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ABOUT AAMRI 

The Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes (AAMRI) is the peak body 

representing medical research institutes (MRIs) across Australia. Our 48 member institutes are 

leaders in health and medical research, working on an extensive range of human health issues, from 

preventative health and chronic disease, to mental health, Indigenous health and improved health 

services. Collectively AAMRI’s members employ over 15,000 staff and students and have an annual 

turnover of more than $1.3 billion. MRIs are engaged in clinical trials at all stages of the research, and 

in 2015 were involved in over 1,220 clinical trials. 
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Submission to the Policy Consultation Paper – Visa 
Simplification: Transforming Australia’s Visa System 

The Association of Australian Medical Research Institutes (AAMRI) welcomes the opportunity to 
comment on the Policy Consultation Paper – Visa Simplification: Transforming Australia’s Visa 
System. 

1 AAMRI would like to see the following principles within a new visa 
system: 

 Ensure ongoing engagement with industry to identify where skill gaps lie, and which 
visa program (direct entry, employer sponsored, or a mixture of both) would best 
respond to them. 

 Continue to provide an employer sponsored visa route that matches skills and 
employment opportunities. 

 Continue to provide an employer sponsored visa route that allows for the recruitment 
of highly talented and skilled individuals. 

 Process applications so that acute skill gaps can be filled in a timely fashion using 
temporary or permanent (provisional) visas. 

 Medical research institutes should receive the same age restriction exemptions as 
universities and government agencies. 

 Temporary visa opportunities should be available for those that do not meet the age 
requirements for permanent visas but can bring skills and talents to fill a genuine skills 
shortage. 

 Provide greater flexibility to low-risk employers that continuously demonstrate high 
visa integrity standards. 

 Medical research institutes providing significant training opportunities should be 
exempt from Skilling Australians Fund requirements when they can show they are 
already providing substantial training opportunities for Australians. 

2 Medical research in Australia 

Australia has a world-class medical research sector delivering high economic returns, and life 
changing discoveries. It ranks 8th in the OECD in terms of knowledge creation, and 6th in terms of 

citations per publication (a key metric of quality). It delivers impressive economic returns of $3 for 
every $1 invested in health and medical research1, and is the bedrock on which the $94 billion2 life 
science industry in Australia is built. Medical research institutes (MRIs) expend around $1.2 billion on 

health and medical research each year, account for 36% of NHMRC funding, and represent over 
15,000 staff and students.3 

3 The importance of remaining internationally competitive 

Remaining internationally competitive means employing the world’s best medical researchers. Most 

staff appointed at MRIs are Australians, but selective recruitment from overseas has been a key 
component of success. Highly specialised roles cannot always be filled through the local workforce, 

                                                     

1 Deloitte Access Economics (2014) Extrapolated returns from investment in medical research future fund (MRFF), 2014, 
www.asmr.org.au/Publications.html  
2 Australian Biotechnology (2016) The Journal of AusBiotech. 26(2). Available at: 
http://ausbiotech.org/userfiles/file/2280_AusBiotech%20Vol26No2%20LOWRES-3MB.pdf 
3 AAMRI (2016) AAMRI Member Report 2016. Available at: https://aamri.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/AAMRI-Members-
Report-2016-PUBLIC.pdf 
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and expertise is needed to train the next generation of Australian scientists. The vital contribution that 

international scientists make is recognised through the Government’s policy to attract highly skilled 

scientists to Australia, as set out in the National Science Statement.4  

4 Ensuring skills and employment opportunities are linked 

Different industries and occupations have different needs from the visa system. The use of skilled 

occupation lists to delineate between occupations without skill gaps and those that have skills gaps 

that could be responded to through migration. However, how those lists are applied will need to differ 
according to whether the industry is best served by an employer sponsored visa program, direct-entry 
(non-employer sponsored), or a mixture of both. 

Medical research institutes occasionally need to make select appointments of highly skilled 
international scientists. These are individuals who have not just gained a qualification, but are 

recognised as having particular skills in a niche area. They are known for being among the best and 
brightest in their field at their stage of career. The employer sponsored visa program works best for 
medical research institutes in responding to skill shortages that cannot be filled locally as it matches 

skills and appropriate employment opportunities. This helps to avoid the unintended consequence of 
highly skilled migrants being granted visas and then being unable to find appropriate employment 
suitable to their skills. 

 Ensure ongoing engagement with industry to identify where skill gaps lie, and which visa 
program (direct entry, employer sponsored, or a mixture of both) would best respond to 
them. 

 Continue to provide an employer sponsored visa route that matches skills and employment 
opportunities. 

5 Recognition of the need for highly talented and skilled individuals, 
and respond to the needs of sectors with specialist skill needs 

It is in Australia’s best interest to attract the very best and brightest individuals who are at the top of 

their field for their stage of career. The current visa program does not adequately recognise 
outstanding talent and potential. Recognition of qualifications and experience is awarded through a 

points program within the skilled independent permanent visas, but this system is unable to 
differentiate between the quality of the qualification and the institute it was awarded from. 

Within medical research, a doctorate is only one indicator of candidate quality, a range of other metrics 
are considered. For example, this might include, publications in top journals, research funding 
awarded, citations, patents, successful commercialisation and industry collaborations. The 

combination of different criteria, and crucially how they relate to the position on offer, make it difficult to 
develop a straight forward process that can identify such talented individuals. 

This issue presents itself as a difficulty within the current visa system in relation to non-employer 
sponsored visas. For medical research institutes, it is not a significant concern so long as an employer 
sponsored pathway remains. However, this might cause an issue within the broader science system, 

                                                     

4 Australian Government (2017) Australia’s National Science Statement. Available at: 
http://www.science.gov.au/SCIENCEGOV/NationalScienceStatement/National-
science-statement.pdf 
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particularly in relation to start-up companies engaged in commercialisation. The more pressing issue 

for medical research institutes in relation to highly talented and skilled individuals, especially those 

with specialist niche skills, is ensuring the importance of a continued pathway within an employer 
sponsored visa program. 

The numbers of such individuals sponsored by medical research institutes is relatively small (less than 

3% of the research workforce), but the role they play is vital in ensuring we remain globally 
competitive. As such, the contribution they make, and the need for their skills, can easily be 

overlooked in large datasets identifying skill gaps. A future visa program needs to continue to provide 
a visa pathway for this important part of the medical research workforce. 

 Continue to provide an employer sponsored visa route that allows for the recruitment of 
highly talented and skilled individuals. 

6 Timely processing of visa applications to help industry respond to 
employment gaps 

One of the primary reasons why medical research institutes have favoured temporary visas for new 
international appointments is the much quicker timeframe in which they are processed. The subclass 

457 (temporary) visa is processed in an average of 4 months for 75% of applicants, whereas the 

subclass 186 (permanent) visa takes an average of 8 months. Skill gaps within medical research need 
to be filled quickly otherwise millions of dollars of research projects can stall. Medical research 
institutes (and other employers in the sector) would often use a temporary visa so that the employee 

can quickly fill the appointment, and then once that person is onshore they would apply for an 
appropriate permanent visa. 

It is inevitable that permanent visa applications will likely take longer to be processed than temporary 
ones given the more stringent criteria and health checks involved. It would be desirable to continue 
having a quicker pathway in place so that skill gaps can be filled in a timely fashion through the use of 

temporary, and potentially new permanent (provisional) visas. The applicant should then be permitted 

at a later date to apply onshore for a permanent visa. 

 Process applications so that acute skill gaps can be filled in a timely fashion using 
temporary or permanent (provisional) visas. 

7 Visa opportunities available across the full employment age range 

It is understandable why age limits for certain visas are in place given previous research that has 
looked at the net economic contribution a migrant is has on the economy over the long-term. However, 
such analysis does not necessarily differentiate by sector, and it could be that migrants in some 

occupations continue to be net economic contributors at a later age. Within medical research, in 
addition to their net economic contribution, there is also the broader intellectual contribution and the 

health benefits their research brings to Australia that could also be considered. 

Within the medical research sector, along with the broader science sector, researchers can be at the 
pinnacle of their career at around 45-50 years of age. This is the same age bracket that some of the 

age restrictions on work visas is applied. This can leave some people on the wrong side of the fence, 
and either prevent their migration or discourage it. This issue is recognised by the special exemption 

given to universities and government agencies. There is no logical reason why this exemption should 

not also apply to medical research institutes. 
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In those cases where exemptions cannot be made, a future visa system should ensure temporary visa 

opportunities are available to those who can bring their skills and talents, and fill a genuine skills 

shortage. These individuals would not stay in Australia over the long-term, do not have access to 
social security and health services, and so the risk of economic drain identified in the Productivity 
Commission report is averted. 

 Medical research institutes should receive the same age restriction exemptions as 
universities and government agencies. 

 Temporary visa opportunities should be available for those that do not meet the age 
requirements for permanent visas but can bring skills and talents to fill a genuine skills 
shortage. 

8 Employers and industries that continuously demonstrate high visa 
integrity standards rewarded with greater flexibility 

A future visa program should be robust enough to provide assurance that employers are offering 
genuine positions in areas of skills shortage. It should also be flexible enough to recognise reputable 

employers who have consistently met their obligations, and are of low-risk in terms of breaching 
immigration regulations. This recognition could come in the form of providing priority processing and 
reducing the regulatory burden associated with some visa applications. 

 Provide greater flexibility to low-risk employers that continuously demonstrate high visa 
integrity standards. 

9 Medical research institutes providing significant training 
opportunities should be exempt from the Skilling Australians Fund 
requirements 

The forthcoming requirement for employers to contribute between $1,200 and $5,000 into the Skilling 

Australia Fund for each employee on a ENS, RSMS or TSS related visa might make sense in the 

context of some industries. However, the additional cost will be very difficult for MRIs to absorb. MRIs 
are not-for-profit charities and for every dollar that is spent on a generic government training fund a 
dollar is diverted away from medical research and the training of medical research students. 

Each year MRIs invest in the training of over 2,000 of the next generation of the highly talented 
medical researchers. It makes much more sense for MRIs to invest funding directly into the training of 

these skilled medical researchers, rather than divert such funding away into a generic government 
training fund. 

 Medical research institutes providing significant training opportunities should be exempt 
from Skilling Australians Fund requirements when they can show they are already providing 
substantial training opportunities for Australians. 
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