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Introduction

The first edition of this book was published as From White Australia
to Woomera in 2002. Since then the Woomera detention centre has
been closed. But more than a change of title is needed. The impact
of terrorism on immigration policy has been marked, with a return
to some assimilationist attitudes and a tightening of border control.
Intake has moved towards temporary entry in an important change
of direction. The literature on refugee issues, which was only in
its early stages in 2002, has grown significantly. Controversy over
asylum seeker detention has divided Australia more visibly than in
2002, as has the war in Iraq. A change of Minister in 2003 marked a
shift in some policy areas but not a fundamental change. The ALP
remains in Opposition and has only recently tackled some of the
issues surrounding refugees and border control. With all this in
mind, there are considerable changes to the original text, although
the basic arguments remain the same, as does the national political
situation.

Thirty-five years ago Australia finally abandoned its ‘settled pol-
icy’ of excluding all immigrants who were not ‘white’. Instead of
being the ‘most British’ country in the world it began to pro-
claim itself as the ‘most multicultural’. One-fifth of its people were
no longer of predominantly British or Irish descent. This radical
change appeared to have been accepted with very little opposi-
tion. Mass immigration continued. Between one-third and one-
half came from backgrounds which would have excluded them
during the previous seventy years. In March 2002 Australia offi-
cially welcomed the six millionth post-war immigrant — a Filipina
information technologist.
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At the same time Australia was responsible for detaining Afghan,
Iraqi and Iranian asylum seekers at remote desert and Pacific Island
camps: Woomera, Curtin, Port Hedland, Nauru and Manus Island.
Their fates were uncertain. There were repeated riots and distur-
bances at Woomera and elsewhere. Policy made on the run in the
election atmosphere of late 2001 had left many loose ends. Many
hundreds of desperate individuals, including women and children,
who sought to escape from states denounced by the United States
as ‘the axis of evil’ had become pawns in a bureaucratic and politi-
cal game. There was a basic contradiction between the continuing
desire to people Australia and the fear that matters might get out
of control.

I have assumed that immigration policy has three facets: selec-
tion and control of the intake; services and support for those who
have settled; and policies designed to manage the consequences of
creating a multicultural society through immigration. All of these
at various times have been the responsibility of the Commonwealth
Department of Immigration, which still proclaims them as its three
functions.

Itisargued here that while Australian immigration and multicul-
tural policy has been a success, it is also much more of a contested
area than was previously supposed. The consensus between and
within the political parties broke down. A new party, One Nation,
led by Pauline Hanson, became very popular for a while. It built on
accumulating grievances, among which was the retreat from ethnic
homogeneity. A policy shift from ‘populate or perish’ to ‘economic
rationalism’ moved the emphasis from numbers to quality. In the
process some of the humanitarian aspects of previous policies were
lost sight of. This trend reached its height with the furore over
asylum seekers in 2001. The internment in remote desert camps
and tropical islands, and the resulting protests from the inmates,
sharpened the division between those wanting a liberal policy and
those wanting to discourage and punish those who arrived without
official selection.

Throughout this study of the years 1972 to 2006  have used terms
which are not universally accepted and which need definition. By
‘racist, I mean a fairly complex position which argues that clearly
identifiable races not only exist but are hierarchically graded. Thus,
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all members of a race are either superior or inferior to all members
ofanother race. As an ideology, racism often argues for a worldwide
struggle between races. This view was based on a misreading of
Darwin’s theory of evolution and was widely held in the nineteenth
century. Its horrendous consequences under the Nazis discredited
the theory and the term ‘race’

By ‘xenophobic’, I mean a simpler psychological reaction to peo-
ple who originate in a different homeland and who are believed to
be physically or culturally different. This is an almost universal
condition but, like the urge to murder or steal, is necessarily con-
trolled in a civilised society. On this definition far more people
are ‘xenophobic’ than are ‘racist’. It is a difficult word, unknown to
many, but useful in describing attitudes which are not fully racist or
based on physical appearance. Fear of another religion or language
is xenophobia, not racism.

I use the term ‘ethnic’ as it is colloquially used in Australia,
to mean someone not derived from the British Isles. This is not
very scientific but is commonly understood and is used by ‘ethnic’
organisations and individuals. While attempts have been made in
New South Wales to ban both ‘ethnic’ and ‘Anglo-Celtic, they have
not had much impact anywhere else. ‘Ethnic’ is a useful short-
hand when discussing multiculturalism and the extent to which
immigrants may, or should, assimilate to what is claimed to be the
majority culture.

As it was used for most of the past thirty years, I have preferred
the term ‘non-English-speaking background” (NESB) to the new
coinage ‘culturally and linguistically diverse’ (CALD). The latter
is used in official publications, although it was urged on ethnic
organisations for a time by compliant public servants. Why such a
change was needed was never explained by the Howard government
which tried to introduce it, but it marked a national shift in focus
towards culture and religion.

As for the majority, or ‘mainstream), I prefer the term ‘Anglo-
Australian’ in a cultural rather than a racial or ethnic sense. The
bare majority who are of third or earlier generations is overwhelm-
ingly derived from the British Isles and speaks only English.‘Anglo-
Celtic’ will do, but ‘Anglo-Saxon’ is only a language. All permanent
residents are, of course, equally Australians, especially if they have
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become citizens. I have distinguished between ‘British/Irish’ and
‘Europeans), as did official policy until 1958 and to some extent
until 1983. This is how all involved saw things and most still do.
Australia was not settled by ‘Europeans’ but by the ‘British’, partly
to keep ‘Europeans’ out! Its subsequent history was determined by
that fact.

As arule I use official terms where possible, although these often
change. I refer throughout to the Immigration Department, as this
has had five different names since it was founded in 1945 and
this can get confusing (see Acronyms and Abbreviations). Unless
otherwise indicated, the term ‘minister’ refers to the head of this
department. I use figures derived from official sources, including
the Census and the returns of the Immigration Department. Some
of these are challenged by others and some are presented so as to
make a particular case. But, generally speaking, Australia has some
of the best official migration statistics in the world. I prefer to stick
with them.

I have been personally involved in immigration and multicul-
tural policy in Australia for much of the period discussed in this
book. The opinions I express are my own and are based on discus-
sions with a wide range of people in the course of conferences, com-
mittees, seminars and interviews. As the whole area is contentious
and politicised, it will be clear that I prefer some viewpoints to
others. As official departmental documents will not be available
for up to thirty years, I have drawn on my own experiences and on
a wide range of publicly available sources.

While there are several ways of discussing immigration, I have
adopted the approach of a political scientist and a participant. I do
not believe that immigration can be discussed without understand-
ing the political context. Policy may be made by rational bureau-
crats. But it is invariably developed within the political process and
against a background of public opinion. While it is an aspiration
of Australian policy makers to be rational and detached, the reality
is rather different.

My own views should be quite apparent. I believe that Australia
needs a continuing and planned immigration program into the
future, that the sources from which immigrants are drawn make a
multicultural approach to policy essential, and that policy should
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be shaped in the knowledge that human beings are involved and
not just factors of production. I accept that politicians must work
within limits set by public opinion. ButI do notaccept that majority
opinion is always right. Changing public opinion is a necessary
feature of democracy and, in this area, often essential.



1

Creating an immigrant society,
1788-1972

Australia is an immigrant society. Without continual immigra-
tion the modern, urbanised and affluent society of today could
not have been created. Australia is also the product of conscious
social engineering to create a particular kind of society. This dis-
tinguishes it from other immigrant societies such as the United
States, Argentina or even Canada, where the role of the state was less
apparent and where private initiative was more important. Almost
alone, with New Zealand, Australian governments set out to create
a specific model using immigration and the introduction of over-
seas capital and technology. They are still doing so today, although
naturally the goals and methods have changed over the past two
centuries.!

A new Britannia

Australia and New Zealand are the two ‘most British” societies in
the world outside the United Kingdom. Australia is the ‘most Irish’
society outside Ireland, although the United States attracted vastly
more Irish immigrants to a much larger society. New Zealand might
contest with Canada for the title of the ‘most Scottish’ society out-
side Scotland. The often repeated and incorrect claim that Australia
is the ‘most multicultural society in the world’ does not bear close
inspection. It is certainly much more multicultural than it was fifty
years ago when the post-war immigration program began. It is
even more multicultural than it was at Federation in 1901, when
20 per cent of its people were overseas-born and it had large Ger-
man and Chinese minorities. But it is still much more a ‘British’
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society than either Canada or the United States in terms of ori-
gins. Nor can it compare with such truly multicultural societies as
India, Russia, Indonesia, Papua New Guinea or most of the states
of Africa. Its social, intellectual, business and political élites are
still overwhelmingly of British origin; three-quarters of its people
speak only English; and a similar proportion subscribe, however
nominally, to Christian denominations.

How, then, did Australia become so similar in its culture and eth-
nic makeup to a society at the other end of the world? Certainly not
by accident. The whole thing was carefully and deliberately planned
within the context of the worldwide British empire. It is still being
planned now that the empire has gone, using immigration as a
method of controlling population change. This has been just as
true for governments claiming to believe in the free market as for
those subscribing to planning and social engineering. The successes
of Australian immigration are largely due to deliberate planning.
The assumption that bureaucrats and politicians have superior wis-
dom lies behind public policy. This may be misguided but it has
produced a better social outcome than a free market in labour or a
succession of ad hoc reactions to international movement and local
public opinion. It is not, however, a value-free process. Australia
has long and strong xenophobic, racist and insular traditions and
they have always influenced immigration policy. Policy has always
been influenced by ideologies: imperialism, racism, utilitarianism,
economic rationalism and humanitarianism.

Australian immigration policy over the past 150 years has rested
on three pillars; the maintenance of British hegemony and ‘white’
domination; the strengthening of Australia economically and mil-
itarily by selective mass migration; and the state control of these
processes. The first has become less important in recent years but
still exercises some minds; the second has been challenged by those
who believe the population is large enough already; but the third
remains, even while governments move away from the concept of a
planned and engineered society towards notions of free markets
and personal initiative. Immigration remains one of the few policy
areas where to be an ‘economic rationalist’ means to be a planner
and organiser.
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White Australia

Australia’s nearest neighbours were non-Europeans, although
many were under European, including British, colonial control.
Emigration from Indonesia was rare and, like emigration from
India, mainly organised for imperialist purposes to plantation
economies. Emigration from China was growing from the 1840s
when Britain established its colony in Hong Kong and forcibly
‘opened up’ China to world trade. Emigration from Japan was
prohibited until 1866. The islands of the Pacific were sparsely pop-
ulated and did not begin to come under direct colonial control
until the 1870s and even later. The small Australian population
saw its main threat as coming from China, which had a population
of 300 million even in the mid-nineteenth century. The arrival of
many thousands of Chinese on the Victorian goldfields in the 1850s
ignited a fear which remained central to immigration policy for the
next century and has not yet finally disappeared.

Attitudes towards race a century ago were based on several
propositions, some of which are still influential. One was the idea
of a ‘tree of man’ in which the various races — Caucasian, Negroid,
Mongoloid and Australoid — occupied different levels. The white
Caucasians were placed at the top because of their superior strength,
technology, wisdom and, in many eyes, Christianity. At the bottom
were the Australian Aborigines. This hierarchy of races was jus-
tified by a perversion of Darwin’s theory of evolution, in which
the fittest survived and the weakest were subjugated or eliminated.
Darwin did not apply this theory to humans, but as ‘Social Dar-
winism’ it enjoyed much support and has not yet completely died
out. It was further believed that interbreeding between races would
drag the higher down to the lower, although this does not corre-
spond to Darwin’s observations of the animal world either. On this
view, contact between races other than by conquest and subjection
was undesirable. This was clearly a rationalisation of imperialism,
where small numbers of British soldiers had conquered vast num-
bers of Indians.

The implications for immigration were that non-Caucasians
should only be introduced for menial tasks, should be segre-
gated from Caucasians and should not be allowed to remain
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permanently, to intermarry or to enjoy the same rights as others.
The fullest version of this in practice in the nineteenth century was
in the segregated states of the United States. The fullest version in
the twentieth was in apartheid South Africa.

Few Australians rationalised their fear of non-Europeans in such
theoretical terms. But many politicians and journalists did, includ-
ing those supporting the new labour movement which gave rise to
the Australian Labor Party in 1891. As in the United States, South
Africa and elsewhere, the labour movement feared for working
conditions and wages if inferior races used to inferior conditions
were able to dominate the labour market.? But it is a simple gen-
eralisation to believe that the White Australia policy was only a
reflection of economic interest. Labor pioneers, including the most
radical, were usually rabid racists by modern standards. They did
not extend their condemnation to Aborigines, who they regarded
as a dying race and no threat to working conditions. But their fear
and loathing of the Chinese were often pathological.

In contrast to the United States, however, Australian racism was
not particularly violent except towards Aborigines. In all the anti-
Chinese disturbances from Buckland River (1857) onwards, there
are few examples of violent deaths. Rather than relying on riots,
murders and lynching, Australians looked to the state to exclude the
inferior races by law. Immigration control, consequently, was at the
heart of what became known from the 1880s as the White Australia
policy. When the Commonwealth was founded in 1901 this con-
trol went to the new government, which immediately passed the
Immigration Restriction Act through parliament. This remained
in force until replaced by the Migration Act in 1958.%

The Act of 1901 nowhere mentions race or the White Australia
policy. Equally, the Act of 1958 allowed the policy to be main-
tained for more than ten years, while also not mentioning either
of these. It is still in force, with amendments, now that the pol-
icy has been dead for thirty-five years. This illuminates one of the
stranger features of Australian immigration policy: the consistent
denial by officials of something which everyone knows to be true —
from ‘There is no racial discrimination’ to ‘Detention centres are
not prisons. The reason for this original obfuscation was to sat-
isfy the objections of the British government, which had to pass
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the Australian Constitution through the British parliament. As the
majority of British subjects by 1900 were Indians or Africans, and
as Britain had important trade and strategic interests with China
and Japan, they objected to any overt hint of racial discrimination.
Hence the insertion in the 1901 Act of the device of the dictation
test.

The test was removed from the 1958 Act and was only used in
fewer than 2000 cases, mostly in the first few years after 1901. By
then shipping companies knew not to issue tickets to those likely
to be excluded and were penalised if they did. The threat of the test
was, however, extremely effective. A message was sent out to the
world that ‘coloured’ people could not settle in Australia. They did
not. By 1947 the non-European population, other than Aborigines,
was measured by the Census as 0.25 per cent of the total. Australia
had become one of the ‘whitest’ countries in the world outside
northwestern Europe.

After the passage of the Migration Act, which required land-
ing permits for aliens usually issued overseas, the officers of the
Immigration Department had the unenviable task of judging the
degree of ‘blood’ in the veins of applicants for settlement. This was
purely racist and similar to Nazi and South African thinking. The
pretence of labour protection or cultural inferiority was replaced
by an argument from social harmony. It was claimed by minis-
ters and their apologists that to bring into Australia anyone who
looked different would provoke social unrest in a totally homoge-
neous white British society. The example of the United States was
regularly quoted. With the arrival of West Indians in England and
rioting in London and Nottingham in 1958, the British example
(which was arguably more relevant) became more popular. Official
policy endorsed popular prejudice rather than discredited Social
Darwinist theories. Australia was to be protected from civil disorder
by keeping out those likely to provoke it, however innocent them-
selves. Exceptions were made for temporary residents and tourists,
but they were not allowed to remain permanently and were few in
numbers.

Non-Europeans were denied naturalisation or, towards the end
of the policy, could only secure it after living in the country three
times as long as anyone else. As unnaturalised ‘aliens’ they were
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frequently denied welfare services or licences. Some of these restric-
tions were imposed by States and not by the Commonwealth.
Non-Europeans were also barred from serving in the armed forces,
although many did during the world wars.

Increasingly the policy was becoming untenable and even ridicu-
lous. It was modified through the 1960s, especially by Harold Holt’s
administration on succeeding Sir Robert Menzies.* Finally it was
declared as one of the first acts of the Whitlam government in 1972
that race, colour or creed would no longer be a basis for immi-
gration control. No change in legislation was needed. This ended
a long and increasingly embarrassing period when immigration
policy had to be rationalised by hypocrisy, lies and evasions.

Populate or perish

Concern with racial purity has attracted more attention than the
parallel concern with building the population in order to preserve
the continent for its colonisers. Edmund Barton’s concept of ‘a
nation for a continent and a continent for a nation’ dominated
thinking at Federation in 1901. Alfred Deakin opened his 1901 elec-
tion campaign by favouring ‘a White Australia, in which the abso-
lute mastering and dominating element shall be British’. If vast and
empty Australia were to be held by the British settlers it must not
only be defended but also have enough human resources to defend
itself. If the land were to be exploited it must have enough farmers,
labourers and miners to work it. The clarion call of the national
anthem — ‘For those who come across the seas we’ve boundless
plains to share’ — was no joke, although it was made into one when
Australia was punishing several thousand Afghans and Iraqis for
daring to take up the offer in 2001. Even more persistent than the
myth of White Australia in popular thinking has been the myth of
the ‘threat from the North’ A few boats appear on the horizon and
public opinion, followed by public policy, goes into a tail spin.
The slogan ‘populate or perish’ was first used by Billy Hughes in
1937 and was revived by Arthur Calwell after the Second World War.
In the First, Australia had sacrificed an exceptionally high number
of its 4 million people. In the Second, it had faced air attack and
potential invasion by the Japanese. Britain could not save Australia
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in 1942 and the United States had to be relied on to do so. Both
wars were followed by planned immigration programs. That of the
1920s was aborted by the world depression and was still obsessed
with the outdated aim of rural settlement. That of the 1940s still
continues and has never been abandoned in fifty-five years.’

However, there have been two changes of approach to populating
Australia. Before the 1980s immigrants were deliberately attracted
by assisted passages, propaganda and recruiting drives by govern-
ment, employers and some voluntary organisations. Since then no
incentives have been held out and entry has become more diffi-
cult. The other shift, of course, took place between 1966 and 1972.
Before then only ‘white’ and preferably British immigrants were
sought. Since then policy has officially ignored race, colour and
creed.

With the exception of the gold-rush years of the 1850s, Aus-
tralian population has sharply increased in response to official
programs. As with immigration everywhere, entrants decline in
times of depression and increase in times of expansion. A growing
number have responded to conditions at home — the aftermath
of world wars, collapse of civil order, and dictatorship. This is the
classic ‘push—pull’ model of migrant motivation developed from
the experience of the United States. Even today some American
social scientists argue that immigration is simply the sum of a
host of individual decisions. However, in the case of Australia this
overlooks the role of the state in turning the tap on or off and in
favouring and encouraging some classes of immigrant over others.
There are very powerful ‘pushes’ out of Afghanistan, Africa or Iraq,
but they do not produce major inflows into Australia. In the post-
war period there were fairly weak ‘pushes’ out of Scandinavia but
much effort and money were spent in trying, with limited success,
to attract ‘Nordic’ immigrants from countries which were often
more prosperous than Australia.®

Britain had always been the source from which Australia sought
to build its population. It contributed the largest single national
group of immigrants each year from 1788 to 1996, when it was
replaced by New Zealand, and again from 2003. Until the 1960s
it normally supplied at least half of the intake. Between 1949 and
2001 it provided 32 per cent of all immigrants, although this moves
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from a majority to a small minority over that period. But there were
problems in attracting the British after the Second World War.
There was full employment in both countries and a severe shortage
of suitable shipping. Housing was probably the major motive for
emigrating but there was also a housing shortage in Australia. Many
British immigrants were housed in hostels into the late 1960s, which
they resented.

The other major sources were the large number of Displaced
Persons in European camps and the southern Europeans who were
largely barred from the United States until 1965. In competition
with Canada and the United States, post-war Minister for Immi-
gration Arthur Calwell organised the selection of 170 000 Displaced
Persons, the largest number of non-British yet to be accepted in a
short period in Australian history. They were transported in former
American troop ships, housed in former army camps in provincial
areas and bonded to work at any task set by the Commonwealth. As
Labor was in office they were to be employed at trade union rates
and conditions.’

The Displaced Persons intake laid the foundations for a multi-
cultural Australia, even while official policy favoured rapid assimi-
lation. In 1947 the ethnic and immigrant proportions were at their
lowest level before or since as there had been very little immigration
since 1930. But the reservoir of ‘New Australians’ was finite. While
the British intake remained high, the strong pressures from south-
ern Europe could not be ignored. Agreements were signed with
Italy in 1951 and with Greece in 1952. The basis for settlement was
laid down in intergovernment agreements, which continued to be
signed until 1970. Under them the Netherlands-born increased
from 2000 in 1947 to 102 000 in 1961, the Greece-born from
120001in 1947 to 140 000 in 1966, the Italy-born from 34 000 in 1947
to 267 000 in 1966, and the Germany-born from 14 000 in 1947 to
109 000 in 1961. Although many were housed in camps they also
had a presence in the cities. Opinion polling showed southern
Europeans to be unpopular at this time and there was consider-
able controversy about ‘ghetto formation’ and crime. The southern
Europeans were not effectively incorporated into the Good Neigh-
bour movement, which had been created from existing charitable
agencies to assist migrants, including the British. Between 1947
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and 1971 the Australian population rose from 7.5 million to 12.7
million, the larger part due to immigration.

Planning and control

To achieve the objectives of Australian immigration policy has
required a greater degree of planning and control than was normal
in other developed nations. Much migration control in other soci-
eties was directed at preventing people from leaving rather than
determining the conditions for attracting them.

Migration restriction in English-speaking countries has mainly
been directed against groups believed to be unassimilable or to
threaten social harmony or employment conditions. This was obvi-
ously the case with the White Australia policy enshrined in the
Immigration Restriction Act (1901-58). Migration officers were
given discretion, both overseas and in Australia, to determine
whether an immigrant was ‘coloured” or not. In some respects
Australian control policy had contradictions. British subjects had
virtually free access to Australia until 1983 — but only if they were
‘white’. New Zealanders have always had free access and Maoris
were acceptable but not other non-Europeans. While New Zealan-
ders are nominally visaed on arrival and need a passport, they still
constitute by far the largest gap in an otherwise universal system of
entry control. From 1996 to 2003 they replaced the British as the
largest immigrating group. White non-British subjects were usually
free to enter Australia until restrictions in the 1930s, reflecting the
depressed economy and labour market. But they could be restricted
from time to time. ‘Enemy aliens’ (Germans, Austrians and Turks)
were denied entry between 1914 and 1925. Others had to provide
landing money, to discourage poor southern Europeans who had
been excluded from the United States in the mid-1920s. Official
policy distinguished between ‘British” and ‘aliens’ until both were
redesignated in 1983 as ‘non-citizens’ until naturalised. By then
the restrictions on land ownership or access to welfare services
for non-British ‘aliens’, some of them imposed by States, had also
ended.?

The Commonwealth took over constitutional control in
1901 under s. 51(xxvii) of the Constitution, but administrative
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control remained with the States until 1920. Even after that date
some States, notably South Australia, pursued their own policies
of attracting migrants within the overall Commonwealth legisla-
tion by offering land, housing or access to employment. Immigra-
tion control from 1901 until the 1970s had several basic features.
‘Aboriginal natives of Asia, Africa and the Pacific’ were kept out,
regardless of the fact that they were not mentioned in immigration
legislation. Those who came to Australia were returned home at
the expense of the shipper, thus making carriers responsible for
denying tickets. Some students or businessmen were exempted at
the discretion of the Commonwealth but were not eligible for nat-
uralisation or to bring in their relatives. All ‘white’ British subjects
(including the Irish) entered freely and were only controlled if there
were some security or criminal reason for doing so, which was very
rare and sometimes controversial. This right was steadily removed
but continues to be enjoyed by New Zealand citizens (now regard-
less of race). Non-British ‘aliens’ were admitted but could be subject
to ad hoc restrictions mainly aimed at controlling their numbers.
Refugees were admitted from specific situations and in numbers
controlled by the Commonwealth, the largest intake being between
1947 and 1952.

Throughout this period Australia had a more effective system
of control than Britain or the United States. But the major factor
in controlling entry was the distance of Australia from all other
‘white’ sources other than New Zealand. It was always cheaper
to emigrate to North America or within Europe than to come to
Australia. Even when the United States closed entry to many south-
ern Europeans, they could still get to Argentina, Uruguay or Chile
more cheaply than to Australia. Many moved with relative free-
dom within Europe, especially to France. There was no incentive
for Americans or Canadians to come to Australia, as economic
conditions in their homelands were comparable or better.

It was, then, unusual for immigrants to come to Australia from
anywhere outside the ‘white’ British empire. Many within that cat-
egory could not afford to come, a problem solved from 1831 by
systems of assisted passages. Unlike control mechanisms, which are
negative, assisted passages were positive. They were also unusual.
New Zealand provided passages but not as regularly as Australia.
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Canada normally extended loans which had to be repaid. The
United States needed no such incentives, as it was the goal of
the great majority of European, Irish and even British emigrants
until 1921. Assisted immigration built the Australian population
in almost all years (other than wars and depressions) from 1831
to 1982. Far more Australians are descended from assisted immi-
grants than from convicts — probably a majority of those of British
and Irish descent.”!°

Assisted passages were a means of populating Australia while
retainingits British character. The availability of passages was deter-
mined by colonial budgets, by economic conditions and by ethnic
preferences. Some colonies, like South Australia, favoured British
Protestants, while others, like Queensland and New South Wales,
were more generous to Irish Catholics. All favoured agricultural
workers and female domestic servants, the latter being expected
to reduce the wide discrepancy between male and female num-
bers.The object was to build a healthy, economically viable, young
and British people. Apart from Victoria, where the gold rush of
the 1850s swamped the colony with unassisted immigrants, and
Tasmania, which was too poor to offer many passages, Australia
was peopled to a large extent by those who had been paid to come.

The Australian population was thus planned and engineered
to a greater extent than is true for almost anywhere else. Assisted
passages continued to be used but were opened by international
agreement to other nationalities after 1947. The largest number
brought out in any decade was not until the 1960s, when 875 000
were assisted. By then both the occupational and the ethnic com-
position had changed, although the family basis remained impor-
tant. Skilled workers were sought rather than labourers. The last
major classification of immigrants as ‘labourers’ or ‘domestics’ was
between 1947 and 1952 when these labels were applied to Dis-
placed Persons regardless of their qualifications or experience. But
by the 1960s manufacturing had become a much greater employer
than agriculture. Europe had also become a much greater source
of immigrants, and Britain correspondingly less important.

Despite the relaxation of the White Australia policy in the 1960s
and the arrival of many thousands of Anglo-Indians and Ceylon
Burghers, there waslittle or no assistance for non-Europeans. There
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were no assisted Chinese or Japanese nationals between 1945 and
1972, only two Burmese, three Indonesians and nine Ceylonese.
There were tiny numbers from India, Lebanon, Singapore and
Egypt, all of which were already sending large unassisted con-
tingents. Essentially, assisted passages were a form of social engi-
neering designed to keep Australia British, to increase the manual
labour force, to redress the gender imbalance and to keep Australia
white. While about half of those coming to Australia in the century
and a half paid their own fares or had them paid by employers
or relatives, the other half would probably not have come without
assistance. No other society, at least before the creation of Israel
in 1948, has been so consciously shaped by public authorities and
resources.

Assisted passages (except for refugees) were abolished in 1982 by
the Fraser government. They had become very expensive, especially
in the peak years of the late 1960s. There was less need to encourage
immigrants into a society which no longer had full employment.
Nor was the basis of schemes in agreements with particular states
compatible with the abolition of White Australia. The tradition of
building a new society through state action remains. In some senses
it has become even more central as entry to Australia becomes more
restrictive.

White Australia and preference for the British have both gone.
Some remnants of British preference remain: the open door for New
Zealanders, only modified in 2001; the working holiday visas, which
go mainly to young Britishers; the selection points allocation for
English competence; and the maintenance in London of the largest
overseas migration post. But these are only remnants, and the flow
from Britain levelled out at about 10 per cent of settlers until 2005
whenitbegan to increase again. The ‘British descended’ component
inimmigration is still higher than for the United States and Canada,
if only because of the escalating emigration from New Zealand
and South Africa. English proficiency is an important qualification
to gain points for admission. It was extended in scope when the
‘concessional family reunion’ category was merged into the ‘skilled
Australian-linked’ one by the Howard government in 1997. Age,
disability, unemployability are all barriers to admission, as they
were for assisted immigrants from the 1830s.
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Rather than engineering society by subsidising arrivals, as was
the case until the 1970s, it is now engineered by selection and
exclusion. This is rational and utilitarian. But it often weighs most
heavily on those who have most reason to come to Australia —
refugees, the poor, and their relatives.
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From assimilation to a multicultural
society, 1972-2006

The Australian experience of immigration was historically with
those from the United Kingdom.! Before 1921 this included a large
component of Catholic Irish, but these had almost ceased to arrive
after the depression of the 1890s. England has always provided the
largest number of the United Kingdom-born, followed by Ireland
in the nineteenth century and Scotland in the twentieth. The Scots
replaced the Irish by 1921 and were only replaced by Italians in
1961. The English have always been the largest overseas-born group
to the present. Only in 1996 did New Zealand replace the United
Kingdom as the single largest national source of newcomers, and
that was reversed again by 2003.

As Sir Henry Parkes put it before Federation, ‘the crimson thread
of kinship runs through us all’ Himself an English migrant, Parkes
ignored the Indigenous and Chinese populations who made up less
than 5 per cent of the population. As premier of New South Wales
in 1881 he warned Italians not to congregate together because it
would delay their assimilation. He dispersed them throughout the
colony as a condition of settlement aid. He was also hostile to Irish
Catholic immigration and advocated its limitation. Most of his
attitudes were widespread in late colonial Australia and represent
majority opinion at the time of Federation in 1901.

Assimilation

As in many other countries, assimilation was seen as necessary to
full acceptance into society. This society was, itself, always chang-
ing its character in response to new arrivals and it was not always
clear what ‘assimilation’ might mean. To Parkes it meant acceptance
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of British Protestant dominance, which was scarcely acceptable to
the large Irish Catholic minority. But even this minority favoured
White Australia, seeing assimilation in racial rather than cultural
terms. Policy towards the Indigenous minorities was very ambiva-
lent. But by 1937 it was officially agreed at the national level that
they, too, should assimilate. Non-Europeans were also discrimi-
nated against and were popularly regarded as incapable of assim-
ilation, even when they became Christians or spoke only English.
They were unable to become naturalised and could not bring their
relatives, including their wives, into Australia.?

‘Assimilation’ is a disputed term. To many it meant the disap-
pearance of any characteristics which marked off individuals from
each other. On this definition colour or facial features, which were
inherited, made non-Europeans and their children unassimilable.
This view was officially maintained well into the late 1960s as the
basis for admission to Australia. The term also implied the adop-
tion of majority culture, which was assumed to be uniform and self-
evident. This attitude still surfaces in debate today. Most important
was the adoption of the English language. Religious divisions are
less important than a century ago, but are looked on with suspicion
by many. Some manifestly ‘ethnic’ dress may be criticised, from the
long ‘reffo’ trench coats of the 1940s to the Muslim headscarves of
today.

An example of assimilationism from the early post-war years was
the official advice not to behave in any way which would attract
attention. Assimilation would be complete when nobody noticed
the newcomer. Similar advice had been given by Jewish organisa-
tions to those arriving as refugees from the Nazis in the late 1930s.
Yet another example was the ‘competition’ at Good Neighbour
conferences, when photos of selected children were displayed and
delegates had to choose the ‘Australian’. These measures of assimila-
tion were very popular in the 1950s and muddled together physical
appearance and cultural behaviour.

The term ‘assimilation’ is still used in the sense of becoming
culturally Australian, although its use for physical appearance has
waned as memories of White Australia fade away. What is really
meant now is ‘acculturation’ — the most significant example being
a shift to the use of English. Groups and individuals may retain



From assimilation to a multicultural society 21

such varied behaviour as religious adherence or food preferences,
so long as they do so within the privacy of their own homes or
communities, although even this was being questioned by some in
the debates about Islamist terrorism from 2001.

The ethnic situation in 1972

British and European immigration had peaked in the 1960s with
the largest number of assisted passages provided in any decade,
at 875 000. Immigration agreements were in place with nearly
all west European states and were extended to Turkey in 1967
and Yugoslavia in 1970. These agreements laid down the condi-
tions under which assistance would be given but also obliged the
Australian government to provide acceptable levels of settlement
services and employment. While increasing numbers of ‘mixed
race’ were coming from Asia in the 1960s, they did not normally
receive assisted passages nor were they subject to official agree-
ments between governments. They were almost invariably English-
speaking Christians and were often easily assimilated into existing
cultural and behavioural practices and institutions and especially
the churches and suburban society.’

The original use of assisted passages to attract only British immi-
grants had become secondary, but the aim of encouraging white
Europeans remained. The greatest threat to these aims was the
reform of the US immigration system in 1965. Assisted passages
had always been used to counter the attractions of North America.
Canada competed with Australia and the US quota for British and
Irish immigrants was rarely filled. Other Europeans were seriously
limited by the ‘national quota’ system adopted by the United States
in 1924. This had been aimed specifically against the ‘new immi-
gration’ which had brought millions from eastern and southern
Europe before the First World War. It set quotas for each national-
ity which were very small for such Europeans and negligible for the
rest of the world other than Latin America. In 1965 the Immigra-
tion and Nationality Act of 1952 was amended, the national quota
system was abolished and family reunion was given priority. This
not only led to a rise in emigration to the United States but also
redirected many who had previously looked towards Australia.
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Thus, at the very moment when immigration to Australia from
Europe was at its height, its future also became very uncertain.
At the same time, the consolidation of the European Community
in July 1968 redirected Italian migration towards other member
states. This process continued with increasing economic success
and the adherence of more EC members. Finally, in 1975, eco-
nomic problems in Australia caused the Whitlam government to
reduce intake to its lowest level from 1948 to the present. From then
onwards European migration came predominantly from Britain,
though declining, and from Yugoslavia.

These rapid changes between 1965 and 1975 froze the European
immigrant communities. They were not added to, they consoli-
dated their organisations and locations, and they steadily aged as
the east Europeans had done before them. The Italian-born and the
Greek-born peaked in 1971, the Maltese-born in 1981, the Spanish
in 1976 and the Austrians in 1971. There is a contrast between those
European ethnic communities which have been able to retain the
support of the Australian-born and those which survive on nostal-
gia and a rapidly declining immigrant generation.

Language and culture

Englishis notlegally the official language of Australia. Itis so univer-
sally used that the issue of bilingualism or multilingualism scarcely
arose before 1945. Unlike Spanish in the United States or French in
Canada, there are no languages which present a threat. There are
no Indigenous languages with more than 5000 speakers and half
of those spoken in 1788 have disappeared. Thus, the pressures to
abandon minority languages are strong and the resistance to this
expectation is weak. Most of those normally using a language other
than English are first-generation immigrants.

Once race had been abandoned as an official distinguishing fac-
tor, language became a central concern for policy makers. Apart
from the Census of 1933, which tested the ability to speak English,
there are no official figures on language use before 1976. By
then twenty-five years of post-war immigration had created large
communities speaking a language other than English (officially,
LOTEs). These languages were seen by public agencies as the basis
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for ‘ethnic groups, along with the traditional birthplace figures
which had been recorded from as early as 1846. Policies were devel-
oped for those of non-English-speaking background (NESB 1) and
their locally born children (NESB 2). These were often based on the
so-called ‘deficit’ approach, namely that those not fluent in English
needed compensating for the ‘barriers’ which prevented their full
social participation.

Even before multiculturalism had been effectively entrenched as
official policy, there were already very large language communities
in Australia. There were also very many new arrivals who could
not speak English at all, including many who were still not fluent
twenty years later. Census language figures obscure even greater
complexity. The various languages of Yugoslavia were not fully
detailed until 1986, nor were those of China until 1991. The many
dialects of Italian have never been detailed, and distinct Indigenous
languages were not listed until 1996.

By 1976 Australia had become multilingual. It needed enhanced
translating and interpreting services and not simply the already
well-established adult migrant and child migrant education pro-
grams, which were designed to teach English, and the more recent
and limited telephone interpreter service created in 1973. At this
stage there were only a few local commercial radio stations which
broadcast in other languages, and Radio 2EA and 3EA which had
begun ‘experimentally’ in 1975 and were the origin of the Special
Broadcasting Service (SBS). Such broadcasting had been inhibited
previously by an Australian Broadcasting Control Board regula-
tion that only 2.5 per cent of time could be in a language other
than English, including advertisements, and must have an English
translation.

Official policy recognised that language variety presented prob-
lems which might be solved within a framework of English teaching,
translation and interpreting. The variety of cultures was a different
issue. Religious variety had existed since 1788 and was protected by
section 116 of the Commonwealth Constitution which prohibits
the establishment of any religion and religious tests for government
employment. Complete freedom was limited by State laws on Sun-
day observance which were strictestin Victoria and South Australia.
The main victims of these restrictions were the Jews and the Seventh
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Day Adventists, as there were very few Muslims in Australia. Assis-
tance to religious schools from public funds had been implemented
by the Commonwealth and the States since 1967 after three gen-
erations of acute and sometimes very bitter controversy. Free gifts
of land were made by State governments to religious institutions.
With the decline of tensions between Protestants and Catholics,
and in the absence of many non-Christians other than the long-
established Jews, religion was not seen as a ‘cultural’ issue. It was,
however, the basis on which many ethnic groups were formed and
languages maintained.

Many cultural manifestations were accepted within the limits
of ‘pasta and polka’ activities. From the Displaced Persons choirs
and folk dancers of the 1950s onwards, public displays of exotic
culture were welcomed and officially encouraged. Folk costume
performances were common at the annual Good Neighbour con-
ferences, which were otherwise dedicated to assimilation. Most
popular of all was ‘gastronomic multiculturalism’ — the growth
of a restaurant culture in the major cities and of grocers and deli-
catessens. All of this made life more interesting without challenging
Anglo-Australian hegemony. Until 1976 almost all such cultural
manifestations were by Europeans.

Other cultural activities were less welcome. There was a con-
tinuing fear of ethnic crime and violence, manifest particularly in
anxieties about the Mafia which were most marked in the 1960s and
1970s. There were certainly traditions in southern Italy which lent
credence to these fears and a significant southern Italian interest
in marijuana, though not in other drugs. But it was quite unrea-
sonable to extend these fears to the entire Italian population, many
of whom were equally hostile to the antisocial minority which got
them a bad name. All studies done then and since have shown most
immigrant groups, including those from southern Europe, to have
lower crime rates than the national average.

Political violence was also feared and denounced. Indeed, any
political manifestation was viewed with suspicion. The regula-
tions imposed on ethnic newspapers and commercial broadcasts
until 1956 were mainly designed to prevent their use by extremist
groups. This fear extended to public broadcasting once 2EA and
3EA became established and led to the abolition of the Melbourne
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community radio station 3ZZ by the Commonwealth in 1977. In
recent years internet sites have become much more important in
transmitting political messages, but these are not usually subject to
government control.

The main problems involved the relationship between various
national and political groups from Yugoslavia. Physical attacks and
occasional bombings reached their height in 1970. Prior to the
1970s such limited political violence as erupted was mainly con-
fined to east Europeans. However, the riots at Bonegilla hostel
by Italians in 1961 saw an extraordinary reaction, including the
mobilisation of army units at a nearby camp who did not, con-
trary to urban myth, actually march against Bonegilla. These fears
have revived with the ‘war against terror’ following the New York
bombing of September 2001 and London bombing of June 2005.

Ethnic community organisation

Nearly all ethnic minority groups formed some sort of organisa-
tion soon after their numbers built up. By the 1970s there was
already a widespread network of ethnic organisations and media.
The Department of Social Security, in its National Groups Section
directory of 1977, listed almost 2000 organisations in all States
and Territories. Many of these were very small or from small
groups. But they included 38 Chinese, 35 Croatian, 133 Dutch,
23 Finnish, 60 German, 340 Greek, 55 Hungarian, 166 Italian, 96
Jewish, 56 Latvian, 62 Lebanese, 46 Maltese, 109 Polish, 31 Serbian
and 106 Ukrainian associations. This suggests a very high degree of
organisation among some of the Displaced Person communities,
especially the Ukrainians and Latvians, and among the Greeks.
When broad ethnic pressure groups began to form in the early
1970s, Greeks, Jews and east Europeans took an active role in their
leadership. The Jewish community was already highly organised by
the 1960s, and most Jews were able to live their lives within it in
terms of schooling, socialising, marriage and recreation.*

The structure of ethnic organisations was already well estab-
lished before official multiculturalism was launched in the early
1970s. To suggest that the policy was handed to immigrants who
did not really want it is historically very dubious.” It may be true
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that many were not enrolled or reached by the ethnic networks.
But in so far as ‘communities’ existed at all, they expressed them-
selves through these networks and media. Governments and other
public agencies found it convenient to use the ethnic structures
to consult on problems and as avenues of communication. It was
mutually convenient for the communities and the public sector to
deal with each other. This mutual convenience was the basis on
which the ethnic communities’ movements were launched in Syd-
ney and Melbourne in 1975. From then on there was an organised
‘ethnic lobby’.

The multicultural society was there, however, before either the
policy or the lobby. By 1970, 20 per cent of Australians had been
born overseas and that proportion increased slowly over the next
thirty years to reach almost 25 per cent by 2000. Within that total,
however, the British-born numbers rose only by 25 000 between
1971 and 1996, while New Zealand-born numbers rose by over
210 000.

The new proletariat

The ethnic groups formed by European migration between 1947
and 1972 were essentially working class, whatever their origins,
although they often had middle-class leaders. They also wished to
retain cultures which were changing in their original homelands,
including dialects which were being modified into national lan-
guages and entertainment which was moving away from folk and
rural forms towards expression through the mass media. There was
a political divide between those who had come as refugees from
communism and the larger number who had emigrated for eco-
nomic reasons. Opinion polling still shows the former to favour the
Liberal Party, while the latter are more strongly Labor than the Aus-
tralian norm. There were also some political strains within ethnic
groups, most notably with Greeks during the military dictatorship
of 1967 to 1974.

European recruitment policy between 1947 and 1972 had
favoured manual workers. By 1976, 61 per cent of male employed
Greeks were tradesmen and labourers, 63 per cent of Italians, 77 per
cent of Yugoslavs, 69 per cent of Maltese and 61 per cent of Poles.
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This compared with 37 per cent of the Australian-born and 45 per
cent of the British. The opposite picture held for the professions,
which included 10 per cent of the Australian-born but less than 2
per cent of the Greeks.

Immigration was creating a multicultural factory proletariat
and pushing up many of the native-born into the middle classes.®
The impact was most noticeable in Melbourne, Adelaide, Sydney
and Wollongong and in the motor manufacture, clothing, tex-
tiles, footwear, construction, steel, food processing and catering
industries. Migrant participation in mining was not so marked,
especially in coal mining, and Newcastle and the Hunter was the
least affected industrial region. There was very limited migrant
settlement in rural areas, or in Tasmania or Queensland at this
stage.”

Ghettoes and ethnic suburbs

Because most European immigrants up to the 1970s were, or
became, working class, they settled in working-class neighbour-
hoods, close to expanding manufacturing industry. In the early
stages these neighbourhoods were in the inner cities in housing
built before 1914 or in the new far outer suburbs still being built,
often by the immigrants themselves. The impact was greatest on
Melbourne and Adelaide. This concentration reactivated fears of
ghetto formation which had surfaced from time to time over the
past seventy years. These fears were enhanced by violence and riot-
ing in American ghettoes and by civil disorder in some areas of
London settled by West Indians, such as Notting Hill and Brixton.

Theinner-city areas were soon deserted for more distant suburbs
and many were gentrified by young Australian professionals. Most
southern Europeans were anxious to own their own homes and
did so at a higher level than native-born Australians or the British.
The outer industrial suburbs could scarcely be called ghettoes at
all. They were brand new, if often lacking such facilities as made
roads, sewerage systems and public transport. No particular ethnic
group predominated. In the years of full employment before 1975,
families were able to earn high incomes, to buy their homes and to
run cars — thus meeting their economic aspirations.
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In so far as there were consistent settlement patterns, Italians and
Greeks tended to arrive first in the inner suburbs and then to move
outwards into adjacent and newer neighbourhoods. East Euro-
peans favoured the outer ‘green field” suburbs rather more, as did
the Maltese. Jewish immigrants normally went to suburbs already
settled by Jews, such as St Kilda and Caulfield in Melbourne or
Bondi in Sydney. The British, Germans and Dutch all favoured the
outer suburbs and tended to segregate themselves from other Euro-
peans. There were, however, some British industrial districts, such
as Elizabeth and Salisbury in Adelaide, Sunshine in Melbourne,
Whyalla in South Australia and Kwinana in Western Australia.
These usually resulted from recruitment by particular industries
or by the allocation of State public housing specially reserved for
the British. Until the 1970s much of this type of housing was not
available for non-British immigrants.

Distinct Italian, Greek and Maltese districts were emerging by
1971, following the mass migration of the 1960s. In Melbourne the
adjacent cities of Brunswick, Coburg, Melbourne, Broadmeadows,
Essendon, Fitzroy, Northcote, Preston and Whittlesea, to the north
and west of the city centre, already contained 57 000 Italian-born
by 1971; the neighbouring cities of Northcote, Brunswick, Colling-
wood, Richmond, Fitzroy, Broadmeadows, Prahran and Oakleigh
contained 27 000 Greek-born; and the neighbouring Sunshine,
Keilor and Altona, 12 000 Maltese-born. Other concentrations
included 6000 Yugoslavs in Footscray. A new ethnic district was
being formed in southwestern Springvale, where 32 per cent of
the population was overseas-born in 1971. Apart from Springvale,
Prahran and Oakleigh, these were all areas normally held by the
ALP in State and federal elections. Immigration consolidated this
loyalty and eventually spread this support to the newer southwest-
ern industrial area around Springvale and Dandenong. These later
attracted large numbers of Indochinese refugees passing through
the Enterprise hostel at Springvale.

A political base

The concentration of southern Europeans in manual employment
and working-class suburbs created a new political base for the
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labour movement. As in other immigrant situations such as the
United States or Britain, immigrants and ethnic minorities tend
to support the more reformist of the major parties. They rarely
create their own parties and these do not prosper if they do so. Eth-
nic parties flourish where there is an historic concentration based
on descent, such as the Parti Québécois in Canada or the Scottish
National Party. Initial fears that ethnic groups would form distinct
parties or unions were unfounded because immigrant and long-
established communities do not behave politically in the same way.
Ethnic politics by the 1970s was still concerned with homeland
issues and often remained so for the immigrant generation. Not
until the 1970s were enough former aliens naturalised to make
much electoral difference.

Within twenty years of the start of mass European migration,
many electorates were heavily influenced by ethnic voters. The great
majority of these have consistently voted for the ALP ever since. In
the national election of 2004 there were twenty-one federal elec-
torates in which more than 30 per cent used a language other than
English at home. These were all in Sydney (twelve) or Melbourne
(nine). In four Sydney electorates an absolute majority did not
speak English at home. Of these twenty-one, all but one were held
by Labor. A solid and unchanging base for the ALP was created by
post-war immigration.

As immigrants became naturalised they were obliged to vote
and a handful became active in the parties. Their experience was
not usually very satisfying. Parliamentary selections were rare for
immigrants, although more common for the second generation.
The first Asian-born Commonwealth MP (Tsebin Tchen, Lib-
eral Senator, Victoria) was not elected until 1998 and later lost
his preselection. An unusual feature of immigrant politicians has
been their disagreements with their party, leading to expulsion or
resignation. These include Andrew Theophanous, Franca Arena,
Helen Sham-ho, Peter Wong and Paul Zammit. Although Labor
holds nearly all of the ethnic electorates, it has been very reluctant
to nominate immigrants to these safe seats. Discontent with the
major parties and opposition to One Nation created Unity in 2000,
with mainly Chinese and Vietnamese support. It had some suc-
cess in Sydney municipal elections and elected Peter Wong to the
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New South Wales Legislative Council, but got very little support
otherwise.

The major areas of non-British settlement, other than for the
Chinese, are also a large part of the Labor ‘heartland’. This is often
overlooked in debates about the party’s future, when the ‘heartland’
is conceptualised through outdated visions of the ‘little Aussie bat-
tler’, who is, of course, also believed to be of British or Irish descent.
The consistent loyalty of these ethnic concentrations has been only
grudgingly rewarded by Labor, and then mainly in Victoria. Only
in Victoria has the party created an effective network of ‘ethnic
branches’ since 1975. At the national parliamentary level, the two
Coalition parties have normally returned more non-British immi-
grant members than Labor, although Labor is stronger among the
second generation. At the municipal level, Labor has elected a range
of immigrant councillors in Sydney and Melbourne. But unhap-
piness with some Labor councils in Sydney, such as Auburn, has
recently strengthened the appeal of the minority Unity Party or
the Greens. In spite of all this, there is no doubt that Labor politi-
cians, Commonwealth and State, have been much more likely to be
answerable to immigrant voters than has been true for the Liberal
and National parties.

Social mobility

Immigrants arriving between 1947 and 1972 were less rigorously
selected than those coming afterwards, except on the basis of race.
Australia has always favoured youth and discriminated against dis-
ability, right back to the bounty system of the 1840s. But most white
British arrivals were either not subject to selection at all or were
favoured in selection and assistance over the non-British. By the
1960s about one-quarter were returning to the United Kingdom.
The British had few problems of acceptance, employment or lan-
guage skills. But they were not marked by rapid social mobility and
their children tended to remain in the same skilled manual occupa-
tions as their parents. The same was largely true for the Dutch and
Germans, many of whom were also returning home in the 1960s as
wartime hardships disappeared. British middle-class immigrants,
many of whom came without assisted passages, formed a significant
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part of the professional and administrative classes. But this was not
due to social improvement, as they had come from such classes in
Britain.

There was a dichotomy among immigrants between those des-
tined for manual employment, who were mainly Europeans, and
those joining the middle classes, who were mainly British, North
Americans or New Zealanders. But there was also a cultural divide
which ranacross class and occupation and was enshrined in the offi-
cial designation ‘non-English-speaking background’. Many Euro-
peans who had been well educated in their homeland eventually
moved out of the menial occupations which they first took up in
Australia. The success of Jewish immigrants has been most fully
documented in this respect. While there is little persuasive evi-
dence, it seems equally likely that many Europeans with inade-
quate English suffered downward mobility. Their qualifications
were often not recognised, a problem engaging official concern
from the late 1940s until the present.® The occupations they sought
increasingly demanded a level of English well beyond the ‘sur-
vival’level to which the adult migrant education program originally
aspired.

Asian settlement

In 1972 about 10 per cent of the settler intake was from Asia, exclud-
ing the Middle East. This temporarily passed 40 per cent in 1984
and touched 51 per cent in 1991 for one year only. For the thirteen
years of the Labor government it averaged about 40 000 a year, or 39
per cent of settler intake, and this level has been sustained since the
Coalition was returned in 1996. The ‘colour blind’ policy adopted
from 1972 and the ‘human capital’ approach from 1988, were both
at variance with popular perceptions of major differences between
‘Asians’ and ‘Europeans’, engrained in Australian history and cul-
ture. While official policy categorised immigrants in terms of visa
classes, popular perceptions still saw them in terms of ‘them’ and
‘us’. Policy favoured English-speakers whose prospects of employ-
ment were good.

Just as ‘Europeans’ might be divided between the mainly
southern factory proletariat and the mainly northern skilled and
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middle-class workers, so ‘Asians’ were also very differentiated by
skills and life chances. The picture is complicated by the large num-
ber of Asian students counted in the Census but not becoming
permanent residents. Nevertheless, it remains true that Indian, Sri
Lankan, Singaporean, Malaysian, Hong Kong Chinese and, to a
lesser extent, Filipinos, Koreans, Taiwanese and mainland Chinese
are much less likely to be working class than most southern and
eastern Europeans. In many cases they have higher educational
qualifications than the Australian average and higher incomes.

If fear of ghettoes had been rife for southern Europeans it was
even more acute for non-Europeans. Immigration before 1972 had
certainly produced large areas of concentration and very visible
commercial centres for Italians and Greeks. Yet the tightest con-
centration for any ethnic group was for Jews in both Melbourne
and Sydney, and the highest concentrations numerically were for
the British in Perth and Adelaide. Neither of these attracted much
critical comment. Dispersal over the years had spread Greeks and
Italians into such new middle-class areas as Doncaster and Tem-
plestowe in Melbourne, Stirling in Perth, and Strathfield and Rand-
wick in Sydney. Dispersal was less apparent in Brisbane but almost
complete in Canberra. The ‘Little Italys) such as Lygon Street
in Melbourne or Norton Street in Sydney, were shopping cen-
tres, not crowded ghettoes, and very few Italians lived near them
anymore.

Australians had long been used to Chinatowns. By 1972 every
major city except Adelaide had one. These had gradually lost their
nineteenth-century reputation as sinks of vice when the popularity
of Chinese food increased. What Australians were not used to was
large concentrations of Asians, especially in outer suburbs rather
than city centres. Yet that is precisely where the expanding Asian
population settled. The term ‘Asian’ covers even more variety than
the term ‘European’. This is reflected in quite different occupational
and residential patterns. Many Chinese-speakers are students and
concentrations can be found around most universities, which was
never true for European migrants. These students are likely to dis-
perse as they return home or qualify as skilled immigrants and move
out of student accommodation. Otherwise, Chinese-speakers can
be found throughout the major Australian cities: from relatively



From assimilation to a multicultural society 33

disadvantaged districts such as Cabramatta to affluent North Shore
suburbs like Chatswood in Sydney, from working-class Richmond
to bourgeois Doncaster in Melbourne, and spread quite evenly
through metropolitan Perth.

A new middle class

In contrast to the mass immigration of the 1950s and 1960s, the
slower and more controlled intake of the 1980s and 1990s did not
create a new multicultural proletariat to the same extent. This was
very different from the experience of the United States or the Euro-
pean Union. From the 1988 FitzGerald report onwards,’ policy
was directed towards enhancing ‘human capital” rather than the
manufacturing workforce. This conformed to analyses developed
by the OECD, which argued that the future workforce would need
a variety of skills appropriate to a ‘postindustrial’ society and that
education was an asset in improving productivity.'?

It is not generally realised that Asian immigrants, other than
refugees, tend to be better educated, to secure better jobs and to
live in more expensive suburbs than the Australian average. This
is very different from the experience of Indochinese refugees in
the present or the Chinese in the past. There are, then, two quite
contrasting ‘Asian’ experiences and those who try to generalise
about ‘Asian’ immigration are misleading themselves and others.
Altogether this group of 1 million immigrants, who would have
been excluded under White Australia, have greatly improved the
skills of the workforce in the very jobs likely to expand in the
future.

An ethnic underclass?

Despite the tendency away from recruiting manual workers, some
immigrant groups continued to concentrate in working-class sub-
urbs and occupations. It remained true that most areas of non-
British settlement returned Labor politicians. There were many less
skilled jobs into which immigrants moved, as in other countries.
These included catering, public transport, retail trade, construc-
tion, cleaning, food processing and a variety of service occupations.
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Those recruited to these occupations were usually not native
speakers of English and many had arrived under various humani-
tarian provisions. An unspoken aim of changes under the Coalition
government after 1996 was to reduce this type of intake. Yet many
such occupations were expanding, especially in catering and the
retail trade. These could absorb many with less ‘human capital’
than high-tech industries, but they were not organised as effec-
tive lobbies nor did they excite the imagination of politicians and
bureaucrats.

Those making up this relatively small ‘new proletariat’ were faced
with a higher level of unemployment than those recruited to man-
ufacturing before 1970. They often competed with the less skilled
Australian-born, with New Zealanders, with illegal overstayers and,
of course, with each other. The problems of many immigrants were
extended into the second generation, as unemployment, poor edu-
cation and low skills often characterised the suburbs settled by
immigrants from the Middle East and Southeast Asia in the 1970s.
The children of the two major humanitarian intakes of that period
were teenagers by the end of the century, living in areas with high
unemployment and limited social mobility. This became an espe-
cially acute problem in the adjoining Sydney cities of Canterbury,
Bankstown and Fairfield. Had more attention been paid to the large
Vietnamese and Lebanese settlement in these areas from the 1970s,
these problems might today be less serious.

Whether an ‘ethnic underclass’ is being formed, comparable to
those in parts of Britain or the United States, has been inadequately
studied. Most disadvantaged areas are rural and provincial and have
low immigrant populations. Most disadvantaged social groups,
such as single parents, are not predominantly drawn from immi-
grants. The most disadvantaged, by any measure, is the Indigenous
population. Previous analysis, including that of Birrell, assumed
that manual workers were disadvantaged.'! But this overlooked the
industrial arbitration system in Australia, which has been called the
‘wage earner’s welfare state’ by Frank Castles.!? A family with two
or three members regularly employed was certainly not poor in the
days before 1975 and would have accumulated enough home own-
ership and other savings to avoid poverty in later life. Some com-
munities, such as the Ukrainians, developed effective co-operative
savings systems, a practice also used later by many Koreans.
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Migrant poverty was, however, present even in the days of full
employment. Jean Martin’s research for the Commission of Inquiry
into Poverty reported in 1975 that ‘the postwar migrant population
asawholeis at present somewhere around an optimum situation so
far as vulnerability to poverty is concerned’. However, she warned
that, ‘even if the proportion of the poor among migrants is less than
in the rest of the population, it is still possible for certain sections of
the migrant population to become fixed at the low socio-economic
level at which the first arrivals entered the country. This will happen
if the children of poor migrants suffer educational handicap, as
many from non-English speaking families already appear to be
doing.’?®

In more recent years, with a higher level of unemployment and a
dismantling of the industrial wage-fixing system, the probability of
poverty remains. A longitudinal study of disadvantaged children
in 1992 pointed to ‘the continuing and in some cases increasing
economic disadvantage of children in NESB families in Australia
in the early 1990s. It is evident that poverty among NESB families is
not simply a short-term problem for newly arrived families, but is
related to economic recession and restructuring as well as to long-
term aspects of the migration process such as the impact of the
refugee experience and of English-language proficiency.’'

In 1998 a Parliamentary Library listing of electorates by ‘rel-
ative socio-economic disadvantage’ showed Fowler (Cabramatta)
as the worst and Gellibrand (Footscray) third. Both were areas of
Vietnamese and Balkan settlement. Reid (Auburn and Granville)
was an area of Muslim settlement and was ninth. But many other
electorates with high ethnic populations were not particularly dis-
advantaged and there was no evidence of difference between ‘Euro-
pean’ and ‘Asian’ areas. Migrants in general are now spread across
the social spectrum and many can be found in high-status areas of
Melbourne and Sydney, such as Doncaster or Chatswood.

Notes

1 Roe, Australia, Britain and Migration 1915—1940.

2 London, Non-White Immigration and the ‘White Australia’ Policy.
3 Lack and Templeton, Bold Experiment.

4 Rubinstein, The Jews in Australia.
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The Fraser, Hawke and Keating
governments, 1975-1996

The Whitlam government officially ended White Australia and gave
its support to the concept of multiculturalism. But this had only
a limited immediate effect. The most public enthusiast for multi-
culturalism, Minister for Immigration Al Grassby, was defeated in
Riverina in the 1974 election in a campaign which included racist
attacks on him and his policies.! His successors, Clyde Cameron and
James McClelland, were in an older Labor tradition and promptly
reduced the migrant intake at a time of rising unemployment.

Whitlam abolished the Immigration Department altogether in
1974. He recalls that Grassby found it ‘incurably racist. Func-
tions were redistributed mainly to the Social Security, Education
and Labour departments, with Senator McClelland as minister for
labour and immigration from June to November 1975. Whitlam
explained this as recognising a wider responsibility than organis-
ing intake: ‘We had abolished the Department because in our view
the Federal Government’s responsibility for migrants did not end
with recruiting them . . . but extended into all the areas where my
government had taken initiatives, such as education and health and
urban services’? This continued to be the view of succeeding gov-
ernments at least into the 1990s. But they operated with a revived
and extended Immigration Department as well as through other
relevant departments.

This abolition temporarily removed the core from migrant set-
tlement services which had begun to be built and left multicultur-
alism with no clear administrative location. Grassby was, however,
appointed as commissioner for community relations and his office
became a focal point for developing multicultural and race rela-
tions policies until his contract ended in 1982. The abolition of
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the department was premature. Other departments had neither the
expertise nor the willingness to take on a new constituency, the cen-
tral problem of ‘mainstreaming’ which was to haunt all subsequent
discussion of devolving services from Immigration. The adoption
of ‘access and equity’ approaches ten years later was designed, more
cautiously, to deal with these problems. In the meantime, the Fraser
government also recognised a broader responsibility and extended
the welfare and educational functions of the re-created Depart-
ment of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs. This was validated and
institutionalised by the Galbally report on migrant programs and
services.?

The ending of White Australia had no immediate impact. Num-
bers admitted were so drastically reduced that the non-European
component was almost negligible. In the financial year 1975-76
there were only 52 748 settler arrivals, of whom only 8200 were
from Asia (excluding the Middle East). Whitlam had expressed his
hostility to the admission of Vietnamese refugees after the fall of
Saigon on 30 April 1975. While 130 000 fled from Vietnam during
that period, the great majority went to the United States. It was not
until the end of 1975 that refugees escaping by boat appeared in
northern Australia. These were from East Timor, which Indonesia
had invaded on 7 December, just one week before the Whitlam
government was defeated at the general election. The first boatload
of Vietnamese refugees did not arrive near Darwin until April 1976.
Vietnamese already in Australia, who were mainly students, were
granted refugee status, as were those arriving by sea.*

The Fraser government, 1975-1983

One of the first acts of the Fraser Coalition government was to re-
create the Immigration Department under the new title of Depart-
ment of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs. The second half of the
title showed already that Fraser would encourage an emphasis on
policy relating to settlement within Australia as well as to the con-
ventional intake concerns of the previous department. There was no
suggestion of returning to the White Australia policy. The two min-
isters with most influence, Michael MacKellar (1976-79) and Ian
Macphee (1980-82), were known for their liberal views in this area.
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A further indication of the reforming approach to policy was the
appointment as departmental secretary in 1981 of John Menadue,
a former staffer for Gough Whitlam. While he was not exactly pop-
ular with most Coalition members, Al Grassby was allowed to work
out his contract as community relations commissioner.

The net gain from migration under Fraser rose from the excep-
tionally low level in the last year of the Whitlam government, reach-
ing a peak under Macphee of over 100 000 in 1981. In the first year
of the Fraser government the ten major sources of immigrants
were, in order: United Kingdom (27.1 per cent), Lebanon (17.2
per cent), New Zealand, Malaysia, Philippines, Yugoslavia, Greece,
Italy, United States and Turkey. By the last year they were: United
Kingdom (28.2 per cent), Vietnam (9.3 per cent), New Zealand,
Germany, Poland, Cambodia, Philippines, South Africa, Malaysia
and United States. These were not dramatically different, except
for the temporary impact of Lebanese refugees in 1976 and of
Vietnamese in 1982. Some ‘traditional’ European sources were still
important in 1976, such as Yugoslavia, Greece and Italy. But the
balance shifted towards Asia and the Middle East under Fraser,
especially because of policy changes favourable to refugees. The
British, New Zealand and North American component remained
stable at just over one-third.

The Fraser government is best remembered for its humane
approach to refugees and its creation of the institutions of mul-
ticulturalism. During MacKellar’s ministry the Galbally report on
migrant and multicultural programs and services was issued. Gal-
bally reported directly to the prime minister and included some
topics, such as ethnic broadcasting, which were not within the
powers of the Immigration Department. The implementation of
the report, however, rested largely with Immigration. An Ethnic
Affairs Branch was set up in the department in 1977 and the Ethnic
Affairs Council was appointed. Both had mainly settlement con-
cerns. The first two migrant resource centres were established in
Melbourne in 1977, ahead of the Galbally recommendation for a
national network of MRCs.

In MacKellar’s first year there were special visa arrangements
for Lebanese and Vietnamese immigrants, responding to the polit-
ical situation in those two countries. An amnesty for overstayers



40 From White Australia to Woomera

was implemented between January and April 1976. During that
period 8614 applied for resident status, of whom the largest num-
ber were from Greece, Britain, Indonesia and China. Resident status
was granted to Timorese refugees and to students from Indochina
already in Australia. Reduction of refugee travel by boat was the
stated aim of creating a refugee processing office in Bangkok in
1977. By then the department was already complaining of its grow-
ing workload caused by representations on behalf of migration
applicants from sponsors, ethnic organisations and members of
parliament.> The department adopted a new logo in 1977, show-
ing welcoming hands gathering people into Australia. This logo was
replaced under the Howard government by one of people rush-
ing helter-skelter in all directions. During 1977 the last migrant
ship arrived, ending nearly 150 years of seaborne travel for assisted
migrants.

Pressures to emigrate to Australia alerted the department in
1978 to the need to formalise the migration program. Concern
with the declining birthrate, expressed by the Australian Popula-
tion and Immigration Council, also prompted relaxation of the
family reunion program in June 1978. Nine principles of policy
were stated by the minister, including that settlement should be
permanent and that selection should be ‘non-discriminatory’ —
this being a reassertion of the end of White Australia. At the same
time policy began to move in another, ‘discriminatory’ direction
by the development of a points system for ‘general eligibility’ based
on social, educational and economic factors. The numerical mul-
tifactor assessment system (NUMAS) was accordingly introduced
on 1 January 1979. It did not apply to family reunion or refugee
admission but became increasingly developed until the presentasa
means of recruiting ‘human capital’. The system was subsequently
amended to reduce ‘subjective’ judgements (such as responsiveness
and initiative) and to increase the importance of ‘objective’ factors
such as employability, education and language capacity. Refugee
settlement was addressed by the new Australian Refugee Advisory
Council and with the creation of the Community Refugee Set-
tlement scheme, which very modestly subsidised charitable and
religious organisations to arrange for initial care through Aus-
tralian families. The ‘orderly departure’ program was negotiated
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with Vietnam in 1979, thus removing the need to escape by boat
at least until relations between China and Vietnam deteriorated
in the mid-1980s. Migrant settlement councils were set up in each
State to co-ordinate services and the Galbally Implementation Task
Force researched and recommended policy arising from the 1978
report.

MacKellar left office in December 1979 to become health min-
ister and was replaced by Macphee until May 1982. MacKellar had
seen the development of the department as a caring institution,
implementing the settlement proposals of Galbally and tackling
the growing problem of escape from Indochina. Macphee followed
in the same tradition. By 1979 ‘Asia’ had emerged as the largest
regional source of immigrants (29 per cent), followed by Oceania
(21 per cent) (mainly New Zealand) and Britain and Ireland (19
per cent). This was already arousing some criticism, but Macphee
stood firm against any reduction of refugee intake or any sugges-
tion of returning to ‘traditional sources. Many officers who had
served under the White Australia regime retired in the early 1980s,
making it easier to gain departmental acceptance of recent trends.

Macphee liberalised family reunion for ‘concessional’ relatives
in addition to ‘preferential’ spouses, children and parents. Most of
his tenure was taken up with implementing the Galbally report.
Another amnesty was introduced in 1980 as the ‘regularisation of
status’ program. Migrant intake began to increase, as did grants to
ethnic welfare organisations and migrant resource centres. Con-
sequently, the departmental budget rose from $72.6 million in
1979-80 to $104.5 million by 1981-82. Of this total, nearly one-
third was spent on the adult migrant education program.

Macphee’s tenure also saw the decision to abolish all assisted
passages other than for refugees, ending 150 years of similar sys-
tems. This diminished the incentive to emigrate from Britain. New
Zealanders were required to have passports for the first time. But,
in general, entry conditions were liberalised, especially for rela-
tives and for those coming from disturbed countries under the
new ‘special humanitarian’ program from November 1981. The
‘concessional’ family reunion system was liberalised from April
1982 to encourage migration by non-dependent children, work-
ing age parents and brothers and sisters. Sponsoring relatives were
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expected to guarantee financial support, but this was inadequately
enforced. Partly in consequence, the immigration intake rose to
almost 120 000 in 1981-82, including New Zealanders. Macphee
also undertook a series of national meetings to explain multicul-
turalism during 1982, often accompanied by his Labor ‘shadow’,
Mick Young. It was at these meetings that the first ominous signs
of organised racism began to appear.®

Ian Macphee is remembered as the most liberal and generous of
immigration ministers. His policies, together with those of Michael
MacKellar, were markedly more welcoming to refugees and family
members than those of his Liberal successor, Philip Ruddock, after
thirteen years of intervening Labor government. His reward was
to lose his preselection for his Melbourne electorate and to be
effectively driven out of politics by the new conservative forces in
his own party.

The Hawke government, 1983-1991

Unlike the Liberal and National parties, the ALP rested heavily
upon electorates in which NESB immigrants had been congregat-
ing since the 1950s. These were mostly historic Labor strongholds
and remained in the hands of Anglo-Australian politicians, as most
of them still do. While Fraser represented the monocultural rural
electorate of Wannon, Hawke was returned for Wills in 1980, a
north Melbourne area with the highest concentration of Italians
in Australia, to whom were later added Greeks, Yugoslavs, Mal-
tese and Lebanese. His Cabinets included several ministers rep-
resenting similar electorates, including Keating (Blaxland), Young
(Port Adelaide), Holding (Yarra), Duffy (Holt), Willis (Gellibrand),
Dawkins (Fremantle), Howe (Batman), Hand (Melbourne) and
West (Cunningham). Of his six immigration ministers, five repre-
sented strongly ethnic electorates and Senator Robert Ray was from
Victoria, at the time the most ethnically diverse of all the States.
With such backgrounds the Hawke government might have been
expected to be particularly sensitive to the needs and expectations of
the immigrant voters, even if almost all ministers were Australian-
born. Hawke’s personal influence was strongly in favour of mul-
ticulturalism, which was not necessarily true for all his ministers.
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He was particularly close to the Jewish community and personally
intervened to liberalise Soviet policy towards Jewish emigration.
His political base in Melbourne sustained these attitudes and he
was happy to work with, and listen to, those who had initiated
multiculturalism under Whitlam and implemented it under Fraser.
Influential individuals such as Walter Lippman, James Gobbo and
Peter Abeles had direct access to the prime minister.

Immigration intake under Hawke built up steadily from a fairly
low level of 93 000 in 1983 to a high point of 145 000 by 1989,
the highest level for nearly twenty years. This rise was unusual in
coinciding with a high level of unemployment. The Hawke govern-
ment was sympathetic to refugees, continuing the example set by
Tan Macphee under its predecessor. However, in 1990, the first boat-
loads of asylum seekers for ten years began to arrive off northwest-
ern Australia. This prompted a panic scarcely justified by the small
numbers involved, who mainly came from the rapidly deteriorat-
ing situation in Cambodia. This led to the adoption of mandatory
detention for unauthorised arrivals and the opening of a detention
centre at Port Hedland. This ‘mandatory and irrevocable’ detention
policy haunted governments for the next fifteen years.

Because ministers changed so rapidly under Hawke, it is harder
to distinguish their policies than it was for MacKellar and Macphee.
The greatest impact was from Senator Ray, who implemented the
FitzGerald report of 1988 and introduced a ‘rule based” system of
selection. Stewart West’s brief tenure from March 1983 to Decem-
ber 1984 involved the need to reply to the attacks on multicul-
turalism and immigration policy by Professor Geoffrey Blainey.
He acquitted himself well, with the support of the prime min-
ister. West was from the old socialist school of trade unionists
and the industrial city of Wollongong. Intake dropped from the
high levels of the Fraser government in response to an economic
downturn. Refugee policy, although still dominated by Indochina,
was adjusted to cater for Latin America, where oppressive gov-
ernments were from the right rather than being communist as
normally in the past. Reflecting the policies of the previous gov-
ernment, family reunion constituted 59 per cent of the 1983-84
intake (excluding New Zealanders) and humanitarian categories,
25 per cent.
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West was succeeded by Chris Hurford, Mick Young and Clyde
Holding, none of whom lasted for very long. This left the depart-
ment relatively free to develop its own policies, mainly under the
secretaryship of Bill McKinnon. McKinnon’s experience had been
with the Industries Assistance Commission and the Department
of Trade and Industry. Hurford, too, had a business background,
then unusual in Labor politicians. For all of his tenure Hurford
was also minister assisting the treasurer, a post in which he was
probably more interested. He had to face severe criticism over the
cuts in migrant settlement budgets in 1986. This period began
the process whereby the Immigration Department became more
centrally concerned with the economic viability of immigrants.
The influence of professional economists on the bureaucracy was
growing. As Michael Pusey has noted, that influence was mainly
directed towards ‘economic rationalism), including budgetary con-
straint, human capital and managerial autonomy.” Under Hurford
the department developed its financial management improvement
program, based on program identification and the determina-
tion of quantifiable key indicators. Accounting and management
increasingly preoccupied the department from then on, together
with the improvement of data collection which computers made
possible.

Ray held office between September 1988 and April 1990, when he
became defence minister. His tenure is noteworthy for his imple-
mentation of the FitzGerald Report.® The Committee to Advise
on Australia’s Immigration Policies had been appointed by Clyde
Holding in September 1987. While it ranged widely over settlement
and multicultural issues, its main thrust was that the Department
of Immigration needed to be professionalised and that the focus on
intake policy should be on skills rather than on the humanitarian or
family categories. The committee also spent some time in devising
a model Migration Act, which was never implemented. “The major
thrust of the reforms was the restructuring of decision-making
procedures, designed inter alia to limit ministerial and bureau-
cratic discretion . . . the central control function of the department
was to be buffered from forces in an increasingly pluralist culture
and volatile environment.”



Fraser, Hawke and Keating governments 45

The rule-based system developed under Ray made rational selec-
tion easier than in the past. It discouraged regular lobbying by
groups and individuals, although this has never disappeared alto-
gether. Its basic assumption — that human beings could be fitted
into limited categories — is typical of all highly developed modern
bureaucracies. Yet this would only be possible with serious inflex-
ibility. What has happened instead is the proliferation of so many
different visas that only a professional lawyer or migration agent can
understand the system. Kathryn Cronin, writing only three years
after the new system was introduced, noted that there were ‘eighty-
five different visa classes and ninety-five entry permit types’!® The
new system also militated against further amnesties and there have
been none since, leaving many otherwise law-abiding ‘unlawful’
settlers in limbo. However, it also required an appeals procedure,
institutionalised in the Immigration Review Tribunal (1989) and
the Refugee Review Tribunal (1993).

Apart from changing to a rule-based system, the FitzGerald
report also began the process of shifting emphasis from human-
ist concerns with family and asylum to an economically rational
focus on the ‘quality’ of immigrants. This would be realised by sub-
mitting most of the intake to a points test rather than exempting
the majority under family reunion. This recommendation was not
implemented by Labor but is close to the abolition of the conces-
sional family category by the Coalition in 1996. The report also
aimed to upgrade the decision-making capacity of the department
with a coherent research structure to replace that lost when Hur-
ford had abolished the Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs
in 1986.

The FitzGerald report was the most important single influence
on the Immigration Department for the next decade. It went against
the Labor tide in criticising multiculturalism and family reunion
and was questioned for doing so by the Office of Multicultural
Affairs and by ethnic organisations. This aspect was not welcome
to Prime Minister Hawke either. But it was what the department
wanted, Ray was ready to implement it and the Liberal Opposi-
tion was happy to carry it through, should they be elected. They
had to wait for another eight years, by which time ‘economic



46 From White Australia to Woomera

rationalism’ was almost consensual among economists and public
servants.

The Keating government, 1991-1996

The Keating government was less influenced from Melbourne than
were Hawke or Fraser. It was more interested in Indigenous issues
and more inclined to stress that Australia was ‘part of Asia’ than
was its immediate predecessor. While the Hawke government had
its strongest constituency among southern Europeans, Keating was
more closely involved with the Middle Eastern and Southeast Asian
immigrants who had settled in Sydney. There was more contro-
versy around these recent arrivals and less willingness to incorpo-
rate them within the ALP machine. The long-established Lebanese
Catholics were an exception, but many of them were Liberals and
they were much less prominent in the trade unions than were
Greeks, Italians, Maltese or Yugoslavs. Keating’s own electorate of
Blaxland was a major centre of Lebanese settlement with a growing
Vietnamese presence, as well as a native-born working class which
resented these developments.

Immigrant intake under Keating dropped rapidly in the first few
years, from 122 000 in 1991 to less than 70 000 in 1994 before rising
again to 87 000 at the end of his government. This was a more cau-
tious approach than under Hawke, but partly reflects the decline
of refugee pressures from Indochina and China. Nevertheless, the
humanitarian component of settler arrivals ranged between 13 and
17 per cent between 1991 and 1996 and was consistently higher than
for the succeeding Coalition government. Unemployment reached
its highest level, at 11 per cent, in 1991 and immigration was con-
sequently reduced, which has always been normal for Australia as
for many other societies.

The origins of immigrants during the Keating government con-
tinued to be largely from nationalities which would have been
excluded under White Australia. The United Kingdom remained
the largest single source but only provided between 12 and 17 per
cent of the total. This was supplemented by New Zealanders, rang-
ing from 8 to 12 per cent. Throughout the Keating period the other
major contributors were almost all Asian, except for disintegrating
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former Yugoslavia and a small number from South Africa and the
also disintegrating Soviet Union. Between 1990-91 and 1994-95,
Vietnam added 39 000, Hong Kong 40 000, Philippines 24 000 and
India 21 000.

Keating shifted the emphasis of government policy towards
Indigenous issues, the republic and the notion of Australia as ‘part
of Asia’. This did not necessarily diminish activity in favour of mul-
ticulturalism. A massive Global Cultural Diversity conference was
organised in Sydney in 1995 at a cost of $2 million. The impact of
criticism of multiculturalism among conservatives was suggested
by the refusal of corporate business to provide sponsorship, despite
a serious attempt to attract it. The very large shortfall left by this
was made up by the Commonwealth.

Keating had only two immigration ministers: Gerry Hand,
whom he inherited from Hawke, and Senator Nick Bolkus, who
took over from 1993 until the government was defeated in 1996.
Both were from the socialist left of the ALP. More importantly, both
had considerable influence with ethnic organisations in Melbourne
and Adelaide, respectively, Bolkus being of Greek parentage. This
continued the tradition of Labor ministers being ‘minister for win-
ning the ethnic vote’.

Hand was a trade unionist and party organiser, who had been
largely responsible for organising the ‘ethnic vote’ around the vic-
tory of John Cain in the Victorian State election of 1982. For nearly
three years he had been minister for Aboriginal affairs, where he
developed the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission
after extensive consultations around Australia. Hand was seen on
his appointment as more likely to be popular with the ethnic con-
stituency than was Ray.

Hand had several strongly held prejudices — against lawyers,
against the ‘ethnic élite’ and in favour of his departmental col-
leagues. Intake under Hand started high at over 100 000 a year
but dropped to 80 000 by 1993 in response to the economic situ-
ation. Family categories made up more than half of this, but the
humanitarian stream settled at about 12 000, where it has normally
remained ever since. Hand also abolished the business migration
program in July 1991, following a report critical of abuses, and
substituted a points-tested business skills category.!!
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Refugee and illegal issues had become more prominent. For the
first time, refugees and humanitarian cases were given four-year
temporary protection visas rather than permanent residence, under
the Migration Amendment Act of 1992. This was designed to deal
with the large number of resident Chinese students remaining after
the Tien-an-men Square repression of 1989 in Beijing. This new
policy proved unviable and was ended in November 1993 under
Bolkus, only to be revived again under the Howard government.

Hand’s attitude towards refugees and asylum seekers seems
ambivalent. In effect it was much more generous towards Euro-
peans than Asians. The ‘special assistance’ program, which he intro-
duced in 1992, was of great benefit to Yugoslavs fleeing from their
collapsing country. But mandatory detention for boat people which
he also introduced, in August 1991, bore very heavily upon asylum
seekers from Indochina and, ten years later, from Afghanistan and
Iraq.

Bolkus, like Ray and Hand, was something of a machine politi-
cian. This led him to intervene in the affairs of two agencies: the
Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA)
and the Bureau of Immigration Research. In neither case were the
results very satisfactory. Bolkus, quite justifiably, felt that FECCA
was not maintaining its previous level of research and submission
to official inquiries. He also believed that the structure was out
of date and that FECCA was in need of a drastic constitutional
overhaul to make it more effective. His annoyance came to a head
during a very public row at the official opening of the new FECCA
headquarters in Canberra in 1994. Placing a departmental officer
within the organisation with a brief to consult and to reform did
not solve matters. This ended in a drawn-out and expensive wrong-
ful dismissal case which left FECCA financially strapped for some
time.

Bolkus also intervened in the Bureau of Immigration Research,
attempting to dictate its list of conference speakers and attracting
attention from its conservative critics by doing so. This was a factor
in the resignation of the director, John Nieuwenhuysen, and was
later used to argue for the bureau’s abolition under Howard. Neither
of these interventions was very productive.
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The ministerial record

There were no fewer than seven immigration ministers during the
thirteen years of Labor government, compared with seven in the
twenty-three years of its Coalition predecessor and only two in
the first ten years of the Howard government from 1996. Change
at the bureaucratic level was equally kaleidoscopic. Between 1948
and 1974 there were only three departmental secretaries. In the
thirty years following the re-creation of the Immigration Depart-
ment in 1975, there were nine secretaries and five changes of
name.

In the formative years after 1945, the immigration ministry had
been a stepping stone to higher office. Calwell and Snedden had
become leaders of the Opposition, Holt prime minister, Lynch
treasurer, Downer high commissioner in London and Opperman
high commissioner to Malta. However, by the 1980s the posi-
tion had less to offer. A succession of Liberal and Labor ministers
ended their political careers rather than starting them. Grassby,
Cameron, Macphee, Hodges, West, Holding and Hand made no
further progress and Grassby, Hodges and Macphee lost their par-
liamentary seats altogether. MacKellar’s career was cut short by the
Labor victory in 1983 and he became director of a business lobby.
Of Labor ministers, only Ray and Bolkus remained on the front
bench after the defeat of 1996. The ministerial record suggests that
ministers with a long tenure or a strong personality can make a
difference to policy. MacKellar, Macphee and Ray certainly did so,
as did Ruddock in the Howard government. While normally rep-
resented in the Cabinet, the Immigration portfolio can, however,
be a poisoned chalice. As with Aboriginal Affairs, also held by three
ministers (Holding, Hand and Ruddock), it is subject to a high
level of public criticism and controversy. Bringing in newcomers
and changing the ethnic character of a society is rarely very popu-
lar. There is an immigrant constituency to please and a xenophobic
public to placate. Neither major party has been completely consis-
tent. As is often the case, the minister’s most serious critics may be
on the benches behind. It is very important to have the confidence
and support of his or her leader.
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Prime ministerial intervention

Within the normal practices of Cabinet government ministers are
left to develop policy and practice with their departmental offi-
cials, and to seek approval from Cabinet for new departures or for
anything likely to be politically controversial. Not all immigration
ministers have been included in the Cabinet and their access has
been consequently diminished. However, for most of the past thirty
years they have been included. Under Whitlam all ministers sat in
the Cabinet. Under Fraser, MacKellar and Hodges were not in the
Cabinet. All immigration ministers sat in the Hawke and Keating
Cabinets, but Ruddock was excluded from the first Howard Cabi-
net, to be brought in later.

Ministers have not always succeeded in gaining support for
departmental policies and are always subject to the scrutiny of
Treasury and the Department of Finance and their associated
public expenditure review committees. When a finance minister
is unfavourable towards departmental policy, as was Peter Walsh
under Hawke, life becomes difficult.'> When a prime minister is
favourable, as was largely true under Fraser and Hawke, other min-
isters can be overruled.

Prime ministerial intervention was common when politically
sensitive issues were involved. Whitlam had changed the relation-
ship between the ALP Caucus and the ministry, giving more free-
dom to his government and himself than had previously been
enjoyed by Labor governments. In the following years the Depart-
ment of Prime Minister and Cabinet became more powerful and
developed offices within itself which supervised areas which were
also the responsibility of other ministers. The most relevant exam-
ple here is the location of the Office of Multicultural Affairs within
PM&C in 1987, which was directly required by Hawke, and its
removal and abolition in 1996, which was directly required by
Howard.

Whitlam and Fraser gave strong leadership on issues which
were not universally endorsed by their ministries or parliamen-
tary parties. Whitlam broke publicly with the remnants of the
White Australia policy which had been upheld by Labor for eighty
years and most actively by his predecessor, Arthur Calwell. He gave
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full endorsement to the often controversial activity of Al Grassby,
denounced the racism which cost Grassby his seat in 1974, and
appointed him on a seven-year contract as commissioner for com-
munity relations. He had previously disciplined Fred Daly MP
for his continuing support for White Australia, removing him as
shadow minister for immigration in 1971.

Fraser enjoyed more nominal independence than Whitlam,
although in practice there was little difference in the influence
which they could wield. His active endorsement of multicultur-
alism was a departure from the assimilationist and Anglophile
traditions of the Liberal and National (Country) parties. The
appointment of two ‘liberal”’ immigration ministers, MacKellar and
Macphee, ensured that his policies were implemented. A new min-
ister, John Hodges, who was openly unsympathetic to these policies,
was publicly reprimanded by Fraser in 1982 for refusing to endorse
a national languages policy at a large conference called for that
purpose.

Hawke took a strong interest in immigration matters, replaced
more ministers than anyone else, and was directly involved in the
public controversies which broke out during his tenure. In 1986 he
overruled his minister for communications, Michael Duffy, on the
proposed amalgamation of the SBS and the ABC, and his minis-
ter for immigration, Chris Hurford, on cuts to the adult migrant
education program. He also intervened actively in reforming the
machinery for overseas skills recognition in 1988.

Hawke was personally involved in the removal of Ron Brown
as departmental secretary in 1990 and his replacement by Chris
Conybeare from PM&C. The transfer of deputy-secretary Tony
Harris probably also involved prime ministerial intervention. Both
changes were a response to concern that the department had
become too restrictive under its previous minister, Robert Ray.13
Hawke was readily accessible to several community leaders, had a
very close relationship with the Jewish community, and in 1988
intervened in the conflict between Greeks and Macedonians as
a conciliator. He was somewhat sceptical about the Immigration
Department in general.

Keating’s interventions were less apparent. The exhaustive study
of his life by John Edwards does not have either ‘immigration” or
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‘multiculturalism’ in its index.'* This suggests their relative unim-
portance to the prime minister. His concerns were rather broader,
including Aboriginal reconciliation, the republic and placing Aus-
tralia firmly within an Asian context. Hand’s replacement by Bolkus
in 1993 was caused by Hand’s retirement from parliament and not
by prime ministerial intervention.

Howard, however, was very active from the start of his acces-
sion in 1996.'> Six departmental secretaries were replaced at once,
including Chris Conybeare of Immigration. Howard immedi-
ately removed two institutions: the Office of Multicultural Affairs,
and the Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population
Research. The latter abolition was not desired by his minister or
the department. Howard refused to use the word ‘multicultural-
ism’ in public until the late 1990s. He publicly overruled Ruddock
in accepting ‘safe haven’ temporary protection for 4000 Kosovars
in 1999.

His most dramatic intervention was during the Tampa crisis of
late August 2001, when a Norwegian container ship was forcibly
boarded and its rescued asylum seekers removed to Nauru and
Manus Island, New Guinea. Policy was taken completely out of
the hands of the minister and the department and constructed
by a small working party dominated by the secretary of PM&C,
Max Moore-Wilton. Evidence presented at the Senate inquiry into
the crisis early in 2002 suggested that Howard took a very active
personal role in influencing policy. He staked his reputation on this
in winning the November 2001 election.

Continuity and difference

With so many changes of minister under Labor it is hard to deter-
mine what Labor policy was over any length of time. This problem
remained after 1996. Labor went into the 1998 and 2001 elections
with almost no relevant policy at all and was badly caught out
by the Tampa crisis. It had three shadow ministers between 1996
and 2001, none of whom had previously served in Immigration.
The newly elected Howard Coalition government of 1996 seemed
dedicated to undoing most of the ‘Keating—Hawke agenda’ in areas
other than liberalising the economy. It turned its back on the earlier
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Liberal Party inheritance of Fraser, MacKellar and Macphee. Its
term is not yet complete and final judgement must await its even-
tual demise. Its policies are interwoven into the discussion in the
following chapters. Major shifts in emphasis happened quickly. The
prime minister took an active interest in immigration and multi-
culturalism, as had his Labor predecessors. But his objectives were
quite different and frequently opposite and were developed within
a different ideological framework. In this he was supported by his
minister, Philip Ruddock, who had previously been regarded as on
the more ‘liberal’ wing of the Coalition.

Previous policies from which Howard and Ruddock moved away
included support for multiculturalism, a program favouring family
reunion, a vigorous monitoring of ‘access and equity’ for all Com-
monwealth services, a willingness to recognise humanitarian crises,
and the frequent use of inquiries and consultation to ascertain the
needs of the ‘ethnic constituency’. Liberal and Coalition politicians
were subject to much less pressure from that constituency because
of the nature of their electorates. While Ruddock had built up a
wide network of contacts, Howard and most of his ministers had
not. The strong influence of Sydney North Shore Liberalism, the
partnership with the National Party, and the need to win back votes
that had gone to Pauline Hanson and One Nation combined to limit
still further the relationship between the new government and the
‘ethnic’ voters.

Yet there were also elements of continuity, some of them arising
from within the bureaucracy and some of them willingly imple-
mented by previous Labor ministers.!® The practice of reducing
government expenditure to keep taxes low was fully endorsed by the
ALP and the ACTU from the very start of Hawke’s government in
1983. While immigration costs had been greatly reduced by the ter-
mination of the assisted passage schemes, the costs of delivering ser-
vices such as English education, accommodation, translating and
interpreting and localised welfare were growing. The first assault
on these came with the 1986 budget, denounced by FECCA as ‘The
Betrayal of Multiculturalism’!” Severe cuts in the adult migrant
education program, which was administered through State agen-
cies, were denounced by New South Wales Labor Premier Barry
Unsworth as ‘plain stupid’. For the first and last time FECCA joined
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in anti-budget demonstrations at Parliament House in Canberra,
and was threatened with losing its funding for six months as a
punishment.

With the active intervention of Bob Hawke, some of these cuts
were restored and regional offices in the Labor strongholds of New-
castle and Wollongong kept open. The Immigration Department
remained anxious to unload its grant-in-aid program on to other
‘mainstream’ departments. A policy position developed that the
department’s responsibility for immigrants stopped after two years,
this being the minimum period for naturalisation. The ‘access and
equity’ approach was partly designed to ease such a transition by
ensuring that other departments were sensitive to cultural variety.'®
However, the view of other service departments and of ethnic
organisations was that post-arrival services should remain with the
Immigration Department. The department was anxious to retain
the adult migrant English program, its largest single budgetary
item. Both the Review of Migrant and Multicultural Programs and
Services (1986) and the FitzGerald Inquiry (1988) recommended
that this be transferred to the Education Department, but this has
never been followed through.

Having failed to unload some of its welfare services, the Immi-
gration Department began to press for cost recovery. This had
always been an aim of the accommodation services, which were
corporatised under Commonwealth Hostels Ltd. However, most
such provision was confined to refugees by 1983 and they could
not make much of a contribution to costs. The department finally
sold off all of its hostels by 1994, retaining some flats and houses
as an alternative. Other ways of raising revenue included charging
public agencies, such as Commonwealth and State departments,
hospitals and the police, for translating and interpreting services.
This became effective by 1988. The department also introduced
the airport departure tax to cover the costs of immigration control.
It tried to introduce an arrival tax as well but failed to develop a
system of collection and had to abandon it.

This still left many services unsupported. As the notion of ‘user
pays’ captured the bureaucracy, legislation was passed by the Keat-
ing government introducing or increasing charges on previously
free or cheaper services. This included the Migration (Health
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Services) Charge Act of 1991, the Migration Agents Registration
(Levy) Act of 1992, and the Immigration (Education) Charge Act
of 1992.

Apart from extending charges for services, the Labor govern-
ments began several processes which were to be built on further by
the Howard government. Immigrants, other than in the humani-
tarian categories, were denied access to social welfare for the first
six months after arrival. This policy came out of the Department of
Social Security rather than Immigration. The Howard government
immediately extended this to two years. All research had shown
that the first two years were the most crucial in terms of securing
housing and employment. This made life more difficult for many
new arrivals, some of whom had to turn to private charities. While
families undertook to support family reunion immigrants, this had
proved difficult to police. Denial of welfare for a waiting period,
guaranteed against a monetary deposit, was a more effective means
of saving money which had previously been spent on unemploy-
ment benefits.

Labor governments were also concerned with illegal and undoc-
umented immigration. The mandatory and irrevocable detention
system for undocumented asylum seekers was introduced by Hand
and supported actively by many ALP politicians. It left a very
problematic legacy for the Howard government when numbers
arriving began to increase from 1998. Hand’s antipathy towards
lawyers encouraged him to amend the legal and appeal rights of
immigrants, a never-ending process followed actively by succeed-
ing governments from Labor’s Migration Legislation Amendment
Act of 1995 through to the ‘border protection’ legislation of 2001
responding to the Tampa incident.'” Unlike their Liberal predeces-
sors, who had introduced amnesties for illegal overstayers in 1976
and 1980, Labor ministers refused to make such a concession and
no government has done so for twenty-five years, except for a very
limited ‘regularisation of status’ between 1990 and 1993.

The acceptance of ‘human capital’ and ‘economic rationalist’
approaches by the Canberra bureaucracy provided a line of policy
continuity after the FitzGerald report of 1988. Much of the early
research from the Bureau of Immigration Research after 1989 was
concerned with the economic utility of immigration. While this was
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not influential enough to produce a major shift away from the fam-
ily reunion and humanitarian programs, it laid the basis for such
shifts upon the change of government. Budgetary stringency under
Keating also laid the foundations for charging for English tuition,
visa applications and appeal costs, all of which were made more
expensive by the Howard government. As with all stable political
systems, there was a degree of continuity which overcame changes
of government or of minister. But the emphasis was markedly dif-
ferent under Howard — economically and financially stringent and
with much less regard for humanitarian or settlement considera-
tions. This did not reduce the departmental budget, as savings were
eaten up by the escalating costs of mandatory detention and the
“Pacific solution” of 2001 and 2002, which was a response to the
Tampa incident.
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Policy instruments and institutions

The Immigration Department

Australia is unusual in having a distinct Immigration Department,
which is normally represented in the Cabinet. In Britain, immigra-
tion is only one function of the Home Office, which is centrally
concerned with policing and law and order. Similarly in the United
States, the Immigration and Naturalization Service is part of the
attorney general’s department. In Canada, immigration was pre-
viously the concern of the Department of Labour, while multicul-
turalism has been administered through a quite distinct agency. In
many European states immigration is controlled by agencies also
responsible for police, crime and public order.

The existence of a specialist department for all but eighteen
months (1975-76) since 1945 emphasises the bureaucratic plan-
ning role of the state in building and selecting population.! Dis-
tinct immigration statistics are developed by the department as
an adjunct to its own planning. The Australian Bureau of Statis-
tics duplicates this function to some extent. This has meant that
Australia has some of the most detailed and meticulous migration
statistics in the world. Its research capacity has also been consid-
erable, especially between 1979 and 1986 through the Australian
Institute of Multicultural Affairs and from 1989 to 1996 when the
Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population Research was
producing a flow of information and analysis. This kept Australia
in the forefront of immigration studies, given the lack of interest
by most academic social scientists. While this research capacity has
been substantially reduced, much analysis of immigration issues
is still produced within the bureaucracy rather than by academics.

57
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This state domination of research currently directs studies towards
economic criteria and the settlement outcomes of the various visa
categories. There has been almost no ‘social’ or ‘cultural’ research
funded directly by the Commonwealth in recent years.

Because it also manages a range of settlement services, the
Immigration Department had encouraged studies of immigrant
problems and adjustment, which elsewhere have mainly been the
concern of academics or private research agencies. The responsibil-
ity for multiculturalism also gave the department an opportunity
to widen its interest in the field of education, language policy and
social engineering in general, although this interest has now con-
tracted. While the Immigration Department has never been high
in the bureaucratic pecking order, it is arguably more influential
on policy than its counterparts in other countries and over a wider
range of concerns than some other Commonwealth departments.
However, in recent years it has limited its research and consultative
functions and much less serious analysis is being done by it than
was true in the 1980s.

All this may create the impression that immigration policy is
rationally developed by a well-qualified department with access
to the levers of power. That is certainly an aspiration within the
bureaucracy and was strongly urged by the FitzGerald report of
1988, which the department welcomed. Policy was to be refined
by creating a professional research bureau and freed from min-
isterial intervention by creating a rule-based system. Both were
strongly favoured by the minister of the time, Senator Robert Ray.
He was particularly anxious to clear his desk of the 10 000 or so
cases sent up to him for final resolution by his department each
year. It was expected that the creation of a strict rule-based sys-
tem would reduce the constant lobbying which this involved and
make decisions more rational. The creation of the Bureau of Immi-
gration Research would give the department an effective instru-
ment in refining policy where, according to FitzGerald, it had been
amateurish.” This was particularly important in a rapidly chang-
ing policy environment influenced by globalisation and economic
rationalism.

The Immigration Department underwent various structural
changes to reflect different priorities. In particular, the budgetary
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domination of settlement services was reduced and reversed in the
1990s. Many of those services were privatised or limited and put
on a cost recovery basis. The compliance functions, which gov-
ern intake, were greatly increased, quite apart from the exceptional
budgetary demands of the ‘Pacific solution’ in 2001 and 2002. From
its origins in the post-war program, the department has always had
two major functions: a ‘policeman’ who controls entry, and a ‘par-
son’ who looks after the welfare of those who have arrived, a growing
concern between 1978 and 1988. The movement back from ‘par-
son’ to ‘policeman’ was already apparent by the early 1990s and
escalated after 1996. After yet another restructuring in 1998, the
department defined its functions as ‘the managed entry of people
to Australia, the successful settlement of migrants and refugees and
the promotion of the benefits of citizenship and cultural diversity’?

In the only exhaustive study of the Immigration Department
by academics, Jeremy Bruer and John Power distinguished four
phases: maximal bureaucratic controls, mid-1940s to mid-1970s;
bureaucratic dislocation, early 1970s to mid-1970s; diversifica-
tion of controls, mid-1970s to late 1980s; and towards rule-based
administration since then. All these phases refer to what Kathryn
Cronin has called ‘the culture of control’* On another dimension
we might divide its functions as: nation building through assimi-
lation, 1945-66; the transition to universalism, 1966—78; welfare,
settlement and multiculturalism, 1978—-88; and economic ratio-
nalisation and compliance since 1988. As with Bruer and Power’s
typology, there are transitional phases. Moreover, the functions of
the departmental regional offices have remained more concerned
with settlement than has the national headquarters in Canberra.

In 1976, its first year after being re-created, the Immigration
Department was still primarily concerned with controlling and
attracting immigrants. In a modest budget of $27 million it was
still spending more than $7 million on assisted passages, by far its
largest item other than general salaries. Many functions had yet
to be transferred from other departments where they had been
relocated after the abolition of Immigration in 1974.

Five years later (1980-81), the social and educational role had
become more apparent. In a greatly expanded budget of nearly
$97 million adult migrant education was now the largest item at
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$29 million, exceeding assisted passages at only $14 million. Grants
to ethnic and welfare agencies were growing, following the Galbally
report of 1978. Migrant resource centres were costing $1 million,
the telephone interpreting service $1.5 million, grants for migrant
welfare $1.7 million and the Australian Institute of Multicultural
Affairs $1.4 million. Funding for the Good Neighbour Councils
had almost disappeared. All of this marked a shift from the earlier
concentration on selection and passage assistance to a greater
concern with effective settlement. The department was also start-
ing down the road of income generation, with receipts of over
$18.7 million from the airport departure tax, covering nearly 20
per cent of its expenditure and falling on those leaving Australia
rather than on immigrants.’

Five years further on and under a Labor government (1986—-87),
settlement services were now administered within an Ethnic Affairs
division, headed by Peter Eyles. Outlays in this division totalled
almost $90 million, from a departmental outlay in all programs of
$180 million. The most important items were the adult migrant
education program ($50 million), hostel and flats accommodation
($9 million), grants to welfare organisations ($6.5 million), trans-
lating and interpreting ($2.6 million) and migrant resource centres
($2 million). The full Galbally program was in operation and was
taking up half of the department’s income. The Federation of Eth-
nic Communities’ Councils of Australia (FECCA) was receiving
$120 000 and, to the annoyance of the Opposition, trade unions
were being granted $455 000 ‘to assist migrants in industry’. There
was almost no cost recovery in the Ethnic Affairs program, but
charges were being made elsewhere for visa applications.®

This marked the high point of settlement service provision with-
out cost recovery. It was the year in which cost cutting on migrant
services was the budgetary response to a perceived financial crisis.
Following the FitzGerald report of 1988 and under the influence
of Immigration Minister Ray, there was an increasing emphasis
on cost recovery and competitive tendering of services. By the
last full year of the Labor government (1994-95), the department
had radically changed its structure and accounting system, making
comparisons with previous years difficult. The budget had reached
$416 million. The settlement and ethnic affairs subprogram was still
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the largest at $109 million, and included the adult migrant English
program ($65 million), grants to organisations ($36 million),
assistance to asylum seekers ($13.4 million) and refugee accom-
modation ($3.8 million). Over half of the costs of the telephone
interpreter system were being recovered, but from Commonwealth
and State governments rather than from individuals.

By 2001 the departmental budget and structure were reflecting
the reduction of concern for settlement and multiculturalism and
the increasing obsession with control and compliance. Detention,
at $100 million, now cost more than the adult migrant English
program, at $92 million. There was an executive co-ordinator
of detention strategy and a detention taskforce headed by a first
assistant secretary. Two separate divisions dealt with refugee and
humanitarian policy, border control and compliance. Both were
headed by first assistant secretaries. Only one division dealt with
migration and temporary entry and one with multicultural affairs
and citizenship. This latter had only small sections dealing specifi-
cally with settlement and multiculturalism. The eight State offices
still retained a strong interest in settlement and were responsible
for administering grants-in-aid and the migrant resource centres.
They were, however, relatively remote from the policy makers in
Canberra. Of twelve first assistant secretaries in Canberra in 2006,
five dealt with internal management, four with selection and con-
trol, and only two with the whole range of post-settlement services
and issues.” The major reform of 2005 saw twenty-nine senior exec-
utives transferred from other departments, including the secretary,
Andrew Metcalfe, while the previous secretary became ambassador
to Indonesia. Staff numbers had risen to 6000 and $495 million had
been allocated to improving the computer systems which had been
found inadequate. Yet the settlement, research and multicultural
functions of the department remained less important than ten years
before.

Despite having a higher proportion of its staff from ethnic back-
grounds than any other Commonwealth department, Immigration
remained predominantly Anglo-Australian at the top. The only
departmental secretary of ‘ethnic’ origin was Peter Wilenski, who
wasborn in Poland. His tenure as secretary of Labour and Immigra-
tion was brief in the last year of the Whitlam government. In 2006
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three of the department’s ten overseas regional directors, two of its
first assistant secretaries, and a deputy secretary were from ethnic
backgrounds. This was certainly more representative of Australian
society than in other departments. But most important decisions,
including those relating to the crises around asylum seekers, were
made by the Australian-born of British origins and final decisions
were often taken in other departments, especially PM&C. Blainey’s
1984 thesis — that immigration policy was made in a ‘secret room’ at
Belconnen (Canberra) — overlooked the probability that this hypo-
thetical room was filled with people from the same background as
himself.® Despite regular restructuring and the normal selection
of the departmental secretary from outside, many decision mak-
ers have passed through the three locations of overseas posting,
regional office and Belconnen over the years. They have lived out
their professional lives within the department. They tend, therefore,
to share a departmental culture, based on the interchange of views,
attitudes and experiences within its confines. The departmental
culture was severely criticised by the Palmer Report of 2005.

The culture of organisations has become a major concern of
administrative theory but is hard to measure without a series
of interviews which public servants are now very reluctant to
undertake.’ In the eyes of Whitlam, Grassby and Wilenski, the
original Immigration Department was so committed to White Aus-
tralia as to be beyond redemption. After twenty years of politi-
cal control favouring multiculturalism and a universalised intake,
this cultural inheritance has probably disappeared. However, the
increased emphasis on control and compliance may have reacti-
vated any prejudices which officers might privately hold. As with
the police, compliance, selection and control officers may develop
a jaundiced view of their customers. Many senior departmental
officers have risen through those ranks. Certainly the ‘countries
at risk’ criteria for restricting visas works overwhelmingly against
Asian and Pacific applicants. The capping of parental reunion also
mainly affects Asians. Apart from a handful of east Europeans, all
those interned under the mandatory detention system since 1991
have been from Asian or Middle Eastern countries. Conversely, the
business migration program has usually worked to the benefit of
ethnic Chinese.
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There is little concrete evidence of ‘racism’ within the Immigra-
tion Department compared with its prevalence thirty years ago. But
the social and economicsituation in many countries outside Europe
or North America makes more probable some form of discrimina-
tion against immigrants from them. A culture of control certainly
exists and is usually shared by the minister, regardless of party. That
nobody should enter without visa clearance, that there should never
be an amnesty for overstayers, and that unvisaed asylum seekers
should be interned awaiting final clearance or deportation marks
out Australia as having one of the most restrictive control systems
of any democracy. This is maintained by frequently changing the
rules to closeloopholes, in an elaborate bureaucratic game of snakes
and ladders."’

A culture of control also implies a culture of suspicion. Because
a small minority of applicants practise fraud, whole categories are
subject to excessive scrutiny and restrictions. Prospective spouses
are awarded a two-year temporary visa until their marriage has
proved ‘permanent), and they are subject to detailed and sometimes
humiliating questioning. Parents were only admitted if they estab-
lished that the ‘balance’ of their family did not live outside Australia,
and only 500 were admitted each year, pending acceptance by the
Senate of regulations which would admit other parents on payment
of very considerable prepaid bonds. Visas are very difficult to obtain
from ‘countries at risk’, which are judged by the proportion of over-
stayers rather than the gross number. A passenger alert system was
strengthened from 2001 to prevent the entry of potential terror-
ists. This suspicion contrasts with previous naivety about business
and student migrants who bring money into the country, not to
mention the admission of war criminals who have escaped such
scrutiny.

Repeated changes of minister and secretary may have damaged
departmental morale between 1983 and 1996. The minister most
respected in this period was Robert Ray. There was considerable
unhappiness with the removal of Ron Brown as departmental sec-
retary in 1990, which was seen as responding to the ‘ethnic lobby’
There was also some unhappiness about developments surround-
ing asylum seeker policy in 2001 and 2002. Minister Ruddock,
however, had a long association with departmental officers in
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Opposition and government, and his expertise in this area was
respected as superior to that of many of his Labor predecessors.

State government agencies

Under the Australian Constitution the Commonwealth is empow-
ered to legislate ‘for the people of any race’ (s. 51(xxvi)) and for
immigration (s. 51(xxvii)). These powers have been extended to
cover multiculturalism without any demur from the States. Broad-
casting, including the ABC and SBS, is also a Commonwealth power
through its control of the telegraph (s. 51(v)). The colonies had all
organised immigration control, assisted passages and settlement
services before 1901. They continued to do so in co-operation with
the Commonwealth for the next twenty years.

Following the First World War the Commonwealth took over
effective control of selection and assistance, and this was reasserted
by the post-Second World War Labor government, which tended
to be centralist in this as in other areas. State Agents-General offices
in London continued to advertise and encourage emigration, most
notably South and Western Australia. From 1946 State Migra-
tion Offices were set up to process immigration proposals from
the United Kingdom. But non-British migration was regarded as
a Commonwealth responsibility from the 1920s onwards under
its power over aliens (s. 51(xix)). The States did, however, co-
operate with the Commonwealth in delivering the adult migrant
education program from the 1940s through their educational
facilities.

As numbers of immigrants built up in Melbourne, Sydney and
Adelaide from the 1950s, the State governments of Victoria, New
South Wales and South Australia needed to consider their non-
British populations as clients for education, hospitals, employment
and other major policy areas which rested wholly or largely with
them. This recognition took twenty years to institutionalise and
was pioneered mainly by Labor State governments. This reflected
the electoral base which Labor had established in ethnic areas
as well as a commitment to social justice by such premiers as
Neville Wran (New South Wales), Don Dunstan (South Australia)
and John Cain (Victoria). Non-Labor premiers, especially Joh
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Bjelke-Petersen (Queensland), Sir Thomas Playford (South
Australia) and Sir Charles Court (Western Australia), were much
less responsive. Tasmania, which received few immigrants, has
maintained a small office within the premier’s department with
limited functions and resources.

The first, and usually the strongest, State agency was the Ethnic
Affairs Commission of New South Wales, now renamed the
Community Relations Commission after a controversial interven-
tion by Premier Bob Carr. This was created by the Ethnic Affairs
Act of 1976 in fulfilment of an election promise in the successful
Labor campaign of Neville Wran.!! The commission’s 1978 report,
Participation, became the most influential State-level strategy in
parallel with the national Galbally report of the same year.'?

State agencies, usually answerable to the premier, were cre-
ated over the following decade until every State and Territory had
an equivalent. In Queensland even the Bjelke-Petersen National
government established a Department of Ethnic Affairs in 1981.
These agencies were normally recruited and staffed from immigrant
and ethnic Australians and were also responsible for funding and
working with the Ethnic Communities’ Councils. The Cain Labor
government in Victoria had presented a detailed ethnic affairs
policy to the electorate in 1982, legislated for an Ethnic Affairs
Commission at the end of that year and received the major report
Access and Equity in July 1983.13 Like the New South Wales report
this ranged widely, emphasising particularly the need for translat-
ing and interpreting services, language teaching, grants to ethnic
organisations and the monitoring of other government depart-
ments. The importance of the State agencies is that they gave a direct
voice to immigrant communities in defining the services which
their members needed. As the Commonwealth reduced its com-
mitment from 1996, they became the main public sector defenders
of multiculturalism.

The advisory structures

In the early post-war days the Commonwealth created advisory
committees to discuss and refine immigration and settlement
policy. These were chosen from individuals and interests believed to
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have a stake in the outcomes. Prior to the 1970s these were com-
posed almost entirely of the Australian-born. The interests which
had to be persuaded of the value of immigration included business,
the unions and returned servicemen. Women, as elsewhere in the
consultative structures of the time, were rarely represented. The
thought of including Indigenous representatives probably never
crossed the mind of the selectors. Partisan patronage was not usu-
ally important and unions and businessmen sat together without
much tension, the former being less enthusiastic than the latter
about increasing the labour force.

The earliest Immigration Advisory Council was set up in 1947
by Arthur Calwell and reconstituted by the new Liberal minis-
ter, Harold Holt, in 1950. It held its last meeting in August 1974
following the temporary abolition of the Immigration Depart-
ment by Whitlam. Its sixteen members in 1950 included several
trade unionists, such as Rex Broadby, Percy Clarey, H. O. Davis
and Albert Monk. Organisations represented were listed as: Air
Force Association, Associated Chambers of Commerce, Associ-
ated Chambers of Manufactures, Australian Council of Employ-
ers Federations, Australian Council of Trade Unions, Australian
Legion of Ex-Servicemen and Women, Australian Workers” Union,
National Council of Women, National Farmers’ Union, and
Returned Sailors’, Soldiers’ and Airmen’s Association. The chair-
man, Colonel R. S. Ryan, was the Liberal MP for Flinders. This
council was to be concerned broadly with settlement issues (includ-
ing ‘non-European migration’) and assimilation. Its counterpart,
the Immigration Planning Council, had a more specific concern
with economic, industrial and developmental aspects. This divi-
sion between ‘social’ and ‘economic’ advice was to continue in the
future.

Twenty-five years later, following the shift from assimilation to
multiculturalism, the composition of advisory councils was quite
different. Multiculturalism was a new concept in the 1970s and was
often criticised as vague and undefined. The agencies developing
policy included the Department of Immigration, the newly formed
ethnic communities’ movement, the political parties, influential
individuals in the ethnic communities, educational and welfare
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institutions and a handful of academics. Policy was also developed
on the national and State levels and by government and nongovern-
ment agencies. Business corporations and most trade unions and
ex-service organisations were not so directly involved as in the
1950s. There was a sufficient variety of interests to make for debate
and confusion.

The division between f‘social’ and ‘economic’ advice was
maintained with the creation of the Australian Population and
Immigration Council (APIC) by the Whitlam government. For
most of the Fraser government there were three advisory councils,
but they were amalgamated into the National Population Council
by Hawke in 1984. The APIC was joined by the Australian Ethnic
Affairs Council (AEAC) in 1977. This began the process whereby
immigration and settlement policy advice came mainly from the
ethnic constituency rather than from established Anglo-Australian
individuals and institutions. It also marked the increasing use
of academics and the diminishing role of conservative partisans,
despite appointment by a Liberal government.

The AEAC of 1977 was chaired by Polish-born Professor Jerzy
Zubrzycki and included three other academics, Susan Kaldor of the
University of Western Australia, Chilean-born Professor Claudio
Veliz of La Trobe University and George Papadopoulos of Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology. Its members included many
who remained favoured by governments of both persuasions and at
both levels for the next two decades. These included Papadopoulos,
Uri Themal, Bill Jegorow and Josephine Zammit. There were four
women members out of twenty-four, not ungenerous for the late
1970s. But most important of all was that almost the entire coun-
cil was of ethnic background. As continued to be the case, one
union representative (Bill Colbourne) and an industry representa-
tive (Brian Noakes) were not. Council members were advised that
they were not ‘delegates’ or ‘representatives, which remained the
normal practice. But the AEAC effectively institutionalised ethnic
community organisations as a normal part of the Commonwealth
advisory structures.

The parallel APIC similarly drew on the ethnic constituency. But
it had a much larger academic component and was more directly
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concerned with immigration and population issues than with
settlement or multiculturalism. It was chaired by the minister,
Michael MacKellar. Academics included Professor Mick Borrie,
who had chaired the national population inquiry of 1975, Pro-
fessor W. P. Hogan, Professor J. D. B. Miller, Dr Max Neutze, Dr
Alan Richardson and Professor R. J. Walsh. Business organisations
sent three members while the unions also sent three, including then
president of the ACTU, Bob Hawke. The legal profession was also
represented, most notably by James Gobbo, who was later to chair
the first National Multicultural Advisory Council under the Hawke
government. Only four members were of ethnic background and
none were women. This composition suggests, within the preju-
dices of the time, that the APIC was expected to deal with more
serious matters than the AEAC.

The consultative structure was reformed again under the Hawke
government, when the National Population Council was set up in
1984. This was dominated by members of ethnic organisations
and academics. It was consequently well equipped to develop pol-
icy and to advise on settlement issues. But it no longer had the
earlier function of co-opting economic and social interests. As with
previous arrangements it was divided between a Migration and an
Ethnic Affairs and Settlement committee. Its two co-chairmen after
1987, Glenn Withers and David Cox, were both professors. It was
undoubtedly the best qualified and most ethnically diverse of the
consultative committees answering to the Immigration Depart-
ment. Its reports on access and equity, population policy and
refugees included important pieces of original research. This did
not save it from abolition by the minister, Gerry Hand, at the end
of 1991.

It was replaced by a Settlement Advisory Council of predomi-
nantly ‘ethnic’ membership and narrower concerns. On the election
of the Howard government there were only limited advisory coun-
cils appointed on multiculturalism and refugee settlement. Policy
advice from outside the Immigration Department was much less
actively sought, being replaced by contract research or formalised
consultations. Departmental officers and the minister’s personal
staff became more important sources of guidance, which was not
always an improvement.
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Inquiries and reports

The use of inquiries and reports was a major instrument for refin-
ing policy under the Fraser, Hawke and Keating governments but
has been much less commonly so under Howard. Such inquiries
were also a form of consultation. They normally called for expert
witnesses and professional consultants, together with submissions
by organisations and members of the public. With a secretariat
chosen from the relevant department they were also useful in val-
idating policies which had already been planned or were in train.
Multicultural policy at the Commonwealth and State levels was
usually determined by such exercises.

Among the most important such inquiries since 1975 have been:
under Whitlam — the National Population Inquiry of 1975 (chair
Mick Borrie); under Fraser — the review of Post-Arrival Programs
and Services for Migrants of 1978 (Galbally) and its evaluation by
the Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairsin 1982, and the sur-
vey of Information Needs of Migrants of 1980 (WD Scott & Co.);
under Hawke — the review of the Australian Institute of Multicul-
tural Affairs of 1983 (Cass), the review of the Special Broadcasting
Service of 1984 (Connor), the inquiry into the Adult Migrant Edu-
cation Program of 1985 (Campbell), the review of Migrant and
Multicultural Programs and Services of 1986 (Jupp), the National
Policy on Languages of 1987 (Lo Bianco), the discussion paper
on the National Multicultural Agenda (1988), the Committee to
Advise on Australia’s Immigration Policies of 1988 (FitzGerald),
and the Inquiry into Racist Violence of 1991 (Moss and Castan);
under Keating — the Access and Equity Evaluation of 1992 (OMA),
the Population Issues Committee of the National Population Coun-
cil of 1992 (Withers), the parliamentary inquiry into the Refugee
and Humanitarian System of 1992 (Theophanous), the parliamen-
tary inquiry into Asylum and Border Control of 1994 (McKiernan),
the inquiry into Population Carrying Capacity of 1994 (Jones), and
the parliamentary inquiry into Access and Equity of 1996 (Morris).

This was an extraordinary research and consultation effort
which has had no parallel before or since. The only comparable
major review under Howard was the consultation leading up to
the multicultural agenda of 1999. All ministers also hold annual
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consultations over the planned intake. The regular complaint that
there was no discussion about immigration and multiculturalism
under Hawke and Keating is clearly ridiculous. Nor were those
consulted drawn only from bureaucrats and professionals. Most
inquiries sought public participation, often through press adver-
tising. These major inquiries do not include many lesser surveys
undertaken within the research programs of the Australian Institute
of Multicultural Affairs and the Bureau of Immigration Research,
which also frequently included public consultations.

Consultation and representation

Commonwealth and State advisory councils have largely been
drawn from established interests, and from ethnic organisations,
academics, lawyers and the professions in general. Since the 1980s
they have broadened to include women and a handful of Indige-
nous members. As their ethnic component increased, the business
and trade union representation declined and became marginal.
The Immigration Department built up a reserve of ‘ethnic lead-
ers’ for service on relevant councils and committees. These nor-
mally included the FECCA president after 1979. Party patronage
was a factor in selection from the 1980s, but the financial benefits
of membership were confined to a modest sitting fee, travel, and
accommodation in equally modest hotels. The early councils cer-
tainly included many who later made successful careers, including
one prime minister. But membership on Immigration Department
councils was rarely a major factor in their advance.

Advisory council membership usually required proficiency in
English and an occupation which allowed flexibility in attending
meetings throughout Australia. The basic problem in this was that
the needs of a predominantly working-class constituency were not
necessarily understood by professional or business people of the
same ethnic background. Nor were the trade unions effectively in
touch with that part of their membership. Advice on policy might
well come from such councils, although it was usually steered gen-
tly through by departmental officials, but the often urgent needs of
many immigrants could only be ascertained at the local level and
by direct communication. As needs were greatest where English
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proficiency was least, advisory council members were not neces-
sarily the best conduit for consultation. This view was strongly
held by at least two Labor ministers, Gerry Hand and Nick Bolkus.
Hand launched out on an exhaustive and exhausting round of con-
sultations designed specifically to bypass the ‘ethnic élites’. It was
based on his previous experience with Aboriginal affairs, where
such localised consultations are unavoidable. Bolkus preferred to
attempt the reform of FECCA, which he felt was not fulfilling its
role of transmitting the demands of its constituency.

Consultation with the ethnically diverse constituency reached its
height under Hawke and Keating. All ministers in recent years have
held consultations on the annual immigration program, although
that, too, rests with a selected group rather than mass meetings.
Under the Howard government, consultation has become much
less important. Apart from the Council for Multicultural Australia,
there is none of the regular advisory structure which existed in the
past. That council has a small budget and a limited role. Large
conferences, which provided a forum for public debate, ceased to
be funded by the Commonwealth when the Bureau of Immigra-
tion, Multicultural and Population Research was abolished in 1996.
Crises within FECCA for most of the late 1990s limited its role as a
sounding board, although it continued to be funded by the Com-
monwealth for that purpose.'*

The Howard government did not strengthen the advisory
structures, which had tended to be run down under Keating. A
new Refugee Settlement advisory committee was created which
included a representative of the Refugee Council of Australia as well
as others working in the field of refugee settlement. The National
Multicultural Advisory Council worked on the Agenda of 1999 and
was then reconstructed as the Council for Multicultural Australia
on a similar basis.

The new council had strong representation from business, law
and finance but none from unions or directly from FECCA. Its first
chairman, Neville Roach, resigned in protest over asylum seeker
policy in 2001. The great majority of CMA members were of Euro-
pean origin. There was no re-creation of the National Population
Council or of the monitoring and research structures abolished
in 1996. Consultations on the annual immigration programs
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continued through ministerial visits around Australia, utilising
the department’s network of migrant resource centres and the
Ethnic Communities’ Councils (ECCs). But the advisory role of
FECCA was fairly marginal and it only slowly recovered from the
trauma surrounding the attempt to reform it under Senator Bolkus.
Because the Liberal and National parties did not have the grassroots
or trade union networks of the ALP they tended to draw on pro-
fessional and business people for advice and to be less sensitive to
social and economic issues. Very few of their politicians represented
electorates with large immigrant populations, although one who
did was John Howard. The plethora of consultations, inquiries and
reports which characterised the Hawke and Keating governments
was not repeated.

Research and advocacy

Before the development of official research agencies in the late
1970s, the main centre for immigration research was the Demog-
raphy department of the Australian National University. The elab-
orate consultation and inquiry processes of the Hawke and Keating
governments gave immigration and settlement policy a research
base comparable to any in the world. This was complemented by
two agencies: the Office of Multicultural Affairs (1987-96) and
the Bureau of Immigration Research (1989-96). These were pre-
ceded by the Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs (AIMA),
set up in 1979 in response to the Galbally finding that ‘If we are to
achieve the benefits of a multicultural society, its development must
be guided, supported and given direction by independent experts
of high calibre’!® These three agencies produced much excellent
research before falling victim to partisan intervention. Through-
out this period the Immigration Department also sustained its
library and statistical services, produced a stream of publications
and developed a very informative website.

The fates of AIMA, OMA and the BIR suggest that govern-
ments and bureaucracies are uncomfortable with independent but
publicly funded research and advocacy. This tends to be domi-
nated by academics, whereas submissions to inquiries can always
beaccepted or rejected by the public servants staffing the secretariat.
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Departmental publications are, of course, always subject to minis-
terial control and approval. Nevertheless the Galbally finding is as
relevant now as it was in 1978. Publicly funded research on
immigration and its consequences had been of world standard
in Australia from the 1970s. Private research, through univer-
sities and think-tanks, has been very limited and has declined
almost to marginality since 1996. Research through State govern-
ment agencies has also tended towards the publication of newslet-
ters, although some useful factual and directory material is often
produced.

The AIMA, located in Melbourne, was governed by its own legis-
lation (the Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs Act of1979)
but answerable to the Department of Immigration for its budget
and general guidance. For most of its seven years it was directed by
Petro Georgiou, the main inspirer of the Galbally report, who was
dismissed by Minister Hurford in 1986 and went on to direct the
Victorian Liberal Party and to be elected for the safe Liberal seat
of Kooyong. This partisan identification earned him the enmity of
the Melbourne group which had largely been responsible for gain-
ing acceptance of multiculturalism under Whitlam.!'® They centred
around the journal Migration Action and the Ecumenical Migration
Centre. However, AIMA employed George Papadopoulos, one of
this group, and Georgiou was succeeded by Peter Sheldrake, a
member of the ALP.

The Act gave AIMA wide scope to engage not only in research
but also in promotion of multicultural objectives named in the
Act. It provided advice to the Commonwealth on relevant matters.
In practice it concentrated on settlement issues, including a major
evaluation in 1982 of the Galbally report. It did not enjoy good
relations with many academics, other than Professor Zubrzycki,
and was subject to a hostile evaluation when Labor came to office
in 1983. Despite a recommendation by the 1986 Review of Migrant
and Multicultural Programs and Services that it continue, Minister
Hurford abolished AIMA in the burst of budget cuts in that year. It
was clearly a victim of partisanship but was also probably under-
mined from within the Immigration Department. Although its
council and membership included many from ethnic organisa-
tions, it got little support in the end from FECCA or the ECCs.
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The 1986 review and the 1988 FitzGerald report both advocated
a higher degree of research, monitoring and advocacy than was left
after AIMA was abolished.!” The process was started all over again,
although it could have been built upon a retained AIMA under new
leadership. The Office of Multicultural Affairs was originally con-
ceived of as within the Immigration Department. Wilenski advised
that it was better for it to be where it was wanted than in Prime Min-
ister and Cabinet where it was not. PM&C was very concerned not
to get responsibility for grant-in-aid allocations to ethnic welfare
groups. This was left with Immigration, making the distinction
between ‘multicultural’ and ‘ethnic affairs’ which puzzled many.
Under Peter Shergold, an academic and a former research officer
of FECCA, the OMA got off to an excellent beginning. It developed
amultilingual consultancy system, completed the only professional
survey of opinion on a range of relevant issues, and laid the founda-
tions for monitoring public service performance in taking account
of a varied clientele — the ‘access and equity’ strategy which had
been developed since 1985.

The OMA was not directly answerable to Immigration. Its
response to the criticism of multiculturalism in the FitzGerald
report of 1988 was not particularly welcome there. Shergold was
transferred eventually and went on to a highly successful public
service career leading to the Secretaryship of Prime Minister and
Cabinet under Howard. His successors saw the OMA gradually fade
away, losing its research functions to the Bureau of Immigration
Research and being mainly focused on public service management
issues through the access and equity strategy. Its last two directors
were both Labor patronage appointments, its orientation was unac-
ceptable to the new Coalition government, and it was abolished as
one of that government’s first acts in 1996.

The third research and advocacy agency —the Bureau of Immi-
gration Research — was also located in Melbourne but was part
of the Immigration Department, with control over its library and
statistical services in Canberra. It established a much better rela-
tionship with academics and ethnic communities than had AIMA.
Its budget of about $500 000 for competitive contract research was
very useful for academic institutions specialising in the area. It also
undertook in-house research. The publications output of the BIR,
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both in quantity and quality, equalled anything comparable in the
world. Its regular mass conferences helped to build a clientele from
ethnic communities and the public sector. It was undoubtedly the
most influential research agency on immigration, settlement and
multiculturalism which Australia has ever had. Towards the end of
its life, population policy was added to its responsibilities.

Yet the BIR, too, was abolished by Howard and nothing was put
in its place. Howard took a personal role in the abolition, as he had
done with the OMA. The BIR had researched various ‘problem’
areas not usually of direct interest to the department, such as the
ethics and politics of immigration and social issues such as relative
disadvantage or discrimination. Its eventual nemesis probably had
most to do with the growing attack on the immigration intake using
‘zero sum’ arguments, and its commitment to multiculturalism. Its
enemies were close to Howard and the conservative element in the
Liberal Party, just as AIMA’s enemies had been part of the ‘social
justice’ element in the ALP. Indeed, some saw the abolition of the
BIR as a payback for the previous abolition of AIMA.

While the period between 1976 and 1996 saw a massive out-
put of research material, this is no longer the case. Control over
research rests entirely within the Immigration Department and is
mainly concerned with the settlement and employment prospects
of different visa classes. Advocacy, access and equity monitoring
and social and economic research are back under departmental
control, but greatly diminished. Few research projects are now sub-
mitted to competitive tendering, although they may be responses
to approaches from academics or research consultancies. Other
public agencies, such as the Productivity Commission, have under-
taken research independently of the Immigration Department. The
department contracted out its research and dismantled most of its
Canberra library in 2005.

The ethnic communities

At least 3 million Australians are undeniably ‘ethnic’ in the sense of
normally using a language other than English. A further 1 million
at least are likely to identify with this large minority, if only through
parents or other relatives. The loose use of terms such as ‘the ethnic
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community’ or ‘NESB’ obscures the fact that this large part of the
electorate does not have very much influence unless governments
want it to. There are far fewer ‘ethnics’ in parliament or in policy-
making public service positions than these figures might suggest.
Those who are in a position to influence policy are drawn from a
wide variety of backgrounds. Many are fully acculturated or arrived
in Australia as children. They have often made their careers in spite
of their ethnicity rather than because of it. In contrast to the United
States, there are few organised ethnic lobbies with direct access
to government and fewer still seeking to advance their members
within the policy-making frameworks.

Despite this, many opponents of developments under Fraser,
Hawke and Keating argued that policy was being driven by a ‘pow-
erful ethnic lobby’ This was said to be the main beneficiary of
the ‘multicultural industry. Whether a lobby is powerful or not
often depends on the petitioned government allowing it to be
influential (trade unions have little influence on the Coalition).
The ‘ethnic lobby’ arose at a time when there was much discus-
sion of ‘social movements’. These were believed to be replacing the
conventional business, commerce, labour and ex-service lobbies
which had influenced policy in the past and had been incorporated
in advisory structures for many years. From another perspective —
public choice theory imported from the United States—lobbies were
‘rent seekers’. They distorted policy by asking for favours which less
well-organised citizens could not extract. The idea of ethnic groups
as ‘social movements’ was more influential on the left of politics,
while their description as ‘rent seekers’ entered into the vocabulary
of the Coalition.

Ethnic groups, communities, media and churches existed well
before the 1970s. Looking to the American example many assumed
that ethnic lobbying would become increasingly important in
Australia.'® Many deplored this as bringing ‘old world battles’ into
local affairs. This argument was strengthened by Balkan-oriented
disputes in the 1970s and 1980s. It was given further credence by
accusations of ethnic branch stacking in the ALP from the 1980s
and more recently in the Liberal Party.

However, the American model was not followed. Once again
the state intervened, making ethnic peak bodies into semi-public
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agencies. Ethnic Communities’ Councils had been created in Syd-
ney and Melbourne at the end of the Whitlam period, drawing
much of their support from within the Labor Party but being overtly
nonpartisan. These were based on the affiliation of ethnic groups,
with limitations to prevent the larger ethnic groups from domi-
nating. FECCA, the national body, was set up in 1979. Each State
and Territory was equally represented, which greatly distorted the
reality that two-thirds of the ethnic population lived in New South
Wales and Victoria. Immigration Department officers assisted in
creating the structure and the department was willing to encour-
age applications for public funding. This was approved in the last
days of the Fraser government in 1982 but was implemented under
Labor, which naturally took the credit.

From 1983 until the present, FECCA has received a substantial
annual grant of more than $350 000 to maintain its office. This was
delivered by the Immigration Department from 1983 until 1988,
when it was transferred to the OMA, returning to Immigration
in 1996. State ECCs were usually funded by the State government,
New South Wales providing $261 000 in 1998. The Commonwealth
subsidised the Queensland ECC for several years, as the Bjelke-
Petersen government refused to do so, continuing to support the
elsewhere defunct Good Neighbour Council.

The ethnic lobby, then, was paid for by the governments which it
was lobbying. This practice was increasingly widespread under the
Hawke Labor government as a means of consultation. It might also
be seen as a way of controlling and subduing any ethnic radicalism.
However, FECCA, the ECCs and most ethnic organisations were
not radical and some were quite conservative. Because Labor was
nationally in office for thirteen years FECCA tended to be closer
to that party. But State ECCs had good relations with Coalition
governments, especially after the retirement of Bjelke-Petersen in
1987.

FECCA and the ECCs were ‘pan-ethnic’ organisations and had
to avoid favouritism between different ethnic groups. They were
dependent on public funds and had to avoid partisanship. They
refused to play the ‘numbers’ game when opposition to high immi-
gration levels was building up in the 1990s. The areas on which they
lobbied were largely confined to family reunion, access and equity,
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ethnic-specific services, language policy, and education, welfare,
health and other social provision. Their lobbying method was
mainly through submissions to government inquiries rather than
through the media or demonstrations. They were reasonably effec-
tive while Labor was in office, frustrating the amalgamation of SBS
and the ABC in 1986 (along with the Democrats) and criticising
some aspects of the FitzGerald report in 1988. But as economic
rationalism took hold and services were either limited or charged
to recipients, their influence waned. After a period of internal dis-
sension and reconstruction in the mid-1990s, it would be hard to
say what FECCA was achieving under the Howard government
except its own preservation. It was a useful organisation in main-
taining an ethnic presence in the public policy arena, especially for
smaller groups which did not have access to politicians. However,
the Howard government was fairly unsympathetic to ‘rent seekers’
and FECCA’s influence on it was not very apparent.

Throughout the Fraser, Hawke and Keating governments there
was a substantial input from ethnic organisations and individu-
als into multicultural and settlement policy. This became much
less significant under Howard, especially as Commonwealth com-
mitment in these areas was reduced. At no time was it true that
immigration policy in general was driven by the ‘powerful ethnic
lobby’. Eventually even those areas of ethnic concern, such as family
reunion, became quite uninfluenced. Ethnic influence continued
at the State level. But at both levels the influence of public servants
and politicians remained more important and, indeed, increased as
major ethnic organisations lost their impetus or became frustrated
at slow progress. The ‘ethnic lobby’ lacked a strong parliamentary
base in the major parties and could not command a distinct elec-
toral following. It was incorporated within the official structures
which funded it and expected its collaboration.

Notes
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Multicultural policy

Multiculturalism is a neologism, a term recently invented to
describe something for which there was no previous satisfactory
description. It was coined and developed in Canada in response to
political pressure from minority cultures, especially the Ukraini-
ans and other Slavs. Although there were still only two official
languages, it was designed to cater for a multiplicity of cultures,
including those long established as well as those of more recent
immigrants.

From the beginning, Canadian multiculturalism accepted that
cultures had relevance beyond the immigrant generation. This was
not so obviously the case in Australia, where responsibility for mul-
ticulturalism has rested for all but nine of the past thirty-five years
with the Immigration Department. The Canadian Royal Commis-
sion on Bilingualism and Biculturalism of 1970 researched two
questions:

To what degree have Canadians whose origin is neither French nor
British integrated with anglophone or francophone society? To what
degree have they remained attached to their original cultures and
languages?

Australian multiculturalism

The Australian approach, which followed the Canadian in less than
five years, was quite different. It has been argued by Mark Lopez, in
his detailed study of the origins of multiculturalism, thatlittle atten-
tion was paid to the Canadian model even while the terminology
was accepted.! Policy development was seen as concerned with the
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immigrant generation. Indigenous Australians were not regarded
as relevant until 1989. Religious minorities were not taken into
consideration either. Language was seen as the core of ethnic diver-
sity. The basic question asked in Australia was, therefore, how to
ensure that non-British immigrants were integrated into Australian
society. The term ‘non-English-speaking background’ (NESB) was
coined to describe the target group. While policy development by
1982 argued that ‘multiculturalism is for all Australians), this was
never effectively implemented or understood.

The term ‘multiculturalism’ has been defined in different coun-
tries in accordance with the local situation. It was reluctantly
adopted in the United States where it has also endured the most
consistent attacks. Much of the conservative attack on multicul-
turalism from the early 1980s was simply transferred to Australia
from the United States as though the two situations were the
same. A central claim of American critics is that multicultural-
ism endorses cultural relativism and thus denies the basic liberal
principles upon which society and its institutions depend. This
has never been the case in Australia. All official formulations have
stressed the supremacy of existing institutions and values as well as
of the English language. Some have advocated cultural relativism
in traditional Indigenous affairs, but this has never been true for
the immigrant communities.

Australian multiculturalism puts less emphasis on civil rights
and constitutional protections than does the American variety. It
puts far less emphasis on cultural maintenance than in the Cana-
dian case. It does not endorse distinct cultural development, as in
South Africa. Comparisons are often made with societies such as
Yugoslavia to establish that ‘multiculturalism does not work any-
where’. These are quite bogus and dishonest. Australian policy is
not based on distinct enclaves but rather on what Al Grassby orig-
inally called ‘the family of the nation’ In other words, everyone
would work together towards common purposes in exchange for
common treatment. This was, however, a vague idea in its early
stages and there has been a consistent attempt to define the essence
of multiculturalism, most recently in 1999. Rather than multicul-
turalism being undefined it has been repeatedly redefined, without
avoiding repeated attacks from critics who are often quite ignorant
of these official reformulations.
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The foundations

Multiculturalism was first officially defined by the Australian Ethnic
Affairs Council report of 1977, Australia as a Multicultural Society.
This council was appointed by the Fraser government. But the
origins of multicultural policy lie with the Whitlam government
and with advisers who were predominantly Labor supporters.
The enthusiastic adoption of multiculturalism by Fraser ensured
bipartisan support but also led some of the Labor originators
to criticise subsequent developments and especially the Galbally
report of 1978. As Lopez has remarked, most ‘multiculturalists’
in Melbourne were Labor supporters ‘in a state of disarray’ at the
Coalition victory of 1975.°> Some of them continued to be crit-
ical throughout the Fraser years, while others made their peace.
Grassby, Whitlam’s minister responsible for the acceptance of
multiculturalism, continued as community relations commis-
sioner under the Fraser government until his contract expired in
1982. While his main responsibility was to monitor racial discrim-
ination, it also allowed him to develop some aspects of multicul-
turalism such as advocacy and education. This work was contin-
ued and expanded by the race discrimination commissioner, Irene
Moss, under the Labor government elected in 1983.

Lopez asserts that the origins of multiculturalism were largely
in Melbourne among supporters of the ALP and the Australian
Greek Welfare Society. While undoubtedly correct, this overlooks
much that was happening in Canberra and Sydney and within
organised ethnic communities. Melbourne certainly remained at
the heart of multiculturalism for many years, and the Victorian
Labor and Liberal parties were more responsive than their New
South Wales counterparts. Yet Labor politicians such as Whitlam
and Grassby in New South Wales or Don Dunstan in Adelaide
were also driving a multicultural agenda by the late 1960s. The east
European communities were resisting assimilation and influenc-
ing the Liberal and Democratic Labor parties accordingly. Most
importantly, the massive southern European immigration of the
1960s had challenged the assimilation assumptions which guided
the Good Neighbour movement and the Immigration Depart-
ment. Ethnic discontent with existing policy created the ethnic
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communities movement in Sydney and Melbourne by 1975, which
was to become the most enthusiastic supporter of multicultural-
ism over the next twenty years. The Ethnic Communities’ Coun-
cil of New South Wales held its first conference in June 1975,
attended by Prime Minister Whitlam and Opposition leader Mal-
colm Fraser. Poles like Zubrzycki and Jerzy Smolicz, and Jews like
Walter Lippman, were influential in their own communities and
there was strong support among Melbourne Greeks. By the time
that the Ethnic Affairs Council formulated its definitions there
was already a much larger constituency for multiculturalism than
when it was first advocated by Grassby in 1973. At the core of
this constituency were a wide variety of Australians of ‘ethnic’
background.

The 1977 definition of multiculturalism was handed down
through committees and reports for the next twenty years,amended
but never repudiated. It was mainly drafted by Zubrzycki and Dr
Jean Martin, both of the Australian National University. They con-
cluded: “What we believe Australia should be working towards is
not a oneness, but a unity, not a similarity, but a composite, not
a melting pot but a voluntary bond of dissimilar people sharing a
common political and institutional structure’ This approach they
called ‘cultural pluralism’.*

The Galbally report

While the report of 1977 laid down broad principles it had few
specific proposals and these were mainly concerned with schooling
and languages. At the time these were mainly within the province of
State governments. The real foundation document of multicultur-
alism was the report presented to the prime minister in April 1978
by Frank Galbally, a Melbourne barrister who had previously been
active in the ALP. He had drifted away towards the Liberals, partly
in response to the split in the Victorian ALP in 1955 and its sub-
sequent shift to the left and towards anti-Catholicism. The report
was uniquely published in Arabic, Dutch, German, Greek, Italian,
Serbo-Croatian, Spanish, Turkish and Vietnamese. A major influ-
ence on the report was 30-year-old Greek-born Petro Georgiou,
who went on to a career in the Liberal Party.
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The Galbally report was intended, by its broad terms of refer-
ence, to concentrate on the provision of migrant settlement services
by Commonwealth and non-government agencies. In practice it
went well beyond this, especially in developing a ‘multicultural’
approach, a word which did not appear in the terms of reference at
all. The guiding principles of the report were to reappear through-
out the history of multiculturalism to the present. They were:

a) all members of our society must have equal opportunity to real-
ize their full potential and must have equal access to programs
and services;

b) every person should be able to maintain his or her culture with-
out prejudice or disadvantage and should be encouraged to
understand and embrace other cultures;

¢) needs of migrants should, in general, be met by programs and
services available to the whole community but special services
and programs are necessary at present to ensure equality of
access and provision;

d) services and programs should be designed and operated in full
consultation with clients, and self-help should be encouraged
as much as possible with a view to helping migrants to become
self-reliant quickly.”

The report stated clearly that those most in need of help were ‘those
who arrive here with little or no understanding of the English lan-
guage’. Previously, considerable assistance had been available to
British migrants through the Good Neighbour Council, churches
and charities. After Galbally, migrant assistance was discussed
and delivered predominantly to non-British migrants. One con-
sequence was the withdrawal of Commonwealth funding from the
Good Neighbour movement (recommendations 31 and 32). In
Galbally’s view the movement had a cumbersome and increasingly
irrelevant structure. But ‘more serious . . . has been its inability to
take account of the growing capacity and desire of ethnic organisa-
tions to provide their own services’. This criticism reflects the influ-
ence of Australian Greek Welfare and Australian Jewish Welfare.
But its genesis was also in increasing conflict between the Victorian
Good Neighbour Council and some of the activists associated with
the early development of multiculturalism under Whitlam and
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now involved in the new Ethnic Communities’ Councils. Most of
these were Labor supporters, whereas many Good Neighbours were
Liberals.

The central importance of the report lay in its recognition
that ‘ultimately ethnic groups themselves must take on the task
of advising government of the needs and priorities of migrants,
and ensuring that ethnic cultures are fostered and preserved’
(para 6.41). One agency for achieving this was the already existing
grant-in-aid scheme of the Immigration Department, which was
greatly expanded after Galbally. This provided funding for ethnic
organisations to deliver advice and services. Another instrument
created by Galbally was the migrant resource centres, with manage-
ment committees ‘drawn principally from local ethnic and com-
munity organisations, which would be ‘multicultural and available
to all groups’ (paras 6.7 and 6.8).

It was this network of ethnic welfare delivery which was later to
be attacked as costing ‘billions’ in ‘divisive’ support for ethnicity.
Neither in theory nor in subsequent practice was this criticism
even remotely near the truth. The additional cost of grants-in-aid
was estimated at $1.7 million over three years and for migrant
resource centres, at $1.34 million. Over the same three years the
ending of Good Neighbour funding would save $2.81 million, an
almost direct transfer from ‘mainstream’ to ‘ethnic specific’ funding
(Appendix I).

The Galbally report goes well beyond a new structure for migrant
welfare delivery in its discussion of multiculturalism and the
media. The report ‘rejects the argument that cultural diversity
necessarily creates divisiveness. Rather we believe that hostility and
bitterness between groups are often the result of cultural repression’
(para 9.7). If multiculturalism was to succeed it needed an edu-
cational program, the fostering of cultures and languages, the
development of relevant knowledge, greater effort by the Australia
Council, and cultural agreements with other societies. These
themes were to be repeated for the next thirty years with modest
results. Of more lasting impact was the recognition of the impor-
tance of the media. The reportlaid down the principles on which the
Special Broadcasting Service in radio and television was created at
amodest cost of $10.77 million over three years. SBS was to expand
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and flourish to become one of the most successful and expensive of
all multicultural agencies. Eventually it accepted television adver-
tising and extended its dependence on these funds in 2006.

Multicultural institutions

The creation of the Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs
(AIMA) in 1979 established a well staffed and funded agency with
responsibilities detailed in legislation. These were defined in the
Australian Institute of Multicultural Affairs Act (154 of 1979) as:
to develop an awareness of the diverse cultures within the com-
munity and an appreciation of the contributions of these cultures;
to promote tolerance; to promote a cohesive Australian society;
and to promote an environment that affords the members of the
different cultural groups and ethnic communities the opportunity
to participate fully in Australian society. This would be achieved
by providing advice to the Commonwealth government; commis-
sioning research; reporting to the minister; making information
available to the community; conducting educational and promo-
tional activity; and establishing a relevant library. AIMA had no
responsibilities in the area of Indigenous studies or policy, which
was the province of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal (and later
Torres Strait Islander) Studies.

AIMA was a response to the Galbally recommendation (9.18)
which claimed, correctly at the time, that ‘there is very little infor-
mation available on multicultural developments in Australia . . .
If we are to achieve the real benefits of a multicultural society, its
development must be guided, supported and given direction by
independent experts of high calibre.” Its first chairman was Frank
Galbally, its first director Petro Georgiou and one of its seven coun-
cil members was Jerzy Zubrzycki. The secretary of the Immigra-
tion Department was always a council member. Otherwise, AIMA
enjoyed a degree of independence from Canberra. AIMA was well
staffed, with twenty-six employees in 1980, rising to forty-five by
1984. Its staff was largely of non-English-speaking background and
its council of eighty overwhelmingly so. Whatever might have been
true of the group which initiated multiculturalism under Whit-
lam, by 1980 policy was largely being made from within the ethnic
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constituency, if always with the participation of public servants and
with an element of party patronage.

The development of multiculturalism rested with a number of
other agencies appointed by the Immigration Department, starting
with the Ethnic Affairs Council, chaired by Zubrzyckiand reporting
to Michael MacKellar in 1977. These agencies, unlike AIMA, were
staffed by the Immigration Department and their members were
part-time. As with all subsequent councils, the great majority of its
members were of non-English-speaking background (twenty-three
of twenty-six). Others, as with subsequent councils, represented
industry and the unions, although it was officially held that all
members were not ‘representatives’ but individuals.

A feature of policy development through such councils has been
that there is almost no continuity of membership. Zubrzycki was
not appointed to any councils under Labor but was a member
of the National Multicultural Advisory Council (NMAC) later
appointed under the Coalition. Party patronage was not a major
factor, although some members were undoubtedly more accept-
able than others to the ruling government. On the Coalition’s 1977
Ethnic Affairs Council, Bill Colbourne, Bill Jegorow and George
Papadopoulos were all Labor activists. On Labor’s 1989 Advisory
Council on Multicultural Affairs, Sir Nicholas Shehadie and Sir
James Gobbo sat comfortably alongside Simon Crean and sev-
eral other ALP members. On the 1994-97 NMAC, former Liberal
minister lan Macphee took part along with Martin Ferguson of
the ACTU and under the chairmanship of Mick Young, a Labor
politician with whom Macphee had jointly campaigned for mul-
ticulturalism in the early 1980s. Nobody actively identified with
the ALP or the unions was a member of the 2000 Council for
Multicultural Australia, which was probably the most politically
conservative of any advisory body since the Galbally committee
of 1978.

The ethnic composition of these advisory councils was care-
fully chosen to represent changes in the composition of the tar-
get population. It was also chosen on the basis of representing all
States and Territories, which meant the under-representation of the
two major immigrant concentrations of Sydney and Melbourne.
There was Aboriginal membership of all councils between 1989 and
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2006. Union and business representatives, in common with most
other ‘non-ethnic’ members, took a limited role, with the excep-
tion of Sir William Keyes of the Returned and Services League who
was a valuable and active member of the first NMAC. Essentially
the agendas and policy statements between 1977 and 1999 were
worked over by appointees active in ethnic organisations, chosen
by the Immigration Department. There were few academics. There
was a shift towards Asian membership, with only one Chinese and
one Arab on the 1977 council, seven Asians on the 1999 coun-
cil, but only four after 2000. Greeks were represented throughout,
although more strongly under Labor. All councils were serviced by
public servants from the Immigration Department or the Office
of Multicultural Affairs (OMA). Lack of continuity between coun-
cils gave these officers considerable influence over the agenda and
recommendations.

The agenda of 1989

One issue which was not favourably resolved was the proposal for
a Multicultural Act, which had been referred to the NMAC as a
requirement for developing the agenda. Canada had passed a Fed-
eral Multiculturalism Act in 1988 and copies were available to the
council in 1990. Multiculturalism had also been enshrined in the
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms of 1981. However, in
1988 the Liberal leader, John Howard, had broken the consensus
on multiculturalism with his speech to his party at Esperance in
June. This was the culmination of several years of conservative
criticism. By 1990 this was so strong that many were prepared to
abandon the word, an issue which also came before the NMAC
ten years later.’ The Canadian Act had been passed unanimously,
but this seemed improbable in the newly hostile Australian atmo-
sphere. Multiculturalism had previously had a legal basis in the
1979 AIMA Act. But this had been repealed by Labor on the aboli-
tion of the institute in 1986, revealing how fragile such legislation
could be. Although strongly supported by the Federation of Ethnic
Communities’ Councils (FECCA), it was decided not to pursue
new legislation. Multiculturalism had become too controversial by
1990 to ensure unanimous parliamentary approval.
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The reassessment of 1995

Senator Nick Bolkus was the only immigration minister of direct
‘ethnic’ origin, born in Adelaide of Greek parents and maintain-
ing close links with the Greek community and with Greece. The
reassessment of 1995 went beyond the agenda of 1989 in looking
at issues of power and influence rather than simply tolerance and
equity. Entitled Multicultural Australia: The Next Steps, the NMAC
report of 1995 was designed to move beyond the original 1989
agenda without repudiating its major thrust. It was launched by
Prime Minister Paul Keating and thus took on the status of an
‘agenda’, although it was not formally called that.”

The report was compiled by a small NMAC committee set up in
1994 under the chairmanship of Labor MP and former immigra-
tion minister, Mick Young. The subcommittee was overtly biparti-
san, including Ian Macphee, Janet Powell, leader of the Australian
Democrats, and two academics, Professor Stephen Castles and Dr
My-Van Tran. Despite its bipartisan appearance, it was probably the
most radical of the various committees recommending multicul-
tural policy. It was serviced by OMA, rather than by Immigration
as for the 1989 and 1999 agendas.

The NMAC report was supported by considerable research data
comparing native-born, English-speaking (ES) and non-English-
speaking (NES) immigrants. It also indicated the growing propor-
tion of the Asian-born, without using them as a distinct category.
This research showed the impact of unemployment to be closely
related to non-English-speaking background, especially for the
young. Most controversially it examined the number of advisory
and political appointees in terms of ethnic background. This find-
ing led to recommendation 11 — favouring ‘a more multicultural
Australian Public Service’, and to recommendation 12 — for both
levels of government ‘to take cultural diversity into account in
appointments to advisory boards and government positions in all
areas of public sector management’ This addressed the ‘vision’
that ‘all Australians participate in the major public institutions and
processes of society to the level of their capacity and interest and,
where appropriate, these institutions and processes reflect the cul-
tural diversity of the society’® Minister Bolkus later took this to
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mean that 15 per cent of all advisory appointments should be from
non-English-speaking backgrounds. This did not have time to be
tested before the election defeat of Labor in 1996. A similar, but
unquantified, recommendation was made in the 1999 agenda.’

Settlement policy

Australian multiculturalism is best understood as an aspect of
immigrant settlement policy. It grew out of a concern with settle-
ment rather than with cultural maintenance, which haslargely been
left to the ethnic communities. While it officially validated such
maintenance against assimilationism, from the Galbally report in
1978, through the access and equity strategies of the 1980s and
on to the agendas of 1989 and 1995, the central focus has been on
alleviating problems faced by non-English-speaking immigrants.'°

The basic difficulties faced by new arrivals with inadequate
English have always been finding a job, finding a house and learn-
ing the language. Other problems of adjustment, including the
frequent psychological problems of refugees, have been less ade-
quately addressed by public policy. Australia has had migrant set-
tlement programs from colonial times, originally pioneered by
Caroline Chisholm in the 1850s. These expanded into the 1920s
but were always focused on British immigrants. The work of the
Good Neighbour Councils between 1950 and 1978 also included
British immigrants but did not effectively reach most Europeans.
All these services included co-operation between public and private
agencies, as is still the case.

By the 1970s the Immigration Department was providing on-
arrival accommodation, often in old army barracks but increasingly
in custom-built hostels; teaching English to adults through the
adult migrant education program; employing professional social
workers; subsidising the Good Neighbour Councils; and working
with organisations such as the Red Cross and St Vincent de Paul.!!
As there was full employment there was only a limited need to
give assistance with finding work and this was often left to ethnic
networks where necessary.

The Galbally report moved settlement services towards a greater
participation of ethnic groups and a lesser concern with British
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migrants. This process continued to the point where considerable
assistance was given to non-English-speaking migrants but very
little to the British, who essentially did not need much help in
a full employment economy. The Immigration Department sub-
sidised these groups; added child migrant education to its functions
in 1970; developed the telephone interpreter system after 1975;
built more hostels (but sold them off by 1994); and began holding
consultations with ethnic organisations and other client groups.
By the 1980s settlement policy was well developed and compared
favourably with that in most other immigrant societies. Services
were, however, limited by the Immigration Department’s small
budget. Other major service providers were much less sensitive to
ethnic diversity, most notably the Commonwealth departments of
Education and Social Security. However, the growth of State gov-
ernment Ethnic Affairs Commissions after 1978 provided another
increasingly important dimension to service delivery. All policy
after Galbally intertwined settlement and multicultural issues. The
client base was ethnic, consultation was through ethnic organisa-
tions, and subsidies went to ethnic-specific welfare deliverers and
were fiercely defended as one of the few areas where the voice of
immigrants was given high priority.

Language policy and multicultural education

The growth of ethnic-specific services in the 1980s allowed many
ethnic groups to have a modest access to public funding and
decision making. This was enhanced by the relationship between
Labor Commonwealth and State governments and many ethnic
communities. Despite this, cultural maintenance has been a pri-
ority of many ethnic organisations but not of the Commonwealth
government or the Department of Immigration. It is more con-
troversial than settlement services and goes against more than
a century of assimilationism. Government policies have nor-
mally been directed at improving human capital or enhancing
commercial contacts, rather than supporting immigrant cultures.
Language policy moved rapidly away from developing commu-
nity languages to favouring English literacy and the ‘languages of

>12
commerce.
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Education has been a major arena for developing multicultural
policies. Initially it was believed that the school system would be
a major assimilative force, as it had been in the United States.
Not until 1971, under the Immigration (Education) Act, did the
Commonwealth take a direct role, aimed at teaching English to
migrant children under the child migrant education program. This
important reform had little to do with multiculturalism, as it was
assimilationist and utilitarian. However, it remained as a priority
which eventually damaged attempts to develop policy relating to
otherlanguages. The multiplicity oflanguages used in Australia also
militated against public funding, as this could not be universally
available at a useful level.

Despite the adult and child education programs, many migrants
have never learned English beyond the ‘survival’ level — and some
(mainly southern European women) have never reached that level.
The number of languages used increased along with the need
for translating and interpreting. As multiculturalism was widely
accepted by the 1980s and Australian links with other societies
were growing, it was argued that a national language policy was
needed to counter the dominant monoglot Anglophone tradi-
tion. This was a policy debate in which FECCA had a major role.
However, this was a highly contested area. The most coherent
attempt to bring some order into policy was the National Policy
on Languages developed by Jo Lo Bianco in 1986 for Education
Minister Susan Ryan. The guiding principles were: English compe-
tence; maintenance and development of other languages; services
in other languages; and opportunities for language learning. At the
same time, a National Advisory and Co-ordinating Committee on
Multicultural Education was devising a multicultural education
policy. Both these exercises were largely aborted — the first by a
change of minister from Ryan to John Dawkins, and the second by
Ryan herself. There were too many conflicting claims and too much
resistance to change for such innovative programs to be accepted.

Language is an emotive issue in many societies and was the
basis for defining ‘ethnic groups’ in Australia from the Galbally
report onwards. Three major policy concerns and organised inter-
ests were involved: the teaching of English, where the Immigration
Department had a major stake through the AMEP; the teaching
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of other languages, where teachers were well organised, especially
in the main European languages; and the maintenance and use
of ‘community languages’ — those actually used by immigrants
and their immediate descendants — where FECCA and the eth-
nic organisations had a major interest. Governments tended to see
these three areas in utilitarian terms and to play off the different
interests to secure an optimum economic and budgetary return.
Teaching English to migrants was obviously of economic value
but expensive. Many remained illiterate in English, joining existing
Anglo-Australian and Aboriginal illiterates.

The late 1980s mark the high point of trying to develop lan-
guage and multicultural education programs on a national scale.
Competing interests and differing aims proved too resistant. Lan-
guage teaching continued to decline in schools and universities.
Official pressures were directed to commercially useful languages,
improvedliteracy and computer training. The enthusiasm for Asian
languages had waned by 2002, when the Howard government pre-
maturely ended an annual subsidy of $30 million to support their
teaching in schools. Eventually the major language groups, such as
Italian, Greek, Arabic and Chinese, developed their own commer-
cial media without public funding.

Access and equity

Following the creation of the network of services recommended by
Galbally, the next problem was to ensure that migrant clients were
being well served over the whole range of service delivery outside
the Immigration Department. These clients had normally been
regarded as the responsibility of Immigration by others. The per-
sistence of assimilationist attitudes and a lack of cultural sensitivity
meant that many were unable to access services to which they were
entitled, often because they did not know these existed. It became
a major function of the Office of Multicultural Affairs from 1990
to 1996 to monitor what was happening across the board. Despite
the still controversial ethnic-specific services endorsed by Galbally
and funded by the Immigration Department, most migrants dealt
for most of their needs with mainstream departments. These fre-
quently did not use interpreters, although they were increasingly
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available; had no understanding of religious or other cultural dif-
ferences, which had become more marked as immigration moved
into Asia, the Middle East and Africa; and frequently referred non-
English-speaking clients back to ethnic or multicultural agencies,
which were not specialists and were designed to refer migrants
onwards to mainstream service deliverers.

The access and equity strategy was designed by the National
Population Council in 1985 and ratified by the Review of Migrant
and Multicultural Programs and Services in 1986."> OMA insti-
tuted a mandatory reporting system within the Commonwealth
government and published these reports. There was considerable
resistance from departments which did not see themselves as deliv-
ering services, especially Treasury.

With the abolition of OMA in 1996, access and equity has
become less emphasised and its administration has been returned
from PM&C to Immigration. It is now governed by the rhetoric ofa
Charter of Public Service in a Culturally Diverse Society. This char-
ter, endorsed by Commonwealth and State governments, calls for
access and equity reports to be made to the Immigration Depart-
ment, using performance indicators.'* It was claimed in 1996 that
‘the message about access and equity appears not to have been well
understood by relevant stakeholders’!® In so far as this was true,
it reflects the resistance of many public agencies already surveyed
in the extensive evaluation of 1992.!% The general finding of this
evaluation, based on fieldwork research, was that access and equity
was well understood at the higher administrative levels but had not
been transmitted to counter staff and others dealing directly with
clients. It is an interesting comment on the resistance to multicul-
tural reality that the situation continues to remain the same.

The agenda of 1999

As with the two previous agendas, although on a more modest
scale, the 1999 agenda was launched by the prime minister. The
difference was that the prime minister concerned, John Howard,
had along record of opposition to the concept of multiculturalism.
The councils 0f 1989 and 1995 had also, of course, been much closer
to the ALP. Despite this, the new agenda not only endorsed the
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same principles but also argued strongly for retention of the word
‘multiculturalism’. It urged the restoration of a monitoring agency
similar to the disbanded OMA. This was immediately rejected,
along with any suggestion of independent funding for multicultural
projects. The new agenda did not have even the rather blunted teeth
of those which preceded it, nor any mechanism for implementing
its recommendations.

Despite these limitations, the 1999 agenda reaffirmed multi-
culturalism as government policy after fifteen years of often acri-
monious public debate. NMAC was ‘optimistic about Australia’s
future as a culturally diverse society and is confident that Aus-
tralian multiculturalism will continue to be a defining feature of
our evolving national identity and contribute substantial benefits
to all Australians’!” This was a fairly firm reaffirmation in the light
of the prime minister’s well-known attitudes. Adding the word
‘Australian’ was a concession which made little real difference. An
emphasis on ‘inclusiveness’ did not depart from the original notion
that multiculturalism was ‘for all Australians’. Moreover, the 1999
agenda called for ‘leadership’ in defence of a multicultural society,
which might well be taken as a pointed reference to those politicians
who had been criticising the concept for the past fifteen years.

What distinguished the 1999 agenda from the 1978 Galbally
report was that many of its concrete recommendations were not
implemented, even if its general rhetoric was unquestioned by gov-
ernment. The most important unimplemented recommendations
(21, 24 and 30) urged greater funding for multicultural advocacy,
increased cultural diversity on public boards and agencies, and
the creation of a central co-ordinating agency. This would have
restored the situation as it was under Keating and Hawke, revers-
ing the policy of the Howard government too drastically for this to
be acceptable.

Indigenous peoples and multiculturalism

Multiculturalism was often criticised because it did not seem to
be concerned with Aboriginal issues. This was not strictly true.
The agenda of 1989 included Indigenous people within its com-
pass, as did the access and equity strategy as amended in the same
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year. Control over this agenda and the strategy was in the hands
of OMA, situated in PM&C, rather than in the Department of
Immigration. In preceding years, Aboriginal and ‘ethnic’ affairs
had been kept strictly apart as they were the responsibility of two
distinct departments. Indigenous organisations were not affiliated
to FECCA. There was limited communication between ethnic and
Indigenous organisations until the 1990s. One issue on which there
was some co-operation was the national language policy, as many
Aboriginal languages were under threat of extinction. There was
Aboriginal representation at the national conference called on this
issue by the Fraser government in 1982. The evaluation of 1995 also
devoted attention to Indigenous issues. Finally, the 1999 agenda
recommended that the work of Aboriginal reconciliation should
be carried forward by ‘government, individuals, [and] private and
community organisations’'®

The evaluation of the access and equity strategy in 1992
concluded that ‘the differences in backgrounds, circumstances
and needs of people of non-English speaking background and
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are considerable’. An
evaluation study in Port Hedland found that while there was a rea-
sonable knowledge of the strategy among immigrants, ‘few of the
Aboriginal participants . . . including ATSIC officials, had heard
of the A&E Strategy’.!® This underlines the extent to which many
aspects of multiculturalism were the ‘property’ of either the Depart-
ment of Immigration or OMA. This created indifference or even
hostility in other departments and agencies whose policies were
being monitored from outside.

A shift in priorities from the Hawke to the Keating government
gave greater emphasis to Indigenous issues and to the work of the
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission and the Land
Councils. OMA correspondingly lost influence in this area. Its
research capacity was reabsorbed by the Immigration Department
and it was abolished altogether as one of the first acts of the Howard
government. Finally, at the end of 2001, the Immigration Depart-
ment took over the existing Department of Aboriginal Affairs to
become the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and
Indigenous Affairs. It had created a ‘ministry of other people’, with
the prospect of ‘mainstreaming’ urban Aboriginal welfare services.
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This ran contrary to most public declarations of Aboriginal organ-
isations and spokespersons in the past. By 2006 Aboriginal policy
was being drastically changed, most functions were transferred to
Family and Community Services and a Minister for Indigenous
Affairs was created. Policy co-ordination remained in theory with
an office within the Immigration Department but was in complete
flux. The inclusion of Indigenous issues within multiculturalism
was always incomplete. Because this policy area was associated with
the Immigration Department or its minister, it was seen by oth-
ers as only concerned with immigrants. In recent years, objectives
have been extended to embrace ‘diversity’. This includes not only
the Indigenous people and immigrants but also women, the dis-
abled, gays and lesbians, provincial dwellers and almost any group
seen as disadvantaged or subject to discrimination. FECCA has also
broadened its constituency in this way, seeking alliances outside the
ethnic communities.

Since 1996 ‘special interests’ have been attacked as ‘rent seek-
ers’ looking for special privileges not available to the ‘mainstream’
That was not what multiculturalism was originally about. It aimed
to extend rights and privileges to immigrants which were already
enjoyed by the native-born, without requiring the abandonment
of cultures, languages and religions not derived from Britain or
developed in colonial Australia. There is still plenty of scope for
public policy in this area, without confusing the issue with a broad
tolerance towards a variety of groups with little in common, but by
2000 the impetus had been lost.

Theorising multiculturalism

Australian multiculturalism was developed as a method for deal-
ing with the consequences of ethnically diverse immigration. The
main influences came from public servants, ethnic organisations
and politicians. Consequently these influences were mainly prag-
matic. Multiculturalism did not live up to its appearance as an
ideology, except in the eyes of some of its opponents. Neverthe-
less, as elsewhere, there have been attempts to develop theories
analysing change from a monocultural to a multicultural society,
justifying that change as a necessary improvement or criticising it as
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divisive. The main influences on public policy and elaboration have
stressed that multiculturalism is essentially a liberal democratic
creed, based on tolerance of diversity within the principles and
practices of Australian public life.”’ Differences of emphasis have
centred around cultural maintenance and social justice, although
these are not necessarily incompatible.?!

Most of this work has been done by Australians of ‘ethnic’ back-
ground or by those professionally engaged in immigrant stud-
ies. These have included Zubrzycki, Smolicz, Martin, Jayasuriya,
Jakubowicz, Bottomley, Castles and Kalantzis. A critical approach
has been taken by Kukathas, Betts and Birrell. Among major issues
canvassed have been: the extent to which ‘tolerance’ can be extended
into ‘active citizenship’; the nature and extent of the values, insti-
tutions and practices which will bind together a multicultural
Australia; contradictions between equality and equity; the accom-
modation of different value systems and beliefs; the role and nature
of ethnic groups; the intersection of class, gender and ethnic rela-
tions; and the social and economic value of cultural diversity.??

In recent years multiculturalism has been analysed from a post-
modernist perspective, with special reference to literature.>> While
this has had an influence on cultural studies it has not been incor-
porated into policy. Indeed, the experience with trying to develop
a multicultural education policy in the mid-1980s suggests that
theoretical debate clouds the issue to the point where policy mak-
ers simply walk away from implementation altogether. Academics
who have served on committees developing multiculturalism have
included Stephen Castles, Laksiri Jayasuriya, David Cox, Chandran
Kukathas, Ghassan Hage, Jerzy Smolicz, Jerzy Zubrzycki, Helen
Hughes, Charles Price, Colin Rubenstein, Trang Thomas, Jo Lo
Bianco, Mary Kalantzis and the author. Their views have been many
and various.

Shifting emphases

A remarkable feature of multicultural policy development has
been the constancy with which the basic principles of 1977 have
been repeated, despite the intervening dissension and debate. The
1999 agenda includes an appendix listing major reports over that
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period which is a good guide to the basic principles of official
Australian multiculturalism.?* However, there have been some
shifts in emphasis over the years, without departing from the basic
approach. These include the development of the idea of ‘productive
diversity’, associated particularly with Professor Mary Kalantzis and
Bill Cope, last director of OMA. This moved the discussion away
from settlement and welfare issues and towards the contribution
which a multilingual and skilled immigrant workforce can make to
the Australian economy in a globalising world. This approach also
appeals to corporate business to a greater degree than the ‘access
and equity’ service delivery issues.?

Organisationally many settlement and multicultural programs
are now more important at the State than at the Commonwealth
level. By 2002 all States and Territories were under Labor con-
trol and all had functioning agencies concerned with multicul-
tural programs. New South Wales, Western Australia and Victoria
had important translating and interpreting services, especially in
the health and legal areas. Multicultural Affairs Queensland was
active and innovative and had secured recognition and support for
the long-neglected South Sea Islander community. South Australia
and Victoria have, for many years, developed language and educa-
tion programs recognising cultural diversity.

State governments are less remote and depersonalised than the
Commonwealth and they do not have immigration control func-
tions. All State multicultural agencies hold regular consultations
with their ethnic constituency. Unlike the Commonwealth, which
usually confines its concerns to the overseas-born, the States have
no inhibitions about catering for cultures and communities which
have been established for several generations. Because multicultur-
alism in the States has been consistently bipartisan, these policies
have not been so subject to attack as at the national level.

A completely new emphasis was created by the fear of Islamic ter-
rorism following the attacks on New York and London in 2001 and
2005. This led the Commonwealth to create a fourteen-member
Muslim Community Reference Group in 2005. By mid-2006, how-
ever, the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils from which
some members of the Reference Group were drawn was in fac-
tional disarray.
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The attack on multiculturalism

Multicultural policy in Australia was developed by the Immigra-
tion Department, by most State governments and by individuals
and groups involved in immigrant affairs. It remained within the
Immigration portfolio from 1975 until 1987 and was returned to
it in 1996. At the State level, where immigration is not a gov-
ernment function, it usually rested with the premier’s office. It
has not been essentially concerned with ‘culture’ in the conven-
tional sense, so much as with immigrant settlement services. Not
until 1989 were Aboriginal issues brought under the multicultural
umbrella, and not until 2001 was Indigenous policy brought within
the scope of the Immigration Department, which was renamed the
Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous
Affairs (DIMIA). This acknowledged the responsibility for Abo-
riginal reconciliation transferred to the minister, Philip Ruddock,
some months before. Aboriginal affairs were transferred to Family
and Community Services in 2005, but an office of Indigenous Policy
Coordination remained in the Immigration Department. A minis-
ter for Citizenship and Multicultural Affairs was appointed by the
Howard government in 2005. Responsibility for multiculturalism
was then undertaken by a junior minister, Gary Hardgrave, who
was later replaced by Andrew Robb. The Labor shadow ministry
also separated immigration from multiculturalism in 2001. These
changes mark a shift towards concern with national cohesion in
the face of terrorism and a shift in Aboriginal policy away from
self-determination.

Multiculturalism replaced the long-standing support for assim-
ilation. Yet it was not particularly controversial in the first decade
when it was confirmed as Commonwealth public policy by the
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Galbally report of 1978 and reconfirmed by Malcolm Fraserin 1981.
Early critics were mostly academics, including Lauchlan Chipman
in 1980, Geoffrey Partington in 1981, and Frank Knopfelmacher
and Raymond Sestito in 1982. These were not directly associ-
ated with a major political party, although Knopfelmacher had
been close to the Democratic Labor Party in the 1960s. The
conservative journal Quadrant became an avenue for criticis-
ing multiculturalism from the early 1980s onwards, particularly
around the bicentenary of British settlement in 1988.

The basic arguments of these early critics were that multicultur-
alism was divisive; that it denied the distinctive Australian heritage
based on British origins; that it was simply a response to the ‘ethnic
vote’; that it would encourage separatism with the resulting possi-
bility of ethnic and racial strife; or, as Dame Leonie Kramer claimed
while chair of the ABC, that it had never been defined and was an
intellectual muddle. In fact, multiculturalism has been officially
defined many times. It is true that very few academics, other than
Stephen Castles or Chandran Kukathas, have analysed it in depths
as a philosophy.

Most of this was based on an abstract understanding of multi-
culturalism often drawn from controversies in the United States.
It rarely looked at actual policies operating in Australia. Both
Lauchlan Chipman and Brian Bullivant argued that multicultur-
alism was inapplicable to education, which should concentrate
on improving skills rather than emphasising cultural differences.
Apart from this, the early critics were very general in their critiques.
Inappropriate transfers from other situations became common
with the breakdown of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Otherwise, the early
critics were mainly concerned with the preservation and advance
of mainstream Anglo-Australian culture, which they assumed,
though did not necessarily state, to be superior to introduced
minority alternatives.

Conservative criticism of multiculturalism

Many conservatives were probably inhibited by the enthusiastic
support for multiculturalism of Prime Minister Malcolm
Fraser. With the defeat of the Coalition in 1983, criticism of
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multiculturalism became more popular with conservatives. Pre-
vious critics had included reformists and radicals associated with
the ALP who regarded the Galbally provisions as a cheap way of
delivering services which should have been undertaken by state
agencies. Some also saw the approach of Galbally and Zubrzycki as
unduly stressing cultural maintenance rather than economic and
social disadvantage and life chances. They contrasted this ‘culturist’
approach to the ‘social justice’ aspirations of the original Melbourne
ethnic rights movement of the early 1970s. The first multicultural
agenda under Hawke in 1989 clearly identified with this position:
‘multiculturalism expresses and complements the Government’s
broader social justice strategy which is designed to ensure that the
benefits flowing from its economic policies are fairly distributed
throughout the community’!

With the transfer of Liberal leadership from Fraser to Peacock
in 1983, a succession of leaders (Peacock, Howard, Hewson and
Downer) all at various times criticised multiculturalism and the
Labor immigration program. Peacock, who was regarded as the
most ‘liberal’ of these, accused the Labor government in 1984 of
underminingbipartisanship, but did not attack the changing ethnic
composition of the intake. The conservative attack on multicultur-
alism became most bitter in the mid-1980s when it seemed that
Labor under Hawke could remain in office for some years. Lib-
eral leadership passed to John Howard between 1985 and 1989.
Criticism of multiculturalism was encouraged by the growing ten-
sion between the Greek and Macedonian communities. This led
Blainey in 1988 to accuse Hawke of ‘turning Australia into a nation
of tribes’?

Two influential and widely quoted attacks on multiculturalism
were launched by David Barnett in 1986 and Stephen Rimmer in
1988. Both concentrated on the cost of grants to ethnic organisa-
tions, a theme taken up later by Pauline Hanson and described at
the time by Blainey as ‘ethnic payola’ Barnett attacked ‘the bloated
ethnic industry’ which was ‘dividing Australia’ In his view, ‘tens of
millions of dollars’ were being ‘spent on ethnic groups by a vast
army of bureaucrats . . . Millions of dollars are sloshing around
among federal and state bureaucrats, migrant organisations and
the trade unions’?
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Two policy papers from conservative think-tanks —the Centre for
Independent Studies and the Australian Institute for Public Policy —
developed a more complex critique. Raymond Sestito, drawing
on the American political theorists Mancur Olson and Anthony
Downs, argues that multiculturalism as public policy was catering
for artificially created and self-interested groups. In his view,
‘Australia’s political parties have become the initiators of multi-
culturalism, rather than responding to group pressure . . . parties
compete to see who can promise the most to migrants’* While this
has helped to bring real issues onto the political agenda, it is also
dangerous in his view. Demands escalate as the parties compete
and public policy caters for groups rather than individuals. Much
of this is not unreasonable. But his final conclusion is that legal lim-
its should be placed on promises made by parties to interest groups.
This formulation, made in 1982, became increasingly popular with
conservatives, leading to Howard’s promise in 1996 to govern ‘for
all of us’ and to Pauline Hanson’s attack on ‘special interests’.

Rimmer’s criticism, six years later, took up the claim that
vast sums were being expended on divisive policies. Like Sestito
he acknowledges the influence of Michael James, an economic
rationalist at La Trobe University. Rimmer quotes Sestito’s pam-
phlet with approval and also seeks support in the recently issued
FitzGerald report on immigration policy. Noting several varieties
of multiculturalism, including a conservative one, Rimmer argues
like others that ‘the denial of the legitimacy of Australian culture is
supported by multiculturalism’® He wrongly asserts that multicul-
turalism regards all cultures as equal, a critique of multiculturalism
as cultural relativism which was becoming popular in the United
States.

The most persistent critic of multiculturalism during the crisis
year of 1988 was Geoffrey Blainey, who had a weekly column in
The Australian. To him, ‘multiculturalism, as espoused by both
parties, is utterly shoddy. Morally, intellectually and economi-
cally it is a sham.’® Blainey’s concern was with the protection and
advancement of a distinctively Australian culture. Any challenge
to this, however modest, was divisive. Blainey remained the most
influential of all the conservative critics and was highly regarded
by John Howard.
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Other criticism

Not all critics of multiculturalism have been associated with con-
servatism. Lopez distinguishes four different ‘ongoing versions of
multicultural thought’.7 These were: cultural pluralism, associated
with Zubrzycki and Jean Martin; welfare multiculturalism, asso-
ciated mostly with David Cox; ethnic rights, associated with the
Melbourne group of Alan Matheson, George Papadopoulos and
George Zangalis; and ‘ethnic structural pluralism’, associated most
with the ethnic communities’ movement. In the early days the
approach of Fraser, Galbally, Georgiou and the Australian Institute
of Multicultural Affairs was consistently attacked by the Melbourne
ethnic rights group. These were mostly members of the ALP and
became influential after the election of John Cain’s Victorian gov-
ernment in 1982 and the Hawke victory in 1983. In the end they
achieved the abolition of the institute in 1986 after Georgiou had
been removed as its director. Papadopoulos became director of
the Victorian Ethnic Affairs Commission. Matheson, who was the
ACTU ethnic liaison officer, served on the FitzGerald committee
of 1988. However, they were not alone in influencing policy and
the Immigration Department remained closer to the ‘ethnic wel-
fare’ approach and to David Cox. ‘Cultural pluralism” was often
denounced as ‘culturist’ by left critics and Zubrzycki was not
appointed to any positions of influence under Labor.

All these critics agreed that a multicultural policy was desir-
able but disagreed on its precise nature. A more general attack
came from the FitzGerald committee, appointed to review immi-
gration policy by the Hawke government. FitzGerald was close to
Labor, having been appointed by Whitlam as first ambassador to
Communist China. The committee of six also included Professor
Helen Hughes, an economic rationalist, who was later to emerge
as a strong opponent of multiculturalism.

Its many recommendations, submitted to Clyde Holding in July
1988, were not primarily concerned with settlement and multi-
culturalism. The report concluded that support for immigration
was faltering and that one factor in this was confusion and hostil-
ity about multiculturalism: ‘Multiculturalism, which is associated
in the public mind with immigration, is seen by many as social
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engineering which actually invites injustice, inequality and divi-
siveness’® FitzGerald followed this up in newspaper interviews in
which his criticism of multiculturalism was more wide ranging.
This was not welcomed by Hawke, and the newly created Office of
Multicultural Affairs within his department criticised this aspect of
the report. It was the first instance in which a commissioned policy
report of considerable influence had openly attacked multicultur-
alism, if only by inference.

The bipartisan consensus ends, 1988

Bipartisan agreement on multiculturalism and immigration ended
in 1988.° The turning point was a speech by party leader John
Howard to the Esperance conference of the Western Australia Lib-
erals on 30 June that year. In it he attacked trade union power and
the idea of an Aboriginal treaty, and he defended the notion of ‘One
Australia’ He made no reference to Asian migration but developed
this issue during the next few months. He had previously declared
that bipartisan consensus on immigration was over, in response to
issues raised in the FitzGerald report. The year was also marked by
a discussion of national identity stimulated by the celebration of
the bicentenary of British settlement.

Howard had begun an onslaught on multiculturalism as soon
as the FitzGerald report appeared. Addressing the Canberra Press
Club he stated that ‘there are profound weaknesses in the policy
of multiculturalism. T think it is a rather aimless, divisive policy
and I think it ought to be changed.”! Howard followed this up
by refusing to sponsor the Bicentennial Multicultural Foundation,
chaired by Sir James Gobbo. This essentially conservative body has
flourished, nevertheless, doing unobtrusive work including advis-
ing police forces on relations with ethnic communities.

Howard’s petty response was rejected by Liberal premiers Nick
Greiner and Jeff Kennett but was consolidated into party policy by
his Esperance address. He announced the ideal of One Australia,
which ‘respects our cultural diversity and acknowledges that we are
drawn from many parts of the world but requires of all of us aloyalty
to Australia at all times and to her institutions and her values and
her traditions which transcends loyalty to any other set of values
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anywhere in the world’. In Howard’s view, ‘we are too apologetic’
These themes were to remain central to his rhetoric for the next
fifteen years. He strengthened his remarks in the following week by
saying of Asian immigration that ‘it would be in our medium term
interest and supportive of social cohesion if it were slowed down a
little so the capacity of the community to absorb were greater’.!! He
publicly withdrew this view only in 2003 and Asian immigration
continued at a high level regardless.

By May 1989 the shadow minister for immigration, Alan Cad-
man, was stating that the Liberal Party was ‘moving away from
multiculturalism to something we think is more all-embracing’. He
added that under the Coalition the term ‘multiculturalism’ would
not be used.!? This was in defence of Howard’s concept of One Aus-
tralia. However, Howard’s support in the polls had dropped rapidly
after his Esperance speech and subsequent remarks on Asian migra-
tion. Media treatment was unfavourable. By the end of the year he
had been replaced by Andrew Peacock again. One of his last pub-
lic appearances as leader was at the December FECCA conference
in Canberra where he was heckled, while Ian Macphee enjoyed a
standing ovation.

Peacock had replaced Howard in 1989 partly due to Howard’s
remarks on Asian migration and his attack on multiculturalism.
Nevertheless, he was especially critical of the Multifunctional Polis
scheme of 1990. His successor, John Hewson, was also critical of
multiculturalism. Other conservatives outside the Liberal leader-
ship joined in, including Brigadier Alf Garland, RSL president.
His view, expressed in July 1989, was that ‘Australia needs mul-
ticulturalism like it needs a hole in the head’. During the March
1990 election he called for a national referendum on the immigra-
tion mix and was also critical of the Multifunctional Polis scheme.
Both he and Peacock argued that the MFP would be an Asian
‘enclave’, contrary to long-established settlement policy. The mass
circulation Daily Mirror at the same election published pages of
readers’ letters attacking the MFP, foreign investment and Asian
migration. In Queensland a precursor of One Nation, Bruce White-
side’s Heart of a Nation, was founded in 1988 on the Gold Coast,
mainly in opposition to Japanese property ownership. Professor
Blainey also criticised this at the same time. Whiteside’s campaign
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collapsed when he was revealed as a New Zealand citizen. He
reappeared ten years later as organiser of the Pauline Hanson
support groups.

Australians Speak

By 1990, when Hewson became Liberal leader, conservative atti-
tudes towards multiculturalism had shifted markedly and the influ-
ence of Fraser and Macphee had waned. Hewson, an economics
professor, came from outside politics, unlike the other three Oppo-
sition leaders between 1982 and 1996. He instituted a major survey
of opinion, Australians Speak, which claimed to represent the views
of 4000 Australians. No indication of the methodology was given,
but it seems from the responses on many issues to have been heav-
ily dominated by Liberal activists, small business, farmers and the
professions. One of its major purposes was to canvass support for
a goods and services tax, the issue on which Hewson largely lost
the 1993 election. However, it also included a segment on ‘a united
country’, which is an interesting guide to conservative thinking out-
side the narrow range of professional politics. It concluded that ‘the
single most perplexing issue . . . is the issue of multiculturalism’.?

As with the rest of the report, this section stressed the need
for shared values. More than 40 per cent of respondents had
raised multiculturalism and immigration as an important issue,
most wanting a ‘rational debate” without accusations of racism. A
concern was that multiculturalism would work against the devel-
opment of an identifiable Australian nationalism. Some directly
supported assimilation. Others held that there was too much
emphasis in immigration on refugees and family reunion, and that
multiculturalism was divisive and had got out of hand. ‘Some racial
or religious groups might continue to perceive that their first loy-
alty is to a culture, or a country, rather than to Australia.” The
underlying theme was that multiculturalism was encouraging cul-
tural ‘ghettoism’ and that Australia should decide its own cultural
direction. Respondents were quoted as opposing a ‘salad bowl’ or
‘jigsaw puzzle’ concept of Australia. One issue which had already
been raised in Queensland was the exhibition of signs in foreign
languages outside shops and restaurants.
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The attitudes displayed in 1991 echoed to some extent those
expressed by Howard three years before or by Blainey in 1984.
They reappear not only in speeches by Liberal leaders after 1996
butalso in those of Pauline Hanson. They are not specifically ‘racist’
and some tried to distinguish between ‘multiracialism’” and ‘multi-
culturalism’, with the second being less acceptable than the former.
By the early 1990s, conservatives had developed a critique of multi-
culturalism which was to shape policy when the Coalition regained
power in 1996.

A developing critique

Between 1983 and 1995 the Liberal Party was rent with leader-
ship contests and ideological debate. The most consistent critic of
multiculturalism remained John Howard but others took up the
issue, especially as elections drew close. At the same time there was
a growing clamour outside the party system from journalists and
commentators. This was not directly related to the feuds within
the Liberal Party, although some like Barnett and Blainey were per-
sonally or intellectually close to Howard. It often reflected debates
in the United States, where the so-called ‘culture wars’ were raging
around concepts such as ‘political correctness’, Christian values, the
right to bear arms and the increasing cultural variety of the United
States caused by immigration, affirmation of minority rights and
competing lifestyles.

Blainey, having raised the issue of Asian immigration in 1984,
also became one of the most influential critics of multiculturalism
as practised by the Hawke government. In his apologia, All for Aus-
tralia, his emphasis remained on Asian migration. Labor had only
been in office for eighteen months and had yet to develop a different
approach from Fraser. He deplored the decline in British immigra-
tion and the new government’s defunding of the Big Brother move-
ment which had been sponsoring British youth migration since
1925. This was evidence that ‘the word multicultural has increas-
ingly come to mean anti-British’. Further, ‘the multicultural policy,
and its emphasis on what is different and on the rights of the new
minority rather than the old majority, gnaws at that sense of sol-
idarity that many people crave for . . . The policy of governments



110 From White Australia to Woomera

since 1978 to turn Australia into a land of all nations runs across
the present yearning for stability and social cohesion’.!*

Blainey’s critique is classically conservative, resting on shared
values and ethnic solidarity. He accepts that European immigrants
have developed a loyalty to Australia, but cannot extend this to
Asians. Why this should be so, when many Asians share languages
and religions with many Europeans and have done very well eco-
nomically, he does not reveal. Another popular denunciation from
an academic came in 1988 with the publication of Katharine Betts’
Ideology and Immigration, which she revised as The Great Divide in
1999.°

Blainey, as a rather old-fashioned historian, looks back to a
British Australia which had shared values and origins. Betts is more
impressed by American arguments and especially by the proposi-
tion that support for immigration and multiculturalism comes
from a ‘new class’ In her view, ‘a commitment to cosmopoli-
tanism and multiculturalism has also had status advantages for
the upwardly mobile professional classes’'® She further argues that
bipartisanship had stifled debate, a proposition which was becom-
ing quite untrue by 1988 when attacks on multiculturalism were
at their height. As she notes, however, bipartisanship remained in
favour of a ‘high intake’, even when the consensus had been broken
on multiculturalism and Asian numbers. Her conclusion was that,
in the face of opinion polls showing declining support for immigra-
tion, this support was largely confined to the tertiary educated and
to some minority ethnic groups. This gave credence to the jour-
nalistic argument, becoming popular by the late 1980s, that policy
was being driven by the ‘powerful ethnic lobby’. This lost credibility
after 1996 as the Howard government paid little attention to that
lobby.

Popular critiques

Much popular criticism of multiculturalism confuses public policy
with the consequences of immigration. The best-known example
of this was Pauline Hanson’s repeated claim that multiculturalism
should be ‘abolished’. This would save ‘billions’, a claim she based on
figures originally developed by Rimmer and expanded on by Paul
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Sheehan in Among the Barbarians in 1998. Sheehan, a journalist
on the Sydney Morning Herald, summarises many of the populist
attacks on multiculturalism as ‘the dividing of Australia’.!”

Sheehan had already attacked multiculturalism in his newspa-
per in 1996 as ‘an industry of tax-fed lawyers, political operatives
and racial axe-grinders that has grown like an enormous para-
site out of Australia’s heroic commitment to cultural diversity’.!8
This largely repeated Barnett’s criticism of ten years before. He
details grants to ethnic organisations under Keating. He claims that
most of these go on salaries and (correctly) that they were concen-
trated in Labor-held electorates. Accepting that Liberal Premier Jeff
Kennett followed similar policies in Victoria, he still held that ‘play-
ing the race card is primarily Labor’s game’. He attacks the Bureau of
Immigration Research, which ‘came to be regarded as so politicised
that the Howard government shut it down’, and the Department
of Immigration, as having ‘a vested interest in making Australia’s
immigration policy look like a model of virtue and efficiency’."

While based in a disparate collection of essays, Sheehan’s critique
essentially concludes that Howard government reforms would
gradually reverse ‘a nation increasingly divided along racial lines,
cultural enclaves, high unemployment and high crime’?® At the
same time he praises the positive impact of Asian migration. His
populist (and popular) views embrace most of the major arguments
of opponents of multiculturalism in the 1990s — that immigration
was producing social problems and division; that official policy
was divisive and aimed at ethnic voters; and that most of this was
Labor’s fault, which the Howard government could reverse. Simi-
lar themes were repeated by conservative journalists such as Alan
Jones, Stan Zemanek and Piers Akerman, all of them aimed, like
Sheehan’s, primarily at a Sydney audience.

Summarising the conservative critique

By 1996 a coherent conservative critique had emerged from the
debates of the preceding decade. It had varying levels, from the
academic approach of Blainey and Betts, through the politicians
such as Howard and John Stone, and on to journalists and pop-
ularisers such as Barnett, Sheehan, Akerman and the talk-back
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radio jockeys. Part of the critique was that debate had been sup-
pressed in the interest of political correctness and that opponents
of current policy had been denounced as racists or otherwise dis-
couraged. There had certainly been very little serious analysis of
the kind common among academics in Canada, the United States
or Britain such as Will Kymlicka, Bikhu Parekh or Thomas Sow-
ell. Apart from a work in untranslated Japanese, the only major
analysis came from Andrew Theophanous, a former academic but
also a Labor politician at the time of writing. Most defence of
multiculturalism came from official research and reports. This was
often inhibited by political or bureaucratic caution. The influen-
tial analysis of Stephen Castles and his Wollongong colleagues was
ambivalent and did not confront the conservative critics.!

Debate has obviously not been suppressed, but this claim gained
credence when John Howard, on becoming prime minister in 1996,
expressed the hope that people would now be able to speak freely
on this and associated issues. No doubt he was referring to the expe-
rience of Blainey, who had been treated rather roughly by student
demonstrators and severely criticised by academic colleagues from
Monash University in a collection published in 1985.?2 But he had
gone on to become a Companion in the Order of Australia, chan-
cellor of Ballarat University and chairman of the National Council
for the Centenary of Federation, the latter an influential position
directly approved through the prime minister’s office to ensure that
the celebrations did not ‘deny Australia’s heritage’ as had allegedly
happened in 1988.

Other critics did well out of the new government. David Barnett
was a personal friend of Howard and wrote his official biography.
Stephen Rimmer and Stephen Joske were appointed as ministerial
staffers. Alan Jones enjoyed a very regular radio slot with the prime
minister. Paul Sheehan and Katharine Betts enjoyed no doubt well-
deserved sales and publicity. Those who were ‘persecuted’ after
1996 were the staffs of the Office of Multicultural Affairs and the
Bureau of Immigration, Multicultural and Population Research,
whose jobs were abolished.

A second accusation was that multiculturalism was divisive. This
was an assertion without evidence. The concept of ‘social division’ is
hard to substantiate in a peaceful democracy. It could refer to many
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cleavages which have nothing to do with ethnicity, such as rich and
poor, workers and bosses, educated and ignorant, metropolitan
and provincial, male and female, and so on. These have all been
important at various times. There was undoubtedly some concern,
as expressed in Australians Speak for instance, that Australia was
going ‘off the rails’ because of diversity. By many measures Australia
is the most stable, united and self-satisfied society on earth, but it
is also haunted by an inexplicable sense that the ship will sink at
any moment. Leadership, solidarity, homogeneity, common values,
all assume prominence in public responses to this fear. They are
frequently mobilised by politicians, most notably by Howard in the
2001 elections. But official multiculturalism has always been con-
cerned with alleviating social tensions. What critics were referring
to was not official programs but the observed increase in ethnic
variety which, as in other societies, often exacerbates anxiety.

A third accusation, most fully canvassed by Betts, is that multi-
culturalismis advocated mainly by the élites or the ‘new class’, rather
improbably allied with ethnic activists. This beliefis based to a large
extent on opinion polls. It builds on an argument by the American
conservative, Irving Kristol, which he developed ten years before
Betts wrote. As in other countries, the educated middle classes
tend to express more tolerant views than do the uneducated work-
ing classes. This does not necessarily mean that their behaviour
is quite different. Working-class Australians have usually worked
amicably with immigrants and Aborigines. Most racial tensions
have been exacerbated by relatively well-educated politicians and
journalists. Betts does not seem to have consulted many ethnic
activists, trade unionists or welfare workers. Her familiarity with
the ‘new class’ — to which she belongs — leads her to believe that
there is no other basis of support for immigration or multicultur-
alism. Yet other surveys have found that there is more tolerance of
diversity among immigrants than among native-born Australians
and less opposition to immigration. A similar dichotomy arises
between the major cities and rural and provincial areas. Her
analysis gave comfort to those who felt that One Nation repre-
sented Aussie battlers or that those concerned about the detention
of asylum seekers were bleeding heart latte drinkers. That does not
mean that her findings should be rejected out of hand. But it does
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mean that the political implications of what she is saying — along
with many others —need to be understood. Glorifying the common
sense of the common people can lead to the crudest populism.

A rather different academic critique of multiculturalism was
provided by Miriam Dixson in 1999 in The Imaginary Australian.
As with another critic, Helen Hughes of the 1988 FitzGerald com-
mittee, Dixson’s ideological origins are on the socialist left. More
specifically than Betts she believes that the ‘Anglo-Celtic aspects
of Australian life function as a vital cohesive centre for the whole
culture’. She shares with Betts the belief that intellectuals are neg-
ative towards their own culture. But she goes further in locating
the dominant culture within the Anglo-Celtic majority and ques-
tioning whether recently arrived immigrants are likely to share this
culture. A similar argument was developed by another academic of
former left persuasion, Geoffrey Partington.”> Two academic crit-
icisms came from Brian Galligan in 2004 and John Hirst in 2006.
Both tended to look back nostalgically to a more homogeneous
past.

Less conservative critics

Conservative criticism was most consistent and eventually most
influential. It managed to shift the Liberal Party from its consensual
attitudes under Malcolm Fraser towards confrontation with sup-
porters of multiculturalism. It laid the foundations for the attacks
by One Nation. It rationalised attitudes which had remained unal-
tered in sections of the National Party or the Returned and Services
League. Criticism of multiculturalism as ‘denying the British inher-
itance’ were prominent during the bicentennial year of 1988 and
became significant again during the controversy over the republic
in 1999.

There were, however, significant influences within the ALP
which were less favourable to multiculturalism than the party
leaders. Graeme Campbell, the MP for Kalgoorlie, attracted much
mediaattention by his consistent attacks. Eventually he was expelled
from the party altogether and joined One Nation, failing to win
a Western Australian Senate seat for them in 2001. Two other
West Australians, Senator Peter Walsh and John Dawkins, MP for
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Fremantle, were equally critical but remained safely within the
ALP.** Both held ministerial office, Walsh under Hawke and
Dawkins under Hawke and Keating. As important as the criticism
within the ALP was the neglect of multicultural and immigration
issues under the Opposition leadership of Kim Beazley from 1996
to 2001. The party had no distinctive policy in these areas and was
caught completely by surprise by the events of 2001 surrounding
the detention and arrest of asylum seekers arriving by boat. This was
a controversial issue in Western Australia, which normally receives
most such arrivals and from which Beazley also came.

While Labor critics of multiculturalism were most prominent
in Western Australia, they probably had more influence in Sydney,
which is more central to the party’s power structure. After the
defeat of 2001 Mark Latham MP emerged as a significant advo-
cate of returning to the ‘grass roots’ Representing Campbelltown
(Werriwa), a mayor of Liverpool, and locally born, Latham was
very sensitive to the difficult community relationships in his west-
ern Sydney constituency. Like some others, he attributes Labor’s
losses to their apparent sympathy with special interests. This leads
him to denounce not only multiculturalism but also feminism and
other interests and ideologies of the ‘élites’. The working class is
assumed not only to be hostile to these trends but also to be correct.
This is close to the arguments of Campbell and Hanson, although
expressed entirely in terms of loyalty to the ALP.

Several other influential Labor politicians have been less than
enthusiastic about multiculturalism. The very ambivalent attitudes
of New South Wales Premier Bob Carr include support for cultural
variety along with opposition to increased immigration and to the
use of the term ‘ethnic’. Carr caused some concern in 2001 by his
references to ‘Lebanese youth gangs’ in Sydney and by his support
of ‘ethnic identifiers’ by the police when seeking young offenders.
Thereis considerable ambivalence among Sydney Labor politicians,
compared with the long-standing acceptance of ethnic variety and
immigration by their Melbourne counterparts. This was evident
during the short-lived leadership of Mark Latham in 2005.

Few academics followed Blainey in his criticism of multicul-
turalism, being anxious not to be associated with One Nation or
to be accused of racism. The same journalists who had attacked
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multiculturalism became increasingly obsessed with what they saw
as the ‘Left’ capture of elite positions in the media and universi-
ties. This, too, reflected American influence from the ‘culture wars’
and was hard to credit for Australia. Two influential critiques came
from Brian Galligan of Melbourne University and John Hirst of La
Trobe University. Both were concerned to reassert Anglo-Australian
values which they felt had been denigrated by ‘multiculturalists’.
However, their influence was much less than that of Blainey. Multi-
culturalism had become so widely accepted by the new century that
some were even talking of ‘post-multiculturalism’ — whatever that
may be. The implication was that racial and ethnic problems had
been solved and it was time to move on. This fitted well with the
government’s emphasis on community relations, epitomised by the
Harmony Days. These were reminiscent of the days of the Good
Neighbour Council with gaily dressed ‘ethnics’ and local politi-
cians and councillors praising the lack of tension and conducting
citizenship ceremonies.

A new dimension was added after the terrorist attacks on New
York and London and the Bali bombing of 2002. As elsewhere, there
was concern that too many Muslims had been admitted to Australia
or, alternatively, that Muslims born in Australia were alienated and
hostile to mainstream values. A number of conservatives revived
calls for the ending of all further Muslim immigration, the banning
of the hijab in schools, compulsory assimilation tests before natu-
ralisation, the deprivation of citizenship for those found guilty of
terrorist acts or associations, a reconsideration of the whole thrust
of multiculturalism and a return to traditional values. Some of
these claims were endorsed by the Howard government but most
were not. Security legislation of general application was introduced
between 2000 and 2005, most of it the responsibility of Philip
Ruddock as Attorney General. The need to establish a cohesive
and loyal Muslim community was stressed and endorsed by many
Muslim leaders. While many Muslims felt isolated and some were
afraid of reprisals, multicultural approaches proved very resilient. A
major race riot at Cronulla (Sydney) over Christmas 2005, involv-
ing young Lebanese and local youths, was taken as a warning that
harmony needed to be restored. Self-congratulation and failure to
study social problems had created a false sense of harmony. But
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political leaders acted responsibly in the spirit of multiculturalism,
with the wilder demands being on the fringe of politics or from the
less scrupulous print and radio media. There was no revival of One
Nation or similar mass reactions.

The survival of multiculturalism

While multiculturalism as public policy survived all these attacks,
there was no longer the enthusiastic and widespread support for it
which was evident before 1988. The name was constantly criticised
as conveying no meaning, or as being bureaucratic or alienating.
Basing policy on ethnic diversity was attacked as divisive. Terms
such as ‘ethnic’ or ‘NESB’ were questioned from the Labor side of
politics, most notably by Carr’s New South Wales government in
the late 1990s. Zubrzycki entered the debate to argue that he had
always favoured ‘cultural pluralism’ and that Grassby had been
responsible for enforcing the use of the Canadian terminology.
FitzGerald favoured ‘cosmopolitanism’, but this died a natural and
deserved death. The word ‘multiculturalism’itself became a banner
behind which rallied all those who opposed the conservative attack.
Nobody could think of an acceptable alternative which retained the
central idea of accepting and managing ethnic diversity. The 1999
agenda, devised by a relatively conservative council, kept the term,
renaming it ‘Australian multiculturalism’ at the insistence of the
prime minister’s office.

Eventually Howard came to use the term himself, though with
considerable reluctance. Queried on television about this in 2001
he simply said: ‘You have to go with the flow’. In an even more
extraordinary reversal a few months later, Howard regretted his
1988 remarks on Asian immigration, disagreed with Blainey’s cri-
tique of multiculturalism, argued that Muslims could integrate into
Australian society and supported a modest increase in the migrant
intake.? It was unfortunate that he had not been converted to these
views fifteen years before.

Essentially, multiculturalism at the national level has had very
little to do with culture and a great deal to do with immigrant
settlement. To many it was a gentle form of assimilation and incor-
poration. But it was one of the few policy areas in which Australians
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of non-British origins had a major input. It produced the remark-
able SBS, with the best news service and the most inclusive offerings
of any channel, including the much more generously funded ABC.
It alerted service deliverers and public servants to the variety of
their clientele. But it never endorsed cultural relativism. It could
not radically change the access of immigrants to political and social
power. It did not challenge the predominance of English-speaking
Australian-born politicians, public servants and opinion leaders.
It is, therefore, often hard to understand why there was so much
vigorous opposition. This was partly a reaction of Australian con-
servatives to the long years of Labor government between 1983 and
1996. But it also suggests an underlying hostility to ethnic change
which was one of several factors recruiting support for One Nation
in the 1990s.%¢

Once ethnic diversity had been officially recognised and the
challenge of One Nation had been dispelled, official concern
moved towards a mild form of assimilation. English knowledge
was emphasised in the skilled migration program and the numbers
coming from Britain, New Zealand and South Africa increased.
The ‘war on terrorism’ after 2001 led as elsewhere to the reaffir-
mation of ‘Judaeo-Christian’ values — yet another borrowing from
the United States. Not only was the waiting time for naturalisation
extended from two years to four, but it was suggested that a test of
knowledge of Australian history and values be introduced, similar
to that already operating in the United States and Britain, though
less punitive than the Dutch system. Eventually in 2007 the Depart-
ment of Immigration changed its name again, to replace the words
‘Multicultural Affairs’ with ‘Citizenship’

The Howard government had steadily emphasised the Gallipoli
tradition as central to Australian nationhood. Muslim Australians
became targeted by conservative extremists. But that was no longer
acceptable to the Howard government. ‘Post-multiculturalism’ has
certainly meant a slow and cautious movement reasserting Aus-
tralian traditions and values but without denigrating other cultures.
Only in Aboriginal affairs have strong voices been raised against
the maintenance of distinct practices, beliefs and languages. But
as long as a diversified immigration and refugee program contin-
ues, including both settlers and short-term migrants, Australia will
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remain a multicultural society with a varied rather than a uniform
culture.
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The impact of One Nation

All Australian political parties had removed White Australia from
their platforms by 1966. By the mid-1970s all were committed
to some form of multiculturalism as public policy. The National
(formerly Country) Party was the least enthusiastic and the
Australian Labor Party the most. The Whitlam Labor govern-
ment, which officially declared Australia to be ‘multicultural’, was
succeeded by the Fraser Coalition which laid the institutional
foundations for a multicultural public policy. None of this was
seriously questioned. While there was some concern at the arrival
of large numbers of Vietnamese and Lebanese in the mid-1970s,
there was remarkably little disorder or disharmony. Official pro-
nouncements from the Immigration Department stressed the need
for ‘cohesiveness’ but also repeated that there would be no return
to a discriminatory policy.

The ending of White Australia seemed to have passed with-
out any of the backlash which many had threatened if the pol-
icy were abandoned. However, opinion polling turned against
majority support for immigration and was never subsequently
reversed. This opinion shift might have been explained by the dis-
appearance of full employment. Studies in Australia and elsewhere
have linked increases in unemployment with increases in ethnic
tension and opposition to immigration.! Displaced resentment is
a very common phenomenon. People cannot explain the unseen
economic and social forces which are changing their lives, often
for the worse. They tend to blame observable agents, especially
ethnic or religious minorities. Globalisation and economic ratio-
nalism disturbed many lives, but could be neither understood nor

120
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challenged. However, for most Australians, life remained comfort-
able and secure and social tensions were restrained.

The racist inheritance

Australia has no fascist tradition, despite the sympathy of some
conservatives and reactionaries for Hitler, Mussolini or Franco in
the pre-war years. What was important, especially in Queensland,
was a form of Australian populism which was not incompatible
with support for the ALP. This was nationalistic and xenophobic,
being strongly in favour of White Australia, indifferent to Aborigi-
nal problems and unsympathetic to non-British immigrants, espe-
cially Italians. This tradition was strong in organisations such as the
Australian Workers’ Union. With the decline of Labor support in
the 1950s much of it became enshrined within the National Party,
especially under the leadership of Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Queensland
premier from 1968 to 1987.

In contrast to Britain, where Enoch Powell MP had aroused
strong opposition to West Indian and Asian immigration in the
1960s, there seemed to be no comparable movement in Australia.
There were no major political organisations advocating racism or
a White Australia after 1966. The small League of Rights, founded
in Victoria in 1946, is the oldest and best-known anti-semitic and
racist organisation in Australia and had its origins in Social Credit.

The League consists mainly of ageing members, and its founder,
Eric Butler, died in 2006 aged 90. Several younger and more militant
groups such as the National Front, the Australian Nationalist Move-
ment and National Action grew up. These were much smaller than
their British or American counterparts. Followers of the American
Lyndon LaRouche formed Citizens Electoral Councils, mainly in
rural and provincial areas. Unlike the League of Rights, which was
pro-British and monarchist, the LaRouche movement is rabidly
anti-British. While some of its obsessions are quite weird, the Citi-
zens Electoral Councils have considerable organisational reach and
financial assets. Their influence on Queensland One Nation was
probably a major cause of its anti-capitalist populism. That tra-
dition was also historically strong in the Queensland Labor and
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National parties, and the Citizens Electoral Councils are able to
appeal to it.

Extreme racist organisations were usually at the fringe of poli-
tics and of no electoral consequence. Militant racism first appeared
within the mainstream system at the time of the public meetings to
explain multiculturalism, organised by Liberal Minister for Immi-
gration Ian Macphee and his Labor shadow, Mick Young, in 1982.
These meetings also included Jerzy Zubrzycki, author of the official
report Multiculturalism for All Australians. In Perth there was per-
sistent heckling and threats of violence.? Racist stickers appeared
from the Australian Nationalist Movement, attacking the ‘Asian
invasion’. There were attacks on Asian individuals and restaurants,
and one ANM member, believed to be a police infiltrator, was killed.
This led to the imprisonment of its leaders and the collapse of the
organisation in 1990.

This was the most extreme case of militant racism in modern
Australia. However, the daubing of synagogues and mosques, and
attacks on Jews, Arabs and Asians, occur frequently and the perpe-
trators are rarely traced. Various openly racist organisations sur-
face from time to time, but few have any continuity or significant
resources other than the League of Rights and the Citizens Electoral
Councils. Internet communications with racist counterparts in the
United States and Britain are common but have little measurable
impact. National Action emerged again during the youth rioting at
Cronulla (NSW) in 2005. Text messaging was important in raising
a crowd, but no organisation seems to have planned this.

The weakness of overtly racist organisations created a false sense
of relaxation in the first ten years after White Australia was for-
mally abolished. Most recorded racism and most official campaigns
against racism were focused on Aborigines.> Critics of multicul-
turalism and Asian immigration, such as Geoffrey Blainey in 1984
or John Howard in 1988, emphasised that they were opposed to
racism. While some public figures associated with the League of
Rights, there were few politicians ready to risk being labelled as
racists. The League was regularly monitored by the Jewish media
and the B’nai B’rith Anti-Defamation Commission. These also kept
an eye on various small organisations of fascist sympathisers in
some of the east European communities. These had little impact
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on the major parties except for some Liberal Party branches in
Sydney. Unlike the situation in Britain and Europe, there were no
‘skinhead” or other young racists from whom physical violence
might be expected. Despite considerable youth violence and semi-
criminal motorbike gangs, these have remained completely apolit-
ical. A brief attempt by One Nation to form a youth group did not
prosper.

The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission inquiry
into racial violence in Australia in 1991 concluded that ‘most of the
incidents of racial violence on the basis of ethnic origin which were
reported to the Inquiry occurred in a period of increasing non-
European immigration, rapid economic change and recession, and
highly publicised expression of opinion on the desirability of a
multicultural Australia’* These three factors — a changing immi-
grant base, economic uncertainty and a public ‘debate’ — continued
throughout the 1990s. However, the inquiry found that violence
most frequently affected Aborigines, for whom the factors they
mention are not directly relevant.

The arrival of One Nation

Reactionary and anti-semitic organisations had a very low profile
before the ending of White Australia, especially compared with
their influence in Britain, Europe and the United States. This led
many to believe that Australia was uniquely tolerant, as indeed
it seemed to be until the early 1980s. Attempts to form branches
of the British National Front failed, and the Australian National-
ist Movement was decimated by police action in response to its
criminal activities. Racial discrimination legislation was passed in
South Australia in 1966 and by the Commonwealth in 1975. This
followed the British precedent of individual complaint to a tri-
bunal. Growing concern led to the national inquiry into racial vio-
lence which reported in 1991, recommending both legislative and
educational solutions. National laws to prohibit racial defamation,
although urged by the Jewish community, were not passed until
1995 after considerable delay and argument and the removal of
criminal sanctions. Extending these powers to cover religion was
even more controversial.
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Insistence by the Commonwealth and most States on non-
discriminatory behaviour and multicultural practices inhibited
overtly racist organisations, which were also prone to splits and
rivalries. Problems remained in the frequent use of racist terminol-
ogy and arguments by some talk-back radio hosts.” None of them
was ever prosecuted, although one or two have lost their sponsor-
ship due to especially outrageous remarks. The print journalists and
politicians in general avoided such behaviour, whatever their per-
sonal views might have been. This restraint gave rise to the myth that
‘political correctness’ was stifling free debate, an argument derived
from the United States. This was as ridiculous in Australia as it
was there, where free speech was guaranteed by the Constitution.
The evidence for this claim centred mainly around the criticism
of Blainey following his speech at Warrnambool in 1984. He con-
tinued, however, to be recognised with appointments and honours
and was especially favoured under the Howard government.

While overt racism was unacceptable in public affairs, the
increasing attacks on multiculturalism and Asian immigration
which began in the early 1980s encouraged a shift in public debate.
The media paid great attention to Blainey’s critical remarks at
Warrnambool and to his attempts to justify and expand on them in
his All for Australia, published at the end of 1984. Blainey became
a hero for many with whom he undoubtedly disagreed. His accu-
sation of a ‘strong preference for Asians’ in immigration policy
was especially controversial. He further claimed that Australia was
afraid of ‘offending’ Third World nations, that it was taking ‘far
more than its share of refugees’ and that ‘millions outside parlia-
ment’ did notsupportthe current policy. Whether Blaineyintended
it or not, these accusations set the tone for all attacks on Asian
migration and multiculturalism for the rest of the century. They
were particularly attractive to the Liberal Party, which had been
defeated in 1983, lost Malcolm Fraser as its leader and remained
out of office for another thirteen years. The party began to shift
away from its previous positions and to encourage criticism of the
balance of the immigration program. This became more marked
when John Howard became party leader in 1985. Losing that posi-
tion in 1989, partly because of his views on Asian immigration, he
was re-elected in 1995 and became prime minister in 1996.
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In the years between 1984 and 1996, hostility to Asian immi-
gration and multiculturalism became more acceptable among
conservatives than had been the case under Fraser. Those in the
Liberal Party who deplored this, most notably former immigra-
tion minister Tan Macphee, were eased out of their positions. A
decisive indicator of trends within the parliamentary party was
the refusal by Howard and all but five Liberal MPs to endorse
the Hawke government’s affirmation against racism in 1988. This
gave an ‘unambiguous and unqualified commitment to the prin-
ciple that whatever criteria are applied . . . the composition of the
immigration intake, race or ethnic origin shall never, explicitly or
implicitly, be among them’ Howard rejected this because it lim-
ited the ‘sovereign right to determine the entry of people into this
country.® Among those crossing the floor to support the Labor
resolution were Macphee and future immigration minister Philip
Ruddock. Another former minister, Michael MacKellar, abstained.

Thus, when Pauline Hanson was selected as Liberal candidate
for the safe Labor seat of Oxley, she began to express views which
were widely held in the Liberal and National parties, especially in
Queensland. The main thrust of the remarks which obliged Howard
to withdraw her endorsement in 1996 was directed against special
services for Aborigines. Her electorate included about 3 per cent
of voters who were Aboriginal and a similar proportion of Asians,
mainly Vietnamese. This was high by Queensland urban standards
and largely due to concentration in public housing. The rest of the
voters were mainly in the former mining districts of Ipswich and
Blackstone, which were economically depressed.

Hanson’s position was basically that, as all Australians were
equal, there should be no special services for Aborigines or immi-
grants; that multiculturalism was encouraging minority cultures to
stay out of the mainstream; that preference for Asians was chang-
ing the traditional character of the Australian population; and that
governments did not listen to such complaints and, indeed, tried
to repress them. This was not a classic racist position and Hanson
always denied that she was a racist. It was firmly in the Queensland
populist tradition, however. It was not far from views which had
wide currency in the Liberal Party, as revealed by the major party
survey, Australians Speak, in 1991. Forced to run as an Independent,
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Hanson scored a swing of 19 per cent, the highest in the country
and quite enough to take over the safest Labor seat in Queensland,
once held by ALP leader Bill Hayden. This naturally attracted media
attention, which scarcely flagged for the next four years.

Blainey and Howard had paved the way for Hanson’s success,
although that had scarcely been their intention. As she had been a
Liberal, her success presented a possible threat to that party. As she
had won a Labor stronghold, she was of concern to the ALP. But it
was the National Party, the dominant conservative force in Queens-
land, which first recognised her potential for appealing to provincial
and rural voters and thus undermining their traditional base.

Hanson’s policies

Pauline Hanson enjoyed unprecedented media coverage for several
years, but this concentrated less on her policies than on her per-
sonality. Populist movements which succeed have usually depended
on a charismatic leader. Although these have normally been men,
Hanson soon developed a public persona which was worthy of seri-
ous attention. Until the creation of the One Nation party in 1997,
she did not develop a very coherent and rational policy, much of it
originated by others.

Her original views, expressed in her 1997 publication The Truth,
became so controversial that the book was never republished.
Somewhat disingenuously she denied authorship for the larger part
of it, although her picture was on the cover and she signed many
copies for her supporters. Not surprisingly she had attracted a very
motley following, some of whom had been waiting for a messiah for
years. Queensland contained many of these, including the short-
lived Confederate Action Party, most of whose former members
went into One Nation. She also attracted the extreme wing of the
gun lobby. In contrast to some other conservatives, she did not
make a religious appeal and had views on issues like divorce and
abortion which they could not share. She was a strong supporter of
the grievances of male divorcees on matters such as maintenance
and access to children.

Hanson’s basic position on immigration was expressed in her
maiden speech to parliament on 10 September 1996, and in
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speeches during the same period which were reprinted in The Truth.
In parliament she maintained that ‘ordinary Australians’ had been
kept out of the debate on immigration by the major parties. She
believed that ‘we are in danger of being swamped by Asians . . .
They have their own culture and religion, form ghettos and do not
assimilate . .. Ishould have the right to have a say in who comes into
my country. She believed her views to be ‘typical of mainstream
Australia’” What is notable about these phrases is that many of
them were still being used five years later, often by supporters of
the Coalition policy towards asylum seekers.

Defending her views a month later to the short-lived Australian
Reform Party, she praised those who ‘manned the barricades’ on
immigration and multiculturalism — ‘Bruce Ruxton, Peter Walsh,
John Stone and of course Graeme Campbell’. She did not want ‘all
Asian immigration to cease’ but favoured zero net migration, with
immigrants not exceeding emigrants (at that time a level of about
30 000); a five-year waiting period for naturalisation; and much
more stringent selection for the spouse and family reunion cate-
gories. Asian nations would be expected to ‘accept their responsi-
bilities’ for Asian refugees.

Defending herself again in parliament on 2 December 1996,
Hanson claimed that T am not a racist by any definition of that
word), only asking that ‘any Australian, regardless of their origin,
should give Australia their full and undivided loyalty’® Her sup-
porters were less circumspect. That part of The Truth which was not
directly attributed to her shocked many by its emphasis on ‘migrant
crime’ and even ‘Aboriginal cannibalism’. Hanson was racist in
lumping together all ‘Asians’ and blaming them collectively for
not assimilating. This was absurd. Many Asians were middle-class
suburbanites, English-speakers and Christians, which she never
acknowledged. It is fair to say that she became a beacon for many
who were much more racist than she was. It was another two years
before One Nation had a coherent immigration policy. Most of her
early speeches were written by John Pasquarelli, a former Liberal
candidate and assistant to Graeme Campbell, former Labor MP for
Kalgoorlie. Her immigration policy, however, was developed (after
Hanson and Pasquarelli had parted company) by Robyn Spencer
who had organised Australians Against Further Immigration from
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Melbourne in 1988. AAFI had run candidates in four by-elections
in Sydney and Adelaide with some success in 1994, although never
winning a seat.

One Nation’s immigration program of 1998

The immigration program presented by One Nation for the 1998
election was the fullest for any party and was quite coherent and
consistent, compared with the party’s support for a single tax or
other economic nostrums.’ Spencer was assisted by Denis McCor-
mack who worked for Campbell in Kalgoorlie during the election
campaign and who was the AAFI public relations officer. The 1998
policy repeated the claim that ‘to economic, political and intellec-
tual elites immigration has become central to a perspective which
holds that inherited Australian institutions, culture and identity
are outmoded and expendable obstacles to the establishment of a
borderless world’. It went on to argue that ‘mass immigration is a
concept whose time has passed’, favouring a zero net policy which
would admit 30 000 a year, or about one-third the number, includ-
ing New Zealanders, entering in 1998. This was because ‘there is no
justification for population growth in Australia’ Intake would be
non-discriminatory ‘on condition that the numbers do not signif-
icantly alter the ethnic and cultural makeup of the country’. Gen-
uine refugees should be treated with compassion, but ‘temporary
refuge need not extend to long-term permanent settlement’. One
Nation believed ‘in providing temporary refuge until the danger in
the refugee’s country is resolved’!” This was first implemented by
the Howard government in 1999 by granting ‘safe haven’ status to
4000 Kosovars, who were denied the right to remain or to apply for
permanent residence.

The rationale for One Nation’s restrictive approach included
environmental pressures, economic costs and unemployment. The
business migration program would continue if better managed, a
position which governments of both parties had acknowledged.
Family reunion should not necessarily be an Australian obliga-
tion, as most were unskilled, and would be restricted to immediate
dependent family. A two-year waiting period for welfare services
was supported and was already Coalition government practice. One
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Nation also supported the mandatory detention of illegal immi-
grants, with expedited deportation and no access to legal aid or
appeal. Most of this policy, apart from the ‘zero net’ approach, was
close to Coalition policy already.

Wrongly asserting that 70 per cent of immigrants were from
Asian countries, the 1998 policy prophesied that 27 per cent of the
population would be Asian within twenty-five years: “This will lead
to the bizarre situation of largely Asian cities on our coast which will
be culturally and racially different from the traditional Australian
nature of the rest of the country’.!!

One Nation support

Support for One Nation was immediately tested in the Queensland
State election of 13 June 1998. The result startled the major parties
even more than the initial victory in Oxley. One Nation won nearly
23 per cent of the vote and returned eleven members. The Liberal
and National parties foolishly gave their preferences to One Nation
ahead of the ALP, ensuring its victory in several seats. Allocation
of preferences remained contentious for the next few years, not
only in Queensland but also in Western Australia. In the Northern
Territory in 2001, the Country Liberal Party preferred One Nation
to Labor and lost government for the first time, failing again in
2005. That the Coalition preferred, over the ALP, a party widely
believed to be racist was unwise. Apart from north Queensland,
where National MP Bob Katter eventually left the Nationals alto-
gether, this tactic was eventually ended. It then became necessary
for the two Coalition parties to win back some of the One Nation
primary vote. As One Nation opposed globalisation, the free mar-
ket, and the goods and services tax, this could only be done by
attracting support on Aboriginal or immigrant issues, where the
Coalition was more sympathetic and Labor most vulnerable.
There has been considerable discussion of the character of the
One Nation constituency. It was clearly a Queensland-based party
for most of the time that Pauline Hanson remained its leader,
although its national office waslocated in Sydney and later moved to
Perth. Queensland had strong traditions of populism, religious fun-
damentalism and right-wing minority parties. This largely explains
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the mass support which One Nation enjoyed outside Brisbane.
Elaborate behaviourist explanations, using socio-economic data,
tend to overlook these political and ideological traditions. The
simplest explanation for much One Nation support was that many
people were racists and resented Aboriginal and multicultural poli-
cies. There were strong correlations between educational levels,
age and masculinity, but other relationships were less clear. The
‘typical’ supporter could be stereotyped as middle-aged, male, a
manual worker, of Anglo-Australian (or sometimes British immi-
grant) descent, living in a small community, employed, an early
school-leaver, a gun owner and a Queenslander.'?

No socio-economic data explains why One Nation did so well in
Queensland and later in parts of New South Wales, but so badly in
Victoria or Tasmania. Apart from provincial areas, there was sup-
port for the party in outer suburbs of Sydney, Brisbane and Ade-
laide which were suffering from a run-down in factory employment
and high levels of unemployment and welfare dependency. These
suburbs, such as Elizabeth, Campbelltown or Logan City, were
predominantly inhabited by the Australian-born and by British
immigrants.

The party reached its greatest level of support at the 1998 federal
election. With 1 million votes for the Senate and slightly less for the
House of Representatives, its support surpassed that of all parties
except the Liberals and the ALP. But it was very uneven, being much
stronger in declining areas than in city centres. It thus appeared to
be most threatening to the future of the National Party.

As the party went national it began to pick up a more varied
following. It was well supported in economically disadvantaged
suburbs of Sydney, Brisbane and Adelaide, in farming districts of
Western Australia and in retirement resorts. It had very little sup-
port in inner-city suburbs, especially those with high immigrant
populations. It did have support among some outer suburban elec-
torates with high British migrant populations, including Brand,
represented by ALP leader Kim Beazley. Its suburban support was
more of a threat to the ALP than its provincial following. Many
of its ‘Aussie battler’ voters outside the major cities were probably
National rather than Labor supporters.

Like many populist parties elsewhere, One Nation could claim
to be an ‘all class’ party, as it got some support and financial
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donations from the well-off. Its candidates were frequently from
small business. Its support was a loose coalition of the disaffected —
from impoverished rural areas, affluent retirement resorts, dis-
advantaged outer suburbs, and a variety of extremist and some-
times paranoid minor organisations. What held these together was
a series of time-honoured populist beliefs, many of which had
been almost consensual a century before, and the ability of Pauline
Hanson to express them in simple language.

Graeme Campbell and One Nation

One Nation has normally been discussed as the party of Pauline
Hanson, and it bore her name until this was removed at her request
in 2001. Itis hard to imagine the movement without her as its leader
and inspiration. Yet she was not alone and in the end the party tried
to move on without her, failed and disappeared. As is characteristic
of many populist and extreme movements, it discarded its promi-
nent members with great frequency and often with strident denun-
ciations. Bruce Whiteside, David Ettridge, David Oldfield, Robyn
Spencer, John Pasquarelli and Graeme Campbell all passed through
the party at the national level, while the entire Queensland parlia-
mentary party had defected within three years of their election.
Mass adherence was followed by mass defection and disillusion.
The most significant supporter of One Nation was former Labor
MP Graeme Campbell, who offered himself as a mentor for Hanson
when she was elected to parliament. Campbell, like Hanson, was
elected as an Independent in 1996, in a seat which he had already
held for the ALP. His persistent attacks on Labor policy and on
Paul Keating had eventually earned him a well-deserved expulsion,
but it did not keep him out of parliament until his defeat in 1998.
His attempt to form a distinct party, Australia First, was a failure,
forcing him to seek an alliance with Hanson. Campbell’s posi-
tion was clearly stated in his book, Australia Betrayed published
in 1995. This was essentially a collection of short pieces with a
common theme. Most were on immigration, multiculturalism and
Aborigines, although there were sideswipes at feminists and gays
and the proposed Racial Vilification Bill. All were linked by their
espousal by the ‘cosmopolitan Ascendancy’ which held the ‘old Aus-
tralian’ majority in contempt. This theme was still being actively
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pursued in the debates surrounding the Tampa crisis five years
later and obviously resonated with many resentful Australians. It
was endlessly repeated by conservative journalists attacking ‘politi-
cal correctness’ well into the twenty-first century. Campbell argued
that an alliance of the ‘cosmopolitans’ with ethnic leaders domi-
nated immigration policy under Hawke and Keating. His main
concern was with multiculturalism rather than immigration intake,
using terms such as ‘élites’, ‘professional ethnics’ and the ‘new class’
which were becoming popular with other critics and which are still
in use.

Campbell’s approach to immigration was better researched than
Hanson’s and drew on a range of other critics who were using the
same arguments and terminology, such as Bob Birrell, Katharine
Betts, Stephen Joske, J. W. Smith and Stephen Rimmer. His weak-
ness lay in his links with the League of Rights. His membership
of One Nation was always problematic. But in the end its focus
moved to Western Australia where his influence was of continuing
importance for some years.

The influence of One Nation

Media comment on One Nation tended to exaggerate its following.
While some opinion polls had shown as much as 20 per cent sup-
port, this had also dipped to 1 per cent and then risen again. In the
1998 election it stood at 9 per cent, but in 2001 it was only half that,
and by 2002 polls were showing it back at 1 per cent, from which it
never recovered. Hanson’s personal vote for the Senate in Queens-
land still stood at 10 per centin 2001. Much of this reflects the extent
to which she was getting favourable media coverage. Because her
support was so volatile, and sometimes so high, the major parties
were unsure of how to deal with her. Her own position was that she
was ‘the mother of the nation’, a self-description which did not raise
as much ribaldry as it deserved. What was undeniable was her pop-
ularity in Queensland, the third largest State and one with a long
record of electoral volatility. Her following in Melbourne, Adelaide
and most of Victoria was negligible. Faced with court cases over
the legality of public funding applications and accepting that much
of her support had moved to the Liberal Party, Hanson withdrew
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as One Nation president and her name was removed from its title
and propaganda at the end of 2001.

One Nation has been the most successful party in Australian his-
tory to campaign on a program of limiting immigration and abol-
ishing multiculturalism, Aboriginal reconciliation and a humane
refugee policy. It was, however briefly, the most successful third
party since the founding of the Australian Democrats in 1977 or
the Democratic Labor Party in 1956. In 1998 its vote surpassed the
highest ever recorded for either of these. While not overtly racist,
much of its appeal was to racist sentiments. Thirty years after the
end of White Australia, One Nation was still represented in the
Senate, the Queensland and Western Australia parliaments and
on several local councils. Its vote of 1 million in the 1998 federal
election temporarily made it the third most popular party in the
country. Even in 2001 it could still command the same support as
the Australian Democrats or the Greens. It scarcely spoke for ‘the
Australian people’ as it often claimed. But it spoke for more of them
than seems desirable in a society which believed itself to be both
multicultural and tolerant.'

Some aspects of its policy were already in place, such as the
two-year waiting period for welfare. Others were revised over time,
such as the temporary protection visas for refugees that were imple-
mented in 1999 for those arriving without visas, tightened in 2001
and then extended in 2005 to those finally removed from Nauru
on the basis of not being convertible to permanent residence. The
humanitarian special assistance category had already been abol-
ished but the global special humanitarian category remains. A shift
to temporary residence for skilled workers became Coalition prac-
tice by the end of the 1990s. New Zealanders can only qualify for
permanent residence and citizenship under the same terms as other
immigrants, following changes in 1999, but can still enter Australia
freely. This went part of the way desired by One Nation but will not
necessarily affect the numbers crossing the Tasman. The implied
threat that Australia might limit New Zealand entry was a factor
in discussions between the two governments in 1999. The waiting
period for naturalisation was extended to three years in 2006.

There were some important differences between One Nation
immigration policy and that of the Coalition. No major party
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accepted the ‘zero net’ proposal, although this was temporarily
the policy of the Australian Democrats under the leadership of
Senator John Coulter. No major party wanted to interfere with the
principle of free movement across the Tasman. The reduction of
family reunion, the denial of welfare for new arrivals, the stress
on business and skilled migration and a stronger policy towards
undocumented or illegal arrivals were common to the Coalition
and the previous Labor government. It was not clear how a suit-
able level of assimilable immigration could be measured ‘to avoid
changing the ethnic and cultural character of Australia’. But tests of
assimilability for new citizens on lines already adopted in Britain
and the USA were being discussed by 2006.

One Nation impact on policy was indirect. Among implemented
changes which it originally advocated were a move from permanent
residence to temporary protection for some refugees, a change in
the status of New Zealanders (though not a ‘zero sum’ limitation),
and the excision of Christmas Island from the Australian ‘immi-
gration zone’ in 2001. Indirectly One Nation could claim to have
alerted the National Party to its declining rural popularity. Most
importantly One Nation encouraged the public expression of views
on immigration, Asians, multiculturalism and refugees which had
been unfashionable. For this they were indirectly thanked by John
Howard. Following Hanson’s maiden speech he claimed that ‘peo-
ple do feel free to speak a little more freely and a little more openly
about what they feel . . . I welcome the fact that people can now
talk about certain things without living in fear of being branded
as a bigot or as a racist’.!* They had shifted the direction of public
debate and official attitude in a direction ultimately advantageous
to the Coalition but not to themselves.

Tragedy or farce?

In one sense, One Nation was a farce. It was inept, incompetent,
unintelligent and spurious. It earned large sums of money through
donations and public funding for which it was unable to account.
Had Pauline Hanson been well advised she would have contested
the Senate in 1998, been elected and remained a national figure for
the next six years. Had her support been loyal and disciplined it
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would not have thrown away the considerable gains of 1998. The
whole exercise was ridiculous.

In another sense, One Nation was a tragedy. By creating a block
of 1 million voters strategically placed between Labor, the Nationals
and the Liberals, it tempted the parties to pander to its prejudices.
The Liberals adopted much of its refugee policy. More importantly
they pursued their own similar agenda against multiculturalism
and Aboriginal reconciliation. The ALP under Kim Beazley had no
policy on immigration worthy of the name and followed lamely
behind the Coalition when the Tampa crisis broke out in August
2001. The Nationals were divided and had most to lose. Some
Queensland leaders, notably senators Boswell and O’Chee, took a
very strong stand against One Nation, which cost O’Chee his Senate
seat. Others, especially in north Queensland, did not. But the party
was clever enough to argue that One Nation support rested on rural
disaffection and to extract some concessions for provincial areas
from the Howard government.

The worst effect of One Nation was that it gave legitimacy to
those who had always opposed the changes of the past thirty years.
Its message was spread by the media to the entire population. It
created the belief that there was a large constituency of ‘Aussie bat-
tlers’ whose prejudices had to be treated seriously. It encouraged
anti-intellectualism, like all populist parties. This meant that much
that had been creative in national development since the 1960s had
to be argued for again. By failing to do so, the Howard government
consolidated its own electoral position in 2001 and legitimised
the whole agenda which he and his colleagues had been developing
since the early 1980s. 15 This was conservative, assimilationist, reac-
tionary and nationalistic. It was never overtly racist. It led directly
to the punitive detention of asylum seekers and the hunger strikes
of Woomera.

The shift in public discourse largely sparked off by One Nation
allowed the Howard government to implement over ten years poli-
cies which would have seemed extreme in 1996. One Nation did
not last long enough to take advantage of the fear of terrorism. Its
hostility to ‘Asians’ now seems antiquated, as fear of Muslims has
moved up the political agenda. Multiculturalism was not abolished,
as Hanson wanted. Most of its machinery at the Commonwealth
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level was dismantled, with responsibility passing to the States. In
Aboriginal affairs the entire structure created under Hawke was
taken apart with the abolition of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Commission in 2004. The ‘Pacific solution’ of sending asy-
lum seekers offshore altogether was more extreme than anything in
One Nation’s policy and was being extended in 2006. By declaring
all of Australia as no longer a ‘migration zone’ the Refugee Con-
vention of 1951 is effectively bypassed, which One Nation had not
thought of. Thelong-term imprisonment of women and children in
Woomera, Baxter or Nauru went further than One Nation seems
to have intended. But there were policy initiatives of which One
Nation could not have approved. These centred around the increase
of skilled migration to record numbers and the great expansion of
temporary visas. The voice of employers was more powerful than
the fears and prejudices of populists. The claim of Hanson and
Campbell that ‘mass migration is an experiment whose time has
passed’ was simply incorrect.
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Economic rationalism

For 150 years Australian immigration policy has been dominated
by economic considerations. In one sense, immigration policy was
‘economically rational’ long before that recent term was invented.
But it was rarely ‘free market rationality’ which dominated. The
state has usually responded to and assisted labour market pressures.

The term ‘economic rationalism’ was developed in Australia by
a sociologist, Michael Pusey, in 1991,! although occasionally used
by others before that. It was meant to be a critical term and was
initially rejected by most professional economists.” It is defined
in the Australian Oxford Dictionary as ‘the theory or practice of
a government using narrow definitions of efficiency and produc-
tivity (including privatisation, deregulation and low government
spending) as measures of economic success, without regard to gov-
ernment’s traditional economic responsibilities to the public sector
and the welfare state’.

Over time it came to describe an approach to public policy which
was free of special interests, subsidies, uncosted services or uneco-
nomic practices. Its intellectual basis is in classical liberalism and
economic theory. Itimplies free competition and cost—benefit mea-
surement. The success or failure of public policy should be bench-
marked against economic criteria: budgetary savings, efficient and
effective administration, and outcomes which would increase the
national wealth. The role of the state, apart from defence and law
and order, is to remove obstacles to a free market which will make
more rational decisions than can governments. Many professional
economists accept a version of this approach, although usually
acknowledging a greater role for the state than did classic liber-
als in the nineteenth century.’> Economic rationalism has been

137
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developed in a number of think-tanks such as the Centre for Inde-
pendent Studies and the Institute of Public Affairs, both close to
the conservative wing of the Liberal Party.

There is nothing new in this administrative approach except,
perhaps, its sophistication. The Immigration Restriction Act of
1901 prohibited entry to ‘any person likely in the opinion of the
Minister or of an officer to become a charge upon the public or
upon any public or charitable institution’ (s. 3(b)). Current official
justifications of intake policy still attempt to measure the costs and
benefits of particular visa classes to the budget.* The exclusion of
those with physical disabilities has been rigidly pursued for more
than a century. Public policy has always favoured the young, healthy
and employable.

Apart from limiting or preventing burdens on the taxpayer,
immigration policy has always aimed at specified economic objec-
tives: the recruitment of labour; the filling of skilled vacancies, vari-
ously defined; the avoidance of those likely to become unemployed
or welfare dependent; and the encouragement of workers likely to
be adaptable. As long as intake was dominated by the free entry
of British subjects, many immigrants were not directly selected by
public authorities. Economic criteria were thus of most relevance
to assisted migration and to the control of alien immigrants.

The ability to determine the economic value of immigrants
increased after the Migration Act of 1958 and with the mas-
sive assisted passage schemes between 1950 and 1980. Those who
received assistance, including most from Britain and northern
Europe, usually had to satisfy selection criteria which were con-
cerned with their economic viability and the likelihood that they
would be productively employed. Those who did not receive assis-
tance, mainly southern Europeans, could be denied entry permits
if they were deemed not to be productive or likely to be a social
burden. They were not, however, excluded for being unskilled, as
factory labour was in great demand.

Displaced Persons were allocated to work for the first two years
after arrival, often without regard to their previous education or
experience. All this worked very well in the full employment econ-
omy of 1945 to 1970, when unemployment rarely rose as high as 2
per cent of the workforce. As factory employment expanded, many
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were admitted whose education did not fit them for much else.
Literacy was not tested for the unassisted and there was no test for
English knowledge. Free English classes were available through the
adult migrant education program, which was established in 1948
and became the largest single item in the Immigration Depart-
ment budget. Through this program Australia became a pioneer in
teaching English as a second language (ESL).

The overall economic impact

The overall economic effects of immigration are hard to quantify
and often controversial. Most Australian economists believe them
to be benign or marginal.’> A summary for the Bureau of Immigra-
tion Research by Lynne Williams in 1995 concluded that:

at the . . . economy-wide level, most of the evidence sugdests that

immigration confers either slightly positive or at worst neutral effects

on the economy . .. Of importance to policy-makers is the consensus

that

« Immigration does not lead to an increase in the unemployment rate;

« Immigration has relatively little effect on both prices and wages;

 Immigration has relatively little effect on the balance of payments in
the long run;

« In the longer run immigrants are net contributors to Commonwealth
and local government revenues.

She concluded that ‘using immigration as a tool of macroeconomic
policy is ineffectual . . . as it does not influence the main economic
variables’®

This is a fair summary of the debate at that time, although it
was not a view shared by Treasury nor by Hawke’s finance min-
ister from 1984 to 1990, Peter Walsh, who believed the economic
impact to be negative. The modest economic effect of immigration
became more contentious as other issues — such as the effect on
the environment or the assimilability of immigrants — were fac-
tored into the discussion from the late 1980s. One proposition that
has always been accepted is that immigrants with poor English are
likely to be disadvantaged, with an implication that they are also less
productive. A Bureau of Labour Market Research report of 1986
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concluded that government should give high priority to English
language courses.” Ten years later, lack of English proficiency made
it increasingly difficult to gain enough points for admission in the
skill streams. Policy had shifted from improving the ‘human capital’
of those otherwise accepted, to simply discouraging altogether
potential migrants without such capital.

Historically trade unions opposed immigration as lowering the
wage level and increasing the possibility of unemployment. While
such hostility still lingers, it has been more serious in some profes-
sions, such as medicine, than for manual workers. The control of
professional associations or State government over qualifications
has been a major obstacle in gaining recognition for those issued
outside the English-speaking world.> While Australia has one of
the best accreditation systems in the world, problems still remain
as sources of skilled migrants expand.

The popular perception persists, as elsewhere, that migrants take
jobs away from Australians; that migrants threaten wages and con-
ditions; that migrants work in occupations which are inadequately
covered by arbitration or trade unions; and that migrant employ-
ers exploit their compatriot employees. Another argument that
continues to be influential on trade unions, and which has been
most fully developed by Bob Birrell of Monash University, is that
importing skilled labour discourages governments and employers
from developing training and apprenticeships for the Australian-
born.?

The most exhaustive recent assessment of the economic impact
of immigration was by the Productivity Commission in April
2006.'° This followed extensive consultations on a position paper
released in January, thirty-six submissions from interested parties
and a range of extensive interviews with academics and public
servants. As a response to a wide variety of submissions over the
preceding year, this once again disposed of the traditional fear that
immigrants took jobs from Australians. But it also failed to endorse
the fashionable view that immigration was the answer to an ageing
population and workforce. The thrust of the report backed calls
from the employers for an increased intake of skilled migrants,
including temporary entrants.

The position paper discussed increasing the skilled intake by
50 per cent or 39 000 and keeping to that level for twenty years.
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Even so the impact would be modest, as the number of migrants
accepted was still small when compared with the national labour
force. At a planning level of 140 000 for 2006, skilled migrants and
their families would total 70 per cent of the intake. The position
paper returned to a concern which had been debated for over fifty
years, namely the recognition of overseas qualifications. It con-
cluded that ‘the Australian regime for assessing and recognising
overseas skills and qualifications is well-developed and generally
achieves its goals. However, there is evidence that in some instances
the skills assessment and recognition arrangements for Australia
could be improved .. . (p. 167).

Overall the position paper concluded that the migrant selection
system ‘has been successful in raising the skill level of immigrants.
Migrants are now better educated, have greater English language
proficiency and have more pre-migration labour market experience
than their predecessors. This has translated into superior labour
market outcomes for those migrants’ (p. 153).

The final report further developed these themes. It repeats what
previous analyses by economists over thirty years had also con-
cluded, that ‘migration has relatively small but generally benign
economic effects’ (p. 161). The overall effect on productivity
and living standards of a 50 per cent increased intake would be
small. Despite this caution ‘policy has been successful in targeting
migrants with settlement attributes and productive skills that gen-
erally improve labour market and economic outcomes’ (p. 165).
These conclusions differed from those submitted by trade unions,
that the focus should be on ‘providing quality training to workers
who are already in the country’ (CEMEU, p. 167) and that ‘tempo-
rary skilled migration is a substitute for capability building through
skills training and in the long term reduces productivity...” (AMU,
p. 167).

Apart from union criticism, there was also some caution about
the heavy reliance of the skilled intake on students already in
Australia. Some educational institutions, it was suggested, might
develop attractive courses for overseas students, who would use
these as a means of gaining permanent entry without being com-
mitted to a particular career (p. 173).

Despite these qualified remarks, the Productivity Commis-
sion report clearly endorsed the emphasis and size of the skilled



142  From White Australia to Woomera

programs and the mixture of permanent and temporary settle-
ment. It also paid some passing attention to the large diaspora of
Australians overseas, estimated as up to 1 million, and the possibil-
ity of them making a contribution to Australia. It did not, however,
dwell on the special problems of the humanitarian intake, for whom
many of its general analyses were not relevant.

The human capital approach

As economies become more sophisticated and less reliant on pri-
mary production and manufacturing, economists have argued that
‘human capital’ must be developed and exploited. This position,
adopted by the OECD, is clearly relevant to Australia where the
majority of workers are no longer in the classical ‘labouring’ jobs
and where the level of tertiary education has risen rapidly since
the 1960s. What Australia needs is to increase its human capital
by expanding education. It can also do so by selecting immigrants
who are better qualified in relevant areas than the national average.
As the National Population Council put it in 1991, ‘immigration
in particular may contribute to the clever country process if it adds
citizens with skills and capital and who can provide new trading
links’!!

The adoption of a human capital approach in immigration pol-
icy has developed consistently since the introduction of a points
system for selection in 1979. By 1988 the proportion of all visaed
settler arrivals in skilled occupations already exceeded that in the
national workforce. It rose to a peak by 1992, having risen con-
sistently from a low level in the first year of the Hawke govern-
ment. This trend has further dominated policy since 1996, when
the Coalition shifted the intake emphasis from family reunion to
skilled categories.

Since the early 1990s a multicultural approach to human capital
has developed into the concept of ‘productive diversity. Against
critics such as Helen Hughes and John Stone, who have argued
that selection should favour English-speakers, the Office of Multi-
cultural Affairs advocated the proposition that as Australia was
trading largely with non-English-speaking societies its linguis-
tic and cultural diversity was a positive asset. A multicultural
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workforce would be readily adaptable to global realities. Sydney’s
role as a ‘world city’ would be sustained and advanced by its
many cultural links with Asia, Europe and the Pacific.'? This
approach has had some appeal, especially to global corporations
and international traders. But immigration selection has increas-
ingly emphasised English competence, despite acknowledging the
utility of Asian ‘languages of commerce’ — which has mainly meant
Chinese, as few Japanese emigrate. Most of the languages actually
spoken in Australia have not been regarded as useful human capital
because they have only a limited commercial utility and do not lead
to many employment opportunities. Policy shifted even against
Asian languages in 2002 when the Commonwealth withdrew its
subsidy for teaching such languages in schools.

Human capital theory assumes that there is no prejudice in
hiring among employers, who will choose rationally. This view
has been mostly fully developed in Australia by Mariah Evans.!’
It is, however, challenged by studies of prejudice, which has been
much less fully analysed in Australia than elsewhere.'* One dis-
crimination, now written into the points system, is in favour of
‘previous Australian experience. The most serious form of dis-
crimination has been the difficulty in recognising non-British
overseas qualifications, first raised in 1950 and still a matter for
concern fifty years later. This rested with the Council on Overseas
Professional Qualifications between 1969 and 1989 and then with
the National Office of Overseas Skills Recognition, which was
transferred from Immigration to the Department of Employment,
Education and Training and is supported by State agencies in New
South Wales and Victoria. Practices vary between States and pro-
fessional accrediting bodies, which many immigrants have found
confusing.

Selection criteria

Assisted immigrants were always subject to selection criteria which
included the avoidance of their becoming a charge on the public
purse. For 150 years the assisted passage system dictated the
selection of economically viable immigrants. For most of that
time it also dictated their ethnicity. Apart from Queensland,
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the colonies did not usually fund passages for non-British sub-
jects. Nor, right through into the 1960s, were passages ever
available for non-Europeans. A series of agreements was made
with specific European governments, of which the last were with
Turkey in 1967 and Yugoslavia in 1970. These obliged Australia
to provide employment and welfare services, while allowing it
to apply selection criteria in accordance with the demands of
employers.

The use of economic criteria in granting assisted passages only
allowed Australian governments to select about half of those set-
tling. The rest entered with limited controls in the nineteenth
century and under the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 and
its replacement, the Migration Act of 1958. These controls rarely
applied to British immigrants of European race, but the majority
of these in the post-war years came as assisted immigrants in any
case. Non-British immigrants could be subject to limited restric-
tions, such as landing fees or permits, and these were imposed
in the 1920s and 1930s.!> Essentially, unassisted immigrants were
assumed to cost the taxpayer nothing in the pre-war period. If not
British they were ineligible for welfare payments. Selection criteria
have their origins in assisted passage schemes but were progressively
extended until now they cover all immigrants except those from
New Zealand. Even these were divided in 2001 between those eli-
gible for permanent settlement and those who were not, although
this related more to their welfare and citizenship entitlements than
to their right to remain. The 1958 Migration Act, by introducing a
general system of landing permits, allowed Australia to control the
intake of unassisted immigrants, including nominally the British.
From 1 November 1979 a visa was required for entry to Australia
from everyone except New Zealand citizens. This was enforced by
fines against carriers who issued tickets to passengers without a
visa.

Of growing relevance was the introduction of the numerical
multifactor assessment system (NUMAS) in January 1979. This
system was adopted from Canada. On its introduction, Immigra-
tion Minister Michael MacKellar outlined the nine principles on
which selection was to be based:
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* Australia alone would decide who was to be admitted.

» Apart from refugees, ‘Australia will not admit for settlement
people who would represent an economic burden . . . through
inordinate claims on welfare, health or other resources’.

* The size and composition should not ‘jeopardise social cohesive-
ness.

* Policy should be non-discriminatory.

* Applicants are considered as individuals or family units, not as
community groups (with possible exceptions in refugee situa-
tions).

* The family unit should conform to Australian norms.

¢ There should be no restriction on departure and the guest worker
system would not be adopted.

* Enclave settlement would be discouraged.

* Immigrants should integrate but would be free ‘to preserve and
disseminate their ethnic heritage’'®

The NUMAS system was based on a flexible allocation of points
which were mainly designed to select economically viable immi-
grants. ‘Pass marks’ could be adjusted to meet various quotas and
new points allocated to meet particular shortages or surpluses of
qualifications or occupations. The system was not applied to imme-
diate family members or to refugees. The system, as amended,
became increasingly transparent, to the point that applicants could
eventually assess themselves and were encouraged to do so to save
time and money. The original system, requiring a pass mark of
50, combined primarily economic criteria (recognised skills, occu-
pational demand, economic viability, transferable assets, English
competence) with much more subjective measures (sponsorship
within Australia, preparedness, initiative, adaptability and personal
appearance). These latter measures left a great deal of discretion to
departmental interviewers and were eventually discontinued.

The first major review of the system was undertaken in 1981
under the new minister, Ilan Macphee, by a committee of Charles
Price, Justice Gobbo, Jim Samios and David Cox. This combina-
tion of ‘ethnic’ and ‘academic’ advisers was characteristic of pol-
icy formulation during the Fraser government. They developed a
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migrant settlement process model which remained influential for
many years and went well beyond purely economic criteria.!” They
received many submissions and also conducted research into set-
tlement experiences. These approaches were also characteristic of
the many reviews of immigration and settlement policy in the era
following the Galbally report.

Successive changes increased the economic criteria and reduced
subjective measures, thus also reducing the discretion of selection
officers. By 1999 non-economic factors had largely been eliminated
from the points system. Immediate family (spouses, parents and
dependent children) and humanitarian entrants remained free of
the system and constituted half of the non—New Zealand intake.
But ‘concessional’” family had been shifted over to the skilled cat-
egories which had become dominant after 1996. Family reunion
since then has essentially meant permission to bring in spouses,
fiancées and dependent children, the basic minimum requirement
for permanent settlement. It remains ‘demand driven’ but now
involves higher payments and guarantees of support than ever
before. Under the Keating government parental reunion was lim-
ited to those the ‘balance’ of whose family were not located else-
where. Total numbers were capped at the very limited level of 500
by the Howard government exerting political pressure on the Sen-
ate to accept applicants who could afford very high visa costs and
welfare bonds. Entrants under parental visas, although not eligible
for social welfare for two years or the age pension for ten, were
often regarded as unproductive.

In the policy debate of the early 1990s, about limiting chain
migration and family reunion, it was argued by Birrell that many
parents became welfare dependent.!® The counter argument — that
parents performed useful social and economic functions, even if
no longer in the workforce — had much less influence on eventual
policy."” However, not until the election of the Howard government
did it become almost impossible to bring in parents, working-age
children or brothers and sisters who could not satisfy skill require-
ments. Birrell’s argument that family ‘relocation’ was characteris-
tic of Third World immigrants was not specifically stated by policy
makers. But the changes after 1996 certainly impacted most severely
on families from Asia, the Middle East and the Balkans.
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The points system effective from 1 July 1999 required applicants
to be under 45, to understand vocational English and to have
a skilled occupation with qualifications recognised in Australia.
Extra points were given if the spouse had the same qualifications,
if the qualifications had been gained in Australia, if there were six
months Australian work experience, if $100 000 were invested in
government bonds and if there were fluency in a trading or com-
munity language. Not all of these would be required. This system
later allowed overseas students to be recruited locally with a good
chance of achieving the pass mark, instead of having to return home
and apply for readmission as previously. Increasingly the skilled
intake was derived from those already in Australia as students or
temporary skilled workers. This reduced not only the risk of mis-
judgements in selection but also the need to maintain fully staffed
overseas posts capable of interviewing applicants.

User pays and cost-free immigration

Australian governments, both before and after Federation, have
always accepted some costs in maintaining an immigration
program. The most important of these was the payment of assisted
passages, but there was an increasing welfare and settlement ele-
ment following the Displaced Persons intake. As settlement was
for permanent residence and eventual citizenship, there was no
compelling reason why immigrants should not have access to all of
the available social support enjoyed by the native-born.

This principle, however, took a long time to be accepted. Until
well into the 1960s many provisions, such as public housing, were
not available other than to Australian and British citizens. The
Immigration Department took an active role in lobbying for uni-
versal eligibility both with other Commonwealth departments and
with State governments.?® Services provided by the department,
such as English education, welfare advice and referral, and on-
arrival accommodation, were either free or subsidised. The system
created by the Galbally report extended this principle by fund-
ing migrant resource centres and ethnic grant-in-aid workers.
While these welfare and educational costs were very modest
compared with the national budgets for similar provisions, they
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were quite substantial within the budget of the Immigration
Department.

As the economic rationalist ideology took hold in the public
service, so did the originally American notions of ‘cost-free immi-
gration’ and ‘user pays. Some settlement services had always been
provided by non-government organisations, especially refugee
settlement, ethnic-specific assistance and migrant-oriented pro-
vision by mainstream charitable and religious agencies. This has
continued to be the case. Without volunteer work, refugee settle-
ment would have proved even less successful than it was. But the
idea that immigrants should have equal public provision, modified
to cope with language and cultural ‘barriers’, got caught in the
cross-fire of opponents of multiculturalism and supporters of
economic rationalism.

The first serious attack on migrant services came with the budget
cuts of 1986. Some of these were reversed after the intervention of
Prime Minister Bob Hawke. But gradually and then more rapidly,
the notion of cost-free immigration gained ground, as did the exclu-
sion of recent immigrants from welfare rights enjoyed by estab-
lished Australians. These changes took the form of denying welfare,
other than Medicare, to all non-humanitarian arrivals. Introduced
on a six-month waiting basis by the Keating government, this was
immediately extended to two years on the election of the Coalition
in 1996.

One rationale for this was prejudice against migrants ‘arriving
and living on the dole’, which was mainly relevant to humanitarian
arrivals, who were exempt in any case. Another was that family
reunion arrivals were expected to be supported by their sponsoring
relatives. As part of the changes, migrants or their sponsors were
obliged to make up-front payments against welfare dependency,
as a bond deposited with the Commonwealth Bank, before getting
their visas. Limited numbers of those judged to be deficient in
English were also obliged to make another payment for the 510
hours of English previously provided free. Cost recovery in the adult
migrant English program rose from $2.8 million in the last full year
of the Keating government (1995-96) to $11.7 million two years
later. Once again, those making greatest use of the English program
were humanitarian migrants and spouses, who were exempt from
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charges. Those who had arrived before 1991 were excluded from
the scheme altogether, presumably in the belief that if they had not
yet learnt English they never would, or they could enter courses for
adult illiterates provided by agencies other than the Immigration
Department.

There is no compelling reason, other than saving money, why
welfare payments should be denied migrants selected for perma-
nent residence. This weighs most heavily on poorer NESB fami-
lies and discriminates against non-citizens. It was very doubtful
whether the large savings predicted by the then Department of
Social Security were ever realised. However, there were such sav-
ings to Immigration that, by the late 1990s, it could claim close to
full cost recovery on some services, including the issuing of visas.
Some at least of these savings were transferred to the increasingly
expensive costs of detaining and processing asylum seekers.

The main problem with the ‘user pays’ principle is that those
least able to pay have most need of the services which were for-
merly free or subsidised. The logic of current policy is that those
likely to be in need of public support are not sought after anyway.
This still leaves many thousands who are already in Australia and
who may need support for which they cannot pay. Their numbers
have been enhanced by restrictions on welfare, work or education
for asylum seekers on temporary protection visas. One solution
is to extend special assistance through the mainstream emergency
support systems, especially the Red Cross. The ultimate in ‘user
pays’ was the charging of detention costs to failed refugee appli-
cants which were not recovered but which prevented them from
ever returning to Australia.

Settlement outcomes

Economic rationalism and the human capital approach have mea-
surably achieved the aim of securing employment for many immi-
grants in a competitive market. The Longitudinal Survey of the
Immigration Department shows that those admitted under the
business and skilled categories soon become employed. The pro-
cess is slower for those on family reunion visas and slowest of all for
humanitarian entrants.”! Departmental research also shows that
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those with a good knowledge of English have much better employ-
ment prospects than do others. As Australia remains committed to
a humanitarian intake, there is a good case for special employment
programs for refugees. But this has always seemed too controversial
to be considered. The core of immigrant disadvantage continues to
be based in populations recruited under humanitarian programs.

A highly selective immigration program was not needed while
there was full and secure employment. It was, however, very desir-
able that those coming to Australia, in competition with Canada
and later with the United States, should fill skilled vacancies. This
was already important in the immediate post-war years when there
was a severe housing shortage requiring skilled workers to enter the
building industry. So acute was this that bans on the admission of
Germans were lifted for building tradesmen. While many argued
that immigrants took jobs from Australians, this was scarcely plau-
sible while there were jobs for everyone. Migrants certainly faced
initial difficulties when the economy slowed, leading to the riots
at Bonegilla and other migrant hostels in 1952 and 1961. The fail-
ure or refusal of accrediting agencies to recognise foreign quali-
fications has remained a justifiable cause of resentment into the
present. Many who had been professionals before emigration went
into private business when thus rejected, while a few others prac-
tised illegally. This was a serious waste of talent and certainly not
‘rational’ Unable to solve the problem altogether, the Immigration
Department eventually gave points for ‘qualifications recognisable
in Australia’

Selection became more important and more rigorous as full
employment receded. By 1976 the national unemployment rate was
4.4 per cent, which was higher than for those workers born in Italy,
Poland and Germany but lower than for those born in Greece or
Yugoslavia. The majority of unskilled immigrants came from these
European countries. But the impact of manufacturing decline had
not seriously affected them, with even the more recently arrived
Yugoslavs showing only 5.5 per cent unemployment. Twenty years
later the impact of unemployment on migrants was much more
pronounced. Despite the introduction of the NUMAS points sys-
temin 1979, some immigrant groups had exceptionally high unem-
ployment levels. These were mostly from humanitarian entrants
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who were not tested under the system. Others had been recruited
to industries, such as motor manufacture, which were reducing
their workforces.

The relatively unskilled southern Europeans did not face high
unemployment levels in the 1990s. Many had retired, which was
even more true for the former Displaced Persons. But for those
remaining in the workforce, most immigrants from the European
Mediterranean were as likely to be employed as the national average.
In 1996 the unemployment level was 9.2 per cent for all Australians.
But it was only 10.6 per cent for the Macedonian-born, 10 per cent
for the Greek-born, 7.7 per cent for the Italian-born, 8.8 per cent for
the Maltese-born and 8.5 per cent for the Portuguese-born. These
levels were remarkably low, considering that these groups had low
levels of formal qualification, education and, in many cases, English
proficiency. The ‘new proletariat’ of the 1950s and 1960s had turned
into an established working class with steady incomes and a high
level of home ownership. They were, however, becoming elderly
and not being replaced by new arrivals. Many had been disabled in
high-risk industries and were on disability pensions.?*

The ‘uneconomic’ immigrant

‘Economicrationalism’ has always influenced policy against accept-
ing immigrants who are likely to become a charge on public
resources through unemployment, age or disability. Some critics
of immigration policy, most notably Bob Birrell, have argued that
the settlement of unskilled workers recruited for factory employ-
ment created the possibility of an ‘ethnic underclass’?* This could
be comparable to those found in societies with less rigorous selec-
tion processes or with long-established disadvantaged minorities
such as Afro-Americans. This argument was also used by social-
ist critics, such as Stephen Castles and Jock Collins, influenced by
Marxist analysis of the ‘reserve army of labour’>> Available data
suggests that this has not happened for the European immigrants
who came to work in industry in the 1950s and 1960s. One excep-
tion is for the Turks brought in at the end of this process in the late
1960s. Their level of unemployment has been consistently above
the national average, being 24 per cent in 1996.2
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The incidence of unemployment among recent arrivals, and of
ageing among the long established, has undoubtedly increased the
degree of welfare dependency of many migrants. Overall this level
does not exceed that for the native-born population, even though
European and British immigrants are older than the average. If any-
thing there is a slightly lower welfare-recipient rate at comparable
ages, except in Victoria and South Australia, the two States most
active in recruiting to manufacturing thirty years before.?” There is,
however, a considerable difference between those from birthplace
groups showing a high level of English language proficiency and
those from less proficient groups. These latter groups include high
proportions from Italian, Greek, Yugoslav and Displaced Persons
backgrounds and from refugee situations.

As suggested above, much of the ‘welfare dependency’ of the
long-established European groups is due to ageing rather than
unemployment and is often less than for the native-born. The
much younger and more recently arrived immigrants show two
quite distinct patterns of settlement. Many from Asia are well edu-
cated and have well-paid employment, especially those recruited
from students already in Australia. Those coming from disturbed
situations have exceptionally high unemployment levels, despite a
higher level of formal qualification than the national average in
most cases. In 1996, with a national unemployment level of 9.2
per cent, unemployment for the Afghanistan-born was at 42.1 per
cent, for the Irag-born 39.7 per cent, for the Salvador-born 30.6
per cent, for the Bosnia-born 30.5 per cent, for the Cambodia-
born 28.8 per cent, for the Vietnam-born 25.2 per cent and for the
Lebanon-born 23.6 per cent. Even very well educated groups, such
as the Iran-born (22 per cent) and the Russia-born (20.5 per cent),
were still disadvantaged. As some of these groups had been estab-
lished for many years, this suggests that a simple ‘human capital’
relationship between qualifications and employment does not exist
for many who come from disturbed or dictatorial systems. There
is a good case for specific employment programs for these immi-
grants. But neither governments nor the privatised employment
agencies have tackled this issue. The denial of welfare payments for
two years places a further burden on many new arrivals who do not
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come on humanitarian visas but must depend on private charity
and the support of their relatives.

The human capital approach assumes that governments can pre-
dict the demand for certain types of labour well into the future.
Past experience suggests that this is not always the case. As settle-
ment in Australia has been assumed to be permanent, an effective
working life of forty years lies ahead of the average immigrant.
This is less important when settlement is assumed to be tempo-
rary, as under various European ‘guest worker’ systems. While
Australia had traditionally rejected such schemes, it was moving
strongly towards long-term temporary entrance by 2000, when
such entrants exceeded permanent settlers for the first time. This
policy change became even more central over the next five years.

Human capital theory also assumes that the potential of the
immigrant is the key issue and is already determined at the age
of entry. However, in many less developed societies there is no
strong relationship between education, intelligence and capacity.
For many immigrants the purpose of migration is to improve the
lot of their children through education. The second generation
is frequently much better qualified than the first. As the tertiary
education system has expanded it has picked up large numbers of
students whose parents arrived before human capital criteria were
made so rigorous and who would not have been admitted under
current policy. Social mobility through education or small busi-
ness is very characteristic of many migrants from less developed
societies. The initial status of the immigrant parents is a poor indi-
cation of the future potential of their children. While social mobil-
ity between generations is not particularly rapid for Australians in
general, it is often so for the children of immigrants.

The limits of rationality

The ‘rational” aspect of recent intake policy is that it does lead
to positive employment outcomes in a difficult labour market.
United States studies have shown that, in a less selective system,
the overall skill of the workforce has not been improved by immi-
gration and this has probably led to a relative decline in the wages
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of all less skilled workers. This finding, associated especially with
the work of George Borjas, has been influential upon the Immi-
gration Department.”® Minister Philip Ruddock argued against a
higher intake that ‘the experience of the US has shown that the
most immediate effect would be the dampening of wages at the
low end of the labour market or a further rise in unemployment
of the low skilled unless minimum wages are removed . . . Do we
want to become a society where the rich have an army of domestic
staff and the poor are struggling to feed their families?’® Raising
the intake level for the year 2002-03, he also raised the points
required, presumably to avoid such an outcome. Intake policy
became more expansive from 2003 under his successor, Amanda
Vanstone.

US unemployment was at a lower level than in Australia when
Ruddock wrote, and very large numbers of skilled immigrants
enter the American labour market and form the basis for American
domination of information technology. His response ignores the
presence in the United States of several million unauthorised
Mexican immigrants, who make a considerable difference to the
unskilled labour market. This situation is unlikely to arise under
any currently conceivable Australian policy.

An economic rationalist intake policy makes a great deal of
sense in terms of immediate employment and contribution to
the tax system. There is no point in encouraging people to come
to Australia to be unemployed. The shift to reliance on private
employment agencies, which are paid by results, makes the situ-
ation of unskilled, non-English-speaking immigrants even worse
than it might otherwise be. Government has sought to alleviate
any burden on taxes by requiring undertakings of support from
sponsors and by refusing welfare payments for the first two years of
settlement. Up-front payments for English teaching, bonds against
welfare dependency, and visa charges are all ‘rational” but make
life more difficult for many immigrants than it was twenty years
ago. Asylum seekers recently released from detention have a par-
ticularly difficult time, being denied access to services which might
enable them to improve their skills and employment prospects.
Many become dependent on welfare payments provided by the
Commonwealth through the Red Cross.
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Classical economic theory presumes a free market in labour
which will ‘clear’ unemployment by reducing wages to the point
where itis profitable to employ extra workers. This does not happen
in Australia where ‘inflexibilities’ caused by arbitration and trade
unions prevent the depression of wages for immigrants, except
illegally or through female outwork in the clothing industry. Many
without language skills are likely to remain unemployed, espe-
cially those admitted under humanitarian status who have not been
screened through the skilled points system. Labour market ‘flex-
ibility’ by reducing union influence and State arbitration was the
Commonwealth answer to similar problems by 2005.

This raises the problem that both economic theory and bureau-
cratic practice take little account of human diversity. Even if all
immigrants were rigidly processed under a rational points system,
many would not be equal and would not have equal outcomes.
Such rigid processing would exclude most relatives and refugees
from non-English-speaking countries and severely limit the long-
term objective of maintaining a replacement level of immigration to
prevent population decline in the future. It would be based on the
expectation that bureaucrats can predict the potential of human
beings and their children for up to forty years after arrival. This
would be nice if it were true. But it is not. Because the Immigration
Department focus is limited to two years after arrival, instruments
such as the Longitudinal Survey are quite sensitive to the early
employment experience of different visa categories. These validate
the findings that those competent in English or entering on skilled
and business visas have little employment difficulty. There is much
less evidence of what subsequently happens. The experience of
southern Europeans suggests that they remain in full employment
for most of their working lives, buy property, start small businesses
and send their children to university at higher levels than the aver-
age. Yet their human capital’ was often verylimited by the standards
of today.

Policy has become much more ‘economically rational’ in many
respects since 1980: selection on employability criteria; abolition of
assisted passages; restriction of family reunion; limitation of wel-
fare rights and services; selling of on-arrival hostels; competitive
tendering and charges for English tuition; agency user pays for
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translating and interpreting; and, finally, in 1997, the privatisation
of detention centres and deportation. But it has never included
the free entry of most immigrants and has become increasingly
restrictive towards permanent settlers in recent years. There is no
‘free competition’ or ‘borderless world’ for entry to Australia com-
parable to free trade in goods or even as for white British subjects in
the past or New Zealanders more recently. By 2002 the protection
of the border was eating up hundreds of millions of dollars which
might otherwise have improved ‘human capital’ through migrant
settlement, education and training.

An economically rational intake policy is obviously attractive to
governments and to much of the public. It helps to justify a contin-
uing program against the sceptics who became so influential in the
1990s. It makes sense to exploit the surplus applying for entry by
selecting those most likely to benefit the economy. However, there
are some necessary contradictions and problems. In 1996 nearly 69
per cent of admissions were in the family stream and only 29 per
cent in the skilled. By 2001-02 this had been completely reversed,
with 57 per cent in the skilled stream and only 41 per cent in the
family, almost all of them spouses whose admission was demand
driven. This trend continues. This is rational but inhumane, as it
virtually excludes the possibility of uniting parents and older chil-
dren with those already in Australia. It is incompatible with the
family values espoused by the Coalition government. The assump-
tion that bureaucrats can predict demand for specific occupations
is also questionable, as witness oscillating policy towards the admis-
sion of medical doctors. It was not rational to reduce the research
capacity to measure and predict outcomes in an ‘evidence based’
system or to limit effective consultation. Most dubious of all is the
skewing of immigration expenditure and resources to deter asylum
seekers and the consequent reduction in services for those who do
arrive. This is neither rational nor humane.
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Sustainability and population policy

For more than a century immigration policy has been concerned
with two major issues: assimilability and employability. Would
immigrants fit into existing society without friction and would they
be gainfully employed for their own and society’s benefit? These
two concerns were obviously related. If suitable employment were
not available, then immigrants could not fit into society. If immi-
grants took away jobs from the native-born or lowered wages and
standards, then they would not be readily accepted. Racial features
could prevent non-Europeans from being tolerated, as might their
differing cultures and languages. But economic viability was also
essential.

It was rarely argued that there was no further room in Australia
for an increased population. The often quoted national anthem
theme from the 1870s was that ‘for those who come across the
seas we’ve boundless plains to share’ The Millions movement of
the 1920s enthusiastically looked to fill the empty spaces. This opti-
mism collapsed along with the world economy in 1929 and the drift
to the cities became an avalanche. But optimism revived during the
Second World War. Its lasting monument was the Snowy Moun-
tains scheme, built largely with immigrant labour from the late
1940s. This not only produced hydro-electricity but also allowed
irrigation along the Murrumbidgee and Murray. Many who settled
in these areas were immigrants from southern Europe. Australia
applied more of its water supply to irrigation than any other devel-
oped country, with consequent salination problems. This helped
to populate the ‘boundless plains, but with only small numbers
compared to those settling in the major cities.

158
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Populate or perish

Post-war immigration policy was dominated by the slogan ‘popu-
late or perish’ This was inspired by the Japanese threat between
1941 and 1945 and the inability of Britain and other colonial
powers in Asia to resist it. Australia would perish, presumably by
foreign invasion, if it could not increase its population base and
hence its ability to develop defence manufacturing. Reliance on
the United States had been vital to wartime survival. But many
pessimists did not believe that America could save Australia in the
future, any more than Britain had done in 1942 when Singapore
fell.

Numbers alone were not the only imperative. Australia had to
be populated, as before, from the United Kingdom. Failing that,
Europeans had to be attracted, instead of discouraged as they had
been in the past. The threat to Australia came from Asia. With the
victory of communism in China in 1950 it was seen as also coming
from international communism. The Liberal Party, elected in 1949,
and the Democratic Labor Party, created in 1956, used the concept
of the ‘Moscow—Peking Axis’ to show a direct line of invasion which
terminated in Sydney. Many Australian politicians and journalists
later subscribed to the American ‘domino theory’, whereby the loss
of Vietnam would lead to the complete communist control of all
its neighbours.

Fear of Indonesia under Sukarno until 1965 had sustained these
anxieties. Although Australian growth never exceeded that of its
Asian neighbours, population nearly doubled between 1947 and
1986 with a sound manufacturing base heavily reliant on immi-
grants. Australia could therefore afford to maintain a major defence
capacity, even with a relatively small population. While its foot sol-
diers were always outnumbered, its technical capacity was much
greater than that of any probable invader. With a population of
only 20 million in 2004, Australia had military technology equiv-
alent to any Asian states except for China, India, Japan and Korea.
Its forces were engaged in military operations in Iraq, Afghanistan,
Somalia, East Timor and the Solomons between 2001 and
2006.
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Growing doubts

There have always been pessimists about the capacity of the Earth
to support a rising population. The most important was Thomas
Malthus (1766-1834). His predictions of imminent disaster were
influential on the Poor Law Commission of 1834 which recom-
mended assisted emigration as a way of staving off British overpop-
ulation. Buthis threatened doomsday never arrived. The pessimism
of Malthus was replaced by optimism for over 150 years, although
often reapplied to poor developing societies, especially India and
China. Overpopulation was seen as a Third World phenomenon,
while developed countries worried about declining fertility both in
the 1930s and by 2000.

Australians who denied the ability of the soil to support grow-
ing numbers were usually scorned in the inter-war years. Professor
Griffith Taylor, who correctly predicted that Australia’s population
would only reach 20 million by 2000, was effectively driven out of
the country altogether in 1928 and retreated to the United States.
The post-war imperative — to populate for defence or perish —
further suppressed any scepticism. Although Australia was now a
predominantly urban and even metropolitan society, rural devel-
opment continued. Previously barren or grazing land was irrigated
or fertilised to produce sugar, wine grapes, cotton and other water-
thirsty crops. None of these employed enough workers to stop the
overall drift from more remote areas which had been going on
since the 1890s. Immigration had little direct rural impact and
concentrated in the major cities. Those cities, however, had grow-
ing ‘footprints’ as they drew in water and food from further afield
and also extended their suburbs into former farmland and bush.!

From the 1960s most international debate about population
saw the problem in terms of an apparently irreversible increase
pressing on limited resources — the same position as Malthus but
without his cataclysmic predictions. This concern was focused by
the 1970 report of the Club of Rome, Limits to Growth. The central
objective of the United Nations and of many developing countries
was to control and reduce birthrates, despite the opposition of
the Catholic Church, American conservatives and many Islamic
states. Demographers, including those in Australia, responded by
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developing relevant programs. In Europe and the developed world,
this urgency was not felt. Fertility was declining below replacement
level and many continued to lose population through emigration
until the early 1970s. Australia, while certainly not a Third World
society, had a younger population than most of Europe and a higher
level of immigration. Its rate of population increase was thus higher
than for most OECD states. By 1971 some were criticising the
‘populate or perish’ basis of immigration, notably Frank Fenner,
Paul Sharp and Max Walsh at the 1971 annual conference of the
Australian Institute of Political Science.? The greatest international
impact came from the catastrophic predictions of the American
natural scientist Paul Ehrlich in The Population Bomb (1968) and
The Population Explosion (1990). States such as China and India
adopted dramatic and often draconian programs of population
limitation. Improved female education also started to have an effect
on other developing societies in the Asia—Pacific region.

Thebelief that natural environments were threatened by popula-
tion growth developed out of the initial concern with an inability to
feed and employ Third World populations. Throughout the 1970s,
scientists from various disciplines warned of the relevance of envi-
ronmental degradation. Australia finally adopted a National Con-
servation Strategy in 1982. The idea of sustainable development
was enshrined in the report Our Common Future, presented to the
United Nations by Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundt-
land in October 1987. This was the product of a 21-member World
Commission on Environment and Development and included rep-
resentatives of the United States, the Soviet Union and Japan. It
criticised nuclear power, requested that all UN agencies adopt sus-
tainable development as their guideline, and called for all govern-
ments to make annual reports on the state of their environment.
The World Bank also undertook to monitor the environmental
impact of projects it funded. While these recommendations were
not universally adopted, the impact of the report on environmental
movements in Australia and elsewhere was substantial. It set the
agenda of debate on sustainability for the next decade.’?

While Australia remains (along with Mongolia) the least
densely populated country on Earth, critical voices began to be
raised against growing pressures upon the environment. Echoing



162 From White Australia to Woomera

international concerns, they were often inspired from North Amer-
ica, either through the writings of the Ehrlichs and David Suzuki or
directly through American-born Norm Sanders, a founder of the
Tasmanian ‘green’ movement. As information and organisation
globalised, Australia became increasingly influenced by ideas from
much more crowded societies in Europe, Asia and North America.
Pressure from highly motivated and well-funded organisations,
like Greenpeace and the Australian Conservation Foundation, per-
suaded politicians that they were dealing with a new movement
with electoral force. This view was most strongly held during the
1990 federal election, when the ALP secured second-preference
support from the Democrats and Greens.*

The 1990 election, won by the Hawke government, identified the
ALP with the ‘green’ cause, especially through the work of Graham
Richardson, minister for the environment between 1987 and 1990.
Such an identification was by no means automatic. Several ALP
affiliated unions and local branches saw conservation as limiting
employment, a view strongly held in Tasmania. Historically Labor
had been a developmental party, associated with both the Snowy
Mountains scheme and the post-war migration program. But it
had changed its character since then, especially under the influ-
ence of Whitlam. It became, and remained, susceptible to pressure
from the ‘green’ lobbies, especially as these increased their elec-
toral support. The unlikely figure of Richardson, once thought of
as a typical Catholic-machine boss, had emerged as a ‘born-again
green), entering the Cabinet in 1988.

The relationship between conservationists and Labor remained
complex, especially as Labor at the State level often remained com-
mitted to agricultural and mining development, like its Coalition
alternatives. In 1990 the Conservation Foundation urged support
for the Democrats. However, as two-thirds of Democrat and Green
second preferences then went to Labor, this was of great bene-
fit to the party. At this stage population was only one concern of
‘greens’ and not usually the most important. They were strongest in
Tasmania, which had little population growth or immigration. It
was, however, an increasing concern of the Democrat leaders. The
Australian Electoral Survey of 1990 found that there was little differ-
ence between party supporters in the importance they attached to
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‘over-population’’> Many other environmental issues, such as pol-
lution or soil degradation, were given much greater priority. The
logging of old-growth forests and wood chipping became central
concerns which also had no direct connection with population lev-
els. By 2000 the fear of global warming, tied to increased fossil fuel
use by growing economies, had replaced these more manageable
concerns. Nevertheless Australia refused to sign the Kyoto agree-
ment on carbon controls, despite criticism from Labor, the Greens
and the Democrats.

Zero population growth

The United States Commission on Population Growth and the
American Future concluded in 1972 that zero population growth
was a desirable goal and that ‘in the long run no substantial benefits
will result from further growth of the Nation’s population’® This
finding had no immediate effect. The US population increased by
70 million in the next thirty years after prolonged immigration.
This was not far from the commission’s projected total thought
likely to result from a decline in family size from three to two chil-
dren, which happened regardless of public policy. This suggested
that a population policy based only on limiting immigration lev-
els was not very relevant. It also highlights the central political
problem in adopting any population policy: that the time frame
extends well beyond the present generation, let alone the present
government.

Nevertheless, the idea of zero population growth (ZPG) was
taken up with enthusiasm in Australia, notably by John Coulter,
leader of the Democrats from 1991 to 1993. He had launched his
campaign as early as 1971, appealing mainly to natural scientists.
His original manifesto of May 1971 attracted the support of over
700 scientists, technologists and economists. ZPG was written into
Democrat policy for a number of years and was later adopted by
One Nation, following its espousal by Australians Against Fur-
ther Immigration. Coulter was also president of Australians for an
Ecologically Sustainable Population (now Sustainable Population
Australia). By the mid-1990s there was a wide range of support
for the idea. Its advocates lobbied actively for a population policy
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aimed at ZPG, gaining support in organisations such as the CSIRO
and the Australian Academy of Sciences. This policy was normally
conceived of as restricting immigration, with One Nation specifi-
cally urging ‘zero replacement’, the number allowed in being equal
to the number leaving permanently.

Support for limiting population through immigration ranged
widely but was most concentrated in younger people otherwise
likely to sympathise with Labor, many still at school or university.
At one extreme was what might be called the ‘Malthusian apoc-
alypse predictors. For them it was almost too late to do anything
to stop the world collapsing into starvation and chaos. They could
point to Africa or Bangladesh to support the coming cataclysm.
Their greatest inspiration came from the Ehrlichs and their most
influential local advocate was Coulter. However, the threatened
catastrophe did not happen worldwide, and Australia continued to
have an improving living standard and to export much of its food
production.

A ‘romantic’ argument for population reduction held that the
preservation of a pristine environment was a moral imperative.
Aboriginal Australians had achieved this for thousands of years,
while immigrants had destroyed flora, fauna and the soil at a catas-
trophic rate over 200 years. That they could also feed and house
forty times the population of 1788 was usually overlooked or belit-
tled. The most persuasive and influential advocate of this romantic
position was Tim Flannery of the Australian Museum, later South
Australian Museum director. His best-selling Future Eaters devel-
oped most fully the notion that Australia’s carrying capacity was
very limited and that an optimum population might be as low as
6—12 million. This could be achieved by a maximum immigration
level of 30 000, balanced by a similar level of departures.” This
was the zero net migration approach eventually adopted by One
Nation. His argument rested on the nature of the Australian soil,
the character of its fauna, and the claim that hunter-gatherer soci-
eties were ‘ecologically sustainable’® Flannery later accepted that
his optimum level had been too low.

These cataclysmic and romantic arguments had considerable
influence on the social movement which grew rapidly around
ecological issues in the 1980s and 1990s. They lacked similar
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influence on politicians, bureaucrats, businesslobbies, trade unions
and the general public. Australian politics has always been prag-
matic and oriented towards increasing personal consumption, but
often haunted by a sense of impending disaster. Many Australians
are also conscious of their unique fauna and flora and uncom-
fortable about spreading cities, forestry and salination. What pol-
icy makers and politicians sought was solutions to these issues
which did not damage employment or wealth creation. Those who
thought such solutions could not be found were ineffective. Those
who thought the solution lay in restricting immigration found
themselves forced into proximity with One Nation and with xeno-
phobes for whom they had no sympathy.

A more careful approach to sustainability characterised the work
of Ian Lowe, Doug Cocks, Lincoln Day and Christabel Young. Cocks
adopted a ‘precautionary’ approach that, as the ecological impact
of population was uncertain, it was wiser to seek lower rather than
higher totals.” The continuing opposition to mass immigration of
Bob Birrell extends back for thirty years and still influences his
quarterly journal People and Place. His objections are various but
include the impact on the environment.!” In 1981 he surveyed the
arguments for continuing mass immigration and concluded that
‘just as population advocates have exaggerated Australia’s resource
potential and the need for additional workers to develop this poten-
tial, so they have also understated the economic and environmental
costs of population expansion’!! Young and Day argued in 1994,
and subsequently, against the proposition that immigration was
necessary to delay ageing, which was then a fashionable position
within the Immigration Department.'?

Most of these critics took part in the Australian Academy of Sci-
ence symposium of 1994 and were associated with Australians for
an Ecologically Sustainable Population. At the symposium, which
was dominated by earth, plant and animal scientists, the chairman,
Jonathan Stone, claimed that ‘the first murmurs of that communal
debate can already be discerned; they surely will grow until the issue
of population size is part of the mainstream of national debate’.!®
This was certainly true of the middle years of the 1990s and influ-
enced the incoming prime minister, John Howard, in 1996. How-
ever, as his government’s environmental policies were limited, it
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is likely that his objections to immigration were influenced by its
impact on ethnicity rather than sustainability.

A population policy

Australia has never had a population policy in the detailed sense
of determining not only future numbers but their location and
distribution. It was not clear whether the Commonwealth had any
constitutional power in this respect, other than the power over
immigration. Agriculture, mining and the land rested with the
States, and urban development with the States and local govern-
ment. Rural settlement schemes, tied to British immigration, had
been attempted in the 1920s by State governments and had mostly
been expensive failures. The expectation that migrants would go
to the bush was completely outdated by the 1940s and contrary
to all population movement throughout the twentieth century.
While demographers regularly projected future population on
the basis of selected assumptions, they had less to say about the
desirable location of such a population or its occupational char-
acteristics. Public and policy concerns moved through a fear of
declining numbers in the 1930s, to fear of overpopulation in the
1980s, and back to fears of ageing and decline at the start of this
century.'

The Gorton Coalition government created a National Popula-
tion Inquiry in 1970, chaired by a demography professor, Mick
Borrie, and reporting to the Whitlam government in 1975. This
report was both exhaustive and tentative. It distinguished between
a ‘positive’ approach (manipulating population variables through
policy goals deemed desirable or achievable) and a ‘passive’
approach (letting nature take its course and adapting policy accord-
ingly). It concluded that ‘a policy designed to sustain a specific level
of growth, be it zero or a given rate of increase or decrease, is not a
practical proposition, particularly in a democratic society’

The most comprehensive response to arguments for a popu-
lation policy came from the Population Issues committee of the
National Population Council in 1991. Chaired by Professor Glenn
Withers, its membership was predominantly academic, including
Bob Birrell, Stephen Castles, Graeme Hugo and Robyn Iredale.
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In recognition of growing ecological concerns it included Philip
Toyne, director of the Australian Conservation Foundation, and
was advised by Professor Henry Nix of the Centre for Resource
and Environmental Studies at the Australian National University.
With such a varied composition its conclusions were tentative but
included recommending a population policy which might develop
‘a strategy on Ecologically Sustainable Development’. But it also
believed that ‘the complex nature of environmental issues makes
it difficult to identify the major questions that will need to be
addressed in the future’. Environmental, urban and regional issues
were surveyed but without agreed recommendations. Rather than
accepting that population growth would be damaging in itself, the
National Population Council called for ‘significant improvements
in the efficiency with which resources are utilised’!'®

Faced with growing concern about population growth and envi-
ronmental degradation, the House of Representatives Standing
Committee on Long-term Strategies set up an inquiry into Aus-
tralia’s ‘carrying capacity’ in February 1994, chaired by Labor MP
Barry Jones, former minister for science in the Hawke government.
This followed the rejection of the National Population Council rec-
ommendation of 1991 favouring a population policy but without
specifying any particular numerical targets.

The Jones committee was lobbied actively by a range of organ-
isations committed to ZPG and the restriction of immigration
accordingly. Its secretariat was also sympathetic to this approach,
producing a ‘scenario’ which concluded that the expansion of
Sydney could create a mega city stretching as far as Goulburn,
200 kilometres away. Of the 271 submissions, most came from
individuals. Only Immigration and Employment, Education and
Training responded among Commonwealth departments. Of
twenty-two witnesses called, at least five were publicly identified
with opposition to mass immigration, including Rodney Spencer of
Australians Against Further Immigration. Strong support came for
a stable population of between 17 and 23 million; many submitted
that population should remain at 17 million or even be returned to
5 million; and an ‘extreme position’ was argued in several submis-
sionsforareturnto ‘1788 carrying capacity’ to ‘safeguard Australia’s
unique flora and fauna’. In the chairman’s view, ‘the overwhelming
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majority of submissions provided statements of opinion rather
than analyses of the issues’!”

This sustained lobbying had little direct influence on the com-
mittee’s ultimate recommendations. It ‘rejected the view that Aus-
tralia is close to its maximum population already . . . There is
no numerical population level beyond which the social fabric and
environmental quality might be expected to go into precipitate
decline’. The committee ‘rejects the sense of fatalism in most sub-
missions — that we have no choices, that we cannot manage better,
and that immigration is the only factor that can change the impact
of population on environment’.!®

The Jones committee marks a high point in attempted rever-
sal of immigration policy and adoption of a restrictive population
policy in its place. It predated the rise of One Nation, which was
to repeat some of the arguments of those making submissions in
1994. It recommended that immigration and population policy be
conceptually and administratively separated. Population should
be a responsibility of the prime minister, and the Bureau of Immi-
gration Research should be transferred from Immigration to his
department and renamed the Bureau of Population Research. In
rejecting zero net migration, the committee recommended that
‘proponents of radical change to existing policy and practice in
immigration intake should bear the burden of proof’. Noting that
immigration was the easiest variable to control, the committee felt
it was ‘only indirectly connected’ to the rate of resource use.'® This
was not the view of the committee’s executive officer, Doug Cocks
of the CSIRO, who subsequently held that ‘the middle way, based
on an explicit goal of eventual population stabilisation, is to set
annual net migration (including refugees) “permanently” some-
where below 50 000; then, depending on the figure chosen, popu-
lation will plateau within a generation or so somewhere between
19 and 23 million’?

The Jones committee wanted a population policy which could
develop free from the regular and growing controversies about
immigration. Subsequent events suggest that such controversies
were often tinged with racism rather than being rationally based on
demographic or ecological study. However, nothing very concrete
came from the report. Both the Keating and Howard governments
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rejected the idea of a population policy of any kind, other than
projecting likely numerical scenarios. Such a policy would need a
degree of research and intergovernment co-operation well beyond
that currently likely. Moreover, in the view of most professional
demographers, it would put too much emphasis on factors which
are often imponderable.

Opposition to determining an optimum population level was
expressed to the United Nations International Conference on Pop-
ulation and Development in Cairo in 1994. The official Australian
report, prepared by a committee appointed by the minister for
immigration, clearly stated that Australia had no formal popula-
tion policy and did not plan to adopt one. Nor did it specify an
optimal population level, for several reasons:

* thereisno clear formula for a workable population in a developed
country with low fertility;

* judgements concerning the carrying capacity of Australia are
widely discrepant;

* forced repatriation or massive increases of immigrants might
endanger social cohesion [something of a spurious dichotomy,
as few in Australia were recommending either of these];

* frequent changes to targets would be forced by economic change
or public opinion.?!

Essentially the government was saying that its immigration pro-
gram was working well and that matters should be left in its hands.

Growth, limitation and devolution

Advocates of a population policy had their greatest impact in the
mid-1990s. The election of the Howard government in 1996 and
the rise of One Nation redirected the debate. Net intake, including
refugees and New Zealanders, fell in the first year but rose steadily
to the same level as in the last few years of the Labor government,
and then moved well beyond this by 2003. The new immigration
minister, Philip Ruddock, stressed the selection of skilled migrants
rather than numbers.?? Like his predecessors he denied the need
for a specific population policy, while in effect endorsing an intake
level which would ensure a stable population of about 25 million
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within twenty years. The government also responded, with limited
enthusiasm, to pressures from State governments to redistribute
settlement away from Sydney.

The expectation that immigrants either would or should go to
the ‘bush’ lingered on long after Australia became one of the most
urbanised societies in the world. Apart from some mining towns,
such as Mount Isa, or irrigation areas such as the Murrumbidgee
Irrigation Area or the Riverland, post-war European migrants did
not follow their pre-war counterparts in seeking work outside the
cities. British, New Zealand, Dutch and German immigrants were
more likely to do so than southern Europeans and much more
likely to do so than those from Asia or the Middle East. Displaced
Persons had been directed mainly to work in remote locations, such
as the Snowy Mountains or the Queensland cane fields, but moved
into the major cities by the mid-1950s. Apart from some later-
abandoned attempts to settle Indochinese in Whyalla, Wodonga or
Tasmania, subsequent governments did not direct refugees to rural
areas again until 2001. Many Africans, Afghans and Iraqis were
then moved to provincial cities, where they were often welcomed
by local employers short of labour.

The traditional notion that immigrants should people rural and
remote Australia was referred to by the Borrie committee in 1975.
Concluding that zero growth was probable because of declining
fertility, they believed that ‘there is scope for considerable growth
in capitals, other than Sydney and Melbourne, without necessar-
ily causing deterioration in the “quality of life”?*> In this view,
movement to the smaller cities could be encouraged by settler
nominations from the smaller capitals. Thirty years later this was
attempted, with modest success, through State-specificnomination
within the skill stream. But as Borrie predicted, immigrants con-
tinued to favour the two largest metropolises, as in other societies.
Internal migrants also tended to settle in southeastern Queensland
and northern New South Wales coastal districts, a trend only in its
early stages in 1975.

The relevance of devolution to conservation is not immedi-
ately apparent. Most serious land degradation was in thinly pop-
ulated agricultural districts, which would presumably not benefit
from additional people working and developing already strained
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resources. Most degradation of amenity, outside the major cities,
was along the east coast. Pressure to devolve immigrants came
mainly from developmentalists rather than conservationists. It
appealed to political parties such as the National Party which rested
on adeclining rural and provincial base. Local authorities and most
State governments sought Commonwealth assistance in redirect-
ing immigrants to their provincial centres. Some adjustments to
the points system were made to meet these requests, although with
numerically limited results. But the Jones committee noted that
metropolitan congestion was also an environmental threat. The
growth of Sydney and Melbourne was approaching 4 million each,
and southeast Queensland seemed likely to house 2 million
within the foreseeable future. Critics of metropolitan population
growth stressed the ‘footprint’ notion, the loss of convenience and
pollution.

Ageing and decline

Australia’s fertility rate fell below replacement in 1976 and has
never recovered. On the example of all other developed societies,
it is never likely to. On the other hand, it is still well above the level
of Japan, Italy, Spain and most east European states. Population is
increasing, in contrast to Russia where it is actually falling. In the
longer term, Australia can expect its population to peak within
twenty years and then to decline, unless sustained by a robust
immigration program. The process of ageing will also increase
the proportion dependent on pensions and savings and making
the heaviest demands on health services. Immigration cannot pre-
vent this without massive additions. But it can provide increased
numbers in the working ages to support the dependent elderly.

The Borrie committee, noting fertility decline, predicted that
population would naturally tend towards zero growth at the declin-
ing immigration rates of the 1970s. As Australia was still a relatively
‘young’ country this would not result in undue dependency ratios
caused by ageing. With a net immigration level of about 50 000,
age dependency would not be a serious problem.?*

Thirty years later it was increasingly perceived as one. By 1998,
12 per cent of Australians were over 65. The work of Professor Peter
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McDonald and Rebecca Kippen of the Australian National Univer-
sity was increasingly influential on the Immigration Department
in the late 1990s. Noting the very recent revival of enthusiasm for
immigration as retarding population ageing, they concluded that
‘nothing will keep Australia’s population young and nothing will
stop the fall in our population growth rate, short of our fertility
rate rising to peak, baby boom levels. However, ‘there is a case
that the first 50 000 to 100 000 migrants have a worthwhile impact
on reducing the ageing of the population’. On this analysis, net
migration of 80 000 ‘is necessary to avoid spiralling population
decline and substantial falls in the size of the labour force’*® In
so far as the Coalition government endorses a ‘population policy,
this is, indeed, the level which they had adopted at the turn of the
century, despite the unpredictable and demand-driven elements of
New Zealand and spouse migration and of emigration.*®

The impact of ageing and decline is already apparent in South
Australia and Tasmania and is a source of concern to their govern-
ments. While life in Adelaide may be comfortable and Tasmania is a
rural paradise, both States have consistently had the highest unem-
ployment levels in Australia for many years. Consequently they lose
younger people to the metropolitan cities, exacerbating the effects
of population stagnation. Attempts to reverse the situation in these
two States by special visa provision have had only marginal effects.
Nor have they benefited from temporary migration, which might
have increased their labour force. As models of ZPG they are not
very reassuring.

Future stabilisation

By 2002 most interested parties were turning their backs on zero
population growth. The Population Summit, called by the Victo-
rian government in February 2002, saw a remarkable degree of
agreement that declining fertility was a problem requiring pub-
lic policies to sustain population growth. Whether those policies
should include a broad national population policy or not was the
main area of disagreement. Minister Ruddock presented the tra-
ditional departmental line, previously accepted by Labor govern-
ments, that a population policy was undesirable. The Opposition
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leader, Simon Crean, departed from previous party policy in
endorsing such a policy, as did the Victorian Labor premier, Steve
Bracks. These concerns were repeated at another Melbourne con-
ference, called by The Australian in April, and at a Sydney confer-
ence organised by the Immigration Department in May. But the
debate died down and neither Labor nor the Liberals favoured a
specific population policy.

The difference between this recent debate and that of the 1990s
was that a population policy was seen as requiring continued large-
scale immigration, whereas previously reduced immigration had
been seen as a weapon for ZPG. Both governmental and profes-
sional demographic projections agreed that a population of about
25 million within thirty years was the most likely and desirable out-
come. Whether that level would then be maintained or would start
to decline would depend on whether a continuing net immigrant
intake of about 80 000 should be sustained, together with ‘family
friendly’ policies designed to encourage a higher birthrate.

Many previous ZPG supporters, like the Green Party, the Aus-
tralian Democrats, and Tim Flannery, were ready to admit that their
former pessimism might have been misplaced. The cataclysmic pre-
dictions of the Ehrlichs in the 1960s had not come true, any more
than did those of Malthus in the 1800s. While both may yet come
true for some underdeveloped societies, they seemed irrelevant to
Australia. The debate on sustainability had reached a calmer and
more rational plane by 2000. It was recognised that population
would rise anyway, but that its subsequent decline might also be
problematic. The Green Party, as its electoral support increased,
became more responsive to the dilemmas of refugee migration.
They were the only party to oppose mandatory detention and
theTampa operation during the 2001 election. Many in the broad
‘green’ coalition did not relish being on the same side as One Nation,
however temporarily. The problems raised by conservationists and
ecologists remained. But it was being realised that drastically reduc-
ing immigration would not solve them.

The sustainability movement of the 1990s had many positive
aspects, alerting governments, industry and agriculture to serious
long-term problems. It enrolled into political activity many young
people otherwise indifferent to the major parties. It activated a
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concern for the natural environment among the predominantly
urban population. But the vehemence of its opposition to pop-
ulation increase led it into the dangerous territory of opposing
immigration and providing arguments to other opponents with
quite different values. All but the most extreme advocates of ZPG
also favoured the humanitarian and family reunion intakes. But the
zero replacement slogan, taken up by One Nation among others,
would have made it impossible to defend those programs without
abolishing all other immigration.

By the turn of the century both the Greens and the Democrats
recognised this dilemma and modified their policies accordingly.
Coulter’s influence on the Democrats declined and he left the party
altogether in 2001.%” The Democrats lost ground to the Greens and
neither were vocal about population policy anymore. The Coali-
tion, which had come into power sceptical of the immigration level
under Labor, found itself implementing an even higher level, facing
pressure from its business constituency to increase numbers.

Some businessleaders, such as Hugh Morgan of Western Mining,
let their enthusiasm for growth run riot with targets of up to 500 000
immigrants a year. A more sober approach might have looked at
increasing the skilled, family reunion and humanitarian intakes by
similar proportions to a gross level of perhaps 150 000. This would
liberalise the family and humanitarian streams, which had become
victims of economic rationalism. Instead, the Howard government
expanded temporary entry, leaving the family and humanitarian
streams at modest levels. The outcome within twenty-five years
would still be a population of about 25 million. Anything more
than this as a detailed population policy seems unlikely, except
perhaps for the introduction of paid maternity leave, which was
being discussed by mid-2002. Australia (with the United States)
was almost alone among developed societies in not having such a
‘family friendly’ provision.
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Refugees and asylum seekers

Between 1947 and 1972 Australiahad accepted 260 000 refugees and
Displaced Persons as permanent settlers. Almost all of these were
escaping from communist regimes, including Russian Christians
escaping from China as well as those from eastern Europe. The mass
emigration of 170 000 Displaced Persons from central European
camps was completed by 1952 and had created institutions and
practices which continued to be used for non-British immigrants
for the next twenty years.! In accepting refugees from communist
states, Australia was pursuing the same policy as the United States
and Canada. Many Germans who came as assisted migrants after
1952 had also come across from the Soviet occupation zone into
Western Germany.

These refugees were acceptable because they were Europeans,
within the definitions already used for the White Australia policy,
and because they were escaping from communism. Most arrived
under the Liberal-Country Party coalition which ruled Australia
between 1949 and 1972. The Hungarian and Czechoslovak refugees
were generally well educated. They were exempt from the two-year
labour bond imposed on European refugees in the past and came
into a system which was both better organised and more receptive.
Consequently they did not suffer so much from public hostility
or from being forced into jobs below their qualifications. Nor had
they lived in camps for any length of time. They were escaping from
the Soviet repression of their communist governments’ attempts at
liberalisation rather than from the aftermath of the Second World
War. Although traumatic, their experiences were not quite as hor-
rendous as for many who had been pushed around between the
Soviet and Nazi war machines. Most were able to fit into the full
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employment economy and many found security in middle-class
occupations.

The role of voluntary organisations in refugee settlement
included religious, ethnic and social welfare agencies with strong
community links. All of this helped to make refugee settlement
uncontroversial, compared to what had happened in the late 1930s
and the early 1950s and what was to happen again from 1975.

Thirty years later the refugee situation was quite different.
Between 1972 and 2000 almost 400 000 arrived under various
refugee and humanitarian programs for permanent settlement.
With their predecessors, and their locally born children, this means
that about 5 per cent of Australians have some direct experience of
the refugee situation. Conversely, it means that 95 per cent do not,
unless they are from the relatively small minority engaged in refugee
settlement work in Australia and overseas. At the heart of oppo-
sition to refugees has been lack of experience and understanding,
rather than racism or even xenophobia. Most of the Australian-
born have lived very sheltered lives, including most politicians and
public servants. They cannot be expected to fully understand expe-
riences which they have never witnessed and which have never
impinged on Australia. Indeed, many seem sceptical that refugee
claims are authentic. Television coverage of the vast refugee camps
in Africa and around Afghanistan might have increased a sense
of concern about the danger of being swamped by uncontrollable
numbers, which goes back for over a century as a folk myth.

Refugee settlement was often seen as a charitable act, primarily
by religious agencies within the Cold War context. Yet, in con-
trast to the situation between 1947 and 1972, a large proportion
of recent refugees are not Christians or Jews, nor are they escaping
from communism. The refugee situation worldwide continues to
escalate as brutal dictatorships flourish, civil wars are prolonged
and civil society collapses in many countries. Ironically enough,
the collapse of European communism often made the situation
worse, rather than better as many had hoped. People who had
been forbidden to emigrate from communist states were now
able to do so. Russian Jews moved in large numbers to Israel.
Romanies moved across Europe, introducing practices such as beg-
ging with children which west Europeans found offensive. Russian
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professionals sought the opportunities, which other Europeans had
long enjoyed, to obtain better salaries and conditions. Most impor-
tant for Australia, Yugoslavia collapsed into civil war and disinte-
gration.

The UN Convention and Protocol

Australia has taken refugees for four reasons: because it adheres to
the United Nations Convention of 1951 and the Protocol of 1967;
because it needs a co-operative image in the ‘world community’;
because refugees are often young and active and constitute a use-
ful addition to the workforce and population; and because some
religious and ethnic groups in Australia want relief for their com-
patriots suffering overseas. Refugee intake is not, then, a form of
charity, although it is often seen as such. Refugees have been chosen
in co-operation with the International Refugee Organization, and
later with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), and are often moved with assistance from the Inter-
national Organization for Migration. But Australia has the final
say in accepting them, within a fixed quota known as the refugee
component of the humanitarian program. Family reunion is not
part of this program, although sometimes described as also being
‘humanitarian’. While refugee numbers may change rapidly due to
local circumstances, Australia always imposes a limitation.
Problems arise when people arrive in Australia and claim refugee
status, and when political situations change dramatically in coun-
tries from which temporary immigrants are already in Australia. It
is open to the Australian government to expand its program or to
make special visa provisions in particular circumstances. The most
important example of this was the acceptance of 20 000 Chinese
students in Australia at the time of the Beijing repression of 1989.
To qualify as a refugee within the terms of the UN Convention
and Protocol, applicants must have ‘a well founded fear of being
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of
a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country
of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwill-
ing to avail himself of the protection of that country’. This defini-
tion is open to legal interpretation. For example, some countries
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have accepted that forced implementation of China’s one-child pol-
icy constitutes persecution, whereas Australia has not. Canada has
accepted that limitations on the rights of women in Saudi Arabia
or Afghanistan constitute persecution. Although Australia ratified
the UN Convention in 1954 and the Protocol in 1973, it has not,
unlike Canada, incorporated them into the Migration Act.

Australia has adopted a literal approach, arguing that the courts
have been too lenient and have created precedents by accepting
appeals. For over ten years Australia has aimed at restricting appeals
through the courts but has been unable to remove final appeal to
the High Court, as this has been deemed to be constitutionally pro-
tected. One problem of appeals has been considerable delay. The
Immigration Department has consistently resented appeals to the
courts and unauthorised arrivals, as they breach the principle of
orderly processing. For those who have come without documenta-
tion as asylum seekers, this has meant continued internment under
the mandatory detention policy adopted in 1991.?

Those refugees accepted ‘offshore’ by Australian migration posts
overseas do not present a problem, although their arrival may be
delayed if the refugee quota is overfilled. Those seeking asylum
and arriving ‘onshore’ have been more problematic. If accepted
as refugees, Australia has had little option but to include them in
the overall humanitarian quota. This has been evaded since the
Tampa incident of late August 2001, by declaring offshore parts
of Australia not to be part of the ‘migration zone’ Those who
have entered Australia nevertheless have had their rights severely
curtailed. Australia is not legally obliged to give them permanent
residence, as was normal in the past.

But a problem remains for those from states recognised as
severely oppressive, such as Iraq or Taliban Afghanistan. Those not
accepted as refugees would normally be deported back to their place
of origin. Under the UN Convention, however, this cannot be done
if it means refoulement (return to persecution). Some states will not
accept their own former subjects anyway. This presents the Aus-
tralian government with the dilemma of either leaving such rejected
applicants in detention (theoretically for ever) or letting them free
on temporary protection visas. Deportation is also possible back to
the previous country of residence, which is frequently Indonesia.
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But there is no obligation on any country to accept deportees who
are not citizens. Australia has secured the right to return deportees
to Vietnam and China by agreement with their governments. As
both of these governments are among the few remaining under
communist control, this is an odd reversal of earlier practice.

Refugee intakes since 1975

Refugee intakes respond to unpredictable situations. Australia does
not take refugees from situations in numbers which correspond to
those of concern to the UNHCR. Over 25 000 have been taken
from Africa, one of the main reservoirs of refugees, but few from
the neighbours of Afghanistan such as Pakistan or Iran, the other
major reservoir. Refugees from eastern Europe almost disappeared
until the collapse of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Few now come from
the two largest providers of refugees in the past: Vietnam and
Poland. Refugees are not predominantly from Asia, as public opin-
ion often assumes. Between 1987 and 2000, of 136 000 admit-
ted under humanitarian programs, 34 per cent were from Europe
(mainly Yugoslavia), 31 per cent from Asia (tapering off to negligi-
ble numbers after 1996), 20 per cent from the Middle East (mainly
Iraq and Iran), 7 per cent from Africa (mainly the Horn of Africa),
and 7 per cent from the Americas (tapering off to negligible num-
bers after 1991). Since then Sudan has emerged as a major source.

Totals have kept very close to the humanitarian planning level of
12 000, of whom only 4000 are normally UN Convention refugees.
Since the election of the Howard government in 1996, European
arrivals have been over 40 per cent of the total, although this reflects
the clearing of applications from former Yugoslavia rather than a
deliberate move away from Asia. These totals include those granted
refugee status ‘onshore’ — in other words, asylum seekers.

The composition of refugees in recent years is quite different
from that between 1975 and 1987. These were predominantly
from Asia and the Middle East and included those fleeing from
Indochina and Lebanon. Between the Census years 1976 and
1986, the Vietnam-born population rose from 2427 to 83 056; the
Lebanon-born population from 33 424 to 56 343; the Cambodia-
born from 496 to 13 240; the China-born from 19 971 to 37 469;
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and the Chile-born from 9919 to 18 737. All of these increases were
largely due to refugee and humanitarian arrivals or to ‘onshore’
asylum seekers such as the Chinese students. What had been small
or non-existent ethnic groups were transformed and continued to
grow through family reunion.

Existing birthplace groups in Australia which owe their strength
to the humanitarian program or which have emigrated largely to
escape dictatorships or civil war include quite varied nationalities,
escaping for a variety of reasons. Some groups, such as Afghans and
Ethiopians, consist almost entirely of those coming with humani-
tarian visas. Others, such as the Vietnamese, combine refugee and
family reunion components. Those from former Yugoslavia com-
bine earlier refugees from communism, later free migrants under
the 1970 agreement, and recent refugees from the breakdown of
civil order since 1990. Many who have come from Sri Lanka or Fiji
have been well qualified and enter under skilled or family reunion
categories. But their primary motivation in emigrating has often
been civil disorder or ethnic persecution. Thereis, then, no clearline
which distinguishes ‘refugee’ communities from ‘migrant’ commu-
nities. Official classification of two streams — migrant and human-
itarian — is based only on visa category. Immigrants settling for
primarily ‘political’ reasons (as refugees or fearing future persecu-
tion) over the past fifty years might be crudely divided as follows,
by birthplace figures for 2001:

* Europeans escaping communism (former Soviet bloc and Soviet
Union): 150 000

* Asians escaping communism (Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia,
China): 300 000

* Africans escaping civil disorder (Ethiopia, Somalia, Sudan,
Eritrea): 25 000

* Latin Americans escaping dictatorship (Chile, Argentina,
Uruguay, El Salvador): 53 000

* Yugoslavs escaping communism or civil disorder: 120 000

* Middle Easterners escaping religious/political fundamentalism
(Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Lebanon): 120 000

e Others, for miscellaneous reasons (Sri Lanka, Fiji, Timor):
60 000
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The humanitarian programs

The above figures can only be crude estimates and do not corre-
spond to the number of humanitarian visas issued nor to the num-
berswho have arrived since 1947, as many have died or left Australia.
Many may have left situations which were threatening, while others
may simply have acquiesced in a family decision. The total of over
800 000 does, however, correspond well with the official figures for
those entering under humanitarian categories. These categories
have developed over the past twenty years to allow flexibility in
dealing with crisis situations as well as to modify the definitions
of the 1951 UN Convention. Under the minister’s discretionary
powers there have also been several special or concessional visas.
The system was at its most flexible and expansive under the Fraser
and Hawke governments and especially under the ministry of Ian
Macphee. It has been progressively tightened under the Howard
government and become more inflexible. Towards undocumented
asylum seekers it is now notoriously draconian.’

The ‘global special humanitarian’ program was created in 1981
for those not strictly Convention refugees but who were suffering
from deprivation of human rights and supported by Australian
residents or community groups. This grew out of existing systems
for Soviet Jews and Timorese. The number of Convention refugees
was steadily reduced and replaced by special humanitarian entrants,
until by 1987 these were in the majority in an overall total of 11 000
which has remained fairly steady ever since. Between 1987 and
2001 there were 60 000 special humanitarian entrants, as against
a similar level of Convention refugees processed ‘offshore’. Since
then the African component of Convention refugees, mainly from
Sudan, has dominated the intake.

The special humanitarian program allows some of the responsi-
bility for settling immigrants to be taken by their families or ethnic
organisations.? It also introduced greater flexibility and widened
the number of countries sending new settlers. It did not cope with
the collapse of civil order, when many would seek to flee even
if not specifically persecuted. The most acute of these situations
was in former Yugoslavia. The Labor government then introduced
a ‘special assistance’ category in 1991 which could be used by
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relatives already in Australia to sponsor those in civil war situations
elsewhere. The major beneficiaries were from former Yugoslavia
and especially from Bosnia.

The Opposition consistently criticised this program and abol-
ished it in 1999 after becoming the government. It might have
served to settle the claims of many from Afghanistan or Iraq had
it been retained. Total intake under this program was 34 000. The
final category is for those granted refugee status ‘onshore’, namely
asylum seekers. As discussed below, these are treated differently
depending on whether they arrive with a visa (by plane) or with-
out one (by boat). Numbers of asylum seekers remained low until
1996 when more started arriving from Afghanistan and Iraq by
boat, thus precipitating the crisis to which the Howard govern-
ment responded with increasing ferocity.

Boat people, asylum seekers and
mandatory detention

The increasing arrival of asylum seekers from Timor and Viet-
nam in 1975 and 1976 reactivated historic fears of a flood moving
down from Asia towards weakly defended Australia. This over-
looked the reality that seventy years of controlled immigration
intervened between the introduction of White Australia and the
end of the war in Vietnam. Only 2000 arrived by boat from Vietnam
and they were accepted as refugees by virtue of escaping from
the communist victors. Refugees from Timor, which is relatively
close to Darwin, were not particularly numerous either. Many were
Chinese and Catholic and their case was taken up by the Catholic
Church, among others. However, their status remained ambigu-
ous. The Department of Immigration claimed that as Portuguese
citizens they should seek asylum in Portugal, a country to which
most had never been and for which, as Chinese, they had no spe-
cial affinity. The Commonwealth, and especially the Department
of Foreign Affairs, was almost unique in the world in accepting
de facto Indonesian control, which the United Nations never did.
Thus, for ten years almost 2000 Timorese remained effectively in
limbo as Australian residents without the right to permanence —
not the responsibility of Australia or Indonesia or Portugal. Many
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remained unwilling to return when East Timor became indepen-
dentin 2002, fearing the instability which led to a major breakdown
in 2006.

The Vietnamese flow was controlled by agreement with Vietnam
in 1979 under the ‘orderly departure program’, which was reformed
as the Comprehensive Plan of Action in 1989. This reduced the pos-
sibility of leaving by boat, aided the clearance of refugee camps in
the Philippines and Indonesia, and reduced pressure on Malaysia,
but never fully resolved the status of many in camps in Hong
Kong. The major recipient of refugees was China, to which many of
Chinese origin fled to escape ethnic rather than ideological perse-
cution. Tension with China produced another crisis and a dramatic
increase in boat departures towards other Southeast Asian coun-
tries in 1989. Over 1 million people left Vietnam by various means.
Under the 1989 Plan, Australia, with Canada and the United States,
agreed to assist in clearing the resulting refugee camps. By 1991
there were 122 000 Vietnam-born in Australia, a fifty-fold increase
since the end of the war in 1975. To these were added another 50 000
in the next five years. For nearly ten years before 1991 there were
no boat arrivals at all.”

The apparent solution of the problem of refugee pressure from
Vietnam was one factor in persuading the FitzGerald inquiry of
1988 that the Australian commitment to refugee intake could be
reduced. It also suggested that the problem of unauthorised boat
people had been solved. However, neither of these optimistic con-
clusions was justified. A sudden increase of arrivals by sea from
Cambodia persuaded the then Labor minister, Gerry Hand, that
all such arrivals must be interned until cleared as refugees, rather
than being housed in open reception centres as in the past. In
1991 a former mine workers’ camp at Port Hedland was opened,
and all those arriving without documentation or authorisation
were to be interned there while being processed to assess their
status.

The detention system was regularly criticised, especially for long
delays. However, a bipartisan parliamentary committee endorsed
itin 1994, with only one dissentient, while calling for speedier pro-
cessing of asylum claims.® Mandatory detention did not discourage
boat arrivals and there were nearly 2000 between 1990 and 1995,
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mainly from Cambodia. In 1997 control was transferred to a private
American prison corporation, reducing public accountability and
encouraging a punitive approach. Two crucial decisions in 1999
were the opening of a detention centre in the South Australian
desert at Woomera, and the change from permanent to temporary
visas for unauthorised arrivals deemed to be refugees.

Mandatory detention means simply that anyone arriving in Aus-
tralia without a visa (other than New Zealanders, who are nomi-
nally visaed on arrival) will be detained and deported unless they
claim asylum. Asylum seekers will then be detained until all assess-
ment processes are concluded, including appeals. This does not
happen to those arriving by air with a visa (usually students or
tourists) and then claiming asylum. They are normally issued with
bridging visas, allowing them to remain freely in the community
until their case is processed. The rationale for this is that they have
already passed inspection at an overseas Immigration Department
post. The problem is that such posts may not be accessible to many
intending refugees, or that policy decisions make it much more
difficult to get a visa for some nationalities than for others. Ideally,
in the view of the Immigration Department, there should be no
undocumented arrivals. The integrity of the visa system requires
that everyone should have one before arriving.

In the real world of refugee life, however, this ideal situation is
often impossible. States like Iraq followed the previous communist
practice of issuing exit visas, which those fearing persecution are
unlikely to apply for or receive. Others, like Afghanistan, did not
have an Australian post and may not have an effective passport
or birth certificate system. For these reasons the UN Convention
seeks to ensure that undocumented asylum seekers are not dis-
criminated against. Australia does not adhere to this aspiration,
by distinguishing between those without a visa, who are interned,
and those arriving with a visa, who are not. Moreover, those asy-
lum seekers interned in remote locations such as Port Hedland or
Woomera had greater problems in accessing legal assistance or con-
tacting relatives or compatriots than did previous generations of
refugees.” Eventually they were concentrated at Baxter, also fairly
remote. Their situation was certainly better than for the 1000 who
were transported to Nauru in 2001.
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The shift to temporary protection

The UN Convention does not oblige receiving countries to give
permanent residence and citizenship to refugees. Australia did so
because it was aiming to increase its population and wanted to
retain the loyalty of those it had brought in, often at some expense.
The Convention does require that refugees be treated like other
immigrants. In Australia that meant that they should be resettled,
given permanence, provided with services and be eligible for citi-
zenship on the same basis as others. The great majority of refugees
have become citizens, with a higher naturalisation rate than for
most other immigrants. This was mainly to ensure security, but it
also marked rejection of communist governments at home. These
governments, on the other hand, usually insisted that their citizen-
ship could only be lost by decision of the state. This was an added
incentive not to return home for fear of never getting away again.
Thus, return rates for refugees were usually much lower than for
other immigrants. It was only with the collapse of European com-
munism and the relaxation in China and Indochina that refugees
were prepared to return, even for short visits. Until they became
Australian citizens, such a return might have damaged their per-
manent refugee status.

By 1990 Australia had one of the most liberal naturalisation
laws in the world, with citizenship available after two years under
generous conditions. However, at the same time, immigration
policy was moving away from the former insistence that migrants
were in Australia for life. In 2001, for the first time, those entering
on temporary residence visas exceeded those admitted for per-
manent residence. Refugees are an unsettling element in planned
immigration programs. They arrive unexpectedly and often had
no intention of coming to Australia. They are not subject to the
same economic rationalist criteria of selection as others and are
often hard to fit into the economy. They need special services. So
the notion of only protecting them until the situation at home
improves has some attractions. It was first seriously introduced
into public debate by Pauline Hanson, who proposed that refugees
only be accepted until conditions improved at home, when they
should be returned. As conditions in some countries never seem
to improve, this was ridiculed at the time.
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The first experiment with temporary protection visas had been
in 1990 for the Chinese students allowed to remain due to Bob
Hawke’s emotional promise to them after the Beijing repression of
1989. It was not a success. The Immigration Department had not
been consulted and bent every effort to minimising what it saw as
the potentially disastrous outcome of Hawke’s generosity. Its solu-
tion was to issue four-year temporary protection visas, which could
be renewed but which could also be used to persuade many students
to return to China. This left the students in a state of suspense as
they could not secure employment, invest in a house or otherwise
establish themselves. Following a parliamentary inquiry in 1992
the system was abolished and the students were given permanent
residence.? It was feared by the Immigration Department, among
others, that this would cause a massive increase in family reunion
applications from China. The number of China-born did increase
by 32 000 between 1991 and 1996, but this was considerably less
than in the preceding five years.

Having abandoned the temporary protection visa, Australia gave
permanent residence status to approved refugees until the election
of the Liberal-National Coalition in 1996. The new government
found the temporary protection device (which is not prohibited
under the UN Convention) to be even more attractive than had its
predecessor. Reversing the minister’s decision not to take refugees
from Kosovo in 1999, the Howard government accepted 4000 on
the ‘safe haven’ basis that they could only remain until the Kosovo
situation was pacified and could not apply for permanent resi-
dence. The Kosovars were nearly all returned in time for the winter
to descend on their ruined country. This was precisely what Han-
son had advocated in the platform she presented for One Nation
at the 1998 election. The ‘safe haven’ operation was expensive and
complex, calling on the organisational skills of the Immigration
Department and costing $100 million. Only 82 Kosovars eventu-
ally became permanent residents as refugees. This operation was
primarily a response to public opinion, favourable to the Kosovars
after a period of intense television coverage of the civil war.

Bridging visas continued to be extended to asylum seekers with
other visas awaiting processing but not interned. If successful
they were eligible for permanent residence. Prior to September
2001 those arriving by boat were also given temporary visas when
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released from internment. By January 2002 there were 3200 Afghans
with this status in Australia who were being offered a financial
incentive to return home after the defeat of the Taliban. Those
coming without a visa and being interned after 2001 were to be
issued only with three-year visas which, although renewable, could
‘never’ be replaced by permanent residence. As previously with
temporary protection, they were ineligible for many settlement ser-
vices, including free English tuition, and for family reunion. Nor
was it likely that they would access secure employment, though
many Afghan men found work in rural areas where they were gen-
erally popular. They were, however, also to be given assistance to
return home, which only a few accepted.

The full Hanson agenda has not been implemented nor is it
likely to be for the 4000 arriving through the ‘offshore’ refugee pro-
gram. But the principle of temporary protection has become attrac-
tive and presents a threat to anyone escaping to Australia without
the approval of the Department of Immigration. The Kosovar and
Afghan precedents allow the department to decide when temporary
residents can safely be returned. In 2006 the High Court decided
that the onus of proof of unsafe return rested with the applicant
for a visa extension and not with the Commonwealth. The basis for
this is usually optimistic reports from Australian diplomatic posts,
but these do not exist in all countries likely to send refugees, nor
can they be plausibly maintained for Afghanistan or Iraq

Tampa and the ‘Pacific solution’

Prior to 1991, asylum seekers were processed in Australia and
lodged in the hostels originally provided for assisted immigrants in
the major cities, such as Enterprise in Melbourne or Wacol in Bris-
bane. The majority between 1975 and 1989 were from Indochina
and they tended to settle around these hostels once cleared. How-
ever, with the introduction of mandatory detention, many were
located in Port Hedland, remote from the population centres. The
existing hostels were closed and sold off by 1994, with the excep-
tion of two detention centres (Villawood and Maribyrnong) and
smaller facilities in Perth and Darwin. Under the Comprehensive
Plan of Action of 1989 many were returned to Indochina. Numbers
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seeking to come to Australia by boat remained quite low until 1997
and the detention system was not put under serious strain.

However, in line with worldwide developments, numbers from
the Middle East and central Asia began to rise in 1997, reaching a
level of 3800 by the year 2000. This was largely due to the impact of
UN sanctions on Iraq and the unwillingness of Iran to continue to
host millions of refugees from Afghanistan and Iraq. Most move-
ment was towards Europe over land routes. Small numbers, some
of them with relatives in Australia, chose to move towards Aus-
tralia through Indonesia, a route organised by people smugglers
and expedited by relaxed visa conditions for Muslims in Indone-
sia and Malaysia. Most were transported from Indonesia by small
boats and landed on Christmas Island and Ashmore Reef, which
were nearer to Indonesia than to Australia.

Thisincrease put pressure on numbers and processing and began
to alarm public opinion and the Immigration Department. Most
of the asylum seekers were Muslims and this sparked off a hostile
reaction based on public belief in the link between that religion
and terrorism. Nancy Viviani has described mandatory detention
and fear of boat people as creating a ‘series of policy blunders’ in
the 1990s.” The opening of Woomera in 1999 was to be one of
the worst of these. As the mandatory detention system was not
subject to modification, this meant the internment of more than
1000 men, women and children at Woomera, most of them fleeing
from the Taliban or Saddam Hussein. The increase in numbers
and the remoteness of Woomera meant that effective processing
was slowed down. In another ‘blunder’, the minister suspended
the processing of Afghans after the overthrow of the Taliban at
the end of 2001, leaving many hundreds in limbo. The result was
mass hunger strikes and self-mutilation in the crises which began
in January 2002.

The bottleneck created by mandatory detention was a major fac-
tor in Australia’s action against the Norwegian container ship, the
Tampa, in August 2001 and in the adoption of the ‘Pacific solution’
Another was the desire of Prime Minister John Howard to allevi-
ate public concern about increasing arrivals as a general election
came closer. To win that election it was necessary to attract back
to the Coalition government the 1 million votes which had gone to
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One Nation in 1998. The people smugglers were using larger boats
than before, one of which (the SIEVX) in October 2001 sank with a
loss of over 300 lives. When a large and seaworthy Norwegian ship
picked up 433 asylum seekers from a sinking boat, the government
was presented with a unique opportunity to intervene. Refusing to
allow the Tampa to disembark or even to stand off from Australian
territory at Christmas Island, military force was used to remove
the stranded passengers and to send them out of Australian waters
altogether.

The boarding of Indonesian fishing boats and other suspect
vessels is quite common in the Indian Ocean, under the Border
Protection Act of 1999. This occupation of a large vessel from a
major shipping nation created an international furore, especially
in Norway. It immediately raised the question of what to do with
the asylum seekers. As they had been landed on Australian territory
it might have been assumed that they had the right to claim asylum
in Australia. But, by an action retrospectively validated by the
Border Protection (Validation and Enforcement) legislation passed
in September, they were deemed not to have landed in this country.
Christmas Island had been specifically included as part of Australia
by amendment to the Migration Act in 1980. It was now declared
to be outside the ‘migration zone’, along with Ashmore Reef and
Cocos Island. This was originally suggested by Pauline Hanson in
a radio interview on 31 August 2001.

This novel decision was consolidated by reaching agreement
with Papua New Guinea and Nauru to house the asylum seekers on
their sovereign territory but at Australian expense. They were then
to be processed by Immigration Department and UNHCR offi-
cers, and a promise was made that nobody would be left behind. No
promise was made, however, that those judged to be refugees would
be accepted by Australia. New Zealand accepted 131, all but one of
whom were processed as refugees and released into New Zealand
society. Few other states could be found to accept responsibility for
what most saw as an Australian problem. In April 2002 Philip Rud-
dock visited several European Community states — and Norway —
in a failed attempt to unload some of these refugees elsewhere.

The ‘Pacific solution” was cobbled together in a hurry to deal
with the Tampa crisis but also to create a different regime for the
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future. The main responsibility rested with the prime minister, the
minister for defence (Peter Reith) and the minister for immigration
(Philip Ruddock). Senior public servants from Prime Minister and
Cabinet and the Department of Immigration were also involved.
The ‘Pacific solution’ might be seen as yet another ‘blunder’. It was
grossly expensive. It depended on promises to Papua New Guinea
and Nauru which could only be met either by finding other states to
‘share the burden’ or by Australia taking several hundred whom it
could have taken in the first place under the existing system, which
is what eventually happened. Of 1509 held on Nauru between 2001
and 2005, 627 were resettled in Australia and 40 in New Zealand.

The official rationalisation of the new system was that used by
Howard during the November election: ‘We will decide who comes
to Australia and under what circumstances’ This had, of course,
always been the case since the first major Act of the new Common-
wealth, the Immigration Restriction Act of 1901. What was unique
was detention on Nauru and Manus Island — from which escape
is almost impossible — at Australian expense and with the use of
Australian staff.

A corrupted system

Australian immigration policy since the ending of White Australia
has had three consistent objectives: to build the nation through
selective immigration without regard to race, colour or creed; to
select migrants on the basis of economic viability or family con-
nections; and to adhere to the United Nations Convention and
Protocol on Refugees. These objectives required the provision of
settlement services on a multicultural basis, a fair and reasonable
system of selection and appeals, and a sympathy for those fleeing
from oppression. These ideals were necessarily compromised by
political and economic realities from time to time. Ministers came
and went with their own agendas and governments changed in
1975, 1983 and 1996. But the basic aspiration to build an equi-
table multicultural society based on liberal democratic principles
remained for twenty years.

In its long history of refugee settlement Australia had never
forcibly removed asylum seekers from its territory until all avenues



192 From White Australia to Woomera

of appeal had been exhausted; never transferred asylum seekers
outside its territory to camps managed on its behalf and at its
expense; never denied the possibility of permanent residence and
family reunion to those eventually accepted as refugees; never expe-
rienced mass protests and hunger strikes at detention centres; never
redefined its borders to exclude offshore territories; and never
alienated most of those engaged in refugee settlement work or
previously co-operating with the Department of Immigration. In
so far as its policy was understood overseas, Australia had been
accepted as a pioneer in effective multiculturalism, as a safe haven
for thousands of refugees, as a pioneer in settlement services and as
ahumane liberal democracy. In a few short months, this reputation
was destroyed. If Australia retained international influence it was
among those pressing for a revision of the UN Convention and a
clamp-down on asylum seekers, especially in Britain and Europe,
which faced vastly greater numbers.

The rationale for this dramatic change in policy and reputa-
tion was that the integrity of the system must be maintained, that
a relaxation would open the floodgates to huge numbers of new
arrivals, and that people smuggling was a growing criminal and
terrorist threat to national borders. The third rationalisation was
certainly correct but of only marginal relevance to Australia. The
other two are based on bureaucratic obsessions and historic fears,
respectively. All overlook that the rationale for having a human-
itarian program at all is a belief in human rights. These rights
were increasingly being denied under a system of detention more
draconian than that in most liberal democracies. The politicians’
rationale — that the majority of Australians supported the policy, as
proved by the Coalition victory of November 2001 —was fully in the
populist tradition that ‘the people are always right’ Unfortunately
history suggests that this is not invariably the case.

By 2001 the humanitarian system was under increasing threat of
corruption in the sense of departing from its original objectives. The
deterioration had already begun under Labor with the principle of
mandatory and irrevocable detention for undocumented asylum
seekers instituted by Gerry Hand in 1991. The 1958 Migration Act
had always stipulated that anyone found in Australia without a
valid visa must be detained and removed. This is done regularly in
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thousands of cases. However, asylum seekers are exempt from this
principle under the 1951 Convention. It is not unlawful to seek
asylum within a reasonable period of arrival, with or without a
visa. The detention of Cambodian asylum seekers at Port Hedland
breached this principle. But for the next ten years there were scarcely
any such arrivals. Official inquiries had led to modification of the
detention arrangements.

Since 2001 the protection system has been progressively cor-
rupted by fear and political expediency — fear of the ‘opened flood-
gates’ of nineteenth-century memory, fear of terrorism following
the attack on New York, and expediency in appealing for electoral
support as defenders against these twin threats through ‘border
protection’. Officials and politicians continued to claim that Aus-
tralia was ‘meeting its international obligations’ This they justi-
fied by increasingly implausible arguments — that detention was
not a form of imprisonment, despite being managed by a pri-
vate prison company in strictly controlled camps; that offshore
detention in Nauru and Manus was permissible, about which the
UNHCR expressed doubts; that without this rigorous regime there
would have been a ‘horrendous flood’ of refugees, despite world-
wide numbers falling after 2001, the naval Operation Relex, the co-
operation of Indonesia in preventing departures towards Australia
and further proposed amendments to the Migration Act declaring
the whole of Australia as outside the ‘migration zone’; and finally
that transfer to Nauru was not detention because they were free to
leave, from an isolated island with no regular transport links. One
further argument, rapidly repudiated by the prime minister, was
Senator Vanstone’s claim that those on Nauru were not Australia’s
responsibility.

All these prevarications, and the policy in general, were criticised
at length by respected analysts such as Frank Brennan, Peter Mares,
Mary Crock, Don McMaster, David Marr, Marian Wilkinson and
many others. Indeed no independent author could be found to
defend the policies, other than conservative journalists. The Greens
and Democrats opposed the policy from the start. The ALP Oppo-
sition was more hesitant, as mandatory detention had been intro-
duced under the Hawke government. Eventually Julia Gillard and
party leader Simon Crean developed a coherent policy which kept
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the principle of short-term detention while rejecting the lengthy
delays, private control, the ‘Pacific solution” and the detention of
women and children. This policy was not pursued during the 2004
election. By 2006, however, the new shadow spokesman for immi-
gration, Tony Burke, expressed total opposition to extending the
‘excising’ of Australian territory to include the entire continent, as
well as to any detention of children. Similar objections were made
by a group of Liberal politicians including Petro Georgiou, the
originator of multiculturalism.

Even more compelling than these criticisms by opponents and
individuals was condemnation from within the political institu-
tions. These included Senate inquiries into the refugee determina-
tion processs in 2000; into ‘a certain maritime incident), namely the
2001 claim that parents had thrown their children into the sea from
a sinking boat; and into the proposed amendments to the Migra-
tion Actin 2006 which would have extended the ‘Pacific solution’ to
all undocumented asylum seekers arriving by boat. Another major
official inquiry reported in April 2004 on the continuing problem
of keeping children in detention often for long periods. Not directly
critical of asylum policy, but rather to unauthorised detention and
deportation, were the Comrie and Palmer reports of 2005.12 While
these dealt only with the two individual cases of Cornelia Rau and
Vivian Alvarez Solon, they reported against a background of 200
possible cases of wrongful detention and settlement payments to at
least eleven of these on condition of remaining silent.!! Clearly the
culture of the department had become more punitive as a result
of the detention system, security against terrorism and compliance
hunts for a relatively small number of overstayers. The notion of a
duty of care was shown to have limited application.

The ‘children overboard’ issue was of considerable concern, as
it brought the navy and the Defence Department into a politically
controversial area which featured in the 2001 election. The Senate
inquiry concluded in October 2002 that children had not delib-
erately been thrown overboard and that adequate information to
that effect had not been made sufficiently available before the issue
passed to the media and into the political arena.'? The ‘Pacific solu-
tion’ was also inspected and found not to be in breach of Australia’s
Convention obligations, although it marks ‘a substantial shift in
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Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers” (p. xlii). The committee
majority concluded that ‘the development and initial implementa-
tion of the Pacific Solution policy was on the evidence undertaken
in great haste and, while providing financial benefit to the islands
involved, has projected a negative image of Australia in the region’
(p. 312). It was recommended that if no alternative location could
be found for refugees, Australia should accept them under tempo-
rary protection, which eventually happened two years later.

The Senate inquiry into the proposed amendments to the Migra-
tion Act in 2006 was also highly critical. Of 136 submissions only
that from the Immigration Department supported the changes.'?
The committee unanimously recommended ‘that the Bill should
not proceed’. It qualified this by suggesting many amendments
should the Bill be passed. These included that children should only
be detained as a measure of last resort; that an eighteen-month
sunset clause be imposed; a reasonable time limit to determination;
the acceptance by Australia of refugees if no other country could
be found to do so; for an extended inquiry role for the Common-
wealth Ombudsman; and many other suggestions arising from the
reports of Palmer, Comrie and the Commonwealth Ombudsman.

The particular issue of detaining children had been especially
controversial as it appeared to breach the United Nations Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child, apart from being ‘just wrong’
as Tony Burke put it in June 2006. An exhaustive report by Sev
Ozdowski, the Human Rights Commissioner, was presented to
Attorney General Philip Ruddock in April 2004.'* A major finding
was that ‘Australia’s immigration detention laws, asadministered by
the Commonwealth, and applied to unauthorised arrival children,
create a detention system that is fundamentally inconsistent with
the Convention on the Rights of the Child’ (p. 859). This massive
report of 900 pages was treated with contempt by the government.
Ozdowski’s contract was not renewed.

How did Australia get into a situation where its international
reputation and credibility have been thrown away for the sake of
stemming such a small flow? The answer is relatively simple but not
reassuring. It lies in the need to regain the 1 million votes which
went to One Nation in 1998. It was the natural outcome of a pro-
cess begun by John Howard in 1988 of playing on popular fears of
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immigration and multiculturalism. Fear of Muslim asylum seek-
ers was reinforced after 2001 by fear of Muslim terrorists. In the
process civil liberties were further curtailed and the rights of undoc-
umented asylum seekers essentially abolished. There was a rigor-
ous and highly critical appraisal of the Immigration Department
in 2005. Both the ‘Pacific solution” and the detention of women
and children seemed to have been abandonded. But by 2006 the
Refugee Convention had been made ineffectual by excising the
whole of Australia from its own ‘migration zone’. The possibility of
detaining children was reinstated, despite the protests of a minority
of government politicians. It is a sad outcome for a country which
was trying to do something unique in creating a tolerant society
which, like the Australia of a century ago, might be a model for the
world.
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Immigration in a global world

Immigration policy and associated multicultural and settlement
provisions have been driven through over the past thirty years with
considerable success. But they have also been driven with the brake
on. In all policy areas there has been resistance — either overt and
destructive, as with One Nation and many conservative publicists —
or quiet and subversive, as with reluctance to develop policies or
to administer in accordance with multicultural principles. This
strong undercurrent of resistance reflects the upbringing and col-
lective culture of that generation of Australians born and educated
before the abandoning of White Australia. It is based, however, on
attitudes which are common in most societies, including xenopho-
bia, assimilationism and lack of tolerance. These are not necessarily
dominant, but they inhibit policies which must meet the realities of
a globalising world, of declining fertility with consequent ageing,
and of escalating human movement for business, pleasure, work,
refuge and settlement.!

The three aspects of immigration policy — intake, settlement
and multiculturalism — have been subject to consistent contro-
versy, often based on ignorance, prejudice and simple lies. However,
immigration has only occasionally been judged a major concern of
citizens in opinion polling, being secondary to such conventional
issues as the economy, employment, health and education, if more
important than Aboriginal affairs or foreign policy. While offi-
cial policies have emphasised numbers and qualifications, popular
reaction has usually been against ethnic change.

197
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Changing priorities and the Howard government,
1996-2006

The conservative coalition of the Liberal and National parties,
elected nationally in March 1996, was very sceptical about the
policies pursued in the previous thirteen years by the Australian
Labor Party. These had included a high level of immigration, largely
from Asian sources, an emphasis on multiculturalism and settle-
ment services and a benign if sometimes contradictory attitude
towards refugees. The consensus between the parties established
under the Fraser, Hawke and Keating governments had been chal-
lenged by John Howard at Esperance in 1988, by debates surround-
ing national identity in the Bicentennial year and about the republic
under Keating. Aboriginal policy had also taken a radical turn under
Labor. The public debate begun by Blainey in 1984 had reignited
fears of an ‘Asian invasion’. Nor was Labor entirely at variance with
conservative attitudes. Some ministers, such as John Dawkins and
Peter Walsh, had been openly critical of aspects of multicultural-
ism. Gerry Hand was to establish mandatory detention for asylum
seekers without visas, creating a problem which was to hang over
all immigration policy for the next decade.

The early days of the Howard government saw many changes
designed to reverse Labor policies. As the years drew on many
less obvious but fundamental changes were gradually introduced.
These escalated once the government achieved a Senate majority in
June 2005. In the intervening years border protection and counter-
terrorism had assumed much greater importance. But over the
same period business pressures for increased numbers of skilled
workers assumed a greater influence than under Labor. Both sides
of politics joined many non-partisan analysts in talking about the
long-term prospects of ageing and consequent budgetary strains.
The influence of those favouring refugee settlement and concerned
about the environment declined. These two concerns appealed to
essentially the same social groups and interests. But liberal and
humanitarian attitudes were consistently denounced as confined
to the ‘new class’ or the ‘elites’. The dominant conservative parties,
media and commentators chipped away at these liberal influences
with the open blessing of the ruling parties. By 2006 Australia had
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the tightest asylum seeker restrictions of any Western country, was
moving back towards the assimilationist concept of a unified cul-
ture and traditions, was extending temporary intakes and had even
reversed the long-term trend away from British immigration. With
a drastically altered industrial relations system in place, this raised
the possibility of a guest worker system which Australia had con-
sistently rejected in the past.

The numbers being admitted by 2006 were higher than at any
time since the immediate post-war boom culminating in 1966. But
they differed in one important respect. There were more being
admitted on temporary visas than for permanent settlement. This
hadbeen the case for atleast two years and clearly reflected employer
demands to fill labour vacancies as quickly as possible, which
the complicated processes of securing permanent settlers inhib-
ited. Family reunion and humanitarian intake levels did not rise
accordingly.

Unions which had always opposed large-scale temporary
entrance were so busy defending their immediate interests against
the changes in the arbitration system that they made little protest.
The Labor opposition had no coherent immigration policy and had
shown by its hesitant criticism of asylum seeker detention that it
was afraid of public reactions. Public opinion polls had consistently
shown more faith in the Liberals than in Labor when it came to deal-
ing with immigration and refugee policy. Yet such faith had rested
to some extent on the belief that the Liberal government would
restrict numbers, which was the opposite of what was happening
by 2006. What was more palatable to conservatives, if not empha-
sised, was that the English-speaking component of mass migration
was steadily rising, from Britain, New Zealand and South Africa.

The Howard government was particularly successful in dealing
with two contentious issues which had presented political problems
to democratic governments elsewhere. The escalation of measures
against undocumented asylum seekers allowed it to tighten immi-
gration restrictions in general and to accommodate many — though
notall-ofthe demands of One Nation. These included the principle
of temporary protection, whereby even those accepted as genuine
refugees were not guaranteed permanent residence as in the past;
the safe haven protection given to the Kosovars, which prohibited
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them from seeking refugee status and returned them to Kosovo
as soon as the government deemed it safe to do so; the mainte-
nance and extension of prison-like detention centres remote from
the cities; and the use of the principle that asylum seekers could
not be accepted if they had passed through another state which
could offer them protection, even if that state was not a Convention
signatory.

But the ‘Pacific solution’ went much further than One Nation
had suggested by removing asylum seekers altogether and at the
same time deeming offshore islands not to be part of the ‘migra-
tion zone’ While One Nation would certainly have approved of the
removal of asylum seekers from the Tampa, they had lost much
of their political influence by then. Once One Nation support had
been neutralised and largely attracted back to the Coalition, even
more draconian possibilities opened up. These included the policy
adopted in 2006 of declaring the whole of Australia to be outside the
migration zone and the principle that asylum seekers consequently
removed to other states such as Nauru or Papua New Guinea should
be sent to other destinations. This had proved almost impossible
before and would, no doubt, be so again. But it was electorally
appealing. Despite organised opposition to refugee policy, major-
ity opinion normally favoured official measures and the electoral
results confirmed this.

The other contentious issue was participation in the Iraq inva-
sion and occupation led by the United States from 2003 and the
associated fear of terrorist reprisals. While public opinion in most of
Europe was against the war and turned later in Britain and even the
United States, it was slow to respond in Australia. But support for
anti-terrorism measures was so widespread that they were approved
by the Labor-controlled States and Territories in 2005. There had
been no terrorist incidents within Australia and events elsewhere
suggest that locally born or resident citizens and converts were the
most likely activists. Immigration controls would not directly affect
them. Despite this there was a considerable emphasis on further
immigration restrictions and the integration of non-citizens, both
responsibilities of the Immigration Department. The links with the
prevention of crime and violence were strengthened by the trans-
fer of Philip Ruddock from Minister for Immigration to Attorney
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General. This made him responsible, among other agencies, for
ASIO and the Federal Police.

New legislation presented by the Commonwealth and agreed
to by the States and Territories expanded the powers to arrest,
search and detain suspects. They included detention without trial
under a time limit, restrictions on legal representation, the elec-
tronic tagging of suspects, penalties for belonging to or funding
nominated terrorist organisations, advocating terrorism and incit-
ing hatred between ethnic groups. Islamic organisations gave their
supportto these measures while expressing concern about the prob-
able impact on their followers. Arrests and trials under these laws
were almost exclusively of Muslims. Non-Muslim terrorist organ-
isations named by the United States, such as branches of the Irish
Republican Army (IRA) or the Tamil Tigers (LT TE), were left alone,
although a fundraiser for Tamils was questioned at length by the
Federal Police. The great majority of detained asylum seekers and
all of those arrested as suspects were Muslims. There was naturally
some anxiety among the 300 000 Australian Muslims, of whom
more than one-third were born in Australia.

After ten years in office, and with the eventual control of both
houses of parliament, the Howard government could claim to have
solved many of the problems which it inherited from the previous
Labor government and to have alleviated many of the grievances
and objections which its own supporters had voiced so actively
throughout the years since 1988. Multiculturalism was maintained
as a policy but without much bite. The ‘Australia is full up’ advo-
cates had been overcome by businesses crying out for alarger skilled
intake. Refugee flows had stopped and co-operation with Indonesia
maintained this situation at least until the arrival of a few asylum
seekers from West Papua early in 2006. The Refugee Convention
had been stretched to breaking point and, in effect, made inapplica-
ble for undocumented asylum seekers altogether. Border controls
had been tightened and citizenship requirements made more rigor-
ous. Preference for English-speakers had reduced the need for many
ethnic-specific services, which had been farmed out to charitable
and religious agencies. With unemployment at a thirty-year low of
below 5 per cent in mid-2006, even the unskilled were being sought
after by employers. Policy was much less generous than between



202 From White Australia to Woomera

1975 and 1995. But so was public opinion. Fear of Asians had been
replaced by fear of Muslims. In this Australia was scarcely alone.

Immigration policy in a globalised economy

Globalisation, like economic rationalism and multiculturalism, has
been given many meanings over the past three decades.? To some
it indicates that means of communication are now so sophisticated
that a global village has been created. One implication of that for
Australian immigration policy is that nothing done here at the ends
of the earth can remain immune from instant international com-
ment. The importance of this was already plain when the White
Australia policy was being wound down. Neighbours and business
partners in Asian independent states would not tolerate an exclu-
sion policy based so obviously on ideas of racial inferiority and
incompatibility.

While this lesson has sunk in at the official level, it was slower to
gain acceptance in the publicarena. Thirty years later some were still
arguing that Australia should limit or exclude Muslim immigrants.
As a neighbour of Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim state, a
defence partner of Malaysia, a seller of cars and live sheep to Saudi
Arabia, a seller of wheat to Egypt, and separated from Europe by
a swathe of Muslim societies, Australia could scarcely heed calls to
restrict its Muslim intake. That it already had a Muslim population
of 300 000 was but a minor additional factor limiting freedom
of action. Exclusions based on race or religion were simply not
practicable in a globalising world.

Within the global communications village, Australia was to learn
at the turn of the century that it could not implement a rigorous
policy of asylum seeker detention without this being immediately
criticised around the world. With the world spotlight unusually and
unfavourably focused on Australia, foreign relationships became
complicated. Australia’s standing at the United Nations, of which it
had been a founding member, began to suffer as it rebuffed criticism
from the High Commissioner for Refugees and the Human Rights
Commissioner. This may not have mattered much to an Australian
government which had been unreceptive to UN concerns in the
past. Butitdiminished Australian influence and was thus of concern
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to the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. It made the difficult
relationship with Indonesia even more sensitive than it had been
over East Timor, and thus engaged not only DFAT but also the
Department of Defence.

Apart from threats to Australia’s international reputation as a
‘good world citizen’, globalisation has a myriad of dimensions which
relate directly or indirectly to its conduct of immigration policy.
The international tourist and education industries are both of vital
economic importance and governed by Australian immigration
practices. Travel and study are globalised on a scale never previously
true for Australia. Foreign tourism was a negligible factor in the
economy when White Australia ended, partly because prohibitions
on Asian settlement also inhibited the development of Asian ship-
ping and airline links. Asian students started coming to Australia
in significant numbers under the Colombo Plan from the mid-
1950s, but they were forbidden to take up permanent residence.
Most were lost to Australia, although some began the process of
skilled Asians securing residence which eventually undermined the
rigours of White Australia in the following decade. Quite recently
such students have become a major reservoir actively drawn on for
skilled migrants.

Today universities, colleges and language schools are heavily
dependent on overseas, predominantly Asian, students. As gov-
ernments reduce the proportion of university income derived
from direct grants, Asian students become indispensable to further
expansion and pay higher fees than the native-born. Yet the record
of Australia has been complicated by two factors: the reluctance of
the Immigration Department to lose control of the student intake,
and the dishonesty and incompetence of some private language
colleges. Lack of trust created the most important scandal in this
area in 1990. Overseas students were obliged to lodge their entire
fees and expenses with colleges, some of which promptly stole the
proceeds and disappeared. Neither the Immigration Department
nor the Education Department had expected this outcome of a pol-
icy designed to control overseas students. They had been mistaken
in trusting the Australian college owners rather than the Asian stu-
dents. The result was a massive compensation payout and a loss of
Australian credibility.
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Fear of loss of control led to restrictions on visas following the
1989 repression in Beijing, leaving many students in China cut
off from an Australian education for which they had planned and
paid, with consequent rioting against the Australian consulate in
Shanghai. It took some time for the market in education to be
restored. As some students, especially from China, overstay their
visas or seek asylum, the caution of the Immigration Department
might be justified. Over 110 000 student visas are issued annu-
ally, more than the total for permanent settlement. The creation
of ‘country at risk’ categories inhibits both the tourist and student
markets by making it difficult to secure visas for legitimate pur-
poses. Annoyance at having to do so was only recently alleviated
by the issue of electronic visas along with tickets for selected coun-
tries, responding to continuing pressure from the tourist industry
in both Australia and Japan. This major innovation is claimed to
be the most technically sophisticated in the world and retains the
element of detailed control. Few developed countries, including
Japan, expected tourists and temporary visitors to go through the
process of acquiring a visa in their home country. The large num-
ber of tourists from the European Union had grown accustomed
to almost free movement between the constituent states.

Globalisation essentially means that the isolation of Australia,
based on distance and immigration control, is under increasing
threat. Already the rising numbers from New Zealand represent
the greatest ‘leakage’ in the system of total visa control. Concern
that many New Zealand citizens were not New Zealanders by birth
was expressed in 2000 by Australian Immigration Minister Philip
Ruddock. As about 20 per cent of New Zealanders are overseas-
born, this was hardly surprising. It was an odd response from one
multicultural society to another. The expressed fear that some were
using New Zealand for ‘back door entry’ was yet another indicator
of Australian reluctance to liberalise its system of control. It reflects
a quite different and more anxious attitude than is now common
either in the European Union or in the North American Free Trade
zone.

Certainly globalisation also means a likely increase in criminal
or terrorist networks penetrating Australia. But this does not seem
to concern other states to the same degree, even after the terrorist



Immigration in a global world 205

attack on the United States of 11 September 2001. The terrorist
threat, although undoubtedly a possibility, is often exaggerated.
Drug smuggling and trafficking in women have been ineffectu-
ally countered, despite the rigorous visa system. They are arguably
more important than terrorism or the possibility that some asylum
seekers may ‘disappear’ into the community.

Globalisation greatly increases the number and variety of those
wishing to come to Australia as tourists or students. It also increases
the number seeking to settle in Australia temporarily rather than
permanently. All previous policy had been designed to attract ‘new
Australians’ who would remain, become citizens and create fami-
lies. This was one rationale for exercising such detailed control over
who should enter. But the picture has changed rapidly. In 1998—
99, 67 000 permanent settlement visas were issued, compared with
33 580 long-stay business visas and 217 870 short-stay business
visas. In the following year the number of temporary resident
three- to five-year visas issued exceeded the number for permanent
residence for the first time.

Temporary residence has many advantages for Australia. It is
possible to control the numbers more effectively in accordance with
the needs of industry. Australia is under no obligation to provide
jobs or social security. Families are not formed and those coming
with temporary residence have no right to remain. Temporary res-
idents can, however, transfer their status to permanence by meet-
ing the points requirements for skilled admission. These reward
Australian work experience and Australian recognised or earned
qualifications. Temporary residents, and especially students, thus
provide a pool from which skilled permanent residents may be
chosen without the need to recruit overseas.

These ‘transilient’ migrants put no strain on public welfare, do
not become citizens and usually leave in due course, although often
remaining or changing their status. They are welcome to employers
by increasing the flexibility of the labour market. They may be
especially welcome to foreign-based corporations. Globalisation
essentially involves the spread of such corporations, many of which
prefer to give executive positions to their compatriots. This may
limit the training and promotion prospects of the Australian-born.
Temporary residence may also give greater scope to globalised crime
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and terror, but there is little evidence in Australia of this at present
and denial of entry on such grounds is usually less than one hundred
annually.

Globalisation also means that more Australians are likely to seek
jobs overseas. By 2001 over 40 000 were leaving permanently each
year. While travel to, and work in, Britain was always common,
this was inhibited to some extent by the British immigration laws
of 1962 and 1968. Australians in London still make up the largest
expatriate community in the world, but numbers are also increas-
ing in non-British societies, especially in the United States. This had
presented expatriate Australians with the choice of remaining aliens
or of giving up their Australian citizenship. Under the Citizenship
Act of 1948 those born in Australia who acquired another nation-
ality forfeited the citizenship with which they were born. Those not
born in Australia could usually retain their birthplace citizenship
after naturalisation, which many did. This was increasingly anoma-
lous. Under pressure from information technology expatriates in
California and the industry in Australia, the law was changed in
2002. Dual citizenship had always been possible for United King-
dom citizens and had more recently become available for Ameri-
cans. Despite initial resistance from John Howard, his government
finally accepted the reality that skilled Australians were becom-
ing mobile and would be more likely to transfer their skills and
themselves back to Australia if they could hold two citizenships.
The Australian Citizenship Amendment Act, implementing these
changes, was signed into law in April 2002.

Globalisation is based on economic rationalism in the sense that
resources are expected to flow freely and to exploit cheap labour for
manufacturing previously done within protected markets. Rather
than bringing unskilled migrants to work in Australia, local man-
ufacturers now move offshore or go out of business. This shift in
demand away from unskilled labour had already been experienced
between the 1890s and the 1930s. All assisted schemes between the
1830s and Federation in 1901 had sought agricultural labourers
and domestic servants. This was still the case for some States into
the 1920s, particularly Western Australia. But mechanisation and
the two depressions of the 1890s and the 1930s greatly reduced the
demand for such labour. Some industries, such as public works,
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cane cutting and mining, still needed semi-skilled workers into the
1960s. These were provided to a major extent from Displaced Per-
sons and southern Europeans. The building industry also called
on these and on skilled British and north European craftsmen. But
the trend was towards the reduction of all forms of manual labour.
The manufacturing boom of the 1960s was fuelled by the great-
est assisted intake of any decade. Tariff walls were reduced from
1975 and free trade replaced protection as the consensual economic
ideology. The demand for factory workers declined, especially in
textiles, clothing, footwear, ‘white goods’ and eventually steel and
car production.

Globalisation and economic rationalism began to cut into the
demand for immigrant labour from as early as 1975, before these
terms were invented. Full employment never returned to the excep-
tionally high levels of the preceding thirty years. Those unskilled
immigrants who had arrived already, such as Italians and Greeks,
escaped this trend at least until ageing removed them from the
workforce. New arrivals, and especially refugees and others who
could not speak English, experienced long periods of unemploy-
ment. This had rarely been the case for post-war immigrants,
although common in the 1920s. Unlike that previous era there
were fewer labouring jobs in the bush. As industrial employment
declined, the openings for new arrivals closed down as well.

The impact of this on public policy was becoming clear by the
1980s and Labor governments began to respond, being criticised
by the Opposition for reducing the ‘quality’ of migration and fail-
ing to switch intake to business and skilled categories. The Fraser
government had increased the humanitarian intake in response
to the Indochinese and Lebanese crises. Immigrants from these
areas suffered long-term unemployment at levels as high as 30 per
cent in some years. Labor continued a high humanitarian intake in
response to the collapse of Yugoslavia, with similar levels of unem-
ployment among Bosnians. Labor was, however, inhibited from
drastic restructuring of the program by pressure from its migrant
constituency in favour of maintaining a high level of family reunion.

With the change of government in 1996, economic rationalism
finally became dominant not only in the bureaucracy — where it was
already well established — but also among politicians. The skilled
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and business categories replaced family reunion as the main com-
ponent. The humanitarian intake was rigidly preserved at a level
slightly below 12 000 a year. Business migrant intake was more than
doubled between 1995 and 1997. The special assistance humani-
tarian category was abolished and parental reunion blocked at the
low level of 500 a year. Most family reunion now involves spouses,
but new spouses are only granted two-year temporary visas until
the relationship is shown to be ‘permanent.

The new points system of 1999 consolidated trends towards elim-
inating unskilled migration. Skilled applicants were to be under 45
and to have vocational English and skilled qualifications recognised
in Australia. Preferably they should have Australian qualifications,
aspouse with similar skills, six months Australian work experience,
and be fluent in a ‘language of commerce’ (as well as English) or
deposit $100 000 in government bonds. Their skills should be in
the limited number of occupations listed as seeking workers.

Not all of these points were essential, but a combination of most
of them was. This was economically rational immigration for a
globalised world. It discriminated on the basis of skill rather than
race, butitleft refugees and some family members still exceptionally
vulnerable to unemployment. It further penalised some poorer and
less skilled immigrants by withdrawing most welfare benefits from
them for two years after arrival — the years in which all previous
research had shown the need for support to be greatest. Increasingly
Australia selected its skilled intake from overseas students already
in the country. This ensured that they could speak English and
had acceptable qualifications and access to local employment. It
also reduced the expense of maintaining overseas selection posts
and the risk that those selected overseas might not be immediately
productive. Whether students selected on this basis will later press
for family reunion remains to be seen.

Multicultural reality

Australia is likely to continue to take in about 100 000 perma-
nent settlers, 200 000 short-stay business visitors, 100 000 students,
60 000 working holiday makers and 4 million tourists each year. In
2000-01 nearly 18 million arrivals and departures were processed,
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including Australian residents leaving and returning. These totals
may be affected by unpredictable international events or by local
economic circumstances. A globalised world is based on increas-
ing movement of capital, goods, services, information and peo-
ple. This is not a new process but it is accelerating. Australia was
founded through one form of globalisation — the spread of Euro-
pean empires. The United States is the largest example of these
origins and is at the core of more recent trends. In both cases,
Australia has been at the periphery. This has made it vulnerable to
international crises and, potentially, to shifts in international power
relations. But it has also enabled a system of rigorous and effective
immigration control which allowed the population to be built and
created through state planning. Planning was never entirely ratio-
nal because it was affected by racism, xenophobia, imperialism and
domestic politics. But the aspiration was rational and utilitarian.
A society would be created which would be stable, productive and
better than that of its progenitors at the other end of the world.

Modern globalisation contains the contradiction that free trade
in capital, goods, services and information has rarely meant free
trade in people. This was also true for Australia in its imperial
past. British subjects were free to enter and colonise — but only if
they were white. British goods and capital were free to enter — but
only if they did not undermine Australian employment and profit.
Preference was given to British subjects in land ownership, political
rights and welfare — but, again, only if they were white. British
imperial sentiment was officially encouraged alongside Australian
nationalism. Australia was undoubtedly part of a globalised world
from the beginning in 1788, but it also defined itself in narrow,
nationalistic and often xenophobic terms.

In a modern and more sophisticated sense, that is still true today.
With an increasingly multicultural population, many Australians
are still susceptible to assimilationist and exclusivist notions. With
more people entering Australia for a variety of purposes than ever
before, the immigration and refugee program for permanent set-
tlement is subject to ever more rigorous limitations. A thrice re-
elected national government has turned its back on many of the
policies adopted by its predecessors. While making policy more
rational in economic terms, Australia has witnessed an increase in
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hostility to immigration and multiculturalism, with potent politi-
cal force.

In the foreseeable future the population of Australia will con-
tinue to rise, will continue to be concentrated in a small number of
large cities and will be varied in its origins and culture. Complain-
ing about any aspect of these changes is futile but will doubtless
continue. Australia will never be ‘white’ or ‘British’ again, will never
live in the bush, will never be dominated by male manual workers
and will never be socially or culturally uniform. Whatever happens,
Australia will be influenced by its proximity to Asia and the islands
of the Pacific. Its current relationship with New Zealand suggests
that it will go on recruiting as many new settlers from there as
there are departing Australians, unless either country modifies the
provisions of the Trans-Tasman agreement on free movement.

These realities will present challenges to long-established
national myths and legends, many of which have shown remark-
able resilience. The assumption that all Australians, or ‘ordinary’
Australians, share the same values and attitudes was a mainstay of
conservative rhetoric for the last decades of the twentieth century.
Apart from being manifestly nonsensical, this denies the impact of
post-war immigrants and the continued presence of the Indigenous
people. Unless they are assumed to be fully assimilated, it is highly
improbable that people who were born and brought up somewhere
else, or who were racially segregated in remote communities, will
share all their beliefs and values with the suburban majority of the
Australian-born. Nor is it likely that this majority has a great deal
in common with the diminishing minority which lives in rural and
provincial districts distant from the capital and coastal cities. This
minority is often seen as the guardian of true Australian values, an
idealisation of rural people which is common in many societies.

Australians, then, are very varied and will probably become more
so, under any conceivable program of immigration. What part of
that variety is ‘ethnic’ is a matter for debate. There is no doubt,
on past experience, that some aspects of ethnic variety will decline
over the generations, especially when there is little recruitment
from the original homelands. This is likely to be the case for most
Europeans. There is no pressing reason for leaving Europe anymore
and populations there are stable or declining.
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Major European birthplace groups which have gone into decline
in Australia include: Italians (down 51 000 between 1971 and 1996);
Greeks (down 34 000 over the same period); Dutch (down 14 000
since 1961); Estonians (down 4000 since 1954); and several other
nationalities, such as Ukrainians, Latvians and Lithuanians. Now
that the homelands of the former Displaced Persons are freed from
communism, there is little incentive to come to Australia, although
many are moving into western Europe. The decline of European
influence is a slow process but likely to escalate soon with the deaths
of those who came in a brief period in the early 1950s.

The second generation may retain many practices and attitudes
from elsewhere. Language retention varies greatly. In the decade
from 1986 to 1996, Italian spoken at home lost 40 000 speakers;
Dutch 21 000; Maltese 17 000; and German 12 500. But Greek lost
only 7700 and Polish 6000, while Spanish gained 17 300. These lan-
guage losses are of importance if ethnic media and organisations
are to be sustained. Yet these still flourish, with specialised pay tele-
vision channels in Greek and Italian as well as increased numbers
of community radio stations using these languages. Clubs are also
sustained, some of them being large and prosperous.

Language use gradually fades over the generations which are not
replaced by further immigration. This loss is faster in large cities
than in some ethnic enclaves in rural areas, which are much more
common in Canada than in Australia. Religion also remains as an
important marker of ethnicity. The majority of European immi-
grants are Catholics. But various national Orthodox churches are
well established. These increased their declared adherents by 83 000
between 1986 and 1996; Lutherans (the majority Australian-born)
grew by 42 000, and Jews by 7000. All religions with continen-
tal European origins had their own churches and many also had
retirement homes or other social centres. Some contributed to cul-
tural maintenance by providing language and cultural classes or by
conducting services in European languages.

The European aspects of multiculturalism are likely to remain
important for many years, if slowly declining. Languages and reli-
gions are learnt in childhood and frequently retained throughout
life. This will be equally true for the non-European component of
the population, which is likely to expand. Proximity to Australia,
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lower living standards, authoritarian governments or the collapse
of civil society will probably encourage emigration. These factors
are much less relevant for Europe, Britain or North America. While
European influences are likely to fade slowly, Asian influences are
likely to increase. This will not necessarily mean the rapid ‘Asian-
isation” of Australia. Qualifications for non-refugee Asians have
normally been higher than for their European predecessors. Out-
side China, English is widely spoken by the educated classes which
Australia seeks to encourage. The traditional image of Asians as
poor and inferior has little basis for those settling in Australia.

Moreover, while there is no declared bias in selection, there
are remarkably high numbers of Christians among those coming
from Asia and the Middle East. Birthplace groups with a Christian
majority in 1996 included Filipinos, Iraqis, Indians, Sri Lankans,
Koreans, Indonesians and Singaporeans. Groups with a majority
speaking only English at home included Indians, Sri Lankans and
Singaporeans. Many others from the former British empire were
also fluent in English. Students chosen within Australia as skilled
settlers must also be assumed to understand English.

These shifts downwards for European cultures, and upwards
for Asian and Middle Eastern, were a major factor inspiring the
growth of hostility to immigration and multiculturalism during the
national Labor governments. Asian communities did not, however,
diminish under the Coalition successor because they were already
self-recruiting through children born in Australia as well as by addi-
tions through immigration. Increases from New Zealand and South
Africakept the ‘British’ component significant despite the decline of
recruitment from the United Kingdom. But the business migration
program was overwhelmingly Chinese. Professionals from India,
Sri Lanka and Singapore, and Fiji Indians, were able to accumulate
points for English proficiency and acceptable skills.

As long as Australia continues to recruit immigrants and to be
open to student, tourist and short-term arrivals in large numbers,
it will continue to be multicultural and to witness large numbers
of Asians in metropolitan streets. It cannot, therefore, enjoy the
luxury of xenophobia. Many well-educated Asians are suspicious
that the White Australia policy lingers on. To dispel this belief, gov-
ernments must consciously advocate multiculturalism and keep
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multicultural policiesin place. A harmonious Australia in the future
will be one in which all Australians feel comfortable. Failure to con-
demn One Nation caused a strong reaction in the once politically
dormant Chinese community. Governments, media and education
systems must accept a strong Asian presence, dispel popular fears
of an ‘Asian invasion’ and redefine multiculturalism in the sense
of equal life chances and not just food and festivals. On present
indications there is no possibility that Australia will cease to be an
English-speaking, nominally Christian country. Equally, there is
no likelihood of it returning to the allegedly homogeneous British
society of fifty years ago.

A glance at the future

Predicting future social trends is fraught with many risks. Demog-
raphers are currently satisfied that Australia will reach a population
of about 25 million within fifty years if current gross levels of about
100 000 permanent settlers each year are maintained.’ This could
mean over 5 million living in Sydney and more than 4 million in
Melbourne. By world standards these would not be huge cities, but
they would cover a large area and consume significant resources.
Without more effective planning they might also be congested to
the point where economic disincentives arise. But large areas of
Australia would remain thinly populated. In some, the population
would have declined to the point where many small communities
were no longer viable.

Immigrants go to large cities. The traditional Australian obses-
sion that they ought to settle in provincial areas still influences
attitudes but has little to do with what actually happens. It does
not make sense to settle outside the major cities unless a specific
employment source, such as a mine, needs labour. There is little or
no profitable land waiting to be exploited, except in some limited
irrigation areas which already have large immigrant populations.
While it may be true that the North awaits development as always,
it would require a massive input of public resources before tropical
areas became attractive to the type of immigrant that Australia now
admits.* By raising the skill and educational level of immigrants
Australia has made it more, rather than less, likely that they will
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choose to live in the larger cities. As small towns decline they lose
their railways, their shops, their hospitals and schools, their banks,
their service industries — in short, a whole range of occupations
which might otherwise attract immigrants.

Settlement in Sydney, Toronto, London, Paris or New York might
not make much sense, as they are all more expensive than any
other city in their respective countries. But there are several rea-
sons for supposing that existing metropolitan settlement patterns
will persist for immigrants. As the skill level of migrants rises, so it
becomes harder to get suitable employment outside the so-called
‘world cities’, of which Sydney is one. These cities grow on the basis
of new technologies, with well-educated, mobile and well-paid
workers. They have the best schools and universities, the best enter-
tainment, the most stimulating intellectual life and the greatest
degree of contact with other societies and cultures. The shift from
manual workers to highly skilled immigrants, which has typified
policy since the 1980s, can only reinforce trends towards settlement
in the metropolitan areas. Moreover, many such migrants already
come from major cities elsewhere and prefer an urban lifestyle. This
may be even truer for Asian immigrants than for earlier Europeans.
Many come from Hong Kong, Singapore, Manila, Bombay,
Bangkok, Baghdad, Teheran, Taipei or Seoul — all of them as big as
or bigger than the metropolitan centres of Australia.

The often expressed opposition to further immigration to
Sydney by Labor Premier Bob Carr is not shared by other State
premiers. There are no restrictions on residence likely in a demo-
cratic society. What may eventually happen, as is already the case
for London, is a decline in Sydney population growth as prices
become too high and there is a movement outwards to other coastal
locations. To some extent that is already happening, as the growth
rate of Sydney is below that for Melbourne, Brisbane and Perth.
There is considerable potential for growth in medium-sized cities
between 30 000 and 120 000 present population. These could have
an immigrant component — which most do not at present —if there
were suitable jobs available. It might also be possible to issue tem-
porary residence visas dependent on employment in such towns,
although this system could break down fairly easily unless there
were also guarantees of employment. Australians rejected the idea
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of an identity card years ago and might well reject the idea of any
checks on personal movement.

The assumption behind current policy is that skilled, young,
educated and employable immigrants will seek to settle in Aus-
tralia into the foreseeable future. A further assumption is that there
will be little public resistance to this, even if the majority are non-
European. They will not come from traditional Third World rural
backgrounds and will thus acculturate rapidly to middle-class soci-
ety, as is already happening for many Asians. Part of the fear of non-
Europeans in the past has been that they will undercut wages and
conditions and be resistant to democratic and egalitarian values.
This is much less likely to be true of the kind of immigrants cur-
rently being admitted, although this will not necessarily alleviate
prejudice among those unaware of the facts.

Looking ahead for fifty years must necessarily raise some doubts
about projections based on current policy. Refugee situations
remain unpredictable. In the past thirty years large intakes have
come from Vietnam, Lebanon and former Yugoslavia. Intakes from
the largest reservoirs of refugees, in Africa and the Middle East, have
been limited until recently. Moreover, since 1996 policy has further
restricted the humanitarian intake by discouraging undocumented
arrivals and by granting only temporary protection to many who
would have become permanent under previous policies. Refugee
policy towards Iraq and Iran has favoured Christians and other
non-Muslims. Overwhelmingly Muslim states such as Afghanistan
have found admission very difficult. A high proportion of recent
refugees have been from the middle classes, many of them familiar
with English.

In the future, such selection might be more difficult. Three highly
probable scenarios are:

* increased Chinese and Christian pressure from Indonesia if its
political system becomes strained;

* population pressures from rapidly growing Melanesian and Poly-
nesian populations, some on islands sinking beneath the waves;
and

* continuing relatively free migration from New Zealand which,
by 2050, will have a population which is only half European.
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Other scenarios might include increased movement out of Taiwan
and Hong Kong if China remains authoritarian; a continuous
impact from the Philippines, a major source of emigrant labour,
if recruitment to the Middle East becomes limited; and pressures
from India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka as population expansion
threatens resources and political stability. Australia would continue
to be attractive to the educated middle classes of these countries
and to exclude the poor, illiterate and unemployable, as it always
has in the past.

These possibilities all involve movement along tracks which have
only led to Australia since the end of White Australia. ‘Traditional’
sources are much less likely to seek an Australian outlet. Most
European societies will be facing ageing and population decline,
only remediable by immigration from Africa, the Middle East and
the former Soviet bloc. North American emigration has only ever
been a trickle, while Latin America looks to the United States.
Some recruitment from Southern African European communities
islikelyand alreadyin train. But theattractions of Europeand North
America are strong and many have retained United Kingdom enti-
tlements. All of this means that Australia, like New Zealand, will
witness an ethnic shift away from its European origins as powerful
as the previous shift away from its British roots.

Over the next few decades Australians will need to be more recep-
tive to ethnic change and more engaged with multicultural policies
and approaches. Even if current immigration policy remains in
place, the skilled and educated intake will not be coming from
Europe. Nor is it likely that Australia will retain this intake if it
does not once again expand its family reunion program. ‘Sharing
the burden’ of refugees and of those escaping from overpopula-
tion and limited island societies will also put pressure on a purely
economic rationalist approach. Australia is likely to be even more
ethnically diverse in 2050 than it is now, an experience which it
will share with New Zealand, the United States and Canada. This
will require a political leadership which encourages tolerance and
harmony and which refuses to advocate narrow nationalism. The
political temptation to mobilise xenophobia is incompatible with
a rational immigration program. Such a program also requires a
more humane approach to issues like family reunion, settlement
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services and refugees. A ‘cost-free’ program sounds very attractive,
but immigrants are not simply factors of production. To use a wise
German saying: ‘We sought only workers but we got people’. Future
governments may need to be less rigid, less obsessive, less directed
by public prejudice and more humane than they had become by
the 1990s.

Changing attitudes and values

Many Australian attitudes to immigration and multiculturalism are
strongly engrained and are similar to those in other receiving coun-
tries. Majorities are suspicious of immigration and immigrants,
according to opinion polling. They have had to be persuaded that
Australia needs more people and that these will no longer come
from the founding British nations. They have had to accept that
racial homogeneity has gone, will not return, and is not necessary
to social harmony and cohesion. They will have to accept growing
numbers of tourists, entrepreneurs and students from Asia, some
of whom will remain permanently. This acceptance will have to go
along with a recognition of Australia’s dependence for trade and
security on its relationship with Asian states. This does not mean
severing links with Europe or the English-speaking world. They
also have growing connections with Asia and with each other, of
which Australia must be a part. The sensible compromise between
Keating’s ‘Australia is part of Asia’ and Howard’s greater affinity
with the English-speaking world is to accept that Australia is a
part of both. It is a responsibility of governments to explain these
realities.

Australia’s immigration program is now entirely the result of
state action and social engineering. This has become more, rather
than less, true as public policy in other areas has moved towards
greater economic freedom and flexibility. While the state may have
only a minor role in changing public attitudes, it has taken on
that responsibility since 1945. Arthur Calwell, as wartime min-
ister for information, understood very well the need to change
public opinion towards mass, non-British immigration. He com-
bined the portfolios of information and immigration throughout
the Chifley government between 1945 and 1949. The information
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ministry then disappeared but the tradition continues to the
present. The Immigration Department regularly produces infor-
mation and runs campaigns, designed to gain acceptance for the
intake program and for the ethnic diversity which is its result. This
function was also continued by the Office of Multicultural Affairs
and the Bureau of Immigration Research until they were foolishly
abolished in 1996. These campaigns are, however, marginally effec-
tive and poorly funded, compared with the impact of some of the
commercial mass media. Regular ‘Harmony Days’ do no harm. But
their tolerant influence can be wiped out by one headline in a major
newspaper or some well-chosen words on talk-back radio.’

Government advocacy is likely to be most effective when it is
unequivocal and has bipartisan approval. This ceased to be the
case from the mid-1980s. The public was receiving conflicting mes-
sages from the state as well as from the private mass media. The
media is also manipulated by the state through ‘spin doctoring),
press releases, public speeches and parliamentary debates. In the
resulting confusion caused by mixed messages, traditional preju-
dices were reasserted. The arguments and terminology so effectively
used by One Nation were not novel but echoed those sanctified by
a century or more of Australian usage and often repeated by influ-
ential public figures, including politicians.

For attitudes to change in the future needs a greater degree of
consensus and bipartisanship than has been present since the mid-
1980s. This does not mean repressing debate, which democratic
governments cannot do in peacetime. It does mean reasserting that
Australia cannot return to the white British imperial past nor to the
outback Dreamtime of rural romantics. To maintain its population
and productive workforce requires a level of immigration at least as
high as at present. This will necessarily increase the non-British
and non-European proportion of the population. A rule-based
and fairly administrated system means increasing the admission
of people who do not share presuppositions of Australia. Govern-
ments which, as in the past, bear the responsibility for immigration
also bear the responsibility for explaining and justifying the social
and economic changes which this brings rather than manipulat-
ing opinion for their immediate benefit. Since 1996 the Howard
government has managed a booming economy and reduced
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public anxiety about immigration and multiculturalism, much
to its electoral advantage. But the pressures of world population
have not been reduced, the need for asylum from murderous and
oppressive regimes has not declined and the building of a fair and
harmonious Australia has some way to go.
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Appendix I
Chronology: 1972-2007

1972

1973

1974

1975

1976

1977

1978

220

Whitlam Labor government elected and declares it will end White
Australia policy. Al Grassby becomes minister for immigration.
Citizenship available after three years residence without distinc-
tion between British and non-British citizens. Chilean refugees
accepted. Official declaration that immigration policy will not
take account of race, colour or nationality. Telephone interpreter
service begins.

Migration program reduced. Greek Cypriots accepted after Turk-
ish invasion. Grassby defeated in general election. Immigration
Department abolished and Clyde Cameron becomes minister
for labour and immigration. Other functions delegated to other
departments.

James McClelland becomes minister. Whitlam government
removed and Labor defeated at general election. National Inquiry
into Population presents its report (Borrie report). Racial Discrim-
ination Act passed by Commonwealth parliament. Ethnic Com-
munities’ Councils established in Sydney and Melbourne.

Fraser Liberal-National Country Party Coalition appoints
Michael MacKellar as minister for immigration and ethnic affairs
and restores former department. Amnesty for 8000 overstayers.
Indochinese and Lebanese refugees accepted. Census population:
13 548 448.

Australian Population and Immigration Council presents to par-
liament its response to Borrie report. Refugee policy revised. Aus-
tralia as a Multicultural Society published by Australian Ethnic
Affairs Council.

Galbally report on migrant programs and services advocates
ethnic-specific welfare and ethnic broadcasting, defines multi-
culturalism and is fully endorsed by Fraser government. Family



1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

Appendix I 221

reunion criteria relaxed. New South Wales Labor government pub-
lishes Participation and sets up an Ethnic Affairs Commission.
Numerical Multifactor Assessment System (NUMAS) adopted
from Canada to measure suitability and employability through
a points system. Federation of Ethnic Communities’ Councils
of Australia (FECCA) formed. Australian Institute of Multicul-
tural Affairs established in Melbourne. Orderly departure program
agreed between Australia and Vietnam.

Family reunion rules relaxed. State and Territory ministers agree
with Commonwealth on intake of about 80 000. Ian Macphee
becomes minister. Most Good Neighbour Councils disbanded as
aresult of Galbally recommendations. SBS television starts broad-
casting.

Passports required for New Zealanders entering Australia. Special
humanitarian program developed for those from disturbed situ-
ations with relatives in Australia. Census population: 14 576 330.
Agreed to end assisted passages (after 150 years) for everyone
except refugees. NUMAS replaced by new points system. John
Hodges becomes minister.

Hawke Labor government elected. Stewart West becomes minister.
Refugees accepted from El Salvador, Sri Lanka and Lebanon. Vic-
torian Labor government publishes Access and Equity and sets up
an Ethnic Affairs Commission. Migration Act amended to replace
‘alien” with ‘non-citizen’

Geoftrey Blainey attacks multiculturalism and criticises level of
Asian migration. Improvements to business migration program.
Increase in overseas visitors, starting long-term trend. National
Population Council set up. First national congress of FECCA held.
Waiting period for citizenship reduced to two years.

CEDA report (Norman and Meikle) emphasises economic benefits
of immigration. Chris Hurford becomes minister. Connor report
on multicultural broadcasting presented.

Migration program increased to planned level of 115 000. Conces-
sional family reunion allows immigration from qualified relatives
of those already in Australia. Review of Migrant and Multicultural
Programs and Services. AIMA abolished. Budget cuts in some
migrant services. Census population: 15 602 279.

Mick Young becomes minister. Planninglevel set at 120 000. Office
of Multicultural Affairs created in prime minister’s department.
Advisory Council on Multicultural Affairs set up. National Policy
on Languages developed. Merger of ABC and SBS abandoned.
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1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995
1996

FitzGerald report recommends three immigration streams — fam-
ily, skill and humanitarian — with emphasis on skill. Professional
research to be developed, new Act proposed and multicultur-
alism criticised. National Office of Overseas Skills Recognition
established to improve acceptance of foreign qualifications. Clyde
Holding becomes minister. Liberal leader John Howard criticises
multiculturalism and level of Asian migration.

National Agenda for a Multicultural Australia published. Bureau of
Immigration Research established. Tien-an-men Square repres-
sion leads to grant of temporary protection visas to Chinese in
Australia, mostly students. Intake (at 145 300) the highest between
1972 and 2002. Robert Ray is minister.

Extended visas for visitors from Sri Lanka, Lebanon, Iraq and
Kuwait due to civil disorder and the Gulf War. Gerry Hand
becomes minister.

Immigration program reduced. Mandatory detention for asylum
seekers arriving by boat (mainly from Cambodia). Critical report
on business migration program by Parliamentary Committee of
Public Accounts. Port Hedland detention centre opened as num-
bers detained rise. Census population: 16 850 334.

Special assistance category within the humanitarian program,
mainly of benefit to Yugoslavs escaping civil war. Migration
Reform Act passed. Commonwealth Access and Equity strategy
evaluated. National Population Council report on population
issues.

Permanent residence given to those on temporary protection visas,
who were mainly Chinese students. Nick Bolkus becomes minister.
Increase in business skills entrants.

Humanitarian settlement from Yugoslavia and Middle East
increases. Jones committee on population policy and ‘carrying
capacity’ reports to parliament.

Global Cultural Diversity conference held in Sydney.

New Zealand replaces United Kingdom as largest national source
of migrants for first time since 1788. Howard Liberal-National
Coalition wins general election. Pauline Hanson wins Oxley with
largest swing in the country. Philip Ruddock becomes minister for
immigration and multicultural affairs. OMA and BIMPR closed
down. Reduction of migration program. Humanitarian program
fixed at 12 000 where it remains for next six years. Census popu-
lation: 17 892 429.



1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004
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Temporary entry exceeds 10 million movements in and out for first
time. Skill stream constitutes 52 per cent of migration program.
Non-humanitarian migrants to wait two years before eligible for
social security support. One Nation party founded by Pauline
Hanson.

Residents from Kuwait, Lebanon, China, Sri Lanka and former
Yugoslavia given permanent residence as a concession. Howard
Coalition wins general election in which One Nation gains
1 million votes.

Increasing level of emigration. New points system favours skilled
migrants with Australian experience or qualifications. Woomera
detention centre opened as boat arrivals of Afghans and Iraqis
increase. New multicultural agenda published.

Overseas students already in Australia eligible to apply for
permanent residence without first returning home. Permanent
departures, at 41 080, the highest for twenty-seven years.

New Zealand citizens divided between those eligible for perma-
nent residence and citizenship and those who are not, without
ending previous free movement across Tasman. Norwegian
container ship Tampaboarded, and rescued ‘boat people’ taken off
and transferred to Nauru and Manus Island under ‘Pacific solu-
tion’. Border protection legislation removes Christmas Island and
other offshore islands from Australian immigration zone. Howard
Coalition wins general election largely on these issues. Census
population: 18 769 249.

Continuing violence and protests at detention centres, and
growing concern about ‘Pacific solution” and Australia’s general
treatment of asylum seekers. Increasing business pressure for
expanded immigration program, which is announced in May.
Dual citizenship allowed for Australian-born.

Woomera detention centre closed and asylum seekers concen-
trated in Baxter. Arrivals by boat almost cease. Senator Amanda
Vanstone replaces Philip Ruddock as Minister for Immigration.
The United Kingdom resumed its place as the largest source of
immigrants, followed by New Zealand.

Liberal-National coalition wins its fourth Commonwealth
election. One Nation loses all support. Government to have an
absolute Senate majority from mid-2005. Powers and funds of
ASIO extended as part of anti-terrorist campaign and some Islamic
militants arrested.
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2005

2006

2007

Extension of powers of arrest, detention and search under anti-
terrorism legislation. Immigration Department criticised for
unlawful deportation of Australian residents. Some of its lead-
ing officials transferred and replaced after the Palmer inquiry
into the culture of the Department. Detainees on Nauru were
transferred to Australia on temporary protection visas. Race riots
against Lebanese break out at Cronulla over Christmas.

The whole of Australia proposed as outside the migration zone
for undocumented asylum seekers. Opposition to this delays leg-
islation. Substantial increases in temporary economic migration,
which exceeds the permanent settler intake. Waiting period for
citizenship to be extended from two to four years and tests of
English and citizenship knowledge proposed. Further inquiries
into Immigration Department errors.

Department name changed to Department of Immigration
and Citizenship. Kevin Andrews is named the new Minister for
Immigration and Citizenship, and Andrew Metcalfe the Secretary
of the department.



Appendix I1

Ministers for immigration, departmental
secretaries and gross annual settler intake
(including New Zealand and Humanitarian
entrants), 1973-2006

Year ending Minister (party) Secretary Gross intake
30 June

1973 Grassby (ALP) Armstrong 107 401
1974 Cameron (ALP) Armstrong 112712
1975 McClelland (ALP) Wilenski 89 147
1976 MacKellar (Lib.) Bott 52 748
1977 MacKellar (Lib.) Bott 70916
1978 MacKellar (Lib.) Engledow 73171
1979 MacKellar (Lib.) Engledow 67 192
1980 Macphee (Lib.) Engledow 80 748
1981 Macphee (Lib.) Menadue 110 689
1982 Hodges (Lib.) Menadue 118 030
1983 West (ALP) McKinnon 93010
1984 West (ALP) McKinnon 68 820
1985 Hurford (ALP) McKinnon 77 510
1986 Hurford (ALP) McKinnon 92 590
1987 Young (ALP) McKinnon 113 540
1988 Holding (ALP) Brown 143 480
1989 Ray (ALP) Brown 145 320
1990 Hand (ALP) Conybeare 121 230
1991 Hand (ALP) Conybeare 121 690
1992 Hand (ALP) Conybeare 107 391
1993 Bolkus (ALP) Conybeare 76 330
1994 Bolkus (ALP) Conybeare 69 768
1995 Bolkus (ALP) Conybeare 87 428
1996 Ruddock (Lib.) Williams 99 139
1997 Ruddock (Lib.) Williams 85752
1998 Ruddock (Lib.) Farmer 77 300

(cont.)
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Year ending
30 June
1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

Source: Adapted from Table 1.2 in Jupp and Kabala 1993.
Note: Departmental year ends at 30 June.

Minister (party)

Ruddock (Lib.)
Ruddock (Lib.)
Ruddock (Lib.)
Ruddock (Lib.)
Ruddock (Lib.)
Vanstone (Lib.)
Vanstone (Lib.)
Vanstone (Lib.)

Secretary

Farmer
Farmer
Farmer
Farmer
Farmer
Farmer
Metcalfe
Metcalfe

Gross intake

84 140
92270
94 343
106 810
120 420
128 210
133 238
157 000
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