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Australia, Border Security and COVID-19

By Adèle Garnier

Synopsis

Comparatively, Australia has successfully responded to the COVID-19 pandemic. Case numbers have 
remained low, efficient travel restrictions, quarantine, and contact tracing measures have been put in 
place. This essay will argue that Australia’s border security response to the pandemic has been shaped 
by the country’s characteristics as a federal settler state that is also an isolated island of the Southern 
hemisphere with a complex relationship to Asia.

As an isolated island, Australia has a long tradition of strict border and biosecurity control, including 
use of quarantine. Such measures were considered part of the national identity and racialized until the 
end of the ‘White Australia policy’. Strict border and epidemiological control have remained strongly 
legitimate to the public though family separations through travel restrictions as well as shaming of 
Asian communities seen as responsible for the pandemic have been criticized. Constitutionally, the 
federal level is responsible for border controls, yet states and territories play a significant role in 
implementation. Beyond the international headlines focusing on Australia’s pandemic response 
success, there has been tensions between the federal and the state level, as well as between states, 
regarding oversight over travellers’ entry control and interstate travel restrictions. Still, the pandemic 
has led to the reorganising of coordination mechanisms between federal and state levels.
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hemisphere). Over time, hotel quarantine restrictions for 
international travellers, but also for staff working in 
quarantine hotels, were tightened. Outbreaks related to 
hotel quarantine were found to be the origin of 90% of 
Australia’s COVID-19 caseload. 

Surveys consistently show that most Australians have 
endorsed this aggressive response. Public support for the 
government’s handling of the pandemic has been higher 
than in other jurisdictions, including Canada. 
Nonetheless, there has been recurrent criticism of 
international travel caps that have left thousands of 
Australians stranded overseas. Travel caps have also 
considerably slowed the return of international students 
to Australia, noting that Australia was globally a top 3 
destination for international students in 2019. Australia’s 
border security response to the pandemic has been 
shaped by the country’s characteristics: a federal 
settler state that is also an isolated island of the Southern 
hemisphere with a complex relationship to Asia.

As an isolated island, Australia has a long tradition of 
strict border and biosecurity control, including use of 
quarantine. Following an outbreak of bubonic plague in 
Sydney in 1900, the new Australian Constitution of 1901, 
section 51(ix), granted the power of quarantine to the 
federal Parliament. The power to quarantine is the only 
federal power that relates to public health. Australian 
states are otherwise responsible for the health portfolio. 
The federal Parliament adopted the Quarantine Act in 
1908, which established a Federal Quarantine Service. 
Progressively, quarantine policy shifted from human 
biosecurity threat to the protection of Australia’s animals 
and plants. Focus on human biosecurity resurfaced in the 
1990s in response to the Avian influenza in 1997, then 
SARS in 2003 and the H5N1 Avian influenza in 2004. A 
National Pandemic Plan was adopted in 2008, which 
served as a basis for the 2020 national pandemic plan.4

Given that Australian states are mostly in charge of health 
policy, they have played a key role in Australia’s 
COVID-19 border security response. States have their 
own pandemic plans, implement quarantine measures and 
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Australia has responded to the COVID-19 pandemic with 
relative success, compared to many other countries. As of 
24 April 2021, there had been 29,658 local COVID-19 
cases and 910 deaths, with most cases and deaths 
occurring in the state of Victoria.1 Public life was slowly 
returning to normal. Large COVID-safe gatherings, such 
as the annual series of Australia-India cricket matches 
and the Sydney Mardi Gras festival, went ahead. By 
contrast, in Canada, there had been 1,164,581 cases and 
23,883 deaths as of 24 April 2021. Large gatherings were 
still prohibited.2  

The key to Australia’s success has been strong 
measures at both the federal and state levels, especially 
regarding border controls, and public acceptance of 
significant restrictions. But pandemic measures have 
also come at a cost.

Australia’s federal response to the pandemic was swift. In 
late February 2020, the centre-right Liberal/National 
government of Scott Morrison adopted a national 
pandemic plan. In mid-March, a national biosecurity 
emergency was declared, and a national cabinet was 
established. The national cabinet brought together the 
federal Prime Minister and the Premiers and Chief 
Ministers of all Australian states and territories to 
facilitate pandemic policy coordination. The federal 
government is responsible for border controls and in late 
March 2020, it mandated all international travellers 
arriving in Australia to quarantine in designated facilities, 
mostly hotels, at their port of entry. By February 
2021, 211,000 international travellers had transited 
through hotel quarantine.3 Travel restrictions also 
include a cap on international travel, and Australian 
citizens and permanent residents are required to 
ask for an international travel exemption if they 
wish to leave Australia.

Local outbreaks have been aggressively responded to. 
Responses have entailed the closure of state borders and 
strict local lockdown measures, most prominently in 
Melbourne, Australia’s second-biggest city, between June 
and October 2020 (during winter in the Southern 
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2020.7 This recalls that quarantine and immigration 
policies were historically intertwined in Australia. One 
the first pieces of legislation adopted by the federal 
parliament was the Immigration Restriction Act of 
1901. The purpose of the Act was to prevent non-
White settlement in Australia, particularly from Asia, 
which was perceived as a regional threat. The 1908 
Quarantine Act’s regulations mandated to treat 
‘coloured crew’ differently: contrary to white crew, they 
were pathologized.8 The ‘White Australia’ policy ended 
in the 1960s and Australia has officially 
promoted multiculturalism since the 1970s, yet the past 
continues to cast a long shadow.

The pandemic has also been the context of strained 
relations between the Australian and Chinese 
authorities. As early as April 2020, the Morrison 
government supported an inquiry by the World Health 
Organisation into the origins of the Sars-Cov-2 virus in 
China, drawing a furious response by the Chinese 
government. 

Australia’s border security response to the COVID-19 
pandemic is anchored in the country’s history and 
reshapes the border in different ways. Australia has 
considerably hardened its territorial borders. Even 
though mass vaccination started at the end of February 
2021, restrictions on international travel remain in 
place. Broad restrictions on interstate travel were 
unimaginable a year ago. Now, amid a state election 
campaign, the Premier of Western Australia 
announced that post-COVID state border controls 
would continue in order to curb drug trafficking. His 
plan was denounced by the federal government, yet he 
won the state election in a landslide.9 The 
discrimination of Asian Australians has increased 
and threatens the social fabric of a multicultural 
nation, while restrictions on international student 
arrivals significantly weaken the higher education 
sector. So far, federal responses to these challenges have 
been muted. It remains to be seen whether Australia’s 
comparatively successful response to the pandemic 
will see an early return to previous practice, or 
profoundly change the meaning of its borders.
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are responsible for the tracking of, and response to, the 
propagation of the pandemic.

Quarantine management has long been a source of 
tensions between federal and state levels of government. 
In the 20th century, such tensions occurred in the context 
of the Spanish flu and in relation to the return of 
World War 1 soldiers. During the COVID-19 pandemic 
and in spite of the establishment of the national cabinet, 
federal and state governments blamed each other 
for  the handling of cruise ship Ruby Princess, 
whose 2,700 passengers were allowed to disembark in 
Sydney in early March 2020 without COVID testing 
nor quarantine measures, as well as outbreaks 
originating in quarantine hotels. 

The Australian Constitution (s92) protects free 
movement on Australian territory. Yet courts have 
accepted that this protection is not absolute. States have 
unilaterally declared sudden interstate state border 
closure to prevent the spread of the pandemic, and the 
regulation of individual exemptions to quarantine 
measures varies. For instance, as of late January 
2021, New South Wales allowed all interstate travellers to 
enter freely. By contrast, Victoria, South Australia, 
Western Australia and the Northern Territory required 
a permit from all visitors, with varying zones 
considered at risk and requiring to be quarantined 
on arrival in these states.5  Political squabbles ensued, 
especially between the centre-right government of 
Scott Morrison and the centre-left, Labor state 
governments in Victoria, Queensland and Western 
Australia.

Beyond issues of territorial control, the pandemic has 
heightened tensions in relation to Australia’s 
national identity and geopolitics. A survey conducted 
between January and October 2020 showed that 
almost 85% of Asian Australians reported at least 
one instance of discrimination between January and 
October 2020.6 The Scanlon Institute’s annual survey 
on social cohesion stated that 39% of respondents born 
in an Asian country, in contrast to 14% of Australia-
born respondents, had experienced discrimination 
‘more often’ than before in 
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