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Boost in Population

Until mid-1800s
British and Irish 
migrants, mostly 
involuntary convicts

1840s
Irish Potato 
Famine: more Irish 
migrants

1850s - 1860s
Over 600,000 migrants 
arrive for the Gold Rush
• Mostly from UK
• 10% from other 

European places
• 7% Chinese

Late 1800s
50,000 from Vanuatu & Solomon 
Islands to work as indentured 
labourers in QLD

1943 onwards
Migrants accepted from 30+ 
European countries, incl. 
Netherlands, Austria, Spain, 
Belgium, West Germany 1958

Dictation test (part 
of White Australia 
Policy) abolished

By 1960
9% of population were non-British 
origin (from Italy, Greece, 
Netherlands, Poland)

By 1971
1 in 3 people residing in 
Australia was a migrant OR 
child of migrant

Early 1970s
Lebanese & Cypriots settling due 
to humanitarian intakes

Late 1970s
• Over 2,000 Indochinese refugees arrive
• Most of the 80,000 Indochinese 

permanent migrants came by air

WWII: 1939 - 1945
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1973
Labor PM Gough Whitlam 
made changes to law to permit 
migrants of any ethnicity to apply 
for Australian citizenship

1976 onwards
Australia’s Replacement 
Level has been lower than 
its total fertility rate (TFR)

Since 1980s
Migrant selection 
based on skills criteria

2013
ABS displayed: labour 
participation rate of 
migrants who have 
acquired Australian 
citizenship (77%) > national 
average participation rate 
(approximately 65 %)

2018
Net overseas migration 
increased by 250,100 
people, accounting for 
63.2% of Australia’s total 
population growth.

Late 1990s
Asylum seekers 
from Middle East, 
Sri Lanka

2018
Approximately ½ of all 
Australians = migrant OR 
child of migrant

1975
Racial discrimination 
illegalised

By 1954
170,000+ Europeans arrive 
under the International 
Displaced Persons Scheme, 
over 17,000 of which were Jews

1920s
340,000 migrants 
arrive: ¾ assisted 
British migrants & some 
from Greece, Italy, 
Yugoslavia

1939: 5,000 Jews arrive

Pre WWII
150,000 Jewish 
Refugees arrive 
from Europe

1847
Indentured 
labourers from 
Pacific Islands 
taken to NSW

1949 - 1974
100,000+ migrants from 30 
different countries worked on 
Snowy Hydro Project

AUSTRALIA: A MIGRANT NATION
A BRIEF HISTORY OF AUSTRALIA’S MIGRANT HERITAGE

2018
Approximately 70% of 
Australia’s migrant intake 
comprises skilled migrants

1901
White Australia 
Policy (aimed 
at discouraging 
non-white 
migrants)

About the Middle Ground
The Middle Ground is an online portal and project which seeks to help young 
Australians in different parts of the community understand each other better in 
light of their respective contexts and challenges. The aim is to assist Australians 
articulate their thoughts productively without fear of ostracization, and to  
elevate the public discussion on key social and political issues.
For more, visit www.middleground.org.au

Boost in Productivity

2020-2050
Australia’s migration 
program is expected to 
add 1% to annual average 
GDP growth, 2020 - 2050


