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Appendix 2: Facts on Arab Australians1

We have interpreted the term ‘Arab Australian’ broadly to include people bound
by a common language (Arabic) and a common cultural heritage which can be
traced back to the Arabic-speaking countries of the Middle East and North Africa.
To sketch a demographic outline of this group we will use a combination of
statistics relating to country of birth, ancestry and language.

Numbers
According to the 2001 Census:

• 209,372 Australians speak Arabic

• 162,283 Australians were born in the 22 Arab League nations
(0.8% of Australia’s population)

• 120,000 Australians have a parent born in an Arab country

• There were 248,807 responses indicating ‘Arab’ ancestry.2

Current residence
Arabic speaking Australians have settled predominantly in New South Wales and
Victoria with smaller populations in Western Australia, Queensland and South
Australia. A very small proportion lives in the Northern Territory, Tasmania or the
ACT.

Countries of birth
• The most common origin is Lebanese followed by Egyptian,

Iraqi and Syrian.

• There are 71,349 Lebanese born Australians; a further 89,021
had a Lebanese born parent.

• There are 33,432 Egyptian born Australians; a further 10,296
had an Egyptian born parent.

• There are 24,832 Iraqi-born and 6,710 Syrian-born Australians.

Religion
Despite the widespread misconception that all Arabs in Australia are Muslim, a
large proportion of Australia’s Arabic community are Christian. For example, 55%
of Lebanese-born Australians and 84% of Egyptian-born Australians are Christian.
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Table 1: Proportion of select ethnic communities in Australia
who are Muslim, 2001

Country of birth Proportion who are Proportion who are Muslim
Muslim in Australia  in country of origin

Lebanon 41% 70%

Egypt 9% 94%

Iraq 31% 97%

Syria 34% 90%

Sudan 12% 70%

Somalia 97% 100%*

Jordan 40% 94%

Source: ABS, 2001 Census, unpublished data and CIA World Fact Book, 2002.

Note: There are no precise figures on the proportion of Muslims in Somalia although most sources
report that almost all Somalis are Muslim with a tiny Christian minority.

Settlement history
Lebanese, Egyptian and Syrian communities are more established than groups
such as the Iraqis and other Middle Eastern and North African groups such as the
Sudanese and Somalis whose migration gathered pace during the 1990s.

Table 2: Year of arrival in Australia for select birthplace groups, 2001

Country of Birth Pre-1986 1986-1995 1996-2000 2001

Lebanon 61% 24% 8% 1%

Egypt 69% 20% 6% 1%

Iraq 15% 33% 43% 3%

Syria 46% 34% 13% 2%

Other Middle East 30% 35% 25% 5%

Other North Africa 35% 23% 31% 6%

Source: ABS, 2001 Census, unpublished data.

Note: Numbers do not add to 100% because year of arrival was not stated in some cases. ‘Other Middle
East’ includes Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates
and Yemen. ‘Other North Africa’ includes Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, Mauritania,
Djibouti and Western Sahara.
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Citizenship
It is important to recognise that the majority (85%) of Australians born in Arab
countries have become Australian citizens. The citizenship take-up rate for
overseas-born Arab Australians varies according to birthplace and is highest for
longer established groups.

Table 3: Australian citizenship rates for select birthplace groups, 2001

Country of birth % of ethnic group who
are Australian citizens

Egypt 91.6 %

Lebanon 91.3 %

Syria 86.2%

Somalia 70.1%

Iraq 68.1%

Other Middle East 75.9%

Other N Africa 70.2%

All Overseas-born people 74.0%

Source: ABS, 2001 Census, Unpublished data and ABS, Year Book Australia, 2003.

Note: Non-citizens include those who are not eligible for citizenship because they have not yet met
the two year residency requirement.

Age and Sex
• Overseas-born Arab Australians are more likely to be of

working age (25-64 years of age) than other Australians.

• Overseas-born Arab Australians are more likely to be male
(53%) compared to the general Australian population (which
is 49% male).

• Australians with a parent born in an Arab country are a
youthful group: over 75% were 24 years or under with a further
14% aged 25-34 years.
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Education
Australians born in Arab nations have very similar levels of education compared
to all Australians.

• Around the same proportion (13%) have a bachelor degree
or higher qualification.

• Fewer Arab Australians (15%) have a diploma or certificate
compared with all Australians (22%).

• A higher proportion of Arab Australians (8%) did not go to
school compared with all Australians (1%).

Occupation
Overseas-born Arab Australians work in the same kinds of occupations as other
Australians. They are only slightly less likely than other Australians to be employed
as managers, administrators or professionals and slightly more likely to be
employed as tradespeople, production and transport workers and labourers.

Employment status
Labour force participation of Australians born in Arab countries varies according
to their country of birth. Unemployment among some birthplace groups is very
high, particularly among those with high proportions of refugees. For example,
4 times as many Iraqi-born Australians are unemployed compared with Egyptian-
born Australians.

Income
• 31% of Arab Australians make less then $200 per week income

compared with 27% of all Australians.

• 7% of Arab Australians have an income of more than $1,000
per week compared with 11% of all Australians.

Endnotes
1 The information in this appendix is based on unpublished data from the 2001 Census of Australia

provided through the Australian Bureau of Statistics consultancy service.
2 248,807 responses do not correspond to the number of people who claim Arab ancestry as

people can indicate more than one ancestry in the census. The Australian Bureau of Statistics
definition of  ‘Arab’  includes people whose ancestry is: Algerian, Egyptian, Iraqi, Jordanian, Kuwaiti,
Lebanese, Libyan, Moroccan, Palestinian, Saudi Arabian, Syrian, Tunisian, Baggara, Bedouin or
Yemeni.
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Appendix 3: Facts on Australian Muslims1

Numbers
According to the 2001 Census, there were 281,578 Australian Muslims represent-
ing around 1.5% of the total Australian population.2

Population growth
• Since 1996 census, the Australian Muslim population has

grown by around 80,000: 40% of this growth has come from
natural births and 60% of the growth has come from migration.

• There has been a significant increase in the number of
Australian Muslims over the last decade – the population
almost doubled between 1991 and 2001 and has grown 157%
since 1986.

Current Residence
• The majority of Australian Muslims live in either New South

Wales (50%) or Victoria (33%) with smaller populations in
Western Australia (7%), Queensland (5%), South Australia (3%)
and the ACT (1%).

• Australian Muslims are concentrated in capital cities. Sydney
and Melbourne are the two major cities of residence: 48% live
in Sydney, 31% live in Melbourne. A further 6% live in Perth,
4% in Brisbane and 2% in Adelaide.

Countries of birth
Over one-third of Australian Muslims (36%) were born in Australia. A further 28%
were born in the Middle East or North Africa, 16% were born in Asia, 9% were
born in Europe, 4% were born in Africa (excluding North Africa) and 3% were
born in Oceania (excluding Australia).

Ancestry
• Of the 102,566 Australian-born Muslims:

– Around 30% claim Lebanese ancestry
– Around 18% claim Turkish ancestry
– Around 3% claim broadly defined ‘Arab’ ancestry
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Languages
Most Australian Muslims (87%) speak English in addition to another language
such as Arabic, Turkish, Persian (Farsi), Bosnian, Indonesian, Bengali, Malay, Dari,
Albanian, Hindi, Kurdish, and Pashto. 11% of Australian Muslims speak only English.

Age and Sex
• Australian Muslims are a relatively young population: almost

50% are aged 24 and under (compared to 35% of non-Muslim
Australians).

• There are also slightly more Muslim men than women. 53% of
Australian Muslims are male and 47% are female (compared
with 49% male and 51% female for the Australian population
as a whole).

Education
• Given that Australian Muslims are a youthful population, there

are proportionately more Muslims aged 15 years and over who
are still at school compared with non-Muslims.

• Overseas-born Muslims are more likely to have higher
educational qualifications than Australian-born Muslims: 13%
of overseas-born Muslim women and 18% of overseas-born
Muslim men hold a bachelor degree or higher.

• Australian Muslims aged over 15 years who are employed are
very well educated: almost 22% of Australian Muslims who
are employed hold a bachelor degree or higher.

Occupation
• Australian Muslims are less likely than all Australians to be

employed as managers, administrators or professionals.
According to the 2001 Census, 20% of employed Muslim
Australians were managers, administrators or professionals
compared with 27% of all Australians.

• Muslim men are more likely to be employed as production
and transport workers (19%) or labourers (14%) compared
with other Australian men (13% of whom are production or
transport workers and 10% are labourers).
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• Muslim women are more likely to be employed as elementary
clerical sales and service workers (18%) or labourers (12%) than
other Australian women (14% of whom are elementary clerical
sales and service workers and 7% are labourers).

Employment status
Labour force participation of Australian-born Muslims varies according to their
birthplace. Australian-born Muslims are more likely than their overseas born
counterparts to be in the labour force and less likely to be unemployed.

Income
• Australian Muslims are financially disadvantaged compared

to the Australian average.

• According to the 2001 Census, 43% of Australian Muslims
make less than $200 per week income compared with 27% of
all Australians. 5% of Australian Muslims have income of more
than $1,000 per week compared with 11% of all Australians.

Endnotes
1  The information in this appendix is based on unpublished data from the 2001 Census of Australia

provided through the Australian Bureau of Statistics consultancy service.
2 The number of Muslims is believed to be an under-estimate as 15% of Australians did not report

their religion in the 2001 census, some of whom are presumed, statistically, to be Muslims.




