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WHO IS AN AUSTRALIAN CITIZEN?

Indigenous people were in Australia for

many thousands of years before the first

European settlement. From the time of

European settlement, anyone born or

naturalised in Australia was a British Subject.

The legal status of Australian citizenship

came into being on 26 January 1949 under

the Nationality and Citizenship Act 1948

(the Act).

Most people who were born in Australia

before 26 January 1949 became Australian

citizens under the Act. Many people who

were born overseas, and living in Australia 

at the time the Act commenced, also 

became citizens on 26 January 1949.

Today, the most common way to become 

a citizen is by being born in Australia, 

with at least one parent who is either 

an Australian citizen or a permanent resident

of Australia.

The second most common way is ‘by grant’.

This is the way most people who migrate to

Australia become citizens. Another way to

acquire citizenship is by descent, for children

born overseas who have at least one parent

who is an Australian citizen.

The Nationality and Citizenship Act 1948 was
renamed the Australian Citizenship Act 1948
on 17 September 1973.

The Act sets out the ways in which Australian
citizenship can be acquired and lost. It also sets 
out the Pledge of Commitment that citizens by grant
must make.

The Pledge reads:

THE AUSTRALIAN 

CITIZENSHIP ACT 1948

*

* You can choose to take the pledge in the form of an oath,
which includes the words ‘under God’, or as an affirmation,
which does not.



In addition to those benefits that
come with permanent residence,
the legal status of Australian
citizenship carries with it the 
right to:

vote and elect Australia’s Governments;

stand for public office or nominate for
election to Parliament (subject to s44(i) 
of the Australian Constitution); 

apply for an Australian passport and 
leave and re-enter the country without 
a resident return visa;

seek consular assistance from Australia’s
diplomatic representatives while overseas;

apply to enlist in the armed forces and 
for government jobs; and

register children as Australian 
citizens by descent.

More broadly, all citizens have the 
right to expect equity and freedom from
barriers based on race, ethnicity, culture,
gender and other differences, and to
participate fully in the community, and
achieve their full potential, regardless 
of their background.

In return, citizens are expected to
commit to and uphold Australia’s core
civic values, including:

acceptance of the basic structures
and principles of Australian society;

observation of the rule of law,

tolerance, equality of opportunity,

Parliamentary democracy, freedom 

of speech and religion, English as a

national language, and equality of

the races and sexes; and

acknowledgment that expressing

their own culture and beliefs means

that they also have the responsibility

to accept the right of others to

express their views and values.

THE RESPONSIBILITIES AND PRIVILEGES

OF AUSTRALIAN CITIZENSHIP

For information on Australian Citizenship, call the Citizenship Information Line on 131 880

or visit the website www.citizenship.gov.au.

RECENT CHANGES TO

AUSTRALIAN CITIZENSHIP LAW

The Government recently made a
number of changes to the Australian
Citizenship Act 1948.

One of the key changes was the repeal
of section 17 of the Act relating to loss
of Australian citizenship. Australian
citizens who acquire another citizenship
on or after 4 April 2002 will no longer
lose their Australian citizenship.

Other changes included the
introduction of a number of measures
in the interests of young people by:

extending the descent and
resumption provisions to give young
people more opportunities to
acquire Australian citizenship; and

providing for children to be given
their own citizenship certificates.

A further measure in the interests of
young people was introduced in
October 2003 to allow children under
the age of 18 years, who were born in
the period after a ‘responsible parent’
lost Australian citizenship under the
now repealed section 17 of the Act, to
be granted Australian citizenship.


