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12 January 2026 
 

Mr Steve Georganas MP 

Chair, Joint Standing Committee on Migration 

Member for Adelaide 

PO Box 6021 

Parliament House 

Canberra ACT 2600 

 

RE: migration@aph.gov.au 

 

Dear Mr Georganas MP, 

 

RE: Regional Capitals Australia – Inquiry into the value of skilled migration to Australia 

 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to the Joint 

Standing Committee on Migration’s Inquiry into the value of skilled migration to Australia. 

 

RCA is an alliance of 21 local government associations representing Australia’s regional capital cities. 

These cities perform a critical ‘capital city’ function for their regions, acting as service, employment and 

education hubs for surrounding towns and rural communities. Each day, millions of Australians rely on 

regional capitals for access to healthcare, childcare, higher education, transport, government services 

and employment. 

 

For regional capitals, skilled migration is not a supplementary workforce strategy. It is essential to 

sustaining core services, supporting business continuity and enabling long-term population and economic 

growth. Employers across health, aged care, early childhood education, construction, hospitality, local 

government and professional services are experiencing persistent and structural workforce shortages that 

cannot be met through the domestic labour market alone. 

 

This submission outlines the central role skilled migration plays in supporting regional economies and 

communities, and identifies the reforms required to ensure Australia’s migration settings deliver stronger 

outcomes for genuinely regional areas. It emphasises the importance of migration policy that supports not 

only attraction, but successful settlement and long-term retention. 

 

Local governments are central to delivering the community infrastructure, services and insights that 

enable successful settlement. This submission also highlights the need for formal, ongoing involvement 

of regional authorities in the design and implementation of regional migration programs; alongside funding 

for community infrastructure and settlement services to support migration in our regional capitals. 

 

On behalf of our 21 member cities, RCA looks forward to contributing to the Committee’s consideration 

of how skilled migration can best support productivity, service delivery and more balanced population 

growth across Australia. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 

 

 

Cr Josh Black 

Chair, Regional Capitals Australia 

Mayor, Dubbo Regional Council   

mailto:migration@aph.gov.au
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About Regional Capitals Australia 

 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) was formed in 2012 to represent the interests of Australia’s regional 

capital cities. Our objective is to ensure these needs are reflected in national policy and funding priorities.  

 

Regional capital cities perform a ‘capital city’ role within their regions, providing a central point of access 

to essential services, commerce, employment and education. These services are accessed by local 

residents as well as those in surrounding towns and rural areas.  

 

Regional capital cities also provide a liveable alternative for people and businesses wishing to escape 

Australia’s congested metropolitan cities. Every year regional capital cities generate $225 billion, or more 

than 16 per cent of national economic activity. 

 

All RCA member cities have a strong population and economic growth agenda. They stand ready to help 

ensure that a growing Australia also means a stronger, more productive and more equitable regional 

Australia. 

Executive Summary 

Regional Capitals Australia (RCA) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Inquiry into Australia’s 

Skilled Migration Program. The purpose of this inquiry, to strengthen Australia’s skilled migration system 

so it better supports businesses, productivity and communities, is particularly urgent for regional Australia. 

Regional capitals are experiencing a persistent skills crisis. Employers across health, aged care, 

construction, hospitality, early childhood education, local government and professional services are 

struggling to fill roles, even in the context of historically low unemployment. In many regions, there is 

simply no available local workforce to draw from. Skilled migration is not supplementary to regional 

economies; it is essential to keeping services running, businesses operating, and communities growing. 

Skilled migrants play a critical role in: 

● filling workforce shortages that cannot be met domestically; 

● supporting business continuity, productivity and innovation; 

● sustaining essential services such as healthcare, childcare and local government; and 

● enriching regional communities socially and culturally. 

However, current skilled migration settings are not delivering these outcomes effectively in regional 

Australia. Migration policy too often focuses on attraction without addressing retention, treats vastly 

different locations as equivalent, and fails to account for - or invest in, the infrastructure and settlement 

conditions required for migrants and their families to remain long term. 
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Regional Migration Context and Challenges 

Regional migration is central to Australia’s economic resilience, productivity and long‑term population 

sustainability. For RCA members, migration is not simply a response to immediate workforce shortages; 

it is a strategic lever to support population growth, sustain essential services and ease pressure on 

Australia’s largest metropolitan centres. 

The Role of Regional Capitals 

Regional capitals act as service, employment and education hubs for surrounding communities and 

provide a viable alternative to continued population concentration in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane. 

Their scale enables migrants to make visible contributions in essential roles, while fostering meaningful 

integration through workplaces, schools, sporting clubs and community institutions. 

Fast Facts 

 

● 5 million Australians live in regional cities. 

● 4 million live in surrounding rural areas. 

● 9 million people rely on regional capital cities each day for everyday needs. 

● Regional capitals generate $225 billion in economic activity (16% of national output). 

● They support around 300,000 businesses (15% of Australia’s total). 

 

A Sustained Skills Crisis 

Regional Australia is experiencing a structural skills crisis. In October 2025 there were 73,174 advertised 

job vacancies across regional Australia, alongside a regional unemployment rate of 4.0 per cent, 

indicating a very tight labour market. 

Shortages span essential services and productivity-critical sectors: 

● Professional roles (27% of regional vacancies); 

● Technical and trade occupations (16%); 

● Community and personal service roles (13%); and 

● Clerical and administrative roles (13%). 

These shortages directly affect healthcare and aged care delivery, early childhood education, construction 

and housing supply, hospitality and tourism, and local government service delivery. Skilled migration is 

therefore not optional for regional economies; it is essential to keeping services running and businesses 

operating. 

Housing and Infrastructure Constraints 

For many migrants, regional Australia offers strong jobs, shorter commutes, access to services and the 

chance to build stable, long-term lives in welcoming communities. These liveability advantages are a key 

reason regional migration can support Australia’s workforce strategy and help ease housing and 

infrastructure pressures in metropolitan capitals. 

However, migrants can only remain in regional communities if they can secure housing, access essential 

services, and establish stable family and community lives. While regional capitals have the demand and 

intent to grow, housing and infrastructure constraints have become one of the most significant barriers to 

migrant retention. Migration policy alone cannot deliver the enabling conditions required for settlement. 
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Across RCA member cities, constraints include tight rental markets, shortages of key worker and 

transitional housing, rising construction costs, limited availability of trades and builders, and pressure on 

enabling infrastructure such as transport, childcare, health services and digital connectivity. 

Fast Facts 

● National vacancy rates rose slightly to 1.3% in November 2025.1 

● Regional rental markets are under acute pressure; with an 8.8% year‑on‑year decline across all states 

and territories.  

○ Northern Territory rental vacancy rate down 32.9% year on year. 

○ Tasmania down 20% year on year. 

○ New South Wales down 12.5% 

● In 2025, rents rose by 5.3% over the previous 12 months in regional Australia2. 

● 75% of regional capitals identify Construction and Major Project workers as a major driver of 

housing demand; followed by Internal Migration (56%).  

● 87% of regional capitals identify the shortage of builders and/or tradespeople as a roadblock for 

land activation, followed by enabling infrastructure costs to council (80%) and state planning 

processes (60%).  

With the right investment in housing supply and enabling infrastructure, regional capitals are well placed 

to absorb a greater share of Australia’s population growth and ease pressure on metropolitan housing 

markets. 

Settlement Supports, Community Infrastructure and Social 

Cohesion 

Attracting skilled migrants to regional Australia is only one part of a successful migration system. The true 

measure of effectiveness is whether migrants are able to settle, integrate and remain long term in the 

communities that need them most. For regional capitals, this depends less on visa settings alone and 

more on the availability of settlement supports and community infrastructure that enable people and 

families to build stable, connected lives. 

Regional capitals are well placed to support positive settlement outcomes. Their scale allows migrants to 

make visible contributions in essential roles and to integrate through workplaces, schools, sporting clubs 

and community institutions. When settlement is well supported, migration strengthens social cohesion, 

builds community confidence and delivers lasting economic and social benefits. 

However, across many regional centres, settlement supports and community infrastructure have not kept 

pace with population growth or workforce demand. Migrants frequently leave not because of a lack of 

employment, but because the services and infrastructure that support integration and belonging are 

limited or absent. 

 
Fast Facts 

● Long-running research by the Scanlon Foundation shows that public confidence in migration is 

strongest where people can see clear economic and social benefits, including stable employment, 

effective service delivery and successful settlement outcomes. 

 
1
Rent.com.au Research Vacancy rates: November 2025 

2
Rent.com.au Research Vacancy rates: November 2025 
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● Community attitudes toward migration are shaped by local experience. Where migrants are 

supported to integrate and are visible contributors to their communities, social cohesion and trust 

are stronger. 

● Access to settlement services is uneven across Australia, with regional communities often lacking 

the scale of funded programs available in metropolitan areas, despite increasing reliance on 

migration to sustain essential services. 

● Funding and grant programs for critical community infrastructure; including multicultural facilities, 

community hubs, libraries, arts and cultural spaces, and local settlement support, are limited, 

fragmented and often not scaled to regional population growth. 

● Regional councils carry a disproportionate responsibility for delivering the social and community 

infrastructure that supports settlement, despite: 

○ smaller rate bases and capped revenues in several jurisdictions; and  

○ higher per-capita infrastructure delivery costs. 

When settlement infrastructure is under-resourced, the costs are borne by employers, communities and 

local governments. Families are lost to the regions, workforce churn increases, service delivery becomes 

unstable, and councils are left to bridge gaps without the financial capacity to do so sustainably. 

National Benefits of Effective Regional Migration 

Well-designed regional migration settings therefore deliver multiple national benefits by; 

● supporting thriving and diverse regional economies; 

● sustaining essential services, particularly in health and care sectors; 

● enabling more balanced population growth across Australia; and 

● easing housing, infrastructure and congestion pressures in major metropolitan areas. 

The following sections outline the reforms required to ensure Australia’s skilled migration program 

delivers these outcomes effectively for regional capitals. 

Refining the definition of “Regional” 

 

Recommendation 1: Refine the definition of ‘regional’ to ensure that migration policy and programs 

more effectively target non-metropolitan regional areas. 

 

Australia’s skilled migration program currently defines all areas outside Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane 

as “regional.” This broad definition unintentionally places genuine regional capitals in direct competition 

with major metropolitan capitals; such as Perth, Adelaide, Darwin and Canberra. 

 

Because these capitals have deeper labour markets, more comprehensive services, greater housing 

availability and significantly stronger partner employment options and family education options, migrants 

predictably choose to move to them; even when their initial visa places them in a regional city. 

The experiences of regional capitals demonstrate this clearly. 

Case Studies 

● Geraldton, Western Australia: Despite strong demand for hospitality workers, planners and 

professional staff, migrants often move to larger capitals when visa conditions allow. One skilled 

accountant left secure work in Geraldton for Canberra; where stronger settlement supports saw him 

driving taxis instead of continuing in his profession. 
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● Fraser Coast, Queensland: Employers face persistent shortages across aged care, health, 

hospitality and trades, with 900 active job vacancies and 300 long-term unfilled positions. While 

attraction programs, including Jobs Ready and Fraser Coast Welcomes, attract migrants to the 

region, many later move to large capitals classified as “regional,” where services and supports are 

more extensive. This results in a cycle where regional centres fill roles temporarily, only to lose 

workers to cities that do not face the same labour pressures. 

RCA calls for: 

● Removing national and state capitals (Perth, Adelaide, Darwin, Canberra) from “regional” 

classifications. 

● Focusing migration policy on genuinely regional centres, including RCA member cities, where 

workforce shortages are most acute and migration can deliver the greatest benefit. 

This reform would ensure migration incentives achieve their purpose: directing skilled workers to the 

communities that need them most, while easing pressure on metropolitan housing and infrastructure. 

 

Designated Area Migration Agreements (DAMAs) remain 

important, but reform is needed  

Recommendation 2: Reform the Designated Area Migration Agreement (DAMA) program to reduce 

complexity and facilitate uptake by regional authorities, regional employers and potential migrants.  

This reform needs to ensure that regional capital city leaders still have a seat at the decision making 

table to allow the local needs to be accurately reflected in DAMAs. 

 

Recommendation 3: Create a formal mechanism and funding for State and Territory Governments 

to support regional authorities to establish Designated Area Migration Agreements. 

 

Designated Area Migration Agreements (DAMAs) are a vital mechanism for addressing workforce 

challenges in regional Australia. They provide flexibility for regions to respond to unique labour market 

conditions, and RCA strongly supports their continuation. 

 

However, DAMAs are not operating as effectively or equitably as intended. Uptake is strong in regions 

with administrative capacity, but many employers; particularly SMEs, find the process too complex, costly 

and time‑consuming. This limits access to a program designed to meet urgent workforce needs. 

Structural barriers include; 

● High administrative burden on councils acting as Designated Area Representatives. 

● Limited state and federal resourcing to support DAMA establishment and compliance. 

● Complexity and cost are deterring smaller employers, even where shortages are severe. 

● Lack of clarity for migrants navigating DAMA pathways, undermining confidence and retention. 

Case Study: City of Kalgoorlie-Boulder, Western Australia 

As the Designated Area Representative for the Goldfields DAMA, the City has seen employer 

endorsements grow rapidly; from 32 in 2022 to 83 in 2024, with 74 already recorded in 2025. Demand 
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spans hospitality, trades, mining services, construction and health. For employers, the DAMA has been 

instrumental in securing staff otherwise impossible to attract through standard visa pathways.  

Yet the administrative burden on council is significant. Without dedicated Commonwealth or state 

resourcing, the City manages high volumes of enquiries, assessments and compliance work. At the same 

time, acute housing shortages (as low as .6% in Kalgoorlie) undermine retention, with migrants relocating 

once eligible. 

RCA calls for: 

● Simplifying DAMA processes to make employer participation and compliance easier. 

● Providing clarity and certainty for migrants navigating DAMA pathways. 

● Establishing a formal mechanism and funding for State and Territory Governments to support 

regional authorities in DAMA establishment. 

● Ensuring regional authorities retain ownership of DAMAs, so agreements reflect lived workforce 

needs and can adapt to changing demands. 

Reforming DAMAs will ensure they operate equitably across regional Australia, reduce administrative 

strain on councils, and provide employers and migrants with the confidence needed to make long‑term 

commitments. 

The Regional Occupation List must be responsive to 

changing regional workforce needs 

 

Recommendation 4: Develop a revised Regional Occupation List informed by regular regional 

input on changing workforce needs, to be used alongside the Core Skills Occupation List. 

 

A key limitation of the current skilled migration framework is that national occupation lists; such as the 

Core Skills Occupation List, do not adequately reflect the workforce needs of regional Australia. These 

lists are often slow to change, based heavily on metropolitan labour market data and industries required 

only in metropolitan markets, and do not capture essential roles required to sustain regional economies 

and community services. 

Regional capitals operate in narrower, more specialised labour markets. When a vacancy arises in an 

early childhood centre, an aged care service, a local hospital, a planning unit or a hospitality business, 

there may be no local workers available and very few within commuting distance. Yet, many of these 

occupations are not consistently recognised on national lists or do not remain there long enough to meet 

demand. 

Case Studies: 

● Albury, NSW: With a population forecast to grow by 38% by 2046, hospitals and aged care 

providers report persistent shortages of nurses and allied health professionals. Patient access is 

limited, wait times are increasing, and the region’s ability to meet rising demand is constrained. 

● Goulburn, NSW: Severe shortages in early childhood education have forced multiple centres to 

operate below capacity due to a lack of qualified staff. This directly reduces workforce  

These examples highlight the mismatch between national occupation lists and regional realities. Essential 

roles that underpin community wellbeing and economic growth are often overlooked, leaving employers 

without reliable migration pathways to fill critical workforce needs. 
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Regional labour markets are distinct, with occupational needs that differ from metropolitan Australia. A 

static, nationally focused occupation list cannot keep pace with the changing needs of regional industries, 

nor can it capture the breadth of essential services that underpin regional communities and support their 

population and economic growth. 

RCA calls for: 

● A dedicated Regional Occupation List, developed in partnership with regional authorities, to ensure 

migration settings align with local labour market evidence. 

● Regular updates to reflect emerging workforce needs in critical sectors. 

● Integration of regional input alongside the Core Skills Occupation List, so national policy is informed 

by lived realities in regional centres. 

By embedding regional voices in occupation list development, migration policy can better target skills 

gaps, sustain essential services, and support the long‑term growth of regional capitals. 

Expansion of occupations eligible for Working Holiday 

Maker ‘specified work’ 

 

Recommendation 5: Maintain the specified work component of the Working Holiday Maker 

program and expand the approved industries to include tourism, hospitality and health across 

Australia (not restricted to Northern or Remote and Very Remote areas). 

 

Working Holiday Makers (WHMs) are a vital labour source for regional Australia. They contribute 

economically as workers, tourists and consumers, while enriching local communities culturally. For many 

regional cities, WHMs are not supplementary; they are essential to keeping businesses open and services 

operating during peak seasons. 

 

Current WHM “specified work” rules are too narrow, excluding many industries and regions. This limits 

retention and leaves critical workforce gaps in regional capitals. Expanding eligibility to tourism, hospitality 

and health would better reflect regional labour realities, especially in seasonal economies where WHMs 

help manage sharp fluctuations. 

 

RCA supports broadening occupations eligible for the 88/179‑day requirement so all regional centres, not 

just Northern or Very Remote areas, can benefit. Tourism and hospitality employers across Australia face 

severe shortages, yet lack equal access to WHM provisions. 

Case Studies 

● Busselton, WA: A major tourism destination in the South West, Busselton businesses depend on 

WHMs to staff hospitality and visitor services. Despite this reliance, employers struggle to secure 

enough workers. Many WHMs leave once they complete their specified work requirements, moving 

to larger centres with more affordable housing and broader employment options. Limited rental 

availability and rising accommodation costs compound the challenge, making it difficult for employers 

to rely on WHMs through an entire season. 

● Health Access in Regional Australia: Regional and rural communities experience substantial gaps 

in primary healthcare, with approximately 18,500 Australians unable to reach a GP within one hour’s 

drive. These access challenges place additional strain on aged care, disability support, community 

care and allied health services. Expanding WHM eligibility to health‑support roles would give regional 
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organisations access to a flexible, short‑term workforce that can stabilise services during recruitment 

gaps. 

RCA calls for;  

● Expanding WHM “specified work” eligibility to include tourism, hospitality and health across all of 

regional Australia, not just Northern or Very Remote areas. 

● Recognising both skilled and non‑skilled contributions of WHMs to regional economies. 

● Ensuring retention incentives reflect the realities of seasonal economies and housing pressures in 

regional cities. 

This reform would better align migration policy with regional labour market needs, reduce workforce churn, 

and ensure that both businesses and essential services can rely on WHMs to meet demand. 

Investment in support services and cultural infrastructure 

will encourage migrant retention  

 

Recommendation 6: To encourage regional migrant retention governments must commit to 

increased funding for settlement services and supports, as well as social and cultural infrastructure. 

 

Attraction is no longer the challenge for regional capitals; retention is. Skilled migrants are arriving, but 

too often they leave within the first 12–24 months due to structural gaps in settlement support, housing 

availability, social and cultural infrastructure, transport access, partner employment opportunities and 

childcare. Without these foundations, regional employers lose workers they have already invested in, 

families struggle to integrate, and communities miss out on the long‑term benefits of migration. 

Why this matters; 

● Workforce stability: Reduced turnover in health, aged care, childcare, hospitality and trades. 

● Higher productivity: Reliable staffing enables businesses to plan, expand and innovate. 

● Community cohesion: Multicultural programs, libraries, arts and cultural facilities foster belonging 

and public confidence in migration. 

● Family success: Childcare, schooling and partner employment opportunities encourage long‑term 

residency. 

● Housing outcomes: Investment in key worker and transitional housing reduces rental pressures and 

improves retention. 

● Enhanced liveability: Arts, culture and community facilities enrich quality of life for all residents. 

Case Studies 

● Palmerston, NT: Employers report high turnover among skilled health migrants due to the absence 

of structured settlement services such as multicultural networks and partner employment options. 

Even with strong job demand, workers leave within 12–24 months, creating persistent shortages in 

GP, nursing and allied health roles. 

● Broome, WA: Housing scarcity (vacancy rates below 1%) and high living costs force migrants into 

temporary or overcrowded accommodation. Many relocate to larger centres with more accessible 

housing, leading to continual recruitment cycles, disrupted service delivery and reduced business 

confidence. 

● Greater Geelong, VIC: Rapid growth has outpaced housing, childcare and multicultural 

infrastructure. Despite strong job opportunities, migrants and their families face insufficient 
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settlement supports. The Geelong HR Index 2022–23 found 65% of employers reported difficulty 

filling roles, compounded by weak retention. 

Impact on Councils 

Regional councils carry a disproportionate burden in providing the social infrastructure; arts, culture, 

libraries and community facilities, that makes communities liveable and attractive to migrants. Unlike 

metropolitan counterparts, they face structural funding constraints; smaller rate bases, capped revenues, 

higher per‑capita delivery costs and limited access to state and federal programs. This persistent gap 

between community needs and council capacity directly undermines migrant retention. 

RCA calls for: 

● Targeted, place‑based investment in settlement services, housing supply, enabling infrastructure 

and social and cultural facilities. 

● Recognition of the higher per‑capita cost of infrastructure delivery in regional areas. 

● Stronger federal and state support to relieve councils of disproportionate financial burdens. 

● Integration of settlement planning with migration flows to ensure migrants can build stable, 

connected lives in regional communities. 

With these supports in place, regional capitals can fully leverage the economic and social potential of 

migration; attracting not only workers, but new residents who contribute to their communities, invest locally 

and help drive long‑term prosperity. 

Regional representatives must have a formal role in regional 

migration programs 

 

Recommendation 7: State and territory governments must be required to ensure regional 

authorities (including RCA members) have a seat at the decision making table in the development 

of State Migration Plans and other regional visa program design, to improve migration outcomes. 

Regional representatives must have a formal role in shaping migration programs. State and territory 

governments should be required to ensure regional authorities; including RCA members, are at the 

decision-making table for the development of State Migration Plans, occupation lists, and other regional 

visa pathways. 

The success of programs such as Designated Area Migration Agreements and State Migration Plans 

depends on regional input. Local authorities understand workforce shortages, housing pressures, 

infrastructure gaps and service delivery challenges in ways metropolitan or state-wide bodies cannot. 

Without their involvement, migration settings risk being misaligned with local realities, undermining both 

retention and economic outcomes. 

Regional engagement is too often ad hoc or optional. Consultation may occur, but it is not embedded as 

a requirement. This leaves regional employers and councils without a consistent voice in shaping 

migration pathways, despite being the ones most affected by workforce shortages and settlement 

challenges. 
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The impact of exclusion 

● Workforce misalignment: Occupation lists fail to capture critical shortages in health, childcare, 

hospitality and local government services. 

● Policy disconnect: Migration incentives direct workers to larger capitals classified as “regional,” 

while genuine regional centres remain undersupplied. 

● Council burden: Local governments shoulder the costs of settlement and liveability infrastructure 

without having a formal say in migration program design. 

RCA calls for: 

● A mandated role for regional authorities in the design and implementation of State Migration Plans. 

● Formal consultation mechanisms for DAMAs, occupation list development, and other regional visa 

pathways. 

● Recognition of regional authorities as equal partners in migration governance, ensuring programs 

reflect lived workforce needs and community realities. 

Embedding regional voices will ensure migration policy is responsive, equitable and effective. It will 

strengthen business continuity, stabilise essential services, and deliver sustainable population outcomes 

across regional Australia. 

 

For More Information  

 

Rachael Sweeney 

Secretariat 

Regional Capitals Australia  

secretariat@regionalcapitalsaustralia.org 

0422 067 858 

  

mailto:secretariat@regionalcapitalsaustralia.org
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List of Regional Capitals Australia Members 

 

• Albury City Council 

• Armidale Regional Council 

• Ballarat City Council 

• Broken Hill City Council 

• City Of Bunbury 

• City Of Busselton 

• City Of Greater Geraldton 

• City Of Kalgoorlie-Boulder 

• City of Karratha 

• City of Palmerston 

• City of Wagga Wagga 

• City of Port Lincoln 

• City of Wodonga 

• Fraser Coast Regional Council 

• Dubbo Regional Council 

• Goulburn Mulwaree Council 

• Greater Geelong City Council 

• Griffith City Council 

• Latrobe City Council 

• Shire of Broome 

• Tweed Shire Council  

• Town of Port Hedland 
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