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Summary:

. PLT (Permanent and Long-Term) data does not measure migration. PLT counts trips (individual arrivals and departures) based
on intended trip duration, not whether someone actually changes their country of usual residence — the defining criterion of
migration.

. NOM (Net Overseas Migration) is the correct nationally and internationally recognised measure. NOM tracks people who
genuinely change their country of usual residence, following UN definitions. It captures where people actually live over time
and is used by the ABS to calculate Australia’s official population figures.

. PLT categories are often misleading and easily confused with migration concepts. Labels like “long-term resident departure”
or “long-term visitor arrival” describe trip legs, not changes in residence, and can produce counterintuitive or misleading
interpretations.

. PLT and NOM diverge significantly — especially during volatile periods. Over the past 12 years, PLT arrivals were on average
~23-30% higher than migrant arrivals, and PLT departures differed from migrant departures by 115-135%. Their net figures
only align occasionally by coincidence, and recent years show very large discrepancies.

. Using PLT as a proxy for migration leads to serious measurement errors (“garbage in, garbage out”). Because PLT inputs are
fundamentally incompatible with migration measurement, Net PLT figures contain large and inconsistent errors. During
periods such as the post-pandemic years, PLT and NOM are not correlated at all.

. Misusing PLT data can have ethical, legal, and policy consequences. Ignoring ABS warnings and presenting PLT as migration
can breach research integrity, misinform the public, inflame social tensions, and undermine policy frameworks that rely on
accurate NOM-based population estimates.

By Alan Gamlen and Peter McDonald, The ANU Migration Hub

On 21 August 2025, the Australian Bureau of Statistics issued a rare public statement warning
that one of its datasets was being misused to make false claims about immigration. The
statement repeated a warning already shown on the website where the data can be downloaded
(Figure 1). Both warnings make the same point: “Overseas Arrivals and Departures (OAD) data,
including permanent and long-term movements, should not be used to measure overseas
migration.”

Figure 1: ABS warning at the top of the Overseas Arrivals and Departures Website

Overseas migration statistics

This release presents statistics on all overseas arrivals and departures, which is not the same as overseas
migration statistics. Overseas arrivals and departures (OAD) data, including permanent and long-term
movements, should not be used as a measure of overseas migration. This data does not reflect the official
ABS definition of migration and may lead to inaccurate interpretations. For instance, OAD permanent and
long-term arrivals may be increasing while actual overseas migrant arrivals are decreasing for the same
period.

For accurate insights into overseas migration, please refer to the ABS's official overseas migration statistics:

e Overseas Migration;

e National, state and territory population.

Source: ABS Website
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The immediate reason for the warning was straightforward. The ABS issued its

statement after media brought to their attention a series of articles using the OAD data to draw
false conclusions about so-called mass, out-of-control migration, in the lead up to a series of
anti-immigration marches prominently featuring self-professed neo-Nazi groups. The ABS
response to this “egregious misuse” of its data later included an unprecedented statement from
the Australian Statistician, Head of the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

But why doesn’t the ABS want people to use PLT data to draw conclusions about migration? The
answer is less simple. In short, OAD data is not a valid measure of migration. But what does that
mean?

A valid measurement measures what it claims to measure. The Permanent and Long-Term (PLT)
series in the OAD dataset doesn’t measure migration, which is defined by a person changing
where they “usually live”. Instead, the PLT series measures trips — how long it takes anyone,
migrant or not, to travel from one place to another and back again. Trips are defined by how
long a person travels for, whereas migration is defined by a person’s duration of residence
before and after travel.

This can all be confusing, so let’s look closer to see what’s going on.

What is Net Overseas Migration (NOM)?

Net Overseas Migration measures migration by counting migrants coming in and subtracting
migrants going out. But what is a migrant? In 1998, the United Nations defined an international
migrant as anyone who changes their country of usual residence (UNDESA 1998). The UN
distinguishes between short-term migrants, who change residence for three to twelve months,
and long-term migrants, who do so for at least a year. The UN recommends that all countries
use these definitions so migration statistics can be compared across nations and show global
trends.

Many countries base their migration statistics on the UN definition, but each appliesitin a
different way. In Australia and New Zealand, “at least a year” means at least 12 months spent in
one country within any 16-month period. This approach reflects how much more people travel
today. International tourism has risen from 25 million tourist arrivals in 1950 to 1.4 billion in 2018
— a 56-fold increase in less than 75 years. In the year ended 31 August 2025, there were 22.09
million arrivals to Australia and 21.79 million departures. NOM is a tiny subset of these
movements.

At any given moment, about 1.7 million people are in the air! To know where someone lives for
“at least a year,” we now look at where they spend most of their time over a longer period.

Figure 2: Measuring the concept of a “migration”
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Since a migrant is someone who changes their country of “usual residence”, when

measuring migration from Country A to Country B, we need to know how long a person spends
in each country because it tells us where they “usually” live at different points in time (Figure 2).
If they live in Country A for at least a year and then live in Country B for at least a year, they
have migrated from A to B.

Bottom line: An overseas migrant is someone who changes their country of usual residence —
and “usual” is the key word. To decide if someone is a migrant, we need to know how long they
lived in their previous location and how long they stay in the new one. But that detail isn’t always
relevant when counting Permanent and Long-Term Movements. To see why, read on.

What is a Permanent and Long-term (PLT) Movement?

PLT does not measure migration. It measures trips — a fundamentally different kind of travel. A
trip has two legs: one outbound and one inbound. You book a trip when, for example, you choose
the “return” option instead of “one-way” on a flight booking site. For a trip that starts in
Australia, the first leg is a departure and the second is an arrival. For a trip that starts outside
Australia, it’s the other way around.

Figure 3: Measuring the concept of a "Trip"
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The Australian Bureau of Statistics records every leg of each trip in and out of Australia, called
a category of travel. Each category of travel is classified by direction, duration, and the
traveller’s legal status. Movements inward to Australia are arrivals; movements outward

are departures. Short-term trips last less than a year, and long-term trips last a year or more.
Each traveller is recorded as either a resident (with Australian citizenship or Permanent
Residence) or a visitor (any temporary visa holder, or sometimes, a resident who selects “visitor”
on their arrival card at the airport). The label for each category of travel reflects these three
factors: direction, travel status, and trip duration (Figure 4).

Figure 4: De-coding the labels for Categories of Travel in OAD data

Trip duration Traveler's legal status Leg of trip
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These category names can be confusing because they resemble overseas-
migration terms, but they mean something quite different, as follows:

These category names can be confusing because they resemble overseas-migration terms, but
they mean something quite different, as follows:

e A long-term resident departure is not someone who has lived in Australia for a long time
and is now emigrating: it's a resident leaving to stay overseas for an extended period.

e A long-term resident return is not someone returning to settle permanently: it’'s a
resident coming back after a long absence.

e A long-term visitor departure is not a visitor heading off on a long trip: it’s a visitor who
has been in Australia for at least a year and is now leaving.

e Then there are permanent arrivals, which are recorded the first time a permanent visa
holder enters Australia, or a New Zealander enters declaring they intend to stay
permanently.

e The simplest category is the long-term visitor arrival: a non-resident arriving to stay for a
year or more.

Confused? You are not the only one. Pro tip: just remember that OAD data are organized as
follows (also see Figure 4):

e Each column of OAD data is a named “category of travel”.

e Each category of travel is one leg of a two-leg “trip” (arrival then departure or vice
versa).

e Each category name starts with the duration of the “trip” (short term or long term).
e Then the category name describes the traveller's legal status (resident or visitor)

e Finally, the category name describes the leg of the trip (arrival or departure).

Why does this matter for comparing NOM and Net PLT Movements?

The concepts of “migration” and “PLT Movement” are different but overlapping and they use
different but overlapping sets of measurements. This leads to two basic issues regarding PLT
movement data: first, residency status before and after the movement are not checked, and
second, the duration of the trip is not always accurate. The following PLT inconsistencies with
migration concepts all arise from these two issues (ABS 2025).

1. A Traveller can be a Long-Term Resident Departure even if they had not been living in
Australia prior to departure.

2. ATraveller can be a Long-Term Resident Return even if they do not remain in Australia to live
after their arrival.

3. A Traveller can be a Long-Term Visitor Arrival even if they do not remain in Australia to live
after their arrival, or even if they had already migrated to Australia and were simply
returning from a small trip outside Australia.

4. A Traveller can be a Long-Term Visitor Departure even if they return to continue living in
Australia shortly after they depart.

5. A Traveller can be a Permanent Arrival even if they had already migrated to Australian (and
been granted a permanent visa while onshore) and were simply returning from a short trip
outside Australia for the first time since being granted a permanent visa, and even if they do
not remain in Australia to live after their arrival.

Take a concrete example: John is a temporary visa holder who arrives in Australia to study or
work. He takes five short trips outside Australia while residing here. His residency status prior to
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each return is not checked. And each time he returns, he declares an intention to

stay in Australia for more than a year. In the PLT data, John will account for five Long Term
Visitor Arrivals. Depending on the exact circumstances, the same thing can happen with John's
departures. And it is crucial to recognize that, as long as the actual durations of each of John’s
trips match his actual intentions, this is not an error; it is just because PLT data counts
something fundamentally different from migration.

How different are Net PLT and NOM figures?

Because they measure different things in different ways, PLT arrivals and departures differ
sharply from overseas migration arrivals and departures, as shown below.

Figure 3: Arrivals - PLT vs Overseas Migrant
1200

1000

Thousands

800
600

400

200
/

0
O 0 b 00 00 A DR R0 D DDA Y R P o
S T & T T T T T T T S

== P| T Arrivals Actual migrant arrivals

Source: ABS Data

Over the past 12 years, PLT arrivals have averaged about 23% higher than migrant arrivals
(Figure 5). Excluding the pandemic years (2020-2022) as outliers, the gap rises to around 30%.
PLT data also fail to show the sharp fall in migrant arrivals after the COVID-19 pandemic.

The gap between PLT and migrant departures is even larger (Figure 6). Over the past 12 years,
the two measures have differed by an average of 115%, or 135% if the pandemic years are
excluded as outliers. PLT departures also fail to show the sharp fall in migrant departures since
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Figure 4: Departures - PLT vs Overseas Migrant
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Source: ABS Data

In short, there are large differences between PLT and migrant arrivals, and between PLT and
migrant departures. Let’s call these differences measurement errors. Sometimes the two errors
happen to be about the same size, and when that occurs, they cancel each other out, making the
Net Migration and Net PLT figures look similar, but only by coincidence.

This similarity depends on the measurement errors moving in the same direction, which doesn’t
always happen. When they do, the errors are said to be correlated. But during volatile periods,
such as after major shocks like a pandemic, the measurement errors are not correlated. When
that happens, they don’t cancel out but instead compound each other. At those times, Net PLT
can look nothing like true Net Migration. That’s why, in Figure 7, the two lines are close at some
points and far apart at others.

Undergraduate students of social and economic statistics are usually introduced to the problem
of correlated measurement errors in their second year of study. When such errors are linked to
the variables in a statistical model, the broader issue is called endogeneity. Ignoring it can lead
to misleading results, poor predictions, and false conclusions about cause and effect. So, a
second-year undergrad treating Net PLT as Net Migration would get marked wrong.
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Figure 5: Net PLT Movements vs Net Overseas Migration
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For a professional statistician, using Net PLT as a measure of Net Migration would be a rookie
mistake with serious real-world consequences. Imagine a fund manager who assumes that Net
PLT reliably measures Net Migration when making investment decisions. If that assumption is
wrong, they could misread economic conditions and lose a lot of other people’s money.

Over the past 12 years, the average gap between Net PLT Movements and Net Overseas
Migration has been about 33%. That's a large difference. You might overlook it if the two series
appear roughly correlated. But that would be a mistake, because the underlying input series are
far less correlated. Figure 8 shows this problem clearly.

As Figure 8 shows, the difference between Net PLT and NOM is sometimes small, as in 2017. But
at other times, including the past five years, it is huge. During the pandemic, the gap between
PLT and NOM was larger than the typical value of NOM itself. In March 2025, the difference
exceeded 120,000. To put that in perspective, the size of the error was about two-thirds the size
of Australia’s entire current Permanent Migration Program. In short, Net PLT and NOM are not
correlated at all right now.
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Figure 6: The difference between Net PLT and NOM
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Source: ABS Data. The series is calculated as Net PLT minus NOM.

As computer scientists say, garbage in, garbage out. The phrase means that the quality of output
depends on the quality of input. If you feed a computer bad data or weak assumptions, you'll get
bad results, no matter how good the program is. The same idea applies well beyond computing
— to data analysis, statistics, artificial intelligence, and policymaking — anywhere poor inputs
lead to poor outcomes.

The whole concept of Net Permanent and Long-Term Movements is only as sound as the data
behind it. Because PLT arrivals and departures are invalid measures of real migration, any figure
based on them is also flawed. The garbage in, garbage out rule applies directly: poor data
produce poor results. As a result, Net Permanent and Long-Term Movements tell us little — if
anything — about real migration patterns, and are often seriously misleading, as is the case at
the time of writing.

That is why the ABS warns clearly, strongly, and consistently that PLT data should not be used
as a measure of migration.

Should researchers ignore warnings from data custodians?

Using PLT data to measure migration isn’t technically difficult. But it isn’t an innocent mistake
either. It's a deliberate choice by someone trained enough to understand the ABS’s warning, yet
willing to ignore it. This is not just unwise if you want accurate results. It may also be the wrong
thing to do in an ethical and legal sense.

Australia doesn’t have a single research integrity law or regulator. Instead, several agencies
share responsibility for different types of data users. Users of some Australian Bureau of
Statistics (ABS) data may have to agree to license terms, and misuse can lead to revoked access
or penalties. ARIC reviews how institutions like universities handle breaches of the national
research code, which also requires honesty and compliance with data custodians’ rules. The
ACNC enforces charity ethics rules, while the ACMA and APC oversee media accuracy. The
Ombudsman and ICAC handle broader misconduct.
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These systems promote transparency but leave gaps — there’s no single body to

stop misuse of research or public data. However, most institutions that fall under one or more of
these research integrity frameworks would consider deliberate failure to heed data custodian
warnings to be a breach of research integrity. For example, at most universities, this behaviour
would probably be investigated as research misconduct and could lead to disciplinary action
including termination.

Not everyone who uses PLT data to measure migration is committing research misconduct. An
ethics committee would consider how the data were used. For example, including PLT as one of
several indicators in a statistical model of migration is normal. But presenting PLT data as point
estimates of migration is another matter.

A committee would also consider the consequences of any breach. If non-compliant data were
shared as work in progress with experts who understand its limits, there would likely be no
issue. But if the same data were presented to the public, such as in a press release, the
committee would look more closely. If that release caused harm — for example, by inciting
violence or vandalism — it would be treated as a serious matter.

An ethics committee would also consider the researcher’s intent. If the breach were
unintentional, it would likely be addressed through professional development. For example, if
the data custodian identified the error and repeated their warning, and the researcher
apologised and complied, the committee might take no further action. But if the researcher
refused to comply and falsely accused the data custodian of corruption, it would likely be
treated as serious misconduct.

Final comments

Net Permanent and Long-Term (PLT) Movements are not valid measures of overseas migration
because they record trips, not changes in residence. Their inputs differ fundamentally from
those used in Net Overseas Migration (NOM), which is the internationally recognised standard
for measuring where people actually live. As a result, PLT data generate large and inconsistent
errors, particularly during volatile periods, and using them as migration statistics produces
misleading and unreliable results, a clear example of the data science principle of “garbage in,
garbage out”.

Beyond statistical accuracy, the issue has serious policy implications. NOM is the legally
recognised measure used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics to calculate the Estimated
Resident Population (ERP) — the official population count that underpins the distribution of
federal funding, parliamentary representation, and all levels of planning. Misrepresenting PLT
data as migration figures therefore risks distorting public understanding and undermining vital
national decision-making processes.

Bottom line: As the Australian Bureau of Statistics rightly warns, PLT data should not be used to
measure migration.
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"According to FlightAware, a company that average of about 190 to 200 passengers per
tracks aviation data, there are between 12,000 commercial flight is reasonable. If we assume
and 14,000 planes in the sky at any given time, 13,000 planes are airborne at once, with 8,580
about two-thirds of them commercial flights (66%) being commercial and each carrying 200
(Slattery 2025). Acommon commercial aircraft passengers, that gives an estimated 1.7 million
is a single-aisle jet carrying 150 to 175 people in the air at any moment.

passengers. Smaller regional jets often carry
fewer than 100, while wide-body aircraft on
longer routes carry 250 to 450. On this basis, an
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