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Key Points 

• The Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme allows eligible employers to 
hire workers from nine Pacific Island countries and Timor-Leste to fill workforce 
shortages in Australia when there are not enough local workers available. 

o The employer must be approved by the Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEWR) to participate in the PALM scheme. 

o The role of the Department is to assess applications from Australian employers 
for a Temporary Activities Sponsorship and visa applications from workers. 
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• Under the PALM scheme, there are two cohorts of workers:  
o seasonal workers, who can work in placements up to 9 months and can access a 

multi-year visa to return to Australia for up to 9 months each year for 4 years. 
o long-term workers, who can work in placements of 1 to 4 years duration.  

 
• As at 31 March 2023, there were 27,887 combined SWP, PLS and PALM (subclass 

403) visa holders in Australia. 
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If asked: Has there been an increase of PALM workers disengaging from the scheme? 

• Caseload integrity report indicates that the number of visa holders leaving their 
employer without permission (disengaged workers) as a proportion of the program are 
low: 

o In 2022-23 to 31 March 2023), the number of disengaged workers reported 
was 1,438 (combined subclass 403 SWP/PLS/PALM streams). 

• The impact of COVID-19 is likely to have been a key driver in increased disengagement 
rates, given competition amongst employers for labour coupled with misinformation 
driven by onshore facilitators. This was further exacerbated by the length of time some 
workers were in Australia without the opportunity to return home because of border 
closures in the Pacific.  
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Key Points 

• The Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme allows eligible employers to 
hire workers from nine Pacific Island countries and Timor-Leste to fill workforce 
shortages in Australia when there are not enough local workers available. 

o The employer must be approved by the Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEWR) to participate in the PALM scheme. 

o The role of the Department is to assess applications from Australian employers 
for a Temporary Activities Sponsorship and visa applications from workers. 

• Under the PALM scheme, there are two groups of workers:  
o seasonal workers, who can work in placements up to 9 months and can access a 

multi-year visa to return to Australia for up to 9 months each year for 4 years. 
o long-term workers, who can work in placements of 1 to 4 years duration.  

 
• As at 31 December 2023, there were 27,605 combined SWP, PLS and PALM (subclass 

403) visa holders in Australia, an increase of 14.9 percent compared to 24,021 on  
31 December 2022. 
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Talking Points: 
It is important to understand that the data used to report disengagement is drawn 
from a dynamic environment. As a result, figures may vary slightly from what may 
have been previously reported or will be reported in the future.  

Approved Employers are required to notify both DEWR and the Department when a 
PALM worker leaves their employment without notice. It is our experience that 
disengagements are likely to be under-reported.  

Based on the Department’s sampling of Approved Employer reporting of worker 
disengagement to the Department, approximately 177 Approved Employers have 
not reported any worker disengagement.  

With those caveats: data shows the number of PALM workers reported as leaving 
their approved employer without permission (disengaged workers) fell from 2,284 in 
2022-23 to 1,719 in 2023-24. 

Reported disengagement data for the program year 2024-25 to 31 January 2025 is 
still being analysed and available data is considered as under reported at this stage.* 
Worker disengagement is likely to be under reported based on Approved Employers’ 
lack of reporting and the true figures are likely to be higher. 
Approved Employers are required to notify both DEWR and the Department when a 
PALM worker leaves their employment without notice. 
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Background: 
Workers disengage from the PALM scheme for a range of reasons. 
Feedback from workers, community groups, employers and Pacific governments 
suggests PALM scheme workers leave their employer sponsors for a range of 
reasons:  

o They may disengage due to feeling disrespected by their employer, due to
insufficient work hours or because they do not fully understand their
entitlements and responsibilities as PALM scheme workers.

o Many are targeted by illegal facilitators with promises of higher, tax-free pay.

Document 6

s. 22(1)(a)(ii)

s. 22(1)(a)(ii)





 [    g    ] 

         Page 2 of 4 

OFFICIAL 

Key Points 

The Department is looking forward to the next steps on the PALM Disengagement Taskforce 
report and will work with other stakeholders to progress agreed recommendations.  

Overall, reported disengagement numbers is trending downward in the last two program years 
but it may be too early to know for sure. 

o The result is not uniform - while some countries are trending downward, others are
trending upward

There is keen public and stakeholder interest in PALM disengagement data. Often the data is 
misunderstood or misrepresented in the media.  

o The Department is currently working on improving the collection, analysis and
dissemination of disengagement data.
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Acknowledgment of country 

The Department of Employment and Workplace Relations acknowledges the traditional owners of 
Country throughout Australia on which we gather, live, work and stand. We acknowledge all 
traditional custodians, their Elders past and present, and we pay our respects to their continuing 
connection to their culture, community, land, sea and water.

© Commonwealth of Australia 2025

With the exception of the Commonwealth Coat of Arms, the Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations logo, any material protected by a trade mark and where otherwise noted, all 
material presented in this document is provided under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0).

The details of the relevant licence conditions are available on the Creative Commons website 
(accessible using the links provided), as is the full legal code for the CC BY 4.0 International licence
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode).
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Executive summary
The Pacific Australia Labour Mobility (PALM) scheme is 
commitment to meet national labour needs, while simultaneously forging stronger links with 
participating Pacific island countries and Timor-Leste.

Sustained PALM scheme worker disengagement will threaten the viability of the scheme; this is 
particularly concerning from the perspective of worker welfare, wellbeing and safety. Once a PALM 
scheme worker becomes disengaged, they are no longer able to access the protections of the 
scheme, often leaving them at risk of exploitation. 

The number of workers disengaging increased as the scheme grew significantly during the COVID-19
pandemic. 

Key themes of stakeholder feedback included: 

Visa issues

Stakeholders raised that the misalignment between employment placement and visa length, 
the work rights available to applicants with protection visas, and partner country domestic 
policies that may inhibit workers taking up another PALM scheme placement, contribute to 
disengagement.

Workers

Workers leave their home country motivated to increase their earnings to improve their 
quality of life, and that of their families and broader communities. When this aspiration is 
unfulfilled, or they are promised a greater opportunity elsewhere, it may motivate some to 
disengage to maximise their income.

Employers

Stakeholders noted that PALM scheme employers play a pivotal role in the success of a 
worker through selection, recruitment and ongoing support. Unscrupulous 
conduct by some PALM scheme employers and employers operating outside the scheme is 
also considered a key pull factor for disengagement. 

Cultural and social factors

Cultural differences, misinformation and the influence of some Pasifika diaspora are 
significant factors that may contribute to disengagement. The degree of cultural competency 
of PALM scheme stakeholders is also influential.
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Program operating policies 

Stakeholders suggested that insufficient pre-departure briefings, and lack of 
awareness of the grievance process, hindered address
disengagement. The perceived difficulty for a worker to change employers was also raised. 
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Overview of disengagement 
PALM scheme workers are employed under a sponsorship arrangement by a PALM scheme 
employer. For employers to participate in the PALM scheme they must become an Approved 
Employer (through DEWR) and be a Temporary Activities Sponsor (through Home Affairs) to sponsor 
PALM workers.

In general terms, disengagement is defined as when a PALM scheme worker stops working for the 
employer that sponsored them for their visa and continues to remain in, or returns to, Australia
outside an approved PALM scheme recruitment.
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For statistical purposes, a PALM scheme worker is considered to have disengaged when the worker 
leaves their sponsored employment, without permission, while on a PALM visa and they are reported 
to Home Affairs as disengaged by their PALM scheme employer. This definition guides how Home 
Affairs collect and report data for disengagement.

Reporting disengagement

Disengagement data is dependent on employers reporting the unplanned departure of the worker
from the e . 

The increase to the overall worker numbers for PALM during the pandemic occurred concurrently 
with limited options for alternative labour and was matched by an increase in employer reported 
disengagement within the PALM scheme. Since the 2023-2024 financial year, newly employer 
reported disengagement can be observed to have declined (see Figure 7).  
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1 Average PALM scheme workers onshore counts use a range of methodologies and comparisons should be 
made with caution: 2019-20 and 2020-21 use historic worker counts. 2021-22 is based on revised April 2022 
worker counts.  2022-23 uses an average of worker visa data. 2024-25 uses data to May 2025 for the total 
worker count.
2 Disengaged worker counts are drawn from a dynamic environment and may vary over time. Counts are an 
approximation based on the year disengagement was reported. Disengagement is not always reported in the 
same year the visa was granted and may be underreported by employers. Data for 2024-25 counts 
disengaged workers up to February 2025 only.
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2 Stakeholder insights

Drivers of disengagement
The drivers of disengagement are a nuanced and complex mix of economic, social and program 
specific circumstances.

Most PALM scheme workers arrive with strong motivation for achieving life-changing goals such as 
building a house, buying a vehicle or starting a small business at home. Many workers who disengage 
from the PALM scheme cite failure to meet their financial goals as a significant contributor. The push 
and pull factors that underpin the drivers of disengagement are outlined in Figure 9:

Figure 9: Stakeholder perceived drivers of disengagement
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Stakeholder insights have informed
recommendations and have been consolidated into the 
following key themes that are perceived to underpin 
disengagement. 

Visa issues
scheme 

scheme 

scheme 
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scheme 

Employment
Labour hire providers Many stakeholders believed that the welfare and wellbeing of workers was 
overlooked at host employer sites (where the PALM scheme employer is a labour hire provider). The
perception was that they are more likely to treat workers as a resource rather than an employee as 
they are usually removed from the day-to-day operations at the worksite. 

Treatment of PALM scheme workers Some stressed that a PALM scheme employer lack of
support for workers plays a major role in disengagement. There is also a perception that there are 
limited consequences for PALM scheme non-compliance with their PALM scheme deed 
and guideline obligations.

Recruitment Some said that PALM scheme employers who do not recruit face-to-face and in 
country are not successfully matching workers to the most suitable roles. Failure to recruit in country 
means that they miss the early opportunity to build a relationship with the worker. It then takes 
longer to build rapport after commencement. Similarly, if a PALM scheme worker's physical abilities
do not suit the role, it may affect their performance and ability to maximise earnings.

False promises Some mentioned that unscrupulous non-PALM scheme employers and unregulated 
labour hire providers entice workers away from the scheme with (often false) promises of higher pay 
or better conditions.

Absenteeism Some raised that worker absenteeism is a major warning sign of disengagement as it 
may be an indicator of relationship breakdown

Termination Some said that if a PALM scheme worker is terminated early, they have very 
little time left in Australia to organise their affairs (such as bank accounts and superannuation) in the 
allocated time before they must return home. In cases such as these, if the worker felt their 
termination was unfair, they may also choose to stay longer and seek other work outside of the 
PALM scheme. 
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As a result, some workers 
worry that any indication of discontent will result in termination. 

Program settings
scheme 

scheme 

workers may choose to disengage if
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