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                                   EDITORIAL AUDIT NO. 2

           BREADTH OF OPINION AND IMPARTIALITY IN   SELECT   TV                                               

:                     

        CURRENT AFFAIRS COVERAGE OF THE ASYLUM SEEKER ISSUE 

                                 CONDUCTED BY GERALD STONE     

I: OVERVIEW 

The debate over asylum seekers arriving in Australian waters has proved to be one of the 

most divisive in recent history, and understandably so. The sight of a stranger unexpectedly 

appearing at the door has always sent instinctive shivers through us, arousing emotions 

ranging from fear and hostility to compassion and guilt. Emotions, however, are no substitute 

for the facts needed to  deal with a complex problem  in a way that  serves this country’s best 

interests while remaining true to its core moral value of a ‘fair go’ for all.  

 The ABC—in keeping with its journalistic standards -- is ideally placed to provide a 

platform for the widest possible range of perspectives in this debate, assuring all relevant 

strands of thought or belief are represented.  More than that, it clearly has a leading role to 

play in promoting cool-headed, rational discussion, setting an example for all other media in 

fair-minded and comprehensive coverage.    

Impartiality is a goal that should be easily enough achieved by the network’s news programs 

with their primary focus on presenting straightforward factual information.  Current affairs 

programs, however, have a broader brief not only to provide useful background to the news 

of the day but explore the more complex issues that may flow from it.  That type of coverage 

is likely to include probing interviews and investigative pieces, the kind of reportage that 

tends to attract critical reactions.   It also includes   feature stories typically aimed at showing 

the human face behind the headlines. In pursuit of that latter goal such formats will 

occasionally resort to production techniques rarely if ever deemed allowable in a news 

bulletin. To help ‘set the scene,’ for example, they might use music or a haunting image to 
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evoke a particular mood, showing how sad or fraught with danger a situation is. Within the 

context of a polarised debate that could certainly be regarded as less than impartial reporting 

in the sense that it is calculated to produce a sympathetic response. In this audit I have 

described such techniques as the bias of imagery.  That term, however, does not 

automatically stamp the full report as lacking objectivity. Other factors must be weighed in 

order to fairly judge the overall impact of the report.        

 II:  PARAMETERS OF THE AUDIT 

This audit focuses on the coverage of the ABC’s two nightly current affairs programs: 

Lateline (46 segments) and 7.30 (51 segments). The period under review extends from 13 

August 2012 to 31 December 2013. The former date marks the release of the Report by the 

Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers.   

In his speech to the National Press Club on 11 December 2013, James Spigelman, Chairman 

of the ABC, acknowledged that the network’s news or current affairs programs might 

occasionally fail to meet the required standards of impartiality. In his opinion, though,   those 

instances did not constitute evidence of systemic bias and should only be regarded as stand- 

alone examples of ‘the imperfection of human endeavour.’  I have interpreted that elegant   

phrase to mean lapses in the production standards normally expected of a conscientious team 

of television journalists. I certainly agree with the Chairman that these are bound to happen in 

the high-pressure process of putting a half-hour current affairs program to air night after night 

and when they occur they do not necessarily suggest a sustained pattern of prejudicial 

reporting. If such errors of judgement, however, show a tendency to favour one point of view 

over another, that does give cause for concern.   

The ABC guidelines essentially require that in dealing with any controversy or debate its 

news and current affairs coverage will provide an adequate amount of air time to all 
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significant views as indicated in the phrase breadth of coverage. The coverage, in specific 

terms, will also be ‘accurate, impartial and objective and therefore avoid bias.’ To ensure 

impartiality, editorial judgements are to be ‘based on news values, not for example, on 

political, commercial or sectional interests or personal views. Do not unduly favour one 

perspective over others.’  

Bias, then, is referred to only within the context of the professional disciplines that might 

help a journalist avoid it, not in identifying the specific indicators that may raise suspicions of 

its presence.  No doubt, those  elements have proved  notoriously hard to pin down, as 

exemplified by numerous unconvincing studies of the minutes given to each side in a debate 

or the time devoted to different topics. In conducting this audit, however, I have decided to 

employ a guideline for even-handed reporting that can be readily understood by non-

journalists as well those in the profession.  Compared to a worthy but rather intangible value 

like impartiality, it offers a specific target to focus on.    

III:  NOTES ON AUTHOR’S METHODOLOGY: 

One the journalistic profession’s most basic roles is scrutiny, the process of closely 

examining all assertions to try to establish how reliable they may be. The standard of scrutiny 

a current affairs program applies to any proposition is an important measure of its excellence. 

At the same time, however, when that key editorial standard is unevenly applied to various 

parties in a controversy or debate then there certainly appears to be something amiss in the 

coverage. Questions that should have been asked but weren’t.  Allegations allowed to pass as 

fact. Such lapses in reporting standards do not automatically prove bias but they can most 

definitely taint a current affairs story with the suspicion of it.   

.    
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In evaluating these segments I was keenly aware that current affairs coverage does not occur 

within the germ-free, controlled conditions of a scientific laboratory.  On-site reportage can 

often be disrupted by any number of factors before it is properly completed. A key witness 

may suddenly feel too fragile to continue the interview. The camera team may experience 

technical difficulties.  Meanwhile, questions may have been asked by the reporter but left out 

in the editing process because of time constraints. I felt it was important for the programs 

concerned to have an input into the audit, allowing them to cite any such factors that may 

have influenced the final outcome of their stories.  I am pleased to say that the ABC did in 

fact broaden the scope of the audit to enable me to meet directly with the executive producers 

concerned.  Their comments are included in my final conclusions.  

In terms of my initial evaluations, I have framed my findings within two classifications of 

performance. Segments that raised no concerns about impartiality or breadth of opinion are 

described as being of acceptable professional standard (APS). By definition they complied 

with all ABC requirements for fair and accurate reporting. 

Any segment which in my opinion   failed to apply an adequate degree of scrutiny or 

otherwise fell short of ABC standards is referred to as raising concerns, with further 

investigation required.  (RC-FI).   

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Lateline: 

Segment 1: Tamils speak out about against ASIO security rulings

Summary of content: Three Tamil men initially accepted as refugees in Australia complain 

that they had subsequently been wrongly branded as security threats by ASIO and thus have 

 (9:43 duration); date to air 

13/08/12, Presenter Steve Cannane; Reporter Kerry Brewster. 
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been confined indefinitely in Villawood Detention Centre without recourse to legal appeal or 

knowing what the allegations are against them. Their cause is supported by an eminent 

barrister, Phillip Boulten, SC, who argues that it is patently unjust for them to be denied 

access to any means of appeal, effectively left in limbo for the rest of their lives. The three 

Tamil men agreed to give interviews to Lateline to win support for their cause. 

The pre-recorded feature story begins with long range camera shots of the detention centre, 

accompanied with music that evokes a tense or ominous mood. The reporter’s emotion-

charged introduction then follows.  ‘They swapped their lives in a war zone for a different 

hell in Australia….for more than three years …locked up because of  adverse ASIO 

assessments…’ 

This is not impartial coverage but still in the best tradition of hard-hitting factual reportage, 

bringing public attention to a potentially serious flaw in Australia’s justice system. The ABC, 

in interpreting the fuller implications of its guidelines, most definitely encourages this type of 

confrontational journalism when the ‘weight of evidence’ requires language ‘to be strong, 

urgent, dramatic, and evocative.’  

Evaluation: The plight of the three refugees is newsworthy and deserved the time spent on it. 

A core issue, however, was whether they had done anything during the Tamil’s ill-fated 

uprising that might have prompted ASIO’s assessments. The only question raised in the 

report that went to air was notable for its simplicity. ‘Did you ever kill anyone?’ The three 

went on to insist that they never served as combatants. Still, there were questions that most 

certainly should have been addressed as to whether they might have aided the Tamil military 

effort in any other way: spying, smuggling etc. The interviews, as the story tells us, were 

done in secrecy, and therefore in difficult technical conditions, but at least there could have 

been commentary or a reporter’s stand-up to enlighten viewers on the issue.    
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‘I was also concerned about one particular aspect of   Phillip Boulten’s appearance in the 

program. In television terms his interview was introduced in ‘grabs’ of a few sentences each. 

No reporter’s voice was heard asking questions though presumably a reporter had been 

present to lead him through various issues. At one point he alleges that the Australian 

Government, at that time seeking a seat on the United Nations Security Council, was most 

probably doing all that it could to woo Sri Lanka’s vote at the UN. In his view, then, it might 

well have encouraged ASIO to be receptive to any recommendations made by the Sri Lankan 

Government in regard to various Tamils it classed as still potentially dangerous.  

That assertion was obviously intended to cast doubt on the standards applied by ASIO in its 

various security threat assessments, yet it was left unchallenged.   The overall impact of the 

segment, then, was to lead the viewer to believe the three Tamil refugees were not only being 

treated most unfairly but that ASIO’s assessments were unreliable.   

 Initial Finding:  This report deserves credit for exposing a possibly grave injustice and its 

show of sympathy for the potential victims is understandable. Still, it failed to apply the 

required degree of scrutiny to them as well to the expert witness, thus weakening the impact 

of an otherwise compelling story by tainting it with suspicion of bias.  RC-FI 

Segment 2: A safe way to seek protection

Summary of content:  A member of the Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers is asked to explain 

its various recommendations.  The interview touches on different issues in an intelligent and 

comprehensive manner.  

, (10:15 duration); date to air 13/08/12, Steve 

Cannane interviews Paris Aristotle 

Finding: APS  
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Segment 3: Coalition maintains pressure over refugee policy

Summary of content:  A straightforward report from Federal Parliament on reaction to the 

Gillard Government’s decision to send refugees to Nauru for processing, showing scenes of 

previous debates.  

. (5:02 duration); date to air 

14/08/2012, Presenter Steve Cannane, reporter Tom Iggulden 

Finding:  APS. 

Segment 4: Deterrence must not risk mental health

Summary of Content: An interview discussing various aspects of the Expert Committee’s 

recommendations with particular focus on mental health problems caused by prolonged 

detention. 

 (8:54 duration) 14/08/2012, Steve 

Cannane interviews Professor Pat McGorry, an adviser to the Expert Committee on Asylum 

Seekers. 

Findings: APS 

Segment 5: People-smuggling accused ‘victims of smugglers’

Summary of content: Reporter Brown visits an impoverished fishing village on the 

Indonesian Island of Sulawesi with a lawyer representing one of some 300 Indonesians held 

in Australian prisons on people-smuggling charges.  The lawyer, Edwina Lloyd, insists that 

her client, who comes from this particular village, had no knowledge whatsoever that he was 

being asked to commit an illegal act when he agreed to serve as crewman on a vessel carrying 

a group of travellers.  According to Lloyd, he had been lied to by a people smuggler who 

claimed the boat was only going to another island in Indonesia.  For that he received $500, a 

. 15/08/12; (duration 5:11) 

Presenter Tony Jones; Reporter Helen Brown. 
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huge sum by his standards, but was too naïve to think he might be getting involved in a 

breach of the law.   

Lloyd proceeds to go around the village taking photographs as ‘evidence’ of how poor the 

villagers are.  She meets with the fisherman’s wife who tells her she is so sad about her 

husband’s prolonged absence that ‘I cry every day.’ The wife shows her Australian visitors 

the grave of an infant son who died of chickenpox while her husband was being held in 

custody. We also meet a niece who appears to confirm the lawyer’s contention, saying the 

fisherman told her he was only going to be ferrying people to Kupang, within Indonesian 

territory.  Lloyd sums up her case by describing villagers like these as too uneducated to 

know anything about politics or the law. That, she claims, is why smuggling syndicates come 

to prey on such remote communities.    

Evaluation:  The only apparent purpose I could detect in this coverage was to bring viewers 

face to face with poverty as it is experienced in an Indonesian fishing village, thus using the 

bias of imagery to evoke sympathy for the plight of jailed crewmembers of people smuggling 

vessels.  The report failed to challenge the lawyer on what if any evidence she had   to 

support her client’s claim of being misled about his mission.  Shouldn’t his suspicion have 

been aroused by being offered more money than the average Indonesian fisherman makes in a 

year?  Meanwhile, the lawyer claimed the photos she took that day would be useful evidence 

to present to an Australian court.  Was proof of a defendant being poor likely to be 

considered enough evidence to persuade a judge that he was innocent?  

Similarly, on the issue of whether such village dwellers were too uneducated   to know 

anything about the legal implications of people smuggling, the report didn’t bother to test that 

assumption by questioning them through the translator.  Did they know anything about 
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Australia?  Did they have any knowledge of other fishermen   locked away in Australian 

gaols?     

The  reporter’s one apparent contribution to the story was  a piece to camera telling Lateline 

viewers how it took four hours of difficult driving over barely passable roads to reach this 

village. ‘It is not an easy drive,’ Brown concludes, ‘ but it gives you some idea of what the 

people smuggling syndicates are willing to do to find the people they need.’   It may well 

have taken her four hours but that proves absolutely nothing.  If a richly endowed people-

smuggling syndicate was so eager to exploit gullible people in a remote fishing village, 

wouldn’t it be much easier to arrive there in a speedboat?  

Finding: The segment appeared to have only one purpose --to exploit the bias of imagery to 

evoke sympathy for crew members of people- smuggling   vessels.  RC-FI 

Segment 6: Sri Lanka still unsafe

Summary of content: According to Tony Jones’s introduction,  Lateline had gained access to 

a new documentary  entitled ‘Silenced Voices’ purporting to have evidence of war crimes 

committed by the Sri Lankan government  during the civil war and expressing grave concerns 

about the fate of countless  thousands of Tamils following the defeat of their military wing.  

Jones advised that the story to follow, featuring interviews with two journalists who appeared 

in the documentary, suggested that the most recent asylum seekers arriving in Australian 

waters from Sri Lanka were escaping human rights abuses.  That assessment differed 

markedly from the Federal Opposition’s depiction of them as merely ‘economic’ refugees 

seeking better living conditions. 

. 20/09/ 2012 (duration 6:37) Presenter Tony Jones; 

Reporter Kerry Brewster. 



10 Asylum Seeker Audit  
 

As it turned out the first two and one-half minutes of the segments focused entirely on bloody 

scenes of the war, some of the footage not seen before, perhaps, but shedding no new light on 

a conflict marked by atrocities committed by both sides. The rest was basically nothing more 

than speculation by the two self-exiled journalists on what might be happening in the country 

following the Tamil defeat. As one points out, ‘when no one is watching anything can 

happen.’ Sri Lanka’s High Commissioner in Canberra is given 34 seconds of a 6:37 segment 

to deny the truth of any allegations of human rights abuse and insists the Tamil areas of the 

country are ‘thriving.’  

Evaluation: The introduction to this segment overstated its relevance to the asylum seeker 

debate as it plays out in Parliament. The story itself, in my estimation, offered nothing 

approaching proof of officially sanctioned persecution. Nevertheless, there are certainly 

grounds for concern that deserve the attention of a serious current affairs program and the 

High Commissioner’s appearance met the standard of balance. 

Finding: APS  

Segment 7: Australia ‘does not deserve a Security Council seat

Presenter Emma Alberici; Reporter Kerry Brewster  

.’ 16/10/2012 (duration 7:54) 

 

Summary of content: The report returns to a subject previously covered in segment 1, namely 

the plight of three Tamil refugees branded security risks. The focus this time is on 

Premakumar, brain damaged after being beaten by Sri Lankan soldiers and having a 

particularly hard time coping mentally with the conditions in the Villawood Detention 

Centre.  The program quotes a witness at Villawood who claimed Premakumar had been 

assaulted by SERCO security guards at Villawood presumably for reasons related to his 
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unstable behaviour. The Immigration Department issued a statement to the program denying 

that he had been mistreated in any way. 

Still, that alleged incident and its subsequent repercussions were not the main reason for 

Lateline revisiting the story. Instead, this segment also features an interview with Ben Saul, 

professor of international law at Sydney University and a lawyer representing 38 Tamil 

refugees assessed by ASIO as security risks. He takes the view that Australia did not deserve 

to win its bid for a seat on the Security Council because its policies towards refugees were in 

violation of United Nations requirements and so inhumane as to cause them mental distress.  

Evaluation: In journalistic terms the interview with Dr Saul was used as a ‘peg’ to revisit and 

update the programs previous story on Tamil refugees complaining about ASIO assessments.  

The report, however,  failed to  raise questions   that  certainly needed asking   Doesn’t 

Australia at least deserve recognition for taking in more migrants –including refugees—per 

capita than almost any other nation? If human rights abuse was a bar to Security Council 

membership why had it been granted in the past to numerous nations controlled by dictatorial 

regimes? 

I am also concerned that a story dealing with such a newsworthy topic as the specific 

allegations in the case of Premakumar should be conflated with a topic of lesser 

newsworthiness at best. Dr Saul is undoubtedly qualified to offer his opinion on the complex 

issue of eligibility for Security Council membership. If Lateline’s producers, however, still 

felt that particular subject was important enough to bring to the attention of a national TV 

audience, then weren’t they obliged by the standard of balance to devote a separate segment 

to it—a debate in which Saul’s partisan views could be challenged by someone prepared to 

argue that every nation has the right to assess potential security threats among its newly 

arrived refugees?  
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Initial Finding: This segment takes a story that would be valid on its own, the mistreatment of 

a mentally ill refugee, and undermines its impact by interweaving an interview with an 

academic speculating on Australia’s chances for a Security Council seat. RC-FI 

Segment 8: Morrison quiet on outcome of Indonesian discussions

Emma Alberici interviewing Scott Morrison   

. 16/10/22 (Duration: 822) 

 

Summary of content: A straightforward interview with the Opposition spokesman on 

Immigration following discussions he had in Jakarta.   

Finding: APS 

Segment 9: Immigration Minister Chris Bowen

Summary of content: The Immigration Minister is probed on the decision to excise the 

Australian mainland from the migration zone – a complicated issue well-handled by Tony 

Jones.  

 31/10/2012 (duration 14:30) Tony Jones 

interviewing. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 10: Morrison’s visit to Sri Lanka

Summary of content: They discuss issues ranging from the welfare of the Tamil community 

in Sri Lanka to the practicality of turning around people-smuggling vessels. 

 04/02/2013 (duration 12: 09) Emma Alberici 

interviewing the Opposition spokesman. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 11: Conditions on Nauru ‘like a concentration camp.’

Presenter Emma Alberici; Reporter Karen Barlow 

 05/02/2013 (duration 5:32)  
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Summary of content: A professionally-trained nurse, Marianne Evers, spent three weeks at 

the detention centre in Nauru before resigning in disgust at the conditions there. She claims to 

have personally witnessed three or four hangings of asylum seekers, heard other staff talk of 

gang rapes of young men and likens conditions to a ‘concentration camp.’ A spokesman for 

the Immigration Department insists it’s extremely unfair to use that terminology. 

Evaluation:  A segment well worth the coverage and with balanced treatment. 

Findings: APS 

Segment 12: Hanson-Young condemns ‘vilification’ of asylum seekers.

Summary of content: The Greens Senator accuses Opposition members of stirring up fears 

about recently arrived refugees committing crimes such as sexual assault and demanding 

unnecessary restrictions on their movements. Tony Jones puts all possible counter-arguments. 

 28/02/2013 (duration 

9:02) Tony Jones interviewing 

Finding: APS 

Segment 13:  Insults fly over foreign workers and asylum seekers

Presenter Emma Alberici Reporter Tom Iggulden 

. 05/03/2013 (duration 6:00) 

 

Summary of content: A roundup of parliamentary debate over foreign workers and asylum 

seekers. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 14: Interview with Scott Morrison. 07/03/2013 (duration 17:02) Tony Jones 

interviewing. 
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Summary of content: This is mainly devoted to debate over 457 work visas and only 

peripheral to the asylum seeker debate.  

Finding: APS 

Segment 15: Regional approach required for asylum seekers

Summary of content: The Defence Minister is interviewed in Jakarta about his discussions on 

a stronger regional approach to the asylum-seeker issue.  

. 03/04/2013 (duration 17:03) 

Tony Jones interviewing Stephen Smith. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 16: Safeguards not met on Manus Island

Summary of content: As a member of the Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers, Aristotle admits 

to disappointment about the administration of the new detention centre on Manus Island and 

other issues in which his committee’s recommendations are yet to be implemented.  

. 04/04/2013 (duration 18:17) Tony Jones 

interviews Paris Aristotle., member of the Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 17: High Commissioner says Sri Lankans don’t need to seek asylum

Summary of content: Tony Jones conducts a wide-ranging interview with High 

Commissioner Thisara Samarasinghe on allegations of persecution of Tamils in the north of 

his country.  

. 10/04/2013 

(duration 14:32) Tony Jones interviewing 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 18: Doubts thrown on AFP claims an Egyptian asylum seeker was convicted of a 

string of terrorist-related crimes.

Summary of content: A report on questions raised in Parliament about an Egyptian asylum 

seeker accused of terrorism under one Egyptian regime but largely exonerated by future court 

reviews.  

 31/05/ 2013 (duration: 5:09) Presenter Emma Alberici, 

Reporter Tom Iggulden 

Finding: APS 

Segment 19: Asylum seeker documents journey

Summary of content:    An asylum seeker who is also a professional photographer documents 

an abortive journey in a people smuggling vessel that ended in shipwreck.  He explains why 

asylum seekers are willing to take such risks. 

 11/06/2013 (duration 8:01) Presenter Emma 

Alberici; Reporter Sasha Koloff  

Finding: APS  

Segment 20: Government must process asylum seekers

Summary of content: The President of the Human Rights Commission, Gillian Triggs, 

expresses her concerns about the need to speed up assessments of asylum seekers arriving by 

boat and ensure children and minors are freed from detention as soon as possible.  

. 01/07/2013 (duration 14:31) Emma 

Alberici interviewing Gillian Triggs. 

Finding: APS  

Segment 21: Government should have changed approach to asylum seekers.03/07/2013 

(duration 15:30) Emma Alberici interviewing Immigration Minister 
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Summary of content: Emma Alberici attempts to pin down Tony Burke on different aspects 

of government policy towards asylum seekers, including the issue of whether most Iranian 

arrivals are economic migrants rather than fleeing persecution. 

Finding:  APS 

Segment 22: Opposition would restore Howard’s asylum seeker policy

Summary of content: This interview covers a number of different issues from the largely 

favourable assessments given to asylum speakers to issue of turning back boats and most 

desirable treatment for children among the asylum speakers. 

. 04/07/2013 (duration 

11: 57) Emma Alberici interviewing Opposition Immigration Minister 

Findings: APS 

Segment 23: Indonesia could close down people smugglers

Summary of content: Alberici questions Molan, a retired major general, on his view that the 

Indonesians should be putting more resources into deterring people smugglers. 

. 08/07/2013 (duration 13:07) 

Emma Alberici interviews military commentator Jim Molan. 

Findings:  APS 

Segment 24:  Australia needs to cooperate with Indonesia on asylum speakers

Summary of content: Jones presses the Deputy Prime Minister on the growing number of 

deaths at sea among asylum seekers and whether the government is doing enough to try to 

prevent them. 

. 17/07/2013      

(duration 18:00) Tony Jones interviews Anthony Albanese. 

Findings: APS 
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Segment 25: Government declares all asylum seekers arriving by boat will go to Papua New 

Guinea.

Summary of content: A straightforward report on reactions within Parliament to the new 

measure. 

  19/07/2013 (duration 5:28) Presenter Steve Cannane Reporter Tom Iggulden   

Findings: APS 

Segment 26: Opposition Immigration Spokesman on PNG announcement

Summary of content: The Opposition Immigration spokesman is asked about his party’s 

qualified support for the PNG processing announcement. 

: 19/07/2013 

(duration 6:49) Steve Cannane interviews Scott Morrison. 

Findings: APS  

Segment 27:  Lateline’s Friday Forum

Summary of content: The former Foreign Minister and former WA premier are asked their 

views on the Rudd Government’s PNG procession decision. Both are glad that tighter 

measures are being reintroduced to try to discourage asylum seekers from risking their lives. 

 19/07/12 (duration 14:33) Steve Cannane interviews 

Alexander Downer and Geoff Gallop   

Finding: APS 

Segment 28: Anger over asylum agreement with PNG 

Summary of content: A routine roundup of different reactions  to the so-called PNG solution 

from the program’s political reporter, including officially sanctioned photos of a distressed 

female reacting to news she is to be sent to Manus Island. 

22/07/2013 (duration 5:42) Presenter 

Steve Cannane Reporter Tom Iggulden 
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Finding: APS 

Segment 29: Carr says PNG solution appropriate

Summary of content: The Minister for Higher Education and Industry defends the 

Government’s tough stand on asylum seeker processing.  

 27/07/2013 (duration 15:05) Steve Cannane 

interviewing Kim Carr. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 30: PNG solution produces jump in polls

Summary of Content:  Reaction to the improved polling for the Rudd government. 

. 23/07/2013 (duration 5:20) Presenter 

Steve Cannane, Reporter Tom Iggulden 

Finding: APS  

Segment31: PNG Minister accuses Abbot of misrepresenting him.

Summary of content:   PNG Prime Minister Peter O’Neill complains of his country being 

unfairly caught up in the crossfire of political debate within the Australian Parliament. 

 24/07/2013 (duration 5:33) 

Presenter Tony Jones; Reporter Tom Iggulden 

Finding: APS 

Segment 32:  Abbott to call in the big brass.

Summary of content: A straightforward report on the Opposition’s new plan to pose a 

military-style challenge to people smugglers, appointing a three-star commander to lead it. 

 25/07/2013 (duration 5:38)   Presenter Tony 

Jones; Reporter Tom Iggulden 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 33: Morrison explains border protection

Summary of content: Jones raises questions about a politician being effectively in charge of a 

major military and intelligence operation. 

 25/07/2013 (duration 10:43) Tony Jones 

interviews the Opposition spokesman on immigration. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 34:  Friday Forum

Summary of content: Representatives of opposing parties exchange partisan views on the 

advantages and disadvantages of their differing policies aimed at thwarting people smugglers. 

.  Steven Cannane interviews Richard Marles, Trade Minister and 

Peter Dutton, Opposition Health spokesman. 26/07/2013 (duration 16:26) 

Finding: APS 

Segment 35: Stop being cruel to win votes

Summary of content: Milne is pressed on the question of why she thinks it is cruel to try to 

stop people dying in ill-fated attempts to reach Australia in people-smuggling vessels. She 

insists no form of deterrence will stop desperate refugees seeking a secure future. 

. 30/07/2013 (duration 13:34) Emma Alberici 

interviews Greens leader Christine Milne. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 36: Turning back boats

Summary of content:  Bishop is asked to respond to questions ranging from turn back the 

boats policy to the Rudd Government’s PNG solution. 

. 7/08/2013 (duration 7:48 of a longer interview). Tony Jones 

interviews Julie Bishop, Deputy Opposition Leader. 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 37: Friday Forum

Summary of Content: The two political opponents joust for the high moral ground in regard 

to their various polices. 

. 16/08/2013 (duration 14:58) Emma Alberici interviews Trade 

Minister Richard Marles and George Brandis, Shadow Attorney General.  

Finding: APS 

Segment 38: Tony Burke on Indonesia’s special conference on asylum speakers.

Summary of content: A discussion of wide-ranging issues brought up at a conference in 

Jakarta. 

 20/08/2013 

(duration: 14:58) Emma Alberici interviews the Immigration Minister. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 39: Day 19 on campaign trail.

Summary of content:  As the title suggests, a report on various issues, the most notable of 

them the Coalition’s new plan to buy fishing boats to keep them being used by people 

smugglers. 

 23/08/2013 (duration 5:32) Presenter Emma Alberici: 

Reporter Tom Iggulden 

Finding: APS 

Segment 40: Friday Forum

Summary of content: The two opponents exchange largely good natured banter on a number 

of issues, the Coalition’s boat buying policy in particular. 

. 23/08/2013 (duration 15:56). Emma Alberici interviews the 

National Party’s Barnaby Joyce and Joel Fitzgibbon, Labor MP. 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 41: Indonesia concerned about Abbott’s border protection plan

Summary of content: The program’s correspondent in Jakarta gives details of a press 

conference in which Indonesia’s Foreign Minister expressed his misgivings about various 

aspects of the Coalition’s plans to stop people smuggling. 

. 12/09/2013      

(duration 5:29) Presenter Tony Jones Reporter George Roberts 

Finding: APS 

Segment 42: Australian and Indonesia should share the burden on asylum seekers

Summary of content: A well-placed Indonesian parliamentarian expresses concerns about the 

‘turn back the boats’ policy and other Coalition proposals widely seen as encroaching on his 

country’s sovereignty. 

. 

18/09/2013 (duration 12: 26) Tony Jones interviews Indonesian MP Tantowi Yahya. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 43: Friday Forum

Summary of content:  The two political opponents react predictably to indications of 

Jakarta’s concerns about various aspects of the boat people debate. 

 29/09/2013 (duration: 6:00) Emma Alberici interviews Tony 

Burke, Former Immigration Minister, and Susan Ley, Liberal MP. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 44: Blustering approach endangers Indonesian cooperation

Summary of Content:  The interview is based largely on Indonesia’ openly hostile reaction to   

the new Coalition government’s approach to people smuggling. 

. (duration15:23) Tony 

Jones interviews Chris Bowen, acting Opposition leader. 



22 Asylum Seeker Audit  
 

Finding:  APS  

Segment 45: Indonesian and Australian relations could be closer

Summary of content: The interview deals with various reactions to Prime Minister Abbott’s 

visit. 

. 30/09/2013 (duration 8:05)   

Emma Alberici interviews Dewi Fortuna Anwar, senior Indonesian adviser. 

Finding:  APS 

Segment46: Indonesia consistently opposed to turning back boats

Summary of content: Marles is asked about various aspects of the people smuggling 

controversy and maintains a firm party line. 

. Emma Alberici interviews 

Richard Marles, Opposition Immigration spokesman. 

Finding: APS      

___________________________________________________________________________ 

7.30  

Segment I: Immigration Minister responds to asylum seeker report

Summary of content: The Immigration Minister says all parties must be prepared to make 

compromises to accept the recommendations of the Expert Panel on asylum seekers. 

. 13/08/2012 (duration 

5:47) Chris Uhlmann interviews Chris Bowen. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 2: Panel hands down asylum review. 13/08/2012 (duration 5:58) Leigh Sales 

interviews Angus Houston, Chairman of Expert Panel. 
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Summary of content: Houston explains that recommendations for off-shore processing were 

strongly influenced by the increasing number of deaths at sea and the need to use deterrence 

measures to discourage the use of people smuggling vessels. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 3: Shadow Immigration Minister reacts to asylum proposals

Summary of content: Morrison boasts that the Panel’s recommendations are proof that the 

Howard government’s tough deterrence measures worked. Under Leigh’s questioning, 

however, he denies he is accusing Labor of having blood on its hands. 

. 14/08/2012 (duration 

7:14) Leigh Sales interviews Scott Morrison 

Finding: APS 

Segment 4: Parliament returns to tackle asylum debate

Summary of content: Uhlmann gives a concise rundown of various political views as 

Parliament prepares to consider new legislation to deal with people smuggling. 

. 14/08/2012 (duration 7:17) Presenter 

Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann  

Finding APS 

Segment 5: Asylum policy passes lower house

Summary of content:  Uhlmann speaks of a ‘gloat-a-thon’ as the Coalition agrees to the 

legislation while not missing a chance to heap scorn on Labor for its back down. 

. 15/08/2012 (6:21) Presenter Leigh Sales 

Reporter Chris Uhlmann.   

Finding: APS 
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Segment 6: Attorney General on asylum laws

Summary of content: The Attorney General is asked about changing laws to show more 

leniency to younger crew members of people smuggling boats. 

. 15/08/2012 (duration 7:52) Leigh Sales 

interviews Nicola Roxon. 

Finding: APS  

Segment 7: State of detention centres provokes more debate

Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann 

. 20/08/2012 (duration 6:12)  

Summary of Content: Uhlmann focuses on concerns over the time it will take to make the 

facilities at Manus Island and Nauru liveable for large numbers of refugees. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 8: Nauru processing poses question

Summary of content: Uhlmann pursues the question of how and where refugee processing 

will be carried out. 

. 10/09/2012 (duration 6:58) Presenter Leigh 

Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 9: Asylum seekers face uncertain legal status

Summary of content: Uhlmann reports on the plight of Tamils, now largely regarded by the 

government as economic refugees and sent to Nauru to pressure them into returning to Sri 

Lanka.  

. 25/09/2012 (duration 6:36) Presenter 

Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 10: New asylum seeker arrivals bring overcrowding fears

Summary of content: With 4000 new asylum seeker arrivals since the deterrence legislation 

was introduced, fears grow that the off-shore centres will not be able to cope. 

. 15/10/2012 (duration 

7:21) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann 

Finding: APS  

Segment 11: Asylum seeker security review

Summary of content: Nicola Roxon explains how ASIO assessments of refugees posing a 

security threat will now be subject to review by a former Federal Court judge. 

. 15/10/2012 (duration 8:30) Leigh Sales 

interviews the Attorney General. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 12) Asylum police debate heats up

Summary of content: Political parties exchange jibes as the number of irregular maritime 

arrivals goes beyond 12,000 including some landing at Cocos Island 

. 16/10/2012 (duration 5:46) Presenter Leigh 

Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 13: Immigration Minister defends policy

Summary of content: The Minister admits there are a ‘few challenges’ but insists the policies 

in place will work over time. 

. 16/10/12 (duration 8:03) Leigh Sales   

Interviews Chris Bowen. 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 14: From high seas to HSC: a refugee success story

Summary of content:  This is an inspiring account of an Afghan orphan who arrived as an 

accompanied minor on Christmas Island at the age of 14 and has gone on to earn his HSC in 

a  school that deals with a number of refugee and migrant children. 

. 19/11/2012 (duration 6:16) 

Present Leigh Sales; Reporter Monique Schafter. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 15:  Manus Island transfers refocus debate

Summary of content:  As the first refugees, including family groups arrive in Manus Island, 

the government announces new measures to cope with the unprecedented number of boat 

people still arriving. 

. 21/11/ 2012 (duration 5:31) Presenter 

Leigh Sales Reporter Chris Uhlmann. 

APS   

Segment 16: Breach of Promise. 18/12/2012 (duration: 6:56) Presenter Chris Uhlmann; 

Reporter Heather Ewart. 

Summary of content: The government’s decision to divert $375 million from foreign aid 

promises to help pay for asylum seeker processing sparks a predictable controversy. 

Finding:  APS 

Segment 17: Julia Bishop criticises foreign aid cuts. 18/12/2012 (duration 7:34)   Chris 

Uhlmann interviews acting Opposition leader. 

Summary of content: Bishop lashes the government for its foreign aid decision while 

resisting Uhlmann’s attempts to find out what the coalition might do on the matter if returned 

to Government. 
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Finding: APS 

Segment 18: False promises. 19/12/2012 (duration 9:29) Presenter Chris Uhlmann;    

Reporter Michael Edwards. 

Summary of content:  The report reveals how many Sri Lankans are being misled by people 

smugglers who claim jobs are guaranteed to them once they arrive in Australia. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 19:  No letup in boat arrivals

Reporter Chris Uhlmann, 

. 26/03/2013 (duration 7:14) Presenter Leigh Sales  

Summary of content: With still more boat arrivals and deaths at sea, reporter Uhlmann offers 

a roundup of a wide range views. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 20: Torture claims emerge from Sri Lanka

Summary of content:  Leigh Sales introduces this report by calling attention to the fact that 

Tamil asylum seekers are now routinely being forced to return to their homeland because the 

government insists they no longer face the threat of officially-condoned persecution ‘But 

tonight,’ she adds, ‘one Sri Lankan Tamil living in Australia tells a very different and 

disturbing story, a story of torture at the hands of the Sri Lankan Army Intelligence just last 

month.’ 

. 24/04/2013 (duration 9:02) Presenter 

Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart. 

The report to follow features an interview with a Tamil man who had been resident in 

Melbourne since 2008, eventually bringing his family to join him when he secured a job as a 

chef. In March, 2013, however, he returned to Sri Lanka to manage a restaurant for a sick 
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uncle. He claims that a few days after his return, he and his brother were walking along a 

street when stopped by two men in a white van.   They singled him out, accosted him, then 

blindfolded him and threw him into their van, taking him to a dimly lit room that appeared to 

have bloodstains on its walls. They accused him of having links to the Tamil Tigers. Despite 

his denials his captors proceeded to beat him and torture him, at one point squeezing his 

testicles and shoving ice up his anus. He was kept prisoner in that room for four days ---his 

tormentors finally releasing him after his uncle arranged to pay them a $20,000 bribe. Before 

they let him go, however, they branded his back with hot irons, the terrible scars starkly 

visible on screen. 

The Tamil insisted on concealing his identity in case his story led to repercussions for his 

relatives still living in Sri Lanka. In the segment he was referred to as Kumar. Ewart went on 

to interview aid workers and a former UN official who had worked in Sri Lanka during the 

civil war. All said the story sounded credible. The High Commissioner for Sri Lanka was also 

interviewed, denying that such abuses still occurred in his country and offering to investigate 

personally if the witness agreed to meet with him and identify himself. 

Towards the end of the story, file footage was shown of Bob Carr, Foreign Minister, assuring 

a parliamentary committee: ‘Since 2010 there has been no evidence of (Tamil) returnees 

being discriminated against or arrested, let alone tortured.’ 

Evaluation: This report is powerfully presented with dramatic recreations of how the 

complainant was taken captive and mistreated, along with shocking close-ups of his 

numerous deep burn scars.  I was left with no doubt that his account, as he related it, was 

credible. In my opinion, however, the program’s treatment of his account contained a fatal 

flaw. 
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Here is how reporter Ewart introduced her star witness in her voice over commentary. 

‘Kumar….says… he was abducted, raped and tortured by Sri Lankan Army Intelligence 

officers.’ The problem is, he doesn’t say that at all in terms of what the program actually put 

to air. The transcript—the exact words viewers would have heard--   contains only one 

reference to army intelligence. ‘They told my brother that we are from army intelligence.’  

In the course of the interview, as broadcast nationally, there was no mention of the two men 

establishing their identity with official credentials.  The place where he was taken, as he 

described it, may have had bloodstains on the wall but he makes no mention in the program 

of seeing other guards around it, flags, uniforms or anything to suggest it was a military 

establishment. Of course, an ordinary viewer might well suppose that’s exactly how military 

intelligence would operate. The job of a journalist, however, is to exercise extreme caution 

when hearing the words ‘they told.’ Anyone can claim to be something but where was the 

evidence to establish the status of Kumar’s two captors beyond doubt?   

It’s not hard to think of plausible alternatives to who they might have been.  They could have 

been ill-disciplined soldiers or plainclothes policemen acting on their own. In the unsettled 

aftermath following 30 years of bitter civil war, they could have been Sinhalese ruffians out 

to cause mischief, taking the law into their own hands. Or they could simply have been 

extortionists seeing profit to be made in holding a wealthy restaurant owner’s newly arrived 

nephew for ransom. 

Meanwhile, given Sri Lanka’s efforts to deny all accusations of continued persecution of 

Tamils, one might assume the last thing a government-controlled agency like Army 

Intelligence would want to do was arrest a Tamil who now made his home in Australia and 

send him back with gruesome burn scars for all to see—not exactly as subtle a form of torture 

as water-boarding.  
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Within the context of the asylum speaker debate, there could be no more explosive issue  than  

whether the Tamil minority in Sri Lanka is still  exposed to  torture and mistreatment. When a 

program presents a story to suggest it could well  be – supported by the most shocking image 

of   horribly branded human flesh – it is duty-bound to  show the most impeccable standards  

of  responsible journalism.  

A typical viewer, when confronted with such imagery, is almost certain to conclude:  it’s got 

to be the military intelligence that did that!   There’s only the program to warn them of other 

possibilities and the only permissible word for a journalist to use in introducing a report of 

such potential impact was a clear-cut   alleged as in ‘alleged to be army intelligence agents’.  

The use of such a qualification is not a sign of weakness for a well- respected current affairs 

program –it is a mark of its reliability in distinguishing between proven fact and assumption. 

Instead, Leigh Sales effectively declared the 7:30 Report to have evidence, in the form of a 

victim’s statement, telling ‘a story of torture at the hands of the Sri Lankan Army Intelligence 

just last month.’ 

Initial Finding: This segment, as it went to air, appeared to have misrepresented the testimony 

given to it by the torture victim, who effectively admitted he had no way of knowing the true 

identity of his tormentors. RC-FI  

Segment 21:  Syrian refugees pose humanitarian crisis.

Summary of content: Middle East correspondent brown gives a vivid account of refugees 

from the Syrian civil war pouring into Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley. 

 25/04/2013 (duration 7:33) Presenter 

Leigh Sales; Reporter Matt Brown 

Finding: APS 

Segment 22: Asylum seeker needs overwhelm charities. 15/05/2013 (duration 8:13) 
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Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart. 

Summary of content:  The story shows charities and church groups struggling to cope with 

the rapidly increasing number of refugees. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 23: Whistle blower claims against AFP.

Summary of content: Duffy reports on the case of a veteran member of the Australian Federal 

Police stationed on Christmas Island. He says he repeatedly warned his superiors of 

dangerous pressures building up in the detention centre yet they removed the only 

detachment of riot police shortly before an extended riot lasting nearly a week.     

 28/05/2013 (duration 12:11) Presenter 

Leigh Sales; Reporter Conor Duffy 

Finding: APS   

Segment 24: Asylum seekers ‘sent home to jail and beatings.’

Summary of content: A former immigration employee says Sri Lankan asylum seekers have 

been singled out by the government for ‘enhanced processing’ – a high-speed method of 

assessment when  even a single question put to them just after the completion of their 

hazardous journey can disqualify them on the spot.  Scores of them have been immediately 

sent back to Sri Lanka on that basis –a number of those alleged by their relatives to have been 

subsequently jailed and physically mistreated. 

 10/06/2013 (duration 8:03) 

Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Hayden Cooper  

Evaluation: The immigration employee who resigned because of injustices he witnessed 

came across as credible. The claims of abuse were disturbing but no evidence was offered. 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 25: PM answers asylum policy questions.

Summary of content:  The newly returned Prime Minister is pressed on a number of points 

involving asylum seekers but proves hard to pin down. 

 03/07/2013 (duration 13:35). Leigh Sales 

interviews Kevin Rudd. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 26: Rising death toll adds urgency.

Summary of content:  More drownings bring calls for a bi-partisan approach to the border 

protection issues. 

 17/07/2013 (duration 7:15) Presenter Chris 

Uhlmann; Reporter Sabra Lane      

Finding:  APS 

Segment 27: Scott Morrison speaks of ‘war against people smuggling.’

Summary of content: Uhlmann asks if the Opposition is overreacting to the refugee problem 

compared to what many other nations are coping with. 

 18/07/203 (duration 

7:52) Chris Uhlmann interviews the Shadow Minister for Immigration. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 28: PM’s policy changes prepare path to election

Summary of content: A toughening of Labor policy on asylum seekers raises concerns among 

some party members but is largely regarded as an attempt to secure more voting support.  

. 22/07/2013 (duration 6:44) 

Presenter Chris Uhlmann Reporter Heather Ewart 

Finding: APS 
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Segment 29: Manus MP says asylum seekers to be settled elsewhere

Summary of content: Ronnie Knight, as the local member, expresses concern at how many 

refugees his region can safely absorb and doubts that any of them would ever qualify for 

PNG citizenship. 

. 22/07/2013 (duration 

7:11) Chris Uhlmann interviews Ronnie Knight. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 30: Immigration Minister aims for greater refugee intake

Summary of content: Tony Burke defends the use of Manus as a processing centre while also 

speaking of plans to boost the number of refugees taken in from UN processing. 

. 22/07/2013 (duration 

7:37) Chris Uhlmann interviewing Tony Burke. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 31: Were warnings of the Nauru riot ignored?

Summary of content:  Independent witnesses say not enough was done to deal with tensions 

clearly building up at the Nauru centre before it erupted in rioting. 

 23/07/2013 (duration 10:35) Presenter 

Leigh Sales; Reporter Conor Duffy 

Finding: APS 

Segment 32: Former asylum adviser ‘horrified

Summary of content:  Minas describes detention centres like Christmas Island, Nauru and 

Manus as ‘toxic dumps’ in which no amount of health care could deal with such obvious 

mistreatment of those interned.   

.’ 24/07/2013 (duration 6:58) Leigh Sales 

interviews Harry Minas, mental health expert. 
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Finding: APS 

Segment 33: Military role in border protection

Summary of content: Molan defends the Coalition’s plan to put a three star officer in charge 

of fighting people smugglers. 

. 25/07/2013 (duration 5:57) Leigh Sales 

interviews Jim Molan, retired general. 

Finding: APS  

Segment 34: Coalition wants military in charge of borders

Summary of content: Uhlmann reports on attempts by the major parties to outdo each other in 

showing their resolve end people smuggling. 

. 25/07/2013 (duration 7:06) 

Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann    

Finding: APS 

Segment 35: Reviewer hands down decision on security assessments

Summary of content: Ewart reports on the case of a Tamil refugee whose unfavourable ASIO 

security assessment was deemed reasonable by Margaret Stone, a former federal judge 

appointed to review such cases.  

. 25/07/2013 (duration 

7:49) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart: 

Finding:  APS 

Segment 36: PNG PM denies ‘blank cheque’. 29/07/2013 (duration 6:52) Leigh Sales 

interviews Peter O’Neill. 
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Summary of content: The interview ranges from local concerns about the expanded 

processing centre on Manus to the PM denying suggestions that Labor had granted him an 

open-ended amount of aid for his cooperation. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 37: Manus Island concerns

Summary of content: The report covers local complaints on Manus about garbage disposal 

and other problems associated with the expanded facilities.   

. 29/07/2013 (duration 7:02) Presenter Leigh Sales;   

Reporter Liam Fox 

Finding: APS 

Segment 38: Critics question asylum policy legality

Summary of content:  As two major parties battle it out to be seen as tougher on asylum 

seekers, law professor Frank Brennan sees grounds for a High Court challenge. 

. 30/07/2013 (duration 6:31)   Presenter 

Leigh Sales Reporter Chris Uhlmann 

Finding: APS 

Segment 39: PM defends policies

Summary of content:   Rudd notes that along with its tougher policies on boat people Labor 

plans to bring in more officially-sanctioned refugees following their UN assessments. 

. 7/08/2013 (duration 16:17). Leigh Sales interviews PM 

Rudd. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 40: Will Torres Strait become back door for asylum seekers? 13/08/2013 (duration 

7:59) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Matt Wordsworth.  
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Summary of content: The traditional allowance for crossings between PNG and the Torres 

Strait Islands of Australia is under question with signs that people smugglers are now taking 

advantage of that route. 

Finding: APS   

Segment 41: Debate between Immigration Minister and Shadow

Summary of content: Sales asks the two politicians ‘why make it so difficult for each other’ 

when their policies seem to have so much in common. 

. 14/08/2013. (duration 

16:39) Leigh Sales 

Finding: APS 

Segment 42: Hard-line policies face High Court Challenge

Summary of content: The report finds many voters in favour of tough treatment for asylum 

seekers while lawyers for an Iranian sent to Manus Island ask for High Court intervention. 

. 20/08/2013 (duration 7:32) 

Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann 

Findings: APS  

Segment 43: Syrians fleeing conflict call for action

Summary of content: We see refugees from a different perspective – many thousands seeking 

refuge in Jordan. 

. 21/09/2013 (duration 5:52) Presenter 

Leigh Sales; Reporter Philip Williams. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 44: Asylum seekers asked their reaction to new temporary protective visas. 

4/09/2013 (duration 8:34) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart 
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Summary of content: The coalition’s decision to bring back Temporary Protection visas –

granting no permanent residency- causes anxiety among those interviewed. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 45: Abbott’s protection policies impact on Indonesia talks. 

Summary of content: As PM Abbott meets with the Indonesian president, Roberts talks to 

local fishermen about boat turn-around and boat-buying proposals. 

30/09/2013 (duration 

8:34) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter George Roberts   

Findings: APS 

Segment 46: PM’s return from Jakarta brings questions

Summary of content: Abbott is seen as adopting a more diplomatic stance since winning the 

election.  

. 02/10/ 2013 (duration 6:47) 

Presenter Tracy Bowden; Reporter Heather Ewart  

Findings: APS 

Segment 47:  Asylum seekers affect Australian-Indonesian relations.

Summary of content: A senior adviser to the Indonesian Government complains that 

Australia’s handling of asylum boats under the Abbott Government is ‘mind-boggling’ in 

terms of its ‘illegal activities.’ 

 11/11/2013 (duration 

7:16) Presenter Chris Uhlmann; Reporter Sabra Lane 

Finding: APS 

Segment 48: ‘All governments gather information.’ 13/11/2013 (duration 16:43) Leigh Sales 

interviews PM Abbott. 
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Summary of content: The interview is the new PM’s first with 7.30 and becomes quite robust 

as Sales attempts to pin him down on the secrecy surrounding his government’s handling of 

asylum seeker vessels. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 49: Asylum debate heats up.

Summary of content:  Lane provides a roundup of different views within parliament on the 

government’s proposals to reintroduce Temporary Protection Visas. 

 03/12/2013 (duration 5:51) Presenter Leigh Sales; 

Reporter Sabra Lane. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 50: ‘Permanent residence not required.’

Summary of content: Scott Morrison insists that genuine refugees need not be granted 

permanent residency under UN rules. 

 04/12/2013 (duration 8:47) Leigh Sales 

interviews Immigration Minister. 

Finding: APS 

Segment 51: Amnesty report condemns Manus.

Summary of content: Three Amnesty International researchers speak of unhygienic 

conditions in some sections of the Manus Island facility. 

 11/12/2013 (duration 6:22) Presenter Leigh 

Sales; Reporter Conor Duffy    

Finding: APS 

 

SUMMARY OF MY FINDINGS: 
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In the course of this audit I have routinely checked for indicators of bias as typical TV 

viewers might believe they have detected it.   Were interviewers tougher on some and notably 

softer on others? Did there appear to be an uneven distribution of time given to one topic or 

another? One political side or another? To academics and other expert commentators 

espousing humanitarian views as opposed to those more concerned with the practical need to 

protect Australia’s borders and deter people from resorting to people smugglers?   

As an independent observer, I found no grounds for concern in any of those measurements. 

The overall coverage of both programs included as wide a range of opinions as practical. 

Meanwhile, the air time given to any particular topic was in keeping with the newsworthiness 

of the asylum seeker debate as it progressed through the weeks nominated for this audit. 

Of 46 Lateline segments, 30 were straight interviews or debates, ten were in the form of 

news-of-the- day reports and six were pre-recorded feature stories. Of 51 segments from 7.30, 

18 were straight interviews or debates 25 were news-of-the-day type reports and eight fit into 

the category of feature stories. I considered many of the interviews in both programs to be of 

a high standard, tending to become ever more persistent in proportion to the evasiveness of 

their interviewee but with no noticeable difference in the scrutiny directed at any particular 

point of view, political, social or otherwise.   

Nevertheless, there were four segments –all in the category of feature reports --I judged as 

raising concerns about the standard of coverage and requiring further investigation in my 

talks with the relevant executive producers. As a result of these discussions, I now conclude 

as follows. 

FINAL CONCLUSIONS 

Lateline’s segment 1 quite properly identified a possible flaw in the justice system affecting 

three Tamil refugees but then –by failing to ask relevant questions—gave the distinct 
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impression there was no good reason to suspect them of having links to the Tamil Tigers and 

that ASIO’s assessments were not to be trusted. The program advised me that it did pose 

questions to the three Tamils about whether they gave help to the Tamil military campaign 

apart from participating in combat operations. Technical difficulties that arose from the secret 

filming made their answers inaudible. The program agrees it should have done more to 

confirm such questions were asked and met with a negative response. The program also 

agreed that it appeared to allow its expert witness, Phillip Boulten S.C., to cast doubt about 

the validity of ASIO assessments (possibly influenced by Australia’s efforts to secure a 

Security Council Seat) without properly challenging such an assertion. It had reason to 

believe, however, that topic was well within Boulten’s expertise. 

I accept this explanation and believe the story, despite any apparent flaws, was well worth 

doing.   

   

Lateline’s segment 5

In my view, if a program sets out cover a story in a way that is intended to convey a 

particular message or evoke a particular response from its viewers then that constitutes 

reporting that can be widely seen as biased.      

 appeared to have only one apparent purpose: evoking sympathy for 

crew members of people smuggling vessels. It portrayed them –without any semblance of  

proof—as frequently misled  as to their real mission and too naïve to understand why they are 

offered more money for one voyage  than the average Indonesian fisherman makes in a year. 

The program agrees that more scrutiny should have been applied to the lawyer’s claims that 

her client was innocent of any purposeful misconduct. 

Lateline’s segment 7 combined a valid story about the mistreatment of a mentally ill refugee 

with an academic expert who claimed that Australia should not be considered eligible for a 
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seat on the UN Security Council.   The program, in its reply to my initial finding, defended its 

decision on grounds that the UN vote was pending. It agreed, however, that more should have 

been done to try to balance the academic’s viewpoint with an opposing view.  

I still find that the coverage was likely to lead viewers to believe that Australia’s 

mistreatment of Tamil refugees was not only inhumane but so inhumane as to disqualify it 

from membership on the UN Security Council and could therefore raise suspicions of bias.  

 

7.30’s segment 20

The program, however, takes a contrary view, arguing that alleged or allegedly are ‘legal and 

legalistic terms’ not in keeping with the program’s more informal, conversational style. Yet 

that is exactly why I felt they were required, because they are so precise in their definition as 

to be acceptable in a court of law. To my mind, that was the highest possible standard of 

objective reporting  that was called for when the program found itself dealing with such an 

explosive issue: the bias of imagery inherent in camera close-ups of badly burned human 

flesh.  

   featured the account of a Tamil man who, according Leigh Sales’ 

introduction, said he had been tortured ‘at the hands of the Sri Lankan Army Intelligence.’ 

This report, with its shocking images of a branded back, had major international implications 

and was by far the most significant of the four.  My view was that the standard of journalism, 

in such a case, should have been impeccably correct, establishing from the very beginning 

that the torture victim only heard his two tormentors identify themselves as Army 

Intelligence and had no real knowledge whether they were telling the truth or were imposters. 

Such a situation, I suggested, called for the use of the clear-cut word ‘alleged’ to alert viewers 

to the possibility that the torture may have been conducted by someone other than Sri Lankan 

army intelligence officers.   
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Despite such concerns, I have no doubt that Kumar was subjected to horrific treatment and 

that his tormentors, whatever their true identities—intelligence agents or rogue elements –

were apparently left free to go on about their business. His ordeal clearly challenges the 

claims of both of Australia’s major political parties that Tamils are no longer subject to 

persecution in Sri Lanka. This 7.30 Report segment therefore deserves recognition as a most 

important contribution to the asylum-seeker debate.  
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	Impartiality is a goal that should be easily enough achieved by the network’s news programs with their primary focus on presenting straightforward factual information.  Current affairs programs, however, have a broader brief not only to provide useful background to the news of the day but explore the more complex issues that may flow from it.  That type of coverage is likely to include probing interviews and investigative pieces, the kind of reportage that tends to attract critical reactions.   It also includes   feature stories typically aimed at showing the human face behind the headlines. In pursuit of that latter goal such formats will occasionally resort to production techniques rarely if ever deemed allowable in a news bulletin. To help ‘set the scene,’ for example, they might use music or a haunting image to evoke a particular mood, showing how sad or fraught with danger a situation is. Within the context of a polarised debate that could certainly be regarded as less than impartial reporting in the sense that it is calculated to produce a sympathetic response. In this audit I have described such techniques as the bias of imagery.  That term, however, does not automatically stamp the full report as lacking objectivity. Other factors must be weighed in order to fairly judge the overall impact of the report.       
	 II:  PARAMETERS OF THE AUDIT
	This audit focuses on the coverage of the ABC’s two nightly current affairs programs: Lateline (46 segments) and 7.30 (51 segments). The period under review extends from 13 August 2012 to 31 December 2013. The former date marks the release of the Report by the Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers.  
	In his speech to the National Press Club on 11 December 2013, James Spigelman, Chairman of the ABC, acknowledged that the network’s news or current affairs programs might occasionally fail to meet the required standards of impartiality. In his opinion, though,   those instances did not constitute evidence of systemic bias and should only be regarded as stand- alone examples of ‘the imperfection of human endeavour.’  I have interpreted that elegant   phrase to mean lapses in the production standards normally expected of a conscientious team of television journalists. I certainly agree with the Chairman that these are bound to happen in the high-pressure process of putting a half-hour current affairs program to air night after night and when they occur they do not necessarily suggest a sustained pattern of prejudicial reporting. If such errors of judgement, however, show a tendency to favour one point of view over another, that does give cause for concern.  
	The ABC guidelines essentially require that in dealing with any controversy or debate its news and current affairs coverage will provide an adequate amount of air time to all significant views as indicated in the phrase breadth of coverage. The coverage, in specific terms, will also be ‘accurate, impartial and objective and therefore avoid bias.’ To ensure impartiality, editorial judgements are to be ‘based on news values, not for example, on political, commercial or sectional interests or personal views. Do not unduly favour one perspective over others.’ 
	Bias, then, is referred to only within the context of the professional disciplines that might help a journalist avoid it, not in identifying the specific indicators that may raise suspicions of its presence.  No doubt, those  elements have proved  notoriously hard to pin down, as exemplified by numerous unconvincing studies of the minutes given to each side in a debate or the time devoted to different topics. In conducting this audit, however, I have decided to employ a guideline for even-handed reporting that can be readily understood by non-journalists as well those in the profession.  Compared to a worthy but rather intangible value like impartiality, it offers a specific target to focus on.   
	III:  NOTES ON AUTHOR’S METHODOLOGY:
	One the journalistic profession’s most basic roles is scrutiny, the process of closely examining all assertions to try to establish how reliable they may be. The standard of scrutiny a current affairs program applies to any proposition is an important measure of its excellence. At the same time, however, when that key editorial standard is unevenly applied to various parties in a controversy or debate then there certainly appears to be something amiss in the coverage. Questions that should have been asked but weren’t.  Allegations allowed to pass as fact. Such lapses in reporting standards do not automatically prove bias but they can most definitely taint a current affairs story with the suspicion of it.  
	.   
	In evaluating these segments I was keenly aware that current affairs coverage does not occur within the germ-free, controlled conditions of a scientific laboratory.  On-site reportage can often be disrupted by any number of factors before it is properly completed. A key witness may suddenly feel too fragile to continue the interview. The camera team may experience technical difficulties.  Meanwhile, questions may have been asked by the reporter but left out in the editing process because of time constraints. I felt it was important for the programs concerned to have an input into the audit, allowing them to cite any such factors that may have influenced the final outcome of their stories.  I am pleased to say that the ABC did in fact broaden the scope of the audit to enable me to meet directly with the executive producers concerned.  Their comments are included in my final conclusions. 
	In terms of my initial evaluations, I have framed my findings within two classifications of performance. Segments that raised no concerns about impartiality or breadth of opinion are described as being of acceptable professional standard (APS). By definition they complied with all ABC requirements for fair and accurate reporting.
	Any segment which in my opinion   failed to apply an adequate degree of scrutiny or otherwise fell short of ABC standards is referred to as raising concerns, with further investigation required.  (RC-FI).  
	___________________________________________________________________________
	Lateline:
	Segment 1: Tamils speak out about against ASIO security rulings (9:43 duration); date to air 13/08/12, Presenter Steve Cannane; Reporter Kerry Brewster.
	Summary of content: Three Tamil men initially accepted as refugees in Australia complain that they had subsequently been wrongly branded as security threats by ASIO and thus have been confined indefinitely in Villawood Detention Centre without recourse to legal appeal or knowing what the allegations are against them. Their cause is supported by an eminent barrister, Phillip Boulten, SC, who argues that it is patently unjust for them to be denied access to any means of appeal, effectively left in limbo for the rest of their lives. The three Tamil men agreed to give interviews to Lateline to win support for their cause.
	The pre-recorded feature story begins with long range camera shots of the detention centre, accompanied with music that evokes a tense or ominous mood. The reporter’s emotion-charged introduction then follows.  ‘They swapped their lives in a war zone for a different hell in Australia….for more than three years …locked up because of  adverse ASIO assessments…’
	This is not impartial coverage but still in the best tradition of hard-hitting factual reportage, bringing public attention to a potentially serious flaw in Australia’s justice system. The ABC, in interpreting the fuller implications of its guidelines, most definitely encourages this type of confrontational journalism when the ‘weight of evidence’ requires language ‘to be strong, urgent, dramatic, and evocative.’ 
	Evaluation: The plight of the three refugees is newsworthy and deserved the time spent on it. A core issue, however, was whether they had done anything during the Tamil’s ill-fated uprising that might have prompted ASIO’s assessments. The only question raised in the report that went to air was notable for its simplicity. ‘Did you ever kill anyone?’ The three went on to insist that they never served as combatants. Still, there were questions that most certainly should have been addressed as to whether they might have aided the Tamil military effort in any other way: spying, smuggling etc. The interviews, as the story tells us, were done in secrecy, and therefore in difficult technical conditions, but at least there could have been commentary or a reporter’s stand-up to enlighten viewers on the issue.   
	‘I was also concerned about one particular aspect of   Phillip Boulten’s appearance in the program. In television terms his interview was introduced in ‘grabs’ of a few sentences each. No reporter’s voice was heard asking questions though presumably a reporter had been present to lead him through various issues. At one point he alleges that the Australian Government, at that time seeking a seat on the United Nations Security Council, was most probably doing all that it could to woo Sri Lanka’s vote at the UN. In his view, then, it might well have encouraged ASIO to be receptive to any recommendations made by the Sri Lankan Government in regard to various Tamils it classed as still potentially dangerous. 
	That assertion was obviously intended to cast doubt on the standards applied by ASIO in its various security threat assessments, yet it was left unchallenged.   The overall impact of the segment, then, was to lead the viewer to believe the three Tamil refugees were not only being treated most unfairly but that ASIO’s assessments were unreliable.  
	 Initial Finding:  This report deserves credit for exposing a possibly grave injustice and its show of sympathy for the potential victims is understandable. Still, it failed to apply the required degree of scrutiny to them as well to the expert witness, thus weakening the impact of an otherwise compelling story by tainting it with suspicion of bias.  RC-FI
	Segment 2: A safe way to seek protection, (10:15 duration); date to air 13/08/12, Steve Cannane interviews Paris Aristotle
	Summary of content:  A member of the Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers is asked to explain its various recommendations.  The interview touches on different issues in an intelligent and comprehensive manner. 
	Finding: APS 
	Segment 3: Coalition maintains pressure over refugee policy. (5:02 duration); date to air 14/08/2012, Presenter Steve Cannane, reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of content:  A straightforward report from Federal Parliament on reaction to the Gillard Government’s decision to send refugees to Nauru for processing, showing scenes of previous debates. 
	Finding:  APS.
	Segment 4: Deterrence must not risk mental health (8:54 duration) 14/08/2012, Steve Cannane interviews Professor Pat McGorry, an adviser to the Expert Committee on Asylum Seekers.
	Summary of Content: An interview discussing various aspects of the Expert Committee’s recommendations with particular focus on mental health problems caused by prolonged detention.
	Findings: APS
	Segment 5: People-smuggling accused ‘victims of smugglers’. 15/08/12; (duration 5:11) Presenter Tony Jones; Reporter Helen Brown.
	Summary of content: Reporter Brown visits an impoverished fishing village on the Indonesian Island of Sulawesi with a lawyer representing one of some 300 Indonesians held in Australian prisons on people-smuggling charges.  The lawyer, Edwina Lloyd, insists that her client, who comes from this particular village, had no knowledge whatsoever that he was being asked to commit an illegal act when he agreed to serve as crewman on a vessel carrying a group of travellers.  According to Lloyd, he had been lied to by a people smuggler who claimed the boat was only going to another island in Indonesia.  For that he received $500, a huge sum by his standards, but was too naïve to think he might be getting involved in a breach of the law.  
	Lloyd proceeds to go around the village taking photographs as ‘evidence’ of how poor the villagers are.  She meets with the fisherman’s wife who tells her she is so sad about her husband’s prolonged absence that ‘I cry every day.’ The wife shows her Australian visitors the grave of an infant son who died of chickenpox while her husband was being held in custody. We also meet a niece who appears to confirm the lawyer’s contention, saying the fisherman told her he was only going to be ferrying people to Kupang, within Indonesian territory.  Lloyd sums up her case by describing villagers like these as too uneducated to know anything about politics or the law. That, she claims, is why smuggling syndicates come to prey on such remote communities.   
	Evaluation:  The only apparent purpose I could detect in this coverage was to bring viewers face to face with poverty as it is experienced in an Indonesian fishing village, thus using the bias of imagery to evoke sympathy for the plight of jailed crewmembers of people smuggling vessels.  The report failed to challenge the lawyer on what if any evidence she had   to support her client’s claim of being misled about his mission.  Shouldn’t his suspicion have been aroused by being offered more money than the average Indonesian fisherman makes in a year?  Meanwhile, the lawyer claimed the photos she took that day would be useful evidence to present to an Australian court.  Was proof of a defendant being poor likely to be considered enough evidence to persuade a judge that he was innocent? 
	Similarly, on the issue of whether such village dwellers were too uneducated   to know anything about the legal implications of people smuggling, the report didn’t bother to test that assumption by questioning them through the translator.  Did they know anything about Australia?  Did they have any knowledge of other fishermen   locked away in Australian gaols?    
	The  reporter’s one apparent contribution to the story was  a piece to camera telling Lateline viewers how it took four hours of difficult driving over barely passable roads to reach this village. ‘It is not an easy drive,’ Brown concludes, ‘ but it gives you some idea of what the people smuggling syndicates are willing to do to find the people they need.’   It may well have taken her four hours but that proves absolutely nothing.  If a richly endowed people-smuggling syndicate was so eager to exploit gullible people in a remote fishing village, wouldn’t it be much easier to arrive there in a speedboat? 
	Finding: The segment appeared to have only one purpose --to exploit the bias of imagery to evoke sympathy for crew members of people- smuggling   vessels.  RC-FI
	Segment 6: Sri Lanka still unsafe. 20/09/ 2012 (duration 6:37) Presenter Tony Jones; Reporter Kerry Brewster.
	Summary of content: According to Tony Jones’s introduction,  Lateline had gained access to a new documentary  entitled ‘Silenced Voices’ purporting to have evidence of war crimes committed by the Sri Lankan government  during the civil war and expressing grave concerns about the fate of countless  thousands of Tamils following the defeat of their military wing.  Jones advised that the story to follow, featuring interviews with two journalists who appeared in the documentary, suggested that the most recent asylum seekers arriving in Australian waters from Sri Lanka were escaping human rights abuses.  That assessment differed markedly from the Federal Opposition’s depiction of them as merely ‘economic’ refugees seeking better living conditions.
	As it turned out the first two and one-half minutes of the segments focused entirely on bloody scenes of the war, some of the footage not seen before, perhaps, but shedding no new light on a conflict marked by atrocities committed by both sides. The rest was basically nothing more than speculation by the two self-exiled journalists on what might be happening in the country following the Tamil defeat. As one points out, ‘when no one is watching anything can happen.’ Sri Lanka’s High Commissioner in Canberra is given 34 seconds of a 6:37 segment to deny the truth of any allegations of human rights abuse and insists the Tamil areas of the country are ‘thriving.’ 
	Evaluation: The introduction to this segment overstated its relevance to the asylum seeker debate as it plays out in Parliament. The story itself, in my estimation, offered nothing approaching proof of officially sanctioned persecution. Nevertheless, there are certainly grounds for concern that deserve the attention of a serious current affairs program and the High Commissioner’s appearance met the standard of balance.
	Finding: APS 
	Segment 7: Australia ‘does not deserve a Security Council seat.’ 16/10/2012 (duration 7:54)
	Presenter Emma Alberici; Reporter Kerry Brewster 
	Summary of content: The report returns to a subject previously covered in segment 1, namely the plight of three Tamil refugees branded security risks. The focus this time is on Premakumar, brain damaged after being beaten by Sri Lankan soldiers and having a particularly hard time coping mentally with the conditions in the Villawood Detention Centre.  The program quotes a witness at Villawood who claimed Premakumar had been assaulted by SERCO security guards at Villawood presumably for reasons related to his unstable behaviour. The Immigration Department issued a statement to the program denying that he had been mistreated in any way.
	Still, that alleged incident and its subsequent repercussions were not the main reason for Lateline revisiting the story. Instead, this segment also features an interview with Ben Saul, professor of international law at Sydney University and a lawyer representing 38 Tamil refugees assessed by ASIO as security risks. He takes the view that Australia did not deserve to win its bid for a seat on the Security Council because its policies towards refugees were in violation of United Nations requirements and so inhumane as to cause them mental distress. 
	Evaluation: In journalistic terms the interview with Dr Saul was used as a ‘peg’ to revisit and update the programs previous story on Tamil refugees complaining about ASIO assessments.  The report, however,  failed to  raise questions   that  certainly needed asking   Doesn’t Australia at least deserve recognition for taking in more migrants –including refugees—per capita than almost any other nation? If human rights abuse was a bar to Security Council membership why had it been granted in the past to numerous nations controlled by dictatorial regimes?
	I am also concerned that a story dealing with such a newsworthy topic as the specific allegations in the case of Premakumar should be conflated with a topic of lesser newsworthiness at best. Dr Saul is undoubtedly qualified to offer his opinion on the complex issue of eligibility for Security Council membership. If Lateline’s producers, however, still felt that particular subject was important enough to bring to the attention of a national TV audience, then weren’t they obliged by the standard of balance to devote a separate segment to it—a debate in which Saul’s partisan views could be challenged by someone prepared to argue that every nation has the right to assess potential security threats among its newly arrived refugees? 
	Initial Finding: This segment takes a story that would be valid on its own, the mistreatment of a mentally ill refugee, and undermines its impact by interweaving an interview with an academic speculating on Australia’s chances for a Security Council seat. RC-FI
	Segment 8: Morrison quiet on outcome of Indonesian discussions. 16/10/22 (Duration: 822)
	Emma Alberici interviewing Scott Morrison  
	Summary of content: A straightforward interview with the Opposition spokesman on Immigration following discussions he had in Jakarta.  
	Finding: APS
	Segment 9: Immigration Minister Chris Bowen 31/10/2012 (duration 14:30) Tony Jones interviewing.
	Summary of content: The Immigration Minister is probed on the decision to excise the Australian mainland from the migration zone – a complicated issue well-handled by Tony Jones. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 10: Morrison’s visit to Sri Lanka 04/02/2013 (duration 12: 09) Emma Alberici interviewing the Opposition spokesman.
	Summary of content: They discuss issues ranging from the welfare of the Tamil community in Sri Lanka to the practicality of turning around people-smuggling vessels.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 11: Conditions on Nauru ‘like a concentration camp.’ 05/02/2013 (duration 5:32) 
	Presenter Emma Alberici; Reporter Karen Barlow
	Summary of content: A professionally-trained nurse, Marianne Evers, spent three weeks at the detention centre in Nauru before resigning in disgust at the conditions there. She claims to have personally witnessed three or four hangings of asylum seekers, heard other staff talk of gang rapes of young men and likens conditions to a ‘concentration camp.’ A spokesman for the Immigration Department insists it’s extremely unfair to use that terminology.
	Evaluation:  A segment well worth the coverage and with balanced treatment.
	Findings: APS
	Segment 12: Hanson-Young condemns ‘vilification’ of asylum seekers. 28/02/2013 (duration 9:02) Tony Jones interviewing
	Summary of content: The Greens Senator accuses Opposition members of stirring up fears about recently arrived refugees committing crimes such as sexual assault and demanding unnecessary restrictions on their movements. Tony Jones puts all possible counter-arguments.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 13:  Insults fly over foreign workers and asylum seekers. 05/03/2013 (duration 6:00)
	Presenter Emma Alberici Reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of content: A roundup of parliamentary debate over foreign workers and asylum seekers.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 14: Interview with Scott Morrison. 07/03/2013 (duration 17:02) Tony Jones interviewing.
	Summary of content: This is mainly devoted to debate over 457 work visas and only peripheral to the asylum seeker debate. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 15: Regional approach required for asylum seekers. 03/04/2013 (duration 17:03) Tony Jones interviewing Stephen Smith.
	Summary of content: The Defence Minister is interviewed in Jakarta about his discussions on a stronger regional approach to the asylum-seeker issue. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 16: Safeguards not met on Manus Island. 04/04/2013 (duration 18:17) Tony Jones interviews Paris Aristotle., member of the Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers.
	Summary of content: As a member of the Expert Panel on Asylum Seekers, Aristotle admits to disappointment about the administration of the new detention centre on Manus Island and other issues in which his committee’s recommendations are yet to be implemented. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 17: High Commissioner says Sri Lankans don’t need to seek asylum. 10/04/2013 (duration 14:32) Tony Jones interviewing
	Summary of content: Tony Jones conducts a wide-ranging interview with High Commissioner Thisara Samarasinghe on allegations of persecution of Tamils in the north of his country. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 18: Doubts thrown on AFP claims an Egyptian asylum seeker was convicted of a string of terrorist-related crimes. 31/05/ 2013 (duration: 5:09) Presenter Emma Alberici, Reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of content: A report on questions raised in Parliament about an Egyptian asylum seeker accused of terrorism under one Egyptian regime but largely exonerated by future court reviews. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 19: Asylum seeker documents journey 11/06/2013 (duration 8:01) Presenter Emma Alberici; Reporter Sasha Koloff 
	Summary of content:    An asylum seeker who is also a professional photographer documents an abortive journey in a people smuggling vessel that ended in shipwreck.  He explains why asylum seekers are willing to take such risks.
	Finding: APS 
	Segment 20: Government must process asylum seekers. 01/07/2013 (duration 14:31) Emma Alberici interviewing Gillian Triggs.
	Summary of content: The President of the Human Rights Commission, Gillian Triggs, expresses her concerns about the need to speed up assessments of asylum seekers arriving by boat and ensure children and minors are freed from detention as soon as possible. 
	Finding: APS 
	Segment 21: Government should have changed approach to asylum seekers.03/07/2013 (duration 15:30) Emma Alberici interviewing Immigration Minister
	Summary of content: Emma Alberici attempts to pin down Tony Burke on different aspects of government policy towards asylum seekers, including the issue of whether most Iranian arrivals are economic migrants rather than fleeing persecution.
	Finding:  APS
	Segment 22: Opposition would restore Howard’s asylum seeker policy. 04/07/2013 (duration 11: 57) Emma Alberici interviewing Opposition Immigration Minister
	Summary of content: This interview covers a number of different issues from the largely favourable assessments given to asylum speakers to issue of turning back boats and most desirable treatment for children among the asylum speakers.
	Findings: APS
	Segment 23: Indonesia could close down people smugglers. 08/07/2013 (duration 13:07) Emma Alberici interviews military commentator Jim Molan.
	Summary of content: Alberici questions Molan, a retired major general, on his view that the Indonesians should be putting more resources into deterring people smugglers.
	Findings:  APS
	Segment 24:  Australia needs to cooperate with Indonesia on asylum speakers. 17/07/2013      (duration 18:00) Tony Jones interviews Anthony Albanese.
	Summary of content: Jones presses the Deputy Prime Minister on the growing number of deaths at sea among asylum seekers and whether the government is doing enough to try to prevent them.
	Findings: APS
	Segment 25: Government declares all asylum seekers arriving by boat will go to Papua New Guinea.  19/07/2013 (duration 5:28) Presenter Steve Cannane Reporter Tom Iggulden  
	Summary of content: A straightforward report on reactions within Parliament to the new measure.
	Findings: APS
	Segment 26: Opposition Immigration Spokesman on PNG announcement: 19/07/2013 (duration 6:49) Steve Cannane interviews Scott Morrison.
	Summary of content: The Opposition Immigration spokesman is asked about his party’s qualified support for the PNG processing announcement.
	Findings: APS 
	Segment 27:  Lateline’s Friday Forum 19/07/12 (duration 14:33) Steve Cannane interviews Alexander Downer and Geoff Gallop  
	Summary of content: The former Foreign Minister and former WA premier are asked their views on the Rudd Government’s PNG procession decision. Both are glad that tighter measures are being reintroduced to try to discourage asylum seekers from risking their lives.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 28: Anger over asylum agreement with PNG 22/07/2013 (duration 5:42) Presenter Steve Cannane Reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of content: A routine roundup of different reactions  to the so-called PNG solution from the program’s political reporter, including officially sanctioned photos of a distressed female reacting to news she is to be sent to Manus Island.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 29: Carr says PNG solution appropriate 27/07/2013 (duration 15:05) Steve Cannane interviewing Kim Carr.
	Summary of content: The Minister for Higher Education and Industry defends the Government’s tough stand on asylum seeker processing. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 30: PNG solution produces jump in polls. 23/07/2013 (duration 5:20) Presenter Steve Cannane, Reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of Content:  Reaction to the improved polling for the Rudd government.
	Finding: APS 
	Segment31: PNG Minister accuses Abbot of misrepresenting him. 24/07/2013 (duration 5:33) Presenter Tony Jones; Reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of content:   PNG Prime Minister Peter O’Neill complains of his country being unfairly caught up in the crossfire of political debate within the Australian Parliament.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 32:  Abbott to call in the big brass. 25/07/2013 (duration 5:38)   Presenter Tony Jones; Reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of content: A straightforward report on the Opposition’s new plan to pose a military-style challenge to people smugglers, appointing a three-star commander to lead it.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 33: Morrison explains border protection 25/07/2013 (duration 10:43) Tony Jones interviews the Opposition spokesman on immigration.
	Summary of content: Jones raises questions about a politician being effectively in charge of a major military and intelligence operation.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 34:  Friday Forum.  Steven Cannane interviews Richard Marles, Trade Minister and Peter Dutton, Opposition Health spokesman. 26/07/2013 (duration 16:26)
	Summary of content: Representatives of opposing parties exchange partisan views on the advantages and disadvantages of their differing policies aimed at thwarting people smugglers.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 35: Stop being cruel to win votes. 30/07/2013 (duration 13:34) Emma Alberici interviews Greens leader Christine Milne.
	Summary of content: Milne is pressed on the question of why she thinks it is cruel to try to stop people dying in ill-fated attempts to reach Australia in people-smuggling vessels. She insists no form of deterrence will stop desperate refugees seeking a secure future.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 36: Turning back boats. 7/08/2013 (duration 7:48 of a longer interview). Tony Jones interviews Julie Bishop, Deputy Opposition Leader.
	Summary of content:  Bishop is asked to respond to questions ranging from turn back the boats policy to the Rudd Government’s PNG solution.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 37: Friday Forum. 16/08/2013 (duration 14:58) Emma Alberici interviews Trade Minister Richard Marles and George Brandis, Shadow Attorney General. 
	Summary of Content: The two political opponents joust for the high moral ground in regard to their various polices.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 38: Tony Burke on Indonesia’s special conference on asylum speakers. 20/08/2013 (duration: 14:58) Emma Alberici interviews the Immigration Minister.
	Summary of content: A discussion of wide-ranging issues brought up at a conference in Jakarta.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 39: Day 19 on campaign trail. 23/08/2013 (duration 5:32) Presenter Emma Alberici: Reporter Tom Iggulden
	Summary of content:  As the title suggests, a report on various issues, the most notable of them the Coalition’s new plan to buy fishing boats to keep them being used by people smugglers.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 40: Friday Forum. 23/08/2013 (duration 15:56). Emma Alberici interviews the National Party’s Barnaby Joyce and Joel Fitzgibbon, Labor MP.
	Summary of content: The two opponents exchange largely good natured banter on a number of issues, the Coalition’s boat buying policy in particular.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 41: Indonesia concerned about Abbott’s border protection plan. 12/09/2013      (duration 5:29) Presenter Tony Jones Reporter George Roberts
	Summary of content: The program’s correspondent in Jakarta gives details of a press conference in which Indonesia’s Foreign Minister expressed his misgivings about various aspects of the Coalition’s plans to stop people smuggling.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 42: Australian and Indonesia should share the burden on asylum seekers. 18/09/2013 (duration 12: 26) Tony Jones interviews Indonesian MP Tantowi Yahya.
	Summary of content: A well-placed Indonesian parliamentarian expresses concerns about the ‘turn back the boats’ policy and other Coalition proposals widely seen as encroaching on his country’s sovereignty.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 43: Friday Forum 29/09/2013 (duration: 6:00) Emma Alberici interviews Tony Burke, Former Immigration Minister, and Susan Ley, Liberal MP.
	Summary of content:  The two political opponents react predictably to indications of Jakarta’s concerns about various aspects of the boat people debate.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 44: Blustering approach endangers Indonesian cooperation. (duration15:23) Tony Jones interviews Chris Bowen, acting Opposition leader.
	Summary of Content:  The interview is based largely on Indonesia’ openly hostile reaction to   the new Coalition government’s approach to people smuggling.
	Finding:  APS 
	Segment 45: Indonesian and Australian relations could be closer. 30/09/2013 (duration 8:05)   Emma Alberici interviews Dewi Fortuna Anwar, senior Indonesian adviser.
	Summary of content: The interview deals with various reactions to Prime Minister Abbott’s visit.
	Finding:  APS
	Segment46: Indonesia consistently opposed to turning back boats. Emma Alberici interviews Richard Marles, Opposition Immigration spokesman.
	Summary of content: Marles is asked about various aspects of the people smuggling controversy and maintains a firm party line.
	Finding: APS     
	___________________________________________________________________________
	7.30 
	Segment I: Immigration Minister responds to asylum seeker report. 13/08/2012 (duration 5:47) Chris Uhlmann interviews Chris Bowen.
	Summary of content: The Immigration Minister says all parties must be prepared to make compromises to accept the recommendations of the Expert Panel on asylum seekers.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 2: Panel hands down asylum review. 13/08/2012 (duration 5:58) Leigh Sales interviews Angus Houston, Chairman of Expert Panel.
	Summary of content: Houston explains that recommendations for off-shore processing were strongly influenced by the increasing number of deaths at sea and the need to use deterrence measures to discourage the use of people smuggling vessels.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 3: Shadow Immigration Minister reacts to asylum proposals. 14/08/2012 (duration 7:14) Leigh Sales interviews Scott Morrison
	Summary of content: Morrison boasts that the Panel’s recommendations are proof that the Howard government’s tough deterrence measures worked. Under Leigh’s questioning, however, he denies he is accusing Labor of having blood on its hands.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 4: Parliament returns to tackle asylum debate. 14/08/2012 (duration 7:17) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann 
	Summary of content: Uhlmann gives a concise rundown of various political views as Parliament prepares to consider new legislation to deal with people smuggling.
	Finding APS
	Segment 5: Asylum policy passes lower house. 15/08/2012 (6:21) Presenter Leigh Sales Reporter Chris Uhlmann.  
	Summary of content:  Uhlmann speaks of a ‘gloat-a-thon’ as the Coalition agrees to the legislation while not missing a chance to heap scorn on Labor for its back down.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 6: Attorney General on asylum laws. 15/08/2012 (duration 7:52) Leigh Sales interviews Nicola Roxon.
	Summary of content: The Attorney General is asked about changing laws to show more leniency to younger crew members of people smuggling boats.
	Finding: APS 
	Segment 7: State of detention centres provokes more debate. 20/08/2012 (duration 6:12) 
	Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann
	Summary of Content: Uhlmann focuses on concerns over the time it will take to make the facilities at Manus Island and Nauru liveable for large numbers of refugees.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 8: Nauru processing poses question. 10/09/2012 (duration 6:58) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann.
	Summary of content: Uhlmann pursues the question of how and where refugee processing will be carried out.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 9: Asylum seekers face uncertain legal status. 25/09/2012 (duration 6:36) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann
	Summary of content: Uhlmann reports on the plight of Tamils, now largely regarded by the government as economic refugees and sent to Nauru to pressure them into returning to Sri Lanka. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 10: New asylum seeker arrivals bring overcrowding fears. 15/10/2012 (duration 7:21) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann
	Summary of content: With 4000 new asylum seeker arrivals since the deterrence legislation was introduced, fears grow that the off-shore centres will not be able to cope.
	Finding: APS 
	Segment 11: Asylum seeker security review. 15/10/2012 (duration 8:30) Leigh Sales interviews the Attorney General.
	Summary of content: Nicola Roxon explains how ASIO assessments of refugees posing a security threat will now be subject to review by a former Federal Court judge.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 12) Asylum police debate heats up. 16/10/2012 (duration 5:46) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann.
	Summary of content: Political parties exchange jibes as the number of irregular maritime arrivals goes beyond 12,000 including some landing at Cocos Island
	Finding: APS
	Segment 13: Immigration Minister defends policy. 16/10/12 (duration 8:03) Leigh Sales   Interviews Chris Bowen.
	Summary of content: The Minister admits there are a ‘few challenges’ but insists the policies in place will work over time.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 14: From high seas to HSC: a refugee success story. 19/11/2012 (duration 6:16) Present Leigh Sales; Reporter Monique Schafter.
	Summary of content:  This is an inspiring account of an Afghan orphan who arrived as an accompanied minor on Christmas Island at the age of 14 and has gone on to earn his HSC in a  school that deals with a number of refugee and migrant children.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 15:  Manus Island transfers refocus debate. 21/11/ 2012 (duration 5:31) Presenter Leigh Sales Reporter Chris Uhlmann.
	Summary of content:  As the first refugees, including family groups arrive in Manus Island, the government announces new measures to cope with the unprecedented number of boat people still arriving.
	APS  
	Segment 16: Breach of Promise. 18/12/2012 (duration: 6:56) Presenter Chris Uhlmann; Reporter Heather Ewart.
	Summary of content: The government’s decision to divert $375 million from foreign aid promises to help pay for asylum seeker processing sparks a predictable controversy.
	Finding:  APS
	Segment 17: Julia Bishop criticises foreign aid cuts. 18/12/2012 (duration 7:34)   Chris Uhlmann interviews acting Opposition leader.
	Summary of content: Bishop lashes the government for its foreign aid decision while resisting Uhlmann’s attempts to find out what the coalition might do on the matter if returned to Government.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 18: False promises. 19/12/2012 (duration 9:29) Presenter Chris Uhlmann;    Reporter Michael Edwards.
	Summary of content:  The report reveals how many Sri Lankans are being misled by people smugglers who claim jobs are guaranteed to them once they arrive in Australia.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 19:  No letup in boat arrivals. 26/03/2013 (duration 7:14) Presenter Leigh Sales 
	Reporter Chris Uhlmann,
	Summary of content: With still more boat arrivals and deaths at sea, reporter Uhlmann offers a roundup of a wide range views.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 20: Torture claims emerge from Sri Lanka. 24/04/2013 (duration 9:02) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart.
	Summary of content:  Leigh Sales introduces this report by calling attention to the fact that Tamil asylum seekers are now routinely being forced to return to their homeland because the government insists they no longer face the threat of officially-condoned persecution ‘But tonight,’ she adds, ‘one Sri Lankan Tamil living in Australia tells a very different and disturbing story, a story of torture at the hands of the Sri Lankan Army Intelligence just last month.’
	The report to follow features an interview with a Tamil man who had been resident in Melbourne since 2008, eventually bringing his family to join him when he secured a job as a chef. In March, 2013, however, he returned to Sri Lanka to manage a restaurant for a sick uncle. He claims that a few days after his return, he and his brother were walking along a street when stopped by two men in a white van.   They singled him out, accosted him, then blindfolded him and threw him into their van, taking him to a dimly lit room that appeared to have bloodstains on its walls. They accused him of having links to the Tamil Tigers. Despite his denials his captors proceeded to beat him and torture him, at one point squeezing his testicles and shoving ice up his anus. He was kept prisoner in that room for four days ---his tormentors finally releasing him after his uncle arranged to pay them a $20,000 bribe. Before they let him go, however, they branded his back with hot irons, the terrible scars starkly visible on screen.
	The Tamil insisted on concealing his identity in case his story led to repercussions for his relatives still living in Sri Lanka. In the segment he was referred to as Kumar. Ewart went on to interview aid workers and a former UN official who had worked in Sri Lanka during the civil war. All said the story sounded credible. The High Commissioner for Sri Lanka was also interviewed, denying that such abuses still occurred in his country and offering to investigate personally if the witness agreed to meet with him and identify himself.
	Towards the end of the story, file footage was shown of Bob Carr, Foreign Minister, assuring a parliamentary committee: ‘Since 2010 there has been no evidence of (Tamil) returnees being discriminated against or arrested, let alone tortured.’
	Evaluation: This report is powerfully presented with dramatic recreations of how the complainant was taken captive and mistreated, along with shocking close-ups of his numerous deep burn scars.  I was left with no doubt that his account, as he related it, was credible. In my opinion, however, the program’s treatment of his account contained a fatal flaw.
	Here is how reporter Ewart introduced her star witness in her voice over commentary. ‘Kumar….says… he was abducted, raped and tortured by Sri Lankan Army Intelligence officers.’ The problem is, he doesn’t say that at all in terms of what the program actually put to air. The transcript—the exact words viewers would have heard--   contains only one reference to army intelligence. ‘They told my brother that we are from army intelligence.’ 
	In the course of the interview, as broadcast nationally, there was no mention of the two men establishing their identity with official credentials.  The place where he was taken, as he described it, may have had bloodstains on the wall but he makes no mention in the program of seeing other guards around it, flags, uniforms or anything to suggest it was a military establishment. Of course, an ordinary viewer might well suppose that’s exactly how military intelligence would operate. The job of a journalist, however, is to exercise extreme caution when hearing the words ‘they told.’ Anyone can claim to be something but where was the evidence to establish the status of Kumar’s two captors beyond doubt?  
	It’s not hard to think of plausible alternatives to who they might have been.  They could have been ill-disciplined soldiers or plainclothes policemen acting on their own. In the unsettled aftermath following 30 years of bitter civil war, they could have been Sinhalese ruffians out to cause mischief, taking the law into their own hands. Or they could simply have been extortionists seeing profit to be made in holding a wealthy restaurant owner’s newly arrived nephew for ransom.
	Meanwhile, given Sri Lanka’s efforts to deny all accusations of continued persecution of Tamils, one might assume the last thing a government-controlled agency like Army Intelligence would want to do was arrest a Tamil who now made his home in Australia and send him back with gruesome burn scars for all to see—not exactly as subtle a form of torture as water-boarding. 
	Within the context of the asylum speaker debate, there could be no more explosive issue  than  whether the Tamil minority in Sri Lanka is still  exposed to  torture and mistreatment. When a program presents a story to suggest it could well  be – supported by the most shocking image of   horribly branded human flesh – it is duty-bound to  show the most impeccable standards  of  responsible journalism. 
	A typical viewer, when confronted with such imagery, is almost certain to conclude:  it’s got to be the military intelligence that did that!   There’s only the program to warn them of other possibilities and the only permissible word for a journalist to use in introducing a report of such potential impact was a clear-cut   alleged as in ‘alleged to be army intelligence agents’.  The use of such a qualification is not a sign of weakness for a well- respected current affairs program –it is a mark of its reliability in distinguishing between proven fact and assumption. Instead, Leigh Sales effectively declared the 7:30 Report to have evidence, in the form of a victim’s statement, telling ‘a story of torture at the hands of the Sri Lankan Army Intelligence just last month.’
	Initial Finding: This segment, as it went to air, appeared to have misrepresented the testimony given to it by the torture victim, who effectively admitted he had no way of knowing the true identity of his tormentors. RC-FI 
	Segment 21:  Syrian refugees pose humanitarian crisis. 25/04/2013 (duration 7:33) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Matt Brown
	Summary of content: Middle East correspondent brown gives a vivid account of refugees from the Syrian civil war pouring into Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 22: Asylum seeker needs overwhelm charities. 15/05/2013 (duration 8:13)
	Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart.
	Summary of content:  The story shows charities and church groups struggling to cope with the rapidly increasing number of refugees.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 23: Whistle blower claims against AFP. 28/05/2013 (duration 12:11) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Conor Duffy
	Summary of content: Duffy reports on the case of a veteran member of the Australian Federal Police stationed on Christmas Island. He says he repeatedly warned his superiors of dangerous pressures building up in the detention centre yet they removed the only detachment of riot police shortly before an extended riot lasting nearly a week.    
	Finding: APS  
	Segment 24: Asylum seekers ‘sent home to jail and beatings.’ 10/06/2013 (duration 8:03) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Hayden Cooper 
	Summary of content: A former immigration employee says Sri Lankan asylum seekers have been singled out by the government for ‘enhanced processing’ – a high-speed method of assessment when  even a single question put to them just after the completion of their hazardous journey can disqualify them on the spot.  Scores of them have been immediately sent back to Sri Lanka on that basis –a number of those alleged by their relatives to have been subsequently jailed and physically mistreated.
	Evaluation: The immigration employee who resigned because of injustices he witnessed came across as credible. The claims of abuse were disturbing but no evidence was offered.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 25: PM answers asylum policy questions. 03/07/2013 (duration 13:35). Leigh Sales interviews Kevin Rudd.
	Summary of content:  The newly returned Prime Minister is pressed on a number of points involving asylum seekers but proves hard to pin down.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 26: Rising death toll adds urgency. 17/07/2013 (duration 7:15) Presenter Chris Uhlmann; Reporter Sabra Lane     
	Summary of content:  More drownings bring calls for a bi-partisan approach to the border protection issues.
	Finding:  APS
	Segment 27: Scott Morrison speaks of ‘war against people smuggling.’ 18/07/203 (duration 7:52) Chris Uhlmann interviews the Shadow Minister for Immigration.
	Summary of content: Uhlmann asks if the Opposition is overreacting to the refugee problem compared to what many other nations are coping with.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 28: PM’s policy changes prepare path to election. 22/07/2013 (duration 6:44) Presenter Chris Uhlmann Reporter Heather Ewart
	Summary of content: A toughening of Labor policy on asylum seekers raises concerns among some party members but is largely regarded as an attempt to secure more voting support. 
	Finding: APS
	Segment 29: Manus MP says asylum seekers to be settled elsewhere. 22/07/2013 (duration 7:11) Chris Uhlmann interviews Ronnie Knight.
	Summary of content: Ronnie Knight, as the local member, expresses concern at how many refugees his region can safely absorb and doubts that any of them would ever qualify for PNG citizenship.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 30: Immigration Minister aims for greater refugee intake. 22/07/2013 (duration 7:37) Chris Uhlmann interviewing Tony Burke.
	Summary of content: Tony Burke defends the use of Manus as a processing centre while also speaking of plans to boost the number of refugees taken in from UN processing.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 31: Were warnings of the Nauru riot ignored? 23/07/2013 (duration 10:35) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Conor Duffy
	Summary of content:  Independent witnesses say not enough was done to deal with tensions clearly building up at the Nauru centre before it erupted in rioting.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 32: Former asylum adviser ‘horrified.’ 24/07/2013 (duration 6:58) Leigh Sales interviews Harry Minas, mental health expert.
	Summary of content:  Minas describes detention centres like Christmas Island, Nauru and Manus as ‘toxic dumps’ in which no amount of health care could deal with such obvious mistreatment of those interned.  
	Finding: APS
	Segment 33: Military role in border protection. 25/07/2013 (duration 5:57) Leigh Sales interviews Jim Molan, retired general.
	Summary of content: Molan defends the Coalition’s plan to put a three star officer in charge of fighting people smugglers.
	Finding: APS 
	Segment 34: Coalition wants military in charge of borders. 25/07/2013 (duration 7:06) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann   
	Summary of content: Uhlmann reports on attempts by the major parties to outdo each other in showing their resolve end people smuggling.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 35: Reviewer hands down decision on security assessments. 25/07/2013 (duration 7:49) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart:
	Summary of content: Ewart reports on the case of a Tamil refugee whose unfavourable ASIO security assessment was deemed reasonable by Margaret Stone, a former federal judge appointed to review such cases. 
	Finding:  APS
	Segment 36: PNG PM denies ‘blank cheque’. 29/07/2013 (duration 6:52) Leigh Sales interviews Peter O’Neill.
	Summary of content: The interview ranges from local concerns about the expanded processing centre on Manus to the PM denying suggestions that Labor had granted him an open-ended amount of aid for his cooperation.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 37: Manus Island concerns. 29/07/2013 (duration 7:02) Presenter Leigh Sales;   Reporter Liam Fox
	Summary of content: The report covers local complaints on Manus about garbage disposal and other problems associated with the expanded facilities.  
	Finding: APS
	Segment 38: Critics question asylum policy legality. 30/07/2013 (duration 6:31)   Presenter Leigh Sales Reporter Chris Uhlmann
	Summary of content:  As two major parties battle it out to be seen as tougher on asylum seekers, law professor Frank Brennan sees grounds for a High Court challenge.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 39: PM defends policies. 7/08/2013 (duration 16:17). Leigh Sales interviews PM Rudd.
	Summary of content:   Rudd notes that along with its tougher policies on boat people Labor plans to bring in more officially-sanctioned refugees following their UN assessments.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 40: Will Torres Strait become back door for asylum seekers? 13/08/2013 (duration 7:59) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Matt Wordsworth. 
	Summary of content: The traditional allowance for crossings between PNG and the Torres Strait Islands of Australia is under question with signs that people smugglers are now taking advantage of that route.
	Finding: APS  
	Segment 41: Debate between Immigration Minister and Shadow. 14/08/2013. (duration 16:39) Leigh Sales
	Summary of content: Sales asks the two politicians ‘why make it so difficult for each other’ when their policies seem to have so much in common.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 42: Hard-line policies face High Court Challenge. 20/08/2013 (duration 7:32) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Chris Uhlmann
	Summary of content: The report finds many voters in favour of tough treatment for asylum seekers while lawyers for an Iranian sent to Manus Island ask for High Court intervention.
	Findings: APS 
	Segment 43: Syrians fleeing conflict call for action. 21/09/2013 (duration 5:52) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Philip Williams.
	Summary of content: We see refugees from a different perspective – many thousands seeking refuge in Jordan.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 44: Asylum seekers asked their reaction to new temporary protective visas. 4/09/2013 (duration 8:34) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Heather Ewart
	Summary of content: The coalition’s decision to bring back Temporary Protection visas –granting no permanent residency- causes anxiety among those interviewed.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 45: Abbott’s protection policies impact on Indonesia talks. 30/09/2013 (duration 8:34) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter George Roberts  
	Summary of content: As PM Abbott meets with the Indonesian president, Roberts talks to local fishermen about boat turn-around and boat-buying proposals.
	Findings: APS
	Segment 46: PM’s return from Jakarta brings questions. 02/10/ 2013 (duration 6:47) Presenter Tracy Bowden; Reporter Heather Ewart 
	Summary of content: Abbott is seen as adopting a more diplomatic stance since winning the election. 
	Findings: APS
	Segment 47:  Asylum seekers affect Australian-Indonesian relations. 11/11/2013 (duration 7:16) Presenter Chris Uhlmann; Reporter Sabra Lane
	Summary of content: A senior adviser to the Indonesian Government complains that Australia’s handling of asylum boats under the Abbott Government is ‘mind-boggling’ in terms of its ‘illegal activities.’
	Finding: APS
	Segment 48: ‘All governments gather information.’ 13/11/2013 (duration 16:43) Leigh Sales interviews PM Abbott.
	Summary of content: The interview is the new PM’s first with 7.30 and becomes quite robust as Sales attempts to pin him down on the secrecy surrounding his government’s handling of asylum seeker vessels.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 49: Asylum debate heats up. 03/12/2013 (duration 5:51) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Sabra Lane.
	Summary of content:  Lane provides a roundup of different views within parliament on the government’s proposals to reintroduce Temporary Protection Visas.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 50: ‘Permanent residence not required.’ 04/12/2013 (duration 8:47) Leigh Sales interviews Immigration Minister.
	Summary of content: Scott Morrison insists that genuine refugees need not be granted permanent residency under UN rules.
	Finding: APS
	Segment 51: Amnesty report condemns Manus. 11/12/2013 (duration 6:22) Presenter Leigh Sales; Reporter Conor Duffy   
	Summary of content: Three Amnesty International researchers speak of unhygienic conditions in some sections of the Manus Island facility.
	Finding: APS
	SUMMARY OF MY FINDINGS:
	In the course of this audit I have routinely checked for indicators of bias as typical TV viewers might believe they have detected it.   Were interviewers tougher on some and notably softer on others? Did there appear to be an uneven distribution of time given to one topic or another? One political side or another? To academics and other expert commentators espousing humanitarian views as opposed to those more concerned with the practical need to protect Australia’s borders and deter people from resorting to people smugglers?  
	As an independent observer, I found no grounds for concern in any of those measurements. The overall coverage of both programs included as wide a range of opinions as practical. Meanwhile, the air time given to any particular topic was in keeping with the newsworthiness of the asylum seeker debate as it progressed through the weeks nominated for this audit.
	Of 46 Lateline segments, 30 were straight interviews or debates, ten were in the form of news-of-the- day reports and six were pre-recorded feature stories. Of 51 segments from 7.30, 18 were straight interviews or debates 25 were news-of-the-day type reports and eight fit into the category of feature stories. I considered many of the interviews in both programs to be of a high standard, tending to become ever more persistent in proportion to the evasiveness of their interviewee but with no noticeable difference in the scrutiny directed at any particular point of view, political, social or otherwise.  
	Nevertheless, there were four segments –all in the category of feature reports --I judged as raising concerns about the standard of coverage and requiring further investigation in my talks with the relevant executive producers. As a result of these discussions, I now conclude as follows.
	FINAL CONCLUSIONS
	Lateline’s segment 1 quite properly identified a possible flaw in the justice system affecting three Tamil refugees but then –by failing to ask relevant questions—gave the distinct impression there was no good reason to suspect them of having links to the Tamil Tigers and that ASIO’s assessments were not to be trusted. The program advised me that it did pose questions to the three Tamils about whether they gave help to the Tamil military campaign apart from participating in combat operations. Technical difficulties that arose from the secret filming made their answers inaudible. The program agrees it should have done more to confirm such questions were asked and met with a negative response. The program also agreed that it appeared to allow its expert witness, Phillip Boulten S.C., to cast doubt about the validity of ASIO assessments (possibly influenced by Australia’s efforts to secure a Security Council Seat) without properly challenging such an assertion. It had reason to believe, however, that topic was well within Boulten’s expertise.
	I accept this explanation and believe the story, despite any apparent flaws, was well worth doing.  
	Lateline’s segment 5 appeared to have only one apparent purpose: evoking sympathy for crew members of people smuggling vessels. It portrayed them –without any semblance of  proof—as frequently misled  as to their real mission and too naïve to understand why they are offered more money for one voyage  than the average Indonesian fisherman makes in a year. The program agrees that more scrutiny should have been applied to the lawyer’s claims that her client was innocent of any purposeful misconduct.
	In my view, if a program sets out cover a story in a way that is intended to convey a particular message or evoke a particular response from its viewers then that constitutes reporting that can be widely seen as biased.     
	Lateline’s segment 7 combined a valid story about the mistreatment of a mentally ill refugee with an academic expert who claimed that Australia should not be considered eligible for a seat on the UN Security Council.   The program, in its reply to my initial finding, defended its decision on grounds that the UN vote was pending. It agreed, however, that more should have been done to try to balance the academic’s viewpoint with an opposing view. 
	I still find that the coverage was likely to lead viewers to believe that Australia’s mistreatment of Tamil refugees was not only inhumane but so inhumane as to disqualify it from membership on the UN Security Council and could therefore raise suspicions of bias. 
	7.30’s segment 20   featured the account of a Tamil man who, according Leigh Sales’ introduction, said he had been tortured ‘at the hands of the Sri Lankan Army Intelligence.’ This report, with its shocking images of a branded back, had major international implications and was by far the most significant of the four.  My view was that the standard of journalism, in such a case, should have been impeccably correct, establishing from the very beginning that the torture victim only heard his two tormentors identify themselves as Army Intelligence and had no real knowledge whether they were telling the truth or were imposters. Such a situation, I suggested, called for the use of the clear-cut word ‘alleged’ to alert viewers to the possibility that the torture may have been conducted by someone other than Sri Lankan army intelligence officers.  
	The program, however, takes a contrary view, arguing that alleged or allegedly are ‘legal and legalistic terms’ not in keeping with the program’s more informal, conversational style. Yet that is exactly why I felt they were required, because they are so precise in their definition as to be acceptable in a court of law. To my mind, that was the highest possible standard of objective reporting  that was called for when the program found itself dealing with such an explosive issue: the bias of imagery inherent in camera close-ups of badly burned human flesh. 
	Despite such concerns, I have no doubt that Kumar was subjected to horrific treatment and that his tormentors, whatever their true identities—intelligence agents or rogue elements –were apparently left free to go on about their business. His ordeal clearly challenges the claims of both of Australia’s major political parties that Tamils are no longer subject to persecution in Sri Lanka. This 7.30 Report segment therefore deserves recognition as a most important contribution to the asylum-seeker debate. 

