas within the current parameters. This is likely to cripple the system without additional allocations 
of SHP visas. 

We strongly encourage the Australian Government to develop a separate process for refugees who 
will transition from a TPV or SHEV onto a permanent visa and wish to sponsor their family members. 
This could be a one-off additional quota of the SHP, given the unique circumstances of this group. 
To achieve this, changes to the SHP processing priorities outlined above will also need to be made 
in policy, so that those who arrived by boat are not placed at the bottom of the queue.  

Recommendation 14 Establish a separate SHP quota for former TPV and SHEV 

holders  

The Australian Government should establish a separate quota for SHP applications for proposals by 
refugees who have transitioned from a TPV or SHEV onto a permanent visa, with discrete processing 
for this group. 

7 Community sponsorship 

The 2021 ALP National Platform commits to introducing “a community sponsored refugee 
resettlement program. Any community sponsored places should be in addition to the government’s 
refugee and humanitarian program.” The Platform further “aspires to progressively increase the 
community sponsored refugee program intake to 5,000 places per year”. At the time the commitment 
was drafted, Australia did not have a community-based sponsorship program in place.  

The Community Support Program (CSP) is not a community sponsorship program, despite claiming 
to be based on Canada’s sponsorship program. Rather, it operates as an expensive private program 
for select refugees. It has failed to garner widespread community support and has been under-
subscribed. This is due to a number of critical policy failures in the program (discussed below). 

The 2021 National Platform did not specify the CSP for expansion (even though the program was 
running when the Platform was drafted and could have been referenced), but rather referenced a 
separate “community sponsored refugee resettlement program”. As such, we disagree with the 
Discussion Paper that the Government has committed to expanding the CSP, and instead highlight 
ALP’s commitment to expand a proper community sponsorship program.  

In December 2021, the Australian Government announced the Community Refugee Integration and 
Settlement Pilot (CRISP), a four-year program starting in July 2022. The current quota for CRISP is 
very modest, aiming to support 1,500 refugees from 2022 to 2025. This model is much closer to a 
community refugee sponsorship program envisioned by the ALP National Platform and as seen in 
several countries overseas. We believe that the CRISP provides the best model to move forward for 
an expanded community sponsorship program, and recommend that the CSP be wound up and the 
CRISP be expanded and made additional to the humanitarian program, in order to best meet the 
commitments of the new Australian Government.  

Community Support Program 

The CSP has failed to deliver a truly community-led sponsorship program. This is due to its excessive 
fees, exclusionary criteria, the requirement to purchase settlement support, and the high costs of 
Approved Proposing Organisation (APO) fees. While visa application charges are promised to be 
significantly reduced for future applications, there are still significant costs associated with the 
program. 
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As we highlighted more substantially in the review of the CSP, our key concerns about the CSP 
include: 

 The fact that it is included within the Humanitarian Program, reducing the number of places 
available to the most vulnerable and undermining the willingness of the community to support 
the program; 

 The exorbitant costs which will make sponsorship unattractive and drive desperate family 
members into debt; 

 The criteria, which require refugees to be ‘job-ready’, be ready to move to a regional area, 
and which preference certain countries of origin and asylum,  mean that the focus is on their 
attractiveness as migrants and not their vulnerability; 

 The significant fees paid to APOs to receive and process applications; 

 The requirement to purchase settlement services, rather than relying on the sponsor to 
provide these services; 

 The focus on individuals and businesses creates a greater risk that the relationship will break 
down, and misses the opportunity for broader community engagement in the resettlement 
process. 

Together, these features have made the program unattractive to wider community members, and 
has meant that the program has only been utilised by refugee community members who are 
desperate to bring their family members to Australia, and whom are able to afford (or borrow) the 
large sums of money to do so. 

Due to these policy failures, we believe the CSP should be wound up within the next few years, with 
no new applications available from the beginning of 2023. Instead, the Australian Government should 
focus on improving and expanding the CRISP. 

Recommendation 15 End the Community Support Program  

The Community Support Program should be wound up, with no new applications available from 1 
January 2023. Existing arrivals and applications should continue to be supported until they have 
finished the first 12 months since arrival in Australia. Future sponsorship applications should be 
directed to an expanded Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot. 

Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot 

While the CRISP is new and relatively small, we believe it provides a sound framework on which to 
build on to expand community sponsorship in Australia. The model features important training, 
support, and facilitation from Community Refugee Sponsorship Australia (CRSA), but also utilises 
the social capital, knowledge, and good will of community sponsors to support the settlement of 
refugees over the first 12 months. It already has robust mechanism for approving sponsor groups, 
monitoring, and ongoing support. CRSA has developed resources to train and support sponsor 
groups, and is well placed to expand this should the opportunity arise. 

Currently, the program is only for UNHCR referred refugees, with CRSA matching UNHCR referrals 
with sponsorship groups. However, we believe there is scope for the program to be expanded to 
‘named’ or ‘linked’ applicants, where the sponsors propose individuals they know for resettlement. 
While this may be utilised for extended family members or members of refugee communities, it can 
also be used by other Australian community groups to sponsor refugees they are in touch with 
overseas. For example, a group may wish to sponsor someone from their own faith, or someone 
who identifies as LGBTIQ. Opening up the program to also include named applications will 
encourage more interest in the program from those who wish to sponsor specific individuals. It will 
also aid in addressing the backlog in the SHP and opening up other avenues for protection for certain 
minority groups.  

There is scope to consider additional funding from sponsors for named refugee applicants. The 
requirement to provide some or most of the needs of sponsored named refugees for the first twelve 
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months will offset the demand for this program. However, any fees set by the government must be 
directly relevant to the support needs of the sponsored refugees in the first year, rather than as a 
revenue raising mechanism (as is currently the case with the CSP). For example, it may be 
appropriate to require sponsors of named applicants to pay for some income support in the first year, 
alongside other resettlement responsibilities. Sponsorships of unnamed applicants referred from 
UNHCR, however, should not be required to provide additional resources than what is currently 
required under CRISP, in order to encourage community groups and others to sponsor unnamed 
applicants.  

This is similar to how the sponsorship system works in Canada. Sponsors of named refugees are 
required to raise funds to cover the first year of settlement, while those sponsoring UNHCR referred 
refugees through the Blended Visa Office-Referred Program are not required to cover settlement 
support. This works to both cover the costs of settlement for named refuges, while also encouraging 
people to support unnamed applications through UNHCR. 

The CRISP should also be made additional to the Humanitarian Program as soon as possible, in 
line with the ALP National Platform. Not only will this ensure that sponsored places do not take away 
from government places, but it will also encourage wider community interest, as potential sponsors 
will be incentivised by supporting additional refugees, rather than supplementing the Government’s 
commitment. Again, details around specific costs for sponsors in an expanded and additional 
program may also need to be considered.  

Recommendation 16 Include named applicants in the Community Refugee 

Integration and Settlement Pilot 

The Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot should be expanded to include ‘named’ or 
‘linked’ applicants, to enable people to sponsor specific refugees at risk overseas. Given the 
importance of generating broad community support for CRISP, the ‘named’ cohort should be 
approached flexibly in relation to the numerical percentage within the overall program. Fees to offset 
the costs to government for named applications should be considered. 

Recommendation 17 Expand and make the Community Refugee Integration and 

Settlement Pilot additional to the Humanitarian Program 

In line with the ALP National Platform, the CRISP should be progressively expanded to 5,000 places 
by 2025-26. From 2022-23, any visas granted in the CRISP should be additional to the Humanitarian 
Program. 

8 Onshore component of the Humanitarian Program 

For over 20 years, the Refugee Council and other refugee civil society members have called for the 
de-linking of the onshore protection visa program from the Humanitarian Program. No other 
resettlement country in the world links their onshore refugee grants with their resettlement places. 
Australia is alone in the world on this decision. 

The linking of the onshore component coupled with the significant backlog of decisions at the primary 
and review stages of the protection visa process has created a perfect storm of delays, uncertainty, 
and precarious living for people affected. 

The onshore program’s link to offshore visas and its ‘ceiling’   

RCOA’s consistent position over the years has been that grants of protection visas to refugees in 
Australia should not be included in the Humanitarian Program. If a person is found to be in need of 
protection in Australia, Australia is obliged under international law to grant them protection. This 
should not be offset against the needs of vulnerable refugees who require resettlement from 
overseas, as the two processes are not comparable.   

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program/blended-visa-office-program.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program/blended-visa-office-program.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program/blended-visa-office-program.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/help-outside-canada/private-sponsorship-program/blended-visa-office-program.html
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The “Legacy Caseload” legislation that passed in December 2014 and became law enabled the 
Minister to cap permanent protection visas. The effect of this is that even if a refugee claim is 
successful, if it is beyond the ‘cap’ or ‘ceiling’ set by the Minister in a financial year, that person 
cannot be granted protection until the following financial year. We maintain that this power is 
fundamentally at odds with our obligations under the Refugee Convention and our international 
protection obligations, a stated aim of the program.  

Over the years and despite the increase in the number of protection visa applications, the number 
of those granted protection visas has declined. This number has been maintained at exactly 1,650 
in 2018-19 and 2019-20. The grants for 2020-21 declined further to just 1,389. This decline in 
protection visa grants is in direct contradiction to the many refugee community legal centres’ 
information regarding meritorious claims within their files, including people who lodged over five 
years ago.   

Figure 1: Lodgement and grant of permanent protection visas by financial year14   

 

While the previous Government did not acknowledge that there was a ceiling on the number of 
onshore protection visas granted each year, we see it as no coincidence that the grants have been 
maintained at a specific number over two consecutive financial years. Further, when the previous 
Government handed down the delayed 2020 Budget, it committed to “allow[ing] flexibility in places 
between offshore and onshore categories in response to COVID-19 travel restrictions”, indicating 
that it would work to fill the program with more onshore protection applicants. However, the total 
number (1,389) shows that this promise was not fulfilled.  

Significant delays in decision-making, with an average of 8 years   

For several years, the number of applications for Permanent Protection Visas (PPVs) has increased 
significantly. The number of monthly applications received by the Department of Home Affairs 
increased from 716 in September 2013 to a peak of 2,803 in January 2018. It then fluctuated between 
the high and low 2000s until March 2020, when the border closures to contain the spread of COVID-
19 pandemic reduced this number. 

                                                

14 See data at https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-statistics/statistics/visa-statistics/live/humanitarian-program  
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The steady increase in the number of PPV applications until March 2020 was never matched with 
proportionate resources at both the Department of Home Affairs and the Administrative Appeals 
Tribunal (AAT) in order to effectively process those applications; this has resulted in a significant 
backlog.   

Figure 2: Number of people applying for refugee status onshore15, September 2013 to June 2022 

  

The next graph (Figure 3) shows that since November 2019, the number of people awaiting a 
decision on their protection visa applications only dropped below 30,000 people in January 2022. 
The significant increase in the decision time by the AAT has exacerbated this issue.  

Figure 3: Number of people awaiting a decision on their protection visa applications from November 

2019-June 2022 

 

The AAT is significantly under resourced, with a current backlog of 36,708 refugee cases as of May 
2022. In the 11 months to 31 May 2022, the AAT made only 5,269 decisions on refugee cases, while 
receiving 9,879 new applications.  At the current rate, it will take over six years to get through these 

                                                

15 See the Department of Home Affairs’ statistics at https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-statistics/statistics/visa-
statistics/live/humanitarian-program   
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matters. As the caseload increases faster than decisions are handed down, this backlog will continue 
to increase.  

In addition to the delays at the AAT, the Department of Home Affairs takes an average of two years 
to process an initial onshore protection application. This means that a person can be waiting in 
Australia for over eight years before they receive a decision about their refugee claim. The caseload 
reports of the AAT shows that in the last financial year (2020-21), only 26% of refugee cases were 
finalised within one year and the median time for decisions was at 115 weeks (over two years).16 

While people wait for the outcome of their protection visa applications, they usually remain on a 
bridging visa with the same conditions as their original visa. It means their access to work rights and 
Medicare is limited or denied, despite the change in their personal circumstances. 

For example, people who entered Australia on a tourist visa often have no work rights. They also 
face major hurdles in accessing government-funded support programs like Status Resolution 
Support Services (SRSS), with the Program reduced by over 85% over the past four years. RCOA’s 
member organisations have told us that a significant majority of PPV applicants are indeed 
considered ineligible for SRSS. The temporary status of this group creates added challenges, such 
as difficulty in accessing women’s refuges.  

Considering that people are now waiting several years for the outcome of their protection 
applications, this ongoing lack of support has created significant physical and mental health 
challenges, family issues, and an underclass of people who are at real risk of exploitation and 
excluded from any support. 

Recommendation 18 Separate the onshore and offshore components of the 

Program  

The Australian Government should de-link the onshore component of the Humanitarian Program 
from the offshore component, in line with practice in all other resettlement countries in the world. 

Recommendation 19 Removal of cap or ceiling on the number of onshore visas  

The Australian Government should remove any cap or ceiling – officially or informally – on the 
number of onshore refugee visas granted. 

Recommendation 20 Expand eligibility criteria of the SRSS Program  

The Minister for Immigration should give direction to the Department of Home Affairs to expand the 
eligibility criteria for the Status Resolution Support Service (SRSS) Program to support people to 
resolve their immigration status. This includes:  

 Ensuring people have a valid bridging visa with associated work and study rights and linked 
to Medicare while they await decisions on their protection application, including by 
automating the bridging renewal process;  

 Extending SRSS eligibility criteria to focus on the needs and vulnerabilities of individuals and 
families so that it prevents destitution. This is a shift from eligibility that focuses on job 
readiness;  

 Ensuring eligibility criteria and processes are clear and transparent for individuals applying, 
unfunded agencies supporting them, and contracted SRSS providers, and  

 Expanding the use of emergency approvals as a stop gap for when people are in emergency 
situations and need support in order to make a full SRSS application.  

 

                                                

16 See the AAT statistics at https://www.aat.gov.au/AAT/media/AAT/Files/Statistics/MRD-detailed-caseload-statistics-2021-22.pdf   

https://www.aat.gov.au/AAT/media/AAT/Files/Statistics/MRD-detailed-caseload-statistics-2021-22.pdf
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9 Costing the humanitarian program 

Most taxpayer money that relates to refugees is spent on preventing people seeking asylum in 
Australia. For example, in the 2022-23 Budget, $1.764 billion was allocated for ‘Onshore Compliance 
and Detention’ and ‘IMA Offshore Management’ compared to the $696 million allocation for 
‘Refugee, Humanitarian, Settlement and Migrant Services’. Offshore processing has cost 'on 
average at least $1 billion per year and reached upwards of $1.49 billion in 2017-18'.17 

It is difficult to provide a clear estimate of the Humanitarian Program costs by looking at the Federal 
Budget, as the fiscal implications are spread over different departments and program areas that 
make it difficult to separate out the costs associated with refugee and humanitarian arrivals from 
other migrants. Furthermore, the Budget only considers fiscal implications of government programs 
and services and does not factor in the net contribution of refugee and humanitarian visa holders to 
the Australian economy in areas such as labour force, skills, and tax contributions. 

One indication of how Treasury costs the places in the Humanitarian Program can be seen in the 
Special Measure announced in the 2022-23 Federal Budget for 16,500 extra refugee places for 
Afghan refugees. These places were costed at $665.9 million over four years, including allocations 
of $491.8 million to the Social Services portfolio, $73.2 million to Home Affairs, $44.5 million to Health 
and $47.3 million to Education, Skills and Employment. This is equivalent to $40,358 per place. The 
majority of the costs associated with these visa places (74%) are allocated to the Social Services 
portfolio, which presumably relates to assumptions about humanitarian visa holders accessing 
Centrelink payments in early stages of settlement. 

This costing is limited in scope, makes assumptions about every humanitarian visa holder that often 
do not hold up, and again does not factor in the economic and social contributions of refugees, 
including the vibrant communities built by former refugees. Costing the Humanitarian Program must 
be met with the nation-building benefits of the program and the people that arrive through it.  

As Minister for Immigration Andrew Giles said at a large community event in July 2022, “Modern 
Australia has been shaped and deeply enriched by refugees. Their resilience is seen everywhere 
across our nation. …[They are] a great part of our national story.”  

Recommendation 21 Release the model used to cost the Humanitarian Program  

The Australian Government should release the model it uses to cost the Humanitarian Program. 
After clarifying this process, the Government should consider how to incorporate community 
feedback about that process and its assumptions, including how the model can be inclusive of the 
benefits to Australia and the contributions that people coming through the Program make to 
Australia. 

10 Linking Australia’s resettlement, aid, and diplomacy 

While the Government’s discussion paper for the 2022-23 Humanitarian Program states that one of 
the aims of the Program is “using resettlement strategically to help stabilise refugee populations, 
reduce the prospect of irregular movement from source countries and countries of first asylum, and 
support broader international protection”, there is little evidence of effective action to implement this 
goal. In annual submissions over the past 16 years, RCOA has outlined the need for a coherent 
strategy to promote international opportunities to increase the protection of refugees, drawing 
together Australia’s humanitarian and overseas aid programs and its international diplomacy. These 
ideas align with some key commitments in the 2021 ALP National Platform which acknowledges that 
“Australia has a particular responsibility to show humanitarian and protection leadership in South 
East Asia”18  

                                                

17 See https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/cost-australias-asylum-policy  
18 2021 ALP National Platform, p. 119, paragraph 20. 

https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/publication/cost-australias-asylum-policy
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To do this, Australia needs to shift from policies in Asia which promote deterrence, detention, and 
deflection of responsibilities to neighbouring countries, to policies which promote protection of the 
most vulnerable, stability, and good governance. The goal should be to pursue policies which 
improve the protection of refugees in the places where they first seek protection. Key to these 
alternative policies should be: 

 Shifting emphasis from grand multilateral processes like the Bali Process (which is focused on 
smuggling and transnational crime and not on refugee protection) towards engaging Australia’s 
neighbours in bilateral and smaller multilateral initiatives based on practical problem-solving for 
refugees and host societies. 

 Giving greater leadership in this area of Government policy to the Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade (DFAT), recognising the central roles of diplomacy and humanitarian aid in building 
durable solutions for refugees. 

 Recognising that resettlement has a strategic role in durable solutions for refugees but placing 
greater emphasis on peace-building and development in countries of origin and promoting the 
more effective protection of refugees in countries of asylum. 

 
Australia cannot act on this stated goal for the Humanitarian Program without taking more seriously 
the key protection concerns expressed by refugees in many countries of asylum. Through our active 
involvement in the Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN) and our close partnership with the 
Asia Pacific Network of Refugees (APNOR), we have had the opportunity to hear on many occasions 
directly from refugees in countries across Asia about the factors which make life unbearable in the 
places where they have sought refuge. The concerns of refugees are common across national 
boundaries: 

1. Access to a fair asylum process and protection from refoulement 
2. Freedom from detention 
3. Legal status while seeking asylum and after refugee status is granted 
4. Adequate food, clothing, and shelter 
5. Access to health services 
6. Personal security and access to justice 
7. Access to education 
8. The right to work and a sustainable livelihood 
9. The right to family unity 
10. Access to a viable future (a durable solution) for themselves and their children 

 
In bringing together the Government’s work in diplomacy, overseas aid, and refugee resettlement, 
DFAT and the Department of Home Affairs could work together, seeking the advice of NGOs in 
RCOA’s national network and APRRN’s regional network as well as APNOR and refugee diaspora 
organisations in Australia. Opportunities to be explored could include:  

 Inviting key resettlement states, such as USA, Canada, and New Zealand, to work with Australia 
on diplomacy and aid strategies which move beyond resettlement as the only durable solution. 

 Engaging the government of Indonesia in an active dialogue about how the 2016 Presidential 
Decree can be implemented in a way which creates alternatives to detention, enables refugees 
to live and work legally, and focuses resettlement options on those in greatest need. 

 Reviewing, as a matter of priority, the impacts of Australian policy on refugees in Indonesia, 
including restrictions on refugee resettlement, the under-resourcing of UNHCR activities in the 
country, and funding cuts to International Organization for Migration programs, policies which 
have left many refugees facing destitution with no durable solution in sight. 

 Opening dialogue with the government of Thailand about its plans to improve the identification 
and protection of urban refugees and to end the immigration detention of children. 

 Supporting the United States’ efforts to encourage the government of Bangladesh towards 
supporting the resettlement of Rohingya refugees, illustrating genuine international interest in 
sharing responsibility with Bangladesh as it hosts 900,000 refugees. 

 Exploring how the expertise of NGOs and government agencies in Australia on many issues of 
refugee status determination, protection, settlement and engagement with refugee communities 
could be shared as part of strategies to support the development of new protection initiatives in 
the region. 



 Refugee Council of Australia Humanitarian Program 2022-23 submission          -25- 

Recommendation 22 Convene a forum to advance a whole-of-government 

integrated response to displacement 

RCOA recommends that the Australian Government convene a forum with NGOs, refugee-led 
organisations, peak bodies, intergovernmental bodies and other relevant stakeholders to advance 
the development of an integrated and strategic response to displacement, including consideration of 
the roles of aid, diplomacy, capacity-building, and the strategic use of resettlement. 

11 Regional Settlement 

In the past decade, the Federal Government has directed the settlement of refugees and 
humanitarian entrants in regional areas, especially those without family links in metropolitan areas. 
This policy has considerably increased the proportion of humanitarian entrants settled directly in 
regional areas, from 6% in 2001 to 14% in 2011,19 and then to 38.6% in the 2019-20 financial year.20  

RCOA has had a longstanding focus on regional settlement of refugees and over the past few years, 
undertook research on regional mobility, including direct refugee settlement and secondary 
movement of refugees to regional areas. From 2017 to 2019, we conducted multiple consultations 
with service providers and refugee communities in regional areas across Australia to understand the 
factors that need to be considered to achieve successful settlement.  

Suitable employment opportunities and housing affordability were two of the key factors people 
nominated as contributing to the retention of refugees in some of the regional locations, as well as 
the reasons for secondary migration from metropolitan areas. Conversely, the reasons why some 
regional areas fail to attract or retain a refugee population include a lack of proper infrastructure and 
services (especially in the areas of education and physical/mental health), isolation, and the absence 
of a welcoming and inclusive environment. While some refugees might continue to live in those areas 
despite these challenges and because of employment, these factors mean the regional areas will 
fail to retain this population when the employment opportunities decline.  

These findings and observations clearly show the importance of a place-based approach to refugee 
settlement in regional areas. Once a regional location has been identified as a primary settlement 
location, its suitability needs to be constantly reviewed, as situations inevitably change. As part of 
this review, the advice of the settlement sector and regional communities, local circumstances such 
as housing affordability, infrastructure, employment opportunities and their suitability, and support 
services need to be regularly monitored and evaluated. For example, extreme weather conditions 
such as drought or flooding may affect the availability of employment in areas such as agriculture, 
and housing affordability may change or health infrastructure in a community may deteriorate.  

The 50% regional settlement target needs to be considered in the context of the changed reality of 
many of the traditional regional settlement locations. There have been significant population 
movements from metropolitan areas to some of these regional locations during the COVID-19 
pandemic. This has affected the availability and affordability of rental accommodation in those areas. 
The return of more than 500,000 Australians since the start of pandemic may have also contributed 
to a decline in rental availability in some regional areas.  

Our member organisations have highlighted issues related to accommodation costs and availability 
in regional areas as one of their most significant concerns. They reported that in Hobart and in parts 
of regional Victoria, the cost of rental accommodations has tripled and there are few housing 
vacancies. 

                                                

19 Feist, H. Tan, G. McDougall, K. Hugo, Graeme. (2014). Enabling Rural Migrant Settlement: A Case Study of the Limestone Coast. Hugo Centre 
for Migration and Population Research, available to download here, page 8.  
20 Department of Home Affairs (2021), Discussion Paper: Australia’s Humanitarian Program 2021-22, https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-
pubs/files/2021-22-discussion-paper.pdf, p.6. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=5a979430-880d-408b-8cc2-715b978c666d&subId=462914
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-pubs/files/2021-22-discussion-paper.pdf
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-pubs/files/2021-22-discussion-paper.pdf
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Concerns were also raised about the service capacity in some of the regional areas, as there have 
been no recent arrivals and the finalisation of older caseloads has resulted in a reduced capacity of 
the providers and their inability to quickly scale up. As the Federal Government has traditionally 
focused on settling ‘unlinked’ refugees in regional areas (those without an identified family link in a 
metropolitan area), the capacity of service providers to support them in navigating life in Australia is 
of added importance.  

The concerns about the cost and availability of accommodation have also been reflected in media 
reports and published research in recent months. In its most recent Rental Affordability Snapshot, 
based on a survey of over 74,000 listings, Anglicare Australia concludes that compared to 2020, 
every single household type is worse off as the rental prices across Australia continue to rise. The 
report found that 0%, or just three rentals, are affordable for a single person on a JobSeeker 
payment. For a couple living on the Age Pension, only 2% of rentals were affordable.21 The report 
highlights the challenges in regional Australia, stating: 

The Snapshot shows that affordability in regional areas has crashed over the past 
year, challenging the myth that country areas offer an affordable reprieve from the 
city. It seems that people flocked to regional areas when they had the opportunity 
to work flexibly, putting unprecedented pressure on regional housing markets. …and 
each of the regional areas we surveyed saw dramatic declines in the number of 
listings overall.22 

Research from National Housing Finance and Investment Corporation published in April 2021 but 
with data up to June 2020 shows that rental affordability in Hobart is similar to Sydney, with both 
cities not having any affordable rental accommodation for the bottom 40% of income earners.23 
Indications are that the housing situation in Hobart has deteriorated further since June 2020. The 
situation is the same in some other regional settlement locations like the Gold Coast or Coffs 
Harbour, where a vacancy rate of 0.5%24 in both towns is driving up the cost of rent. 

We still believe that, if they are well-supported, refugees settling in regional Australia can bring about 
economic, social, and cultural benefits to the area. With a higher percentage of working age people 
than other migrant groups and higher birth rates, refugees can reinvigorate regional areas. They 
have a strong sense of community engagement and can improve the quality of life for those in 
regional areas. Multiple successful examples of regional settlement support this. However, the above 
challenges highlight the importance of an ongoing review of the suitability of those locations as local 
situations change.  

The challenges relating to housing availability and service capacity have not affected all regional 
areas equally. The Government must undertake an urgent review of the regional settlement locations 
to assess the changes and pause the settlement of refugees in areas that are facing significant 
challenges. As mentioned, the majority of the refugees settled in regional areas are unlinked and 
therefore, have weaker community support and connections. This makes it much harder for them to 
overcome complex challenges that have overwhelmed even those who fully understand the 
Australian housing market.  

                                                

21 Anglicare Australia (2021), Rental Affordability Snapshot, https://www.anglicare.asn.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/rental-
affordability-snapshot---national-report.pdf?sfvrsn=8 , pp.4-9.  
22 Anglicare Australia (2021), 9. 
23 National Housing Finance and Investment Corporation (2021), Housing inSITES: Capital city housing affordability for renters and potential first 
home buyers, https://www.nhfic.gov.au/research/researchreport/housing-affordability/housing-insites-capital-city-housing-affordability-for-renters-
and-potential-first-home-buyers/  
24 Claudia Jambor, Luisa Rubbo, and Melissa Martin, ‘Rising house prices, tight rental market sign of ‘new renaissance’ for regions, NSW Deputy 
Premier says’ ABC News (24 February 2021), https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-24/regional-nsw-housing-crisis-champagne-problem-john-
barilaro-says/13186852; Dominic Cansdale, ‘Gold Coast crisis accommodation in shortage due to ‘absolutely crazy’ rental market’ ABC News (12 
February 2021), https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-12/gold-coast-rental-market-overwhelms-crisis-accommodation/13140710 

https://www.anglicare.asn.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/rental-affordability-snapshot---national-report.pdf?sfvrsn=8
https://www.anglicare.asn.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/rental-affordability-snapshot---national-report.pdf?sfvrsn=8
https://www.nhfic.gov.au/research/researchreport/housing-affordability/housing-insites-capital-city-housing-affordability-for-renters-and-potential-first-home-buyers/
https://www.nhfic.gov.au/research/researchreport/housing-affordability/housing-insites-capital-city-housing-affordability-for-renters-and-potential-first-home-buyers/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-24/regional-nsw-housing-crisis-champagne-problem-john-barilaro-says/13186852
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-24/regional-nsw-housing-crisis-champagne-problem-john-barilaro-says/13186852
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-12/gold-coast-rental-market-overwhelms-crisis-accommodation/13140710
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Recommendation 23 Urgently review the regional settlement locations  

The Department of Home Affairs should conduct an urgent review of the current regional settlement 
locations in consultation with the settlement sector. This review should assess whether those 
locations still have the factors to achieve successful settlement, including housing affordability and 
service capacity.  

Recommendation 24 Provide refugees with subsidies to assist with the cost of 

private rental in the initial settlement period 

Rental subsidies should be provided to the refugees who rent privately in the first 12-24 months of 
their settlement in Australia. This will give new arrivals more time to work towards successful 
settlement and better capacity to compete in the rental market at the end of the period.  

12 Program for people from Afghanistan 

The Australian Government has committed to resettling 31,500 refugees from Afghanistan between 
2022 and 2027. However, we understand that the Department of Home Affairs has received 
applications for over 200,000 people from Afghanistan. This section outlines some key priorities for 
the Department to consider when assessing these applications. It outlines two key categories for 
prioritisation – both in terms of individuals who are at considerable risk and ensuring that 
resettlement is available for those both inside Afghanistan and displaced elsewhere. 

At-risk individuals 

With the take-over of the Taliban in August 2021, millions of people are at risk of ongoing harm and 
persecution. It is an impossible task to attempt to rank the experiences of individuals fearing 
persecution. However, we believe that the Department should pay particular attention to the following 
individuals (in no specific order). Additional priority may be given when an individual falls within 
multiple intersecting categories, such as a journalist of minority background. 

Those involved in the Afghan security forces, legal system, and government 

People who were previously employed in the Afghan National Security Forces, as well as those 
employed in the Afghan legal system and at various levels within the government should be given 
significant consideration. These people face considerable risk as the Taliban seek to enact revenge 
on those deemed to have fought against the Taliban or acted against members of the Taliban. This 
not only includes high-level official, but those employed at all levels across these institutions. 

LGBTIQ Community Members 

Those who identify as LGBTIQ facing significant persecution under Taliban rule. This includes 
people who are seen to be open in their sexuality, as well as those who may try to hide their LGBTIQ 
identity from authorities or other communities. 

Ethnic and religious minorities 

Ethnic and religious minorities face ongoing persecution under Taliban rule, including the Hazara, 
who have no presence in the Taliban regime and have been stripped of positions held in the previous 
government. The Hazaras are unable to articulate their interests to the Taliban regime, which is 
showing a brutal attitude against Hazaras similar to their first period of rule in the 1990s. ISIS 
continues to target Hazara public life, including mosques and schools, which chills educational 
participation in the limited circumstances that it is available for girls. 

Other ethnic groups like Tajiks and Uzbeks have also faced Taliban brutality, including summary 
execution of civilians, enforced disappearances, and forced displacement. 
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Media, human rights advocates, academics, and researchers 

Those who are employed, or who were previously employed, in roles where they spoke out against 
the Taliban are under significant risk. This includes journalists, human rights advocates, public 
speakers, and others who have spoken publicly against the Taliban. It also includes academics and 
researchers who have written or engaged in research which may have been critical of the Taliban. 

People with significant connection to Australia 

Australia should give particular consideration to applicants who are proposed by a relative or 
community members in Australia. This is not only about supporting family reunion (discussed below), 
but also because connection to western countries may also put people at risk from the Taliban in 
Afghanistan. 

Further, consideration should continue to be given to those who worked alongside Australian forces 
or development projects, either through direct employment, as well as contracting and other links to 
Australia. 

Countries from where people should be resettled 

The following highlights particular countries where Afghan people are currently displaced, especially 
countries where Afghans have very limited rights and no access to durable solutions or basic 
livelihoods. Even a small quota from these countries can go a long why in providing refugee 
communities with the hope of a durable solution, and demonstrating global solidarity. 

These resettlement priorities should be considered in line with the groups of individuals identified 
above (e.g., LGBTIQ refugees in Iran would be identified as a priority, as would Hazaras in 
Indonesia). 

Those still in Afghanistan 

Priority should be given to individuals identified above who remain in Afghanistan. In many cases, 
they are at most risk of persecution under the Taliban and should be assisted to leave Afghanistan 
as soon as possible. 

In February 2022, RCOA published a brief which outlined how the Australian Government could 
assist people with Australian visas to leave Afghanistan.25 We strongly encourage the Australian 
Government to work to ensure those at risk can leave quickly and safely. 

Since we published that brief, further changes have enabled people to leave Afghanistan, including 
a new policy by the Pakistani government to issue visas to Afghans who have onward resettlement 
visas. 

Afghans in Pakistan 

The Afghans in Pakistan face severe financial hardships and harassment by Pakistani police. Police 
harassment has been a persistent, decades-long problem that has gained intensity as police seek 
to extort money from the new arrivals who have not developed mechanisms to avoid or negotiate 
their way and often do not have the appropriate documents. RCOA has also seen reports of Pakistani 
intelligence and security agencies detaining Afghans suspected of being former members of the 
Afghan National Defence and Security Forces. 

While some Afghans can blend into the local populations, the Hazaras stand out for their ethnic 
looks, exposing them to particular levels of police harassment and social discrimination that makes 
employment and education particularly difficult. Their identity also remains a source of vulnerability 

                                                

25 Available at https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/possibilities-and-impediments-to-cross-border-movement-in-afghanistan/  

https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/possibilities-and-impediments-to-cross-border-movement-in-afghanistan/
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to attacks by al-Qaeda-affiliated terrorist organization Lashkar-e Jhangvi, which has targeted 
Hazaras in Pakistan for roughly two decades. 

Afghans in Iran 

Afghans in Iran also face severe financial hardships as the country suffers from sanctions. Iran runs 
a massive nationwide deportation program that picks up Afghans from the streets, their workplace, 
or home and expels them without an opportunity to wrap up their affairs, like claiming their final 
wages. Iran does not give Afghans the opportunity to appeal against their deportation or lodge 
protection claims and forces them to pay large sums of money for benefiting from public goods while 
in Iran. Those who cannot pay remain in deportation limbo for weeks and face abuse. The violation 
of Iran’s non-refoulement obligation under the Refugee Convention exposes Afghans to risks in 
Afghanistan. 

Afghans in Indonesia 

There are currently 13,416 refugees and people seeking asylum in Indonesia, a majority (7,490) of 
whom are from Afghanistan.26 Most have been living in precarious situations in Indonesia for over a 
decade. Despite their registration with UNHCR, refugees and people seeking asylum in Indonesia 
have no formal legal status, no right to work, and have very limited rights to education, housing, and 
healthcare. There are very limited solutions for refugees in Indonesia. Indonesia has not signed the 
Refugee Convention and does not provide a long-term solution for people to remain in the country. 

Many have become distressed at the lack of any durable solution, with a number of recent suicides. 
As Australian policy has contributed to the dire situation for refugees in Indonesia, Australia has a 
particular responsibility to resettle people from Indonesia. 

Other countries 

The Department should also consider applications from Afghan refugees in other countries, 
especially where they have limited rights and access to livelihoods. This should be taken into 
account, alongside consideration of categories of individuals at risk. 

 

                                                

26 UNHCR, Indonesia Statistical Report, June 2021, 
https://reporting.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/Indonesia%20Statistical%20Report%20June%202021.pdf   
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13 Summary of recommendations 

Recommendation 1 A strategic Humanitarian Program responsive to international 

needs 

The offshore component of the Humanitarian Program should be responsive to UNHCR-identified 
global refugee needs and ways that Australia can strategically contribute to protection needs. 
 
 

Recommendation 2 Progressively expand the Humanitarian Program 

The Australian Government should plan to expand Australia’s response to global resettlement needs 
by progressively increasing the size of the Humanitarian Program, including shifting the language 
from a ceiling to quota to facilitate stronger planning and accountability, and increasing access to 
complementary pathways through the Skilled and Family streams of the Migration Program.  
 
 

Recommendation 3 Rollover unused but budgeted places  

Places within the Humanitarian Program that were budgeted for and unmet in the previous program 
year should be rolled over to 2022-23, with precedent for this rollover seen in previous governments. 
 
 

Recommendation 4 Expand and extend the Skilled Refugee Labour Agreement 

Pilot 
The SRLAP should be expanded to 500 places in 2022-23, with a plan to review the model at the 
end of 2022-23, progressively expand its size to meet private sector demand, and transition this from 
a pilot to an established program within the Migration Program within the next four years. 
 
 

Recommendation 5 Urgently review the situation of humanitarian visa-holders 

prevented from resettling due to COVID-19 

The Department of Home Affairs should conduct a review of the situation of all humanitarian visa-
holders currently overseas who were prevented from resettling due to COVID-19 related border 
restrictions with a view to progressing their resettlement and facilitating the arrival of all previous 
program year visa holders within the 2022-23 program year. 
 
 

Recommendation 6 Ensure that the Program retains its humanitarian focus 

The Australian Government must ensure the Humanitarian Program retains its humanitarian focus, 
selecting refugees and humanitarian entrants based foremost on vulnerability and need, rather than 
consideration of religion, skills, English language ability, or any other attribute. 
 
 

Recommendation 7 Increase the quota and processing of SHP applications 

The Australian Government should increase the Special Humanitarian Program, as part of an overall 
increase to the Humanitarian Program and increase processing of applications for a SHP visa. 
 
 

Recommendation 8 Abolish processing priorities which place boat arrivals at the 

lowest priority 

The Department of Home Affairs should remove the processing priorities under the SHP policy which 
places boat arrivals at the lowest priority. 
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Recommendation 9 Increase Processing for the In Country Special Humanitarian 

Visas  

The Department of Home Affairs should increase processing and support for people to utilise the In 
Country Special Humanitarian Visa, especially for those in Afghanistan. 
 
 

Recommendation 10 Formalise resettlement pilots  

The Department of Home Affairs should conduct a review of the Unaccompanied Humanitarian 
Minors Pilot and the LGBTIQ Pilot, with the view to formalising these programs as an ongoing part 
of the Humanitarian Program. 
 
 

Recommendation 11 Undertake a review of family reunion for refugees 

The Department of Home Affairs should urgently conduct a review of family reunion for refugees, to 
inform reforms of the current system, and develop a co-design process that is inclusive of refugee 
community members and civil society organisations specialising in support for people experiencing 
forced migration. 
 
 

Recommendation 12 Establish a special team within the Migration Program 

division 

The Department of Home Affairs should establish a special team within the Migration Program 
division to develop expertise to process and prioritise family visas from refugees. 
 
 

Recommendation 13 Introduce concessions for refugee family reunion through the 

Migration Program 

The Department of Home Affairs should introduce concessions in the Family Stream of the Migration 
Program for those from refugee backgrounds, to ensure that the program remains accessible for 
refugees. These include flexibility around documentation, health assessments, security clearances, 
and biometric tests. Further, the Department should introduce concession rates on visa charges for 
refugees utilising the Migration Program. 
 
 

Recommendation 14 Establish a separate SHP quota for former TPV and SHEV 

holders  

The Australian Government should establish a separate quota for SHP applications for proposals by 
refugees who have transitioned from a TPV or SHEV onto a permanent visa, with discrete processing 
for this group. 
 
 

Recommendation 15 End the Community Support Program  

The Community Support Program should be wound up, with no new applications available from 1 
January 2023. Existing arrivals and applications should continue to be supported until they have 
finished the first 12 months since arrival in Australia. Future sponsorship applications should be 
directed to an expanded Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot. 
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Recommendation 16 Include named applicants in the Community Refugee 

Integration and Settlement Pilot 

The Community Refugee Integration and Settlement Pilot should be expanded to include ‘named’ or 
‘linked’ applicants, to enable people to sponsor specific refugees at risk overseas. Given the 
importance of generating broad community support for CRISP, the ‘named’ cohort should be 
approached flexibly in relation to the numerical percentage within the overall program. Fees to offset 
the costs to government for named applications should be considered. 
 
 

Recommendation 17 Expand and make the Community Refugee Integration and 

Settlement Pilot additional to the Humanitarian Program 

In line with the ALP National Platform, the CRISP should be progressively expanded to 5,000 places 
by 2025-26. From 2022-23, any visas granted in the CRISP should be additional to the Humanitarian 
Program. 
 
 

Recommendation 18 Separate the onshore and offshore components of the 

Program  

The Australian Government should de-link the onshore component of the Humanitarian Program 
from the offshore component, in line with practice in all other resettlement countries in the world. 
 
 

Recommendation 19 Removal of cap or ceiling on the number of onshore visas  

The Australian Government should remove any cap or ceiling – officially or informally – on the 
number of onshore refugee visas granted. 
 
 

Recommendation 20 Expand eligibility criteria of the SRSS Program  

The Minister for Immigration should give direction to the Department of Home Affairs to expand the 
eligibility criteria for the Status Resolution Support Service (SRSS) Program to support people to 
resolve their immigration status. This includes:  

 Ensuring people have a valid bridging visa with associated work and study rights and linked 
to Medicare while they await decisions on their protection application, including by 
automating the bridging renewal process;  

 Extending SRSS eligibility criteria to focus on the needs and vulnerabilities of individuals and 
families so that it prevents destitution. This is a shift from eligibility that focuses on job 
readiness;  

 Ensuring eligibility criteria and processes are clear and transparent for individuals applying, 
unfunded agencies supporting them, and contracted SRSS providers, and  

 Expanding the use of emergency approvals as a stop gap for when people are in emergency 
situations and need support in order to make a full SRSS application. 

 
 

Recommendation 21 Release the model used to cost the Humanitarian Program  

The Australian Government should release the model it uses to cost the Humanitarian Program. 
After clarifying this process, the Government should consider how to incorporate community 
feedback about that process and its assumptions, including how the model can be inclusive of the 
benefits to Australia and the contributions that people coming through the Program make to 
Australia. 
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Recommendation 22 Convene a forum to advance a whole-of-government 

integrated response to displacement 

RCOA recommends that the Australian Government convene a forum with NGOs, refugee-led 
organisations, peak bodies, intergovernmental bodies, and other relevant stakeholders to advance 
the development of an integrated and strategic response to displacement, including consideration of 
the roles of aid, diplomacy, capacity-building, and the strategic use of resettlement. 
 
 

Recommendation 23 Urgently review the regional settlement locations  

The Department of Home Affairs should conduct an urgent review of the current regional settlement 
locations in consultation with the settlement sector. This review should assess whether those 
locations still have the factors to achieve successful settlement, including housing affordability and 
service capacity.  
 
 

Recommendation 24 Provide refugees with subsidies to assist with the cost of 

private rental in the initial settlement period 

Rental subsidies should be provided to the refugees who rent privately in the first 12-24 months of 
their settlement in Australia. This will give new arrivals more time to work towards successful 
settlement and better capacity to compete in the rental market at the end of the period. 
 

 

 


