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Australia & asylum seekers: The myths and the facts 
 
Who are asylum seekers?  
 
The terms ʻasylum seekerʼ and ʻrefugeeʼ are often confused: an asylum seeker is 
someone who has fled their home and is seeking protection from another country 
stating that he or she is a refugee, but whose claim has not yet been evaluated1. 
 
In Australia, asylum seekers must prove they are refugees before they are granted a 
visa. They must prove to government agencies that if they return home they face 
persecution, imprisonment or harm for reasons of race, religion, nationality, their social 
group or political opinion. 
 
Myth 1 – Australia takes in more than its fair share of asylum seekers  
 
Contrary to what the media and many politicians are saying, Australia is not being 
ʻswampedʼ by asylum seekers. From January to August this year, Australia took in 
below average numbers of asylum seekers compared to previous years and global 
intakes2. 
 
The UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) has calculated that the average 
number of asylum seekers accepted by a country in the global context is 197 per 
million of population. On that basis Australiaʼs fair share for the first 6 months of 2009 
should be 4,197 rather than the 3,666 we have taken so far.3 In comparison Canada, 
which has a population of just over 33 million compared to Australiaʼs 22 million, 
received 6 times the number of lodged applications (18,722).4 
 
In a global context, the average rate of asylum seeker intake according to population 
ranks Australia 20th out of 44 countries worldwide, behind countries such as the United 
Kingdom, Ireland, Canada and Malta (which tops the list).5 
 
According to another key factor – gross domestic product (GDP) – Australia falls to 
24th place when ranked by asylum seeker intake per size of GDP.6 
 
Myth 2 – ʻBoat peopleʼ are swamping our shores 
 
The vast majority of asylum seekers arrive in Australia by air. Last year, of the 13,500 
people granted asylum in Australia only 206 of those arriving without visas came by 
boat; 2,291 came by plane – well over 90%.7 
 
There is also data to suggest that people who arrive by boat are more likely to be 
legitimate refugees. Of asylum claims made by people who arrive by aircraft, 55% are 
rejected. Only 2-15% of claims made by people arriving by boat are denied.8 
 
This number is also small when compared to the number of people who over-stay their 
visa in Australia each year, particularly those on travelling visas, the majority of whom 
are English-speaking tourists. Conservative estimates suggest that, on average, 
50,000 people stay in Australia without the proper documentation each year9. 
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Some media10 have been misquoting data that last year 13,500 asylum seekers were 
granted refugee status. The Department for Immigration & Citizenship has responded 
that the vast majority of these in fact ʻcame to Australia on valid visas as part of 
Australiaʼs dedicated offshore refugee resettlement program or were proposed as 
special humanitarian program entrants - largely, they were not asylum seekersʼ, with 
over 11,000 visas granted before entry to Australia through proper processes.11 
 
Myth 3 – the Governmentʼs changes in policy have made Australia a ʻsoft targetʼ  
 
2,504 people lodged asylum applications in Australia from January to June this year, 
an increase on the same time last year. This increase is in line with global trends.12  
 
However these numbers are far below those in 2000 and 2001. In 2000, there were 
over 13,000 claims in the first half of the year, with over 12,000 in 2001.13 This 
highlights the continuing fluctuations globally in the number of people seeking asylum 
caused by changing world events that force people from their homes. 
 
From January 2008 to June 2009, only 750 people arrived by boat compared to 43 
boats carrying over 5,516 asylum seekers in 2001,14 after the outbreak of war in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Global events dictate how many people are displaced every year. 
 
While some are claiming that the abolition of detention debt (in August 2009) and 
temporary protection visas (August 2008) have made Australia look like a ʻsoft target,ʼ 
this isnʼt the case. Since temporary protection visas (TPVs) were introduced in 1999, 
they have had very little impact on the number of people seeking asylum in Australia. 
In the two years following its introduction over 8,455 asylum seekers arrived in 
Australia by boat15 compared to the 2,504 people this year. 
 
They have also had very little impact on the number of people being granted refugee 
status. According to the Department for Immigration and Citizenship, nearly 90% of the 
people allocated temporary protection visas were granted a visa that gave them 
Australian residency. Only 3% (or 379 people) granted temporary protection visas 
departed Australia.16  
 
Myth 4 – Refugees are a burden on our economy  
 
Refugees offer potential for our economy – they are not a burden. Claims that 
refugees cost the taxpayer $628 million were made by some media sources in the last 
week, but they are baseless, with Centrelink, the government department in charge of 
providing welfare, stating that there is simply no data to support this figure.17  
 
Centrelink also highlights that ʻonly about 3% of Centrelink customers who were in 
receipt of a Newstart Allowance income support payment at 30 June 2009 held a 
refugee and humanitarian or permanent protection visaʼ.18  
 
The Department for Immigration and Citizenship states that immigration currently 
provides 60% of our population growth, but within the next few years it will be the only 
source of net labour force growth in Australia.19 
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Myth 5 – Boats are bringing terrorists to our shores 
 
Some opposition backbenchers have recently stated that arrivals of boats are likely to 
be a perfect cover for terrorists entering Australia.20 In reality, the threat of terrorists 
entering the country in this way has been described by counter-terrorism experts as 
ʻinfinitesimally smallʼ.21 Asylum seekers arriving by boat may face years of delay 
before gaining entry into Australia – as opposed to those arriving by air. 
 
All asylum seekers arriving in Australia undergo thorough security checks from ASIO 
in conjunction with Indonesia. Comparisons with the US found that those involved in 
the terrorist activities of September 11 arrived on valid US visas.21 
 
Myth 6 – Asylum seekers are ʻillegal immigrantsʼ 
 
Under the Refugee Convention, which Australia has signed, all people have the right 
to seek asylum in Australia.22 They may be found to be genuine refugees, and they 
may not – but seeking asylum is not illegal under Australian law or international law. 
The term ʻillegal immigrantʼ, just like the term ʻqueue jumperʼ, is designed to make 
asylum seekers seem alien and unworthy of sympathy. 
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