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Regional Development Australia’s submission to the Joint Standing Committee on Migration
Inquiry into the value of skilled migration to Australia.

Dear Mr Georganas,
Introduction

The Regional Development Australia (RDA) Network is a national Commonwealth initiative dedicated
to driving regional economic growth, innovation, and resilience. With fifty organisations providing
comprehensive coverage across every region and territory, RDAs are uniquely placed to translate
local insights into national agendas.

This submission highlights the critical role of skilled migration in regional Australia, recognising both
the opportunities and challenges faced by communities outside metropolitan centres. It addresses
Terms of Reference a, b, ¢, and d, with a focus on how skilled migration can strengthen regional
economies, communities, and infrastructure when supported by fit-for-purpose policy settings.

Response to Terms of Reference

a) The ongoing economic, social and cultural value of skilled migration to Australia

e Skilled migrants contribute significantly to Australia’s economy, generating $153.4
billion in personal income in 2022-23, with direct labour market participation rates of
over 90%. Yet, the majority settle in metropolitan areas, leaving regional economies
under-served.

e OECD findings confirm that regions with higher migrant shares record stronger
productivity outcomes, higher wages, and greater innovation. For regional Australia,
this represents untapped potential.




e Skilled migrants enrich regional communities by introducing diverse traditions,
languages, and cultural practices. In smaller towns, this diversity strengthens social
cohesion, revitalises local institutions, and enhances the vibrancy of regional life.

e RDAs, with their trusted local relationships, are ideally positioned to connect migrants
with regional employers, housing, and community networks, ensuring settlement
translates into long-term regional benefit.

b) The effectiveness of current skilled migration settings in meeting the current and future
needs of the states and territories, while recognising the ongoing need for housing and
infrastructure.

Subclass 491 — Skilled Work Regional (Provisional) Visa

e Current allocations are limited and poorly aligned with local labour needs. Without
regional intelligence guiding placements, mismatches occur (e.g., oversupply of
accountants in one region, shortages in another).

e Many RDAs already operate local job platforms and lead regional workforce
strategies, positioning them as the national connector between skilled migrants and
regional employers. This place-based approach ensures placements address genuine
skill gaps while reinforcing regional migration settings tailored to local workforce
constraints.

e Skilled migration delivers its greatest value when settlement, integration, and
retention are treated as core economic enablers rather than social add-ons. With
their local presence, RDAs could fill the current gap in structured settlement support,
guiding migrants on housing, employment, and community integration, building on
successful models such as NSW’s Welcome Experience Program.

Subclass 494 — Skilled Employer Sponsored Regional (Provisional) Visa

e Employer sponsorship is effective but disproportionately benefits larger firms. Small
businesses, which make up 98% of Australian enterprises, face prohibitive costs and
administrative burdens, that often require the hiring of external expertise.

e RDAs can act as regional facilitators, some of which are already Regional Certifying
Bodies, supporting small enterprises to access skilled migration pathways and
ensuring equitable participation across regional economies.

Post-2023 Migration Strategy Reforms

e The introduction of the Skills in Demand (SID) visa has reduced the attractiveness of
regionally specific 494 visa, with shorter work experience requirements and
processing times and now with a clearer pathway to permanent residency.

e InJuly 2024 Home Affairs conducted a review of regional migration settings which
resulted in adjustments to PALM and Working Holiday Maker visas, however there has
been no further advancement on regional skilled migration visas. Without reform,
regional visas risk being sidelined. RDAs urge the Committee to ensure regional
workforce needs remain central to migration policy, with RDAs empowered to provide
the local intelligence necessary for effective targeting.
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Designated Area Migration Agreements (DAMAs)

e DAMA:s are tailored to local needs. Each jurisdiction across Australia has developed
delivery models that reflect its unique economic and workforce conditions. This
diversity of approaches should be preserved.

e RDAs provide trusted local leadership. In regions such as Orana (NSW) and Pilbara
(WA), RDAs currently act as Designated Area Representatives, ensuring DAMAs are
administered by organisations with deep local knowledge and strong community
connections.

e Future DAMA models should continue to reflect local delivery. Where RDAs are
already in place, their leadership role should be retained. This ensures regional
businesses and communities remain central in shaping workforce solutions, alongside
other models that jurisdictions may adopt.

Housing and Infrastructure Needs in Regional Australia

e Infrastructure Australia’s 2024 Market Capacity Report highlights that workforce
shortages are shifting from capital cities to regional areas, driven by renewable energy
projects and housing demand.

e Skilled migrants are essential to delivering these projects, yet without regional
settlement support, their potential is underutilised.

e RDAs can provide place-based coordination, ensuring skilled migrants are matched to
housing, infrastructure, and community needs in ways that strengthen regional
resilience.

c) The scope to more effectively target skills gaps and shortages in critical sectors to improve
services that benefit Australian communities.

Addressing Skills Gaps and Underutilisation

e Settlement Services International’s 2024 report shows that 44% of permanent
migrants are employed below their skill level, with engineers, managers, and
professionals most affected.

e Regional Australia faces acute shortages in these very fields. RDAs can act as bridges
between migrant qualifications and regional opportunities, reducing underutilisation
and unlocking billions in additional economic activity.

e Engineers Australia’s Global Engineering Talent Program demonstrates the potential
of targeted initiatives. RDAs could scale such efforts nationally, ensuring regional
employers benefit directly.

d) The scope for skilled migration settings to more effectively support Australian businesses,
boost productivity and encourage innovation.

Supporting Regional Businesses, Productivity, and Innovation

o Well-targeted skilled migration improves workforce productivity, supports economic
reform, and safeguards the value of existing investment by ensuring that skill
shortages do not become binding constraints on growth.
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e RDAs, with their deep local knowledge, can ensure migration settings are aligned with
regional business needs, boosting productivity and innovation where it is most
urgently required.

e By embedding RDAs in migration policy delivery, the Commonwealth can leverage the
existing RDA Network as a low-risk, high-return reform, ensuring skilled migration
strengthens the national economy while reinforcing the social and economic fabric of
regional Australia, without the need to create new institutions.

Conclusion

Skilled migration is not solely a response to immediate labour shortages, but a critical
mechanism for addressing long-term demographic change, workforce ageing, and rising
demand in service-intensive and productivity enabling sectors.

Skilled migration is vital to Australia’s prosperity, but its greatest untapped potential lies in
the regions. The RDA Network provides the infrastructure, relationships, and local
intelligence necessary to ensure skilled migration delivers lasting benefits to regional
communities.

Representatives from each jurisdiction of the RDA Network would welcome further
discussion with the Committee on the value of skilled migration to regional Australia.

Yours sincerely

Anna Guillan AM Professor Sue Kieren Dell Steve Kozlowski
Chair Kilpatrick Chair Chair
RDA NSW & ACT Chair RDA Brisbane RDA Melbourne
Committee RDA Tasmania

Jan Turbill The Hon. Kon Vatskalis Travis Burrows

Chair Chair Chair

RDA Adelaide Metro RDA Northern Territory RDA Perth
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