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Risk Communication in Biosecurity Discourse

Between Two Absolutes Lies Risk
or 



Biosecurity & Quarantine

Definition of biosecurity - multiple
□ “Protecting the economy, environment (and human 

health from the negative impacts of pests, diseases 
and weeds”

Biosecurity: Concept
Quarantine: Action
Biosecurity continuum



In their own words

Biosecurity Australia: “Biosecurity Australia provides 
science-based quarantine assessments and policy 
advice that protects Australia's favourable pest and 
disease status and enhances Australia's access to 
international animal and plant related markets”
BA – policy and risk assessment

AQIS: “Australia's first line of defence, reducing the 
risk to our agriculture industries and environment 
against exotic pests and diseases.”
AQIS – implementation



Biosecurity vs Quarantine

Quarantine is an old familiar term – new context
Biosecurity is a new term

Source of confusion wrt communication
AQIS plauded, BA criticised



Biosecurity vs Quarantine

AQIS – “public awareness and education activities”
AQIS – focus on selling an action
BA – “[support] Biosecurity Australia’s engagement with 
stakeholders and provides public information”
BA – suggests less concerned about increasing public 
awareness, more about supporting BA’s specific activities 



Discourse analysis

Social science methodology – linguistics, cognitive psychology 
and communication studies
Close language analysis – latent meaning beyond a text’s 
literal message – grammar, subjectivity & rhetoric
Explicit vs Implicit information
“look for” what is only contained in the text
Seeks to extract the various layers of meaning contained in a 
text



The Texts

Differences between BA and AQIS  - difficult to locate similar 
texts – BUT identify similarities in terms of content, audience 
and communication purpose – textual equivalence
Chose 1 text from each agency
Comparison of texts 2004-2007 - representative 
BA – media releases relating to IRAs (7)
AQIS – media releases relating to incoming passengers (22)
Two texts provided and that, even though those texts are 
consistent with others like them, we are not trying to conflate 
them with the intentions of their authors



The media release

BA: Distinctly formulaic design – content & structure
AQIS: Unique information, but very similar discursive 
messages
Purpose of the study – highlight the usefulness of DA to 
the field of biosecurity communication and to identify 
areas for further analysis
To identify some of the gaps that might exist between the 
information that people in “the know” might have 
compared to what is actually being communicated to 
(and perhaps being understood by) the public 



Voice

Communication through an intermediary
AQIS: Aircrew to passengers
BA: members of the media to their readers
Information in the text needs to be understood by and 
then interpreted through the intermediary
Didactic i.e. contains more information than would be 
expected if you were communicating directly to the public



Explains what action is 
requested of the reader
Why
What assistance is available to 
the reader
Actual text to be communicated 
is delineated



Explains how the information 
should be interpreted
Less clear on why and on the 
level of assistance is available to 
the reader
Less clear as to what actions are 
being requested



Voice

“stakeholders can review the report, be consulted about its 
content and provide comment and submission, particularly on 
scientific and technical issues”
“[undertaking] science-based risk analyses to assess the 
quarantine risks associated with applications to important 
agricultural and other commodities to Australia.”
“science-based”, “scientific”, “technical”
“careful consideration”
“[taking] account of”
“taken into account by Biosecurity Australia before being 
reviewed by an Eminent Scientists Group”
“provided to Australia’s Director of Quarantine for consideration”. 



Voice

“substantial and detailed”
“The draft IRA is not a decision to allow the importation of 
apples from New Zealand”
“This extended comment period takes account of the need for 
stakeholders to have sufficient time to absorb and comment on 
the substantial and detailed material contained in the report’s 
three volumes...  Biosecurity Australia is also mindful that many 
stakeholders are engaged in fruit harvesting during this time in
both Australia and New Zealand… [and] wants to ensure that 
stakeholders are not disadvantaged as a result of the seasonal 
holidays in both countries.”



How is risk communicated?

Identifying the concept of risk requires first identifying the object 
or activity that carries the risk
AQIS – not the actual plant or animal materials

□Not the actual plant or animal materials
□Not the person carrying those materials
□Not the act of bringing them to Australia
□ Is the act of not declaring



How is risk communicated?

The AQIS text: risk is conceptualised in absolute terms: 
Without declaration or disposal, risk exists and negative 
consequences are possible; 
With declaration or disposal, risk disappears and, with it, so too 
the consequences.  
The act of declaration thereby becomes akin to the act of 
absolution. 



How is risk communicated?

BA text: Conflates the principle risk activity with “an application 
from New Zealand to export apples to Australia”, rather than 
with the actual act of exporting apples. 
Shifting the risky activity onto an essentially bureaucratic task  
BA text: No mention of consequence



How is risk communicated?

AQIS : risk associated with incoming passengers – absolute 
terms
BA : “very low” and “variable”
“[assisting] in the reduction of quarantine risk to a very low 
level,…”
“…consistent with Australia’s conservative approach to 
quarantine.”



How is risk communicated?

How risk itself is characterised in the two documents is 
clear: in one, risk is absolute; in the other, risk is seen to be 
acceptable at “very low levels” and, indeed, capable of being 
managed to maintain low levels.
Simple message: present (bad); absent (good).  VS 
Complex message: allowable and subjective.
Audience resistance to the complex message.



How is risk communicated?

The way in which risk is communicated in these texts points 
to an area of inconsistency in the way in which the concept 
of biosecurity may be understood or misunderstood by the 
public, and suggests an important area of opportunity for 
improving biosecurity communication in the future.
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