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Australian and Canadian Immigration Compared

Nobuaki Suyama

The author visited Australia to participate in a joint project on a comparison
between Australia and Canada in immigration and refugee policy. The working
meeting between the Australian and Canadian teams was held in the Bureau of Im-
migration Research, Melbourne, on the 30th of September and the 1st of October,
1991. A full conference is planned at York University, Toronto, next May, along with
the publication of a book, Immigration and Refugee Policy : The Australian and Canadian
Experiences.

Immigration has always been such an important field of public policy in the two
countries and their political parties tended to maintain respectively ‘bipartisan’ and
‘tripartisan’ immigration policy. This non-partisanship is perhaps partly because it is a
touchy issue to be debated in an open forum. Immigration is a political hot potato,
which no party wants to get burned with. Also, there has existed a substantial degree
of agreement among the parties on the basic features of immigration policy and
management, which is backed up by a popular consensus that immigration is vital for
the countries’ national development. On the other hand, politicians do not highly
regard an immigration minister as a coveted position, aptly termed “the Killer
portfolio”. This may be confirmed by the fact that the Hawke government has had as
many as six ministers, while the Mulroney government has four.

However, the characterization of non-partisan politics vis—a—vis immigration seems
to have changed in recent years. In Australia, the Coalition vehemently attacks the
Labor government, earlier in the sense of immigrants’ skin colour and now, nominally,
in the amount of intake. In fact, the essence of the debate is still whether to take in
more Asians or less. In Canada, the Reform Party, an upstart party with a base in
Western Canada, has been advocating an immigration policy more in accordance with
Canada’s economic needs, that is, restriction on family reunification. It challenges the
Canada which Trudeau visualized, officially bilingual and multicultural.
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