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Jamie Smyth in Sydney

Prospective buyers wait in line to inspect a house for sale in a suburb of Sydney, Australia
Demand for Australian investor visas has slowed to a trickle following a government 
decision to follow Canada and the UK in tightening rules on fast-track residency in 
return for investment.
The changes were introduced in July following a surge in applications from wealthy 
Chinese and suspension of a scheme Canberra argued was not generating enough return 
as investments flowed mainly into non-productive assets. 

Just seven applications have been submitted under revised 
rules introduced on July 1 that force people to invest in riskier assets such as venture 
capital and emerging companies to qualify for visas. Authorities also placed a cap on 
residential real estate investment — a popular asset class among Chinese investors — to 
try to stem fast-rising house prices in Sydney and Melbourne. 

Rule change hits demand for Australian investor visas
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A government spokesman said it was too early to tell if the demand for the visas would be 
different from previous years, as investors may need some time to become familiar with 
changes. But some businesses working with Chinese investors warned it may reduce 
demand for the scheme. 
Esther Yong, director of ACproperty.com.au, an Australian Chinese-language property 
portal, said changes to the scheme could scare off Chinese who want a visa in a foreign 
country but do not have a particular preference as to where. 
“The US and European Union countries’ visas are more affordable and have less 
requirements,” she added. 
The slow uptake for the new scheme highlights the challenges governments in developed 
countries face in trying to attract foreign capital while managing immigration, in the face 
of strong demand for visas from rapidly growing middle classes in China, Russia and 
elsewhere.
A report by the Migration Policy Institute recently found the economic returns generated 
by some investor visa schemes were disappointing. Canada and the UK have both 
tightened their regimes, even as several EU countries have introduced new schemes 
designed to attract capital.
Australia’s programme proved an immediate hit with investors when it was set up in 
November 2012. It has attracted A$4.3bn ($3bn) in investment and doled out 858 
residency visas, with a further 1,239 applications pending. About 90 per cent of 
applications were from wealthy Chinese.
But last year the government of Prime Minister Tony Abbott ordered a review, arguing 
the scheme gave away residency rights too cheaply and that a greater share of investment 
should be directed towards innovation. It suspended the scheme in April and outlawed 
“loan back” arrangements, whereby applicants could use the visa investment as collateral 
to borrow money — a practice the government argued went against the spirit of the 
programme. 
“Too much investment was flowing into asset classes where it wasn’t needed, such as 
government bonds and real estate,” says Yassar El-Ansary, chief executive of the 
Australian Private Equity and Venture Capital Association. “There is now significantly 
more potential to fund start-ups.”
Under the new scheme, applicants must invest A$500,000 into a qualifying venture 
capital or private equity fund. Law firm Squire Patton Boggs forecasts that if demand for 
investor visas returns to average levels, A$375.5m would flow into venture capital funds 
over three years.



Last year the total amount of venture capital raised in Australia fell 21 per cent to 
A$120m.
Applicants must also invest A$1.5m in emerging companies, either through an eligible 
managed fund or listed investment companies that invest in small-cap businesses with a 
market capitalisation below A$500m.
“The government wants to channel the money into innovation, job creation and new 
industries in Australia,” said Stephen Wood, portfolio manager at UBS global asset 
management, which launched an investor visa compliant small-cap fund last month.
But tepid demand for visas under the new stricter rules suggests investors may be put off 
by a requirement to invest in riskier assets.
However, Mr Woods also said that China’s recent market volatility, despite its potential 
to reduce wealth levels, may have a positive effect on the scheme. 
“China, for all its size, is still an emerging market and has a lot of emerging market 
characteristics, and getting hold of one of these [visas] may be a very good idea,” he said. 

Chinese the dominant applicants for investor visas worldwide
Canada

In 2014 Ottawa scrapped a programme offering residency to rich foreigners who lent its provinces 
C$800,000 interest-free over five years. The scheme attracted 60,000 applications from wealthy Chinese but 
was judged to undervalue Canadian citizenship and to have caused a spike in house prices. Canada has 
since opened a pilot investor scheme for 60 multimillionaires who agree to invest C$2m (US$1.5m) in a 
venture capital fund for 15 years.

UK
Last year the UK doubled the minimum threshold for applicants to its investor visa scheme to £2m. It can be 
invested in government bonds, shares or loan capital for local companies. Applicants are no longer permitted 
to spend 25 per cent of the total investment on property. In the 12 months to the end of September 2014, 
357 “tier 1” visas were issued to wealthy Chinese investors, which accounted for 43 per cent of all visas 
issued during the period. 

Europe
The Netherlands provides temporary residency permits to foreigners who invest €1.25m in an innovative 
Dutch company. Ireland offers an initial two-year residency if investors spend between €500,000-€2m in 
either government bonds, investments funds, real estate trusts or philanthropic donations. Portugal provides 
residency — and the freedom to travel visa-free with the EU’s Schengen countries — to investors who buy a 
property worth €500,000.
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Demand for the EB-5 immigrant investor visa has rocketed over the past two years thanks to interest from 
China, causing the US State Department to suspend new applications from the country in May. Mainland 
Chinese received about 85 per cent of the 10,000 annual visas on offer in 2014. Under the scheme 
applicants must invest US$500,000 in a rural area business or US$1m in businesses in other areas and 
create at least 10 full-time jobs. The visa provides two-year conditional residency with a pathway to US 
citizenship.
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