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Protocols for international student arrivals 
This protocol outlines the steps for states and territories and education institutions to prepare for 

international student arrivals at scale, using either hotel and/or industry-led models of quarantine. 

This document is not intended to detail standard operating procedures for international arrivals. It is 

subordinate to other border and health protocols, and is subject to change, including incorporating 

lessons learnt from pilots.  

1 State/territory works with education institutions to design a detailed International Student 

Arrivals Plan (Plan) that aligns with the Preconditions for international student arrivals. 

• Plan should be developed in close consultation with the Australian Government Department 

of Education, Skills and Employment (DESE), and relevant Commonwealth agencies. 

• DESE may be contacted at DESE-InternationalStudentReturns@dese.gov.au. 

• States and territories are responsible for managing communication and liaison with 

providers and third parties. 

• Plan must detail how preconditions will be met (see below).  

• Plan is subject to state/territory agreement to information sharing protocols with the 

Commonwealth that relate to the reporting of illness among the cohort. 

The International Student Arrivals Plan should also include details of: 

• Stages and timing for the plan, clearly showing how arrivals will be increased over time to 

enable larger numbers of students to be welcomed in 2021. 

o This should include information on the number of students by country of origin and 

any cohorts under 18 planned to arrive in each stage. 

o NB:  State/territory will need to provide detailed lists of proposed international 

student arrivals to the Department of Home Affairs (Home Affairs) (including 

number, nationality, names, date of birth and visa status) that conform with initial 

information at least one month prior to travel.   

mailto:DESE-InternationalStudentReturns@dese.gov.au
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• Quarantine and compliance arrangements for each stage (including details of planning for 

hotel and/or industry-led quarantine). 

• Which institutions and Australian locations are involved in each stage (Note: state/territory 

education departments should consult with relevant regulatory authorities (Tertiary 

Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) and Australian Skills Quality Authority 

(ASQA)) regarding the status of providers seeking to participate in the plan). 

o The contact details for each agency are: 

▪ TEQSA: coordination@teqsa.gov.au 

▪ ASQA: RiskIntelligence@asqa.gov.au  

• Funding arrangements, noting no Australian Government funding is available. 

• Health screening pre-departure. 

• Use of commercial or charter flights, noting preference to use existing scheduled services 

with cohorts considered outside passenger caps, subject to state agreement. 

• Internal transport logistics including on arrival, and any transfers or domestic travel after 

quarantine. 

• Duty of care, monitoring of students’ health and wellbeing/pastoral care. 

o This includes outlining arrangements for students who present with symptoms of 

COVID-19 during transit, on arrival or in quarantine or where a positive case is 

reported in quarantine (such as who has responsibility for notifiying a student’s next 

of kin); and the management of a student’s onward travel or return to their home 

country if this occurs during transit. 

• Governance arrangements in place to oversee the plan. 

• Approach to communications and evaluation. 

2 The state/territory Chief Health Officer1*, approves the student arrivals plan. 

• The Chief Health Officer*, must write to the First Minister to specifically confirm that the 

plan aligns with the health preconditions of the Preconditions for international student 

arrivals (below). 

 

3 State/territory First Minister writes to the Australian Government Minister for Education and 

Youth, the Hon Alan Tudge MP, with the final plan confirming it complies with all of the 

Preconditions for international student arrivals (below).  A copy of the Chief Health Officer’s* 

letter must be included. 

 

4 The Commonwealth reviews the plan, coordinated by DESE. 

• DESE will review the plan against the Commonwealth and education preconditions in the 

Preconditions for international student arrivals (below). 

• The Australian Border Force (ABF) will confirm the plan is consistent with customs and 

immigration border clearance requirements at arrival ports. 

 
* Or the jurisdictions’ most appropriate relevant health official, if the Chief Health Officer 
would not be appropriate 
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• The ABF, the Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment (DAWE) and the 

relevant state/territory Health Department will confirm appropriate biosecurity and health 

screening arrangements are in place and there is sufficient border clearance capacity at 

arrival port, in consultation with the relevant airport operator. 

• DFAT will confirm that relevant foreign governments have agreed to make necessary 

arrangements for the departure/transit of international students and confirm procedures to 

use charter flights.  

• The Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications 

(DITRDC) will confirm that arrivals can be managed consistent with cap arrangements for the 

arrival airport, noting students should not displace access to seats or quarantine places for 

returning Australians. 

DESE will raise any issues identified in this review with the jurisdiction within 10 working days of 

receipt of the plan, for resolution by the state/territory before implementation, noting there is 

an expectation that the Plan has been developed in close consultation with DESE and relevant 

Commonwealth agencies. State/territory should seek further approval by the Chief Health 

Officer* and First Minister if required. 

 

Note:  There is no requirement for Commonwealth approval of the state/territory plan. Approval 

of the plan is the responsibility of the state/territory Chief Health Officer* and First Minister, as 

noted in 2 above.   

 

5 At each stage of implementation of their student arrivals plan, state/territory, with participating 

institutions, works closely with relevant Australian Government agencies. 

• State/territory provides a list with full details of proposed international student arrivals to 

Home Affairs, including number, nationality, names, date of birth and visa status. 

o All students on this list must hold a valid (subclass 500) student visa and be confirmed 

as ready to travel to Australia (states/territories and education providers check Visa 

Entitlement Verification Online (VEVO) (including visa expiry dates)). 

o All students on this list must be granted a travel exemption by Home Affairs prior to 

commencing their travel. Home Affairs will complete the travel exemption process for 

a state/territory after being provided a list. 

o It will be important for jurisdictions to be preparing these lists from early in the 

planning process. 

o Lists should be provided at least one month before expected travel dates.   

 

• DFAT to inform relevant foreign governments of the plan and ensures necessary channels of 

communication are in place, and liaise with foreign governments where charter flights are 

involved. 

• DITRDC to facilitate discussions with airports/airlines if required. 

• ABF to conduct Customs and Immigration clearance at the border. 

• DAWE to conduct biosecurity and health clearance at the border. 

• Austrade to facilitate communication to students and the international community. 

• DESE to facilitate communication to the domestic Australian community. 
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6 State/territory, with participating institutions, to monitor and evaluate implementation of 

student arrival plans, and provide an evaluation report to DESE for sharing with relevant 

Commonwealth agencies: 

o At the end of any small scale pilot. 

o After the first stage of larger-scale returns. 

o After any stage using industry-led quarantine.  

 

Evaluation reports should include information on lessons learnt to date, and the success and 

challenges identified against each of the areas detailed in the Student Arrivals Plan (see point 1 

above).  It must include information on numbers of students in various models of quarantine, and 

numbers developing COVID-19 under different models, actual costs to jurisdictions and 

participating institutions/students, any opportunity or impediment to upscale numbers, and 

recommended improvements to these protocols and preconditions. 

 

7 The Commonwealth may pause or defer further international student arrivals at any time, for 

example should there be a change to local health conditions or initial pilots raise issues that 

require resolution. 
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Preconditions for international student arrivals  
This document outlines the preconditions that international student arrival plans must meet prior to 

approval and implementation. 

Commonwealth preconditions 
1. States/territories must manage student arrivals without disadvantaging Australian citizens and 

permanent residents seeking to return to Australia. 

2. When students arrive, the state/territory border must be open for domestic travel, noting the 

potential need for localised closures related to jurisdictionally defined COVID-19 hotspots. 

3. States/territories are encouraged to have their borders open to relevant international travel 

arrangements (for example the Trans-Tasman Safe Travel Zone with New Zealand), to ensure 

quarantine resources are not being diverted to low-risk arrivals. 

4. Overall, student arrival plans must include students from a diverse range of source countries, 

and use commercial flights where available, or Commonwealth approved charter flights. 

a. For any proposals involving charter flights, states and territories must engage early with 

DFAT, in the initial stages of planning student returns. 

b. All negotiations with foreign governments on charter flights must be managed by DFAT. 

5. All costs associated with travel and quarantine (including any medical expenses incurred) must 

be borne by the participating students, state/territory, or institution(s). 

6. All participating students must hold a valid (subclass 500) student visa. New students, returning 

students, student guardians and dependents can be included. 

7. Students must have sufficient funds for the duration of their studies and will not be eligible for 

Commonwealth financial support. 

a. Institutions must inform students of these financial responsibilities and that they may 

find it difficult to find part-time work in Australia given current economic conditions. 

b. Institutions/states or territories will be responsible for supporting any students who face 

financial hardship while in Australia on a student visa. 

8. Students must quarantine in the city of arrival, unless international quarantine-free travel has 

been approved for the port of departure (such as the Trans Tasman Safe Travel Zone),  or they 

are attending a regional institution in the same state/territory where COVID-safe ground 

transport arrangements are in place to immediately transfer the student to their host city for 

quarantine. Following release at the conclusion of the quarantine period, the institution must 

provide them with current advice on any internal border restrictions. 

Health preconditions 
The following preconditions draw on advice from the Australian Health Protection Principal 

Committee (AHPPC) including the AHPPC statement on Australia’s National Hotel Quarantine 

Principles. The emergence of more transmissible COVID-19 variants of concern has led to AHPPC 

recommending additional stringent end-to-end quarantine mitigations. All quarantine programs, 

including managed and alternative quarantine arrangements, are required to comply with the 

guidance of the AHPPC.  

https://www.health.gov.au/news/australian-health-protection-principal-committee-ahppc-statement-on-australias-national-hotel-quarantine-principles
https://www.health.gov.au/news/australian-health-protection-principal-committee-ahppc-statement-on-australias-national-hotel-quarantine-principles
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1. Pre-flight testing – Information on current requirements for pre-flight testing to support safe 

traveller arrival is available on the Department of Health website. 

2. Pre-boarding screening and air travel – pre-board screening of travellers by the airline, including 

administration of questionnaire and undertaking temperature checking, physical distancing on 

plane in line with AHPPC guidelines, masks to be worn on plane. 

3. Targeted communication materials – such as in-flight announcements and factsheets, for each 

stage of the travel process, to clarify expectations and identify rights and responsibilities.  

4. Entry screening processes on arrival – are established and sufficiently resourced, including 

support of state and territory healthcare workers to triage ill travellers where necessary. 

Students to be screened on arrival, and physical distancing is to be maintained at airport. Face 

masks are to be worn in the Australian airport environment and during transit to the quarantine 

facility. 

5. Transport – secure transfer to quarantine location, organised by the jurisdiction or the education 

institution. 

6. Health system capacity – is adequate across Australia as outlined in the Common Operating 

Picture, indicated by management of usual healthcare needs in addition to levels of COVID-19-

related illness, availability of hospital beds, respirators and personal protective equipment. 

7. Quarantine capacity – state and territory health authorities have sufficient resources to facilitate 

quarantine arrangements in city of quarantine as appropriate, including for example suitable 

accommodation, availability of food services, security, and enforcement and compliance 

mechanisms. 

a. Jurisdictions are responsible for ensuring students are accommodated in an approved 

quarantine arrangement in the city of arrival for 14 days, with quarantine compliance 

checks, and a negative COVID-19 test result/medical clearance is required before 

departing quarantine.  

b. Students must quarantine in the city of arrival, unless international quarantine-free 

travel has been approved for the port of departure (such as the Trans Tasman Safe 

Travel Zone),  or they are attending a regional institution in the same state/territory 

where COVID-safe ground transport arrangements are in place to immediately transfer 

the student to their host city for quarantine and the host city is considered to have 

sufficient health system and public health capacity as advised by the Chief Health 

Officer. 

8. Contact tracing – can be undertaken rapidly, and data for contact tracing are available to 

support this process (for example requiring completion of Incoming Passenger Cards and 

encouraging download of the COVIDSafe smartphone app). 

9. Duty-of-care – institution responsible for students, with the state/territory responsible while the 

student is under their charge (such as state/territory managed quarantine). 

10. Student health and wellbeing – protocols in place for management of COVID-19 cases among 

returnees, and enhanced support for mental health, including counselling, orientation, language, 

and virtual social activities. 

11. Multiple jurisdictions – if a student participating in a Student Arrivals Plan arrives in a jurisdiction 

other than their final destination (for example, a Tasmanian participant arrives and requires 

quarantine in Victoria), then both jurisdictions’ Chief Health Officers must approve the plan, and 

https://www.health.gov.au/news/health-alerts/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov-health-alert/coronavirus-covid-19-restrictions/coronavirus-covid-19-advice-for-international-travellers/coronavirus-covid-19-faqs-international-travellers-to-australia
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/collections/coronavirus-covid-19-common-operating-picture
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/collections/coronavirus-covid-19-common-operating-picture
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participants must follow all jurisdictional and AHPPC requirements (including mask wearing) 

during domestic travel. 

 

Education preconditions 
1. When students arrive, the institution(s) must have returned to on-campus learning with COVID-

safe arrangements. 

a. Tutorials, workshops, laboratories and practical course requirements are occurring on 

campus, with physical distancing requirements.  

i. This may see an increase in scheduling of these activities, reflecting the need for 

physical distancing in fixed settings such as classroom. It may also see staggering 

of classes or attendance on-campus. 

ii. Larger lectures would be likely to continue online given limits on large 

gatherings and acknowledging institutions’ fixed infrastructure. 

iii. On-campus options are available to students who do not have the technological 

capacity to undertake their classes, studies and exams at home.  

b. Student services are operating (e.g. student support, accommodation, employment, 

medical services). 

c. Infrastructure to support learning such as libraries, computer labs, research and teaching 

labs are open and available to students, with arrangements to stagger or manage usage 

consistent with physical distancing requirements. 

d. Students are able to meet with teaching and support staff, in an appropriate on-campus 

setting, consistent with physical distancing. 

e. Recognising the ‘new normal’ imposed by COVID-19, hybrid learning between online and 

face-to-face delivery is available to students, where consistent with regulatory 

requirements. 


