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NATIONAL IMMIGRATION

The countries that Australia's
migration program has welcomed
most often since 1901

The changing birthplaces of people at the top of Australia's migration tree since 1901 reflect
international conflicts, changed political boundaries and the end of racially-biased policies,
new Australian Bureau of Statistics data shows.

Stimulated by the gold rushes of the 1800s, Australia's early population was a strange mix with
nearly 2000 Australians registered as born at sea by 1891, outnumbering migrants born in Italy
and Holland combined at that point.

By the time Federation came in 1901, the population was almost four million and people from
Britain and Ireland made up over three-quarters of Australia's overseas-born population. But
more migrants were born in Syria than Greece and South Africa combined at that time.

A little over a century later the trend has reversed with 10-times more people born in South
Africa living Down Under than have come from Syria.
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In 2016, more than half of the top 50 countries that Australian immigrants came from did not
exist, in their current form, a century ago. Indonesia, Malaysia, many eastern European
countries, the Middle East and other south Asian nations such as India are examples.

Macquarie University demographer Professor Nick Parr said political boundaries and the
classifications used for country of birth have changed over the years.

"In 1901 the reporting of Syria may have been for a Greater Syria region, which includes areas
which are now in Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan and Israel," Professor Parr said.

"I suspect numbers born in modern day Lebanon would have been a major component of the
number recorded as born in Syria in 1901."

Decolonisation and globalisation have also affected the changing source countries, Prof Parr
said.

"Australia's population change has been affected by resettlement following a range of conflicts
including; World War II, the Vietnam War, the Balkans war, the Sri Lankan civil war and more
recently, conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria and Myanmar," Prof Parr said.

"Our humanitarian program is a testimony to our humanity."

A Flourish data visualisation
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Click on an area below to exclude it from the race.
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The ending of the 'White Australia' policy in the 1970s was a watershed event, Prof Parr said.

"Since then the only consistently substantial European inflow has been from the UK," Prof Parr
said. "The continental European migrant groups are now concentrated in the older ages and
their numbers are being depleted by deaths.

"The recent growth in numbers who were born in Asian countries is due to a combination of
temporary movements and permanent migration. Asian countries are the major sources of
international students and stay on and gain permanent residence."

Notes on the data

The first simultaneous censuses of all Australian colonies was taken in 1881 and the first
national census was taken in 1911. Other censuses were done in 1921, 1933, 1947, 1954 and
1961. After 1961 censuses were conducted every five years.

Before July 1976 net overseas migration was calculated by subtracting total departures
(permanent, long-term and short-term) from Australia from total arrivals (permanent, long-
term and short-term) to Australia.

From July 1976 net overseas migration has been calculated as permanent and long-term
arrivals less permanent and long-term departures, plus an adjustment for the effect of category
jumping.

During World War I, troops leaving Australia were regarded as emigrants, while those returning
were regarded as immigrants. This explains a record loss in 1916 and a large migration gain in
1919. During World War II, troop movements between September 1939 and June 1947 were
excluded from calculations of overseas migration.

Nigel Gladstone

Nigel Gladstone is The Sydney Morning Herald's data journalist.

https://www.smh.com.au/by/nigel-gladstone-h0ffk2
https://www.facebook.com//nigel.gladstone
https://twitter.com/nigelgladstone?lang=en
mailto:nigel.gladstone@smh.com.au

