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Europe can learn from Australia’s border policy.  
But not by listening to Abbott
By Melissa Conley Tyler

Melissa Conley Tyler 
is National Executive 
Director of the Australian 
Institute of International 
Affairs and Team Leader 
of the EU-Australia 
Leadership Forum

Former prime minister Tony Abbott has 
been explaining to European conservatives 
why they should heed Australia’s success 
in controlling its borders. Speaking to the 
Alliance of European Conservatives and 
Reformists in Prague, he characterised the 
Europe’s current migration crisis as having the 
look of a “peaceful invasion” that could over 
time could become “an existential challenge”.

His words would have found a receptive 
audience: retiring UK Independence Party 
leader Nigel Farage has approved of 
Australia’s migration policy as a model and 
others across Europe have been reported 
as drawing inspiration from Australia.

Tony Abbott’s message to European leaders 
was clear: if only they were as tough as he 
had been, they too could “stop the boats”.

Unfortunately, this is the wrong message 
to take from the Australian experience. 
Instead, here are the three lessons Europeans 
should take.

Costs too much
The reality is that most countries won’t be 
able to use Australia’s techniques to stop 
people movements due to the number of 
arrivals and the prohibitive expense involved.

It is true that Australia has had success in 
stopping the boats through disrupting 
people smugglers’ business model.  

This has involved turning back boats to 
Indonesia, offshore processing and the use 
of detention centres in Nauru and Papua 
New Guinea based on a policy that boat 
arrivals will never be resettled in Australia. 
Australia has shown that government can 
influence the number of arrivals through 
policy settings.

However, Australia’s success is not replicable 
in most other countries. It can only be 
attempted by the richest of countries which 
have low refugee numbers.

Per capita, the financial cost is enormous. 
This week’s Australian National Audit Office 
report details a cost of $573,111 per person 
per year for holding on Manus Island and 
Nauru. Australia spends more than $1bn per 
year on offshore processing for fewer than 
2,000 people. This is not a model the EU can 
emulate with migration flows of more than 
200,000 in January to May this year alone.

It is also worth mentioning the non-fiscal 
costs related to this policy. Australia’s 
international relationships have been 
affected, particularly with Nauru and Papua 
New Guinea where Australia is accused of 
neo-colonialism and, crucially, with rising 
power Indonesia where issues around 
migration have created friction in one of 
Australia’s most important relationships.
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The detention of refugees has a demonstrably high 
cost for those in detention. The Australian Human 
Rights Commission’s National Inquiry into Children in 
Immigration Detention is unequivocal on the negative 
impact of prolonged detention on detainees’ mental 
and physical health.

The bottom line is that you can’t stop people 
movements of the scale occurring in Europe by 
adopting Australia’s border policies.

Migration can work
The second lesson to be taken from Australia is more 
positive: it is that mass migration can really work.

The Australian experience shows the economic and 
cultural benefits of mass migration. From a small white 
settler society at the end of the second world war, 
Australia has been transformed to a vibrant multicultural 
nation. Statistics show that 28% of the population was 
born overseas – with at least another 20% the child of 
an overseas-born parent.

This is a dramatic change and results have been broadly 
positive. For example, Australia is one of only three 

countries in the world where children of migrants score 
better at school than children of non-migrants.

Australia has reaped the economic benefits of 
migration. Tracing Australia’s history, George 
Megalogenis links periods of economic growth to  
times when Australia was open to migration.  
The current prime minister, Malcolm Turnbull, drew  
this lesson: “openness and multiculturalism based on  
mutual respect is what has defined most of the most 
successful societies in the world”.

When Europeans worry about the impossibility of 
integration of those with different cultural or religious 
backgrounds, Australia is a salutary case study of  
what is possible.
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More than

2 million 
Australian residents were 
born in European countries

The EU forms the 

largest 
group of overseas-born 

residents in Australia
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It’s under control
The final lesson to be drawn from Australia is that the 
second lesson is tied to the first: to achieve societal 
acceptance of mass migration, the public has to be 
convinced that the process is under control.

This is the fascinating lesson from John Howard’s prime 
ministership. The prime minister who took such a hard 
line on border security was also the one who oversaw 
significant increases in overall migration; in 2007 the 
number of permanent migrants hit 191,000: the largest 
cohort since the second world war.

He understood this truth: that to build acceptance of 
mass migration, governments have to convince the 
public that the process is under control.

The core aim of Australia’s migration program is that 
it is orderly. South Sudanese who wait patiently in 
refugee camps can be resettled through a humanitarian 
program. The announcement of 12,000 places for 
carefully checked and screened Syrian refugees was 
welcomed. By contrast, news reports of people arriving 
“uninvited” by boat taps into the national neurosis 
about being overrun by swarms from the north.

At a time when a huge number of people are on the 
move and where very few countries accept long-term 
resettlement, we need to think about what we can do to 
help prepare our populations to understand and respond.

In this context it’s vital to draw the right lessons from 
Australia’s experience.

This article was first published on the Guardian website on 19 Septem-
ber 2016 and is the copyright of Guardian News & Media Ltd 2017. It 
is reprinted with permission.
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There is a strong shared interest in the issue of to  
what extent can we function at a regional and global  
level to improve strategies for displacement of people  

and onward movements into destination countries
- Josef Szwarc 

 Policy and Research Manager, Foundation House
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What do Australians think of the European Union? 
By Melissa Conley Tyler, Alfonso Martinez Arranz and Caroline Karavoulias

Melissa Conley Tyler is the 
EU-Australia Leadership 
Forum Team Leader and 
National Executive Director 
of the Australian Institute 
of International Affairs. 

Alfonso Martinez Arranz 
is a expert on the project 
team and a Lecturer 
at Monash University.

Caroline Karavoulias 
is a researcher at the 
Australian Institute of 
International Affairs.

Methodology
One of the foundation elements of the 
work of the EU-Australia Leadership Forum 
has been to look at the perceptions of the 
European Union among key Australian 
stakeholders. This article summarises some 
of the main findings of that study.

It was decided early on that the study would 
be based on a series of semi-structured 
interviews with knowledgeable individuals. 
We identified a number of organisations 
to ensure a combination of those that had 
existing links to the European Union in 
some way, as well as those that did not. 

We had an encouragingly positive response  
to our request for interviews and in the end 
17 interviews were undertaken with 23 leading 
people from academia, business, politics and 
civil society. Interviewees were asked:

•• what they thought of the EU in general; 

•• whether or not their view had  
changed recently; 

•• what they saw as the major challenges  
for EU-Australia relations; and 

•• where they saw the greatest potential  
for co-operation in the future. 

General trends
While feelings about Europe are generally 
positive, respondents are currently worried 
about political and economic crises besetting 
Europe, such as Brexit, the refugee crisis and 
anti-globalisation trends. The diagrams 

below depict the major topics indicated as 
salient issues for the EU and the relative 
strength of feeling about these issues.

For respondents well-acquainted with the 
EU, a key challenge in the relationship is 
Australia’s lack of awareness about the 
EU. Respondents less involved with the EU 
showed concern about its protectionist 
policies, management of refugee movements 
and other internal problems.	

There is widespread agreement across 
sectors that great opportunities for 
Australia-EU collaboration lie in the areas  
of research, technology and education. 
Other areas for mutual benefit include 
defence and security cooperation and 
working together in third countries.

Findings
Even though Brexit is undoubtedly a new 
phenomenon, the fact that it features so 
prominently in the discussion reflects the 
long-standing role of the UK as primary 
entry point to Europe for Australia.  
This historical centrality of the UK in EU-
Australia relations partly explains the  
current concerns about “the future of the EU”. 
Indeed the “uncertainty”, as noted above, is 
not only for the EU itself, but rather about 
how Australia can relate without a UK 
gateway. “Insider” respondents backed this 
up somewhat, suggesting that the EU is 
portrayed rather negatively in the Australian 
media, not least through reports from the UK.
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Another historical point is the Australian complaint 
about agricultural subsidies, still considered by some 
as the most visible part of European protectionism. 
This issue is still salient and not forgotten by those 
involved in business or politics, though perhaps without 
the priority it once had. This reflects a long-observed 
trend to move away from these areas where EU and 
Australian interests and ideologies are at an impasse.

Our research confirms that the EU remains a normative 
power and a moral leader for some, particularly in 
the environmental arena, but this does not necessarily 
extend to other fields or to a wider range of respondents.

We also confirmed previous findings relating to the 
importance of individual member states before a 
discussion of the EU as a collective, which is tied up with 
the perceived complexity and difficulty to understand 
its processes. The preference for bilateral ties is not only 
limited to the UK. We also found that eastern European 
countries were largely overlooked in the discussion. 
The EU enlargements since 2004 are mentioned as 
important in academic literature, but their relevance  
to Australian elites seems limited.

Whereas the EU was seen as an “economic power” prior 
to the financial crisis, the uncertainty and difficulties in 
the economy of the region since then have affected 
how it is viewed.

The migration and refugee crises present another 
difficulty, even to those participants that were not 
dealing with them as part of their direct work.

 In terms of common interests and values, the almost 
‘automatic’ mentioning of a shared cultural and political 
heritage is now accompanied by exhortations to face 
up to the challenges posed by the rise of populism, 
anti-globalisation movements and the arrival of Donald 
Trump to the White House.

Implications for the EU-Australia Leadership  
Forum and broader EU-Australia relations
The work done clearly shows a perception that the 
EU is now facing significant internal issues in a more 
uncertain international arena. This suggests that it is  
a critical time to highlight the advantages to both 
parties of an amicable and productive relationship,  
and consider how it could be improved.

A first lesson of this study is that people-to-people 
contacts are important for creating genuine interest  
in greater collaboration.

Interview data suggest that the issues of Brexit and 
the perception of crisis, while overall negative for the 
relationship, have at least stimulated greater discussion 
and interest in Europe among Australians, leading to 
greater curiosity. Some Australians believe there is also  
a growing interest in Australia in Europe.

A clear way to build on this growing interest is the 
fostering of people-to-people contacts. By bringing 
people with mutual interests together the project 
can create genuine interest in greater collaboration. 
This should involve focusing on the areas of greatest 
potential identified in this study: collaborating for 
mutual benefit, sharing areas of excellence and working 
together on global issues, working together in third 
countries and standing side-by-side in defending the 
liberal global order.

If this study applies to the broader Australian landscape, 
it can be assumed that the EU-Australia Free Trade 
Agreement discussion will not be unproblematic; 
while it is an area of opportunity it is also likely to 
raise concerns about the difference in policy positions 
between Australia and the EU.
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By coming together we’re much stronger together, that’s 
what I think of when I think of the EU… What I like about the 

EU is the sense of responsibility to the greater Europe,  
which seems… to come through citizen responsibility  

as well as a government responsibility. So, it’s the sense of 
wholeness and togetherness that I like about it.

Kelly O’Shanassy 
Chief Executive Officer of the  

Australian Conservation Foundation
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