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Submission on temporary business visas

1. Introduction

Engineers Australia is the peak body for engineering practitioners in Australia and represents
all disciplines and branches of engineering. Engineers Australia has around 80,000 members
Australia wide and is the largest and most diverse engineering association in Australia. All
members of Engineers Australia are bound by a common commitment to promote
engineering and facilitate its practice for the common good.

The Association of Professional Engineers, Scientists and Managers, Australia (APESMA) is
an organisation registered under the Workplace Relations Act 1996 representing over 25,000
Professional Engineers, Professional Scientists, Veterinarians, Professional Surveyors,
Architects, Pharmacists, Information Technology Professionals, Managers and Transport
Professionals throughout Australia. APESMA is the only industrial association representing
exclusively the industrial and professional interests of these groups.

In 2000/1, four out of every five primary applicants who arrived in Australia on Temporary
Business (Long Stay) 457 visas were professionals. Because of the importance of this issue to
members of both organisations, Engineers Australia and APESMA welcome the invitation by
the Joint Committee on Migration to comment on temporary business visas. We have decided
to take the unusual step of submitting this joint response to highlight our common areas of
interest and concern.

Migrants contribute to the economic development of Australia in many ways including: job
creation; filling skill shortages; creation of business opportunities and business expansion;
direct investment in the Australian economy; and they often bring new ideas, technologies
and skills with them, which all help Australia develop a competitive edge. They also facilitate
access and dialogue between Australian enterprises and potential customers and partners in
their countries of origin. Engineers Australia and APESMA recognise the significant
contribution made by migrant engineers to Australia’s competitiveness and economic growth.
Migrant engineers are a vital element in generating new ideas and approaches to engineering,
and for providing skills where there are shortages.

While supporting skilled migration generally, Engineers Australia and APESMA have two
overriding areas of concern. The first is that the value of educating and developing the skills
of Australians may be overlooked by a preference to taking on large numbers of skilled
migrants to overcome skill shortages. In a cost-conscious commercial environment, there is a
danger that employers will be tempted to make greater use of “off the shelf” skills available
overseas. This is especially true where there may be delayed access to such skills through
local training. 1t is vital that skilled migration is used only where skills are not presently
available to the required degree. It is essential that skilled migration does not become a
replacement for a reliable and valued Australian skill base. Skilled migration cannot be seen
as an alternative to educating and training a highly skilled Australian workforce.

The second is the problem that unscrupulous employers may abuse the 457 visa system to use
it as a means of importing cheap skilled labour thus driving down local salaries and
conditions. The measures set out in this Submission will ensure that skilled migrants are
protected from being underpaid and that the system operates with the appropriate checks and
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balances needed to ensure the Australian labour market is not adversely affected by the
importation of skilled migrants.

APESMA and Engineers Australia propose these measures to ensure that 457 visas are used
only as a short-term solution to current skills shortages which will benefit the Australian
economy, to provide some longer-term solutions to developing the relevant skills within
Australia, and to contribute to the stability of the labour market.

An analysis of the new international dimensions of skilled migration including migration to
and from Australia by people with engineering qualifications follows, Migration, skill
requirements and economic growth including education and training in Australia and the
skills needs of Australian industry are also discussed along with an outline of a number of
policy/procedural reforms that would both protect skilled migrants and improve the benefits
of skilled migration to Australia under the 457 visa stream.

2. Migration to Australia

International migration has been transformed in the last decade. The two main impacts on
Australia being firstly, that the number of nations secking to attract migrants formally
through government programs and policies has increased substantially. Secondly, there has
been an increase in the number of people for whom international migration has become a
viable option. The significance of the non-permanent movement of labour has also increased.
Temporary entry programs have grown to the point that at any one time over 200.000 persons
temporarily present in Australia have the right to work. Currently, 71,150 visas are issued
each year for people to enter Australia on the temporary business (long stay) 457 visa.

Internationally, immigration programs are focused on contributing to the economic, social,
environmental and humanitarian interests of the host country'. Skilled migration, in contrast
to humanitarian and family-based migration, is focused primarily on only one of these goals.
This goal is to increase the host country’s wealth and to support economic growth for the
entire population. The rise in international competition for skilled labour has developed as
countries move away from family-based migration programs toward skilled migration. This
move has been directed by a number of factors:

e Population decreases: skilled migration can offset decreases in national populations due
to declining fertility and ageing of the population;2

o  Multinational corporations: the growth of multinational corporations has put pressure on
governments to facilitate the inter-country movements of personnel’; and

e Skill shortages: inefficiencies of the internal labour market, specific mismatches caused
by growth in demand outstripping local training capabilities, and inadequacy of supply at
the prevailing age rate can cause skill shortages that can be addressed by skilled
migration.
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Until recently only traditional immigrant countries (Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the
United States) competed for immigrants. Now European nations and nations elsewhere
(especially in the Middle East and Asia) are entering the competition for migrants with
desired characteristics, especially skills in short supply.” Countries experiencing labour
shortages and population pressures are directing the focus toward skilled migration.

The Australian government’s focus on temporary business visas reflects this trend. While
Australian firms and businesses are currently reliant on imported skills, Engineers Australia
and APESMA believe that the Australian government must also consider the training needs
of Australians and not simply rely on immigration to ameliorate skills shortages.

Expanding Australia's skills base through investment in education and training must occur in
tandem with short term solutions focused on temporary skilled migration. This will include a
review of key issues affecting education and training sectors including but not limited to a
reassessment of Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) rates, retraining programs
for technology management professionals to assist with addressing the shortage of science
and mathematics teachers, R&D incentives, strategies to attract to and retain talented students
in engineering and science-related courses, and strategies to re-attract graduates who have
gained international experience back to Australia.

3.  Migration, skill requirements and growth

For some time Engineers Australia and APESMA have been drawing attention to existing
and prospective shortages in engineering skills and to the declining output of University
engineering graduates who are Australian citizens, °

The findings of the Department of Education Science and Training’s 2006 Science
Engineering and Technology Skills Audit along with the Productivity Commission’s report on
the Economic Implications of an Ageing Australia have both acknowledged that there are
grounds for believing that “at least temporary skill shortages in specific occupations™ exist.

The Commission goes on to say that “such specific occupational skill shortages (and
excesses) are transitory, as training institutions respond to demand, industry structures change
and relative occupational wage rates vary.”® Without denying the importance of the market,
Engineers Australia and APESMA are not convinced that the market is producing appropriate
outcomes in respect of engineering, science and technology skills,

There is a tendency to overstate the growth in the total numbers of engineering completions
in Australian Universities. This is because of the strong growth in the number of overseas
students studying undergraduate and post-graduate degrees in Australia. Between 1994 and
2003 there was an increase of 4423 in annual engineering award completions in Australian
Universities, comprising all undergraduate and postgraduate awards and degrees.

This apparently impressive 59 percent growth to 11,943 award completions does not convey
the true situation because the completions are predominately made up of foreign students. In
fact, there has been minimal growth in the annual output of Australian students from
engineering courses which is the main domestic supply from which new demand for
engineers and the replacement of older engineers retiring from the workforce must be met.
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