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Abstract  

In 2001, the Australian government implemented the Pacific Solution, which is known today 

as Operation Sovereign Borders. This policy is designed to hold asylum-seekers arriving by 

boat to Australia on Pacific islands that are geographically and politically external to 

Australia, keeping them in what is commonly known as offshore processing and detention 

centers. This thesis examines the way in which these offshore processing detention centers 

are portrayed in the media and provides a comparative study between Australian and 

international publications through qualitative text analysis of the consistently occurring 

themes in news coverage of the issue. The importance of the thesis originates from the 

previous lack of international media coverage and criticism revolving around the offshore 

processing detention centers.  
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1. Introduction  

As a policy response to the increasing numbers of asylum-seekers fleeing to Australia 

by boat, the Australian government, under the leadership of prime minister John Howard, 

implemented the offshore processing detention centers in a policy known as the Pacific 

Solution (Minns et al; 2018).  

The increased numbers of asylum seekers was a result of the situation in Afghanistan 

becoming tense in 2001, as the Taliban killed and threatened citizens. This caused countless 

Afghans to flee their country to neighboring countries in Europe as well as Australia. The 

origin of the Pacific Solution was the Tampa incident, in which a Norwegian freighter 

rescued 438 of the aforementioned asylum-seekers at sea. Instead of showing gratitude to the 

freighter who had saved 438 people, the Howard government sent special forces commandos 

to board the ship and threatened to charge the Norwegian freighter as a people smuggler. 

Soon after the Tampa incident, the government accused 223 asylum-seekers of intentionally 

throwing their children in the ocean which would force the Navy to allow them passage to 

Australia (Minns et al; 2018). A few days after this occurrence, the Howard government won 

the election even though the polls had suggested defeat. Having a stricter approach to the 

asylum-seekers had proved to be the way to win the election. Media played an essential part 

in their success since Howard used the Tampa incident to shift the focus of the election to the 

subject of rising migration rates. The media caught on and provided information regarding 

the rising migration to the public (Gale; 2004). 

 

Under the newly elected Howard government, the policy framework known as the Pacific 

Solution was completed. The Australian government made an agreement with the 

governments of Nauru and Papua New Guinea, which finalized the policy that offshore 

processing was going to take place on the Pacific islands of Nauru and Manus. In 2008, the 

policy was abandoned, but four years later in 2012, the former Labour government reinstated 

the offshore processing policy. In 2013, the Labour government announced that no 

asylum-seeker who arrived in Australia by boat would stay in Australia. The asylum-seekers 

would instead be transported to the islands again, where their refugee claims would be 
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processed and where they would be resettled if they were found to be refugees 

(Fleay&Hoffman; 2014).  

 

The living conditions at the offshore processing centers was exposed in 2016 when The 

Guardian Australia published files involving over 2,000 reports of abuse, sexual assault, and 

mental health issues the refugees in the detention centers endured (The Guardian; 2016). In 

the following days, articles regarding the abuse, and secrecy of the offshore processing 

detention centers were published in both international and Australian media. The media 

representations of the situation were presented in different ways in several articles which is 

the stimulus for this thesis.  

 

1.1 Aim and research question  

The thesis aims to provide an in-depth comparison of how offshore detention and processing 

centers have been covered by both Australian and international media outlets. This 

comparative study will focus on the varying media portrayals of the relevant centers during 

2015 and 2016. This time period surrounds the leaking of the Nauru files in August 2016, 

which was the catalyst for several newspapers to closely follow the offshore processing of 

refugees in Australia. The study aims to understand the reasons for the differences in the 

reporting of the same cases. It will work to illustrate the underlying structure and ideology 

that provides for and creates the variation. 

 

The significance and importance of this study arose from the lack of international media 

coverage, scathing criticism from major international human rights bodies and limited 

academic discourse surrounding the nature of the coverage. This issue falls within the sphere 

of political science given the link between political science, the media, and society. 

 

This thesis will investigate the history of Australia’s immigration policy and illustrate the key 

events that gave rise to the system of offshore processing and detention centers. It will 

provide a theoretical background into media theory, which is relevant in the analysis of both 

international and local publications.  
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The primary purpose is to analyze the recurring themes in media reports on this issue from 

both an international and national perspective. This thesis will contribute to the existing 

literature review which consists of media analysis focussing on Afghan refugees from 2001 

to 2008. It will more specifically focus on events occurring post-2012 and the media 

coverage in 2015 and 2016. It follows that the research question is: “How does Australian 

media coverage on offshore processing centers differ from international media coverage?” To 

answer this question, this thesis will address various reasons for the differences in coverage 

with the help of the media theories. 

 

2. Previous research and literature review  

2.1 Literature review  

Previous research on Australian offshore processing detention has focused on the former 

migration between 2001-2008 and the effects the offshore processing has had on refugees. 

Recently, scholars have been using different approaches regarding offshore processing in 

assessing how it affects the society, refugees and politics. The most prominent theory is the 

one of  governmentality, introduced by Michel Foucault, which is a unique approach based 

on “the art of government.” It addresses how governments administer, focusing on the 

methods, institutions, and tactics they used to achieve the political goals over members of 

society. In this study published by Caroline Fleay and Sue Hoffman, they argue that the 

Australian government uses this approach to regulate the refugees in the offshore processing 

detention centers with the help of the security and government agencies. 

(Fleay&Hoffman;2014) Other features that previous scholars have focused on is the notion of 

“white Australia”. This arose from Australia’s history and the notion that Australia takes in 

minimal asylum-seekers compared to similar countries around the world.The policies of 

detaining asylum-seekers have only targeted people arriving by boat and not those arriving by 

plane.  

 

The research also provides input on the cost of Operation Sovereign Borders and analyzes if 

this policy could be applied in Europe. This interesting element is not used in my thesis by 

virtue of it laying outside the scope of the project's focus on media representation(Minns et 
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all;2018). Prior research has focused more on media coverage in regional newspapers with 

the help of quantitative content analysis. This has been of great help since it compares the 

regional and national media regarding the national and regional tone towards the refugees. An 

evident theme found prior studies was the result of regional reporting as a more positive tone 

towards refugees whilst the national newspapers have a more negative tone. (Cooper, et 

all;2016) Another common theme discussed by scholars has been the notion that the 

government uses events such as the 9/11 attack as a tool for their political agenda, this can be 

seen in several of the former studies used. Nationalism continues to play a major role in the 

notion of public opinion which will be discussed more in detail in parts 2.2 and 2.3. Media 

influence, the media, and politics are also subjects used by these scholars. The representation 

that can be found is that most scholars have seen a common theme showing a negative pattern 

around how media presents asylum seekers in the Australian media. (Fleay&Hoffman;2014) 

The media representations will be discussed further in part 2.4 and 2.5. Following these 

influential studies, several scholars have conducted similar studies revolving around elections 

with the use of quantitative research. However, none of the research has been based on a 

qualitative analysis where the comparison of international and national media is used.  

 

2.2 Public opinion 

In several of the studies used in this thesis, the notion of public opinion is of importance and 

this section will summarize the arguments provided by former research. During events such 

as elections, the media directs the public's attention on specific issues, choosing headlines 

that will create an effect and lead people to form certain opinions on the relevant issue. This 

notion has been studied by previous scholars such as Peter Gale.(Gale;2004) 

Public opinion has been difficult to measure since it can change quickly if a significant event 

takes place prior to an election such as the Tampa incident which got a lot of attention. Some 

scholars argue that public opinion does not influence the features of most government 

policies, but it sets boundaries within which policymakers must operate. The government will 

try to satisfy the public demand or at least consider it to avoid decisions they believe won’t be 

appreciated (Britannica; 2019).  

 

6 



2.3 Public opinion on offshore processing 

A prevailing theme used in earlier studies is that the Howard government gained a 

tremendous amount of support in implementing the Pacific Solution in 2001 (Gale; 2004). 

One reason for its public support was the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York, in the same 

year. Placing asylum-seekers is other categories by naming them Muslims and “different” 

was an approach ongoing during 2001 (Fleay&Hoffman; 2014). Interestingly, hours before 

9/11, the Federal Court of Australia handed down the first Tampa judgment whereby 

referring to the refugees as ‘rescuees’, deciding that their detention was illegal and 

unconstitutional and ordering their release. Whilst this judgment was later overturned in the 

High Court, it is the unfortunate timing of these events that allowed for the media to focus on 

the ‘us and them’ mentality being created in the United States as opposed to reporting on the 

inclusive language and decision in the Tampa judgment. (Bailliet;2003)  

 

In 2015 Melbourne University published a study based on 10 focus groups, the result of the 

study was that the public opinion on the government's policies of boat turn-backs and 

offshore processing depends on them not having an alternative policy. One of the prominent 

reasons for this is that as far as the Australian public knows, the deaths at sea have stopped as 

the government has promised, which shows a positive side to the offshore processing. The 

increased numbers of asylum-seekers and people smugglers contributed to the sense that “the 

public good” was in danger, which increased the support towards the Pacific Solution. 

(Muller; 2016). According to the Australian government's opinion polls, boat arrivals have 

always been an issue of concern to the Australian public (APH; 2019).  

 

2.4 Media and politics 

Previous scholars have argued that reporting on asylum-seekers and refugees has generally 

been negative, and the public views about them have become more negative over time. 

Political and media frames have adopted themes that portray a negative representation of 

refugees as “illegal” immigrants.(Cooper et al;2016) The political frames include threats 

towards employees at the offshore centers, requiring them to sign agreements regarding the 

circumstances within the centers. (Amnesty; 2014). Other frames that the media has used to 

create a negative representation of asylum-seekers is the construction of “us and them,” “boat 

people” and “illegals” (Gale; 2004).  The public relies on the media for information regarding 

7 



asylum-seekers, and in turn, the media can frame the issues in a way they want it to come out 

to the public. The media also relies on the government, therefore when the government 

changes, the media will change (Cooper et al; 2016). The government has maintained secrecy 

around the border operations and the running of the detention centers. They have made it 

difficult for the media to show the identities of asylum-seekers, which proves the success of 

the political strategy of secrecy (Muller; 2015). The media played an essential role in 

Howard’s win during the 2001 election. The Liberal party ran advertisements with images of 

overcrowded boats and headlines referring to refugees as “boat people” and  “we decide who 

comes to this country” (Gale; 2004).  

 

Media representations on refugees and asylum-seekers are included in this thesis as they are 

both formed by and in turn inform general opinions about refugees, asylum-seeking, and 

national identity.  (Fleay&Hoffman; 2014) Using media influence is important when 

determining the differences and similarities of the coverage provided by the different news 

outlets. The research provided by previous studies is used in this thesis to determine if 

previous research has missed something regarding the different themes found in the 

newspapers used in this thesis. The research used has provided a background on how the 

media has represented offshore processing in previous years and provided excellent intel on 

operation sovereign borders.  

 

2.5 Media access 

The Nauruan government controls media access on the island of Nauru and has several rules 

of who can access the centers. In January 2014, the Nauru government raised the cost of visa 

applications for journalists from AUD$200 to $8,000, which was non-refundable if the 

application was not approved (Amnesty; 2014). In recent years, the offshore processing 

policy has attracted attention from human rights organizations and the international 

community. Human rights organizations and journalists have often been denied access to the 

centers on Manus Island and Nauru. Since January 2014, journalists from different news sites 

such as the ABC, and The Guardian have stated that they have applied for journalist visas 

with no success (The Guardian; 2018). Today, media reports are still lacking information 

concerning the conditions of these detention centers regarding human rights, living 

conditions, violence, and mental health (Peterie; 2018). 
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3 Research design and method  

3.1 Method 

The thesis is a comparative research thesis that uses qualitative analysis to draw conclusions 

from political ideologies and multiple media samples from a range of outlets. The 

comparative research will analyze the quotes used in various reporting outlets, who was 

quoted saying it,when the statement was said , and how the newspaper portrays such as does 

it quote both sides or only one side. The language used in the articles will also be looked 

upon. A comparative method was chosen in order to easily identify, analyze and explain the 

variances across media reports and their underlying ideologies. A comparative method is 

essential for it focuses on describing and analyzing differences (NE;2019). The difference 

generally arises from the structures of the articles and the ongoing themes which will be 

analyzed in depth below. The key political ideologies in these publications will be presented 

in table form, to easily identify and understand the distinctions. 

 

Qualitative text analysis is used in order to create a deeper understanding of the attitudes and 

ideas that influence people's actions and public opinions (Torell&Svensson; 2016). This 

method allows for an in-depth analysis of the different themes offered by the newspapers in 

reporting on offshore processing and allows for greater analysis of the emotions created by 

differing connotations of language choices. This is through considering a multitude of factors 

in each article including lexical choice, structure and formatting, and the way in which quotes 

were used. Each article was deconstructed and the keywords, major aspects, conflicting 

opinions, and primary facts were identified to conceptualize the themes. This method allowed 

for themes to be identified followed by a comparison between how each theme is presented. 

Inductive reasoning is used in drawing conclusions from the articles selected by identifying 

patterns and similarities as well as differences.(RM;2019) With inductive reasoning, theories 

were constructed and hypothesis tested regarding the differences in presentation of the issue 

depending on the ideology and the geographic location of the publication. 

 

3.2 Case selection 

The case selected is the media reporting around the release of the Nauru Files. The general 

case of media coverage of offshore processing and detention centers was chosen because of 
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the relevance in the current refugee and geopolitical climate. Specifically, the timing of 

before and after the release of the files is of particular importance, as the issue received 

significant attention in the media landscape. The case selection is based on a qualitative 

research design. The time period and issue were selected to ensure reliability which ensures 

that valid conclusions can be drawn from the limited data set analyzed. As offshore 

processing and detention centers were pertinent in the media during this time, the conclusions 

can be applied generally. To ensure a high standard of results, a range of sources were 

investigated within the confines of a specific issue and time period. This means that similar 

results should be reproduced because of the breadth and depth of the research. The validity of 

the conclusions comes from the explicit link to the case selection and the data that was 

sourced. The study is able to investigate the media presentation of the issue since the news 

outlets were chosen in terms of their geographical area and political ideologies, reducing the 

potential for error.  

 
3.3 Source selection  

The research is limited to the analysis of media representations of the offshore processing 

detention centers after the Nauru file leak, both domestically in Australia and internationally. 

As national news outlets, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) and The Australian 

were selected for analysis, instead of regional publications such as The Age, The Advertiser, 

and The Herald Sun. The international media broadcasters were selected due to the size of 

their readership globally. Specific articles were selected through the news outlets databases 

from 2015-2016, based on the use of the following keywords: “refugees”, “asylum-seekers”, 

“offshore processing detention centers”, “Nauru files”, and “people smugglers”.  

 

The research samples are news articles from varying sources, including editions of The 

Australian, ABC, BBC, CNN, and The Guardian, to comprehend different representations of 

the situation. Through inductive coding identification, the themes were found and then used 

as a comparative ground, where patterns within the news outlets where observed. By using 

various newspapers with different ideological backgrounds, a contrast can easily be observed 

which allows for investigation into whether varying ideological backgrounds has significant 

influence over the presentation of numerous relevant issues. The ideological background and 

varying underlying political standpoints on the left and right spectrum are identified below. 
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The themes of the articles selected are analyzed with regard to the tendencies of the 

publications with varying political backgrounds to report the matter in favor of, or against the 

Australian Commonwealth government.  

 

Table 1: Australian and international news outlets  

Publication Area Readership Characteristics 

ABC News Australia In 2016, the average 
monthly reach of ABC 
Online in Australia was 
7.6 
million.(ABC;2018) 

ABC News is a national news 
service in Australia. It is owned 
and funded by the Australian 
Government, yet it has editorial 
independence. Left of center 
ideology.(ABC;2018) 

The Australian Australia The Australian, is a 
daily newspaper and 
it's the country's 
most-read national 
newspaper, available 
all over Australia. 
Their monthly 
readership is 1.8 
million.(NewsCorp;201
8) 

The Australian is published by 
News Corp. The language used is 
English. Their ideology is 
right-wing/conservative.(Sinclair;
2016) 

BBC News The UK BBC News: British 
Broadcasting 
Corporation. The BBC 
has a weekly audience 
of 376 million people. 
(BBC;2018) 

The BBC is a sanctioned 
corporation, independent from 
direct government 
intervention.(BBC;2018) The 
language used is English. Left of 
center ideology.(Business 
insider;2014) 
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CNN The USA & 
Canada 

CNN International has 
a readership of 378 
million.(CNN;2018) 

The language used is English. 
CNN was founded by Ted Turner 
and is owned by Ted Turner 
Broadcasting.(CNN;2018) 
Slightly left of center 
ideology(Business insider;2014) . 

The Guardian UK, USA & 
Australia 

Readership of The 
Guardian Australia is 
directed at the 
middle-class social 
group with a monthly 
readership of 17.3 
million.(The 
Guardian;2018) 

British but has expanded to the 
USA and Australia. The language 
used is English. It is owned by the 
Scott Trust fund and is said to be 
an independent newspaper; 
however, The Guardian is 
politically liberal.(The 
Guardian;2018) 

 

3.4 Theory 

The section aims to summarize the theoretical debate regarding different media models and 

determine the applicability to the news outlets selected. The section begins with a 

presentation of different theories on media. Thereafter, the operationalization is presented in a 

chart illustrating the way in which each media outlet can be categorized, followed by two 

hypotheses and the analytical framework for the selected themes. 

 

3.5  Media theory  

Media theory identifies the relationship between media and society. While several types of 

media theories exist, this study will only examine three central models.  

 

The Liberal model contends that the media operates under the principles of the free market 

with no formal connections to politics and minimal state intervention (UOL; 2019). It 

assumes high levels of newspaper circulation that reach everyone, not only certain groups. 

Commercialism plays an essential part in this model meaning the market participants have 
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more influence than the state and journalism is primarily concerned with commercial 

outcomes than political influences (Hallin&Mancini; 2004). 

 

The Democratic Corporatist model is underpinned by the idea that commercial media 

coexists with affiliation to organized social and political groups (UOL; 2019). It assumes 

high newspaper circulation allowing news to reach a significant part of the society and is not 

directed at certain groups. The model has a history of influence from political parties. Whilst 

journalism is mostly neutral in current society, political parties still play a role in broadcast 

governance that is counterbalanced by professionalism within those institutions 

(Hallin&Mancini; 2004). 

 

The Polarized Pluralist model works in a way that the media is integrated into party politics, 

has weaker commercial media and the state has a stronger role (UOL; 2019). The media is 

oriented towards the elite of the nation and freedom of the media is new in this model. The 

newspapers have weak financial support and are in need of governmental funds. Political 

activism can be found in news outlets using this model, and the integrity of journalism is low 

(Hallin&Mancini; 2004).  

 

In most societies, the media has a mixture of the elements outlined (UOL; 2019). In the 

following section, the operationalization will be based on the generalization of these models 

and then the news outlets will be applied to the ones best fitted. Some of the news outlets 

apply to more than one model and the reasons for it being so will be explained in the 

following section. It is taken into consideration that some parts of the following models do 

not apply to any of the news outlets such as being oriented to the elites as all of them have a 

large readership. 

 

4 Analytical framework  

Table 2: Operationalization of the three models  

Models  Liberal model  The Democratic 
Corporatist model 

The Polarized 
Pluralist model  

Characteristics  Free market. 
Minimal state 

Commercial media 
coexist with media , 

Media integrated 
into party politics. 
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intervention. 
High newspaper 
circulation. 

history of influence 
from political 
parties. High 
newspaper 
circulation.  

Oriented towards 
the elites. 
Government 
funds.  

ABC: Can to some extent 
be applied to all models.  

Left of center, large 
readership.  

Founded by the state, 
however, has 
editorial 
independence. High 
newspaper 
circulation. 
Commercial media.  

Government funds.  

The Australian: Can to 
some extent be applied to 
the Democratic Corporatist 
model even though it does 
not have any state 
intervention. 

 High newspaper 
circulation, large 
readership, 
conservative 
ideology tied to 
political groups. 
They have 
announced their 
support for political 
parties in the past. 
Criticized for 
promoting right-wing 
politics.  

 

BBC: Applicable to the 
liberal model.  

Slightly left of center, 
no state intervention, 
large readership.  

  

CNN: Applicable to the 
liberal model.  

Slightly left of center 
ideology. No state 
intervention, large 
readership.  

  

The Guardian: Can to 
some extent be applied to 
both The Liberal model 
and The Democratic 
Corporatist model.  

Liberal, no state 
intervention, large 
readership. 

Has some ties to 
politics since they 
tend to show their 
support to parties left 
of center and form 
their information in 
favor of left politics. 
Criticized for 
showing support to 
the labour party. 
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4.1 Analytical framework 

To allow for objective analysis, the models will be applied in the analysis section. The 

analysis will examine how the three models report news and any variance in the reporting 

methods. The discussion is based on two hypotheses, which are: news outlets applied to the 

Liberal model will display a more positive tone towards asylum-seekers in their articles, and 

news outlets applied to the Corporatist Democratic model display a stricter tone towards 

asylum-seekers. Furthermore, the recurrent themes will be analyzed and the discussion will 

be grouped according to these themes. These themes are; Australia’s sovereignty and rights in 

international media, Australia’s sovereignty and rights in Australian media and differences in 

media reporting. Within these themes, subcategories of refugees, human rights and border 

protection will also be looked upon. The themes have been selected as they are most apparent 

in the articles. Organizing the analysis of these articles by theme is an accessible approach to 

coherently show the variances and similarities among them. It allows for the provision of an 

in-depth analysis, which will follow the identification of the theme in both domestic and 

international media outlets. By adopting this analytical framework, it allows for 

comprehension as to how and why the models differ and how the reported news varies.  

 

4.2 Definition 

The study is based on the keywords: “asylum seekers”, “refugees”, “offshore processing 

detention centers” and “people smugglers”; the theoretical definitions of these terms are of 

importance to grasp an understanding of the keywords selected. Throughout the study, the 

use of keywords will have the same definitions.  

 

The definition of the offshore processing detention centers selected from Edmund Rice 

Center is: “Offshore processing detention is where people who are seeking asylum in 

Australia and arrive by boat are transferred to and held in processing centers in another 

country.  The processing centers are staffed and paid for by the Australian Government.”  2

 

1 University of Leicester  
2 Edmund Rice Center 
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The Refugee Council’s definition of an asylum-seeker is: “A person who has left their 

country of origin and applied for asylum in another country but whose application has not yet 

been concluded.”  3

 

Their definition for a refugee is: “a person is a refugee when they have their claim for asylum 

accepted by the government.”   4

 

The definition of people smugglers from the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR) is: “The smuggling of migrants involves the facilitation of a person’s 

illegal entry into a State, for a financial or other material benefits. Although it is a crime 

against a State, smugglers can also violate the human rights of those they smuggle.”  5

 

4.3 Empirical contribution 

The primary sources were selected based on their structure and method. The sources 

essentially follows the same structure in regards to the analysis though they did not use 

international media. The sources focusing on media representation only used regional and 

national newspapers and did not present the same context of the background. Other sources 

selected instead focused on the previous migration rise from 2001 to 2008, which added to 

my background. Ultimately additional sources focused on the situation concerning the living 

conditions of the asylum-seekers without media representations and are applied in my 

background section. My contribution is a continuation of previous research and an 

elaboration including both international and national newspapers. Considering my research is 

based on and expands upon previous research, it has scientific relevance. The topic of the 

Australian offshore processing detention centers is also a political subject relevant in today’s 

global political climate, so the study has non-scientific significance.  

 

4.4 Limitation 

Due to the time limitation, and the length of the essay I have chosen eight articles from 

international sources and eight from Australian sources. I started with a selection of 30 

3 The Refugee Council 
4 The Refugee Council 
5 UNHCR  
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articles from the Australian media and 30 from the international media. After carefully 

analysing the newspapers it was clear that some was not of use, since many of them did not 

apply to offshore processing. One unknown factor which might affect the study is if the 

media reports are similar in international media compared to Australian. Another factor that 

can impact the study is that it is qualitative research and not a quantitative. Whilst a 

framework has been adopted to analyze the language qualitatively, the inherent subjectivity 

attached to qualitative analysis may somewhat create a limit to the applicability of these 

findings to media sources beyond what is being directly addressed. Another issue is the use of 

media theory as there are a wide range of media theory I had to narrow it down, this could 

create an issue if others would not find the theories as fitting as I do. Lastly, using only 8 

articles each from international and national media can also create a weakness since the 

findings may somewhat lose a bit of its credibility due to lack of variances. However the 

previous research will help to strengthen the credibility and allow for a truth seeking analysis.  

 

5. History  

The following section aims to summarise the history of Australia, offshore processing in 

2001 vs. 2012 and the Nauru files. The sections are structured as summaries in order to 

present important information around the complexities of this matter. The section is of 

relevance to the research question for it presents a perception of previous media 

representation, illustrates the complexity encompassing the offshore processing and aids in 

the discussion of why media coverage of the same topic can vary. The history is beneficial to 

comprehend in regards to why certain matters might be represented in a specific way in 

Australian media, it is also important since offshore processing hasn’t been discussed to a 

great extent in Swedish media.  

 
5.1 History of Australia’s Refugee Policy 

During the 1700s the British Empire colonized Australia which led to Australia to become a 

settler colony. These settlers then saw the native population as a threat to the Europeans 

which led to the use of social construction of race and gender. By the use of social 

construction, the British empire legitimize their actions by being superior to the natives. In 

the 1700’s the population in Australia was about 750,000 aboriginals and by the 1920’s the 

number had fallen by 90% . Prior to this, in 1901 the first act of parliament was set and it was 
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the immigration restriction known as the “White Australia policy.” (Minns et al; 2018) It was 

implemented to make sure that non-Europeans didn’t get into Australia. (Britannica; 2019). 

Which made Australia into a nation with 97% of Europeans of the population recognized as 

white (NMA; 2016). The white Australia policy only began to vanish in 1966 and was finally 

abolished in 1973.  

 

In the post-war period, Australia saw a drastic change, taking in millions of migrants from 

other places than Britain and by the 1990s, a new wave of immigrants came to Australia, and 

this influx led to the beginning of Australia's system of mandatory detention of 

asylum-seekers, implemented by the Labour government. Asylum-seekers consisted mostly 

of people who had come by boat from Cambodia, which led to the trending of the phrase 

“boat people.” The law implemented declared that non-citizens who arrived in Australia 

without a visa would be held in detention until their application was being processed. (Minns 

et al; 2018). Australia’s history of migration policies led politicians to consider several 

solutions to the matter which led to the Pacific solution that was implemented in 2001. 

 

5.2 Offshore processing detention centers since 2001 

In the early 2000s, Howard’s Liberal government considered another solution to the ongoing 

migration problem Australia was in. Howard’s statements about the “migration problem” in 

Australia strengthened his party and helped him win the election (Fleay&Hoffman; 2014). In 

the aftermath of 9/11, Howard’s Liberal Party implemented the migration policy called 

Pacific Solution. The first offshore detention centers during Howard’s government started in 

Nauru in 2001, after the Tampa crisis. A Norwegian shipper had rescued about 400 refugees 

from their sinking vessel outside of Christmas Island and was refused entry into Australian 

waters after the new law was introduced (Foreign Policy; 2018). The offshore detention 

centers were held on Manus Island in Papua New Guinea and on the tiny island Nauru. 

Offshore processing confined the asylum-seekers on offshore detention while their asylum 

applications were being processed.(Fleay&Hoffman; 2014). 

 

According to this policy, the asylum seekers entering Australian waters by boat were not 

considered having “arrived” in Australia. Thus, could not access the legal rights that would 

have been accessible to them if they had entered by plane. It was encouraged for the refugees 
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to “voluntarily” return to their countries of origin, even if those countries were still at war. 

Reports show that 31 out of the 179 Afghan refugees who had returned home in 2001 had 

been killed, several by the Taliban. Despite this, the Australian government still encouraged 

people to return to their home countries (The Guardian; 2016).  

 

Between 2001 and 2008, the offshore detention camps were homes to over 1,500 people. 

Around 700 people from the offshore centers during 2001-2008 were resettled in Australia, 

and the rest were sent to Canada, Sweden, and New Zealand (UNHCR; 2016). Some 

asylum-seekers remained in detention for several years but in 2008, the offshore processing 

was briefly suspended under the Labour Rudd Government. However, the Gillard 

Government reinstated the policy in 2012.  

 

Offshore processing remains the official policy of both Australia’s current government under 

Scott Morrison and the Labour opposition; today, the policy is known as Operation Sovereign 

Borders (Fleay&Hoffman; 2014). The Howard Government was hiring non-Australian 

citizens to enable its policies on the offshore detention centers. Both the Labour government 

and the current government continued with the same strategy. The Nauru Government hosts 

the detention centers and in return, they receive increased financial aid. The Labour 

Government used its agreement with the Nauru Government to make them accountable for 

refugee applications by the asylum-seekers. This agreement continues under the current 

Coalition Government in 2019 (Fleay&Hoffman; 2014). 

 

All governments that have been in place during the time of the offshore processing detention 

centers have required employees to sign non-disclosure agreements (Minns et al; 2018). 

However, when the Labour government decided on the confidentiality terms of agreements 

signed by employees, these agreements were less effective in hiding the impacts of detention 

on Nauru from the public eye (Fleay&Hoffman; 2014). Secrecy around the conditions in the 

detention centers are still a problem, but the media outlets that got access to the camps have 

reported several issues and human rights violations (Amnesty;2016). The Labour 

Government also allowed some human rights organizations to visit the detention camp on 

Nauru and release public reports. Although Australia’s Department of Immigration did not 

allow photographs to be taken (Fleay&Hoffman; 2014). 
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5.4 The Nauru Files 

In August 2016, The Guardian Australia leaked a story on what they called the Nauru files, 

written by staff in Australia’s detention center on Nauru between 2013 and 2015. These files 

contained reports regarding abuse, sexual assault, mistreatment and trauma caused upon the 

people living in the Nauru detention centers. In the files, there are several reports of sexual 

assault of children, about 60 reports of an assault on children, and around 30 of self-harm 

involving children. Children are most of the victims in the reports, and more than 50% of the 

reports involve children (The Guardian; 2016). The files have raised questions regarding how 

information in the detention is reported to the rest of the world. According to The Guardian, 

they published the files because Australian citizens have a right to know about the situation in 

the offshore detention centers (The Guardian; 2016).  

 

Prior to the leak the Australian immigration minister Peter Dutton gave a statement saying he 

wanted to make Nauru a safe environment. He stated that he had “instructed the department 

to make sure that the standard of care is as high as it possibly can be”. According to The 

Guardian, various asylum-seekers held in the Nauru detention centers could not leave the 

detention centers during the period covered by the files. Some could go on day trips but were 

closely observed to ensure they returned before curfews. The main evidence from the files 

supports a testimony from former detention staff members interviewed by The Guardian as 

part of its investigation (The Guardian; 2016).  

 

6 Analyzing media  

This part examines, in detail, the major themes which arose from the varying media reports in 

the specified time frame. Both international and Australian media sources are selected, and an 

analysis is provided on each. The Australian articles in this section have been selected from 

the databases of The Guardian Australia, The Australian, and the ABC. The specific articles 

have been selected by the keywords “asylum seekers,” “offshore processing detention”, 

“refugees,” “the Nauru files” and “people smugglers.” Whilst not every article in this period 

has been considered, a careful selection was made to ensure a range of issues related to the 

offshore processing and detention centers. Eight international articles were also used, and the 

key search words were “asylum-seekers”, “offshore detention centers”, “refugees” and 
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“people smugglers”. The purpose of this section is to find underlying themes used by the 

international media and domestic media thus language and style of these articles are of 

relevance. The international articles were sourced from the databases of CNN and BBC. 

Further, it is acknowledged that some contents are quotes from spokespersons and key 

government offices which are not opinions expressed by the media outlets themselves, but 

instead the reporting of a news story. Some themes had greater abundance depending on the 

location of the publication. For example, human rights was more prominent within 

international media whereas refugees and border protection was presented differently 

between international and domestic media. Given that human rights had far greater 

prominence in international media, it is focused on in the section where the differences are 

stated. Further, when looking at border protection the focus is on the use of the migration 

policy presented both domestically and internationally which will be discussed in the first 

section of the analysis.  

 

 

6.1 Australia's sovereignty and rights in international media 

Across multiple of the selected cases, several themes could be found such as our right as a 

nation, border protection, refugees and human rights. These themes often occurred together 

which is why they will all be discussed in this section. Australia’s sovereignty is referenced 

consistently as being important in ensuring state boundaries and maintaining strong migration 

policy in contrast to human rights organisations talking about the refugees rights. 

Nevertheless, this section will outline how border protection and refugees are used to 

highlight “our right”. The way in which Australia’s sovereignty was selected as a theme was 

due to the use of how the government is quoted regarding the migration policy and how 

refugees are used in contrast with the migration policy. 

 

The first theme can be encapsulated by a statement used by CNN, in an article titled 

Australian High Court rejects challenge to offshore immigration detention, published 

 on February, 3, 2016. An Australian spokesperson was quoted saying “stopping the boat has 

enabled this government to return integrity to Australia's humanitarian and refugee program” 

and “The Coalition Government has stopped the perilous flow of people smuggling 
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ventures”.  Whilst still reporting the story, the publication of this quote highlights the national 

interest in protecting the border and maintaining the integrity of the borders. (CNN,2016) 

 

The way asylum-seekers are being treated can be found in many articles and one article 

published by CNN on april, 21, 2015 titled “Australian asylum seeker hunger strike not over” 

references statements from refugee advocates detailing the mistreatment and abuse of 

asylum-seekers. During the hunger strike, the asylum-seekers barricaded themselves inside to 

protect themselves from security and ensure nobody left. The article cites Papua New 

Guinea's Foreign Affairs Minister stating that when the security managed to access the 

centers, the standoff between them and the asylum-seekers was peaceful. 

(CNN,2015).However, this article presents different reports from advocates who argue that 

the compound was attacked by security and the asylum seekers were seen being dragged 

away in handcuffs. By citing the advocate's concerns, CNN aims to create an understanding 

of the truth concerning the treatment of the asylum-seekers with reference to both sides of the 

strike. 

 

CNN published a similar statement on May 3d, the same year titled Young Somali woman 

sets herself alight in Australian detention. The statement was taken from the Nauru 

government following the self-burning of a woman in the detention center. It stated “We are 

distressed that refugees are attempting such dreadful acts to attempt to influence the 

Australian Government's immigration policies.”(CNN,2015). The focus, in this case, is on the 

attempt to influence the immigration policy, instead of the act itself. This highlights the 

theme of border protection in that it references the policies of the border, as opposed to the 

policies in relation to the health and safety of those seeking asylum. The Nauru government 

frames the refugee's actions as selfish and manipulative, rather than as a reasonable form of 

protest. In the same article a statement from Peter Dutton is quoted where he says that he is 

struck that refugee advocates are "encouraging them to engage in behaviors they believe will 

pressure the government to bring them to Australia." Followed by a quote from the 

opposition immigration minister Richard Marles who said the current government policy was 

leaving people "desperate and without hope." 
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The year after on June 1st, 2016, the CNN published an article called, “How Australia turned 

its back on the world's refugee crisis,”  emphasizing the way in which Australia has avoided 

dealing with the situation. The article argues that whilst the rest of the world has tried to solve 

the current refugee crisis, Australia has instead worked against helping refugees. The article 

sheds light on Operation Sovereign Borders and their border protection. The article presents 

the Australian policy to be inconsiderate to the needs of others, whilst highlighting the 

government policies that work against providing foreign assistance.  

 

 

According to the BBC, in their article published on August 18 ,2016 “Australian Immigration 

Minister Peter Dutton attacks the Guardian leaked media,” Peter Dutton says he will not “be 

defamed” by media coverage of the country's offshore detention. The article provides his 

defense concerning the leaked files.(BBC,2016)  In the article, they quote Dutton arguing that 

“many of the reports described corporal punishment of children by their parents and minor 

assaults by detainees on other detainees.”  With this defense, he shifts the focus towards the 

parents and their cultural background when stating that the abuse is done by the parents. The 

shift of focus from the issue of abuse allegations again creates a notion of “us” and “them”, 

by highlighting the issues are between refugees and not by staff at the centers (Gale, 2004). 

Lastly an article published by the BBC in November , 2016 titled “Australia asylum: UN 

criticizes 'cruel' conditions on Nauru” uses a quote from Francois Crepeau, a UN special 

rapporteur where he argued that Australia would not be happy if their citizens were treated in 

this way by any other country. (BBC,2016) This shows the “human face” of refugees and 

works to humanize those on the centers by drawing a direct comparison with the people that 

these centers have been alleged to protect. 

 

6.2 Australia’s sovereignty and right in Australian media  

On the 22 August , 2016  an article published by The Australian, titled “Manus closure must 

not weaken border protection”, uses Europe as an example of why the offshore processing 

detention centers are of importance. It states that due to the increasing migration in Europe, 

violence and disruption has resulted. (The Australian,2016) By using hyperbole regarding the 

immigration in Germany allowing millions of refugees, it arguably unfairly paints refugees as 

the issue and cause the problem. It fails to address that refugees who have been processed can 
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still cause issues, and shifts the focus away from the actual impact of the centers themselves. 

The opinion article is strongly politicized by declaring that abandonment of the option would 

risk the same failures as the Labor government in 2008. 

 

An article published just over a month later on September 24, 2016 by The Australian, titled 

“Malcolm, hits his stride with refugee barriers”, similarly represented refugees as something 

Australia needs “protection” from. (The Australian,2016)The article focuses on the UN 

conference in New York where Turnbull defended the Australian immigration and refugee 

policy. In the article the writer states that the approach Australia is using is addressing all 

problems and could be applied to the rest of the world. The article is only focusing on 

Australia’s side of the story and shining light on how well prime minister Turnbull handled 

the situation.Turnbull is quoted saying that “strong borders are not just about security. They 

are crucial to ensuring social harmony and public support for migration domestically… 

Australia is a prime example. Securing our borders has increased public confidence and 

enabled Australia to have one of the world's most generous humanitarian systems.” Here, 

refugees are implicitly referenced as being part of the Australian social structure as opposed 

to individuals requiring assistance. The article continues to contend that Turnbull had said 

that European leaders told him uncontrolled immigration posed an “existential threat” to their 

societies, presenting refugees as a threat to Australia. In labeling the situation a problem, is 

instantly dehumanizes the refugees and prioritises the border protection.  

 

The ABC published an article on August 10, 2016 called “Peter Dutton says refugees 

self-harming to get to Australia, warns against Nauru abuse reports ‘hype’” (ABC, 2016) 

This article refers to statements about “people smugglers” and “false allegations of sexual 

assaults”. The construction of his arguments are Australians versus refugees, and the 

language of smuggling and false reporting generalizes refugees as exhibiting criminal 

behavior, which presents those seeking asylum as a threat to the national interest. While the 

article itself does not show any subjective views, the quotes from Dutton are partial. 

 

On August 16 , 2016, The Guardian Australia published the Nauru files, which were the 

beginning of media scrutiny and debate surrounding the migration policy in Australia. The 

statements made by the publisher contended that it is the right of Australian citizens to be 
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aware of the tax expenditure and of how their migration policy treats those seeking asylum in 

the nation. The aim of The Guardian was to create awareness of the offshore policy and 

present the alleged truth concerning the treatment of asylum-seekers based on the information 

available to them.  

 

However, an article published by the Australian on September 17, 2016 called  “Dutton’s 

good UN story” instead focuses on Dutton’s defense of the migration policy. It presents the 

official statement submitted by the Immigration Minister, which is that they help refugees in 

any way possible and that their policy has proved to work for Australia. According to the 

article, he intends to submit to the UN that Australia’s strict border regime allows for a 

greater intake of refugees and reassures the Australian population that the nations social 

structure is not at risk. The article provides positive statements from Dutton an provides 

opportunity to use positive statements from him to defend the policy and state the 

government’s version of the truth (The Australian; 2016.)  

 

Lastly, an article published by the Guardian on October 18, 2016 titled “Australia's refugee 

policy is one of deliberate harm” contends an opposition towards the offshore policy, by 

arguing that Australia was not pressured or forced to offer refugee protection and that this is 

their own choice (The Guardian;2016). This line of reasoning aligns with the notion that 

offshore detention centers are primarily to protect Australian borders and society, as opposed 

to assisting refugees in resettlement. This touches upon the reason that offshore processing 

was implemented, which, according to the government, was to prevent deaths at sea and 

make sure that illegal people smuggling stopped (Muller;2017). However, the article 

concludes that “the rationale of wanting to save lives at sea is a worthy one to pursue, but it 

cannot be beyond this country’s imagination to find a way to save some lives without 

destroying others.”  

 

 

6.3 Differences in the reporting  

In the selected articles, certain differences were identified. This section aims to highlight the 

differences in the selected articles and provide examples of the variations. 
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A resounding feature through all the international articles is the presence of statements and 

information provided by human rights organization. As in the following example from the 

BBC on November 18, 2016 titled; “Australia asylum: UN criticizes 'cruel' conditions on 

Nauru, the focus is on the notion that according to the UN Australia is breaking human rights 

laws. Quotes provided by Francois Crepeau, a UN special rapporteur on migrant human 

rights, who spent 18 days examining Australia's migration laws are stated and include both 

his negative and positive positions on the policy. He stated that “the conditions on Nauru 

were cruel, inhuman and degrading.” He argued that Australia would not be happy if their 

citizens were treated in this way by any other country. He does, however, say that he was 

happy with certain aspects of their policy and that he would like to see the people on Nauru 

resettle in other countries with better conditions. (BBC,2016) 

 

A similar article regarding the use of human rights organizations was published by the CNN 

on 18 October, 2016 ,  titled “Australia accused of turning Nauru into 'open-air prison”'. 

Amnesty International had previously alleged that Nauru had a resemblance to an open-air 

prison because of increasing reports of sexual assault, neglect and poor health care. CNN 

used statements from one asylum-seekers stating that life on Nauru was like “dying a 

thousand times”. According to Amnesty Director for Research, the government has isolated 

these people on remote islands which they can't leave with the intent that these people should 

suffer hence an “open-air prison”. The article is contrasted with a direct statement from Prime 

Minister Malcolm Turnbull stating that it’s "absolutely false."(CNN,2016) The notion of 

human rights organization is an important way to offer different views and opinions in 

regards to the migration policy. The article further provides statements from the Australian 

government regarding the situation which contributes to a bigger variety and understanding 

of the different opinions not only provided by the government but also by others who have 

seen the situation. 

 

On the cases selected from the domestic newspapers, one striking feature was prominent 

within the articles published by the ABC. The first article in this section was published on 

August 10,  2016, titled “Nauru data leak paints' disturbing picture' of refugee abuse, human 

rights groups say.” However, the ABC released a news segment on the same day called “Is 

there a problem with the journalism behind the Nauru files?”. The first article concerning the 
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data leak declares that the Australian government is investigating the leaked data published 

by The Guardian. According to the article the former immigration minister, now prime 

minister, Scott Morrison said the documents contained allegations and were not proof of 

mistreatment. Following with statements from the Human rights watch director who is quoted 

saying that the policy is inhumane and irresponsible. (ABC,2016) However the reporting of 

the ABC first focus on issues concerning the detention centers followed by an article or 

segment questioning or providing another view regarding the situation. It is an interesting 

approach from the ABC to first address the Nauru leaks in a serious matter and later discuss 

whether it was a problem with the journalism. It creates variety in the articles and gives 

different views on the same topic.  

 

In contrast to the ABC, The Australian uses another approach which allows for further 

arguments provided by the Australian government. One example can be found in an article 

titled from 2016 “Manus closure must not weaken border protection”. The structure in the 

article is based on how the increase of immigration in Europe and specifically Germany has 

led to violence and disruption, building on arguments provided by the article. (The 

Australian, 2016). The article focuses on shifting the focus over to Europe and painting the 

situation there as bad in order to create positivity revolving the Australian own migration 

approach. One direct quote is found in the conclusion, where the article quotes the Nauru 

president in regards to the conditions on Nauru. Stating that the asylum-seekers live in 

accommodation “far better than the local Nauruans” Which allows for differences in opinions 

since other news outlets claim it to be a different situation. 

 

To further understand the differences of The Australian another article published on August 

13, 2015, titled “Limbo is Nauru's real torture”. The article was published after the Nauru 

files were leaked and places focus on that the abuse claims can be exaggerated. It sheds light 

on the motivations that refugee organizations have but contrasts the positivity with the notion 

of partisan activism, political abuse and personal smears. The articles continues stating that 

refugee organizations is spreading “lies”, shaming Nauru and its population by going out 

arguing that the refugees aren’t being treated well. The article continues to argue in 

Australia’s defense stating that the writer had interviewed a reporter from Amnesty 

International who “had little or no direct evidence”. Pointing at her vague references to the 
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events that had supposedly occurred on Nauru. The article concludes stating that there is little 

evidence suggesting that the people on Nauru have abused asylum-seekers but that no place is 

a hundred percent crime-free and if a crime has been committed, justice should be served. 

(The Australian,2015)The article concludes in a strong way since it shows the humanitarian 

side that no place is crime free and that justice should be served. It suggests that there is an 

understanding that there might be issues at Nauru but that the other news outlets have 

portrayed it wrong. 

 

Finally, an article published by The Guardian on October 18, 2016. The article uses a direct 

approach, presenting all the abuse allegations that have been of concern, including a quote 

declaring that the government's response to the allegations has only been denial: “Its 

well-worn tactic has been simply to deny, to attempt to discredit those it can and to prosecute 

those it can’t, and to simply look the other way.” More reports are coming to light and the 

government denies them all to be true and alleging that the people and government of 

Australia can’t simply say “we didn’t know” since there have been several reports made 

regarding the living conditions.  (The Guardian,2016)The article takes a stand declaring that 

Australia has constructed and continues to run a regime that deliberately harms men, women 

and children for the purpose of dissuading others from trying to seek sanctuary in Australia. 

The article concludes by saying that no one has forced Australia to offer refugees protection. 

The Guardian provides a different form of journalism and the purpose is obvious presenting 

their opposition towards the migration policy.  

 

The Australian media provides arguments from several human rights organizations. However, 

since most of the articles produced by the Australian are concluded with words from the 

government, the arguments by the human rights organizations lose prominence. A difference 

between international media and some aspects of the Australian media is the tone towards 

refugees and the tone towards the detention centers. The Australian focuses more on what the 

government says, it has a more positive tone towards the offshore detention centers. On the 

contrary, international media provides a more empathetic tone towards refugees as it gives 

more space to human rights activists and gives less space for the government's statements. 

Even though the ABC differs from the international media, they do not share as many 

statements from the government as The Australian does. Instead, they present contrasting 
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views and provides a broader situation. The ABC uses an approach where they first address 

serious allegations and later focusing on the reliability behind the allegations which 

contributes to a more objective way to report matters.  

 

The Guardian Australia concentrates on criticizing the Australian government and 

throughout several articles, it is apparent that they are opposed to the offshore processing 

policy. They leave little room for comments from the Australian government which provides 

a more one sided articles. They do however use a similar structure to CNN and BBC in 

regards to the use of human rights organizations.  

 

The most visible difference is that of the ABC compared to The Australian and The Guardian 

Australia.The Australian’s tone is far more negative towards refugees and The Guardian’s 

tone is much more positive towards refugee and negative of Australia’s closed borders. Even 

though the ABC differs from the international media, they do not display political support in 

their articles, compared to The Guardian and The Australian. The ABC has a much more 

neutral way of reporting events which is similar to the CNN and BBC. 

 

6.4 Applying media models 

 When applying the analytical framework to the different news outlets and analyzing what is 

said in the selected articles the common trend is that many of the news outlets seem to be 

applicable to the liberal and democratic model.The reporting and use of language in itself 

does not differ to a great extent in the international media nor the Australian media. However 

the Australian focuses more on what the politicians say about the situation, whilst the 

Guardian focuses more on soley human rights organisations.The main difference in the 

journalism and language is the use of quotes and how they argue around them. The 

international news outlets and the ABC focuses on both parties which creates a broader 

understanding on the situation but gives more space for a stricter tone towards Australia’s 

policies. One reason for the international media to provide arguments from several parties is 

due to them having a larger readership hence they want to provide a broader picture of the 

situation for their readers. However the ABC is funded by the government and should be 

more applicable to the democratic and pluralist model yet when analysing their articles it 

seems like the liberal model is more applicable due to their quotes from several sides and no 
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sign of political support. The Australian is a part of news corp which is known to be a 

conservative news company and news corp owns several other news outlets in Australia 

hence stand for 70% of the news that comes out to the public(theconversation;2017.) The 

Australian fits with the democratic and pluralist model since they show more political 

support towards the government which is more conservative, they are funded by a 

conservative news organisation and when analysing the articles provided they show a pattern 

of providing one side of the story. Yet the Guardian also share a similar pattern to the 

Australian since they focus on a more liberal side to the story. Meanwhile the three other 

news outlets provides a broader range of information, however due to their underlying left 

wing ideology they still fit best to the liberal model. 

 

7. Discussion  

The perception of boat immigration has been a concern in Australian politics throughout 

several decades (APH). The difference between the Pacific Solution 2001 and the policy of 

Sovereign Borders 2012 is almost non-existent. Since the government has been good at 

maintaining secrecy around the running of offshore detention is has been hard to find real 

distinctions between the Pacific solution and sovereign borders (Muller; 2015) 

 

During the offshore processing years, employees signed non-disclosure agreements which 

have made it difficult for reporters to access information from employees and they have to 

form their own opinions and listen to what human rights organizations say. The difference 

that is observed is that now people have access to more information regarding Nauru, 

particularly the allegations of abuse due to The Guardian’s leak, although it is still hard to 

determine the matters occurring in the detention centers due to the continued secrecy. The 

Guardian attempted to inform Australian citizens regarding the operation of Nauru but 

criticism from the government makes it difficult to know who is telling the truth. When 

looking at the articles regarding the abuse allegations the Australian government has denied 

all of them which also makes it more difficult to reach the full truth, it also makes it 

understandable that Australian newspapers do not criticize the government to the same extent 

as the international newspapers. 
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The origin of the Pacific solution was not a new concept in Australia considering a similar 

policy was in place during the ’90s (Minns et al; 2018). Another critical factor is the 

continuous function the media presents, which is comparable to the 2001 election, when the 

media coverage on Howards continuing statements helped him win the election.  During this 

time the focus shifted from other issues in the country which also provides evidence to the 

statement that immigration can be seen as a threat to Australia as a nation (Gale; 2004). The 

Howard government used the media to frame immigration as something bad and instead of 

giving the Norwegian freighter who saved lives gratitude they framed him as a people 

smuggler. The Tampa incident then became the starting point for Howards’ government as 

they soon accused 223 asylum-seekers of intentionally throwing their children in the ocean 

which would force the Navy to allow them passage to Australia. (Foreign Policy; 2016) This 

can be compared to that media relies on the government so when the government changes the 

media will follow (Cooper et al; 2016). Equivalent to the case when Howard shifted the focus 

from the election to the issue regarding Australia’s border protection, which has been a 

continuing discussion within Australia, however it wasn’t as relevant before Howard decided 

to only focus on it. He put emphasis on the power of deciding who will come to Australia 

(Gale; 2004) which led the media to contribute a great amount of coverage on it hence giving 

him a lot of media time. The media might not have been in favor of his ideas though in the 

case of the election, the amount of coverage worked in his favor.  

 

7.1 Models  

The hypothesis stated were; news outlets applied to the Liberal model will display a more 

positive tone towards asylum-seekers in their articles, and news outlets applied to the 

Democratic Corporatist model display a stricter tone towards asylum-seekers.  

 

The liberal media model can, to some extent, apply to ABC, The Guardian, CNN, and the 

BBC considering they all hold an underlying liberal ideology. Whilst, the democratic 

corporatist model applies to The Australian for the commercial media coexists with political 

groups, which appears to be one of the most noticeable distinctions in the presented articles. 

In several of the articles provided by the ABC,  the same structure as international media has 

can be found. This makes it applicable to the liberal model with an influence from the 

corporatist and polarized model. Nevertheless, because of ABC’s editorial independence, 
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they are more suitable to the liberal model than the other two even though they are funded by 

the government. On the contrary, The Australian does not share any similarities in the 

structure of the international articles which is of interest since it follows in line with the 

government's view and provides little variety.  

 

News outlets often have a mixture of the three models, although regarding the Australian the 

difference can be explained based on the understanding that The Australian has an underlying 

conservative ideology instead of a liberal ideology. Since The Australian is the only 

newspaper with a significant difference in regards to the journalism and tone it does appear 

applicable to the Democratic Corporatist model more than any other and thus implies that this 

model does have a more negative tone towards asylum-seekers or is more prone to write from 

the government's perspective.  The evidence from the themes provide a great difference 

concerning the way in which The Australian writes about asylum-seekers in comparison to 

the rest of the domestic and international newspapers. Although the Guardian does also 

differ, but not in regards to the hypothesis since they have a more negative tone towards the 

Australian politics and a more positive tone towards asylum-seekers. They can be compared 

to the Australian since both show a bit of political support. However, due to the time limit, it 

is difficult to give a definite conclusion, although from these articles the generalization can be 

made that news outlets applied to the Democratic Corporatist model display a stricter tone 

towards asylum-seekers.  

 

In regards to the research question: “How does the Australian and international media 

coverage differ?”, this thesis cannot offer a definitive answer for all the causes behind these 

differences; however, the most prominent theory from my qualitative analysis is that all the 

other news outlets have a more liberal ideology while The Australian is conservative. The 

media has the power to represent information and news stories in a way that then shapes the 

way people think about specific issues. This principle again can be compared with our own 

political views: people with more liberal views will gather news from a liberal news site 

whilst conservative people read news allied with their views. The main generalization that is 

observed is that conservative Australian media focuses on official government policy and 

popular opinion in Australia, which consider migration to be a problem, whilst the 

international media and liberal Australian media focuses on what human rights activists say 
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and on the international community’s views on the subject. Another reason for the way in 

which news outlets shape this subject can have to do with the geographical location and 

readership. The international media outlets have a large readership with people from all over 

the world which is one conclusion for why they report in their way compared to the 

Australian which is located in Australia , own by the biggest news corporation and shares 

more views with the government.  

  

8 Conclusion 

The conclusions that can be drawn are based on generalizations that have been observed with 

some previous evidence from earlier research. The basic generalization that can be made 

through this thesis is that the media coverage in international and Australian media does 

differ. However, the most prominent reason is that the ideologies differ which concludes that 

the coverage differs depending on the ideology and which media theory the news outlets 

apply to.  Geographical climate can also be a reason for newspapers way of portraying the 

differences but does not seem to be a definite conclusion due to the ABC’s and The 

Australian’s differences.  

 

To continue this study, researchers would have to use a broader selection of both 

international and domestic media to make a more widespread generalization and draw a 

conclusion. Due to the time limitation, the articles selected were only sixteen, however, with 

more articles, the themes highlighted could most likely have gotten more support. One 

surprise from this study was that the ABC fell more in line with the international media 

which makes the research question on how they differ more difficult to answer since the only 

different domestic news outlets were the Australian when it came to the political ideology. 

Even though the Guardian also differed from the other news outlets it still shared more 

similarities to the international media in regards to the underlying ideology. Yet they did not 

differ from the Australian in their style since they also focused more on one side.  

 

By using more news outlets, the international and domestic media might have differed more 

notably. That the Guardian Australia is a European newspaper from the beginning can also 

have impacted the conclusions drawn. By only using wholly Australian news outlets with no 

connection to international media and more international news outlets, the findings would 
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most likely still have several differences in regards to the themes, but the differences might 

have even been more prominent. Another interesting aspect to use in a following study is to 

only focus on Nauru and how their citizens and government believe the situation to be. As 

well as using different media theories to see if the themes and differences would gain more 

support through other theories. Another approach could be to apply the offshore detention 

centers to Europe and see if it is possible to apply such a framework to a continent with 

different countries and if it would go against our laws within the EU. There are several 

interesting aspects to explore within this subject since it isn’t a well known subject. 
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