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ISSUES LIFE CYCLE AND SENTIMENT ANALYSIS 

 

ISSUE Australian asylum seeker policy 

 

RATIONALE 

There are four main reasons for selecting this issue to study in regards to its life cycle and associated 

sentiment.  

1. The issue has been a recurrent trend throughout Australia’s history. Since the 1950’s the issue 

has been a hot topic not only for the government but also for the media and the Australian 

public. 

2. It has received a significant amount of media and community attention in recent years. Many 

issues surrounding asylum seekers have been subject to serious media scrutiny, e.g. The 

United Nation’s criticism of the Australian Governments’ policies. 1 

3. The Australian public feels very strongly about the issue.  

4. The Australian Government has taken a very strong stance on the issue. 

 

SITUATIONAL CONTEXT 

The Australian asylum seeker policy has a rich and emotional history. Using information provided by 

the Refugee Council of Australia, I created a timeline that provides a basic overview of the main events 

in Australian history surrounding asylum seekers: 2 

 

• JANUARY 1954: Australia becomes signatory to the United Nations Refugee Convention. 

• APRIL 1976: First refugees arrive from Vietnam. 

• MAY 1977: First comprehensive policy for refugees is announced in parliament. 

• 1983: Hawke government endorses UN refugee agency (UNHCR) proposal for Indochinese 

refugee situation. 

• 1992: Keating Labor government introduces mandatory detention laws for all foreigners who 

arrive without a visa. 

• OCTOBER 1999: Howard government introduced Temporary Protection Visa’s (TPV’s) for 

refugees who arrive without a visa. 

• AUGUST 2001: Canberra denies Norwegian cargo ship- MV Tampa carrying 438 refugees 

access to Australian waters.  

• SEPTEMBER 2001: Howard introduces Pacific Solution. 

• OCTOBER 2001: Howard government “children overboard” affair. 

• AUGUST 2007: Christmas Island Detention Center is completed. OXFAM releases a report 

“A Price Too High: Australia’s Approach to Asylum Seekers.”  

                                                
1 SBS, Timeline: Asylum seekers, World News Australia, 2009, http://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/1093382/timeline-asylum-
seekers, Viewed 3 April 2012. 
2 Refugee Council of Australia, Timeline of major events in the history of Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program, 2011, 
http://refugeecouncil.org.au/resources/timeline.php, viewed 4 April, 2012.  
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• DECEMBER 2007: Rudd abolishes TPV’s. Government announces new asylum seeker 

policy that includes an overhaul of mandatory detention. New policy never passes parliament. 

• FEBRUARY 2008: Rudd Labor government formally ends Pacific Solution. 

• APRIL 2009: An explosion on board SIEV 36 off Ashmore reef kills five asylum seekers 

injures 44. 

• SEPTEMBER 2009: Government stops charging Asylum seekers for their time in detention. 

• OCTOBER 2009: 78 Sri-Lankan asylum seekers are rescued in Indonesian waters by 

Australian customs vessel the Oceanic Viking.  

• APRIL 2010: Australian Government temporarily suspends asylum applications from Sri 

Lanka and Afghanistan. Government announces the reopening of the Curtin Detention 

Center.  

• JULY 2010: Gillard Government announces intentions to build a regional protection 

framework in the Asia-Pacific. 

• JANUARY 2011: Gillard government announces changes to refugee determination systems 

for asylum seekers arriving in excised territories.  

• JULY 2011: Malaysia Solution. 

• AUGUST 2011: High Court stops Malaysia Solution. 

 

A large number of people have been and continue to be affected by the asylum seeker issue, however 

the key stakeholders in the situation are:  

1. Asylum seekers 

2. Australian Government 

3. Australian people 

4. International Governments 

5. United Nations and interest groups 

 

In recent years the asylum seeker issue has played a significant role in political debate and has been 

used in many circumstances as a political tool. In 2011 the Government and the Opposition reached a 

stalemate regarding asylum seeker policy. Both sides supported offshore processing, however were 

unable to reach an agreement on the issue. The ABC News website offers a guide to “Understanding 

the Asylum Seeker Debate” and explains the differences between each party’s approach to the topic:3 

  

“Prime Minister Julia Gillard's asylum seeker policy aims to tackle people smuggling. The 

Government is stepping up efforts to process asylum seekers offshore, and has recently 

negotiated a refugee swap deal with Malaysia. 

Opposition Leader Tony Abbott has vowed to "stop the boats" through offshore processing, 

bringing back temporary protection visas and turning back asylum seeker boats where 

possible.” 

                                                
3 ABC, Understanding the asylum seeker debate, ABC News, 2011, http://www.abc.net.au/news/2011-05-18/understanding-the-
asylum-seeker-debate/2718820, Viewed 10 April, 2012.  
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Gillard’s “Malaysia Policy” versus Abbott’s “Nauru Policy” dominated political media towards the end 

of 2011 and into the beginning of 2012. ABC Radio Australia published a report on the 24th of January 

2012 titled “New Stalemate on Australian Asylum Seeker Policy” 4 which discusses the debate 

between the Government and the Opposition on the issue of asylum seekers. Click on the following 

link to read the story and listen to the audio clip “No Prospect of Agreement on Asylum Policy.” 

http://www.radioaustralia.net.au/international/2012-01-24/411772 

 

LIFE CYCLE OF ISSUE 

Included below are a number of graphs that visually represent the issue and its life cycle. The first 

graph5, sourced originally from the parliamentary library, represents the number of asylum seeker 

applications in Australia from 1976-2010. This information indicates that the rate of asylum seekers 

arriving in Australia by boat increased steadily between 2008 and 2010.  

 

GRAPH 1: 

 
 

 

The second graph, taken from online Australian think tank More Than Luck,6 shows the amount of 

Asylum applications made within Australia in comparison with global trends between 2000 and 2009. 

It indicates a worldwide drop in the number of asylum applications between 2001-2002 and then an 

almost steady number between 2002-2007. Towards the end of 2007 and the beginning of 2008, the 

numbers started to rise again.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
4 ABC, New stalemate on Australian asylum seeker policy, Radio Australia, 2012, 

http://www.radioaustralia.net.au/international/2012-01-24/411772, Viewed 10 April, 2012. 
5 SBS, Middle Eastern Journey: Tutorial 2, TV Shows, 2011, 
http://www.sbs.com.au/shows/goback/listings/detail/i/5/article/8465/Middle-Eastern-Journey-Tutorial, Viewed 10 April, 2012. 
6 More Than Luck, It Takes A Bleeding Heart to See the Bleedin’ Obvious, 2010, http://morethanluck.cpd.org.au/tag/asylum-
seekers/, Viewed April 5, 2012.  
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GRAPH 2: “Australia’s varying asylum numbers have largely followed global trends over the years.” 

 
 

Graph 3, also sourced from More Than Luck, shows the number of asylum seekers arriving by boat 

compared with the total number of asylum seekers arriving in Australia. It represents data from 2000-

2009 and corresponds to the information presented in the previous graph. Again, the rate of asylum 

seekers arriving in Australia began to peak during 2008. 

 

GRAPH 3: “The statistical evidence implies that domestic policy focused on boat arrivals has, at best, 

only a marginal impact on numbers.” 

 
 

Like graph number two, the next graph shows the correlation between Australian and global asylum 

seeker trends; however, it also represents the correlation between the number of asylum applications in 

Australia and changes to asylum seeker policy between 1994 and 2010. This information is sourced 

from the Australian political blog Middle Paddock.7 

 

                                                
7 Middle Paddock, Push vs. Pull- The True Statistics, 2011, http://blog.middlepaddock.com/2011/03/30/push-vs-pull-the-true-
statistics/, Viewed April 5, 2012.  



COMU2005- Assignment 1 
Annie Lyon- 41765870, T6 

 5 

GRAPH 4: “Note the significant effect of policy change. When John Howard announced in 2001 that 

Australia was getting tougher, the numbers dropped significantly. When Kevin Rudd announced in 

2008 that Australia was getting softer, the numbers jumped significantly and continued to rise.”  

 

 
It is interesting to note that in each of the graphs, the trend lines are fairly similar. This indicates a 

consistency across all four datasets. The most important feature of the data presented is the fact that the 

year 2008 saw a rise in the number of asylum seekers arriving in Australia. As Graph 4 explains, this 

increase is directly linked with a change in Australian policy regarding Asylum seekers.  

 

With all of this information in mind, I used Google Insights to examine the amount of web search 

interest surrounding the topic of asylum seekers. I searched for data from January 2007 until April 

2012. Google Insights generated the following graph to indicate the online interest surrounding the 

issue during that time:8 

 

GRAPH 5:

 
 

Graph 5 indicates that throughout 2007 and 2008, the topic ‘asylum seekers’ was searched at a fairly 

consistent rate. During March 2009 the search rate began to increase significantly. From this point 

                                                
8 Google, Web Search Interest: “asylum seekers”, Google Insights, 2012, http://www.google.com/insights/search/#cat=0-
19&q=%22asylum%20seekers%22&geo=AU&date=1%2F2007%2064m&cmpt=q, Viewed April 11, 2012. 
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onwards, the search rate fluctuated dramatically and consistently right up to the end of the graph, 

demonstrating a sporadic interest in the topic.  

 

By referring to my timeline, I was able to correlate the peaks on the graph with events relating to 

asylum seekers in Australia9. In March 2009 the number of people searching the term ‘asylum seekers’ 

in Australia began to rise- this was when an explosion on board a boat carrying asylum seekers killed 

five people and injured 44 passengers. Graph 5 indicates a rise in Internet interest from April through 

to November, where the graph reaches another peak. During this time, the Australian government put 

an end to charging asylum seekers for their time in detention centers; and an Australian customs vessel 

picked up 78 asylum seekers in Indonesia’s search and rescue zone.  

 

Between November 2009 and January 2010, Internet interest in the asylum seeker issue dropped 

significantly. Throughout March and April however, there was an increase in searches which correlates 

with a sequence of events that occurred during that time period: Australia temporarily suspended the 

processing of Asylum applications from Afghanistan and Sri Lanka; the UNHCR expressed grave 

concerns regarding Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers; the Government announced the reopening 

of the Curtin Detention Center. Between May and September 2010, Australians maintained a fairly 

consistent interest in the topic of asylum seekers and this can be attributed to a number of occurrences 

that received a great deal of media attention during that time, e.g. The Gillard Government’s promise to 

work towards building a regional-protection framework in the Asia-Pacific.  

 

According to Graph 5, the level of interest on Google fluctuated repeatedly during 2011. What all of 

this data indicates is a very strong correlation between what is reported in the media and the Australian 

publics’ interest in the issue of Asylum seekers. It is evident that every time something happens 

relating to the issue of asylum seekers, people use the Internet to learn more about the event. It is also 

evident that the issue is an ongoing and recurrent theme in Australian media and interest. This is 

verified by the cyclical nature of Graph 5 where the interest level can be seen to spike and drop on a 

number of occasions.  

 

There are four main components of an issue life cycle: the emerging point, the acceleration point, the 

crisis point and the resolution process. Through an analysis of the data presented, I was able to pinpoint 

the different elements of the issues life cycle and this information is presented in Graph 6.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
9 Refugee Council, loc.cit.  
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GRAPH 6: 

 
 

I identified the beginning of 2007 to be the emerging point of the asylum seeker issue. During 2007 

construction on the Christmas Island detention facility was completed and the Rudd Government put an 

end to the Pacific Solution and it was just prior to Rudd announcing the abolition of TPV’s. As can be 

seen in Graph 5, these events prompted a rise in interest surrounding the issue of asylum seekers. 

March 2009 was pinpointed as the acceleration point of the issue. As previously discussed, this time 

period included a number of events concerning asylum seekers. On Graph 6, I marked November 2009 

as the crisis point. This is a direct result of a culmination of month’s worth of emerging news stories 

surrounding the issue of asylum seekers. Finally, due to the cyclical nature of the issue, I was unable to 

identify the resolution process. The issue continues to resurface and has yet to be resolved as Graph 6, 

post November 2009 indicates.  

 

SENTIMENT ANALYSIS 

The life cycle of the asylum seekers issue in Australia is recurrent and has played a significant role in 

the nations history. As a result, it has generated a great deal of interest, emotion, debate and 

speculation. An analysis of the sentiment surrounding the issue reveals some very strong attitudes from 

not only the media but also the key stakeholders. This paper will examine some of the examples of 

sentiment associated with the issue of asylum seekers in Australia. Attached is a slideshow that visually 

represents these sentiments.  

 

A recent report by Professor Andrew Markus from Monash University10 outlines the results of a 

national survey undertaken by the Scanlon foundation. Published in 2010, the report, “Mapping Social 

Cohesion” studies “Australian attitudes on a range of issues, including asylum-seekers”11. It provides a 

great deal of useful information regarding the sentiment surrounding the asylum seeker issue. Below 

are some examples of the questions that survey participants were asked. 

 

 

IMAGE 1: 

                                                
10Andrew, Markus, Mapping social cohesion, Monash University, 2010, 
http://www.globalmovements.monash.edu.au/news/documents/Mapping%20Social%20Cohesion%20Summary%20Report%202
010.pdf, Viewed April 10, 2012.  
11 United Nations Alliance of Civilizations, Australian attitudes towards Immigration and asylum-seekers, 2010, 
http://www.unaoc.org/ibis/2010/10/14/survey-shows-australian-attitudes-towards-immigration-immigrants-and-asylum-seekers/, 
Viewed April 10, 2012. 



COMU2005- Assignment 1 
Annie Lyon- 41765870, T6 

 8 

 
 

Image 1 shows the results of a survey question regarding the best policy for dealing with Asylum 

seekers trying to reach Australia by boat. According to the data, 37% of participants said asylum 

seekers should be granted temporary residence only; 27% said the Australian government should turn 

the boats back; and 13% said the asylum seekers should be detained and then sent back. Aside from the 

4% that refused to participate or said, “I don’t know”, only 19% of Australians surveyed thought 

asylum seekers should be granted permanent residence. This information indicates a predominately 

negative attitude towards asylum seekers. 

 

IMAGE 2: 

 
 

Image 2 relates directly to the data supplied in Image 1. It provides a breakdown of the percentage of 

people from WA, NSW, QLD, VIC, ACT and TAS who responded to the question with the response 

“detain and send back” or “turn the boats back”. In each state and territory, a higher percentage of 

people answered with “their boats should be turned back”. Again, this indicates a negative attitude 

towards asylum seekers.  
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IMAGE 3:  

 

 
 

The question posed in Image 3 refers to asylum seekers whose applications have been processed and 

accepted overseas, rather than onshore. It asks Australians to rate their attitude towards this option of 

asylum seeker processing on a scale of very positive to very negative. According to the information 

provided in the table, the sub-total of positive responses was 66.5% versus 13.7% negative responses. 

This information suggests that Australians feel more comfortable accepting asylum seekers into the 

country if their applications have been assessed offshore. Although the sentiment appears to be more 

positive in Image 3 than Images 1 & 2, it still expresses an overall negative attitude towards asylum 

seekers. It implies that Australians don’t want to play any role in the processing of asylum applications. 

This attitude is verified by the data shown in Image 2, where most Australians would prefer the 

Government turn asylum seekers around before they reach Australian shores, rather than detain them 

onshore and then send them back.  

 

In contemporary society, social media plays in increasingly important role in the delivery of news and 

information. Sites like Facebook and Twitter can be useful in an analysis of sentiment surrounding a 

particular topic, as millions of people worldwide use them on a daily basis to express their feelings and 

opinions. Below are some examples of Facebook and Twitter communities and pages that have been 

created in relation to the issue of asylum seekers in Australia.  
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IMAGE 4:12 

 
 

Image 4 is an example of a Facebook community created by Australians who feel strongly about 

asylum seekers being kept in mandatory detention. This particular group supports the rights of asylum 

seekers and is targeted at the Australian government. As stated on their page, their aim is to “build 

awareness in the public of the effects of prolonged mandatory detention on asylum seekers mental 

health in Australia. We want to get as many members into this group as possible and then present the 

names to the Australia Immigration Department to let them know that we do not agree with mandatory 

detention.” 

 

IMAGE 5:13 

 
 

Image 5 exhibits a second Facebook community targeted at defending the rights of asylum seekers. The 

group uses Facebook to share news about asylum seekers with its members and encourage people to 
                                                
12Facebook, Asylum Seekers Mental Health, 2011, http://www.facebook.com/AsylumSeekersMentalHealth, Viewed April 10, 
2012. 
13 Facebook, Australia needs a humane asylum seeker policy, 2011, http://www.facebook.com/pages/Australia-needs-a-Humane-
Asylum-Seeker-Policy/266499053388784, Viewed April 12, 2012.  
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actively participate in putting an end to prejudice against asylum seekers. It also expresses a positive 

attitude towards asylum seekers and a negative attitude towards the Australian Government. 

 

IMAGE 6: Facebook page14 

 
 

Image 6 is an example of a Facebook page with negative connotations surrounding the issue of asylum 

seekers. The sentiment of this particular group is extremely negative towards asylum seekers, as is 

evidenced in the groups’ name and profile picture. Interestingly the page has 1109 ‘likes’, which is 702 

more than both of the positive examples combined.  

 

IMAGE 7:15 

 
 

Image 7 is an example of a Twitter page created by Asylum Seeker Resource Centre (ASRC) with the 

aim of providing followers with “the latest breaking news, all the real facts to challenge the myths & 

how to help asylum seekers”. Its attitude towards asylum seekers is positive. 

                                                
14 Facebook, Bugger off, asylum seekers, 2009, http://www.facebook.com/pages/BUGGER-OFF-ASYLUM-
SEEKERS/187594842585, Viewed April 10, 2012.  
15 Twitter, ASRC, 2012, https://twitter.com/#!/ASRC1, Viewed April 12, 2012.  
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To create my own analysis of sentiment, I created a word map using data taken from the Refugee 

Council’s timeline of events. By feeding the URL of the timeline into Wordle16, I was able to produce 

the following word map, which spotlights the key themes in the text. Words such as asylum; 

government; boat; policy; questions; and negative are identified to be common words used across all of 

the articles.  

 

In summary, through an examination of the examples discussed, it is apparent that the public sentiment 

surrounding the issue of asylum seekers is divided. The issue has two clear sides: those who feel 

negatively towards asylum seekers and those who feel positively towards asylum seekers and believe in 

their rights. This paper has examined evidence from both sides of the argument.  

 

CONCLUSION: 

To date, the issue of asylum seekers in Australia remains unresolved. No amount of protesting by 

asylum seeker advocates (see attached PowerPoint presentation); campaigning on social media sites; or 

political debate has changed the fact that the issue plays a significant role in Australian society. Until a 

permanent solution is found that satisfies all of the stakeholders the issue life cycle will continue to be 

repeated in a cyclical pattern without ever reaching a resolution.  

 

 

                                                
16 http://www.wordle.net/ 


