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1 Introduction 

1.1 Discussion Paper 

The Department of Home Affairs has published the “A migration system for Australia’s future” discussion 

paper in November 2022 that has highlighted that ‘our current migration system is complex and inflexible, 

lacks strategic rationale, and no longer meets our needs’.  

The discussion paper has highlighted the potential benefits of an improved migration strategy through 

supporting the development of resilient sovereign capabilities, and has posed questions for consideration 

including: 

• What challenges and opportunities does Australia face in the coming decades? 

• How can migration contribute to these challenges and opportunities? 

• What are the current and potential barriers in allowing migration to play these roles? 

• What reforms are needed to ensure the migration system can meet the challenges and opportunities that 

lie ahead? 

1.2 Submission focus and context 

This submission focuses on the first two of the questions above. 
 

For context, Shoal Group Pty Ltd (Shoal) is an Australian systems engineering and digital engineering 

company active in the defence, space and transportation markets. A common thematic for the application of 

Shoal services is early engagement in big, complex projects to ensure that systems issues are addressed in 

the determination of project requirements, and in conceptual design.  

The submission is consistent with recent Shoal Group submissions to the List of Critical Technologies in the 

National Interest: 2022 Update and the Defence Strategic Review. 

2 Challenges and Opportunities 

2.1 Challenges 

As widely accepted and commented upon, Australia is currently facing a range of challenges due to a 

deteriorating geo-strategic environment, the pandemic-induced recognition of limitations in national resilience, 

and years of government preference for market forces that has seen the Country Complexity Ranking as 

assessed by Harvard University decline from #60 in 2000 to #91 in 2020, well below developing countries 

such as India and Vietnam. 

A brief summary of these challenges is included below. 

Declining STEM capability. The gap between the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) 

knowledge generated in the Australian education system, and the skills demanded by employers and 

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/reports-and-pubs/files/reviews-and-inquiries/discussion_paper.pdf
https://shoalgroup.com/
https://atlas.cid.harvard.edu/rankings#:~:text=Harvard%20Growth%20Lab's%20Country%20Rankings,the%20products%20they%20successfully%20export.
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individuals is widening1. National STEM capability and capacity is declining, at the time that the problems of 

the future increasing require these skills if they are to be successfully addressed2.    

National Resilience. The COVID pandemic has highlighted the need for a more interconnected approach to 

developing the Australian economy and society. The elements of resilience comprise a system-of-systems, 

and a dedicated systems thinking approach is required to address this. The Shoal submission to the Inquiry 

into the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic for Australia’s foreign affairs, defence and trade highlighted 

the following the elements required for national resilience: 

• Continuity of government – requires the ability to choose and to conduct free and fair elections 

• A capable and functional defence force – necessary for deterrence and for defence. In turn, this 

depends on defence industry capabilities. 

• Provision of energy in a reliable and sustainable manner 

• A capable and functioning health system 

• Ongoing provision of food and water 

• A functioning telecommunications network, with a high level of cyber protection 

• Robust transportation systems.  

Supply Chain Resilience. The COVID pandemic has also exposed the fragility of Australia’s supply chains, 

and the need to rebuild a manufacturing base in Australia to reduce the reliance on offshore suppliers. The 

way in which such resilience might be developed most efficiently and effectively is to adopt a systems thinking 

approach. 

Need to rebuild manufacturing. A recurring theme within this submission is the need to rebuild the Australian 

manufacturing base, not only to increase resilience but for overall economic development and success. Whilst 

the Government has recognised the need for the rebuild of manufacturing, such manufacturing needs to be 

addressed under a strategic lens where support and incentives are provided to those industries and 

technologies deeded to be most strategically important. A systems thinking approach will be required to 

ensure optimisation of outcomes. 

Need for growth in defence industry to meet challenges of deteriorating geo-political environment. The 

Australian geo-political environment is deteriorating, and future direct and targeted challenges to Australia can 

be expected. Whilst the Government is currently addressing these challenges through the development of the 

Defence Strategic Review, multiple commentators have highlighted the need for development and expansion 

of the Australian defence industrial base as a means to address the current situation3. The development of 

military equipment is required, is typically complex, and requires systems thinking and systems engineering. 

Skills shortages. The availability of skilled persons in the numbers required by current developments in the 

Australian economy will not be readily resolved from domestic sources. These deficiencies are likely to 

become worse as multiple industry sectors attempt to recruit from the same pool.  Skilled persons in the 

numbers required into the future need to be augmented through skilled migration.  

 

 
1 https://www.education.gov.au/australian-curriculum/national-stem-education-resources-toolkit/introductory-

material-what-stem/why-stem-important  
2 https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/australias_stem_workforce_-_final.pdf  
3 See for example, commentary from the Australian Strategic Policy Institute 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/FADTandglobalpandemic
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Foreign_Affairs_Defence_and_Trade/FADTandglobalpandemic
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-curriculum/national-stem-education-resources-toolkit/introductory-material-what-stem/why-stem-important
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-curriculum/national-stem-education-resources-toolkit/introductory-material-what-stem/why-stem-important
https://www.chiefscientist.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-07/australias_stem_workforce_-_final.pdf


SUBMISSION TO MIGRATION REVIEW FOR DEPARTMENT OF HOME AFFAIRS 

 

Proprietary and Confidential   December 2022 5 
 

2.2 Opportunities 

The opportunities that present for Australia are as many and varied as the challenges, and include: 

• Developing technologies for both military and civilian use in areas such as: 

o Artificial Intelligence (AI), quantum, robotics, and cyber 

o Alternative energy and fuels. Related opportunities present in the form of the refinement and 

processing of rare earth materials (of which Australia has some abundant sources) 

o More resilient strains of produce 

o Other important areas as identified in the Critical Technologies in the National Interest list Alignment 

of systems to improve resilience 

• The utilisation of space 

• Nation building through initiatives such as East Coast Fast Rail 

• The improvement of city liveability through initiatives such as: 

o More efficient and effective intra and inter-city transport links  

o The greening of cities to improve liveability  

o Less waste 

• The ability to predict, prevent and mitigate potential climate disasters 

• Nuclear power and related activities to support the proposed introduction of nuclear-powered submarines 

in Australia. 

The opportunities listed above, and many more not listed, require multiple skill sets if they are to be brought to 

fruition. The numbers of skilled persons will not become domestically available for years, possibly decades, 

within a dedicated, targeted migration process.  

2.3 Shoal Commentary on Challenges and Opportunities 

The challenges and the opportunities are all complex, in many instances inter-twined, and require the 

application of systems thinking to obtain the best outcome.  

Shoal is not alone in having difficulties recruiting the skilled staff needed. The lack of technically qualified 

personnel has a current, and expanding future, impact on the ability of the company to grow. We could 

engage an additional 10-15 engineers immediately to meet the work that we currently have. The lack of 

appropriately skilled engineers means that we are currently turning work away, which has flow on effects to 

federal and state government defence and infrastructure projects. 

The skills and experience levels required to address these challenges and opportunities means that large 

numbers of suitably skilled individuals are not likely to become available for many years, and that is assuming 

that the current STEM trends are reversed. 

The simple measure is to increase the number of skilled migrants, but without further change, this just puts 

extra workload on Departmental personnel to process those applications. 

Companies, and other “consumers” of skilled personnel, are in the best place to understand the types and 

numbers of skills required and need to be more involved in the visa process. 
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However, the current focus on occupations as the basis for visa categories inhibits the ability of Government 

to prioritise industry sectors according to assessed need.  

A change to a predominant industry focus for the determination of visa priorities would provide greater 

flexibility for companies operating in higher priority areas of the economy to seek and source the skilled 

persons most appropriate to their needs. 

For example, the deteriorating geo-strategic environment should raise the priority afforded to the defence 

industry than might have been the case a decade ago. Similarly, the intent to construct High Speed Rail 

between Sydney and Newcastle as a precursor to a wider East Coast High Speed Rail Network will require 

designers and engineers of a type, and with a background, that were of lesser importance only a year or two 

ago. 

However, it also needs to be recognised that the time between the commencement of the visa process and its 

conclusion needs to be in the order of six to eight weeks to compete with other potential destinations, and if 

identified persons with the right skills and experience are to retain their interest in making Australia a 

destination. 

Furthermore, given that many of the persons required to advance the understanding and development of high 

technologies will need years, if not decades of experience, the current restriction of skilled migrant visa to 45 

years of age seems somewhat counter-productive. An increase in the age limit is therefore warranted.  

Under the current arrangements, an increase in the size and complexity of the migration system will merely 

result in an increased workload for visa-processing staff, and further delays to the system. The solution 

therefore needs to include mechanisms whereby companies and other organisations can take a more active 

role in the process. This could be done by having companies enter into a Deed with the Department that 

defines the number, skills and locations of persons being sought, and with a fast-tracked process for 

Government approval to ensure that potential applicants remain interested to come to Australia. 

 

Recommendation 1. 

Increase level of skilled migration in the near term. 

Recommendation 2. 

Engage companies and other organisations with requirements for skilled personnel more 
closely in the visa process. 

Recommendation 3. 

Amend the focus for visa categories from occupation-based to industry-based, with 
occupation as a subset within the industry. 

Recommendation 4.  

Dramatically shorten the visa process in order for Australia to remain competitive as a 
destination for skilled and experienced persons. 

Recommendation 5.  

Raise the age limit for some categories of visas to ensure that persons with the requisite 
experience can be accessed. 
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Recommendation 6. 

Provide simplified pathways for skilled migrants to apply for Australian visas by pre-approving 
STEM-heavy companies to recruit certain occupations, to pre-agreed numbers, from pre-
agreed countries, with fast-track processing – ideally six weeks.  

 

A proposed alternative is to provide companies in need of personnel to have the ability to issue visas 

themselves, within agreed guidelines. An example description of how this process might work is shown at Box 

1 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 1 - Example 
 
Shoal enters into a Deed with the Department of Home Affairs to enable Shoal to attract and recruit 
staff under a specific visa arrangement. 
 
The Deed specifies: 

• The Terms and Conditions under which Shoal can provide a visa to its prospective 
employees 

• The nature of the employment within which the employee can be engaged under the specific 
visa 

• The length of the visa 

• The agreed skills sought by Shoal, and to which the visa would apply 

• The agreed countries under which the employees can be sought by Shoal 

• The agreed number of visa places that are available for Shoal recruitment 

• How security clearances are to be handled 

• The reporting requirements to the Department of Home Affairs and to other appropriate 
Government agencies 

• What happens on expiry of the visa. 

Any proposed amendments from the agreed Deed would be negotiated with the Department. 
 
Shoal would then: 

• Seek out and identify suitable persons with the specified qualifications, and from within the 
specified countries 

• Offer employment subject to background checking and Departmental approval 

• Notify the Department of Home Affairs of these persons for security checking 

• Proceed with the employment once clearance is provided by the Department – with a target 
turn-around time of six to eight weeks 

• Notify the Department if there are any excursions from the agreed terms. 
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3 Contribution of Migration to the Challenges and 
Opportunities 

Migration is critical to the challenges and opportunities facing Australia. There is no foreseeable domestic path 
that can provide the skilled persons that Australia will need going forward within a useful timeframe. 
 
As noted by the Australian Institute of International Affairs: 
 

Migration has made a vital contribution to Australia’s economic development over recent 
decades. Migrants have lifted the level of skills in Australia, facilitated the transfer of knowledge 
and international connections to Australian workers and businesses, and met around a third of 
increased skills requirements in the economy4. 

The current situation is not just of opportunities not being realised due to insufficient skilled persons, but the 

myriad, substantial and pressing challenges not being met. 

Migration is therefore not a “nice to have” but a requirement if Australia is to prosper into the future. 

However, the solution cannot just be “more is better” but must be based on attracting those persons with the 

skills that we require. 

A large part of these skills will involve systems thinking and systems engineering. 

4 Recommendations 

The recommendations from this submission are as follows: 

Recommendation 1. Increase the level of skilled migration 

Recommendation 2. Engage companies and other organisations with requirements for skilled personnel 

more closely in the visa process 

Recommendation 3. Amend the focus for visa categories from occupation-based to industry-based, with 

occupation as a subset within the industry. 

Recommendation 4. Dramatically shorten the visa process in order for Australia to remain competitive as a 

destination for skilled and experienced persons. 

Recommendation 5. Raise the age limit for some categories of visas to ensure that persons with the requisite 

experience can be accessed. 

Recommendation 6. Provide simplified pathways for skilled migrants to apply for Australian visas by “pre-

qualifying” STEM-heavy companies with the ability to fast-track industry-relevant visas.

 
4 https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/post-pandemic-migration-is-vital-to-australias-

economic-prosperity/  

https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/post-pandemic-migration-is-vital-to-australias-economic-prosperity/
https://www.internationalaffairs.org.au/australianoutlook/post-pandemic-migration-is-vital-to-australias-economic-prosperity/
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