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Key takeaways:

e Australia’s post-COVID migration surge and subsequent decline reflect delayed system adjustment after
a global shock, not a loss of policy control or uniquely Australian policy failure.

e Net Overseas Migration (NOM) is inherently volatile because it is a residual of arrivals and departures,
many of which governments in liberal democracies cannot directly or rapidly control. Like natural
increase, NOM is an indicator to monitor, not a target to control.

e Recent NOM volatility was driven primarily by temporary migration dynamics, especially international
students, graduates, and Working Holiday makers, alongside COVID-era visa extensions that delayed
departures.

e Treasury NOM forecasts are not policy targets. Divergence from them reflects uncertainty, post-shock
dynamics, and institutional constraints rather than forecasting error or policy non-compliance.

e Simple extrapolations from pre-COVID trends misrepresent post-pandemic dynamics. NOM adjustment
may be better understood as oscillatory overshoot and correction rather than smooth reversion to
“normal”. We call this a “migration splash” and provide a simple model.

e Looking ahead, NOM is likely to continue declining as departures rise, but the structure of the migration
system means adjustment may be gradual and incomplete rather than rapid or linear.

Migration is a timeless pattern but a complex topic for public debate, in part because the technical terms used by
demographers are poorly understood. ‘Immigration’ refers to migrant arrivals from abroad, ‘emigration’ to migrant
departures, and ‘migration’ encompasses both. Net Overseas Migration (NOM)—the difference between arrivals
and departures—is more abstract, but alongside natural increase (births minus deaths) it is a core driver of
population change.

Australia’s NOM has fallen sharply since its post-pandemic peak. NOM has declined by more than 230,000 from its
2022-23 level, reaching 306,000 in 2024-25. This reflects both lower arrivals and rising departures. This rapid
reversal has triggered renewed debate about migration policy, forecasting errors, and claims that the system is out
of control.

1 The authors thank two senior expert reviewers for their feedback on earlier drafts.
2 The Migration Hub aims to promote well-informed exchanges among a wide range of perspectives. The Hub itself does not
have an opinion, nor does it aim to have one. The views expressed herein are those of the authors.
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This paper argues that the recent surge and subsequent fall in NOM are best understood as the delayed adjustment
of a demand-driven migration system after an unprecedented global shock. Using new ABS data, we document the
sources of the decline in arrivals, the emerging recovery in departures, and the role of temporary visa backlogs
created during and after the pandemic. We show that much of the volatility reflects structural features of
Australia’s migration system—shared with other high-income countries—rather than uniquely Australian policy
choices.

The paper explains why Net Overseas Migration (NOM) is inherently volatile and difficult to predict, why Treasury
projections should be understood as forecasts rather than policy targets, and why simple extrapolations from pre-
COVID trends are particularly misleading following major shocks. We develop a new conceptual framework for
understanding post-pandemic NOM dynamics, modelling the surge and subsequent decline as an oscillatory
adjustment driven by pent-up arrivals, delayed departures, and institutional constraints within liberal democracies.
The analysis concludes by identifying the practical limits governments face in managing migration departures and
drawing out the implications for the likely trajectory of NOM in the years ahead.

The Recent Rise and Fall of Net Overseas Migration

Australia’s recent post-pandemic surge in NOM was driven primarily by global forces. COVID-19 produced a
collapse in migration across the developed world, followed by a rebound as borders reopened (Figure 1). Every rich
country experienced the same sequence: collapse, rebound, and subsequent adjustment.

Figure 1: Net Migration, high-come countries vs middle- and low-income countries, 2013-2024
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Source data: World Population Prospects, United Nations

Australia has followed this same pattern. Where Australian policy has mattered, responsibility has been shared
across governments: pandemic-era visa extensions suppressed departures under the right-leaning Coalition
government, while the left-leaning Labor government initially maintained these settings and later permitted a
partial rebound in arrivals. Even so, arrivals have remained well below pre-pandemic forecasts.
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Australian NOM has fallen very fast. On 18 December 2025, the ABS released Australian migration statistics for
2024-25. The data show that Net Overseas Migration (NOM) fell to 306,000, a decline of 235,000 from its 2022-23
level. This unprecedented fall reflected a two-year reduction in arrivals of 170,000, combined with an increase in
departures of 63,000.

The change in NOM over the two-year period altered its distribution across the States and Territories of Australia
(Figure 2). NOM shares shifted away from New South Wales and Victoria towards other jurisdictions, most notably
Queensland.

Figure 2: Percentage Distribution of NOM across States and Territories, 2022-23 to 2024-25
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Migration Arrivals

Table 1 shows the breakdown of the recent decline in arrivals by selected visa categories. Full details for each of the
past three years are provided in Table 4 below. Two categories—international students and visitors—accounted for
more than the total decline. However, the fall in the visitor category largely reflects the introduction, from 2023—-
24, of restrictions on onshore visa hopping from visitor to student status. As a result, the decline in migration
arrivals was driven almost entirely by a sharp reduction in international student arrivals.

Table 1: Change in the Number of Migration Arrivals from 2022-23 to 2024-25 (two-year period) by Visa Category.

Visa Type Change in Migrant Arrivals from 2022-23 to 2024-25
International Students -121,050

Visitors -52,260

Other Visa Categories* +3,290

TOTAL -170,020

* Includes arrivals of Australian and New Zealand citizens, all permanent resident categories and all other temporary categories. Source: ABS
Tablebuilder: Net Overseas Migration file.
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Table 2 breaks down the two-year fall in migrant arrivals by nationality. Contrary to common assumptions, the
decline was not concentrated among students (and visitors) from South and Central Asia. In percentage terms,
arrivals fell more sharply for the Americas (mainly South America) and South-East Asia. Nonetheless, arrivals from
South-East Asia did fall substantially, which runs counter to the Government’s stated preference for students from
that region. The decline in student arrivals from North-East Asia (mainly China) was more moderate.

Across all visa categories for the Rest of the World, arrivals were unchanged in aggregate over the two-year period.
This stability, however, masks offsetting movements, including increases in arrivals of New Zealand citizens
(+10,360) and returning Australian citizens (+5,310), which together accounted for a net increase of 15,700
between 2022-23 and 2024-25 (Table 4). As discussed below, movements of Australian and New Zealand citizens
are not subject to government control.

Migrant arrivals cannot continue to fall at the rates observed over the past two years without NOM rapidly turning
negative. A more plausible assessment is that arrivals will stabilise around their 2024-25 levels. If so, future
movements in NOM will depend primarily on the level of migrant departures.

Table 2: Changes in Migration Arrivals by Visa Category and Region of Nationality, Two-Year Period, 2022-23 to 2024-25

World Region Student Visitor Other* TOTAL
Number % Decline
South and Central Asia -40,960 -15,850 2,150 -54,660 27.7
Americas -33,550 -3,550 -5,596 -39,150 61.3
South-East Asia -25,050 -19,320 -3,860 -48,230 41.1
North-East Asia -10,930 -8,580 -8,490 -28,000 23.2
Rest of World -12,720 -4,980 17,690 -10 0
TOTAL -123,210 -52,280 5,440 -170,050 23.0

* Includes arrivals of Australian and New Zealand citizens, all permanent resident categories and all other temporary categories. Source: ABS
Tablebuilder: Net Overseas Migration file.

Migration Departures

The notion of returning to pre-COVID levels is less straightforward for departures than for arrivals. This is because
the timing of departures is determined by the timing of arrivals, particularly for temporary migrants on fixed-term
visas. A surge in temporary migrant arrivals therefore implies a subsequent increase in departures. As outlined in
the Australian Treasury’s 2025 Population Statement, departure length of stay and patterns vary across arrival
cohorts (Australian Treasury 2025).

Departures of international students and graduates accounted for 44,000 (around 70 percent) of the total decline
of 63,000 in NOM over the two years from 2022-23 to 2024-25 (Table 3). As with arrivals, the recent fall in NOM
was therefore driven overwhelmingly by movements of former students. In addition, departures of Working
Holiday visa holders increased by 22,000 over the same period. By contrast, departures of Bridging visa holders
rose only marginally, despite a sharp increase in the number of people holding such visas in Australia (Figure 3).

There remains scope for departures to rise further. To date, departures have not returned to pre-pandemic levels.
During the lockdowns, both arrivals and departures fell to near zero. When borders reopened, arrivals recovered
quickly, but departures lagged behind, largely because of COVID-era visa extensions granted to temporary migrants
affected by the lockdowns.

As a result, migrant arrivals resumed without the usual corresponding departures. This imbalance produced a
temporary surge in net overseas migration and forms the immediate backdrop to the current rapid fall in NOM. It
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also created a backlog of unrealised migrant departures. Consistent with this, the number of people in Australia
holding four major temporary visa categories has recently reached its highest level on record (Figure 1).

Figure 3 shows trends since 2019 in the number of temporary visa holders present in Australia at 30 September
each year. 3 The sharp decline in Student and Working Holiday visa holders during COVID-19 is evident, as is the
expected surge in both categories following the reopening of borders. In 2025, the number of people on Student
visas returned to its pre-pandemic peak, while numbers on Working Holiday and Graduate visas reached their
highest levels on record. Numbers on Bridging visas were also higher than at any previous point.

Table 3: Change in the Number of Migration Departures from 2022-23 to 2024-25 (two-year period) by Visa Category

Visa Type Change in Migrant Departures from 2022-23 to 2024-25**
International Students +33,140

Graduate +10,520

Working Holiday +22,000

Bridging +2,340

Other Visa Categories* -5,320

TOTAL +62,680

* Includes departures of Australian and New Zealand citizens, all permanent resident categories and all other temporary categories. **Note that
a plus sign in this column indicates and increase in departures, which has a negative impact on NOM. Source: ABS Tablebuilder: Net Overseas
Migration file.

These elevated stocks reflect two distinct but interacting policy developments that have suppressed departures:
the post-pandemic expansion of the Graduate visa, and structural changes to the Working Holiday program for UK
citizens. We discuss these factors in turn below.

Graduate visas: a temporary bulge with a long tail

The Graduate visa was introduced in 2008 and revised in 2013 following the 2011 Knight Inquiry, with the aim of
promoting international study as a pathway to work and eventual permanent residence in Australia. The visa was
granted for two years, while the permanent residence requirement for skilled work experience was three years, a
mismatch that attracted criticism.

In the immediate post-pandemic period, the Labor Government extended the Graduate visa to four years. This
decision reflected strong, bipartisan pressure to restore migration flows after the border closures, including calls
for a one-off surge to offset pandemic-era shortfalls. The extension was announced shortly after the September
2022 Jobs and Skills Summit, at which restoring migration was a central theme.

Once the surge occurred, the political climate shifted. As part of the Government’s updated Migration Strategy, the
four-year Graduate visa was closed to new applications from mid-2024 and reverted to its original duration.
However, by that point a large backlog of eligible applicants had already applied, and grants of the extended visa
continued well beyond the formal cut-off.

This has created a large cohort of extended Graduate visa holders still moving through the system. Assuming the
final grants of new Graduate visas occurred in 2025, expiries would not be expected until around 2029. It is also
important to note that, while many in this cohort will depart as their visas expire, others will remain by
transitioning to permanent residence or lodging onshore applications that place them on Bridging visas. Departures
from this cohort are therefore likely to rise gradually over the next several years but may not fully counteract the
bulge.

3 September years are used because, conventionally, the numbers on temporary visas present in Australia drop in the middle and
the end of each year as temporary visa holders leave on a short-term basis.
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Figure 3: Numbers Present in Australia Holding Four Major Visa Classes, 30 September 2019 to 2025
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Source: Department of Home Affairs, Temporary Visa Holders in Australia dataset.

Working Holiday visas: a structural expansion

A second, more durable source of delayed departures is the expansion of the Working Holiday program for UK
citizens. This change arose from provisions negotiated as part of the Australia—UK free trade agreement, following
the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union. Negotiations began under the Coalition after the UK’s exit was
completed in 2020 and concluded under the Albanese Government, with the revised arrangements taking effect in
2023-24.

Under the new settings, the maximum eligible age increased from 30 to 35, and the requirement to complete
specified regional work to access second and third-year visas was removed. The biggest change was the extension
of the program from two to three years (interestingly through the simultaneous grant of three successive one-year
visas, not one three-year visa). These changes substantially increased the number of UK Working Holiday Makers
able to remain in Australia at any one time and raised the average skill level of participants. On 30 November 2025,
around 58,000 UK citizens were in Australia on Working Holiday visas.

These changes now facilitate a clear pathway from a Working Holiday visa to permanent residence after the
extended three years of residence, offering a lower-cost and more flexible alternative to temporary skilled visas or
offshore permanent applications. Applications for permanent residence through this channel are likely to increase
from mid-2026, when the first extended cohort has been in the country for three years.

Implications for departures and NOM

Together, these two developments have played a major role in suppressing departures and driving Australia’s post-
pandemic volatility in net migration. One factor—the expanded Graduate visa—is temporary, though with a long
tail. The other—the enlarged UK Working Holiday cohort—is structural and will persist. Combined, they will push
departures higher in coming years, but perhaps not back to pre-pandemic levels.

If arrivals stabilise and departures rise, NOM will continue to decline. The speed and extent of that decline will
depend on future arrivals settings and on how many current temporary visa holders succeed in extending their stay
by moving onto other visas.
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Immigration is Controlled but NOM is Not

Net overseas migration (NOM) is inherently difficult to control because one of its two components is departures,
which liberal democracies do not fully control. NOM is not a measure of migration flows themselves, but a
derivative: the difference between two very large movements in and out of the country. Controlling NOM would
require controlling the 28 separate arrival and departure streams shown in Table 4, each of which can be further
subdivided into hundreds of visa subclasses.

Table 4: Migration Arrivals and Departures by Visa Category, 2022-23, 2023-24 and 2024-25

Visa Category Migration Arrivals Migration Departures
2022-23 2023-24 2024-25 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25

Permanent Family 21,100 23,120 24,380 5,610 5,110 4,850

Permanent Skill 35,390 40,880 40,410 4,860 4,880 5,190

Permanent

Humanitarian 12,950 17,580 14,850 100 170 170

Permanent Special

Eligibility 20 0 20 10 0 10

Permanent Other 10,920 9,340 8,540 9,560 8,370 8,410

Temporary

Bridging 480 810 1,080 17,450 14,160 19,790

Temporary

Student 277,760 204,130 156,710 15,500 32,820 48,640

Temporary

Graduate 14,660 9,050 8,020 3,760 5,900 10,250

Temporary Skilled 49,250 48,870 45,780 5,620 7,340 10,070

Temporary

Working Holiday

Maker 73,670 80,080 78,350 2,950 11,680 24,950

Temporary Visitor 108,350 85,330 56,090 18,410 17,190 18,350

Temporary Other 47,110 38,700 25,100 14,410 30,380 26,130

NZ Citizen

(subclass 444) 42,650 51,690 53,010 16,390 14,280 14,720

Australian Citizens 58,750 60,840 64,060 89,230 85,820 81,500

TOTAL 753,060 670,420 576,400 203,860 238,100 273,030

Source: ABS Tablebuilder: Net Overseas Migration file

As discussed below, some arrival streams can be influenced, and there is an expectation that temporary migrants
will depart when their visas expire. In practice, however, departures are often delayed. Temporary residents may
apply onshore for another visa or appeal an adverse decision while remaining in Australia, extending their stay
beyond the original visa period.

All governments like Australia face limits in controlling departures. Liberal democracies place strong weight on
freedom of exit and legal protections for minorities against state action, including deportation. As a result, these
countries are reluctant to impose measures resembling exit controls. In the United States, for example, freedom of
exit is treated as a constitutional right linked to due process and citizenship protections, and there is not a
comprehensive system for recording departures. Many European countries take a similar approach. Despite recent
efforts to improve exit monitoring, they still do not systematically record departures of EU citizens, residents with
permits, or nationals of Schengen-associated countries, for fear of being seen to control exits.
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These structural constraints shape how departure policy operates in practice. Even where governments seek to
limit stay lengths, administrative and legal constraints can delay exit. Although the Labor Government has
restricted some forms of visa hopping, three areas continue to pose major management challenges.

The first challenge is the growing number of people on Bridging visas while awaiting decisions on onshore
applications. Those who succeed do not affect NOM, as they are already counted in the population. The effect on
NOM arises from those who will ultimately be refused but remain in Australia while their cases are decided,
delaying their departure.

The second challenge to departures management is the sharp rise in appeals to the Administrative Review Tribunal,
particularly by applicants whose onshore student visa applications have been refused. Between 1 July and 31
October 2025, 20,004 migration-related cases were lodged, with 69,931 cases on hand at 31 October. Only 6,771
cases were resolved over that period. Most appeals (92 percent) relate to visa refusals, predominantly student
visas. Applicants who will ultimately be unsuccessful—likely around 80 percent—are nonetheless able to remain in
Australia while awaiting a decision.

The third challenge is the difficulty of enforcing departure. As at 30 November 2025, 102,660 individuals who had
not been granted a Final Protection Visa had yet to be removed from Australia.*

Respect for freedom of exit should not be conflated with a lack of immigration control. Australian law grants the
government very strong control over permanent migrant arrivals, with the exception of partners and children of
Australian citizens, who are entitled to permanent residence through the Permanent Family Stream. In practice,
even these numbers are managed through processing delays (in contravention of the Migration Act — see
McDonald & Gamlen 2025; McDonald & Gamlen 2025, August 25).

Temporary arrival categories are also subject to careful management in the form of screening and integrity checks,
but none has a formal numerical cap. Even so, a notional cap has applied to international student arrivals since
early 2025. Although legislative caps were not enacted, the Government now sets National Planning Level Targets
for new student commencements, which are distributed to education providers as indicative maximums. As
providers approach 80 percent of their indicative allocation, processing priority is reduced, slowing arrivals. Control
is exercised indirectly through processing speed.’

The only movements largely outside government control are the arrivals and departures of Australian and New
Zealand citizens. Freedom of return is inherent to Australian citizenship. The open border with New Zealand has
been in place since the two countries were part of the same British colony and has been repeatedly reaffirmed
through the 1973 Trans-Tasman Travel Arrangement and more recently under the Closer Economic Relations and
Single Economic Market frameworks. Because these movements are not subject to control, they fluctuate over
time, contributing variably to NOM.

In sum, while Australia exercises rigorous control over immigration—defined properly as permanent migrant
arrivals—like all liberal democracies it cannot precisely control NOM because there are legal restrictions on
controlling departures and some categories of arrival. For this reason, setting a fixed NOM target is impractical.
NOM is best monitored over the long term, with the understanding that it cannot be finely calibrated in the short
term. In this respect, it resembles natural increase, which is also the product of two largely uncontrolled flows:
births and deaths. It must be monitored, but it cannot be precisely controlled.

4 Department of Home Affairs, Monthly Update: Onshore Protection (Subclass 866) Visa Processing, November 2025.
5 Some officials argue that this does not constitute a notional cap because processing continues albeit at a slower rate. This
argument is also sometimes applied to contest the charge that Partner visas are capped in contravention of the Migration Act.
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The Difficulty of Predicting NOM

The difficulty of predicting NOM is illustrated by successive revisions to Treasury estimates (Figure 4). With each
budget, Treasury adjusted its projections substantially. Recent forecasts suggest a longer-term NOM level of
235,000, and current outcomes appear to be moving in that direction, although departures could still rise more
sharply than anticipated.

Treasury could arguably have foreseen a post-COVID surge in NOM. We say “arguably” because there is limited
comparative or theoretical guidance available for forecasting migration following shocks of this scale. Prior to the
global financial crisis, economists modelled stable growth effectively but struggled to anticipate volatility.

Demographers now face a similar challenge: long periods of stability are well modelled, but abrupt disruption is
not.

Figure 4: Actual NOM vs Treasury Forecasts
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Source: ABS Overseas Migration Data; Treasury Budgets, 2021-22 to 2025-26.

Nonetheless, by the late 2010s it was well understood that Australia’s migration system relied heavily on demand-
driven temporary visas. It was therefore foreseeable that the collapse in temporary migration during the pandemic
would generate pent-up demand, followed by a surge once borders reopened. Some analysts anticipated this, and
employers openly called for such a rebound, with strong bipartisan support. Around 30 months of suppressed

student demand entered in the first year after reopening, a pattern observed across the rich world, not only in
Australia.

Even allowing for the absence of established theory on post-shock migration dynamics, it is not unreasonable to ask
why Treasury’s forecasts diverged so widely from outcomes. The 2023 Parkinson Review found that public service
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capacity in migration data and analysis had eroded over time and required rebuilding. Since the height of the post-
pandemic surge, Treasury has strengthened the Centre for Population, and the Department of Home Affairs has
established a dedicated migration data and analytics function. But wider whole-of-government research capability
across this major policy area will take a long time to rebuild.

It is important to highlight that errors of forecasting and analysis are also evident among some prominent critics of
Treasury’s modelling. For example, in May 2025—only weeks before the end of the financial year—one widely cited
commentator projected NOM for 2024-25 at 380,000, around 75,000 higher than the final ABS estimate (Rizvi,
2025). In fact, NOM for 24-25 came in slightly lower than Treasury had forecast — not higher, as some critics
consistently allege.

More concerning are frequent claims that missing Treasury’s NOM “targets” demonstrates a loss of control.
Treasury produces forecasts, not targets, and Australia does not operate a net migration target. A target would be
a policy objective, implying control and accountability. A forecast is an estimate of likely outcomes under stated
assumptions. Divergence from a forecast reflects uncertainty, changing conditions, or flawed assumptions—not
policy non-compliance.

Advocates of fixed NOM targets are at odds not only with migration expertise in Australia, but with international
practice. Australia’s peer countries abandoned net migration targets decades ago after concluding they were
unworkable. New Zealand did so in 2001, shifting its focus to settlement outcomes because only part of net
migration flows was subject to policy control (Bedford et al 2005). Canada similarly avoids net migration targets,
instead setting targets for permanent and temporary resident stocks.® In the United Kingdom, net migration targets
were abandoned after they distorted political debate by encouraging promises that policymakers knew could not
be delivered (Gamlen 2013; Vargas-Silva & McNeil 2017; McNeil 2023).

A related analytical error is the use of the ABS Overseas Arrivals and Departures (OAD) dataset to infer NOM
trends. The ABS has repeatedly warned against this practice. OAD data measure different movements and do not
capture the level or trajectory of net overseas migration. Nonetheless, some commentators continue to wrongly
rely on analyses and even crude point estimates from OAD data in their prognostications about migration. The

Australian Statistician has described such use as “egregious”.”

Seen in this light, recent volatility in Net Overseas Migration reflects the dynamic adjustment of a demand-driven
migration system following an unprecedented global shock, rather than policy error or loss of control. This invites a
reconsideration of how NOM should be conceptualised and modelled under post-shock conditions characterised by
pent-up demand, delayed departures, and institutional constraints on rapid adjustment.

In theory, how might NOM be predicted?

Calls for NOM to return to “normal” often rely on simple projections from the pre-COVID period (Gamlen 2024,
December 3). These approaches can serve as rough benchmarks, but each rests on a particular—and contestable—

Iu

definition of what “normal” means (Figure 5). Each also struggles to account for the post-shock dynamics now

shaping NOM. Notwithstanding these caveats, three key extrapolation approaches are:

1) Fixed-point projection (a chosen baseline year): This approach defines “normal” by reference to a single period,
such as the last pre-COVID year (2018-19), and treats subsequent outcomes as surpluses or shortfalls relative to
that baseline. Its strength lies in its simplicity: it provides a clear yardstick and makes the scale of the pandemic
disruption easy to describe. Its weakness is that it assumes the chosen year was typical and stable. Migration

6 https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2024/10/20252027-immigration-levels-plan.html
7 https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2025/oct/20/abs-censorship-accusations-defends-debunking-far-right-mass-
migration-claims
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systems rarely are. A single baseline can overstate excess if the year was unusually high, or understate it if
unusually low, and it offers little guidance on how NOM returns to that level beyond vague notions of reversion.

Figure 5. Actual NOM vs Linear Extrapolations and a projection made by Gamlen in December 2024
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Source: ABS Overseas Migration Data; trendlines added by authors. Gamlen 2024, December 3.

2) Forecast-based projection: Such approaches build population projections by estimating how key components are
likely to change, drawing on past patterns, current conditions, and explicit assumptions. For example, the
Australian Treasury derives net overseas migration (NOM) from separate forecasts of arrivals and departures by
visa type and citizenship (Australian Treasury 2025). Treasury also assumes that NOM returns over time to a fixed
“normal” level (currently 235,000 per year, which anchors long-run outcomes. While such approaches can work
well under stable conditions, they tend to perform poorly during major disruptions, when shocks, pent-up demand,
and policy delays render historical patterns and early indicators unreliable, leading to large and persistent forecast
errors (Figure 4).

3) Trend-based projection (extrapolating pre-COVID growth): A linear trend fitted to NOM growth before the
pandemic, such as over 2013—-2019, reflects the fact that migration was increasing and might have continued to do
so. Its strength is that it captures direction. Its weakness is that linear trends break down after sharp disruptions.
They cannot represent collapse, overshoot, and correction following border closures and reopening, and they may
exaggerate shortfalls if the pre-COVID trend was cyclical or driven by temporary policy settings.

All these extrapolation-based approaches implicitly assume that post-pandemic adjustment is smooth and one-way
(Figure 5). However, the evidence instead points to sharp swings driven by delayed departures, pent-up arrivals,
and policy feedback. This suggests a different approach: modelling NOM as an oscillatory “migration splash” rather
than a straight-line return to normal (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: 'Migration splash’ theory based on damped sine wave
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Source: Gamlen 2024, December 3.

Linear extrapolations assume NOM changes smoothly—rising, falling, or converging steadily to a new level. The
post-COVID record indicates something different. Border closures pushed the system far from its usual state.
Reopening then produced an overshoot, driven by pent-up arrivals and suppressed exits. The subsequent phase
involved a sharp correction as these pressures began to unwind.

Gamlen (2024, December 3) describes this pattern as a migration splash: an oscillatory response to a sudden shock,
in which an initial rebound is followed by counter-movements that weaken over time as the system settles. One
way to represent this trajectory is a damped sine wave, a standard tool for modelling systems that return to
equilibrium through diminishing oscillations. In Equation 1, A measures the size of the initial shock, b the rate at
which volatility decays, w the timing of rebounds and corrections, ¢ delays between policy change and behavioural
response, and c the level to which NOM ultimately stabilises.

NOM(t) = Ae Psin(wt + @) + ¢ (Equation 1)

This approach is consistent with several strands of migration theory. Demographic models treat migration as a
stabilising force that offsets shocks to fertility or mortality (Lesthaeghe et al. 1975; Lee 1980; Preston et al. 2001;
Espenshade et al. 1982; Alho 2008). Economic models view migration as a response to labour-market imbalance, in
which pent-up demand can generate overshoot before conditions settle (Lewis 1959; Todaro 1969; Thomas 1973;
Wood 1982; Myers 1977; Spengler & Myers 1977; Solow 1956; Swan 1956; Lutz 1961; Barro & Sala-i-Martin 1992).
Migration systems theory emphasises feedbacks, delays, and institutional constraints (including variable policy
settings), which often produce uneven and oscillating responses rather than smooth adjustment (Mabogunje
1970).
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It is important to note that this approach does not require net migration to be modelled as a single, self-contained
process. Net migration is the result of two separate flows—arrivals and departures—and these do not need to rise
and fall in the same way for oscillation to occur. In many migration systems, especially those dominated by
temporary migration, arrivals create a pool of people who will leave later. As a result, departures tend to respond
with delay, rather than moving in step with arrivals.

When a shock disrupts one of these flows, the imbalance between arrivals and departures can set off a sequence of
rebounds and corrections. Even if arrivals and departures each adjust in a simple, one-directional way, their
interaction over time can produce waves in net migration that gradually fade.

This kind of behaviour is well known in other fields that study interconnected systems. In areas such as fluid
dynamics and electrical engineering, overall system behaviour often fluctuates even when inputs and outputs
change smoothly. For example, pressure in a tank or voltage in a circuit can rise and fall because material or energy
is stored and released with delay. The oscillation appears in the system as a whole, not because each component is
oscillating on its own.

Applied to migration, the same principle suggests that net migration can move in waves after a major disruption,
even if arrivals and departures themselves do not. Oscillation, in this sense, reflects how the system adjusts over
time, rather than a repeating cycle in each individual flow.

Applied to the current episode, the reopening surge can be interpreted as the first upswing, driven by pent-up
demand and suppressed departures (Figure 7). The sharp fall in 2024-25 reflects the corrective phase, as arrivals
tighten and delayed departures begin to occur. Australia’s migration system is not frictionless: caps, processing
backlogs, visa-hopping rules, and appeal processes can dampen or prolong each phase.

Figure 7: Modelling Australia's post-pandemic migration splash
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Source: ABS Overseas Migration Data; predicted values using migration splash model.
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The value of this approach is not precise prediction. Its strength lies in scenario building. It replaces straight-line
extrapolations with a framework that anticipates overshoot, correction, and gradual stabilisation—patterns that
closely match the world’s post-pandemic NOM experience. Policy interventions can, of course, alter future
trajectories in ways no model can fully anticipate.

Conclusion

Australia’s recent experience with Net Overseas Migration reflects a system adjusting after a large and sudden
shock, rather than a loss of policy control. The post-pandemic surge arose from pent-up demand and delayed
departures; the subsequent decline reflects tighter arrivals and the gradual unwinding of temporary visa backlogs.
Similar patterns have been observed across other high-income countries.

Looking ahead, NOM is likely to continue falling, driven mainly by rising departures rather than further reductions
in arrivals. However, departures are unlikely to return quickly to pre-pandemic levels. Structural features of the
migration system—including the legacy of extended Graduate visas, expanded Working Holiday pathways, and
legal and administrative limits on enforcing exit—will continue to slow adjustment.

These dynamics underline why NOM cannot be managed through fixed targets and why forecasts should not be
treated as policy goals. A more realistic approach is to expect volatility, overshoot, and correction as normal
features of migration systems following major shocks. Policy debate should therefore focus less on headline NOM
figures and more on the underlying flows, institutional constraints, and long-run policy settings that shape them,
particularly the size and composition of the permanent migration program.

In this respect, we are in substantial agreement with Phillip Ruddock, Immigration Minister during the Howard
Government, who has recently advised that the Coalition should be less focused on migration figures—which “may
go up” or “may come down”—and instead concentrate on who enters Australia (Staszewska 2026).
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