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Key takeaways: 

• Net migration targets miss the real policy problem: Net Overseas Migration is an 
accounting outcome, not a policy lever. It aggregates multiple flows with different drivers 
and therefore cannot reliably control the size or dynamics of the temporary migrant 
population. 

• Temporary population growth follows a simple demographic rule: The temporary 
population grows when Temporary Net Overseas Migration exceeds transitions to 
permanent residence. When conversions equal temporary inflows, the temporary 
population stabilises regardless of the overall Net Overseas Migration figure. 

• Australia’s recent temporary population surge reflects this mechanism: Post-COVID 
growth occurred because temporary inflows resumed while conversions to permanent 
residence remained relatively stable, widening the gap between inflows and transitions and 
producing rapid expansion of the temporary population. 

• Managing temporariness requires governing stocks, not aggregate flows: Policy should 
focus on the relationship between temporary entries and pathways to permanence rather 
than on residual flow measures, which obscure the mechanisms driving growth of the 
temporary population. 

• A conversion-anchored rule offers a simple policy framework: Aligning Temporary Net 
Overseas Migration with the number of temporary-to-permanent conversions permitted 
within the permanent migration program would stabilise the temporary population while 
preserving flexibility within the existing system. 

• Settlement capacity should anchor migration policy: By linking temporary migration to 
permanent absorption capacity, governments can improve infrastructure planning, clarify 
migration objectives, and replace volatile net migration targets with a coherent framework 
for governing temporariness. 
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Introduction: The Politics of Temporariness 

For much of the twentieth century, migration policy in countries like Australia was organised 
around a relatively simple model: people moved long distances and settled permanently. The 
central policy questions concerned selection, integration, and the long-term demographic and 
economic effects of permanent settlement. 

That model no longer captures the reality of twenty-first century mobility. Human movement is 
now faster, more circular, and more complex. Advanced economies increasingly rely on large 
populations of temporary migrants — students, working holiday makers, employer-sponsored 
workers, humanitarian entrants on temporary visas — whose legal status is conditional and 
whose pathways to permanence are uncertain. In practice, temporary migration has become 
structurally embedded in labour markets, higher education systems, and demographic growth 
strategies. 

In Australia, public debate has intensified around migration levels, particularly following the 
post-COVID rebound in arrivals. Yet that debate is framed overwhelmingly in terms of Net 
Overseas Migration (NOM) — a single annual headline number. The implicit assumption is that 
controlling NOM will control the broader social and economic consequences of migration. 

This paper argues that this framing is analytically mistaken. 

The central policy challenge today is not “too much migration” in aggregate, but how to manage 
the size and dynamics of the temporary migrant population. Temporary residents place 
demands on rental housing and infrastructure, shape labour market conditions, and raise ethical 
questions about expectations of permanent residence that may ultimately not be realised. Yet 
the tools used in public debate — especially annual NOM targets — are poorly aligned with 
these underlying stock dynamics. 

Using a simple stock–flow model of Australia’s migration system, we show that the evolution of 
the temporary population depends not on total NOM, but on the relationship between 
temporary inflows and transitions to permanent status. Net migration is an accounting 
outcome, not a structural policy lever. A NOM target is therefore neither necessary nor 
sufficient to stabilise the temporary population. 

We then examine Australia’s recent experience, including the post-COVID “temporary bulge,” 
and compare it with Canada’s decision to adopt an explicit temporary population target. While 
Canada’s approach shifts attention from flows to stocks, its chosen benchmark appears 
politically convenient rather than analytically grounded. 

Building on this analysis, we propose an alternative framework: anchoring temporary migration 
to the system’s permanent absorption capacity by aligning temporary inflows with the rate of 
conversion to permanent residence. This approach reasserts the primacy of settlement capacity 
in governing temporary migration, while preserving flexibility within the permanent program 
cap. 
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The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 develops the stock–flow framework. Section 3 
demonstrates why net migration targets are a category error within that framework. Section 4 
examines Australia’s temporary population dynamics since 2009. Section 5 considers Canada’s 
stock-based policy experiment. Section 6 outlines a conversion-anchored alternative for 
Australia, and Section 7 assesses its risks and trade-offs. 

The question, ultimately, is not what NOM number to choose. It is what scale of temporariness 
a settlement state is willing — and able — to sustain. 

Literature review 

Contemporary debates over temporary labour migration have long been structured by a tension 
between economic pragmatism and political unease. On one side is a substantial policy 
literature arguing that temporary migration programmes can reconcile labour demand in 
destination countries with political resistance to large-scale permanent immigration. On the 
other is an equally substantial critical literature showing that temporary migration regimes 
often generate exploitation, dependency, and forms of de facto settlement that states neither 
anticipate nor adequately govern. This tension is especially important in countries such as 
Australia, Canada and New Zealand, where migration policy was historically organised around 
permanent settlement, but where temporary migration has become deeply embedded in labour 
markets, higher education, and demographic growth. In this context, the key question is no 
longer simply whether temporary migration is desirable, but how a settlement state should 
govern temporariness once it has become structurally entrenched. 

A first body of scholarship makes the strongest case for temporary labour migration as a policy 
instrument. Martin Ruhs’ influential account of temporary migration programmes presents 
perhaps the clearest statement of the “triple-win” argument: if properly designed, temporary 
programmes may help receiving countries meet labour shortages, expand legal labour market 
access for workers from poorer countries, and generate development gains for sending states 
through remittances, savings, and return migration (Ruhs, 2006). This literature does not deny 
the failures of earlier guestworker systems. Rather, it argues that those failures reflect poor 
design and weak enforcement, not the impossibility of temporariness as such. On this view, 
temporary migration can be made workable if states enforce labour standards, regulate 
recruiters, prevent migrants from being artificially cheap labour, and create transparent rules 
governing both return and, where appropriate, limited transition to permanent residence 
(Martin et al., 2006; Ruhs, 2006). 

The strongest normative version of this position is Ruhs’ argument that labour migration policy 
is structured by a persistent trade-off between numbers and rights. In this account, states may 
be willing to admit larger numbers of lower-skilled migrants only if some of the rights associated 
with full social membership are restricted; conversely, stronger rights may reduce political 
willingness to admit migrants at all (Ruhs, 2013; Ruhs & Martin, 2008). The point is not that 
rights restrictions are ideal, but that migration policy involves conflict between competing 
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goods: wider access to labour mobility on the one hand, and fuller inclusion on the other. From 
this perspective, temporary labour migration may be ethically defensible if it protects a floor of 
core civil, legal, and workplace rights while limiting some rights associated with equal long-term 
membership. More recently, Bauböck and Ruhs have reformulated this debate by arguing that 
the “triple win” remains normatively possible only under demanding democratic conditions, 
especially fair representation of affected interests and transnational governance arrangements 
that protect migrants from being treated simply as instruments of labour supply (Bauböck & 
Ruhs, 2022). Taken together, this literature offers the strongest case for what might be called 
managed temporariness: temporary migration can be justified, but only if states recognise and 
regulate its inherent tensions. 

Against this more optimistic literature stands the classic critique of guestworker systems, 
developed most influentially in the European context. Castles’ foundational work on postwar 
Western Europe argued that the guestworker model failed on its own terms because states 
attempted to import labour without accepting people (Castles, 1986). Workers recruited as 
temporary labour did not simply rotate in and out of destination countries. Rather, many 
stayed, brought families, formed communities, and became settled minorities. In this view, 
temporariness is unstable because labour migration triggers social processes that states cannot 
fully control: family reunion, labour market attachment, children’s education, and migrants’ 
own changing aspirations. When recruitment stopped, migrants did not simply depart; instead, 
they remained in countries that had not politically or institutionally prepared for their 
incorporation. Castles’ later work shows how this critique extends to newer European migration 
regimes: even when programmes are narrower and more selective than the postwar 
guestworker schemes, they often reproduce the same underlying contradiction by seeking 
migrant labour while withholding equal membership (Castles, 2006). 

Related historical and comparative work reinforces this point. Martin and Miller, for example, 
argue that the postwar European experience offers a cautionary lesson to any country 
contemplating large-scale temporary worker programmes: such systems may ease labour 
shortages in the short term, but they rarely remain temporary, often fail to eliminate irregular 
migration, and commonly generate discrimination and political conflict (Martin & Miller, 1980). 
Rass’ account of European bilateral recruitment systems adds a further institutional dimension, 
showing how state-run recruitment regimes attempted to regulate temporary labour migration 
through selective admission and minimum standards, while nonetheless embedding migration 
within long-term economic structures that exceeded the fiction of rotation (Rass, 2012). Lutz’s 
more recent comparative analysis recasts the issue at a higher level of abstraction, arguing that 
liberal democracies often prefer “mobility over migration”: they are more willing to admit 
migrants temporarily than to accept their permanent settlement. Yet even here, path 
dependence matters. Countries with longer experience of large-scale immigration are less likely 
to maintain a strong mobility preference over time, suggesting that sustained exposure to 
migration gradually weakens the viability of a strictly temporary model (Lutz, 2024). 
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If the European literature shows how temporary systems can become permanent despite 
official intentions, the Gulf literature illuminates a different pattern: a regime designed to 
prevent settlement while preserving long-term labour dependence. Here the issue is not 
unplanned incorporation, but the deliberate institutionalisation of non-settlement. Longva’s 
analysis of the kafala system in Kuwait shows how sponsorship ties migrant workers’ residence, 
employment, and mobility to a single employer, producing deep legal and social dependence 
while foreclosing permanent membership (Longva, 1999). Gardner’s ethnography of Bahrain 
similarly argues that Gulf migration regimes create a social order in which migrants are 
indispensable to economic life yet systematically excluded from political belonging, producing 
structural violence rather than simply episodic abuse (Gardner, 2010). Pande’s work on 
domestic workers in Lebanon extends this analysis by showing how sponsorship does not 
merely permit exploitation but actively manufactures dependency, illegality, and deportability 
(Pande, 2013). In these accounts, temporariness is not a transitional stage but the governing 
principle itself. 

This Middle Eastern literature is important because it highlights an alternative trajectory to that 
described by Castles. Temporary migration does not always collapse into settlement. Under 
some institutional conditions it can instead harden into a deliberately permanent system of 
non-membership. At the same time, even here temporariness is socially more complex than a 
simple absence of belonging. Errichiello and Nyhagen’s study of middle-class Pakistani migrants 
in Dubai shows that migrants may develop strong forms of attachment, familiarity, and 
everyday belonging even under conditions of formal impermanence (Errichiello & Nyhagen, 
2021). The result is not settlement in the legal sense but belonging without permanence. This 
complicates any simple equation between temporary status and social detachment, while 
leaving intact the core point that legal temporariness structures insecurity and unequal 
membership. 

A related but distinct literature on Asia, and especially Singapore, further develops 
temporariness as a system of labour control. Yeoh argues that Asian temporary migration 
regimes have been built on enforced transience and continuous circulation, a model exposed by 
the pandemic as both unjust for migrants and functionally unsustainable for receiving states 
(Yeoh, 2022). Neo shows how Singapore’s legal regime treats low-wage migrants as workers 
who should remain outside the national community, institutionalising exclusion through law 
rather than merely through labour markets (Neo, 2015). Yea’s work makes temporality itself 
central to the analysis of unfree labour, showing how employers use timed interventions, false 
accusations, document manipulation, and control over complaint processes to discipline 
workers precisely when they attempt to resist exploitation (Yea, 2017). Chin broadens this 
insight by mapping a “complicit network” of state agencies, employers, recruiters, and social 
attitudes that produces dependence, disempowerment, and discrimination (Chin, 2019). Across 
this literature, temporary migration appears not simply as a visa condition but as a governing 
technology that structures labour discipline, social exclusion, and the withholding of long-term 
membership. 
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These international debates are highly relevant to Australia, but the Australian case also has its 
own distinctive intellectual and institutional context. Unlike classical European guestworker 
states, Australia was historically organised as a settler society in which long-distance migration 
was closely associated with permanent incorporation. For much of the postwar era, the 
normative model of migration was permanent settlement followed by integration into a 
multicultural citizenry. Recent scholarship argues that this model has been progressively 
unsettled by the expansion of temporary migration. Walsh captures this transformation in 
comparative perspective, arguing that Canada and Australia have moved from being 
paradigmatic “nations of immigrants” toward “states of transience,” in which temporary 
migration functions increasingly as a mechanism of labour-market regulation rather than 
nation-building (Walsh, 2014). Mares pushes this argument furthest in the Australian context, 
suggesting that the rise of temporary migration is altering the social contract of the settler 
society itself by normalising a large population that is economically present yet only partially 
incorporated (Mares, 2016). Temporary migrants become, in his formulation, “not quite 
Australian”: inside the economy and society, but outside the fuller security and recognition that 
once linked migration to national membership. 

Australian scholarship has developed this critique in several directions. One strand emphasises 
the erosion of migrants’ bargaining power and the emergence of guestworker-like features 
within Australian labour migration policy. Wright and Clibborn argue that since the mid-1990s 
Australia has moved incrementally toward a regime in which migrants’ residency security, 
labour mobility, skill thresholds, and institutional protections have all weakened, reducing their 
agency at work and making the system resemble a guestworker state (Wright & Clibborn, 2020). 
Koleth similarly argues that the growth of temporary migration has produced a widening gap 
between migration policy and social policy, allowing the state to benefit from migrants’ labour 
while divesting itself of responsibility for their long-term welfare and social incorporation 
(Koleth, 2017). Robertson adds an important temporal dimension by showing that “being 
temporary” in Australia is not only a legal condition but also a lived experience shaped by 
waiting, extension, uncertainty, and the contingent boundary between temporary status and 
permanence (Robertson, 2014). 

A second strand of Australian work examines the institutional rise of two-step migration: the 
increasing use of temporary visas as pathways to permanent residence. McDonald offers the 
strongest defence of this model, arguing that the merger of temporary and permanent skilled 
migration since the mid-1990s has made Australia’s migration system more responsive to labour 
demand, more effective in meeting skill shortages, and more valuable in sustaining labour-force 
growth in an ageing society (McDonald, 2015). On this reading, temporary residence functions 
as an efficient screening mechanism for permanent settlement. Khoo, McDonald and Hugo, 
however, show that this very feature blurs the boundary between temporary and permanent 
migration. Their survey evidence suggests that a large share of skilled temporary migrants either 
already intended to settle permanently or developed that intention after arrival, indicating that 
temporary migration often operates less as genuinely temporary labour mobility than as a 
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transition route into permanence (Khoo et al., 2008). Howe’s work complements this by tracing 
the political institutionalisation of temporary skilled migration and the increasingly contested 
governance of pathways to permanent residence (Howe, 2019; Howe & Nikoloudakis, 2024). 
More recent policy-oriented work by Sherrell and by Coates, Sherrell and Mackey suggests that 
the contemporary debate is no longer over whether temporary migration should exist, but over 
how it should be regulated, how much temporariness is sustainable, and what kinds of 
transitions to permanence should be available (Coates et al., 2022; Sherrell, 2021). 

Overall, these literatures reveal three broad positions. The first sees temporary migration as 
potentially beneficial if carefully designed and regulated. The second emphasises that 
temporary systems are prone either to unplanned settlement or to entrenched forms of labour 
dependence and unequal membership. The third, especially in the Australian case, shows that 
temporary migration has become structurally embedded in settlement states through two-step 
migration, labour-market demand, and the growing normalisation of conditional membership. 
What is less well developed in this literature, however, is a framework for analysing the 
population dynamics of temporariness itself. Existing scholarship has generated rich accounts of 
rights, exploitation, labour-market flexibility, settlement, and belonging. But it has paid less 
attention to the stock-flow mechanics through which temporary populations grow, stabilise, or 
contract over time. 

This paper builds on those literatures while shifting the analytical focus. It treats temporariness 
not only as a labour regime or a normative status, but as a demographic and institutional 
relationship between temporary inflows and transitions to permanence. In settlement states 
such as Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, the central governance question is not adequately 
captured by aggregate net migration figures. Rather, it concerns the relationship between 
temporary net overseas migration and the rate at which temporary residents are absorbed into 
the permanent population. By focusing on that relationship, the paper aims to contribute a 
demographic governance perspective to a literature that has been dominated by political 
theory, labour-market analysis, and comparative migration studies. 

A Stock-Flow Model for Temporary and Permanent Migration 

Understanding contemporary migration policy requires a clear distinction between stocks — the 
number of people present at a point in time — and flows — the movements that change those 
numbers. Public debate frequently collapses this distinction, focusing on annual net migration 
figures without considering how different flows alter the composition and dynamics of the 
resident population. A stock–flow framework makes these mechanics explicit (Figure 1). 

We conceptualise Australia’s migration system as consisting of two population stocks. The first 
is the Permanent Population (𝑃𝑃𝑂𝑃!), which includes Australian citizens, permanent residents, 
and New Zealand citizens who satisfy the Australian Bureau of Statistics residence criterion. The 
second is the Temporary Population (𝑇𝑃𝑂𝑃!), comprising temporary visa holders who meet the 
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same residence standard. Total population (the official Estimated Resident Population) is simply 
the sum of these two stocks. 

Figure 1: Schematic Model of Population Growth2 

 

Changes in these stocks occur through migration flows and natural increase. The temporary 
population changes through Temporary Net Overseas Migration (𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀!) — net inflows of 
temporary residents — and through onshore conversions from temporary to permanent status 
(𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁!).	Conversions reduce the temporary stock by transferring individuals into the 
permanent population. The permanent population, in turn, grows through Permanent Net 
Overseas Migration (𝑃𝑁𝑂𝑀!), through these same conversions (𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁!),	and through natural 
increase (𝑁𝐼!), defined as births minus deaths. 

Permanent Net Overseas Migration (𝑃𝑁𝑂𝑀!) itself consists of several components: visa-linked 
skilled and family migration, humanitarian migration, and net movements of New Zealand and 
Australian citizens. These elements together constitute the net overseas migration that directly 
adds to the permanent stock. 

The evolution of the system can be expressed compactly in the following equation:   

-	𝑃𝑃𝑂𝑃!"#𝑇𝑃𝑂𝑃!"#
. = -	𝑃𝑃𝑂𝑃!	𝑇𝑃𝑂𝑃!

. + -	𝑃𝑁𝑂𝑀! + 𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁! + 𝑁𝐼!
𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀! − 𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁!

. , 𝑤𝑖𝑡ℎ	𝑁𝑂𝑀!

= 𝑃𝑁𝑂𝑀! + 𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀! 

The permanent population in period t+1 equals the permanent population in period t, plus 
permanent net overseas migration (𝑃𝑁𝑂𝑀!), plus conversions from temporary status 
(𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁!), plus natural increase (𝑁𝐼!). The temporary population in period t+1 equals the 
temporary population in period t, plus temporary net overseas migration (𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀!), minus 
conversions to permanence (𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁!). Total Net Overseas Migration is defined as the sum of 
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permanent and temporary net flows: 𝑁𝑂𝑀! = 𝑃𝑁𝑂𝑀! + 𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀! . This is an accounting 
identity. 

Two features of this structure are crucial. First, conversions reallocate individuals between 
stocks but do not affect total Net Overseas Migration. A person who converts from temporary 
to permanent status reduces the temporary stock and increases the permanent stock by the 
same amount, leaving total NOM unchanged. Second, the growth of the temporary population 
depends not on total NOM, but on the relationship between temporary inflows and 
conversions. 

From the law of motion for the temporary population, 𝑇𝑃𝑂𝑃!"# = 𝑇𝑃𝑂𝑃! + 𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀! − 𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁!, 
it follows directly that the temporary population remains constant if and only if temporary net 
inflows equal conversions to permanence. In other words, the temporary stock stabilises when 
𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀! = 𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁! . If temporary inflows exceed conversions, the stock grows; if conversions 
exceed inflows, it contracts. 

Substituting this stabilisation condition into the identity for total Net Overseas Migration yields 
a further result. When the temporary population is constant, total NOM must equal permanent 
net overseas migration plus conversions to permanent status. The sum of these two flows 
represents the total annual additions to the permanent population. We define this quantity as 
the Net Permanent Intake (𝑁𝑃𝐼! = 𝑃𝑁𝑂𝑀! + 𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁!). It follows that the temporary 
population is stable if and only if 𝑁𝑂𝑀! = 𝑁𝑃𝐼! . 

This result is mechanical. It does not depend on political preference, behavioural modelling, or 
normative judgement. It arises directly from the accounting structure of the system. Natural 
increase does not enter into the stabilisation condition because it affects only the permanent 
stock. 

The key analytical insight is therefore straightforward: the temporary population grows when 
temporary inflows exceed conversions to permanence, shrinks when conversions exceed 
inflows, and stabilises when the two are equal. The dynamics of temporariness are governed by 
the gap between these flows — not by the aggregate Net Overseas Migration figure itself. 

Why Net Migration Targets Are a Category Error 

The stock–flow framework developed above has a clear implication for contemporary policy 
debates. If the objective is to stabilise or manage the temporary population, then the relevant 
relationship is the balance between temporary net inflows and conversions to permanent 
status. The temporary stock grows when temporary inflows exceed conversions and stabilises 
only when they are equal. This mechanical condition has little to do with the headline figure of 
Net Overseas Migration. 

Yet public debate in Australia is framed overwhelmingly in terms of annual NOM targets. 
Proposals to cap or reduce NOM promise clarity and discipline: a single number against which 
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governments can be judged. The appeal is understandable. A net migration target appears 
simple, measurable, and politically decisive. 

The difficulty is that NOM is not a policy instrument. It is an accounting outcome. 

By definition, Net Overseas Migration is the sum of permanent and temporary net flows. It 
aggregates visa-linked permanent migration, humanitarian migration, net movements of New 
Zealand and Australian citizens, and temporary migration flows. These components are 
governed by different administrative rules, behavioural incentives, and external shocks. Some 
are tightly connected to policy settings; others — particularly citizen mobility — are not. 

Most importantly, NOM does not directly determine the size of the temporary population. The 
temporary stock depends on the gap between temporary net inflows and conversions to 
permanence. A government could meet a given NOM target while the temporary population 
continues to expand, provided temporary inflows exceed conversions. Conversely, the 
temporary population could shrink even in a year of relatively high NOM, if conversions exceed 
temporary inflows. 

A net migration target therefore neither guarantees nor precludes stabilisation of the 
temporary population. It is neither necessary nor sufficient to achieve that outcome. 

The problem is not merely technical. Anchoring policy to a NOM target conflates fundamentally 
different phenomena: permanent settlement, temporary labour mobility, and citizen 
movements. It reduces a complex stock–flow system to a single annual residual. In doing so, it 
encourages what might be described as “statistical politics” — the management of a headline 
number rather than the management of underlying population dynamics. 

This misalignment has practical consequences. If the policy concern is infrastructure pressure, 
housing demand, labour market dependency, or the ethics of long-term temporariness, then 
the relevant variable is the size and trajectory of the temporary stock. Managing that stock 
requires attention to the component flows that alter it — temporary entries, departures, and 
transitions to permanence — not simply to the aggregate net migration total. 

The stock–flow model makes this distinction unavoidable. Net Overseas Migration measures the 
combined result of several flows; it does not control the mechanisms that generate them. A 
NOM target is therefore an indirect and unreliable tool for managing the dynamics that most 
concern policymakers and the public. 

If the goal is to govern temporariness coherently, policy must focus on the structural 
relationship between temporary inflows and permanent absorption capacity. The question is 
not what NOM number to choose, but how the system should balance entry, exit, and transition 
within a settlement state. 
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Australia’s Temporary Population, 2009–2025: Stock Dynamics in Practice 

The stock–flow framework outlined above provides a precise lens through which to interpret 
Australia’s migration experience over the past fifteen years. When the model’s components are 
measured using official data, the evolution of the temporary population follows exactly the 
mechanical logic implied by the equations. 

Using data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the Department of Home Affairs, we 
have reconstructed the components of the model for the period 2009–10 to 2024–25. Table 1 
reports Permanent NOM, Temporary NOM, onshore conversions to permanent status, and the 
resulting stock levels of the temporary and permanent populations. 

Table 1: Components of Migration Model, 2009-10 to 2024-253 

Year PNOM TNOM TPOP (end of year) PCON4 PPOP (end of year) 

2009-10 87,110 106,600 585,192 66,000 21,446,608 

2010-11 88,920 88,140 590,332 83,000 21,749,668 

2011-12 106,670 116,010 627,055 79,287 22,106,445 

2012-13 93,560 125,030 657,266 94,819 22,470,834 

2013-14 67,130 125,400 686,987 95,679 22,788,713 

2014-15 48,990 134,870 730,446 91,411 23,085,554 

2015-16 54,180 152,480 789,400 93,526 23,401,500 

2016-17 79,160 183,600 880,753 92,247 23,711,847 

2017-18 62,180 183,750 989,743 74,760 23,602,857 

2018-19 64,990 182,140 1,088,190 83,693 24,246,610 

2019-20 83,870 116,830 1,119,154 85,866 24,530,046 

2021-22 34,280 -116,950 897,908 104,296 24,787,492 

2022-23 41,150 166,790 977,229 87,469 25,041,471 

2023-24 56,020 482,280 1,349,005 110,504 25,310,895 

2024-25 112,250 344,350 1,585,049 108,306 25,609,251 

Source data: PNOM and TNOM were obtained from the ABS Tablebuilder file, Net Overseas Migration. PCON for 2011-12 
onwards is obtained from the Department of Home Affairs file: bp0068l-permanent-migration-program-skilled-family-outcomes-
snapshot-annual-statistics-2011-12-.xlsx and for earlier years from departmental reports. An estimate of TPOP at 30 June 2021 
was obtained using 2021 Population Census data aligned with the 30 June 2021 Estimated Resident Population. Estimates for 
TPOP for other years were made using TNOM and PCON values shown in Table 1. PPOP is the difference between ERP and TPOP. 

The Mechanics of Growth 

The law of motion for the temporary population is straightforward: 

𝑇𝑃𝑂𝑃!"# = 𝑇𝑃𝑂𝑃! + 𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀! − 𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁! 

Annual growth in the temporary population is therefore equal to Temporary NOM minus 
conversions to permanent residence. This is not an empirical approximation; it is an accounting 
identity. 

https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fdata.gov.au%2Fdata%2Fdataset%2F096fd157-807c-4ba0-8c63-0754cae4ba35%2Fresource%2Fc69d7522-d613-43ff-98e7-00a7a936f0d8%2Fdownload%2Fbp0068l-permanent-migration-program-skilled-family-outcomes-snapshot-annual-statistics-2011-12-.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fdata.gov.au%2Fdata%2Fdataset%2F096fd157-807c-4ba0-8c63-0754cae4ba35%2Fresource%2Fc69d7522-d613-43ff-98e7-00a7a936f0d8%2Fdownload%2Fbp0068l-permanent-migration-program-skilled-family-outcomes-snapshot-annual-statistics-2011-12-.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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Figure 1 plots the annual numeric growth of the temporary population from 2009–10 to 2024–
25. The growth in each year corresponds exactly to the difference between Temporary NOM 
and conversions. 

Figure 2: Annual Numeric Growth of the Temporary Population (TNOMt - PCONt), 2009-10 to 2024-25 

 
Source data: Table 1. 

From 2009–10 to 2012–13, growth was relatively modest. From 2013–14 onward, Temporary 
NOM began to exceed conversions more consistently, and the temporary population expanded 
accordingly. Between 2016–17 and 2018–19, the stock grew by approximately 100,000 persons 
per annum. This sustained gap between inflows and conversions accumulated year after year, 
producing steady stock growth. 

The model predicts precisely this outcome: when 𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀! > 𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁! , the temporary population 
must increase. 

The COVID Contraction 

The COVID-19 pandemic generated an unprecedented disruption to international mobility. 
Temporary arrivals collapsed due to border closures, but departures were also constrained. In 
2020–21, Temporary NOM turned sharply negative, and the temporary population contracted. 

This episode illustrates a critical feature of the system: departures matter as much as arrivals. 
Temporary NOM reflects net movement. When net inflows fall below conversions — or turn 
negative — the temporary stock declines. The contraction observed during the pandemic was 
therefore not anomalous but entirely consistent with the model’s mechanics. 
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The Post-COVID Expansion 

Following the reopening of borders, the temporary population increased by more than 370,000 
persons in 2022–23 — the largest single-year increase in the period under review. By 30 June 
2025, the temporary population reached approximately 1.7 million persons (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Size of the Australian Temporary Population Compared With 5 Per Cent of the Total 
Population, 30 June, 2010-2025 

 
Source data: Table 1  

Public commentary often interprets this expansion as evidence of unusually high arrivals. The 
data suggest a more complex dynamic. While arrivals rebounded after the pandemic, 
cumulative net migration over the COVID period remained below pre-pandemic norms. The 
principal driver of the temporary stock expansion was the interaction between delayed 
departures and a fluctuating rate of resumed arrivals. 

During border closures, many temporary residents remained in Australia longer than 
anticipated. When arrivals resumed, new entrants were layered onto an existing cohort whose 
departures had been deferred. At the same time, conversions to permanent status did not rise 
sufficiently to offset net inflows. The gap between 𝑇𝑁𝑂𝑀!	and	𝑃𝐶𝑂𝑁! widened sharply, and 
the temporary stock increased accordingly. 

This “bulge” was therefore a mechanical outcome of the stock–flow system under conditions of 
volatility. It was not the result of a single policy decision or a simple surge in arrivals. It was the 
cumulative effect of several years in which net inflows exceeded transitions to permanence. 
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Structural Embedding of Temporariness 

Over the longer term, the data show that Australia’s temporary population has become 
structurally embedded in the labour market and in urban settlement patterns. Periods of 
contraction have been temporary interruptions within a broader trajectory of expansion. The 
post-COVID surge intensified this pattern, bringing the size of the temporary population to 
historically high levels. 

This empirical record reinforces the central analytical point of the model. The growth of the 
temporary population is governed by the relationship between temporary net inflows and 
permanent absorption capacity. Aggregate Net Overseas Migration figures do not, by 
themselves, determine the trajectory of temporariness. What matters is whether the system 
permits temporary entries to exceed the level at which individuals transition to permanent 
status. 

The policy question that follows is therefore not whether migration is “too high” in the abstract, 
but how the relationship between temporary inflows and permanent settlement should be 
structured. If the gap between these flows determines the trajectory of the temporary stock, 
then policy must decide whether that gap should be allowed to widen, narrowed deliberately, 
or constrained. 

This question becomes clearer when viewed in comparative perspective. One country has 
recently attempted to govern the temporary population explicitly through a stock target. The 
Canadian case provides a live policy experiment. 

Canada’s Stock Target: A Live Policy Experiment 

In response to rising public concern about migration levels, Canada has recently adopted one of 
the most explicit stock-based migration strategies among advanced economies. Its 2026–2028 
Immigration Levels Plan commits the federal government to reducing the temporary resident 
population from a peak of 7.6 per cent of total population in 2024 to 5 per cent by 2027. At the 
same time, Canada has set permanent migration at one per cent of total population annually, 
while also specifying compositional targets within the permanent intake (Canadian Office of the 
Parliamentary Budget Officer, 2026). 

The Parliamentary Budget Officer’s analysis shows that the target is being achieved not only 
through lower temporary inflows, especially of students, but also through one-time measures 
that convert 148,000 people already in Canada from non-permanent to permanent status, 
meaning that part of the reduction in the temporary share reflects administrative status change 
rather than physical departure (Canadian Office of the Parliamentary Budget Officer, 2026). 

This policy framework represents a clear departure from reliance on net migration figures alone. 
Rather than targeting aggregate annual inflows, Canada has articulated a desired stock 
outcome: the temporary population should not exceed a specified share of total population. In 
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doing so, it implicitly acknowledges that the policy concern lies not in abstract net migration 
totals, but in the scale and sustainability of temporariness. 

Australia and Canada are structurally comparable in many respects. Both are large, commodity-
exporting federations with highly urbanised populations concentrated in a small number of 
major cities. Since the 1990s, both have relied heavily on skilled permanent migration. In the 
first decades of the twenty-first century, however, both countries experienced substantial 
growth in their temporary resident populations, encouraged by policy settings that facilitated 
international students, temporary foreign workers, and other short-term entrants. Both also 
experienced the “migration splash” associated with COVID: a collapse in temporary migration 
during border closures, followed by a rapid post-pandemic rebound. 

Canada’s recent policy response is therefore best understood as an attempt to reassert control 
over the temporary stock after a period of volatility. By announcing a 5 per cent target for the 
temporary population, the Canadian government has provided a politically salient benchmark 
against which progress can be measured. The accompanying permanent intake target of 0.86 to 
1.04 per cent of population reinforces the idea that permanent settlement capacity should 
anchor the broader migration system. 

Figure 4: Australia's Permanent Migration Program Outcome, versus 1% of Australian Population 

 

Australian commentary on Canada’s recent migration policy has highlighted the country’s 
temporarily low Net Overseas Migration figures. This interpretation misses a key point. Canada’s 
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permanent migration planning levels are substantially higher relative to population than 
Australia’s: 0.86–1.04 per cent of population, compared with Australia’s current level of roughly 
0.74 per cent (Figure 4). Moreover, the 5 per cent temporary population target implies that the 
temporary population will grow again as the overall population grows. Canada’s currently low 
NOM figures therefore represent a transitional adjustment designed to reduce the temporary 
population share from 7.6 per cent to 5 per cent, rather than a permanent reduction in 
migration levels. 

Reducing the temporary population share requires that temporary net inflows fall below the 
rate of transition to permanence and departure. In practice, Canada has signalled that the 
primary adjustment will occur through reductions in international student admissions rather 
than cuts to labour-market-oriented temporary visas. This reflects an implicit prioritisation: 
temporary residents directly linked to labour demand are treated as economically essential, 
while other categories are adjusted to meet the stock objective. 

At the same time, Canada has expanded pathways to permanent residence for certain 
temporary cohorts, including protected persons. Conversions therefore form part of the 
adjustment strategy. In stock–flow terms, Canada is attempting to reduce the temporary 
population by narrowing — and in some cases reversing — the gap between temporary inflows 
and transitions to permanence. 

The Canadian experiment is significant for two reasons. First, it demonstrates that governments 
can shift the policy frame from flows to stocks. The temporary population share is an intuitively 
understandable measure and directly linked to concerns about infrastructure, housing, and 
social integration. Second, it reveals the practical challenges of stock targeting. A numerical 
percentage — such as 5 per cent — may be politically resonant, but it does not arise from a 
transparent demographic or economic optimisation model. It is, in effect, a policy judgement. 

Moreover, achieving a stock target still requires manipulating the underlying flows. Without an 
explicit rule linking temporary inflows to permanent absorption capacity, the pathway to a given 
percentage target may depend on ad hoc adjustments, discretionary administrative measures, 
or politically driven cutbacks in specific visa categories. 

In this sense, Canada’s approach marks an important evolution in migration governance, but it 
does not fully resolve the structural problem identified in earlier sections. A stock target 
specifies the desired outcome; it does not automatically define the mechanism required to 
achieve it in a stable and predictable manner.  

The central analytical question therefore remains: if the growth of the temporary population is 
governed by the gap between temporary net inflows and transitions to permanence, should 
policy intervene directly in that relationship? 

The next section proposes one way of doing so. 
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A Conversion-Anchored Rule for Temporary Migration 

The preceding analysis suggests a simple but consequential insight: the trajectory of the 
temporary population is governed by the relationship between temporary net inflows and 
transitions to permanent status. If temporary inflows exceed conversions, the stock grows. If 
conversions exceed inflows, it contracts. Stabilisation occurs only when the two are equal. 

This mechanical relationship invites a direct policy response. Rather than targeting aggregate 
Net Overseas Migration or selecting an arbitrary percentage target for the temporary 
population, the migration system could be anchored explicitly to permanent absorption 
capacity. In practical terms, the aim would be to align Temporary Net Overseas Migration as 
closely as possible to the number of temporary-to-permanent conversions permitted within the 
permanent program. 

Under such an approach, the temporary population would tend to stabilise over time. Net 
additions to the temporary stock would be matched by net exits via conversion to permanent 
residence. The permanent migration program — already subject to annual planning levels and 
parliamentary scrutiny — would function as the primary policy anchor. 

Operationally, the arrangement would work as follows. 

First, the permanent migration program would continue to be set through the existing budget 
and policy process. Its planning level would include skilled, family, and humanitarian streams. 
Within that cap, a share of places would be allocated to onshore conversion from temporary to 
permanent status. 

Table 2 reports the proportion of permanent residence grants issued to applicants already 
present in Australia for the main permanent visa types. These figures illustrate the scope for 
adjusting the balance between offshore migration and onshore conversion within the existing 
permanent program. 

The Humanitarian intake offers little scope for increased onshore conversion, as most 
humanitarian visas are issued offshore. Similarly, the Parent and Child categories in the Family 
Stream also are predominantly offshore visas. Increasing the onshore share would generally 
require applicants first to enter Australia on temporary visas, meaning that subsequent 
conversion would not reduce the temporary population.  

Greater scope exists within other visa categories. For example, a larger share of Partner visas 
could be granted to applicants already in Australia. Because partners of Australian citizens and 
permanent residents ultimately have a statutory pathway to permanent residence, granting 
these visas onshore earlier in the process would not increase the total population but would 
reduce the number of people residing in temporary status. 

Within the Skilled Stream, the proportion of conversions could potentially be increased in some 
categories. One option would be to encourage skilled applicants already in Australia to apply 
through regional visa pathways, which currently have lower rates of onshore conversion than 
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other skilled visa types. However, some proportion of the skilled intake will necessarily continue 
to consist of applicants recruited directly from overseas, reflecting labour market demand for 
skills that are not found among Australia’s temporary residents. 

Second, the projected number of conversions each year would determine a target level of 
Temporary NOM. Because Temporary NOM equals arrivals minus departures, the most 
immediate policy lever is the rate of new temporary arrivals. Departures are largely determined 
by visa expiries associated with earlier arrival cohorts, although these flows will increasingly 
influence net migration outcomes over time. Temporary visa grants could therefore be 
calibrated so that projected net inflows remain broadly aligned with the number of available 
conversion places within the permanent program. 

Table 2: Permanent Residence Grants by Visa Type, 2023-25: % Onshore at the Time of Application 

Visa Category % Onshore, 2023-25 
Family Stream 43.2 
  Partner   51.9 
  Parent   6.3 
  Child   32.1 
Skill Stream 60.8 
  Employer-Sponsored   68.0 
  State and Territory Nominated   65.2 
  Regional   49.2 
  Skilled Independent   68.4 
  Other Skill   23.5 
Humanitarian Stream 16.3 
TOTAL     52.1 

Source: bp0068l-permanent-migration-program-skilled-family-outcomes-snapshot-annual-statistics-2011-12-.xlsx 

In the short term, additional reductions in the temporary population could occur through the 
departure of individuals whose visa pathways have been exhausted. Both major political parties 
have signalled interest in accelerating the departure of approximately 100,000 such temporary 
residents whose remaining visa options have closed. 

Third, government could reduce the size of the temporary population by expanding the size of 
the permanent skilled intake and thereby increasing the number of conversions from temporary 
residence. Australia’s permanent migration intake currently remains well below one per cent of 
the total population, which is the level targeted under Canada’s migration policy framework.  

In this system, the permanent program becomes the structural governor of temporary 
migration. Temporary entries are disciplined by the rate at which the system is willing and able 
to grant permanence. 

This approach offers several advantages. 

First, it directly targets the mechanism that drives temporary population growth. Instead of 
managing an aggregate residual (NOM) or selecting a politically resonant but potentially 

https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fdata.gov.au%2Fdata%2Fdataset%2F096fd157-807c-4ba0-8c63-0754cae4ba35%2Fresource%2Fc69d7522-d613-43ff-98e7-00a7a936f0d8%2Fdownload%2Fbp0068l-permanent-migration-program-skilled-family-outcomes-snapshot-annual-statistics-2011-12-.xlsx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
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arbitrary stock percentage, it aligns inflows with permanent absorption capacity. The 
stabilisation condition identified in the model is embedded directly in policy. 

Second, it preserves the existing institutional architecture. The permanent program is already 
capped and publicly debated. The proposal does not require new legislative categories or novel 
demographic targets; it uses the established permanent planning level as the anchor. 

Third, it improves macroeconomic and infrastructure planning. Long-term infrastructure, 
housing supply, and fiscal projections are more closely tied to permanent settlement than to 
temporary mobility. By anchoring the overall migration system to the permanent intake, 
governments gain a more predictable foundation for long-term planning. 

Fourth, it preserves flexibility within constraint. Temporary visas can continue to respond to 
labour market demand, but their aggregate scale cannot drift beyond the system’s capacity to 
absorb migrants permanently. The adjustment occurs through the conversion mechanism rather 
than through abrupt cuts to visa categories. 

The proposal reframes the political debate. Instead of contesting a single headline net migration 
figure, public discussion would focus on the appropriate scale and composition of permanent 
settlement and the desired size of the temporary population. The central question becomes: 
how many people is Australia willing to settle each year on a durable basis? Temporary 
migration would then be structured consistently with that decision. 

The rule does not eliminate trade-offs. It makes them explicit. It prioritises long-term stock 
stability over unconstrained short-term labour flexibility. It shifts political pressure toward the 
permanent program cap. It requires administrative competence in forecasting conversions and 
processing applications efficiently. 

But unlike aggregate NOM targets or arbitrary stock percentages, a conversion-anchored rule 
aligns the system’s operational levers with its demographic mechanics. It governs the cause 
rather than the symptom. 

In doing so, it offers a coherent framework for managing temporariness in a settlement state. 

Risks and Trade-Offs of a Conversion-Anchored System 

A conversion-anchored rule would align temporary inflows with permanent absorption capacity. 
But no migration system is costless. The proposal involves real trade-offs, and its merits must be 
evaluated against those costs. 

Labour Market Responsiveness 

The most significant trade-off concerns short-run labour market flexibility. Temporary migration 
has often functioned as a rapid adjustment mechanism in response to sectoral skill shortages. 
Because the proposed rule anchors temporary net inflows to the permanent program cap, it 
constrains the scale of temporary migration to long-term settlement capacity. 
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In periods of strong labour demand, employers may seek rapid increases in temporary labour 
supply. If permanent intake remains capped, the system will restrict aggregate temporary 
inflows even when vacancies are high. In effect, the proposal prioritises demographic stability 
over maximal short-run labour elasticity. 

Whether this is a disadvantage depends on one’s view of the appropriate balance between 
economic flexibility and population governance. The rule does not prevent targeted temporary 
recruitment, but it implies that aggregate inflows remain consistent with permanent absorption. 

Political Pressure on the Permanent Program 

By making conversions the constraint, the proposal shifts political pressure toward the 
permanent migration program. Employers, temporary residents, and advocacy groups would 
have stronger incentives to lobby for increases in the permanent cap in order to expand 
conversion opportunities. 

This redistribution of political pressure may be desirable insofar as it forces explicit debate 
about long-term settlement capacity. However, it does not eliminate political contestation; it 
relocates it. The permanent program would become the central arena in which the scale of 
migration is negotiated. 

Composition Effects 

Not all permanent places are equivalent in economic, fiscal, or social terms. The composition of 
the permanent intake — across skilled, family, and humanitarian streams — would interact with 
the conversion mechanism as discussed above. If a large share of permanent places were 
allocated to non-labour-market categories, fewer places would be available for onshore 
conversions linked to employment pathways. 

Continued careful design would therefore be required to ensure transparency in conversion 
pathways and alignment between temporary inflows and permanent eligibility criteria. Without 
this alignment, mismatches could arise between the temporary labour market and the structure 
of permanent settlement. 

Administrative Capacity and Forecasting 

The effectiveness of a conversion-anchored system depends on accurate forecasting and 
administrative competence. Because Temporary NOM would be tied to projected conversion 
numbers, delays in processing permanent applications could have system-wide effects. 

If conversions fell short due to bureaucratic bottlenecks rather than deliberate policy choice, 
temporary inflows would need to contract correspondingly to maintain stock stability. This 
makes administrative efficiency central to demographic governance. The proposal therefore 
increases the premium on transparent planning levels, processing targets, and reliable data. 

Infrastructure and Distributional Effects 

Temporary migrants and permanent residents impose different patterns of demand on housing, 
infrastructure, and public services. Temporary migrants are disproportionately concentrated in 
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rental accommodation and in inner-urban labour markets, whereas permanent residents are 
more likely over time to transition into home ownership and long-term settlement patterns. 
Increasing conversion rates would therefore tend to reduce pressure in rental markets while 
increasing demand in owner-occupied housing. The proposal does not eliminate housing 
pressures; it reallocates them across tenure types and aligns long-term demand with the 
permanent migration planning level. 

More broadly, anchoring temporary inflows to permanent absorption capacity does not resolve 
spatial concentration. Both temporary and permanent migrants remain heavily clustered in 
major metropolitan areas. Regional imbalance, infrastructure strain, and localised housing 
shortages would still require complementary policy instruments. However, linking migration 
dynamics to a transparent permanent program cap clarifies the scale of durable population 
growth and provides a more stable foundation for infrastructure planning and 
intergovernmental fiscal coordination. 

Exceptional Circumstances 

Some degree of volatility in both permanent population growth and Net Overseas Migration is 
inevitable because of the movements of Australian and New Zealand citizens and of Australian 
permanent residents from previous years, which are statutorily unencumbered. Over the past 
20 years, net overseas migration for these three categories combined averaged out close to 
zero, but there were very considerable fluctuations during that period. NOM for the three 
categories combined was 26,000 in 2012 but -34,000 just three years later in 2015, a NOM 
fluctuation of 60,000. 

Exogenous shocks — pandemics, natural disasters, regional conflicts, humanitarian crises, or 
geopolitical disruptions — may generate temporary inflows that exceed the system’s planned 
permanent absorption capacity (or indeed outflows that substantively undershoot labour 
market needs). In such circumstances, strict adherence to a conversion-anchored rule could 
produce either excessive rigidity or humanitarian inflexibility. 

Under Australia’s existing institutional framework, the government retains the authority to 
adjust the annual permanent migration planning level. In response to exceptional events, it 
could therefore increase the permanent cap on a one-off or time-limited basis, thereby 
expanding the number of conversion places and restoring alignment between temporary 
inflows and permanent absorption capacity. 

However, to preserve the credibility of a conversion-anchored system, such adjustments would 
need to be transparent, explicitly justified, and accompanied by commensurate settlement and 
infrastructure funding. An emergency expansion of permanent intake would be treated as a 
formal policy decision rather than an ad hoc administrative response. 
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The Nature of the Trade-Off 

The choice is not between technocratic neutrality and political contestation. All migration 
systems embed political judgments about labour markets, settlement, and social capacity. The 
question is how those judgments are structured. 

A conversion-anchored rule prioritises long-term demographic coherence and transparency 
over unconstrained short-run adjustment. It centralises political debate in the permanent 
program and links temporary mobility to settlement capacity. It reduces reliance on headline 
net migration figures but increases the importance of planning levels and administrative 
competence. 

Whether this trade-off is desirable depends on the objectives one assigns to migration policy. 
The proposal does not eliminate complexity; it makes the underlying mechanics explicit and 
aligns policy instruments with them. 

Governing Temporary Migration in Different Institutional Contexts: Australia and Canada 

Canada’s recent adoption of a temporary population target represents one of the clearest 
attempts among advanced economies to govern migration through the size of the temporary 
resident stock rather than through annual flow measures. By committing to reduce the 
temporary population from 7.6 per cent of the national population to approximately 5 per cent 
by 2027, the Canadian government has effectively reframed migration management as a 
question of maintaining the temporary population within a politically acceptable range. This 
approach reflects an implicit recognition that the central policy issue is not simply the number 
of migrants arriving each year but the cumulative size of the population living in temporary 
status. 

The Canadian experience therefore provides an important precedent for the stock-based 
approach developed in this paper. At the same time, the institutional structure of the Canadian 
migration system differs in important respects from that of Australia. These differences shape 
both the form that stock governance can take and the types of policy mechanisms that are 
politically feasible. 

Historically, Canada has maintained a strong conceptual separation between permanent and 
temporary migration programs. Permanent migration has long been understood as a nation-
building instrument, designed to expand the long-term Canadian population through carefully 
planned annual admission levels. These planning levels have shown remarkable stability over 
time. Temporary migration programs, by contrast, have been designed primarily as instruments 
of labour-market flexibility. International students, temporary foreign workers, seasonal 
agricultural workers, and other temporary entrants are admitted in response to changing 
economic conditions rather than as part of a long-term population strategy. 

This institutional distinction has important policy consequences. Although many permanent 
residents in Canada are selected from within the temporary population, policymakers have 
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historically resisted treating temporary migration explicitly as a feedstock for permanent 
settlement. In the Canadian system, the permanent migration target is widely regarded as a 
core element of national population policy and is largely insulated from short-term economic 
fluctuations. Temporary migration programs, by contrast, are expected to expand or contract in 
response to immediate labour-market conditions. Linking the scale of temporary migration 
mechanically to permanent admissions would therefore blur an institutional boundary that has 
been central to the design of the Canadian system. 

Australia’s migration system has evolved differently. While the country also retains distinct 
temporary and permanent visa categories, the practical relationship between them has become 
much more tightly integrated. Over the past two decades, temporary migration has increasingly 
functioned as the primary pathway into both skilled employment and permanent residence. A 
substantial share of permanent visas is now granted to migrants who are already present in 
Australia on temporary visas. For many employers, temporary migration pathways have also 
become the most practical mechanism for recruiting skilled labour, often serving as the first 
stage of a longer migration trajectory. 

In effect, Australia already operates a de facto two-step migration system in which temporary 
residence frequently precedes permanent settlement. In this context, aligning temporary 
inflows with the system’s permanent absorption capacity is less of a conceptual departure than 
it might appear. The conversion-anchored rule proposed in this paper can therefore be 
understood as an attempt to formalise a relationship that already exists implicitly within the 
Australian migration system. 

The contrast between the two countries also highlights an important structural feature of 
contemporary migration systems: temporary migrants are not a homogeneous group. 
Temporary migration programs encompass a wide spectrum of categories with very different 
policy intentions. Some temporary migrants—such as skilled graduates or employer-sponsored 
workers—are widely understood to be potential candidates for permanent residence. Others, 
including seasonal agricultural workers or working holiday makers, are generally expected to 
remain only temporarily. As a result, only a portion of the temporary population realistically 
participates in the conversion pathway to permanent status. 

Nevertheless, the overall size of the temporary population still interacts with the system’s 
permanent absorption capacity. When the temporary population becomes large relative to the 
number of permanent places available, substantial cohorts of residents may accumulate whose 
probability of conversion remains very low. This dynamic has become particularly visible in both 
Australia and Canada following the pandemic-related expansion of temporary migration. 

Another important institutional difference concerns the role of expectations in temporary 
migration markets. In sectors such as international education, the perceived probability of 
eventual permanent residence can strongly influence migrants’ decisions to study or work in a 
particular country. Where the likelihood of conversion declines sharply, demand for certain 
temporary visas may fall correspondingly. Temporary migration systems therefore operate not 
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only through formal policy rules but also through migrants’ expectations about future 
opportunities for settlement. 

These institutional contrasts help explain why the Canadian and Australian approaches to stock 
governance differ. Canada has chosen to control the temporary population primarily by limiting 
new temporary inflows while maintaining relatively stable permanent migration levels. 
Australia, by contrast, faces a migration system in which temporary and permanent migration 
are already deeply intertwined. In this context, stabilising the temporary population may be 
more feasible through mechanisms that explicitly align temporary inflows with the system’s 
permanent settlement capacity. 

Conversely, a conversion-anchored rule of the kind proposed in this paper might encounter 
greater resistance in Canada, where policymakers have traditionally sought to preserve the 
conceptual independence of temporary labour mobility and permanent nation-building 
programs. What emerges from this comparison is not a single universal model for governing 
temporariness, but rather a broader principle: migration systems must manage the size of their 
temporary populations in ways that are consistent with their underlying institutional logics. 

Economic, Institutional and Ethical Implications of the conversion-based approach 

The stock–flow framework developed above clarifies a simple but important point: the size of 
the temporary population is determined by the relationship between temporary inflows and 
transitions to permanent status. When temporary net inflows exceed conversions, the 
temporary population grows; when conversions match inflows, the stock stabilises. This 
mechanical relationship suggests that managing temporariness ultimately requires governing 
the balance between these flows rather than targeting aggregate net migration. 

For countries such as Australia and Canada, this raises a deeper institutional question. Both 
countries historically conceived of themselves as settlement states, organised around 
permanent immigration and long-term incorporation into the national community. Temporary 
migration existed, but largely as a supplement to permanent settlement rather than as a 
structural feature of the labour market. 

Over the past two decades, however, both countries have gradually drifted into systems in 
which large temporary populations play an increasingly central economic role. This 
transformation was not the result of a single policy decision. Rather, it emerged incrementally 
through the expansion of student visas, working holiday schemes, employer-sponsored 
temporary visas, and other pathways that initially appeared administratively convenient and 
economically beneficial. In effect, settlement states have gradually become dependent on a 
large population of temporary residents.  

Canada’s recent decision to adopt an explicit temporary population stock target therefore 
represents a significant policy experiment. By setting a target share of temporary residents 
relative to the total population, Canada has implicitly acknowledged that the scale of 
temporariness is itself a policy variable that must be governed. More importantly, the adoption 
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of a stock target forces into the open a series of economic, fiscal, institutional and ethical 
questions that have often remained implicit in migration debates. 

These questions arise in Australia as well, but the dominant focus on Net Overseas Migration 
has tended to obscure them. A stock-based perspective makes them much harder to ignore. 

Efficiency and Institutional Continuity 

One implication concerns labour market efficiency. Temporary migration systems often assume 
that labour can be rotated through sectors as visas expire and new workers arrive. During the 
1990s and 2000s there was widespread optimism about the potential “triple-win” benefits of 
such circulation for migrants and for both sending and receiving countries. In practice, however, 
continual turnover can impose significant efficiency costs. 

In migrant-dependent sectors such as aged care, hospitality, education, and some professional 
services, effective work depends heavily on accumulated experience and relational knowledge. 
Workers develop practical skills, familiarity with institutional routines, and relationships with 
colleagues and service users. When visas expire, those capabilities and relationships may 
disappear overnight, requiring employers to recruit and train replacements who must rebuild 
both competence and trust. 

The result is a recurring loss of human capital and organisational continuity. In aged care, for 
example, temporary workers frequently develop close relationships with residents over 
extended periods. When such workers must leave due to visa expiry, facilities must begin again 
with new staff who lack both the experience and the established relationships. Similar 
transaction costs arise across many sectors that rely heavily on temporary migrant labour. 

Migration is often framed as analogous to international trade, in which liberalisation leads to 
overall efficiency gains. But the movement of human beings is fundamentally different from the 
movement of inert goods. A migration system characterised by continual turnover can therefore 
impose hidden productivity costs. Greater stability—particularly where temporary pathways 
function as genuine routes to permanence—can preserve accumulated skills and relationships 
while reducing recruitment and training costs. 

Fiscal Effects 

A second implication concerns fiscal impacts. Temporary migrants typically contribute to public 
finances through visa charges, income taxes, and consumption taxes while receiving limited 
access to public transfers and social benefits. In the short term this can appear fiscally 
advantageous: temporary residents contribute revenue while placing relatively limited demands 
on government spending. 

However, infrastructure and service demand depends on the total number of residents rather 
than their visa status. Rapid growth in the temporary population can therefore generate fiscal 
pressures in areas such as housing, transport, and urban services even if individuals themselves 
receive few direct benefits. 
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A stabilised temporary population changes this dynamic. If the temporary stock remains broadly 
constant, its fiscal effects become predictable and can be incorporated into longer-term 
infrastructure planning. Population growth—and therefore infrastructure demand—would be 
driven primarily by the permanent migration program. In this sense, anchoring temporary 
inflows to permanent absorption capacity can improve fiscal planning by aligning population 
growth with the policy instrument that governments already control directly. 

The Post-Pandemic Temporary Population Bulge 

The policy relevance of these issues has been heightened by the unusually large temporary 
population that emerged following the COVID-19 pandemic. Australia’s temporary population 
now stands at roughly 1.7 million, a historically high level. 

It is important to recognise that temporary residents are not a homogeneous group. Many 
categories of temporary migrants do not seek permanent residence. Working holiday makers 
typically intend to stay only briefly. Many international students—particularly those from 
wealthier countries—do not plan to settle permanently. Some skilled temporary visa holders are 
part of global corporate workforces engaged in short-term internal transfers. 

However, within the current temporary population there is also a substantial group seeking 
permanent residence through various migration pathways. Rough estimates suggest that 
perhaps half a million people fall into this category—significantly more than the permanent 
migration program can currently accommodate. The result is a growing queue of temporary 
residents who wish to remain but cannot obtain permanent visas under existing caps. 

This “post-pandemic bulge” presents policymakers with a difficult dilemma. One option would 
be to tighten visa conditions or increase barriers to remaining in the country, encouraging 
departures over time. Another would be to undertake a large one-off expansion of permanent 
residence through onshore conversions. Both approaches carry significant political and policy 
risks, and neither is addressed directly by current policy frameworks. 

The key point is that these questions arise because the temporary population itself has become 
very large. They are fundamentally stock problems, not simply questions about annual 
migration flows. 

Canada’s recent response to its own post-pandemic temporary resident bulge illustrates the 
same underlying logic: the 2026–2028 plan combines lower temporary arrivals with accelerated 
transitions of existing non-permanent residents into permanent status in order to bring the 
temporary population share back below 5 per cent by the end of 2027 (Canadian Office of the 
Parliamentary Budget Officer, 2026). 

Democratic Resilience 

Beyond economic considerations, the size of the temporary population raises questions about 
democratic governance. In the Politics, Aristotle defined democracy as a polity in which the 
governors are also the governed. That is not true of a temporary migrant population: temporary 
residents are subject to laws they have no role in making. 



Governing Temporariness in a Settlement State | Alan Gamlen and Peter McDonald 

28 
migration.anu.edu.au/briefings-submissions 

Every political community includes some residents in that position. But if a substantial share of 
the population lives under laws they cannot influence, the democratic character of the polity 
may gradually change. A settlement state must therefore consider whether there is some upper 
limit to how many temporary residents it can reasonably accommodate without an erosion of 
core democratic values. We are not aware of a political theory that specifies this limit, but the 
question itself becomes increasingly salient as temporary populations grow. 

Egalitarianism 

A related issue concerns egalitarian ideals. The “fair go” is widely understood as a core 
Australian value; similar ideals are common across the former settler societies of the so-called 
“New World.” Yet within the temporary population there are many people who, even if they 
can work for extended periods, will never fully share in that promise. 

Some degree of differentiation is inevitable in any complex society. But countries that count 
egalitarianism among their defining values must eventually ask how large a population can be 
excluded from full membership before the ideal itself begins to lose credibility. 

Social Cohesion 

Social cohesion also depends on the structure of belonging within a society. Since Adam Smith’s 
example of pin-making, it has been understood that economic prosperity depends less on 
natural endowments than on people’s ability to cooperate. Cooperation, in turn, relies on trust 
and reciprocity, grounded in expectations of stable pro-social behaviour over the long-term. 

Large and persistent distinctions between secure citizens and long-term ‘denizens’ with 
precarious status can undermine these foundations. Individuals whose visa may expire at short 
notice have limited ability to plan and commit to futures within the society in which they live 
and work. At the same time, citizens may find it harder to form stable expectations about 
people whose long-term presence remains uncertain. Managing the scale of temporariness 
therefore becomes part of the broader task of maintaining social cohesion. 

Sovereign Capability 

Finally, the size of the temporary population intersects with questions of national resilience and 
sovereign capability. In an era of geopolitical uncertainty and periodic disruptions to global 
mobility—as illustrated by the COVID-19 pandemic—governments are increasingly concerned 
about the robustness of domestic labour supply. 

This question has analogies to questions of supply-chain resilience in other areas. If a substantial 
share of labour in key sectors is performed by foreign citizens whose presence depends on 
continued international mobility, the system may become vulnerable to sudden shocks. 
Policymakers must therefore consider what scale of temporary population could realistically 
disappear during a crisis without seriously impairing essential economic functions. 
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Evaluating the Long-Term Balance 

These considerations suggest that determining a desirable long-term level of temporariness 
requires balancing several criteria: labour market needs, fiscal effects, administrative feasibility, 
democratic legitimacy, egalitarian values, social cohesion, and national resilience. 

These issues have all surfaced in recent debates about immigration in Australia, but in ways that 
produce more heat than light. One reason for the lack of progress in debate is that the current 
focus on annual Net Overseas Migration figures tends to lead to scapegoating of migrants rather 
than well-informed debate about the structural issues associated with maintaining a large 
temporary population. 

A stock-based perspective does not resolve these questions automatically. But it makes them 
visible. It shifts the policy conversation away from annual migration totals and toward the 
deeper question that settlement states must confront: how large a population living in 
temporary status is socially, economically, and politically sustainable over the long term. 

Conclusion: Governing Temporariness in a Settlement State 

The contemporary migration debate in Australia is framed overwhelmingly in terms of annual 
Net Overseas Migration. That focus obscures the structural transformation that has occurred 
over the past two decades. Australia is no longer simply a country of permanent settlement 
with cyclical temporary inflows. It has become a society in which temporariness is structurally 
embedded in the labour market, in higher education, and in urban and rural life. 

The political backlash now evident is not merely a reaction to “high migration” in the abstract. It 
reflects unease about the scale and durability of a population living in conditional status — 
contributing economically, often deeply embedded socially, but without secure long-term 
belonging. Infrastructure pressures, housing stress, labour market vulnerability, and concerns 
about social cohesion and exploitation all intersect in the temporary population. 

The stock–flow framework developed in this paper clarifies the mechanics underlying this 
reality. The size of the temporary population is not determined by aggregate net migration 
figures alone. It is governed by the relationship between temporary net inflows and transitions 
to permanent residence. When inflows exceed conversions, the temporary stock grows. When 
conversions match inflows, it stabilises. This is not a matter of political interpretation but of 
demographic arithmetic. 

From this perspective, net migration targets are a category error. They attempt to control an 
aggregate outcome rather than the structural drivers of population change. Arbitrary stock 
targets, while more aligned with the problem, still require a mechanism linking inflows to 
permanent absorption capacity. As the Canadian Budget Officer’s report suggests, Canada’s 
target is a policy-constructed and administratively operationalised benchmark rather than one 
derived from any transparent demographic optimum. 
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The proposal advanced here is to make that mechanism explicit. By anchoring Temporary Net 
Overseas Migration to the rate of conversion permitted within the permanent migration 
program, the system aligns short-term mobility with long-term settlement capacity. The 
permanent planning level becomes the central policy lever, governing the scale of durable 
population growth and providing a stable basis for infrastructure and fiscal planning. 

This approach does not eliminate trade-offs. It constrains short-run labour flexibility in favour of 
long-term demographic coherence. It shifts political pressure onto the permanent migration 
program. It requires administrative competence and transparency. But it replaces headline 
number politics with structural governance. 

Ultimately, the question is not whether migration should be higher or lower in any given year. It 
is how a settlement state should manage temporariness. What proportion of the population 
should consist of temporary migrants? How should temporary labour mobility relate to 
permanent belonging? And how should governments align migration policy with infrastructure 
capacity, labour demand, and social cohesion? 

Answering these questions requires moving beyond debates over a single net migration 
number. It requires a framework that distinguishes stocks from flows and aligns policy 
instruments with demographic mechanics. If temporariness has become structural, then it must 
be governed structurally. 
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1 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.  
2 Natural Increase is attributed entirely to the Permanent Population on the basis that the numbers of births and 
deaths to the Temporary Population are tiny and their numbers are unknown. In this model, the permanent 
population of Australia (PPOP) is defined as Australian citizens and permanent residents and all New Zealand 
citizens who have satisfied the ABS net migration criterion in that they spend 12 out of 16 months in Australia. New 
Zealand citizens are not temporary residents because they are able to remain in Australia indefinitely. The 
temporary population (TPOP) is defined as all those on a temporary resident visa who satisfy the 12 out of 16 
months criterion. 
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3 PNOM denotes net overseas migration adding to the permanent population, including the Skilled, Family and 
Humanitarian streams as well as net movements of Australian and New Zealand citizens. TNOM denotes net 
overseas migration with respect to the temporary population (residents holding temporary visas). TPOP denotes 
the temporary resident population at 30 June (end of financial year). PCON denotes onshore conversions from 
temporary to permanent residence in Australia, adjusted to exclude conversions of New Zealand citizens. PPOP 
denotes the permanent resident population at 30 June (end of financial year), including Australian citizens, resident 
permanent visa holders, and New Zealand citizens meeting the ABS residence criterion. PPOP also includes Natural 
Increase. 
4 PCON is derived from Home Affairs statistics which identify the location at the time of application, not the time of 
the grant. It is possible that a relatively small number of people are overseas when they apply for permanent 
residence then come to Australia on a temporary visa before a decision is made on their permanent residence 
application. If a positive decision is made, these people will be counted into the temporary population but not be 
counted as an onshore conversion in the Home Affairs published data. Partners in the Family Stream are the most 
likely to be in this category. Home Affairs has the data on location at grant and could correct the PCON numbers in 
the table. 


