“Any one of these boatpeople could be a terrorist for all we know!”: Media representations and public perceptions of ‘boatpeople’ arrivals in Australia
Abstract
In April 2009 a boat (named by the Australian Navy the ‘SIEV 36’), carrying 49 asylum seekers, exploded off the north coast of Australia. Media and public debate about Australia’s responsibility to ‘boatpeople’ was instantaneous. This paper investigates the media representation of the ‘SIEV 36’ incident, and public responses to media reports through online news fora. We examined three key questions: 1) Have the ‘softening’ of the Rudd Labor Government policies towards asylum seekers, influenced the ways in which these issues are reported and portrayed in the Australian press? 2) Have the introduction of Australian Press Council Guidelines about the reporting of ‘boatpeople’ changed the language and approach used by journalists; and 3) Do press and public discourses still portray ‘boatpeople’ as a threat and risk to Australian society. Our results show that whilst there have been changes in the way these incidents are reported by the press, there is still a long way to go in providing balanced accounts of ‘boatpeople’ and in changing public perceptions about those seeking asylum in Australia.
