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Australia has attracted a dubious international reputation over the last decade for its harsh 

policies towards asylum seekers and has been a world leader in border externalization 

practices aimed at preventing their arrival. At the same time, Australian governments have 

historically shown a preparedness to use their internal enforcement powers to expel non-

citizens who commit criminal offences or violate their strict visa conditions. These border 

control practices which operate, respectively, before and after arrival, reflect the external and 

internal manifestations of the Australian border. Although openly coercive practices such as 

offshore interdiction, detention and deportation are the most visible and visceral aspects of 

Australian border control, new forms of border governance are emerging that seek to shape 

individual decision-making to promote ‘voluntary’ compliance with migration management 

goals at both onshore and offshore locations. This governmental project is pursued through 

what Rose (2000, p. 324) describes as ‘technologies for the conduct of conduct’. A key 

onshore strategy is the construction of a ‘structurally embedded’ border (Weber 2013), so that 

access to work and essential public services is so constrained that unlawful non-citizens are 

driven to report ‘voluntarily’ to authorities. With respect to the offshore border, the re-

implementation in 2012 of the notorious ‘Pacific solution’ has been accompanied by 

propaganda campaigns aimed at discouraging asylum seekers from travelling to Australia by 

boat, and with strategies of persuasion intended to produce ‘voluntary’ returns amongst those 

who are not deterred. These developments in the bio-politics of border control – described in 

official documents as ‘intent management’ - indicate a partial shift from the open deployment 

of coercive power towards a neo-liberal responsibilisation agenda in which state authority 

operates through a veneer of individual choice. However, in contrast to the responsibilised 
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citizenry proposed by Garland (1997) as reflecting a new technology of crime control, the aim 

is to create responsibilised non-citizens who will align their thoughts and behaviour with the 

border management goals of the Australian state and cooperate in their own exclusion. 

 

Responsibilising non-citizens 

 

In relation to the control of border crossing, intent management may be best understood as 

pre-emptive migration management. Rather than responding to an unauthorised border 

crossing with turn-around, prosecution or deportation, intent management seeks to impact the 

thoughts of those who have been profiled as undesirable. This represents a shift in focus away 

from individuals breaching border control or migration requirements towards pre-emptive 

strategies that aim to identify threats and make interventions before travel take place. The 

desire to manage intent in relation to border crossings requires a range of elaborate processes 

to manage large populations of potential and actual travellers, only some of whom may seek 

‘migration outcomes’ within Australia. Pre-emptive border control has much in common with 

pre-emptive policing endeavours (Weber 2006; Wilson and Weber 2008). In the context of 

criminal justice, Zedner refers to this development as a shift towards a pre-crime society ‘in 

which the possibility of forestalling risks competes with and even takes precedence over 

responding to wrongs done’, and where the ‘post-crime orientation of criminal justice is 

increasingly overshadowed by the pre-crime logic of security’ (2007: 261 – 2).  

 

Anticipating the risky traveller is now a focus for the Intent Management and Analytic section 

of the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC)
1
. The aim is to pre-empt potential 

claims on Australia’s refugee protection obligations and anticipate post-arrival compliance 

breaches such as working when on a holiday visa. Australian immigration authorities describe 

their ‘layered’ approach to intent management as follows: ‘The process starts even before the 

person books a ticket or lodges an application for a visa to enter Australia’ (McCairns 2011, 

emphasis added). This places intent management as an outermost rim in border policing – one 

that occurs temporally well before the usual preparatory actions associated with travel (e.g. 

buying a ticket or applying for a visa) and physically well before any border crossing. Those 

who are not intent-managed out of the system at this preparatory stage are then streamed into 

visa processing categories described as ‘risk tiering’: 
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The client’s details are assessed against a set of risk ratings. Key objective of risk 

tiering is to be able to predict high and low risk clients based on historical patterns. 

Aligning processing effort to client risk levels. Depending on the risk rating, visa 

applications will be streamed to a particular processing queue: streamlined, standard, 

high rigour. (McCairns 2011) 

 

Those who are ‘intent managed’ at either of these stages are effectively policed-out of the licit 

market in the movement of people. Intent management links state actions to suspicion about 

potential travellers without assessing an individual’s rightful need or desire to undertake an 

illegalized border crossing in relation to specific frameworks of human rights and without 

specific investigation or charges in relation to migration law.  

 

Intent management strategies display many of the features of classical deterrence. Both 

envisage a rational actor choosing a course of action by weighing up the costs and benefits 

associated with each of the available choices. But intent management strategies also carry the 

hallmarks of distinctively neo-liberal forms of governance described by Rose (2000: 321) as 

‘regimes for the continual, silent and largely invisible work of the assessment, management, 

communication and control of risk’. Rather than rely on the threat of punishment these 

regimes mobilise a wider repertoire of threats (such as the risk of drowning or shark attack); 

these threats are typically targeted to specific, high risk populations rather than the populace 

as a whole; risk statements are often communicated through new social media and 

information technologies; and those seeking to manage intent try also to shape the field of 

choice through the application of risk-based technologies. And whereas deterrence may be 

understood as exerting either a general or specific impact on behaviour, intent management is 

expressed as a stage before action - acting on the thoughts (intentions) that may or may not 

fuel an ‘undesirable’ act. Although the technologies may not be as developed as the 

consciousness-penetrating techniques imagined by Orwell, intent-management effectively 

expands the remit of border control/migration management in a way that hints at his vision of 

‘thought policing’. 

 

After individuals have crossed the Australian border, intent management manifests most 

clearly in attempts to manufacture various forms of ‘voluntary’ self-policing. As a first step, 

DIAC annual reports assert that ‘the department seeks to create an environment where people 

voluntarily comply with their visa obligations’ while at the same time ‘it actively identifies 
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and locates those who are not complying with their obligations under Australia’s migration 

laws, through robust enforcement strategies’ (DIAC 2012). Voluntary compliance is 

presented as preferable to the less palatable alternative of ‘robust enforcement’, and is to be 

promoted through the provision of information about visa conditions, overlaid with messages 

about harsh consequences for refusal to comply voluntarily. The promotion of voluntary 

compliance shares some of the characteristics of intent-management, being directed towards 

influencing thought processes through the provision of information. It also has a pre-emptive 

quality, aiming to achieve border management goals while avoiding the necessity for coercive 

intervention.  

 

Attempts to manufacture ‘voluntariness’ continue even when voluntary compliance with 

immigration controls has manifestly failed. ‘Voluntary’ reporting to DIAC offices 

consistently accounts for the vast majority of detections of individuals in breach of visa 

conditions. Significant increases in the detection rate have been attributed to ‘a range of 

reforms’ introduced in 2007-8 ‘to encourage voluntary approaches to the department from 

non-complying visa holders’ (DIAC 2012). Individuals presenting themselves ‘voluntarily’ to 

immigration officials no doubt hope for a resolution of their visa breach through 

regularisation of their status. However in recent years, annual reports have also documented 

increasing numbers of expulsions of non-compliant individuals, which they attribute largely 

to departmental success in promoting ‘voluntary’ departures. The 2011-12 annual report even 

claimed that the majority of removals from detention were voluntary (1689, compared with 86 

‘involuntary’ removals), attributing a remarkable level of agency to a group experiencing 

mandatory and potentially indefinite incarceration. Since then, the re-instatement by the 

former Labor government of offshore detention in the Pacific has generated a new wave of 

‘voluntary’ returns, primarily involving Sri Lankan asylum seekers facing long-term detention 

on Nauru (Pickering and Weber forthcoming). 

 

While voluntary compliance has much to recommend it when compared with the prospect of 

intense and potentially coercive enforcement, many questions arise about the quality of 

individual choice being exercised and the processes shaping the available options, not least of 

which is the underlying fairness of the legal provisions with which individuals are intended to 

comply. In relation to the intent-management practices described earlier, anticipating future 

breaches of border controls raises serious legal and ethical issues not least of which include 

the fairness and legality of discouraging those seeking refugee protection from enacting their 
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security-seeking plans. In the remainder of this chapter we seek to shed some light on these 

questions by analysing in greater detail some of the techniques of intent-management and 

voluntary compliance in operation at Australia’s external and internal borders. 

 

Managing travel intentions  

 

Managing the travel intentions of undesirable travellers is an extension of the central pillar in 

border control in Australia, Europe and the US: pushing interventions and border control 

further out from the nation state. In the case of Australia managing travel intentions has been 

the focus of efforts to deter asylum seekers. The two most notable campaigns have been 

geared around two equally flawed premises: that undesirable travellers need to voluntarily 

make ‘better choices’ and that those ‘voluntary’ choices can be influenced by clearer 

messages sent by the receiving state. 

 

In 2000, Australian immigration authorities commissioned an online advertisement trilogy: 

The Trip, The Reception and Experiences and Expectations of Travellers. Sharks, fires, 

crocodiles and snakes featured in the videos aimed at deterring asylum seekers from arriving 

without authorization in Australia. The message was clear: asylum seekers should seek 

asylum elsewhere as they face the risk of being eaten by sharks or crocodiles, incinerated in 

wildfires or attacked by poisonous snakes. The opening video, The Trip, includes the voice-

over: 

 

They lied to them, promising state of the art boats with satellite navigation. What 

did they get? A run-down fishing boat at the end of their useful life. The boats 

often break down en route and are usually abandoned by their crew once they 

reach their destination. People are often left in remote areas thousands of 

kilometres from their destination. It is not worth the risk. (Carmody 2000) 

xx 

There is no available evidence that asylum seekers have fallen prey to the wildlife detailed, 

but the deterrent message was more general. The likely grounds for a protection application 

are not the contentious issue, rather that asylum seekers should not bring those claims to 

Australia but voluntarily go elsewhere. The then Minister for Immigration remarked: 
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Now when you see them [the videos,] you might think that they are a little 

sensational. You may think that they're horrific, and that maybe we're trying 

unnecessarily to scare people from coming to Australia. So I want to stress that 

the information in all of these videos is based on fact. (Carmody 2000) 

 

The Minister toured the Middle East and Europe showing the videos to media in a kind of 

reverse promotion campaign. The information kit also included material that stated: ‘paying 

people smugglers could leave prospective immigrants in debt to criminals who will demand 

you work for them selling drugs or force you and your family into prostitution to pay off your 

debt’ and that asylum seekers ‘face racial hatred and violence because citizens are angry at 

having to support them’ (http://www.wcc-

coe.org/wcc/what/international/uprooted/uproot14.html). 

 

The most recent manifestation of the management of ‘travel intentions’ has been the ‘No 

Advantage’ campaign directed against asylum seekers travelling to Australia. By announcing 

that those interdicted at sea will be transported to offshore places (namely Nauru and Papua 

New Guinea) where they will remain in restricted conditions for an indefinite period, the 

Labor government sought to construct a rationality in which making the hazardous maritime 

crossing confers no advantage over a person who patiently waits in a neighbouring or transit 

country for UNHCR processing. The ‘no advantage principle’ was a key recommendation of 

the Expert Panel on Asylum that was charged with developing policy recommendations to 

prevent the loss of life of asylum seekers. Drawing on classical deterrence approaches, but 

also expanding the scope of interventions to include a range of positive and negative 

incentives, the set of policy recommendations includes a vast extension of the mandatory 

detention regime for unauthorized arrivals. 

 

UNHCR wrote to the Minister for Immigration commenting on the No Advantage principle in 

2012: 

 

The practical implications of this are not fully clear to us. The time it takes for 

resettlement referrals by UNHCR in South-East Asia or elsewhere may not be a 

suitable comparator for the period that a Convention State whose protection 

obligations should use. Moreover it will be difficult to identify such a period with 

any accuracy, given that there is no ‘average’ time for resettlement … Finally, the 

http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/what/international/uprooted/uproot14.html
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‘no advantage’ test appears to be based on the longer term aspiration that there 

are, in fact, effective ‘regional processing arrangements’ in place. (UNHCR, 

quoted in: Crikey 2012) 

 

A compliant consumer of the ‘no advantage’ message would volunteer to stay in transit, go 

elsewhere or return home despite this limited range of ‘choices’ providing limited utility for 

those seeking durable protection. To reinforce this message, a renewed international online 

video campaign has been targeted to asylum seekers in the region. An Australian government 

video promulgated via YouTube (Government of Australia, 2012) - presumably for 

consumption by intending asylum seekers - comes with the caption: ‘We're working 

regionally to stop people smugglers. There's no advantage taking a boat when it's safer, 

cheaper and just as quick to use orderly migration options.’ 

Attempts to manage intentions in this way have thus far failed to produce the desired results, 

with numbers of arrivals increasing to unprecedented levels since the approach was 

introduced in August 2012 (Curr 2012). A detailed list compiled by the NGO Safecom shows 

boat arrivals continuing unabated following the government announcement 

(http://www.safecom.org.au/pdfs/boat-arrivals-stats.pdf ). As one well known refugee 

advocate recently wrote (Curr, 2012): 

 

I asked an asylum seeker in Indonesia if the Government’s attempts to spread 

word of Nauru by DVD to stop people would work: ‘I saw that film. If Nauru like 

this people come more than before. Cos the place for live in Nauru is more better 

than Indonesian detention and also Australia take responsibility for them.’ 

(Asylum seeker in Indonesia who has tried two boats to get to Australia, quoted in 

Curr, 2012). 

 

Having failed to manipulate the thought processes of asylum seekers in ways that deterred the 

boat arrivals, the Australian government was forced to introduce new strategies of intent 

management. It soon became clear that the significant numbers of asylum seekers continuing 

to arrive by boat could not all be accommodated in the hastily erected tent accommodation on 

Nauru and Manus Island. The Minister then issued a press release on November 21, 2012 

which shocked refugee advocates with its severity and single-minded adherence to the ‘no 

advantage’ rule. Asylum seekers who arrived after the 13 August 2012 watershed of the 

introduction of the ‘no advantage’ rule would have the rule applied to them even if they were 

http://www.safecom.org.au/pdfs/boat-arrivals-stats.pdf
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processed in Australia. In the Minister’s words: ‘Consistent with 'no advantage', people from 

this cohort going onto bridging visas will have no work rights and will receive only basic 

accommodation assistance, and limited financial support’ (Minister for Immigration and 

Citizenship, 2012). In the most extreme attempt to recreate an equivalent measure of 

uncertainty and misery as faced by those waiting in transit in the hope of being resettled in 

Australia, the Minister announced that even those individuals recognised as being in need of 

refugee protection, were to be issued only with temporary protection visas with extremely 

limited rights, ‘until such time that they would have been resettled in Australia after being 

processed in our region' (Minister for Immigration and Citizenship, 2012.  

 

For those who have refused to be intent-managed and are now filling up the overflowing 

camps on Nauru and Manus Island, constructing ‘voluntary returns’ through the manipulation 

of available options has become a secondary strategy.  

 

Having failed to deter boat arrivals, the Government now seeks to force a 

"voluntary" return. It is this new strategy which strikes fear in the hearts of those 

Australians clinging to ideals of human rights. Asylum seekers arriving on 

Christmas Island are told that they will be sent to Nauru for an indefinite time, 

that their cases will not be assessed for a long time and that legislation has been 

passed which means that they may never see their families again. The darkest 

picture is painted of their lack of a future. (Curr 2012) 

 

So why have these threatening messages failed to alter thought processes? Roslyn Richardson 

has documented the unexpected ways messages regarding risks and punitive government 

policies were consumed and acted upon by asylum seekers. She found that asylum seekers are 

‘diverse, unpredictable and capable of producing a variety of interpretations of the messages 

they receive…the transmission and reception of Australia's deterrence “messages” are far 

from straightforward.’ (Richardson, 2010) Others have argued that these information 

campaigns are intended more for domestic consumption by electorates seeking tough border 

control policies from the major parties than future asylum seekers. However as Curr notes, the 

manufacture of volunteerism in managing the travelling intentions of asylum seekers is 

always coupled with a punitive kick – even when labelled ‘voluntary’. In short having made 

the poor choice of seeking asylum in Australia a second and final opportunity is granted to an 

asylum seeker to determine an alternate course of action and avoid making another erroneous 
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choice. So now the asylum seeker is encouraged, engaged, threatened and supported to 

volunteer for repatriation.  

 

This process is equally subject to online infomercial blitz.The manufacture of removal as a 

voluntary opportunity is then advertised on ‘infomercials’ posted on the internet and in 

Twitter feed from the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC), which creates a 

virtual scorecard of ‘voluntary’ returns by irregular maritime arrivals identified by nationality. 

Like many others, British barrister Frances Webber (2011: 99) has questioned whether 

programs of ‘voluntary returns’ of failed asylum seekers ‘offer a genuine informed choice or 

are just an extension of deportation programs’. She raises questions as to whether assisted 

returns are sustainable, safe or truly voluntary. In the instances described in the DIAC Twitter 

communications, those referred to are not ‘failed asylum seekers’ for they have not been 

through any refugee status determination process. Rather, they have either been ‘screened out’ 

(immediately deemed not to have raised a protection obligation) or, subject to communication 

with government officials, have decided not to make a claim for refugee status. The UNHCR 

has issued guidelines for voluntary repatriation of asylum seekers which assert that choice 

must be ‘informed’ (which depends upon conditions in the country of origin) and ‘free’ 

(which is influenced by circumstances in the country of asylum) (Webber 2011: 103). There 

are reports that some of those subject to voluntary return have been arrested upon arrival in 

Colombo (reference). Since this action is likely to have been anticipated by the returnees, 

serious concerns are raised about the extent to which any choice made could be considered to 

have been a free choice. 

 

Australia is not the only liberal democracy to have employed strategies of intent management 

using novel and highly targeted modes of risk calculation (see Schwenken in this volume). In 

response to high rates of death during unauthorized border crossings across the US-Mexico 

border, the US government launched a ‘harm minimization’ approach, the ‘Border Safety 

Initiative’, which entailed sending patrols to find migrants in distress, and a greater emphasis 

on ‘search and rescue’ functions. Preventing dangerous (and unwanted) crossings across the 

desert was, however, the primary aim, equating to the focus on unauthorized boat arrivals by 

sea by the Australian authorities. In a way that is also analogous to the Australian context, the 

recording and classification of deaths by US agencies at this time was a means of validating 

their ‘humanitarian’ mission to reduce the harm of their own border enforcement practices 
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which were explicitly designed to deter migrants by making it more dangerous to cross the 

border. As noted in 2009 by one of America’s leading newspapers: 

 

In what may be among the lesser-known deterrents exercised by our nation's 

security forces, the Border Patrol is deploying up-tempo Mexican folk songs 

about tragic border crossings to dissuade would-be illegal immigrants. 

(Washington Post, 2009) 

 

This traditional form of communication is intended to influence the decision processes of 

potential border crossers through culturally appropriate messages. The lyrics of one of these 

songs (possibly losing some of its lyricism in the process of translation) included the lines: 

‘Before you cross the border, remember that you can be just as much a man by chickening out 

and staying. Because it's better to keep your life than ending up dead’. 

 

At the external border, these ‘technologies for the conduct of conduct’ stretch deterrence to its 

limits by intervening as early as possible and expanding the repertoire of threats beyond 

formal punishment, introducing distinctly neo-liberal elements of pre-emption, 

responsibilisation and novel forms of risk communication. In the case of asylum seekers 

attempting to reach Australia by boat, assumptions that the potential suffering – namely loss 

of life during border crossing, or through indefinite detention, separation from family or 

ongoing precarious migration status – can be set against a safer alternative of remaining 

offshore - has proven to be a terrible miscalculation regarding the capacity for human 

suffering. As explained by human rights advocate Pamela Curr (2012), even the attempts to 

turn Nauru into a ‘hellhole’ of offshore detention, have failed to influence the risk 

calculations of individuals who have experienced much worse: 

 

The fear of being killed or tortured is the root cause for people leaving homes, 

family, land and businesses. Having made the soul-destroying decision to leave all 

that is dear and head off into uncertainty, people feel that they have no choice but 

to keep moving and striving for safety and security. Australia offers this. Malaysia 

and Indonesia do not. 

 

Constructing voluntary reporting  
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Once they are within Australian territory, non-citizens who become unlawfully present by 

overstaying their visa or breaching their visa conditions face a ‘structurally embedded’ border 

(Weber 2013). This expanded border recruits law enforcement agencies, industry regulators, 

service providers, educational establishments, employers and private citizens into a migration 

policing role, along with DIAC compliance officers and state police, who exercise 

enforcement powers under the Migration Act 1958
2
. Agencies that participate in these 

‘structural’ migration policing projects are recruited through a variety of incentivisation 

schemes, ranging from statutory requirements on service providers to check immigration 

status before providing benefits or services; to government funding arrangements that require 

proof of legal status in order to recover costs for the provision of medical services; to the 

threat of legal sanctions against private individuals who employ individuals who lack legal 

entitlements to work or remain in the country. Agencies can play an active role in identifying 

unlawful non-citizens by bringing them to the attention of DIAC in the course of checking 

their entitlement to receive services or benefits. In this case migration policing agencies 

operate as ‘switch point(s) to be passed in order to access the benefits of liberty’ (Rose 2000, 

p326).  

 

In turn, fear of being detected by these agencies may narrow the options available to 

individuals for day-to-day survival to such an extent that they effectively decide to self-police. 

This comment by a senior official interviewed by one of the authors,
3
 indicates that DIAC 

actively pursues this responsibilisation strategy. 

 

Already someone that’s overstayed and disappeared and has no entitlements and 

Medicare benefits or ... any form of social security benefit or anything like that, so 

they’re very dependent on employment ... We’re shifting where our resources 

apply and also we’re ... we’re looking to these other ways of ... making life 

difficult for people … so that they come in and see us. (DIAC official, cited in 

Weber 2013, p.142) 

 

Faced with this web of information-exchange and surveillance, it is not surprising that so-

called ‘voluntary’ reports to DIAC officers are the fastest growing source of ‘locations’ of 

unlawful non-citizens, accounting for 82% of unlawful non-citizens located by DIAC in the 

2011-12 financial year (DIAC 2012). Embedding of the border through an ever-expanding 

network of immigration checks guarding the access to essential services and opportunities, 
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backed up in some cases with harsh sanctions for providing services to those without 

entitlement, creates a border that relies on exclusion rather than active efforts at detection. It 

is a border drawn around unlawful non-citizens themselves, intended to separate them from 

all that is necessary to sustain a reasonable life, so that ‘voluntary’ presentation to authorities 

becomes the only viable option.  

 

DIAC annual reports note the success of un-named departmental programs designed to 

encourage voluntary reporting, claiming that the increase in locations from 13, 831 in 2010-

11 to 15,477 in 2011-12 was due to a ‘range of reforms to encourage voluntary approaches to 

the department from non-complying visa holders’ that were instituted in 2007-08 (DIAC 

2012). Determined overstayers and individuals with substantial community support may have 

the resources to resist the pressures to report. But if the removal of all options to sustain 

existence is achieved, the border will effectively have been internalised so that the 

governmental goal of managing intent is complete.  

 

Once non-citizens who are unlawfully present in Australia are located by immigration 

authorities or report ‘voluntarily’ to DIAC offices, the next question that arises is whether the 

individual will make a ‘voluntary’ departure. Departmental publications indicate that, where 

necessary, status resolution officers work closely with affected individuals, seeking either to 

regularize their stay or smooth the pathway to removal. 

 

If an appropriate visa option is unavailable, clients are encouraged to voluntarily 

depart before the department pursues enforced removal. Effective status resolution 

is achieved through providing clear and accurate information and engaging early 

with non-citizens through targeted messages and communication products that 

deter non-compliant behaviour. (DIAC 2012). 

 

In addition to deploying ‘communication products’, financial assistance is said to be provided 

‘to support immediate post return needs, when required’, which may operate as a positive 

incentive in some cases. About 95 per cent of people who were removed from Australia in 

2011–12 were said to have cooperated with removal arrangements (DIAC 2012). However, a 

small number of individuals resist their removal and considerable resources may be invested 

in securing their return.  
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Amongst this group - described in departmental documentation as ‘entrenched clients’ – 

considerable efforts are expended in constructing their ‘voluntary’ return. A consultants’ 

report commissioned by DIAC on the ‘management of forced removals’ purports to present 

evidence from a ‘client’s perspective’ that will inform strategies to encourage them to align 

their views with departmental goals (Hall & Partners, 2012). The report notes that, despite 

having exhausted all legal avenues to remain in Australia, these resistant clients resolutely 

describe themselves as Australian and harbour a distorted view of their entitlement to remain. 

The recommended strategies involve recruiting trusted third parties to encourage them to 

accept their fate. In order to pre-empt ‘entrenchment’ in the first place, it is suggested that 

community groups and migration agents should be encouraged to downplay the possibilities 

of achieving permanent residence to new arrivals and ensure that ‘at-risk’ clients are made to 

understand that immigration decisions are based on ‘evidence’, rather than on whimsy or 

perceptions of moral desert, both of which views were said to be prevalent amongst this 

group.  

 

The recommendations concerning ‘entrenched clients’ appear already to have made an impact 

on departmental thinking. The latest DIAC annual report asserts that: ‘[t]o progress each case 

to an outcome, status resolution officers engage openly and honestly with clients, and provide 

clear explanations about immigration decisions and their implications’ (DIAC 2012). These 

‘explanations’, it seems, are ideally provided as early as possible for those who are judged to 

be highly likely to refuse to leave. The consultants recommended that this ‘at risk’ group 

should be identified from the instigation of compliance proceedings and required to submit a 

‘credible Plan B’ with each application to stay, through wording on forms such as ‘If, as is 

very likely, you are forced to leave, what will you do?’. This introduces a marked pre-emptive 

mentality into the operation of after-entry border controls which is aimed at securing 

voluntary compliance as early as possible in the course of events. 

 

At least some of these individuals will be rejected asylum applicants, some of whom are 

likely to have strong reasons to resist their return. Others may be motivated to resist their 

removal based on a range of grounds including positive incentives to remain in Australia for 

financial and family reasons. One aspect of the many factors shaping the ‘intent’ of potential 

deportees that was absent from the consultants’ report is the capacity of Australian 

immigration laws, and of those who apply them, to produce fair outcomes that will be 

accepted by those subjected to border controls. In relation to voluntary return programs for 
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asylum seekers in Europe, Webber (2011: 103) concludes: ‘Virtually none of the schemes 

currently operating as ‘voluntary return programmes’ from Europe meet the criteria for 

voluntariness. Voluntary return is instead offered as a less painful alternative to continued 

destitution followed by (inevitable) compulsory return’. 

 

The consultants’ report on entrenched clients notes the ‘disproportionate’ resources expended 

on their case management. It is relevant to ask what purpose is served by the efforts to 

construct the ‘voluntary’ return of even the most recalcitrant group. Efforts to manufacture 

voluntarism within the Australian immigration compliance system appear to stem from 

around 2007. This is the period following a series of scandals in which hundreds of Australian 

citizens were found to have been wrongly detained or even removed from Australia (Palmer 

2005). The sweeping reforms that followed were intended to restore legitimacy to the 

immigration enforcement process, while at the same time improving its efficiency through the 

application of advanced technologies and improved decision-making.  

 

The systems in place to actively encourage compliance and intensively manage entrenched 

departmental clients, can therefore be understood as the management of political risk that 

might follow from the spectacle of forced deportation. This invisibility is a valuable political 

resource since, as Bauman (2002, p. 111) notes, forced expulsions ‘make dramatic television 

and are likely to trigger a public outcry’. DIAC annual reports also characterise voluntary 

departures from the community as ‘less expensive and less risky’ than removals from 

detention (DIAC 2012, p. 168). The production of ‘voluntary’ reporting and removal 

constitutes the subjects of internal border controls as freely choosing agents, as argued by 

Rose (2000, p. 337): ‘Although the problems addressed by these new strategies of control are 

varied, at their heart lies the problem of control in a ‘free’ society and hence the kinds of 

subjects that are imagined to inhabit and deserve such a society’ (Rose 2000, p. 337). An 

individual who transgresses internal border controls can therefore be viewed as having ‘failed 

to accept his or her responsibilities as a subject of moral community’ and therefore 

responsible for his or her own exclusion. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Intent management provides a powerful additional tool to manufacture compliance, while the 

application of coercive power remains as an ever-present threat. Through technologies of 
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intent management and the construction of voluntarism, those who are subject to Australian 

border controls at both the internal and external border are constituted as ‘the responsible 

subject[s] of moral community guided – or misguided – by ethical self-steering mechanisms’ 

(Rose 2000, p. 321) – even as their actual or threatened expulsion from that moral community 

is always imminent. Their apparently free choice disguises the hand of government in 

pursuing its governmental project – recalling Rose’s characterization of contemporary 

governance as the ‘largely invisible’ control of risk. This locates responsibility for 

transgressing border policies with individuals, while concealing the operation of policies that 

constrain choice. These developments in Australian border control reflect the fundamentalist 

belief in rational choice inherent within neo-liberalism and the establishment of the 

responsibilised individual as the subject of governance, while according considerable, and 

often hidden, power to government to shape the field of choice.  
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1
 Since this chapter was drafted a change of federal government has taken place in Australia and this department 

has been renamed the Department of Immigration and Border Protection. 
2
 Australian police are ‘designated officers’ under this legislation and engage primarily in the questioning 

(section 188) and detention (section 189) of those they believe to be ‘unlawful non-citizens’. 
3
 Policing Migration in Australia: An examination of onshore migration policing networks, Australian Research 

Council Discovery Project DP0774554  
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