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Visas have a definitive power over 
migrant workers’ lives. They specify 
how long one can legally remain 
in Australia and what they can and 
cannot do during their stay. 

Most visas are temporary and 
have short expiries, and it is 
getting increasingly difficult to 
acquire permanent residency. 
Hence, migrant workers hop from 
one temporary visa to another to 
extend their stay. It often takes 
months and sometimes years for 
the Department of Home Affairs to 
process a visa application, making 
it hard for migrant workers to have 
job security and plan their future.

EXECUTIVE  
SUMMARY
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It takes longer for the Department 
to process permanent visa 
applications than temporary ones. 
Visas that are processed quickest 
are the most restrictive ones such 
as Seasonal Worker Program 
visas, Student visas, and Working 
Holiday Maker visas.

Australia’s immigration policy is 
not designed to facilitate bringing 
in skills that are beneficial to the 
country in the long run and assist 
the skilled workers’ settlement but 
to address the immediate needs 
of businesses. The Department 
prioritises visa applications 
sponsored by employers when 
they process visa applications. 

Making an impeccable visa 
application by meeting all the 
requirements means little when 
the visa type one applies for 
is placed at the bottom of the 
Department’s priority list. The 
Regional visa (subclass 887) 

deserves special attention. In the 
last few years, its processing time 
has more than doubled. Migrant 
workers who are waiting for their 
subclass 887 visa are frustrated by 
the processing delay because it’s 
extremely difficult to plan one’s life 
if they don’t know whether their 
visa will be granted and when. The 
uncertainty has a great mental toll 
on those waiting for the visa.

As it takes such a long time 
for a visa to be issued, one’s 
visa often expires before 
the next visa is granted.  
A Bridging visa is activated in 
such a case to legalise the visa 
applicant’s stay. Bridging visas do 
not always come with work rights, 
and when they do, it is still difficult 
to secure a job while staying on a 
Bridging visa because employers 
are reluctant to engage a migrant 
worker without a substantive visa.
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Number of People on Bridging Visas

The longer visa processing times 
get, the more migrant workers 
on Bridging visas there are. In 
the last decade, the number of 
people on Bridging visas has 
become six times larger. People 
seeking asylum who have arrived 
without a visa deserve special 
attention because they are often 
issued a Bridging visa with no 
work rights if they are released 
into the community. They have 
no option but to rely on charity 
for survival, regardless of their 
qualifications and willingness to 
contribute to Australia. Bridging 
visas make people seeking asylum 
suffer from an extreme sense of 
disempowerment.

Number of Temporary Residents Onshore (excluding New Zealanders) 

and Number of Onshore Processing Officers

An important reason for the 
visa processing delay and the 
existing backlog of onshore visa 
applications is the Department 
having not allocated enough 
resources to the services. In 
the last decade, although the 
number of people who may make 
onshore visa applications has 
rapidly increased, the Department 
has reduced the number of 
officers assigned to onshore visa 
processing.
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1. Increase the proportion of 
permanent visa issuance within 
the migration system

2. Allocate increased resources 
and public service employees 
to visa processing to clear the 
existing backlog of onshore 
visa applications and maintain 
a reasonable level of resources 
and workforce required to 
process visa applications in  
six months at the maximum

Processing delays of permanent 
visa applications have significant 
industrial implications. Migrant 
workers are exposed to a greater 
risk of labour exploitation when 
they don’t have permanent 
residency. Additionally, there are  
no special considerations for 
migrant workers whose visa 
expires before they recover their 
stolen wages.

Living on a visa with an impending 
expiry makes anyone insecure. 
Australia gains nothing from not 
allowing people to get settled 
and making them vulnerable to 
exploitative work conditions.

3. Provide clear information and 
grievance redress channels 
about visa processing

4. Improve access to justice, 
compensation, and treatment 
for migrant workers on 
temporary visas

5. Remove the work restrictions 
for people holding Bridging 
Visa E.

The Migrant Workers Centre 
recommends the following 
to the Government:
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Getting a visa is the first order  
of business for most migrant 
workers when they come to 
Australia. The visa is their ever-
present subject of discussion over 
the dinner table. Some spend their 
lifetime savings to arrange visas. 
Others endure inhumane work 
conditions and wage theft to keep 
their visas intact.

What makes the visa such a powerful device  
to control the lives of migrant workers? 
A visa is a conditional permit of 
entry into a country. When you 
arrive at the border of a country 
where you don’t hold citizenship, 
you are asked to present a visa  
that was granted to you in  
advance. You get to enter the 
country only when the border 
control official finishes reviewing 
your visa and other travel 
documents and is satisfied with 
everything. The word visa came 
from the Latin expression charta 
visa, that refers to a document that 
has been seen and reviewed by 
the border control.

Visas also function as a conditional 
permit of stay. They specify how 
long a holder can legally remain 
in the country and whether they 
can extend their stay. Australia 
has various types of visas, and 
each of them imposes a different 
set of conditions of stay. For 
example, Regional visas compel 
one to live in designated regions 
only; Student visas come with  
work restrictions; and Working 
Holiday visas forbid one from 
studying.

There are largely two types of 
visas—permanent and temporary—
and two ways to apply for them—
offshore and onshore. While 
migrant workers must arrange 
their first visas offshore before 
coming to Australia, subsequent 
visa applications are mostly made 
onshore during their stay in 
Australia.

Unlike permanent visas that allow 
you to remain in the country 
permanently, temporary visas limit 
your stay to a few months or years. 
Permanent visa grant notification 
letters state your length of stay is 
“indefinite from the date of each 
arrival”. Temporary visas, on the 
other hand, have an expiry date 
written on them.

WHAT IS A VISA?
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Figure 1. Sample Letter of Temporary Visa Grant Notification

Application status
Skilled - Regional Sponsored (subclass 489):  Granted

Visa conditions
8539 - Must stay in specified area

An explanation of each condition of this Skilled - Regional Sponsored (subclass 489) visa is 
provided below.

You can check these conditions at any time by using the Visa Entitlement Verification Online 
(VEVO) service. The four-digit number represented next to each conditions above is used in 
VEVO to identify each condition that applies to this Skilled - Regional Sponsored (subclass 
489) visa.

Visa conditions
Date of grant   15 June 2019
For first entry, arrive by  05 September 2019
Must not arrive after  15 June 2023
Length of stay   15 June 2023
Travel    Multiple entries

Prior to the pandemic,  
there were over two million 
people on various types of 
temporary visas in Australia.

OVER  
2 MILLION

If you had arrived in Australia on 
a temporary visa, you would need 
to apply for another visa to extend 
your stay before the original one 
expires. Understandably, it is 
better to get a permanent visa than 
another temporary one and not 
have to worry about arranging any 
more visas in the future.

However, it is getting harder to 
transition from a temporary visa 
to a permanent one in Australia. 
In the last several decades, 
Australia added various kinds 
of requirements to permanent 
visa applications one by one. At 
the same time, the Government 
introduced dozens of new 
temporary visa subclasses on 
which to put migrant workers 
who do not meet the permanent 
visa requirements. Prior to the 
pandemic, there were over two 
million people on various types of 
temporary visas in Australia.
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Figure 2. People in Australia on Temporary Visas (as at 30 September 2019)

Source: DHA. n.d. “Number of temporary visa holders in Australia”. Accessed 1 August 2022.
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Migrant workers on temporary 
visas are governed by the same 
Australian laws and obliged to 
pay the same taxes, but they are 
excluded from Australian social 
programs such as Medicare and 
the Fair Entitlements Guarantee. 
Most must take out a private health 
insurance to meet their temporary 
visa condition and yet are not 
allowed to purchase a house or 
land without permission from the 
Foreign Investment Review Board. 
They cannot apply for Australian 
citizenship, unless they are first 
granted a permanent visa, even if 
they have lived in the country for 
over a decade. 

Most importantly, they cannot 
freely access the job market 
because many Australian 
businesses are reluctant to engage 
workers on temporary visas. 
Despite media reports and popular 
narratives that suggest businesses 
do not distinguish Australian and 
migrant workers where profits are 
concerned, the reality of migrant 
workers on temporary visas is 
being shunned and discriminated 
against at workplaces, especially 
when they seek secure, long-term 
employment.

Some argue for the protection 
of Australian residents from 
uncertainties that might be 
introduced by temporary 
residents. But when does a person 
stop being a temporary resident? 

Many migrant workers are hard-
working members of our society 
but are not given a chance to be 
recognised as such. They must 
hop from one temporary visa to 
another because permanent visas 
are increasingly becoming out of 
reach. While staying on temporary 
visas, they are exposed to greater 
chances of labour exploitation 
and wage theft. Temporary visas 
are designed to give power 
to employers over migrant 
workers, who consequently suffer 
from an extreme level of stress  
and frequent workplace injuries. 
The Migrant Workers Centre has 
discussed this issue in depth in 
its 2021 research report Lives  
in Limbo.1 

Lives In Limbo: 
The Experiences Of Migrant 
Workers Navigating Australia’s 
Unsettling Migration System

November 2021

MWC. 2021. Lives in Limbo:  
The Experiences of Migrant Workers Navigating 
Australia’s Unsettling Migration System.
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WHAT IS VISA 
PROCESSING TIME?

It is the Department of Home 
Affairs that implements Australia’s 
immigration policy and administers 
visa issuance. Visa applications are 
made online by migrant workers 
or their representatives—lawyers 
or migration agents—through 
uploading required documents to 
the Department’s online services.

Some visas have a long list of 
requirements one must satisfy 
before they can lodge an 
application. Other visas—for 
example, the Working Holiday 
visa—do not impose a lot of 
requirements but are only available 
to people of certain nationalities 
and of certain age. The Student 
visa is the most popular visa 
option in Australia because its 
requirements are relatively easy  
to meet. However, not everyone 
can afford to pay international 
tuition fees required of a non-
Australian to enrol in an Australian 
education program.

Once an application is made, 
a visa and citizenship officer at 
the Department assesses it and 
decides whether to grant or 
refuse a visa to the applicant. 
It can take between days to 
months to process an application. 
Every month the Department 
publishes the average “age” of visa 
applications they finalised in the 
previous month. This is called the 
Global Visa Processing Times.   

Figure 3 lists popular subclasses 
of temporary and permanent 
visas and their 90th percentile 
processing times published by the 
Department for the financial year 
of 2020-21. The 90th percentile 
indicates that 90 per cent of visa 
applications were processed within 
the number of months specified.
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Figure 3. Popular Visas and Current 90th Percentile Processing Times in Months

Source: DHA. n.d. “Visa Processing Times”. Accessed 1 August 2022.

The figure reveals it takes longer 
than half a year for most visas to 
be processed. In addition, it takes 
longer to process permanent visa 
applications than temporary visa 
applications. 

Visas that are processed quickest 
are the most restrictive ones: 12 
days for Seasonal Worker visas 
that do not allow migrant workers 
to work for businesses other than 
their sponsoring agricultural 
employer, 78 days for Student 
visas that originally do not allow 
the visa holders to work for over 40 
hours per fortnight, and 4 months 
for Working Holiday visas that 
originally force migrant workers to 
move from workplace to workplace 
every 6 months.2 

The figure also shows what the 
Department prioritises when they 
process visa applications. For 
both temporary and permanent 
visas, it takes longer to process an 
application if the migrant worker 
does not have an employer to 
sponsor their application. For 
example, a migrant worker who 
applies for a Skilled Independent 
visa (subclass 189) can expect to 
wait for 39 months to become 
a permanent resident while 

one applying for an Employer-
sponsored visa (subclass 186) 
can meet the goal in 12 months. 
As a matter of fact, employer-
sponsored visas are prioritised 
over other types of visas according 
to Ministerial Directions.3  

This suggests that Australia’s 
immigration policy is not 
designed to facilitate bringing 
in skills that are beneficial to the 
country in the long run and assist 
the skilled workers’ settlement but 
to address the immediate needs 
of businesses. Skilled Independent 
visas are more likely to bring in 
skills that require years of training 
than Employer-sponsored visas 
because the former are more 
demanding than the latter in 
terms of education, skill level, and 
English proficiency. And yet, the 
Department prioritises Employer-
sponsored visa applications 
and keeps Skilled Independent 
visa applications waiting for 39 
months. Besides, Employer-
sponsored visas are more likely 
to create an exploitative working 
environment because employers 
have the power to withdraw their 
sponsorship and wreck migrant 
workers’ settlement plans.

s
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Audrey met her Australian partner 
while working in Asia. When her 
partner invited her to join him 
in Australia, she applied for a 
Working Holiday visa because 
she couldn’t afford the expensive 
Partner visa option.

When she arrived in Australia, she 
realised how disadvantaged she 
was compared to her Australian 
partner because of all the work-
related restrictions of her Working 
Holiday visa. As soon as she had 
enough savings to pay for a visa 
application, she applied for a 
Partner visa. She was able to find  
full-time work right away.

It took a long time before her 
Partner visa application was 
processed. While she was still on 

a bridging visa, COVID-19 hit the 
world, and Audrey’s shifts were 
significantly reduced. She was 
not eligible for the JobKeeper 
payment, even though she was on 
a pathway to permanent residency 
as a family member of an Australian 
citizen. 

Audrey was the only one earning 
less than before at her workplace 
because she was the only one on a 
temporary visa and not covered by 
the JobKeeper program. She still 
considered herself lucky because 
her employer didn’t let her go. 
Having spent all her savings for 
the visa application, she would 
have gone broke because she 
wasn’t eligible for the JobSeeker 
payment, either.

Case study 1. 

Do families  
not count?
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The Government can set its 
own priorities when processing 
visa applications, but it cannot 
be an excuse to make certain 
visa subclass applicants wait for  
years to get their visa. Issuing 
a visa is an administrative task 
and it should not take several 
months before one hears back 
from the Department about their 
application. Canada, for example, 
aims to process visa applications 
in six months and has increased 
funding and hired additional staff 
for visa processing.4 Swedish work 
visas are generally processed in 12 
months5 and can be requested for 
a decision after four months have 
passed since application. Australia 
does not have such a benchmark 
against which to reduce visa 
processing times.

Figure 4. Subclass 887 Visa Processing Time in Months  
(as at June each year)

Note: DHA does not have the 90th percentile data for 
June 2021 (DHA. 2021. FA 21-10-00982).

Source: DHA. 2021. Question on Notice No 12 of the Inquiry into Australia’s Skilled 
Migration Program; DHA. n.d. “Skilled Regional visa (subclass 887)”. Accessed 1 July 2022.

In the last decade, visa processing 
times have gotten longer for 
most subclasses. In particular, the 
Regional permanent visa (subclass 
887) has been negatively affected 
in the last few years. As presented 
in Figure 4, the processing time 
for this visa is currently 25 months, 
more than doubled from 2018.

Subclass 887 visa was introduced 
in 2007 for migrant workers who 
have demonstrated a commitment 
to living and working in regional 
Australia. Figure 5 shows the 
pathway to permanent residency 
through the visa. Migrant workers 
first go through a skill assessment 
to qualify for a Regional provisional 
visa (subclass 489). While on 
the temporary visa, they must 
meet the work and residence 
requirement in designated areas in 
regional Australia before lodging 
an application for the Regional 
permanent visa (subclass 887).
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Source: https://mobile.twitter.com/tel_0001/status/1544999413021810690/photo/1
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Figure 5. Visa Processing Interruptions to Regional Pathway to Permanent Residency
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As long as their applications are 
complete, it does not take long 
for the Government to process 
the subclass 887 visa applications. 
In FY 2011-12, for example, most 
cases were processed in 3.5 
months on average.6 After all, 
these visa applications are lodged 
by applicants who have already 
been processed merely two years 
prior when the Department issued 
them the Regional provisional visa 
(subclass 489). The negligibly low 
refusal rate for subclass 887 visa 
applications suggests that the 
extended visa processing time for 
these migrant workers is hard to 
justify (Table 1).

Migrant workers who are waiting 
for their subclass 887 visa to be 
granted are frustrated by the 
processing delay because it’s not 
easy to find jobs or rent a house 
while holding a temporary visa. 
It is more so in regional areas as 
smaller communities have less 
familiarity with the Australian 
visa system than those in bigger 
metropolitan areas. Concerned 
about their visa processing delays, 
subclass 887 visa applicants have 
written to the Government, talked 
to journalists, and staged protests 
on the streets. They suspect the 
Department of Home Affairs has a 
deliberate strategy to delay their 
permanent visa processing to 
force them to remain in regional 
areas as required by their Regional 
provisional visas.

Applicants for permanent visas are 
technically temporary visa holders 
in the eyes of Centrelink. They do 
not qualify for Child Care Subsidy 
or other government payments 
such as Special Benefit in times of 
difficulty. They are required to pay 
international student fees if they 
or their children want to study and 
overseas stamp duties if they are 
permitted to purchase a house.

More importantly, it is difficult to 
plan your life if you don’t know 
whether your visa will be granted. 
The uncertainty often makes those 
waiting for the visa lose critical 
opportunities, and takes a great 
mental toll on them. All the wasted 
opportunities and energies dearly 
cost not only migrant workers at a 
personal level but also Australia as 
a whole.

Table 1. Percentage of Visa Refusals for Subclass 887

Source: DHA. 2022. FA 22/06/00026.

Financial Year Refused/Processed (%)

2012-13 0.68

2013-14 0.56

2014-15 0.87

2015-16 0.92

2016-17 2.15

2017-18 1.36

2018-19 2.75

2019-20 1.22

2020-21 2.72
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Vishnu and Brinda started their 
careers in the Middle East as 
an architect and an interior 
designer, respectively. The region’s 
conservative immigration policy 
made it difficult for them to acquire 
permanent residency there. They 
moved to Australia when they 
heard that the country welcomed 
skilled workers and would invite 
them to settle down in regional 
Australia.

The regional migration pathway 
seemed to be a perfect fit for 
their lifestyle. They were granted a 
temporary visa (subclass 489) and 
found jobs in a regional town. The 
pathway would allow them to apply 
for a permanent visa (subclass 
887) after meeting the two-year 
regional residency requirement 
among other things.

After they applied for permanent 
residency, they became pregnant 
with their first child. They were 
excited about getting their 

permanent visa anytime soon and 
becoming eligible to buy a house 
of their own where they would 
raise the child.

However, they didn’t hear back 
from the Government even after 
the baby was born. When Brinda 
took maternity leave to take 
care of the newborn, Vishnu was 
suddenly terminated from work. 
It wasn’t easy for him to find a 
new job while holding a Bridging 
visa. Few employers would listen 
to him when he explained that 
the Bridging visa would soon be 
replaced with a permanent visa.

Vishnu had to take multiple casual 
jobs to make ends meet. Brinda 
wanted to return to work but could 
not afford to pay for childcare 
without having any access to the 
Government subsidies that are 
limited to citizens and permanent 
residents.

Case study 2. 

Unlike a visa,  
life is not “temporary”
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To avoid the risk of becoming 
an “unlawful non-citizen” or so-
called “illegal migrant”, anyone on 
a temporary visa must apply for 
another visa before their original 
visa runs out. Australia allows 
onshore visa applications, which 
means that one does not have to 
leave the country to be able to 
apply for another Australian visa. 

One’s original visa could expire 
while they wait for the new visa to 
be granted if it takes long for the 
Department to process their visa 
application. Expecting this visa 
gap, the Department issues an 
interim visa that gets automatically 
activated when the old visa expires.

This interim visa is called the 
Bridging visa. A Bridging visa is 
automatically issued when one 
makes an onshore application for a 
substantive visa and automatically 
expires when the processing of 
the substantive visa is completed 
(Figure 6).

Application status
New Temporary Skill Shortage (Labour  Received 
Agreement) (subclass 482) application: 
Bridging A visa:     Active

Planning to travel?
This Bridging visa will end if you leave Australia.

If you plan to leave Australia while on a Bridging visa, you will need to apply for a Bridging 
visa B (BVB): www.homeaffairs.gov.au/BVB

You will need to be granted a Bridging visa B before you depart Australia. A Bridging visa 
B allows you to leave and return to Australia while your Temporary Skill Shortage (Labour 
Agreement) (subclass 482) application is being processed.

When does my Bridging visa end?
If your application is granted, your Bridging visa will end and your new visa will become 
active.

If your application is invalid, refused, withdrawn or has an outcome from a merits review 
decision, your Bridging visa will end after a specified period of time. To understand more 
about when a bridging visa ends, refer to www.homeaffairs.gov.au/bridging-visas

We have issued you a Bridging A visa while your Temporary Skill Shortage (Labour 
Agreement) (subclass 482) application is being processed.

Figure 6. Sample Letter of Bridging Visa Grant Notification

HOW DO BRIDGING 
VISAS WORK?



The Migrant Workers Centre20

To someone not familiar with the 
Australian immigration system, a 
Bridging visa sounds like a good 
idea. You get a visa for free of 
charge and continue with your 
life without worrying about your 
migration status. Some even 
mistakenly expect the Bridging 
visa to function as a “bridge” to 
permanent settlement. 

Most migrant workers’ experience 
with Bridging visas, however, 
is full of frustration. It is not 
easy to live in Australia with a 
Bridging visa. It is hard to find 
work, travel overseas, and most 
importantly, plan one’s future 
while holding a Bridging visa. If 
one loses their job while staying 
on a Bridging visa, it becomes 
very difficult to find another job.  

Most Australian businesses do not 
understand how Bridging visas 
work and are reluctant to offer jobs  
to someone on a Bridging visa.

Migrant workers often complain 
that the Department mechanically 
issues Bridging visas and neglects 
processing their actual applications 
for substantive visas. Figure 7 
visualises how the current backlog 
of visa applications has been 
created in the last decade. The 
increase in the number of people 
on Bridging visas was largely 
driven by an increase in migrant 
workers who are already in the 
country and want to extend their 
stay.7 For example, one in every 
three Student visa applications is 
lodged onshore.8 

Sources: DHA. 2022. “Number of temporary visa holders in Australia”.

Figure 7. Number of People on Bridging Visas (31 December each year)
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While migrant workers on Bridging 
visas wait for the Department 
to open their application 
files, things move on. Their 
qualification certificates and 
sponsorship letters they worked 
hard to secure soon expire; 
family circumstances change.  
Additionally, the Government 
policies evolve, sometimes turning 
their settlement plans upside down. 

For example, when the 
Government abolished the 
Temporary Work (subclass 457) 
visa in 2017, many applicants 
received a rejection letter after 
having patiently waited for years 
on a bridging visa. Some managed 
to apply for another visa, digging 
into their savings again and 
initiating another long period of 
wait, but others ended up leaving 
with a bitter taste of Australia in 
their mouth.
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Francesca is an experienced tour 
guide who has work experience 
from both Europe and Asia. After 
coming to Australia on a Working 
Holiday visa and working for 
two years, she was offered a full-
time teaching assistant job at a 
private language school. With 
her employer’s sponsorship, she 
applied for a temporary work visa.

Working with a Bridging A visa 
waiting for her work visa to be 
granted, she completed her 
teaching assistant contract. 
She could not secure another 
job because businesses were 
reluctant to hire someone who 
does not have a substantive 

visa. The Government started 
processing her visa application 
after 14 months had passed. They 
asked Francesca to provide an 
updated sponsorship letter from 
her employer. Of course, she could 
not provide it now that her contract 
had ended. 

Her Bridging visa is finally expiring 
since the Government has made a 
decision to reject her substantive 
visa application. Packing to leave 
Australia, Francesca regrets that 
she did not have a chance to 
further explore her chances in 
Australia.

Is the Government 
waiting for my 
sponsorship to expire?

Case study 3. 
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Type 
(subclass)

Who can apply How to apply Right to work

A 
(010)

Person holding  
a substantive visa

Automatically issued  
when applying for  
a substantive visa

YES  
in general

B 
(020)

Person holding  
a Bridging visa and  
wishing to travel overseas

Direct application YES  
in general

C 
(030)

Person not holding  
a substantive visa

Automatically issued  
when applying for  
a substantive visa

NO by default,  
must apply  
for permission  
to work

D 
(040, 041)

Person not holding  
a substantive visa and  
ineligible to apply for  
a substantive visa

Direct application NO

E 
(050, 051)

Person not holding a  
substantive visa who is  
making arrangements to  
leave, finalising immigration  
matter or waiting for an  
immigration decision

Direct application

NO by default,  
must apply for 
permission  
to work

F 
(060)

Suspected victim of  
human trafficking or slavery

Accepting the  
Minister’s invitation NO

R 
(070)

Person in immigration  
detention

Accepting the  
Minister’s invitation YES

Table 2. Types of Bridging Visa

Source: Mojtahedi, ed. 2022. The Immigration Kit. The Federation Press. pp. 127-160.

There are multiple types of 
Bridging visas. As shown in 
Table 2, one’s migration status 
determines the type of Bridging 
visa they are eligible for. In most 
cases, Bridging visas inherit the 
work rights prescribed by migrant 
workers’ previous visas. In other 
words, if one’s previous visa had no 
work rights, they are not allowed to 
work for months or years while on 
a Bridging visa, as they wait for the 
next visa.
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The most common type of 
Bridging visa is Type A, which is 
automatically issued when one 
intends to transition from one 
substantive visa to another. For 
example, a Student visa holder is 
issued a Bridging visa A when they 
apply for a Graduate visa. 

This visa does not expire  
until the Department processes 
the substantive visa application. 
However, it becomes invalid the 
minute they leave Australia. The 
Department advises them to  
apply for another Bridging visa 
(Type B) when they need to travel 
overseas because the substantive 
visa might not be processed until 
they wish to return.

When one has special 
circumstances, such as having 
arrived in the country without a 
visa and applied for asylum, they 
may be eligible for a Bridging visa 
(Type E). This visa regularises their 
status while the Department makes 
considerations to their special 
circumstances such as protection 
claims. Indeed, the Bridging visa 
system was established when 
the Government introduced the 
policy of mandatory detention of 
unlawful non-citizens in 1992 to 
regularise the temporary residence 
of migrant workers onshore who 
did not have a visa.

Unlike Bridging A visas, Bridging 
E visas tend to have fixed 
expiration dates, usually between 
one and six months. One must 
repeatedly apply for renewal to 
continue staying out of mandatory 
detention or forced removal.  

The Department often delays 
renewing their Bridging visas, 
leaving people seeking asylum 
in an ultimate visa gap. It is 
suspected that the delays are 
intentional when the Department 
believes there is little chance for 
the people seeking asylum to 
be recognised as refugees. The 
short expiry of their Bridging 
visa and the perpetual renewal it 
requires discourage employers 
who might otherwise be interested 
in employing people seeking 
asylum from considering them as a 
candidate for a position. Delaying 
the Bridging visa renewal is the 
Department’s way to indirectly 
suggest to people seeking asylum 
to leave Australia.

People seeking asylum after 
having arrived in Australia by 
boat prior to 1 January 2014 
deserve particular attention in 
this aspect. They are treated 
differently from other groups of 
people seeking asylum because  
of the politics around refugees  
and a series of changes to legal 
and policy settings. Lengthy 
delays in the processing of their 
protection claims cause significant 
negative impact on their mental 
health and wellbeing. 

One third of this group is living on 
Bridging E visas. Bridging E visas 
may have Condition 8101, which 
prohibits the visa holders from 
doing any paid work. However 
qualified they are and willing to 
contribute to Australia, people 
subject to Condition 8101 have 
no option but to rely on charity or 

take jobs arranged under the table 
to survive until the Department 
finalises their status.9 There are 
currently 11,279 people seeking 
asylum who came by boat and 
staying on a Bridging visa type E, 
and nearly 40 per cent of them 
have no work rights.10 The level 
of income support available to 
them is insufficient to ensure an 
adequate standard of living. They 
are unable to meet their basic 
needs, and in some cases face 
severe financial hardship and 
suffer from an extreme sense of 
disempowerment.11

Most people seeking asylum 
are not in the position to leave 
Australia. They have fled their 
homeland not because they 
wanted to explore the world but 
to survive free from persecution. 
Without any visa, they have no 
right to work in Australia nor 
any access to social services. 
Businesses engage these workers 
with the intention to exploit them 
because they know those subject 
to Condition 8101 cannot refuse 
work however exploitative and 
low-paying it may be.
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Qian first came to Australia on a 
Working Holiday Maker visa. She 
liked her life and job in regional 
Australia and decided to stay 
longer. She applied for a Student 
visa and continued working for her 
regional employer while studying 
online. 

Despite holding a certificate 
earned in Australia, it was not easy 
to settle down. Competition for 
the Skilled Independent and State-
nominated visas were so fierce that 
she could not dream about getting 
invited to apply for them. Her 
employer liked Qian’s work and 
wanted to promote her to a full-
time managerial role. She hoped 
the employer would sponsor her 
for a visa, but they said they could 
not afford to become an approved 
sponsor.

Not being able to take up a 
full-time role while staying on 
a Student visa, which is subject 

to a 40 hour work per fortnight 
restriction, Qian looked around 
for migration advice. A migration 
agent suggested that she apply 
for a Protection visa and acquire a 
Bridging visa with full work rights. 
The agent assured Qian that her 
Protection visa application would 
not be processed before she 
arranges an employer sponsorship 
and withdraws the Protection visa 
application.

“The Immigration Department has 
so many visa applications pending 
to be processed. Protection visa 
applications take even longer 
than other types of visas before a 
case officer attends to them. You 
don’t have to worry about having 
your Protection visa application 
refused. We will act faster than the 
Department.”

The agent’s explanation made 
sense. Many of Qian’s friends had 
been waiting for a visa for over a 

year or two. The Department did 
not even publish the Protection 
visa processing times because 
most people seeking asylum were 
expected to wait for years. 

Qian took out a loan from her 
homeland and paid a huge amount 
of money in fees to the migration 
agent. They had promised her to 
apply on her behalf for a Protection 
visa, find an employer who would 
sponsor Qian for a visa, withdraw 
the Protection visa application, and 
then apply anew for an employer-
sponsored visa.

To her surprise, however, Qian 
received a visa refusal letter from 
the Department. Only then did 
she realise that she had been 
scammed. There was no employer 
sponsorship to be arranged for 
her. She now has to leave Australia 
before her Bridging visa expires.

Visa processing delays 
brewing frauds and scams

Case study 4. 
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WHAT CAUSES  
ALL THE DELAYS?

Visa processing delay is a genuine 
source of frustration for migrant 
workers. It is only natural for one to 
wish to be able to stay legally and 
expect their visa to be issued in a 
timely manner. This is especially 
the case when they have paid 
one of the most expensive visa 
application fees in the world on top 
of all associated costs for preparing 
for the application. Table 3 lists 
the minimum amount needed 
to apply for a visa, excluding all 
the additional charges and fees 
required for the preparation of 
necessary documents.

Visa type Subclass Fee (AUD)

Temporary

Working Holiday Maker 510

Student 650

Graduate 1730

Skilled, employer-sponsored 2770

Regional, provisional 4240

Regional, employer-sponsored 4240

Permanent

Regional 435

Skilled, independent 4240

Skilled, state-nominated 4240

Skilled, employer-sponsored 4240

Global Talent 4305

Partner, onshore 8085

Source: DHA. n.d. “List of All Visas”. Accessed 1 August 2022.

Note: Visa fees increase every year on 1 July in line with the Consumer Price Index.

Table 3. Popular Visas and Application Fees for FY 2022-23
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Most migrant workers on 
temporary visas are young people 
in their prime working years. They 
bring in ideas, skills, and cultures, 
keep the economy running, and 
pay taxes so Australia can build 
infrastructure and provide welfare. 
However, most of them end up 
returning to their homelands after 
spending their entire 20s or 30s in 
Australia.

One reason for the delay is the 
increase in the number of visa 
applications, both offshore and 
onshore and both temporary and 
permanent.

Figure 8 shows the increase of 
temporary visa applications in the 
last decade. Excluding visitors and 
people coming from New Zealand, 
the majority of temporary residents 
in Australia hold one of the 

three visa types displayed in the  
figure: Student, Working Holiday 
Maker, and Skilled Worker. In 
the absence of data on the total 
number of visa applications lodged 
each year, the figure provides 
an overview of the temporary 
visa programs and reveals that 
the increase of temporary visa 
applications had been led by 
Student visa applications prior to 
the pandemic.12 

Source: DHA. n.d. “Visa statistics”. Accessed 1 August 2022. 

Note: FY 2019-20 had a smaller number of visa applications than usual 
because a pandemic was declared and many countries closed borders.
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Figure 8. Applications Lodged for Student, Working Holiday Maker, and Temporary Skilled Worker Visas
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The growth of visa applications is 
partially owing to the short expiries 
of temporary visas. As it gets 
harder to apply for permanent 
residency, many migrant workers 
need to take out multiple 
temporary visas until they become 
eligible to apply for a permanent 
visa. According to the Migrant 
Workers Centre’s 2021 survey 
results, migrant workers who have 
successfully acquired permanent 
residency have spent over five 
years on average living with 
temporary visas and used three 
different types of visas in addition 
to Bridging visas.13 For example, 
many utilise a Working Holiday 
Maker visa, which is the cheapest 
and easiest to acquire, for their 
initial entry into the country and 
move on to a Student visa to 
extend their stay. Upon graduation, 
they become eligible for either 
a Graduate visa or a Temporary 
Skilled Worker visa.

According to the Department, 
there are currently more than a 
million visa applications pending. 
That is to say that more than one 
million workers are suffering 
from the visa processing delay, 
biting their nails and checking 
their mailbox to see if their visa 
has arrived. Nonetheless, the 
Department recently announced 
it would prioritise processing 
offshore applications over onshore 
applications in an attempt to boost 
the economy. Migrant workers in 
the country will have to wait even 
longer than expected as a result.14

Another important reason for 
the delay is that the Department 
of Home Affairs does not 
allocate enough resources to 
visa processing. As shown in 
Figure 9, only 13 percent of the 
Department’s budget is allocated 
to temporary and permanent 
migration programs combined, 
which is significantly smaller 
than what is allocated to border 
enforcement or to detention.  

44%

All others

13% Migration 
& Visas

20%
Border 
Enforcement

23% Onshore 
Compliance 
and Detention

Figure 9. Budget of the Department of Home Affairs in FY 2022-23

Source: Commonwealth of Australia. 2022. Portfolio Budget Statements 2022-23.
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Note: From 2020, visa processing officers are also assigned to process citizenship decisions.

Sources: DHA. 2022. FA 22-06-00285; DHA. 2022. “Number of temporary visa holders in Australia”.

Figure 10. Number of Temporary Residents Onshore (excluding New Zealanders) 
and Number of Processing Officers for Onshore Visa Applications 

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400

1,600

1,800

2,000

1,000,000

1,100,000

1,200,000

1,300,000

1,400,000

1,500,000

1,600,000

1,700,000

1,800,000

1,900,000

2,000,000

2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20

People on temporary visas

Officers for onshore applications

Processing delays of permanent 
visa applications have significant 
industrial implications. The 
Migrant Workers Centre’s research 
revealed that migrant workers 
are exposed to a greater risk of 
labour exploitation when they 
don’t have permanent residency.15 
As much as 65 per cent of migrant 
workers reported to have been 
not paid correctly while holding a 
temporary visa.

When employers violate workplace 
rights, migrant workers on 
temporary visas find it extremely 
challenging to access courts and 
tribunals. The Australian justice 
system is not familiar to them, 
and temporary visas expire and 
force the victim to leave Australia 
before the lengthy legal processes 
complete. 

Clearly, the Department does 
not allocate enough resources to 
visa processing nor to protecting 
migrant workers’ workplace rights. 
There are currently no special 
considerations for migrant workers 
whose visa expires before they 
recover their stolen wages. 

Figure 10 compares the number 
of officers working on onshore visa 
processing in the Department of 
Home Affairs and the number of 
people on temporary visas who 
can make onshore visa applications 
to extend their stay. 

Assuming the proportion of 
people making onshore visa 
applications among all temporary 
visa holders remains the same, 
the Department must increase 
the number of processing officers 
as it issues a larger number of 
temporary visas. However, the 
figure shows the actual number of 
processing officers has been on 
a decline, exacerbating the ratio 
of migrant workers who need 
to extend their temporary visas 
and onshore processing capacity. 
Furthermore, funding for the 
Department’s migration function 
is set to be slashed by one-third 
over the next two years, despite 
the complaints and side effects of 
existing delays in visa processing.16
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CONCLUSION

Living on a visa which is soon expiring makes anyone 
insecure.  They cannot plan their future, and it is 
challenging to find work or secure accommodation 
when your migration status is uncertain. Migrant  
workers often endure labour exploitation and wage 
theft because they cannot afford to complicate their 
visa situation.

Australia gains nothing from not allowing people to 
get settled and making them vulnerable to exploitative 
work conditions. The Migrant Workers Centre 
recommends the Government to adopt policies in 
line with the followings recommendations to resolve 
the excessive processing delays and better protect 
migrant workers’ workplace rights.

As it gets more difficult to acquire permanent 
residency, migrant workers extend their stay  
by hopping from one temporary visa to  
another until they exhaust all options. The 
Government issues an unlimited number of 
temporary visas while maintaining a tight cap 
on permanent migration. 

The imbalance between permanent and 
temporary migration programs has resulted 
in a rapid increase in the number of onshore 
visa applications and a large pool of migrant 
workers with long-term precarious status in 
Australia. 

The Government should establish clear 
pathways to permanent residency for all 
temporary visa programs and adjust the yearly 
issuance of permanent and temporary visas to 
an adequate ratio so that all migrant workers 
on temporary visas have a proper chance to 
progress towards permanent residency.

Establish clear pathways to  
permanent residency for all 
temporary visa programs so 
that migrant workers are not 
pushed toward extended, 
arbitrary visa hopping

1.
The Department of Home Affairs has been 
inadequately resourcing visa processing 
services despite the growing number of 
visa applications. This has resulted in an 
unacceptable delay in visa processing, which  
is one of the biggest challenges migrant 
workers on temporary visas face when planning 
their future. 

A visa refusal at the end of an impeded  
process could cost many opportunities for 
the visa applicant and crush their dreams and 
career plans. 

For any visa subclass, be it an onshore 
application or offshore one, the Department 
should aim to process applications in six 
months at the maximum. 

It should allocate more resources to the 
processing services and employ more 
processing officers to clear the existing  
backlog of onshore visa applications and meet 
the target processing time in the future. 

Lastly, visa applicants should be given an 
option to be refunded their application fee 
when their application remains unresolved for 
a year. 

Allocate increased resources 
and public service employees 
to visa processing to clear the 
existing backlog of onshore  
visa applications and maintain  
a reasonable level of resources  
and workforce required to 
process visa applications in  
six months at the maximum

2.
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Migrant workers on temporary visas are 
exposed to a greater risk of labour exploitation 
and have no social safety nets to fall back on. 

Besides, when employers violate workplace 
rights, it is extremely challenging for migrant 
workers on temporary visas to access courts 
and tribunals in a timely manner. 

Temporary visas expire and force the victim 
to leave Australia before the lengthy legal 
processes complete. 

The Government should expand services for 
migrant workers’ access to court and recovery 
of stolen wages. 

It should also create a remedial visa with work 
rights for migrant workers who are victims of 
workplace exploitation, harassment, or injury 
and have workplace claims pending so that 
they can stay in the country while accessing 
justice in court, compensation, or medical/
psychological treatment. 

The remedial visa should be regarded as a 
qualifying substantive visa when the victim 
applies for another visa afterwards.

Improve access to justice, 
compensation, and treatment 
for migrant workers on 
temporary visas

4.

There is little one can do but to wait after 
they have filed a visa application, even 
when they do not hear back from the 
Department for years. It can have a significant  
mental toll to stay hopeless in the dark to 
not know whether their future plan is being 
reviewed and processed or not. 

The Department should provide updates on 
the progress of their visa processing regularly 
and at every milestone. 

The Department should also enable applicants 
to know the status of their application and 
what causes the processing delay when a visa 
decision has not been made on it within the 
published 90th percentile processing time.

Provide clear information and 
grievance redress channels  
for visa processing

3.

Forcing workers on Bridging Visa E to rely 
on charity rather than allowing them the 
opportunity to contribute their skills is not only 
cruel but against the wider economic interests 
of the nation. 

Many on this Bridging visa have fled traumatic 
events and are seeking protection in Australia. 
The unbearable delays in visa processing extend  
the trauma and prevent them from rebuilding 
their lives and reconnecting with community.

Remove the work restrictions  
for people holding  
Bridging Visa E.

5.
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