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Abstract: This study examines the securitization of migration in 

Australia during the administration of Prime Minister Tony Abbott 

(2013–2015), a period marked by a significant shift from a humani-

tarian-oriented migration approach toward policies emphasizing 

national security, territorial sovereignty, and border protection. Using 

Philippe Bourbeau’s The Securitization of Migration framework, this 

research analyzes how migration and asylum issues were constructed as 

security threats requiring extraordinary state responses. The study 

employs a descriptive qualitative method based on secondary data from 

government policy documents, legal regulations, academic journals, 

international human rights reports, and relevant literature. The 

findings indicate that migration securitization was manifested through 

institutional and security practice dimensions. Institutionally, it was 

reflected in the Migration Amendment Act 2013, the reintroduction of 

Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs), and the establishment of the 

Australian Border Force (ABF). In practice, securitization was 

implemented through Operation Sovereign Borders, maritime intercept-

tion and boat turn-back policies, and offshore processing centers in 

Nauru and Manus Island. These measures framed migration as a threat 

to national sovereignty and border integrity, legitimizing coercive and 

exclusionary migration controls while illustrating the tension between 

national security objectives and humanitarian principles. 

Keywords: Migration securitization, Tony Abbott, national security, 

migration policy, Australia. 

Abstrak: Penelitian ini menganalisis sekuritisasi migrasi dalam 

kebijakan Australia pada masa pemerintahan Perdana Menteri Tony 

Abbott (2013–2015), yang ditandai oleh pergeseran signifikan dari 

pendekatan migrasi berbasis kemanusiaan menuju kebijakan yang 

menekankan keamanan nasional, kedaulatan negara, dan perlindung-

an perbatasan. Penelitian ini menggunakan kerangka teori The Securit-

ization of Migration yang dikemukakan oleh Philippe Bourbeau untuk 

menjelaskan bagaimana isu migrasi dan pencari suaka dikonstruksikan 
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sebagai ancaman yang memerlukan respons luar biasa dari negara. 

Metode yang digunakan adalah penelitian kualitatif deskriptif dengan 

memanfaatkan data sekunder yang bersumber dari dokumen kebijakan 

pemerintah, peraturan perundang-undangan, jurnal ilmiah, laporan 

organisasi hak asasi manusia internasional, dan berbagai literatur 

terkait. Hasil penelitian menunjukkan bahwa sekuritisasi migrasi 

diwujudkan melalui dua dimensi utama, yaitu dimensi institusional dan 

dimensi praktik keamanan. Secara institusional, hal ini tercermin 

dalam penerapan Migration Amendment Act 2013, pemberlakuan 

kembali Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs), serta pembentukan 

Australian Border Force (ABF). Sementara itu, pada dimensi praktik 

keamanan, sekuritisasi diwujudkan melalui Operation Sovereign 

Borders, kebijakan penghalauan kapal pencari suaka, operasi intersepsi 

maritim, dan pemrosesan suaka lepas pantai di Nauru serta Pulau 

Manus. Kebijakan-kebijakan tersebut menunjukkan bahwa migrasi 

dipandang sebagai ancaman terhadap kedaulatan dan integritas 

perbatasan Australia, sehingga melegitimasi penerapan mekanisme 

pengendalian migrasi yang bersifat koersif dan eksklusif. 

Kata kunci: Sekuritisasi migrasi, Tony Abbott, keamanan nasional, 

kebijakan migrasi, Australia. 
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Introduction 

International migration, particularly involving asylum 

seekers and refugees, has become one of the most significant 

issues in contemporary international politics. Migration is no 

longer viewed solely as a humanitarian phenomenon but is 

increasingly associated with questions of national security, 

territorial sovereignty, and border protection. This shift has 

encouraged governments to reinterpret migration as a potential 

threat to political stability, economic resilience, social cohesion, 

and cultural identity. Within this context, the concept of 

migration securitization has gained considerable attention. 

According to Bourbeau (2011), migration securitization refers to 

the process through which migration is socially and politically 

constructed as an existential threat that requires extraordinary 

measures beyond normal political procedures. As a result, 
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migrants and asylum seekers are often portrayed not only as 

individuals seeking protection but also as actors capable of 

challenging state authority and public order. Consequently, 

many countries have adopted stricter immigration regulations, 

expanded border control mechanisms, and strengthened the 

involvement of security institutions in migration governance. 

These developments demonstrate how migration has increa-

singly become integrated into broader national security agendas. 

The phenomenon of migration securitization is not unique to 

Australia but has emerged in various developed countries facing 

increasing migration and refugee movements. Comparative 

studies show that governments frequently frame migration as a 

security issue in order to justify restrictive policies. Ayu (2026), 

for example, found that Germany and the United Kingdom 

increasingly associated refugees and migrants with concerns 

regarding domestic security, social stability, and cultural 

identity between 2015 and 2021. This perception contributed to 

the adoption of tighter border controls and more restrictive 

asylum regulations. Similar developments can also be observed 

in Japan. Azzuhro (2025) argues that Japanese immigration 

policies between 2021 and 2024 were increasingly designed to 

preserve national identity and social cohesion by limiting the 

entry of foreign populations. In these cases, migration was not 

merely treated as an administrative issue but was elevated to the 

level of national security concern. Such examples illustrate a 

broader global trend in which states increasingly prioritize 

sovereignty, border integrity, and social stability when 

responding to migration flows. 

Migration securitization is also closely linked to concerns 

about transnational crime and irregular migration networks. 

Contemporary migration flows are often associated with people 

smuggling, human trafficking, identity fraud, and organized 

criminal activities that operate across national borders. Feliana 

(2026) explains that transnational criminal organizations 

frequently exploit irregular migration channels to facilitate 
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illegal movement and profit from vulnerable migrant popula-

tions. Consequently, governments often justify restrictive migra-

tion policies by emphasizing the need to combat criminal 

networks and protect national security. Within the Australian 

context, these concerns became particularly prominent during 

the administration of Prime Minister Tony Abbott. The Austra-

lian government repeatedly emphasized the threat posed by 

people-smuggling syndicates and portrayed unauthorized 

maritime arrivals as part of broader transnational security 

challenges. This narrative enabled policy makers to link migra-

tion issues with crime prevention and border protection. As a 

result, migration governance became increasingly securitized, 

with greater involvement of military and law-enforcement 

institutions in controlling migration flows and preventing 

unauthorized entry into Australian territory. 

Australia represents one of the most significant cases of 

migration securitization in the contemporary era. During the 

administration of Prime Minister Tony Abbott from 2013 to 2015, 

migration policy underwent a substantial transformation from a 

relatively humanitarian-oriented approach toward a security-

centered framework. This policy shift was influenced by a 

dramatic increase in maritime asylum seeker arrivals during the 

years preceding Abbott’s election. Official data indicate that the 

number of boats carrying asylum seekers increased from only 23 

vessels with approximately 985 people in 2008–2009 to 403 

vessels carrying more than 25,000 people in 2012–2013 (Hughes 

& Arja Keski-Nummi, 2014). The sharp increase generated 

considerable political pressure and public concern regarding 

Australia’s ability to control its borders. During his election 

campaign, Abbott introduced the slogan “Stop the Boats,” which 

symbolized a fundamental shift in the government’s approach to 

migration. Through this narrative, irregular migration was 

framed not as a humanitarian challenge but as a direct threat to 

national sovereignty, border integrity, and domestic stability. 
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Following his electoral victory, Abbott introduced Operation 

Sovereign Borders (OSB) on 18 September 2013 as the corner-

stone of Australia’s new migration policy. OSB was a military-led 

border security operation designed to prevent unauthorized 

maritime arrivals through deterrence, intercepttion, and strict 

border enforcement measures. The policy represented a clear 

manifestation of migration securitization because it placed 

migration management within a security framework and invo-

lved military institutions directly in border governance. Through 

OSB, the government adopted practices such as maritime 

interception, vessel turn-backs, and enhanced surveillance of 

Australia’s maritime borders. These measures were justified as 

necessary to protect national interests, maintain territorial 

sovereignty, and combat people-smuggling operations. The 

implementation of OSB also reflected a broader trend toward the 

militarization of migration governance, where security institu-

tions played a central role in addressing migration-related 

issues. Consequently, migration became increasingly managed 

through coercive and deterrence-based mechanisms rather than 

humanitarian protection frameworks. 

The securitization of migration under Abbott was further 

strengthened through legal and institutional reforms. One of the 

most significant measures was the enactment of the Migration 

Amendment (Unauthorised Maritime Arrivals and Other Mea-

sures) Act 2013, which formally categorized asylum seekers 

arriving by sea as unauthorized maritime arrivals. This legal 

classification significantly restricted their access to protection 

mechanisms and limited their rights within Australia’s immigra-

tion system. In addition, the government reintroduced Tempo-

rary Protection Visas (TPVs), which reduced opportunities for 

asylum seekers to obtain permanent residency and long-term 

settlement. Another major development was the continuation 

and expansion of offshore processing arrangements in Nauru and 

Manus Island, where asylum seekers were transferred outside 

Australian territory while their claims were assessed. These 

policies collectively institutionalized a security-oriented migrati-
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on regime and demonstrated how migration was increasingly 

treated as a matter of national security rather than humanita-

rian responsibility. Through these legal reforms, the Australian 

government established a comprehensive framework aimed at 

deterring irregular migration and strengthening border control. 

Several previous studies have examined specific aspects of 

Australia’s migration policies during the Abbott administration. 

Rahmadhani (2020) analyzed Operation Sovereign Borders as a 

strategic response to increasing numbers of irregular maritime 

arrivals and focused primarily on the effectiveness of the opera-

tion as a border protection mechanism. Nauvarian (2020) exa-

mined the role of detention centers in Nauru and Manus Island 

as instruments of deterrence and discussed their implications for 

asylum seekers and human security. Meanwhile, Ghezelbash 

and Crock (2013) focused on visa policies and legal reforms, 

particularly the reintroduction of Temporary Protection Visas 

and other regulatory changes affecting asylum seekers. Although 

these studies provide valuable insights into individual policy 

components, they tend to examine migration policies separately 

rather than as interconnected elements of a broader securitiza-

tion process. Consequently, there remains limited understanding 

of how legal reforms, political narratives, institutional changes, 

and security practices collectively contributed to the construction 

of migration as a security issue within Australian policymaking. 

Based on this gap, the present study seeks to provide a more 

comprehensive analysis of migration securitization during Tony 

Abbott’s administration by applying Philippe Bourbeau’s (2011) 

framework of The Securitization of Migration. Bourbeau identi-

fies two key dimensions of migration securitization, namely the 

institutional dimension and the security practice dimension. The 

institutional dimension focuses on legal instruments, official 

policy statements, and political discourses that construct migra-

tion as a security concern, while the security practice dimension 

examines concrete measures such as interdiction, detention, 

surveillance, and border enforcement. Accordingly, this study 
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addresses the following research question: How was migration 

securitization implemented within Australia’s migration policies 

during the administration of Prime Minister Tony Abbott from 

2013 to 2015? By examining both institutional and practical 

dimensions, this research aims to contribute to the field of 

International Relations by enhancing understanding of the 

relationship between migration, national security, sovereignty, 

and state policy. Furthermore, the findings are expected to 

provide valuable insights for comparative studies on migration 

securitization in other countries facing similar migration and 

border security challenges. 

Institutional Dimension the Normative Construction of 

Migration as a Threat 

The institutional dimension of migration securitization 

during the Abbott era in Australia was most clearly manifested 

through legal instruments that explicitly classified asylum 

seekers as a category of individuals who could be excluded from 

regular forms of legal protection. The Migration Amendment 

(Unauthorised Maritime Arrivals and Other Measures) Act 2013 

introduced a new legal classification known as “Unauthorised 

Maritime Arrival” (UMA) through Section 5AA, which 

categorized individuals entering Australia by sea without 

authorization as a special group possessing highly restricted 

rights (Australasian Legal Information Institute, 2013). This 

legal definition enabled the Australian government to implement 

policies that significantly limited asylum seekers’ access to 

protection mechanisms and visa processing procedures within 

Australian territory, while simultaneously framing irregular 

maritime arrivals as violations against state authority and 

sovereignty (Ardianti, 2015). In this context, legal instruments 

functioned not merely as administrative mechanisms, but also as 

political tools designed to construct migration as an extraor-

dinary and dangerous issue that required extraordinary state 

responses. Such policies demonstrate how law can reinforce the 

social construction of migration as a threat and how 
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securitization processes become institutionalized through legal 

systems that restrict individuals’ access to fundamental rights 

and humanitarian protections (Dastyari & Hirsch, 2021). 

Furthermore, Section 46A of the Act restricted the rights of 

UMAs to apply for visas, making access to asylum procedures 

entirely dependent upon ministerial discretion (Australasian 

Legal Information Institute, 2013). This provision illustrates how 

the legality and protection status of migrants became highly 

dependent on executive authority, thereby limiting the funda-

mental right to seek asylum based solely on legal classification. 

In addition, Section 198AD required government officials to 

transfer UMAs to designated third countries as soon as reaso-

nably practicable, effectively transforming law into an instru-

ment for avoiding Australia’s direct responsibility in processing 

asylum claims within its own territory. This policy further 

encouraged the outsourcing of migration security through 

offshore processing arrangements. Moreover, the reintroduction 

of Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs) under the Migration 

Amendment (Temporary Protection Visas) Regulation 2013, 

which came into effect on 18 October 2013, explicitly restricted 

asylum seekers’ rights by denying them access to permanent 

residency status and family reunification opportunities. The 

implementation of TPVs clearly illustrates how legal 

instruments were strategically employed as mechanisms of 

securitization in order to regulate, control, and limit migrant 

mobility in the name of national security interests. 

From the perspective of policy statements, migration 

securitization was also strongly reflected in the institutional 

restructuring that placed security concerns at the center of 

migration governance. The Department of Immigration and 

Border Protection (DIBP) underwent a major functional reorien-

tation in which social and humanitarian programs, such as the 

Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) and humanitarian 

settlement services, were transferred to other departments, 

while the DIBP became increasingly focused on border control 
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and national security functions (DIBP, 2016). This restructuring 

explicitly separated humanitarian responsibilities from security 

functions and positioned the latter as the primary priority of 

Australia’s immigration governance system (Ardianti, 2015). The 

culmination of this institutional transformation was the 

establishment of the Australian Border Force (ABF) on 1 July 

2015, which merged the operational functions of the Australian 

Customs and Border Protection Service with detention and 

compliance responsibilities previously held by the DIBP. The 

ABF possessed expanded powers not only as a border surveil-

lance institution but also as a law enforcement agency authorized 

to conduct investigations, detentions, and deportations (Dastyari 

& Hirsch, 2021). 

This restructuring demonstrates how state institutions 

utilized policies and legal instruments to strengthen control over 

migration, transforming it into an issue closely associated with 

national security threats (ÇITAK, 2020). During its first year of 

operation, the Australian Border Force (ABF) reportedly 

succeeded in preventing all attempted maritime people-smug-

gling operations under the framework of Operation Sovereign 

Borders (OSB). Beyond maritime surveillance, the ABF also 

operated counter-terrorism units across eight international 

airports, thereby reinforcing its role in protecting Australia from 

potential threats entering through international travel routes 

(DIBP, 2016). Operation Sovereign Borders, officially launched 

on 18 September 2013, represented the most explicit policy 

statement of migration securitization, as it positioned the 

military as the primary actor responsible for safeguarding 

Australia’s maritime borders and consistently framed irregular 

migration as a threat to national sovereignty and the integrity of 

Australia’s immigration system (Kim, 2023). Within the OSB 

framework, the Joint Agency Task Force (JATF), which coordi-

nated the government’s anti-people-smuggling efforts, worked 

alongside three major task groups led respectively by the 

Australian Federal Police, Customs authorities, and the DIBP 

(Dastyari & Hirsch, 2021). 



 

 

Dinda Refi Utomo, Intan Putri Nuraini, 

Firsty Chintya Laksmi Perbawani 

Jurnal Review Politik 

Volume 16, Number 1, June 2026 

 

32 

From a securitization perspective, the institutional 

transformations implemented during the Abbott era reflected a 

broader shift in the role of the state from a protection-oriented 

approach toward a security-control approach. Ayu (2026) exp-

lains that states implementing migration securitization tend to 

strengthen security institutions and expand the authority of 

state apparatuses in migration surveillance and border gover-

nance. This trend was clearly evident in the formation of the 

Australian Border Force (ABF), which combined border 

surveillance, law enforcement, and maritime security operations 

into a single institution with semi-militaristic characteristics. 

The creation of the ABF signified that migration was incre-

asingly treated as a matter of national security requiring the 

direct involvement of coercive security institutions rather than 

solely civilian immigration agencies. 

On the other hand, these policies also reflected the tendency 

of modern states to expand their control over human mobility. 

According to Feliana (2026), strengthened immigration 

surveillance is frequently justified as part of broader state efforts 

to mitigate transnational threats, including human trafficking, 

people smuggling, and identity fraud. In the Australian context, 

strict supervision of asylum seekers through temporary visa 

systems, immigration detention facilities, and offshore 

processing mechanisms demonstrates how the state expanded its 

instruments of control over individuals perceived as potential 

threats to national security. Such measures illustrate that 

migration management during the Abbott administration was 

not limited to border administration but became deeply 

integrated into national security strategies and transnational 

crime prevention frameworks. 

Azzuhro (2025) further explains that states implementing 

restrictive immigration policies often rely on narratives of 

national identity protection as a source of political legitimacy. In 

Australia’s case, the Abbott government portrayed irregular 

migration as a threat to “Australian values” and to the integrity 
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of the country’s social system. Consequently, migration securi-

tization during the Abbott era was not solely concerned with 

physical border protection but was also closely connected to the 

preservation of national identity, social cohesion, and cultural 

integrity within Australian society. Political rhetoric emphasi-

zing loyalty, integration, and national unity contributed signifi-

cantly to legitimizing restrictive migration policies and streng-

thening public support for stricter border control measures. 

These policies demonstrate how migration was positioned as 

an urgent security issue requiring comprehensive responses from 

various institutions responsible for Australia’s border control 

system (Ardianti, 2015). Saliency, defined as the level of urgency 

and prominence of migration issues within the national policy 

agenda, reached its highest point during the Abbott administra-

tion. Irregular migration through maritime routes was consisten-

tly framed as a national security priority rather than merely an 

administrative or social concern. Data indicates that in March 

2012 only three boats carrying 110 asylum seekers arrived in 

Australia, but by July 2013 the number had increased 

dramatically to 48 boats carrying approximately 4,230 indivi-

duals, thereby creating a strong perception of crisis among 

political elites and the broader public (Kim, 2023). Australian 

media outlets further amplified attention toward the situation, 

creating an atmosphere of emergency that demanded rapid 

governmental action. As a result, migration was no longer 

perceived as a normal humanitarian phenomenon but instead 

became one of the most prominent issues within Australia’s 

national security discourse. 

Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s public rhetoric consistently 

positioned irregular migration not merely as a procedural 

violation of immigration law, but as a direct and tangible threat 

to Australia’s national security, thereby reinforcing and legiti-

mizing the broader narrative of migration securitization within 

Australian policy discourse (Ardianti, 2015). Through various 

political speeches and public statements, Abbott framed 
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irregular migrants and asylum seekers arriving by sea as 

challenges to state sovereignty, border integrity, and domestic 

stability. His assertion that Australia had been exploited by 

extremists who manipulated the immigration system illustrates 

how threat narratives were systematically constructed in order 

to secure public legitimacy for coercive and restrictive migration 

policies (The Guardian, 2015). Such rhetoric demonstrates how 

political leaders can strategically emphasize external threats in 

order to justify extraordinary state measures and shape domestic 

policy agendas around security concerns. In this context, 

migration was no longer portrayed as a humanitarian issue 

requiring international cooperation and protection, but rather as 

a dangerous phenomenon capable of undermining national order 

and public safety. 

Similarly, Abbott’s demand that migrants must become part 

of “Team Australia” reflected the ideological dimension of 

migration securitization that extended beyond physical border 

protection and entered the sphere of social cohesion, cultural 

identity, and national belonging (NDTV, 2014). This political 

narrative illustrated how the Australian government attempted 

to define national identity through migration discourse by 

distinguishing between those considered loyal and integrated 

members of society and those perceived as outsiders or potential 

threats. The concept of “Team Australia” implied that migrants 

were expected not only to obey Australian laws but also to 

conform to specific national values and cultural norms defined by 

the state. Consequently, migration securitization during the 

Abbott era operated not only through security institutions and 

legal restrictions, but also through ideological narratives that 

linked migration to questions of identity, loyalty, and social 

unity. This demonstrates how states can utilize migration 

policies as instruments for shaping collective national identity 

while simultaneously legitimizing exclusionary and security-

oriented practices toward non-citizens. 
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In addition, the Australian government frequently criticized 

the fact that many asylum seekers arrived from safe third 

countries rather than directly from active conflict zones, thereby 

questioning the legitimacy of their protection claims and 

strengthening the government’s justification for rejecting their 

entry and implementing stricter asylum policies (Hughes & Arja 

Keski-Nummi, 2014). By emphasizing this argument, the govern-

ment constructed a narrative suggesting that many asylum 

seekers were exploiting humanitarian protection mechanisms 

rather than genuinely fleeing immediate persecution or armed 

conflict. This framing further contributed to the securitization of 

migration by portraying asylum seekers as individuals 

attempting to misuse Australia’s immigration system, thereby 

legitimizing deterrence policies such as offshore processing, 

maritime turnbacks, and restricted access to asylum procedures. 

As a result, humanitarian obligations became increasingly 

subordinated to security considerations within Australia’s 

migration governance framework. 

The high level of saliency surrounding migration issues 

during the Abbott administration was also reflected in the 

relatively stable domestic support for Operation Sovereign 

Borders (OSB), despite widespread criticism from the interna-

tional community and human rights organizations that argued 

the policy violated fundamental refugee protection principles and 

international humanitarian norms (Kim, 2023). Public support 

for OSB demonstrates how successful securitization processes 

can influence societal perceptions by normalizing exceptional 

security measures in response to perceived threats. Although 

international actors criticized Australia’s detention practices, 

offshore processing system, and maritime interdiction policies for 

undermining refugee rights and violating the principle of non-

refoulement, many segments of the Australian public continued 

to support the government’s strict border protection approach 

because migration had already been deeply embedded within 

national security discourse. This condition illustrates how 

securitization is not solely dependent on state institutions and 
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legal frameworks, but also relies on the successful construction 

of public acceptance regarding the existence of a perceived threat 

and the necessity of extraordinary governmental responses. 

Security Practice Dimension Coercive Implementation in 

the Field 

The security practice dimension of migration securitization 

during the Abbott administration was most clearly reflected 

through coercive operational measures implemented directly in 

the field, particularly through the Operation Sovereign Borders 

(OSB) policy framework. In the perspective of securitization 

theory, security practice refers not only to legal or political 

discourse, but also to concrete actions undertaken by the state to 

respond to what has been constructed as an existential threat 

(Bourbeau, 2011). In the Australian context, the implementation 

of OSB demonstrated how migration was no longer managed 

primarily as a humanitarian or administrative issue, but rather 

as a national security problem requiring military-based 

responses and extraordinary enforcement mechanisms. The 

Australian government placed the Australian Defence Force and 

the Australian Border Force at the center of maritime border 

operations, reflecting the militarization of migration governance 

and the transformation of border management into a strategic 

security operation (Dastyari & Hirsch, 2021). 

One of the most controversial policies implemented under 

Operation Sovereign Borders was the “Turnback” policy, which 

involved intercepting and returning asylum seeker boats to their 

countries of origin or transit before they could reach Australian 

territory. Between September 2013 and July 2015, at least 20 

vessels carrying approximately 633 asylum seekers were 

intercepted and redirected to countries such as Sri Lanka, 

Vietnam, and Indonesia (Dastyari & Hirsch, 2021). This inter-

diction mechanism illustrated how Australia operationalized 

migration securitization through direct physical prevention at 

sea. Rather than allowing asylum seekers access to refugee 

determination procedures within Australian territory, the 
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government prioritized deterrence and territorial protection. 

Such actions represented a major shift away from humanitarian 

protection norms toward a preventive security framework 

designed to discourage future migration flows. 

The interdiction process also included the implementation of 

“Enhanced Screening” procedures conducted at sea, in which 

asylum seekers underwent rapid assessments of their protection 

claims without adequate legal assistance or opportunities for 

appeal. According to Human Rights Watch (2021), this mecha-

nism created significant risks of refoulement, as individuals 

could be returned to countries where they faced persecution, 

violence, or serious human rights violations. In international 

refugee law, the principle of non-refoulement prohibits states 

from returning refugees or asylum seekers to territories where 

their safety may be threatened. However, the Abbott administra-

tion justified these extraordinary measures on the basis of 

protecting national sovereignty and combating irregular migra-

tion. This demonstrates how securitization enables governments 

to legitimize exceptional practices that might otherwise be 

considered violations of international humanitarian obligations. 

Furthermore, the enactment of the Border Force Act 2015 

reinforced the militaristic dimension of Australia’s migration 

policy by granting broader powers to border security authorities 

to conduct maritime interception, surveillance, detention, and 

deportation operations (Hughes & Arja Keski-Nummi, 2014). 

The legislation institutionalized the integration of military-style 

border protection within Australia’s immigration governance 

structure. Through this framework, migration management 

became increasingly associated with law enforcement and 

security operations rather than humanitarian administration. 

The expansion of state authority over border enforcement 

reflected a broader global trend in which migration control is 

increasingly framed as part of national defense strategy. 

In addition to physical interdiction, the Abbott government 

also implemented psychological deterrence strategies aimed at 
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discouraging asylum seekers before departure. One of the most 

prominent examples was the international information 

campaign entitled “No Way. You Will Not Make Australia 

Home,” which was disseminated in multiple languages across 

countries of origin and transit for asylum seekers (Geibel & 

Mcgaughey, 2024). The campaign explicitly warned potential 

migrants that individuals arriving irregularly by boat would 

never be settled permanently in Australia. This policy illustrated 

that migration prevention extended beyond territorial 

enforcement and included efforts to shape perceptions and 

influence migrant decision-making processes through fear and 

discouragement. In securitization terms, such campaigns func-

tioned as discursive security practices that reinforced the 

perception of migration as dangerous, illegal, and unwelcome. 

The deterrence-oriented approach adopted by Australia 

received significant criticism from international human rights 

organizations and refugee advocacy groups. Amnesty Interna-

tional reported allegations that Australian officials were involved 

in unlawful practices, including paying boat crews to return 

asylum seekers to their points of departure and subjecting 

migrants to abusive treatment at sea. These accusations raised 

serious concerns regarding Australia’s compliance with interna-

tional refugee law and human rights standards. Critics argued 

that the government’s emphasis on border protection and deter-

rence undermined the fundamental principles of humanitarian 

protection and human dignity. Nevertheless, the Abbott adminis-

tration maintained that such measures were necessary to 

prevent human smuggling networks and preserve national 

security. 

From a broader analytical perspective, the implementation 

of coercive security practices during the Abbott era reflects the 

transformation of migration governance into a highly securitized 

system. According to Feliana (2026), states frequently strengthen 

border surveillance and restrictive migration policies in response 

to perceived transnational threats such as human trafficking, 



 

  

The Securitization of Migration in Australian Policy 

Jurnal Review Politik 

Volume 16, Number 1, June 2026 

 

39 

identity fraud, and people smuggling. In the Australian case, the 

government consistently linked irregular maritime migration to 

organized criminal networks, thereby legitimizing stronger 

border enforcement mechanisms and extraordinary security 

operations. Migration was no longer viewed merely as population 

mobility, but as a transnational security issue requiring 

immediate and forceful intervention. 

Similarly, Ayu (2026) explains that securitization processes 

often encourage states to normalize extraordinary security 

measures by portraying migration as a direct threat to social 

stability and national identity. Australia’s migration policy 

during the Abbott administration reflected this pattern through 

the expansion of military involvement, offshore detention 

systems, and restrictive asylum procedures. The government’s 

security-centered approach demonstrated how migration control 

policies can evolve into comprehensive systems of surveillance, 

exclusion, and coercion under the justification of national 

protection. 

Moreover, Azzuhro (2025) argues that securitized migration 

policies are frequently associated with efforts to preserve 

national identity and social cohesion. In Australia, the framing 

of irregular migrants as threats to “Australian values” and 

national integrity reinforced public support for strict border 

enforcement measures. Consequently, the coercive implemen-

tation of Operation Sovereign Borders cannot be understood 

solely as a border management strategy, but also as part of a 

broader political effort to defend national identity and reinforce 

state sovereignty in the face of increasing global migration 

pressures. 

Data on Asylum Seeker Arrivals by Sea Route to 

Australia Before the Abbott Era 

Period Number of Boats Number of People 

2008-2009 23 985 

2009-2010 117 5.327 

2010-2011 89 4.730 
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2011-2012 110 7.983 

2012-2013 403 25.173 

Source: Author’s Analysis based on Hughes & Arja Keski-

Nummi (2014). 

Based on the data regarding asylum seeker arrivals through 

maritime routes, there was a significant increase in the number 

of irregular migrants arriving in Australia between 2008 and 

2013, particularly during the 2012–2013 period immediately 

before Tony Abbott assumed office in September 2013. The data 

presented in the table represents the author’s analysis intended 

to illustrate the upward trend in the arrival of asylum seekers 

entering Australian territory through unauthorized sea routes. 

These figures were derived from official statistics published by 

the Australian Parliamentary Library as well as reports from 

ABC News, both of which documented the dramatic escalation of 

irregular maritime migration during that period. In 2008–2009, 

only 23 vessels carrying approximately 985 asylum seekers were 

recorded entering Australian waters. However, this number 

increased sharply in 2009–2010 to 117 vessels transporting 5,327 

people. This rapid growth reflected the early escalation of 

undocumented maritime migration, which gradually began to be 

perceived by policymakers and the public as a serious issue 

threatening Australia’s border management and national 

sovereignty. 

The increasing number of asylum seeker arrivals subsequ-

ently became one of the central justifications for the Australian 

government to adopt more restrictive and security-oriented 

migration policies. Public concern regarding border control 

intensified as the number of arrivals continued to rise throughout 

the following years. By the 2012–2013 period, the number of 

incoming vessels had surged dramatically to 403 boats carrying 

more than 25,000 asylum seekers (Hughes & Arja Keski-Nummi, 

2014). This sharp escalation created a strong political perception 

of crisis and strengthened the argument that extraordinary 

measures were necessary to prevent further irregular migration. 

Within the framework of securitization theory, this situation 
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illustrates how migration can be socially and politically 

constructed as an existential threat requiring emergency respon-

ses and exceptional state actions (Bourbeau, 2011). Consequ-

ently, migration was increasingly framed not as a humanitarian 

matter, but as a critical national security issue that demanded 

coercive border protection strategies. 

The second empirical manifestation of the security practice 

dimension was reflected in the use of detention as a political 

instrument to regulate and restrict human mobility through 

coercive mechanisms. Under the provisions of the Australian 

Migration Act, every non-citizen who entered the country 

without a valid visa was subject to mandatory detention regar-

dless of individual circumstances until they either obtained a 

visa or were deported. Data from 5 September 2013 showed that 

6,579 out of 9,375 detainees, approximately 70 percent, were held 

in closed immigration detention facilities, while the remaining 

individuals were placed in community detention arrangements. 

Furthermore, by the end of August 2013, approximately 1,881 

detainees had been held for periods ranging from three to twelve 

months, while another 189 individuals had been detained for 

more than one year, a duration widely considered excessive and 

incompatible with humanitarian standards (Australasian Legal 

Information Institute, 2013). These figures demonstrate that the 

Australian government preferred an exclusionary and punitive 

approach over community-based alternatives, using prolonged 

detention as a mechanism of pressure and deterrence against 

migrants and asylum seekers. 

This approach also signified a broader transformation in 

Australian immigration policy, in which security considerations 

increasingly overshadowed commitments to human rights 

protection and humanitarian principles (Hughes & Arja Keski-

Nummi, 2014). The vulnerability of this detention system was 

particularly evident in the treatment of children. In August 2013, 

approximately 358 children were detained at the Pontville 

Alternative Place of Detention (APOD), a facility that received 
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widespread criticism for operating in conditions resembling a 

prison environment (DIBP, 2016). Reports issued by the Austra-

lian Human Rights Commission documented that the conditions 

within the facility created a harsh and punitive atmosphere, with 

numerous incidents involving self-harm attempts and suicide 

threats occurring throughout 2013. According to international 

human rights law, children should never be subjected to 

immigration detention under any circumstances because such 

practices violate internationally recognized principles regarding 

the special protection of minors (Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

Nevertheless, the Australian government continued to justify 

detention practices as necessary measures to maintain border 

integrity and discourage future irregular migration. 

The offshore processing system established in Nauru and 

Manus Island became one of the most controversial elements of 

Australia’s securitized migration regime after mid-2013. More 

than 3,000 asylum seekers were forcibly transferred to detention 

centers located in Papua New Guinea and Nauru, often under 

conditions characterized by inadequate healthcare services, 

overcrowding, and limited access to legal protection (Dastyari & 

Hirsch, 2021). The deaths of Reza Barati, who was beaten to 

death by security personnel on Manus Island in February 2014, 

and Hamid Kehazaei, who died due to untreated medical 

complications, exposed the brutality of the offshore detention 

system and highlighted how security logic had been prioritized 

above human safety and humanitarian obligations (The Guar-

dian, 2013). These incidents generated significant international 

criticism and reinforced concerns that Australia’s migration 

policies violated fundamental principles of refugee protection 

under international law. 

From a broader geopolitical perspective, Australia’s mariti-

me interdiction practices during the Abbott era resembled border 

security strategies adopted by many other states facing 

increasing migration pressures. Antariksa (2018) explains that 

maritime regions occupy a highly strategic position within state 
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geopolitics and national defense, causing governments to 

prioritize naval surveillance and maritime control as essential 

components of sovereignty protection. In the Australian case, 

Operation Sovereign Borders demonstrated how maritime 

security operations were fully integrated into migration 

governance in order to prevent asylum seekers from entering 

Australian territory through sea routes. This integration 

reflected the expansion of migration management into the 

domain of military and strategic security policy. 

The policy of turning back asylum seeker vessels also 

demonstrated the use of deterrence strategies aimed at creating 

fear and discouraging future migration attempts. Yusuf (2024) 

argues that the large-scale exodus of Rohingya refugees in 

Southeast Asia prompted many states to strengthen border 

surveillance due to concerns regarding domestic social stability, 

economic pressure, and national security. Similarly, the Abbott 

government consistently emphasized that no asylum seeker 

arriving irregularly by boat would ever be granted permanent 

settlement opportunities in Australia. This strategy was 

intended to construct a perception that irregular migration 

would not provide any benefit or future security for migrants, 

thereby discouraging further arrivals. Such policies reveal how 

securitized migration governance often relies on both physical 

deterrence and psychological intimidation to regulate population 

mobility. 

In addition to interdiction practices, the offshore detention 

system in Nauru and Manus Island further illustrated how 

securitization prioritizes state security over international huma-

nitarian obligations. According to Faatin (2025), international 

refugee protection frameworks fundamentally emphasize the 

protection of human rights and human dignity in the treatment 

of refugees and asylum seekers. However, in practice, many 

states prioritize domestic stability and national security 

interests over humanitarian commitments. This tendency was 

clearly reflected in Australia’s offshore processing policy, which 
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received severe criticism from international organizations for 

creating inhumane detention conditions and exposing asylum 

seekers to prolonged suffering and uncertainty. 

Furthermore, Soesilo and Sirojudin explain that 

international law provides specific protections for refugees and 

asylum seekers, including protection against inhumane treat-

ment and arbitrary detention. Nevertheless, Australia’s security-

oriented migration policies demonstrated how states may restrict 

these rights in the name of protecting national interests and 

sovereignty. Therefore, migration securitization during the 

Abbott administration revealed a profound tension between the 

principle of state sovereignty and the international obligation to 

uphold human rights protection. The Australian case ultimately 

illustrates how modern states increasingly rely on coercive 

security frameworks to manage migration, even when such 

measures conflict with humanitarian norms and international 

legal standards. 

Discussion Securitization as a Systematic Process and Its 

Implications 

Overall, the findings of this research confirm that Austra-

lia’s migration policy during the Tony Abbott administration 

represents a concrete manifestation of migration securitization 

as conceptualized by Philippe Bourbeau (2011). Unlike previous 

studies that tended to examine Australian migration policies 

only partially or within limited policy dimensions, this research 

demonstrates that securitization operated simultaneously and 

synergistically across both the institutional and security practice 

dimensions, thereby creating a highly structured and systematic 

migration regime grounded in security-oriented logic. Legal 

instruments, policy statements, public narratives, military 

operations, detention systems, and border enforcement 

mechanisms did not function independently from one another; 

rather, they interacted cohesively to construct, strengthen, and 

legitimize the framing of migration as a threat to Australian 

national security. These findings therefore possess highly 
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significant implications, not only in the context of migration 

policy implementation but also within broader theoretical 

discussions in International Relations studies. 

At the policy level, the systematic securitization strategy 

implemented by the Abbott government succeeded in signifi-

cantly reducing the number of asylum seekers arriving in 

Australia through maritime routes, which was one of the primary 

objectives of Operation Sovereign Borders (Kim, 2023). The 

implementation of strict maritime interception policies, offshore 

detention systems, and deterrence campaigns effectively discou-

raged irregular migration flows and strengthened state control 

over territorial borders. However, despite its effectiveness in 

reducing migration numbers, the policy also generated severe 

humanitarian consequences, particularly through offshore 

processing systems that frequently neglected international 

human rights standards and refugee protection obligations 

(Human Rights Watch, 2021). The principle of non-refoulement 

was repeatedly challenged through the implementation of 

turnback operations, while prolonged detention and offshore 

processing created living conditions that contradicted internati-

onal norms concerning the protection of asylum seekers and 

refugees. Consequently, Australia’s migration securitization 

policies illustrate the profound tension between national security 

priorities and humanitarian responsibilities within contem-

porary migration governance. 

At the theoretical level, these findings reinforce Bourbeau’s 

(2011) argument that securitization should not be understood 

merely as political rhetoric or discursive construction, but rather 

as an institutionalized process materialized through laws, public 

policies, administrative systems, and coercive security practices 

that mutually reinforce one another. The Australian case 

demonstrates how securitization can evolve into a comprehensive 

governance framework in which extraordinary measures become 

normalized under the justification of protecting national 

sovereignty and public order. In the broader context of Interna-
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tional Relations, the Abbott-era migration regime illustrates how 

migration securitization can function as a policy model capable 

of influencing other states facing similar migration pressures 

(ÇITAK, 2020). Australia’s approach has attracted international 

attention due to its effectiveness in reducing irregular migration, 

despite the ethical and humanitarian controversies surrounding 

its implementation. 

The Australian policies of maritime turnback operations and 

offshore processing have become important references within 

global migration policy discourse, particularly among countries 

seeking stricter border control mechanisms to manage increasing 

migration flows. This indicates that migration securitization is 

not an isolated phenomenon confined to a single national context, 

but rather part of a broader global trend in which states 

increasingly prioritize border protection, territorial sovereignty, 

and internal stability over humanitarian considerations. As a 

result, the Australian case opens opportunities for broader 

comparative studies examining how migration securitization 

develops, adapts, and operates within different political, social, 

and cultural contexts across the world (Bourbeau, 2011). Such 

comparative approaches are essential for understanding how 

modern states reinterpret migration through security 

frameworks and how these frameworks influence international 

migration governance. 

Furthermore, the Australian case during the Abbott era 

demonstrates that migration securitization cannot be separated 

from both domestic and international political dynamics. Utama 

(2023) explains that security issues are frequently utilized by 

governments to obtain domestic political legitimacy through the 

construction of narratives portraying certain phenomena as 

threats to national stability and sovereignty. In Australia, the 

increasing arrival of asylum seekers by sea became a politically 

strategic issue that strengthened public support for stricter 

migration and border security policies. The Abbott admi-

nistration successfully framed irregular maritime migration as 
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evidence of weak border control and national vulnerability, 

thereby creating public acceptance for extraordinary security 

measures and militarized border operations. 

In addition to security considerations, economic and 

geopolitical interests also significantly influenced the direction of 

Australia’s migration policies. Elsa and Utomo (2022) explain 

that Australia, as a developed state with strong economic 

interests and regional strategic considerations, places conside-

rable emphasis on maintaining domestic stability and protecting 

national resources in policy formulation processes. Consequ-

ently, undocumented migration was often perceived as a 

potential burden on public resources, welfare systems, labor 

markets, and domestic social stability. This perception streng-

thened the government’s legitimacy in implementing restrictive 

migration policies and reinforced public support for stronger 

border enforcement measures. Therefore, migration securiti-

zation in Australia was not driven solely by security concerns, 

but was also closely connected to economic and geopolitical 

calculations regarding national resilience and state capacity. 

Similarly, Witarto (2022) argues that the Tony Abbott 

administration adopted both domestic and foreign policy orien-

tations strongly centered on protecting Australian national 

interests. Throughout various policy sectors, Abbott consistently 

prioritized state sovereignty, border integrity, and national 

security above multilateral cooperation or humanitarian appro-

aches. This orientation became highly visible within migration 

policy, where the government emphasized territorial protection 

and immigration control rather than refugee protection obliga-

tions under international law. The prioritization of national 

interest over humanitarian considerations reflects a realist 

approach to international politics in which state survival and 

sovereignty are treated as the highest political priorities. 

Moreover, Australia’s migration policies also illustrate how 

environmental issues, geopolitics, and migration have become 

increasingly interconnected within modern security discourse. 
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Zuari explains that Australian strategic policymaking frequently 

adopts national security frameworks to address various 

perceived threats, including environmental crises, geopolitical 

instability, and migration pressures. This demonstrates that 

contemporary securitization processes are no longer limited to 

traditional military threats, but have expanded into broader 

social, political, economic, and environmental domains. Conse-

quently, migration securitization during the Abbott era reflects 

the broader tendency of modern states to expand the meaning of 

“security” into nearly every aspect of public governance and 

social life. 

Lestari (2026) further explains that unitary states 

fundamentally seek to preserve territorial integrity and national 

stability against both internal and external threats. Within the 

Australian context, irregular migration was perceived as an 

external threat capable of undermining state sovereignty, border 

control, and social cohesion, thereby providing the government 

with political legitimacy to implement extraordinary measures in 

migration management. The Abbott administration therefore 

justified coercive border policies as necessary actions to defend 

the nation from perceived external disruption. Consequently, 

Australia’s migration policy during this period can be understood 

as part of a broader state strategy to preserve territorial 

authority, maintain national identity, and reinforce sovereign 

control through institutionalized security mechanisms. 

Conclusion 

This study concludes that Australia’s migration policy under 

the Tony Abbott administration (2013–2015) constituted a clear 

manifestation of migration securitization that can be compre-

hensively understood through Philippe Bourbeau’s two-dimen-

sional framework, consisting of the institutional dimension and 

the security practice dimension. From an institutional perspec-

tive, securitization was reflected in the enactment of the 

Migration Amendment Act 2013, which classified asylum seekers 

arriving by sea as Unauthorised Maritime Arrivals with limited 
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legal protections, the reintroduction of Temporary Protection 

Visas that restricted access to permanent residency, the establis-

hment of the Australian Border Force as an agency endowed with 

coercive and militarized authority, and the construction of 

political narratives portraying irregular migration as a threat to 

national sovereignty and state security. These institutional 

measures were complemented by security practices implemented 

through Operation Sovereign Borders (OSB), including maritime 

interception operations, the turnback of vessels carrying asylum 

seekers, offshore processing and detention in Nauru and Manus 

Island, and the prolonged use of immigration detention facilities 

that prioritized security concerns over humanitarian protection. 

Collectively, these policies demonstrate a significant transfor-

mation in Australia’s migration governance, shifting from a 

humanitarian-oriented approach toward a security-centered 

framework emphasizing border protection, deterrence, and state 

control over cross-border mobility. 

Accordingly, this study answers the research question by 

demonstrating that migration securitization during the Abbott 

administration was implemented in a systematic and structural 

manner through the interaction of legal instruments, 

institutional reforms, political discourse, and coercive security 

practices. The consequences of these policies included the 

marginalization of asylum seekers’ rights, the normalization of 

extraordinary border enforcement measures, and the 

legitimization of increasingly restrictive migration governance 

under the justification of national security. These findings 

further indicate that securitization extended beyond political 

rhetoric and became institutionalized through concrete 

mechanisms capable of reshaping migration governance and 

redefining the relationship between security and humanitarian 

protection. Nevertheless, this research has several limitations. It 

focuses exclusively on the Abbott administration and therefore 

does not examine policy continuity or transformation under 

subsequent governments, including those of Turnbull and 

Morrison. Furthermore, the analysis primarily emphasizes state 
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institutions and policy mechanisms, while the lived experiences 

of asylum seekers and the perspectives of humanitarian organi-

zations, international institutions, the media, and civil society 

remain underexplored. Future research should therefore adopt 

comparative approaches across different administrations and 

incorporate non-state perspectives to provide a more compre-

hensive understanding of migration securitization and its 

broader implications for international migration governance. 
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