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The coronavirus crisis has wreaked death and 
economic destruction throughout the world, but it 
was a crisis that Australia didn’t have to have. This 
paper lays out a detailed weekly timeline of the 
crucial first 12 weeks of the crisis, from China’s first 
public admission of the disease outbreak on Monday, 
December 30 to Australia’s border closure on Friday, 
March 20. Those weeks were Australia’s window of 
opportunity for fighting the virus at the border instead 
of in the community. 

Had Australia properly treated the coronavirus as a 
border security challenge during those 12 weeks, it 
could have quarantined a limited number of arriving 
passengers and thus insulated the rest of the country 
from the worst effects of the pandemic. Instead, 
Australia treated the introduction of the coronavirus as 
unavoidable, focusing instead on managing it as public 
health challenge, using tools like social distancing and 
the closure of large parts of the Australian economy 
to isolate 24 million people from the few infected 
individuals. 

By treating the coronavirus as a public health threat 
instead of as a border security threat, Australia 
needlessly imposed hundreds of billions of dollars in 
financial losses on its own population.

In criticising Australia’s public health led response, this 
paper presents evidence that Australia’s Chief Medical 
Officer Brendan Murphy and the Australian Health 
Protection Principal Committee (AHPPC) he chaired:

1)  Placed inordinate faith in the highly-politicised 
advice of the World Health Organization;

2)  Placed inordinate faith in China’s ‘transparency and 
openness’;

3)  Uncritically endorsed the World Health 
Organization’s advice to rely on China (and, 
later, other countries) to contain the outflow of 
coronavirus cases instead of taking independent 
action to control the inflow of cases from China 
(and, later, the rest of the world);;

4)  Equated handing out informational pamphlets 
containing advice on self-isolation with 
‘quarantines’; and

5)  Inexplicably failed to issue advice on cruise ship 
sailings until the end of Week 11 or the beginning 
of Week 12, by which time it was too late.

Notwithstanding these errors, the prime minister and 
the National Security Committee of Cabinet (NSC), not 
the AHPPC, bore ultimate responsibility for ensuring 

Australia’s border security. This paper presents 
evidence that in exercising this responsibility, the 
prime minister and the NSC:

1)  Made inappropriately firm public commitments to 
act only on the advice of their health experts (i.e., 
the AHPPC);

2)  Counter-productively endorsed the exploitation of 
loopholes in Australia’s travel restrictions, instead 
of closing them; and

3)  Failed in the execution of simple border security 
measures like electronic record-keeping and 
routine follow-up.

Throughout the crucial first 12 weeks of Australia’s 
coronavirus response, the critical point of failure in the 
government’s border security policymaking occurred 
at the junction between bureaucratic expertise and 
political leadership. The research presented in this 
paper leads to the conclusion that political leaders 
who sit on the NSC could have — and should have — 
drawn on their extensive foreign policy experience and 
contacts to:

1)  Discount the advice of the WHO not to impose 
travel restrictions;

2)  Disregard Chinese propaganda about its success in 
managing the crisis; and

3)  Critically evaluate the advice it received from the 
AHPPC in light of actions being taken by other 
jurisdictions with which the members of the NSC 
were presumably in regular communication (e.g., 
Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and the United 
States).

For the first 12 weeks of 2020, the coronavirus crisis 
was not a public health crisis, but a border security 
crisis. By treating the coronavirus as a public health 
crisis right from the beginning, the NSC abrogated too 
large a portion of its decision-making responsibility. 
The AHPPC were out of their depth in advising on 
national security — a policy area that was not really 
within their area of expertise.

The coronavirus crisis has exposed fault lines in 
Australia’s national security decision-making that 
should be mended. In any future national security 
crisis, the NSC and the elected leadership should:

1)  Limit the role of bureaucratic advice to narrow 
areas of expert competency;

2)  Take greater public responsibility for decisions that 
are, ultimately, political;
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3)  Exercise due skeptism of pronouncements from 
highly politicised intergovernmental organisations 
like the WHO and other United Nations specialised 
agencies; and

4)  Apply a ‘reasonable person’ test to policymaking, 
in the full confidence that the Australian electorate, 
on the whole, consists of reasonable people.

Australia is one of the oldest, most stable, most 
successful democracies in the world. Its record of 
policymaking and policy execution throughout its long 
history of self-government is vastly superior to that 
of most of the other member states of the United 

Nations and its specialised agencies. Although it is 
appropriate for Australia to conscientiously take notice 
of the advice of intergovernmental organisations, it 
makes no sense for Australia to slavishly follow their 
dictates.

After China’s initial mismanagement and attempted 
cover-up of the Wuhan outbreak in weeks 1-4 of 
the coronavirus crisis, it was probably impossible to 
prevent a near-global pandemic spread of the disease. 
Nonetheless, at that point it was still possible to 
prevent the spread of the coronavirus into Australia’s 
general population; however the NSC failed to do this. 

Though the coronavirus crisis has exposed many 
failures of policy and implementation by Australian 
governments, we can only expect governments to 
act on facts they should have known and outcomes 
they should have foreseen at the time. For example, 
we now know that the coronavirus may have been 
spreading in Wuhan as early as November. But if even 
the Chinese authorities were unaware of this at the 
time, this fact could not have informed Australian 
policy-making.1

Of course, Australia could have been better prepared 
to handle a crisis but it is difficult to second-guess 
disaster preparedness. There are many potential 
disasters that people warn us to guard against, and 
it is impossible (not to mention wildly uneconomic) 
to fully and continuously prepare for them all. If 
Australia had begun pandemic preparedness in the 
immediate aftermath of the 1918 flu pandemic, it 
would have been waiting more than 100 years for 
the preparations to pay off. When the current crisis 
has passed, no doubt Australia will make extensive 
preparations against a future coronavirus pandemic. 
Yet it seems the way of the world that the next crisis 
will take a form not previously imagined. After all, a 
crisis foreseen and prepared for is unlikely to then 
escalate into a crisis.

At a bare minimum, policymakers and the experts 
who advise them should make decisions during a 
crisis that pass the ‘reasonable person’ test of civil 
tort law in common law legal systems like Australia’s. 
This is the idea that responsible individuals should be 
expected to exercise a modicum of caution and good 
sense in making decisions that might affect others. 
In 1947, American judge Learned Hand introduced 
a three-part formula for implementing the test in 

practical casework. Paraphrasing, he suggested 
that in making decisions that might affect others, a 
reasonable person would take into account three key 
criteria:

1)  The probability of harm

2)  The seriousness of the harm

3)  The cost of taking precautions

For example, the ‘reasonable person’ test might 
be applied to Australia’s handling of the Ruby 
Princess, which has emerged as the world’s deadliest 
coronavirus-infested cruise ship.2 For two months 
starting February 4, its stablemate the Diamond 
Princess was stranded in Yokohama, Japan with a 
raging coronavirus epidemic on board that eventually 
spawned 712 coronavirus cases among its 3711 
passengers and crew. The entire world knew of the 
plight of the Diamond Princess, which still has its own 
line in the league tables of national coronavirus cases. 
In light of the Diamond Princess fiasco, which had 
riveted global media attention throughout February, 
it is hard to see how a reasonable person could have 
allowed the Ruby Princess to dock at Circular Quay 
in central Sydney on March 19 and disembark its 
passengers directly onto city streets and into mass 
transit, with no screening or warnings. Experts may 
legitimately disagree about what should have been 
done under the circumstances, but it is difficult to 
argue that a ‘reasonable person’ would have done 
nothing.

As of early May, more than 60% of Australia’s 
confirmed coronavirus cases had been contracted 
overseas.3 Remarkably, nearly one-fifth of them 
could be traced to cruise ships, 10% to the Ruby 
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Princess alone.4 The remainder, of course, must have 
their ultimate source in arrivals by air. All Australia’s 
cases seem to derive from arrivals that occurred 
after the danger posed by the coronavirus should 
have been clear to any reasonable person, with 
the first case traced to an arrival from Wuhan on 
January 19.5 As the detailed timeline presented in this 
paper demonstrates, had Australia exercised a level 
of caution equivalent to that of world coronavirus 
response leaders like Hong Kong and Taiwan, 
Australia may have been able to prevent community 
transmission entirely. Instead, on January 21, the 
day after China (in effect) admitted that it had been 
suppressing information about the seriousness of the 
coronavirus epidemic, Australia’s chief medical officer 
Brendan Murphy issued a statement reiterating that 
“the risk of transmission in Australia from this novel 
coronavirus remains low.”6 That appraisal turned out 
to be tragically wrong.

In the spirit of the ‘reasonable person’ test, this paper 
lays out a weekly coronavirus timeline, summarising 
what Australian policymakers knew (or should have 
known) as the crisis unfolded, and comparing their 
decision-making to that of their peers in the best-
informed jurisdictions: Hong Kong, Singapore, and 
Taiwan. The focus is on border policy, since once the 
coronavirus had been allowed to start circulating 
within the country, the key policy questions became 
epidemiological rather than political. Section 2 lays 
down a foundation for policy evaluation by presenting 

a detailed week-by-week policy timeline comparing 
what was known about the disease at each time point 
to Australia’s contemporaneous policy response. 
Section 3 evaluates this timeline against Learned 
Hand’s three criteria to suggest what a ‘reasonable 
person’ should have concluded about how to handle 
coronavirus border security, and when. Section 4 
demonstrates that Taiwan’s world-class coronavirus 
response amounted to little more than applying the 
‘reasonable person’ test to an external public health 
threat.

Any informational advantage that Taiwan had over 
Australia was important primarily in the first weeks of 
the crisis, before information about the virus became 
relevant for Australia; and any pandemic preparedness 
advantage it had would only have become operative 
once the virus was already circulating in the country. 
In fact, Taiwan fought the virus at the border, as any 
sensible person would have. But instead of following 
Taiwan’s sensible example, Australia took a much 
more laid-back approach to border security, with 
health authorities consistently expressing a preference 
for fighting the coronavirus at home instead of at 
the border. This approach is exactly what the World 
Health Organization consistently advised against. 
The conclusion that emerges in Section 5 is that in 
future crises, Australia should rely less on advice from 
intergovernmental organisations that may be tainted 
by undue influence and more on the good judgment of 
its own democratically elected political leaders.

2. Australia’s coronavirus policy timeline

Although the coronavirus that causes COVID-19 
may have been circulating in China as early as 
November, and the Chinese government itself now 
says that Chinese doctors first diagnosed the new viral 
pneumonia on December 27, no one outside China 
was aware of the existence of a new disease threat 
until Monday, December 30, 2019.7 Counting from 
that date, it took just 12 weeks for Australia to go 
from complete ignorance of a possible threat to the 
near-total ban on foreign travellers that took effect 

on March 20.8 Those 12 weeks were the crucial period 
during which Australian governments could make 
and implement policies to prevent a crisis. However, 
once the virus was endemic in Australia, its spread 
could only be managed, not averted, as the rapidly 
rising case counts in weeks 10-12 illustrate.9 The 
week-by-week chronology of Australia’s coronavirus 
policy timeline detailed below and summarised in 
Table 1 forms the basis for the policy analyses and 
conclusions presented in this paper.
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Week 1:  week of Monday, December 30 
(coronavirus yet to reach Australia)

The first news the world outside China had about an 
“undiagnosed pneumonia” in Wuhan was an email 
bulletin sent at a minute before midnight US eastern 
standard time on Monday, December 30 from the 
Program for Monitoring Emerging Diseases (ProMED) 
of the International Society for Infectious Diseases.10 
That morning in China, the Hubei Daily News had 
carried the brief report ‘Wuhan Municipal Health 
Commission announces pneumonia outbreak’.11 The 
article reassured readers that “so far, the investigation 
has found no obvious person-to-person transmission, 
and no infections of medical personnel.” The news was 
picked up by Reuters, which issued a bulletin late on 
New Year’s Eve, noting that “Wuhan Central Hospital 
... declined to comment” on the reports.12

Shortly after the holiday break, on January 3, 
virologist Ian Mackay posted the first public Australian 
analysis of the “viral pneumonia cluster in Wuhan”, 
urging caution and a wait-and-see approach.13 Also 
that day, the BBC ran an unsigned news article 
that appears to have been the first truly global 
news story about the Wuhan mystery pneumonia, 
accompanied by commentary from BBC health 
reporter Philippa Roxby, who presciently raised fears 
of a Chinese cover-up like the one that exacerbated 

the seriousness of the 2002-2003 SARS epidemic. 
The article included the ominous information that 
“Wuhan police said eight people had been punished 
for “publishing or forwarding false information on the 
internet without verification”.”14 Importantly, the BBC 
further reported that the Wuhan Health Commission 
issued a statement saying that there had been “no 
human-to-human transmission” of the mystery virus.

Yet at the time of these early reports, Hong Kong, 
Singapore, and Taiwan had already begun health 
screening of passengers arriving from Wuhan. 
Already on December 31, the South China Morning 
Post reported that Hong Kong had implemented 
“temperature screenings at every border checkpoint, 
including the city’s international airport and high-
speed railway station.”15 Hospitals had notified 
“frontline medical staff” to be on the lookout for cases 
of pneumonia or acute respiratory illness accompanies 
by fever, and to check on patients’ travel histories for 
potential links to Wuhan. By January 2, Hong Kong 
was intensively screening all travellers from Wuhan, 
despite World Health Organization advice that there 
was no need for precautions.16 Taiwan also began 
intensive screening of all passengers from Wuhan 
and post-arrival monitoring of those with fevers on 
New Year’s Eve.17 Singapore issued a health advisory 
and started screening of passengers from Wuhan on 
January 3.18

Table 1. Timeline of Australia’s coronavirus policy response
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On Sunday, January 5, the World Health Organization 
(WHO) finally issued its first bulletin on the new 
virus.19 The WHO reported that the Chinese 
government had notified it on December 31 of ‘cases 
of pneumonia of unknown etiology’. The bulletin 
relayed Chinese assurances that “no evidence of 
significant human-to-human transmission and no 
health care worker infections have been reported.” 
Chinese authorities later admitted that the first 
doctor to diagnose the new viral pneumonia, on 
December 27, considered the disease “probably 
infectious”, that from December 29, medical staff 
attending patients with the disease were ordered to 
wear face masks, and that by December 30, patients 
with the disease were being quarantined.20 It is 
not currently known whether or not the WHO had 
access to this information at the time. In an implicit 
snub to Hong Kong and Taiwan, the January 5 WHO 
bulletin concluded with a statement that the “WHO 
advises against the application of any travel or trade 
restrictions on China.”

Week 2: week of Monday, January 6 
(coronavirus yet to reach Australia)

The first Australian mainstream media report of the 
“mysterious lung infection” in Wuhan appeared on 
page 23 of the Sydney Morning Herald for January 
6, in a short bulletin picked up from the Bloomberg 
wire service.21 Throughout week 2, the SMH continued 
to run brief wire service reports about the virus, 
although other Australian news outlets would not 
start covering it until week 4. Thus by week 2, the 
Australian government should have been well-aware 
of the situation in Wuhan, including the fact that 
experts in Singapore were “frustrated that scientists 
in China were not allowed to speak” about the virus.22 
At the beginning of week 2, Hong Kong had already 
raised its public health threat level to ‘serious’ (one 
short of ‘emergency’), and stores were selling out of 
surgical masks.23 On January 8, Chinese researchers 
confirmed that the mystery pneumonia was in fact 
caused by a ‘novel coronavirus’.24

Throughout week 2, Western media reports reinforced 
the misperception that the Wuhan coronavirus was 
not transmissible from human to human, by quoting 
medical experts who were simply repeating false 
information coming from China via the WHO. Reading 
week 2 articles with hindsight, it is clear that Chinese 
press releases were the ultimate sources for all 
opinions that the coronavirus was not infectious. For 
example, on January 9, Reuters passed along WHO 
guidance originating in Chinese assurances that the 
coronavirus “does not appear to pass easily from 
person to person.”25 The WHO itself repeated its 
advice against “any specific measures for travellers” 
and “against the application of any travel or trade 
restrictions on China.”26 The public may have been 
lulled by this into a false sense of security by these 
statements, but public health authorities should not 
have been.

On January 10, the WHO for the first time released 
a full-length document offering explicit advice about 
international travel restrictions in relation to the novel 
coronavirus.27 It reassured the world that “preliminary 
investigation suggests that there is no significant 
human-to-human transmission, and no infections 
among health care workers have occurred.” In fact, 
at this time the now-famous whistleblower Dr Li 
Wenliang had already contracted the coronavirus from 
one of his patients.28 It is currently unknown whether 
or not the WHO was aware of this or if other Wuhan 
health workers had also been infected, although as an 
ophthalmologist, Dr Li would hardly have been on the 
coronavirus front line. The WHO merely recommended 
that “travellers with symptoms of acute respiratory 
infection should practice cough etiquette”, advising 
that “entry screening offers little benefit.” It explicitly 
advised “against the application of any travel or trade 
restrictions on China.”

In Australia, the federal authorities had nothing to 
say about the coronavirus in week 2, but both the 
New South Wales29 and Victorian30 health departments 
issued infectious disease alerts on January 10, citing 
a US Centers for Disease Control advisory notice.31 
Both alerts recommended that suspected coronavirus 
patients be fitted with surgical masks and, if possible, 
isolated in a private room with negative pressure 
ventilation. They recommended that attending health 
staff wear P2/N95 respirators. The United States 
itself issued a travel alert for Wuhan on January 11.32 
Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan were all screening 
passengers from Wuhan with temperature checks and 
health questionnaires.

On Sunday, January 12, the WHO closed week 2 
with a statement unambiguously expressing its full 
satisfaction with the Chinese coronavirus response.33 
It began: 

On 11 and 12 January 2020, WHO received 
further detailed information from the National 
Health Commission about the outbreak.

WHO is reassured of the quality of the ongoing 
investigations and the response measures 
implemented in Wuhan, and the commitment to 
share information regularly.

The evidence is highly suggestive that the 
outbreak is associated with exposures in one 
seafood market in Wuhan. The market was 
closed on 1 January 2020. At this stage, there is 
no infection among healthcare workers, and no 
clear evidence of human to human transmission. 
The Chinese authorities continue their work of 
intensive surveillance and follow up measures, 
as well as further epidemiological investigations.

The statement went on to repeat the WHO’s advice 
against taking any measures to protect against the 
novel coronavirus.
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Week 3:  week of Monday, January 13 
(coronavirus yet to reach Australia)

Week 3 opened on January 13 with the WHO reporting 
a suspected coronavirus case in Thailand, the first 
outside China.34 The next day, the WHO confirmed 
the case, noting that although the patient was from 
Wuhan, she had not shopped at the notorious seafood 
market that was hypothesised to be the source of 
the virus.35 It reiterated that “China has not reported 
any cases of infection among healthcare workers 
or contacts of the cases” previously identified. It 
went further, noting that China had reported no new 
cases at all since January 3. On January 17, the 
virus popped up in Japan, in a man who had traveled 
to Wuhan and been in contact with a person with 
pneumonia, but who also had not visited the seafood 
market.36 By this point, the seafood market had been 
closed for more than two weeks. Again, the WHO 
relayed unquestioningly China’s claim of no new 
infections and no healthcare worker cases.

Notwithstanding the WHO assurances, the United 
States began airport screening on January 17.37 
The SMH carried a wire service report on the event, 
which noted that this was only the second time in 
history that the US had conducted airport infectious 
disease screening (the first was during the 2014 Ebola 
outbreak).38 This apparently prompted the first public 
response from Australia’s chief medical officer (CMO), 
Brendan Murphy, who on January 18 reassured 
Australians that there was “no current need” for 
enhanced airport screening and “no current need for 
any travel advisory in Australia, which is consistent 
with recommendations from the World Health 
Organization.”39 Despite the precautions advised by 
the NSW and Victoria health departments the previous 
week, he stressed that “there have been no cases of 
infection in the several hundred healthcare workers 
who have been exposed to the patients in China.”

By the end of week 3, Hong Kong, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, 
Taiwan, Thailand, and the United States were all 
ignoring the WHO’s advice and actively screening 
passengers arriving from Wuhan.40 Both Hong Kong41 
and Taiwan42 had warned hospitals of the likelihood 
of human-to-human transmission of the novel 
coronavirus. Singapore reported several suspected 
cases in people who had not visited the Wuhan 
seafood market at the center of the outbreak, treating 
them in isolation as a precaution against infection.43 
Despite assurances from the WHO, much of Asia 
was on high alert against the spread of the novel 
coronavirus.

Nonetheless, on Sunday, January 19, Australia’s 
CMO Brendan Murphy issued a formal statement 
reassuring Australians that “there is no cause for 
alarm.”44 He noted that “Australia has well established 
mechanisms to respond to ill travellers at points of 
entry” and “airlines must report passengers on board 
showing signs of an infectious disease, including fever, 

sweats or chills.” He reiterated that there was “no 
clear evidence of human to human transmission” and 
that there had been no reported cases among health 
workers in China. He endorsed the WHO position 
”[against] any travel advisory for China, or additional 
measures at airports beyond our established 
mechanisms.” For Australian airports, it was to be 
business as usual.

Week 4: week of Monday, January 20 (new 
cases in Australia: 4)

The very next day, Monday, January 20, China 
admitted (in effect) that it had been deceiving the 
world, reporting 139 new cases of coronavirus in 
Wuhan, Beijing, and Shenzhen.45 Incredibly, the 
Chinese Communist Party’s international mouthpiece 
newspaper, the Global Times, editorialised (in an 
article since scrubbed from its website) that:

In the early days of SARS, reports were delayed 
and covered up. That kind of thing must not 
happen again in China.46

Nonetheless, on January 21, Australian CMO Brendan 
Murphy issued a statement reaffirming that “the 
risk of transmission in Australia from this novel 
coronavirus remains low.”47 In response to the 
emerging news from China, he said that Australia 
would be “undertaking evidence based, proportionate 
additional border measures”, which applied only to 
the three-times-a-week flight from Wuhan to Sydney. 
These were:

All passengers on these direct flights will receive 
information about the virus on arrival requesting 
that they identify themselves to biosecurity 
officers at the airport if they are unwell. If they 
have symptoms of an infectious disease they will 
be assessed by NSW Health.

Additional information will be displayed at all 
major international ports around Australia, with 
instructions on what to do if travellers have 
symptoms or if symptoms develop.

Murphy reaffirmed in a press conference on January 
21 that “there is no need for alarm, and the risk 
to the Australian public from this novel virus 
remains relatively low.”48 Seemingly casting aside 
the explosive news from China the day before that 
the number of cases was much larger than it had 
previously admitted, he continued to express the 
view that “we’re still not entirely sure whether they 
have all been derived from Wuhan or whether ... 
there has been transmission in any place other than 
Wuhan.” Asked on January 22 about China’s level of 
cooperation, he said on national radio that China was 
“being open; they’re being transparent ... I think it’s a 
wonderful transparency and openness that we’re now 
seeing with China.”49

That same day, Singapore announced an expansion 
of airport temperature screening to all passengers 
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arriving from China, with those arriving from Wuhan 
with pneumonia being subject to mandatory hospital 
isolation.50 Singapore’s only airline serving Wuhan, the 
budget carrier Scoot, suspended service on January 
23.51 Also on January 23, Taiwan’s flag carrier, China 
Airlines, suspended all flights from Wuhan.52 On 
January 25, Hong Kong suspended all travel from 
Wuhan (air and rail), and closed schools to limit 
the potential spread of the disease in the territory 
itself.53 The next day, Taiwan banned most Chinese 
citizens from entry, though with limited exceptions 
designed to accommodate many Taiwanese families’ 
and businesses’ close ties with the mainland.54 Those 
remaining exceptions were eventually removed on 
February 6.55

On January 22 and 23, the WHO held emergency 
meetings to formulate its new coronavirus response. 
Remarkably, the WHO Emergency Committee 
determined that the coronavirus did not represent a 
Public Health Emergency of International Concern.56 
The committee resolved that China should “continue 
to share full data on all cases” (as if it had been 
doing so all along), while other countries should 
“demonstrate solidarity and cooperation.” The WHO 
reiterated its advice against international travel 
restrictions, or “any specific health measures for 
travellers.” This, despite encouraging China to 
implement “screening at domestic airports, railway 
stations, and long-distance bus stations.” Bizarrely, 
the WHO also recommended that China conduct “exit 
screening at international airports and ports” even as 
it advised other countries not to screen passengers 
arriving from China.

By the end of week 4, China was taking the 
coronavirus very seriously. China’s Bureau of Disease 
Prevention and Control started calling the disease 
“highly infectious”, just days after claiming that there 
was no evidence of human-to-human transmission.57 
The Chinese government cut off travel to and within 
Wuhan and 16 nearby cities, and banned private 
vehicles from the roads.58 Nonetheless, due to China’s 
mismanagement of the crisis and delays in taking 
action, some 5 million people left Wuhan before the 
lockdown took effect.59 At the end of the week, China’s 
president Xi Jinping called the situation “grave”, with 
Beijing admitting that the coronavirus had spread to 
29 provinces.60 

Meanwhile, the first cases of coronavirus were 
detected in Australia. Australia’s response at this 
time was to raise the travel advisory for Wuhan to 
‘do not travel’ and provide information pamphlets 
to passengers arriving from other parts of China.61 
Brendan Murphy reiterated at his January 26 press 
conference that “there is no risk at the moment” to 
the Australian public, and suggested that China’s 
actions in week 4 had actually lowered the risk of 
the virus spreading to Australia.62 Murphy held to 
the line that “we don’t really have good data on the 
infectivity or how high the risk of human-to-human 

transmissions is”, despite the fact that by this date 
even the Chinese government had acknowledged the 
‘highly infectious’ nature of the virus, quarantining 
some 50 million people in response. Regarding the 
tracing of people who were known to have been 
exposed to coronavirus while flying to Australia, 
Murphy explained that the government’s strategy for 
locating them was to use the handwritten addresses 
they gave on the paper landing cards on arrival in 
Australia.

Week 5: week of Monday, January 27 (new 
cases in Australia: 8)

Week 5 stared with Australian federal authorities 
continuing to downplay the seriousness of the threat 
posed by the coronavirus. On January 27, Brendan 
Murphy reiterated that “we have no evidence there’s a 
risk to the Australian public.”63 He again claimed that 
“we don’t know of any proven evidence of human to 
human transmission outside of the Hubei province.”64 
The Australian Health Protection Principal Committee 
(AHPPC), consisting of Australian CMO Brendan 
Murphy and the eight state and territory Chief Health 
Officers, even rejected Chinese warnings that the 
coronavirus could be spread during its incubation 
period, before symptoms emerged.65 Nonetheless, the 
AHPPC characterised Australia’s policy stance at the 
time as “highly precautionary.”66

On January 30, the WHO reconvened its Emergency 
Committee and at last declared the coronavirus a 
Public Health Emergency of International Concern.67 
Nonetheless, the committee continued to advise 
against “any travel or trade restriction.” The next day, 
in responding to the WHO pronouncement, Murphy 
once again emphasised that “there has been very 
limited and isolated incidents of human-to-human 
transmission outside of China.”68 Incredibly, he 
claimed that Australia was “one of the most forward 
leaning countries in terms of our public health 
response.” He once again characterised Australia’s 
coronavirus response as “very, very proactive.” 
Crucially, citing WHO advice, Murphy said that the 
APHCC “does not recommend banning direct flights 
from China, as it’s not a public health measure.” As he 
explained on January 31:

The World Health Organization strongly 
recommends that country - nations do not ban 
flights from China because unless you lockdown 
exit from the country, banning flights, direct 
flights, doesn’t stop people coming from China. 
They could come from all sorts of other ports 
and at least we know who is coming from China 
and we can meet and do very intensive border 
measures for those flights. The airlines that have 
stopped flying from China around the world, a 
couple of them have done so for commercial 
reasons. No country in the world has suggested 
this. It seems likely that China is increasingly 
blocking export of its residents, so they are 
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reducing tour groups coming out of China and 
if the outbreak in provinces other than Hubei, 
which is now completely locked down, increase, 
I believe they will stop exits from China which 
is a more effective way. So at the moment, our 
Health Protection Principal Committee does not 
recommend banning direct flights from China, 
as it’s not a public health measure.69 [emphasis 
added]

That day, both Singapore70 and the United States71 
announced China travels bans similar to the one 
that would soon be implemented in Australia, while 
Italy72 and Israel73 instead chose to simply ban all 
flights from China. British Airways and many other 
international airlines had already suspended all or 
most flights from China.74 Hong Kong suspended most 
rail and ferry links to the mainland effective January 
30, and halved the number of flight connections 
to China.75 Chinese economists warned that the 
coronavirus would shave a full percentage point 
off China’s quarterly economic growth in the “most 
optimistic scenario” and that unemployment was likely 
to hit a record high.76

On February 1, less than 24 hours after arguing that 
travel bans were not effective public health measures, 
Australia’s APHCC abruptly reversed course, advising 
the government in an uncharacteristically brief 
statement to “deny entry to Australia to people who 
have left or transited through mainland China from 
1 February 2020, with the exception of Australian 
citizens, permanent residents and their immediate 
family and air crews.”77 It did not cite ‘sustained’ 
transmission outside Wuhan as the justification. 
Instead, it inexplicably noted “the increasing (but still 
relatively small) number of cases in provinces outside 
Hubei Province.”  78 Hours later, the National Security 
Committee of Cabinet (NSC), acting on this “new and 
urgent information” from the AHPPC, decided that 
“foreign nationals (excluding permanent residents) 
who are in mainland China from today forward, will 
not be allowed to enter Australia for 14 days from 
the time they have left or transited through mainland 
China.”

Somewhat straining credulity, Australian health 
minister Greg Hunt stated at a press conference on 
February 2 that between January 31 and February 
1, the AHPPC switched from a unanimous consensus 
that such travel restrictions were unwarranted to 
a unanimous consensus that they were, and that 
the NSC only acted in response to the advice of 
the AHPPC.79 Murphy claimed the seemingly abrupt 
reversal was really only a ‘corollary’ of a simple 
change in definitions. Up until January 31, Australia’s 
definition of ‘potentially infected people’ was limited 
to people from Hubei province, the province of which 
Wuhan is the capital and chief city. On February 1, 
on his advice, the AHPPC ‘broadened’ that definition 
“to include anyone who has been in mainland China 
who has relevant symptoms.” The new definition 

thus called for a wider travel ban, despite the fact 
that Murphy and the AHPPC had repeatedly advised 
against the imposition of any travel bans.

Week 6: week of Monday, February 3 (new 
cases in Australia: 3)

The first concerns about coronavirus and cruise ships 
were raised in week 6, with a false alarm on the 
Costa Smeralda sailing off the coast of Italy.80 On 
February 3, the Philippines became the first country to 
ban cruise ship arrivals from China, Hong Kong, and 
Macau.81 The Diamond Princess cruise ship saga began 
the next day, when the first reports emerged that 10 
passengers had tested positive for the coronavirus.82 
The screening of the entire ship had been prompted 
when a passenger tested positive after disembarking 
in Hong Kong. While the ship was en route to its next 
destination, Yokohama (the main port for Tokyo), 
Japanese officials boarded Diamond Princess and 
conducted the tests. Upon arrival in Yokohama on 
February 1, the ship was quarantined pending test 
results. On February 4, Japan announced the positive 
cases and quarantined the entire ship for an additional 
two weeks. As it turned out, the Diamond Princess 
would remain quarantined in port for the rest of the 
month.

In response to the Diamond Princess outbreak, 
both Hong Kong83 and Taiwan84 closed their borders 
to cruise ships from February 6. The next day, the 
Japanese government also politely ‘asked’ its port 
operators not to allow cruise ships to dock.85 The 
Super Star Aquarius, carrying mostly Taiwanese 
passengers, was accordingly denied entry to Okinawa 
and forced to return to its home port of Keelung, 
just north of Taipei. Taiwan’s authorities made a 
special exception to allow it to dock, but immediately 
quarantined the entire ship while coronavirus tests 
were conducted — despite there being no reports of 
coronavirus-like illnesses.86 Taiwan only allowed the 
passengers to disembark after the tests came back 
clear.

Meanwhile, with the southern hemisphere academic 
year due to start in late February, Australia’s China 
entry ban caught an estimated 105,800 Chinese 
tertiary students offshore, unable to take up their 
places at Australian institutions.87 Phil Honeywood, 
CEO of the industry group International Education 
Association of Australia, immediately warned of 
the risk to international education’s ‘$39 billion 
a year’ contribution to the Australian economy.88 
Some commentators called for an easing of travel 
restrictions for Chinese students, citing the more 
relaxed approach of competing countries like Canada 
and the United Kingdom.89 Honeywood ironically 
warned of “a danger that competitor destinations 
[will] make mileage out of Australia’s special 
difficulties” when their academic years began in 
September.
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Apparently seeking to support the Australian higher 
education sector, the federal Department of Education, 
Skills and Employment helpfully advised Chinese 
students as early as February 8 that they could in 
principle enter Australia via third countries, subject 
to a 14-day waiting period.90 The document has 
since been scrubbed from the internet, but the ABC 
reported that it contained the specific example:

A student leaves mainland China on 3 Feb 2020 
and goes to Malaysia. Provided the student does 
not return to mainland China they could enter 
Australia on 17 Feb 2020.91

This advice opened up the notorious ‘third country’ 
route, through which more than 31,000 Chinese 
students ultimately entered Australia between the 
imposition of the China entry ban on February 1 
and the closure of Australia’s international borders 
on March 20.92 Phil Honeywood called this figure 
“definitely encouraging”, while Australian Border Force 
commissioner Michael Outram said he was “delighted” 
that students “did what we wanted them to do” and 
“were fully compliant with our policy intent.”

In the middle of week 6, Hong Kong began 
quarantining (not self-isolation, but supervised 
quarantine) all travellers arriving from mainland 
China.93 This was despite  WHO director-general 
Tedros Adhanom condemning 22 countries on 
February 4  for “increasing fear and stigma, with little 
public health benefit” by imposing travel restrictions 
in response to the coronavirus epidemic.94 The 
WHO continued to advise against travel restrictions 
throughout eek 6, characterising them as being not 
being ‘evidence-based’.95 The Chinese government 
repeatedly quoted Tedros in its propaganda assault on 
other countries’ China travel restrictions.96

Week 7: week of Monday, February 10 (new 
cases in Australia: 0)

On February 11, the WHO finally admitted that travel 
restrictions:

…may have a public health rationale at the 
beginning of the containment phase of an 
outbreak, as they may allow affected countries 
to implement sustained response measures, 
and non-affected countries to gain time to 
initiate and implement effective preparedness 
measures.97

It insisted, however, that such restrictions “need to be 
short in duration, proportionate to the public health 
risks, and be reconsidered regularly as the situation 
evolves.”

On February 13, Australia’s AHPPC reconfirmed its 
advice that the government should restrict travel from 
China, but it remained silent about the increasingly 
popular ‘third country’ route.98 Federal education 
minister Dan Tehan confirmed that it was “perfectly 
within the guidelines.”99 The Education Consultants 

Association of Australia conducted a survey to 
demonstrate that if Chinese students were excluded 
from Australia for the first semester of 2020, they 
would “enrol in another country”, preferably the 
United Kingdom or Canada.100 Anecdotal reports 
proliferated of Chinese students transiting Thailand for 
14 days en route to Australia.101 Thailand faced strong 
pressure, both from the Chinese government and from 
its own struggling tourism operators, to maintain its 
14-day visa on arrival for Chinese tourists, despite the 
spread of coronavirus to Thailand.102

Week 8: week of Monday, February 17 (new 
cases in Australia: 5)

With East Asian ports closed, international cruise 
operators began redeploying excess capacity to 
the Australian market at the beginning of Week 
8.103 At least three large ships and many smaller 
ones either opened new routes from Australia or 
extended itineraries in Australian waters. Australian 
governments must have been aware of these plans, 
since they required advance port approvals.

Meanwhile it was reported in the Australian media 
that Chinese travel companies were offering package 
tours specifically tailored to meet Australia’s ‘third 
country’ rule, with students offered the option of 
transiting via Thailand or Dubai.104 Western Sydney 
University became the first Australian university to 
explicitly endorse the ‘third country’ route, offering to 
“pay each student arriving in Australia through a third 
county $1500 AUD to help cover the cost of airfares 
and 14 days’ accommodation.”105 Notably, the $1500 
was only payable if the student successfully made 
it to Australia; students detained in transit were not 
eligible. The ANU and University of Melbourne would 
later follow Western Sydney’s lead, offering the much 
larger sums of $5000 and $7500, respectively.106

On February 19, the AHPPC proposed that Australia 
begin the process of relaxing its China travel 
restrictions.107 It specifically suggested allowing the 
entry of ”Year 11 and 12 secondary school students 
from mainland China (excluding Hubei province).” 
It went on to suggest that “if current epidemiology 
is maintained ... there is a case for government 
to consider ... a temporary relaxation of the travel 
restrictions to allow entry to a larger number of 
tertiary students”, assuming that they would agree to 
‘self-isolate’ once in Australia. The AHPPC offered no 
rationale as to why it believed that teenagers were the 
safest group to experiment with, but the government 
quickly acted on the AHPPC opening. In a joint press 
release, health minister Greg Hunt, education minister 
Dan Tehan, Victorian education minister James 
Merlino, and CMO Brendan Murphy announced that 
760 Chinese students and their guardians would be 
allowed to travel directly to Australia subject to ‘self-
isolation’ (not quarantine).108 The ministers said that 
the decision was made “with the safety of Australians 
as the number one priority.”
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Week 9: week of Monday, February 24 (new 
cases in Australia: 8)

In its February 24 statement, the AHPPC noted 
“further increases in case numbers” in China and 
a “growing concern about community transmission 
in a number of countries.”109 It expressed concerns 
about rising coronavirus case counts in South Korea, 
Japan, Italy, Iran, Hong Kong, and Singapore, and 
worried that cases were being underreported in 
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Indonesia. It went so far as 
to say that “AHPPC believes that these international 
developments increase significantly the risk of a 
COVID-19 pandemic.” Nonetheless, it recommended 
two days later that “consideration be given to a staged 
return of specified cohorts of Chinese students from 
mainland China (excluding Hubei province).”110 Despite 
noting that “rapidly increasing numbers of cases of 
COVID-19 have been reported in South Korea, Italy, 
and Iran”, the AHPPC concluded that “extending travel 
bans to restrict travel from multiple countries is not 
likely to be feasible or effective in the medium term.” 
It did not specify what it meant by ‘medium term’.

On February 29, despite noting “evidence that 
suggests that the COVID-19 outbreak in Iran may 
be one of the largest outside of the Hubei province 
in China”, the AHPPC recommended against further 
travel restrictions, making clear that it “does not 
support the further widespread application of travel 
restrictions to an increasing number of countries that 
have community transmission.”111 It did, however, 
acknowledge that “preventing entry to Australia 
for travellers from Iran ... could be considered by 
government.” The government immediately cut off 
travel from Iran, beginning March 1.112

Also on February 29, the WHO clarified its firm advice 
that travel restrictions should be applied “only for a 
few days, to rapidly implement effective preparedness 
measures.”113

Week 10: week of Monday, March 2 (new 
cases in Australia: 52)

On March 4, the AHPPC made a dedicated statement 
of its position on international travel restrictions.114 It 
recommended:

(1) that the Government direct primary focus 
toward domestic containment and preparedness 
for COVID-19, alongside (2) maintaining 
enhanced border measures and travel 
restrictions at their current level for a further 7 
days.

It flatly stated that “border measures can no longer 
prevent importation of COVID-19 and [the AHPPC] 
does not support the further widespread application 

of travel restrictions to the large number of countries 
that have community transmission.” It mirrored 
official WHO advice in stating that “Australia’s border 
measures have helped to delay entry of the virus and 
buy time for health sector and societal preparedness” 
while explicitly advising against their extension to 
other countries. The AHPPC instead advocated a 
public health response centered on ‘self-isolation’. 
The government ignored this advice, slapping travel 
restrictions on South Korea the very next day.115 It 
also mandated ‘advanced screening’ for travellers 
from Italy.

Despite two Formula One racing teams being based in 
northern Italy, the Victorian and federal governments 
confirmed that the Australian Grand Prix scheduled 
for March 15 in Melbourne would be allowed go ahead 
as planned.116 Apparently recognising the difficulties 
that self-isolation requirements might pose for racing 
teams, the federal government repeatedly revised 
its advice for travellers arriving from Italy.117 In the 
end, it settled on ‘enhanced screening’, consisting of 
a series of ‘mandatory questions at check-in’ before 
departure for Australia.118

As Australia continued to debate the Chinese students 
and whether travel bans work, the ill-fated Ruby 
Princess departed Sydney on March 8 for a 13-night 
cruise around New Zealand with nearly 4000 people 
on board.

Week 11:week of Monday, March 9 (new 
cases in Australia: 217)

Again acting against AHPPC advice, on March 11 the 
Morrison government restricted travel from Italy.119 
The same day, WHO director-general Tedros Adhanom 
finally declared the coronavirus a pandemic.120

The Australian Grand Prix was cancelled on March 12, 
after three members of the US/UK Haas team and one 
member of the UK McLaren team tested positive for 
the coronavirus, leading to McLaren withdrawing.121 

At a March 14 press conference, Australian CMO 
Brendan Murphy was asked if Australia’s ban on mass 
gatherings of more than 500 people would be applied 
to cruise ships. He answered that “the AHPPC will 
discuss the implications of this this afternoon’.122 He 
gave no indication that the AHPPC had previously even 
discussed the spread of coronavirus on cruise ships. 
Specifically, he said that:

My understanding is most of the cruise ship 
companies are now cancelling or reducing 
dramatically. I suspect cruise ships, the cruise 
ship industry will go into some significant 
abeyance anyway, but we will discuss at this 
afternoon.
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Week 12: week of Monday, March 16 (new 
cases in Australia: 1056)

Week 12 opened with an announcement from Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison that cruise ships sailing or 
stopping at foreign ports would no longer be allowed 
to dock in Australia.123 Four cruise ships already at sea 
carrying mainly Australian passengers were exempted 
from the ban.124 One of these was the Ruby Princess, 
which docked at Circular Quay on March 19, releasing 
its 2647 passengers directly onto Sydney’s streets 
and public transport, with many heading for onward 
flights. The controversy over who was responsible 
for giving the ‘all clear’ is too well-known to need 
repeating; and a criminal investigation is ongoing.

At least 37 ships were reportedly affected by 
Australia’s cruise ship ban, including the Artania, 
marooned for several weeks off the coast of Western 
Australia with several coronavirus cases onboard.125

On March 18, the AHPPC finally capitulated on travel 
bans.126 In a bizarre statement, it:

noted that there is no longer a strong basis 
for having travel restrictions on only four 
countries and that Government should consider 
aligning these restrictions with the risk. This 
could involve consideration of lifting all travel 
restrictions ... or consideration of the imposition 
of restrictions on all countries.

On March 18, the prime minister instructed 
Australians not to travel overseas.127 On March 19, he 
announced that “Australia is closing its borders to all 
non-citizens and non-residents”, effective March 20.128 
Australia would later announce quarantine provisions 
for international arrivals, effective March 29.129

Taiwan130 closed its borders to non-residents on March 
19, Singapore131 on March 24, and Hong Kong132 on 
March 25. Most other countries also followed suit in 
week 12.133 At time of writing, the WHO maintains its 
February 29 advice against the imposition of travel 
restrictions.

3. What should a ‘reasonable person’ have thought 
about the coronavirus, and when?

Politicians and policymakers must make difficult 
judgments under conditions of imperfect information, 
and thus it is unfair to second-guess their decisions 
with the benefit of hindsight. Hence, for proper policy 
evaluation it is important to conduct an exercise like 
that undertaken in Section 2. The week-by-week 
timeline of publicly available information assembled 
in Section 2 from official press releases and major 
media reports reminds us of what any reasonably 
well-informed individual would have known about 
the coronavirus crisis as it evolved. Government 
experts might be expected to have known more, but 
the ‘reasonable person’ would have known at least 
this much. Some of the key facts any reasonable 
person should have known as the crisis unfolded are 
summarised in Table 2, broken down by Learned 
Hand’s three criteria of the probability of harm, the 
seriousness of the harm, and the cost of taking 
precautions.

Viewed from a policy standpoint, Learned Hand’s 
‘reasonable person’ test asks:

1)  What was the probability that the coronavirus 
would cause harm should it be allowed into 
Australia?

2)  How serious was that harm was likely to prove? 
and 

3)  What would be the cost (to the government and 
to society) of taking precautions against the 
coronavirus? 

With hindsight, we know the harm inflicted by the 
coronavirus includes thousands infected, at least 100 
dead, a sharp recession, and hundreds of billions of 
dollars in government remediation, but that could 
not have been known at the outset, and may not 
even have been clear in week 12. Yet a reasonable 
person should have concluded by the end of week 5 
that the probability and seriousness of the harm likely 
to be caused by the introduction of the coronavirus 
beyond the border ‘in depth’ (checkpoints plus 
supervised quarantines) outweighed the costs of 
imposing targeted and progressively tightened travel 
restrictions.

It seems clear from Table 2 that by week 2, the 
Australian government should have been aware of the 
possibility of harm from the coronavirus should it be 
allowed into Australia. At this point, both the NSW and 
Victoria state health authorities had issued infectious 
disease alerts. In week 3, multiple jurisdictions 
outside China had concluded that human-to-human 
transmission of the coronavirus was probable, and 
China reported its first death from the virus. In week 
4, China publicly admitted the transmissibility and 
deadliness of the virus, reporting dozens of deaths 



12

and instituting a mass quarantine of 50 million people. 
By week 5, when the WHO declared the coronavirus a 
‘Public Health Emergency of International Concern’, no 
one could retain any doubts as to the harmfulness of 
the coronavirus. Any reasonable person should have 
concluded by week 5 that the probability of harm from 
the coronavirus was very high.

Table 2 suggests it may have taken longer for 
the first concerns to be raised about the potential 
seriousness of the harm that might be caused should 
the coronavirus be allowed to spread into Australia. 
China’s obfuscation could not hide the infectiousness 
of the coronavirus for very long, as it quickly spread 
to neighboring countries, but it was not immediately 
obvious how disruptive the coronavirus would turn 
out to be, whether for hospital systems or for the 
wider economy. In week 3, the United States Centers 
for Disease Control became sufficiently concerned 
to implement airport screening for only the second 
time in its history, placing its concern over the 
coronavirus on the level of its concern over Ebola in 
2014. That should have rung alarm bells, but it was 
not conclusive. However, China’s week 4 decision 
to quarantine Wuhan and surrounding areas should 
have made it clear that Beijing, at least, thought the 
level of the harm was so serious that it was worth 
almost any cost to prevent the virus from spreading 

to the rest of the country. In week 5, Chinese state 
economists predicted the coronavirus would cost the 
country at least one percentage point of GDP. Any 
reasonable person should have concluded by week 
5 that the seriousness of the harm that would result 
from a coronavirus epidemic was very high.

That leaves only the cost of taking precautions to be 
considered. The cost of simple precautions like airport 
temperature screening is very low. Although these 
measures are of questionable effectiveness, they 
were considered useful enough to be implemented by 
Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan as early as week 
1. Hospital isolation (as opposed to self-isolation) 
of suspected cases is more expensive, and was only 
implemented in Singapore in week 3. In that week, 
Australia was still conducting business as usual at 
ports and airports, with no screening at all. Hong 
Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan all restricted travel 
from Wuhan in week 4. This was the first truly costly 
international step taken in response to the coronavirus 
crisis. However, in week 5 Australia took the very 
costly step of banning all travel from China.

This was clearly the most costly early action taken by 
Australia in its efforts to keep the coronavirus at bay. 
Australia’s extraordinarily high reliance on Chinese 
students and tourists made this step more costly for 
Australia than for most other countries; but given 

Table 2. Timeline of public coronavirus knowledge about the probability of harm, the seriousness of the harm, and 
the cost of taking precautions
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the severity of the coronavirus outbreak in China at 
the time, it was probably inevitable that Australia 
would have implemented such a ban at some point. 
The largest cost resulting from the travel ban was the 
exclusion of more than 100,000 Chinese students, but 
since the whole point of the travel ban was to prevent 
travel from China, it made no sense for Australia to 
delay this step.

At the end of week 5, Australia’s policy decisions seem 
to have lined up well with the probability and likely 
seriousness of harm from the coronavirus as it was 
understood at the time. Prior to week 5, Australia was 
perhaps mildly complacent, but the complacency was 
within the limits of reasonable judgment, as revealed 
in the actions of other well-informed countries. In 
week 5, Australian policymaking caught up with 
coronavirus reality. Had Australia continued, after 
week 5, to ratchet up its precautions as the crisis 
developed, it might have avoided the worst of the 
economic damage later wrought by the coronavirus.

Instead, Australia proceeded over the next three 
weeks to progressively loosen its safeguards 
against the introduction of coronavirus. In week 6, 
it advertised the ‘third country’ route for Chinese 
students as a way around its travel restrictions; in 
week 7, the education minister publicly endorsed 
it; in week 8, Australian universities even started 
subsidising it. Also in week 8, cruise lines publicly 
announced redeployments of ships to the Australian 
market. Australian governments must have been 
aware of these plans even earlier, since they required 
port approvals. The Australian government said 
nothing to discourage this, despite widespread public 
attention being paid to the problem of coronavirus 
outbreaks on cruise ships. Thus even as knowledge 
of the harmfulness of the coronavirus solidified over 
the course of weeks 6-8, Australia’s policy response 
weakened.

The imposition of more aggressive air travel bans 
in weeks 6-8 may or may not have been warranted 
(other countries did not impose them), but the 

economic cost to Australia of banning cruise ships in 
week 6 (as most of Asia did) would have been slight. 
So, too, would the costs of more intrusive airport 
screening. Even with a Public Health Emergency of 
International Concern on its hands, the government 
continued to rely on handwritten landing cards for 
post-arrival tracing; East Asian countries had public 
health personnel with computer tablets interview 
arriving passengers and record their information 
electronically. And although Hong Kong, Singapore, 
and Taiwan all quarantined suspected coronavirus 
cases, Australia relied on self-isolation, which in 
several cases was notoriously flouted by non-
cooperative individuals.134

After week 5, it was not yet known exactly what path 
the coronavirus might take into Australia, but by 
simultaneously loosening travel restrictions on China, 
relying on health advisory handouts as a substitute 
for airport screening, and welcoming Asia’s surplus 
cruise ship capacity, the country was taking unwise 
and unwarranted risks. Having already sacrificed 
much of its tourism and international education 
industries to the cause of coronavirus prevention, it 
made no sense for Australia to choose a risky (instead 
of a cautious) path after week 5, since by then the 
major costs associated with travel restrictions had 
already been incurred. Any reasonable person should 
have concluded after week 5 that the marginal costs 
of further precautions against the introduction of 
coronavirus were low compared to the risks posed by 
the coronavirus itself.

As things turned out, Australia’s window of 
opportunity to prevent a coronavirus outbreak within 
the country extended roughly to the end of week 8. 
As late as March 1 (the end of week 9), Australia was 
still detecting single digits of coronavirus cases every 
week, though it should be remembered that most of 
these cases would have been caught in the previous 
week. By the time Australia imposed blanket global 
travel restrictions in week 12, it was four weeks too 
late.

4. Lessons from the Taiwan response

Looking at Taiwan shows what ‘could have been’, had 
Australia continued tightening its border response 
after week 5. Taiwan is an island of 24 million people 
that has extraordinarily close ties to China, with at 
least 400,000 people working in China — and probably 
many more, since this represents only the registered 
number.135 Like Australia, Taiwan has a high level 
of export dependence on China, tied to China’s by 
densely overlapping production networks. To put 
things into perspective, 10.7 million passengers flew 
directly between Taiwan and China (excluding Hong 

Kong and Macao) in 2019,136 compared with 3.3 
million flying between Australia and China.137 Even 
these figures understate the Taiwan-China connection; 
because for geopolitical reasons, direct flights between 
Taiwan and China are limited, and many passengers 
must fly via Hong Kong instead.

Nonetheless, Taiwan has experienced a small fraction 
of the coronavirus caseload of Australia, despite 
the need to repatriate hundreds of thousands of its 
citizens from China.
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Notably, Taiwan is not a member of the World Health 
Organization; nor even an observer, having been 
excluded from observer status since 2016 at China’s 
behest. Thus Taiwan had little incentive to respect 
WHO exhortations not to impose travel restrictions. 
Taiwan (along with Hong Kong and Singapore) started 
to screen passengers arriving from Wuhan in week 1, 
and suspended the entry of Wuhan residents in week 
4. It started electronic monitoring of self-isolated 
individuals in week 5, using a government-issued 
mobile phone that people in this soft quarantine 
were expected to carry on them at all times. Stiff 
fines applied for people found breaking the rules. In 
week 6, Taiwan banned cruise ships and all entry by 
Chinese citizens. In week 7, it extended its travel ban 
to Hong Kong citizens and started requiring all arriving 
passengers to fill out a detailed health information 
form, with stiff penalties for incorrect information. 
Further details on these and other measures can be 
found in a March 3 ‘viewpoint’ paper published by 
American and Taiwanese academics in the Journal of 
the American Medical Association.138

With the exception of the initial rapid response 
screening on December 31, none of these measures 
required special knowledge of the situation 
inside China. To the contrary: all the later border 
interventions would likely have been mandated by 
the ‘reasonable person’ test. In week 4, knowing that 
China itself had locked down Wuhan and surrounding 
areas and prohibited people living in these areas from 
traveling to the rest of China, what reasonable person 
would have supported continued air travel from 
Wuhan? In week 5, knowing that China considered the 
coronavirus to be ‘highly infectious’, what reasonable 
person would have opposed monitored quarantines 
of those suspected of being sick? In week 6, knowing 
that a single person had infected hundreds of others 
on the Diamond Princess in a matter of days, what 
reasonable person would have allowed cruise ships 
to continue operating? In week 7 (or even earlier), 
knowing that the coronavirus had become a global 
pandemic in all but name, what reasonable person 
would opposed the introduction of detailed health 
declarations at international airports?

Nor were Taiwan’s aggressive border interventions 
in weeks 4-6 particularly informed by its experience 
in responding to the 2002-2003 outbreak of severe 
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS). Taiwan’s post-
SARS reforms focused on improved communication 
in order to prevent panic buying and improve public 
trust in government advice.139 In fact, one of the 
main criticisms of Taiwan’s SARS response was that it 
unnecessarily quarantined too many arriving travellers 
— not too few. The key shortcoming revealed by SARS 
in Taiwan’s public health system was poor hospital 
infection control.140 The much-vaunted improvements 
in Taiwan’s infectious disease preparedness, including 
the establishment of a Communicable Disease Control 
Medical Network, merely brought Taiwan up to the 
level of other developed countries like Australia.141 

Taiwan’s coronavirus success rests squarely on its 
policy of stopping the virus at the border, not on the 
improvements in internal infectious disease control it 
made post-SARS.

Taiwan’s world-leading coronavirus border response 
may have been conditioned on its skepticism toward 
China and the WHO. Taiwan may also have had inside 
knowledge about China’s coronavirus deceptions and 
a world-class level of infectious disease preparedness. 
But its success in preventing the introduction of the 
coronavirus depended only on the taking of common-
sense precautions. It is likely that any ‘reasonable 
person’, acting in the sense that that term is used 
in the common law, would have arrived at the same 
policies at roughly the same time. If the coronavirus 
were a tort, national health authorities that did not 
recommend the basic precautions outlined in the 
previous paragraph would be found negligent. Every 
island country could have followed Taiwan’s course. 
Having Taiwan as an example and knowing of Taiwan’s 
inside knowledge and world-class preparedness, there 
is even less excuse for other countries not to have 
followed it with no more than a brief delay.

In contrast to Taiwan, Australia was slow to screen 
international travellers, lackadaisical in its self-
isolation procedures, and irresponsible in its 
management of the cruise industry. Comparing 
Australia’s policy timeline to that of Taiwan and other 
East Asian countries, Australia’s coronavirus border 
security response was:

•  Week 1:  entirely absent, despite warnings from 
Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan

•  Week 2:  among the most proactive outside East 
Asia

•  Weeks 3-4: extraordinarily complacent

•  Week 5: cautious and proactive

•  Weeks 6-10: remarkably complacent

•  Weeks 11-12: lagging but catching up with reality

The key factor differentiating Taiwan’s successful 
coronavirus response from Australia’s mediocre 
one was the degree of trust placed in the WHO. 
Brendan Murphy and the AHPPC trusted WHO advice, 
implicitly and explicitly, up to the very end. They 
placed their faith in the WHO above the opportunity 
for independent policymaking and even the common 
sense of the ‘reasonable person’ test. Had the 
government continued to rely on the logic of the 
AHPPC’s border security advice, Australia would today 
be the only major jurisdiction in the world with no 
coronavirus-related travel restrictions. The WHO still 
recommends against travel restrictions, despite the 
fact that even China (which unequivocally condemned 
travel restrictions throughout weeks 1-12) announced 
its own global travel ban on March 26, just one week 
after Australia.142
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Australians will (and should) debate the effectiveness 
of their country’s coronavirus response for years to 
come. Viewed from the relative safety of May, 2020, it 
appears that Australia has avoided much of the human 
suffering visited upon most other countries — but at 
enormous economic costs. We will probably never 
know whether or not those costs were reasonable, 
avoidable, or worth paying: though not imponderable, 
these questions may be unanswerable. What we can 
do is dispassionately evaluate the quality of the advice 
given by Australian public officials based on their own 
contemporaneous statements and the information 
available to them at the time. It is unfair to judge 
government officials based on what we know now, 
but it is perfectly reasonable to evaluate them based 
on what they should have known then. It is certainly 
appropriate to judge the wisdom of their own on-the-
record statements.

Based on these criteria, it seems apparent that 
in their approach to coronavirus border security, 
Australia’s Chief Medical Officer Brendan Murphy and 
the Australian Health Protection Principal Committee 
he chaired:

1)  Placed inordinate faith in the highly-politicised 
advice of the World Health Organization;

2)  Placed inordinate faith in China’s ‘transparency and 
openness’;

3)  Uncritically endorsed the World Health 
Organization’s advice to rely on China (and, 
later, other countries) to contain the outflow of 
coronavirus cases instead of taking independent 
action to control the inflow of cases from China 
(and, later, the rest of the world);

4)  Equated handing out information pamphlets 
containing advice on self-isolation with 
‘quarantines’; and

5)  Inexplicably failed to issue advice on cruise ship 
sailings until the end of week 11 or the beginning 
of week 12, by which time it was too late.

Prof Murphy and the AHPPC recommended that 
Australia keep its borders open, not because there 
was no evidence of sustained human-to-human 
transmission of the coronavirus, but because the 
AHPPC believed it would be more effective to rely on 
China to impose exit restrictions than for Australia 
to take measures to protect itself. Taking into 
consideration the fact that the National Security 
Committee of Cabinet necessarily relied on the AHPPC 
as its main source of health policy advice, the NSC 
showed good sense in taking remedial action to 
staunch the flow of coronavirus cases into Australia 
in week 5 (the China travel ban) and then repeatedly 
in weeks 9-12 (travel and cruise ship bans). These 

actions were apparently taken against the advice — 
and certainly against the spirit of the advice — of the 
AHPPC.

The prime minister and the NSC, not the AHPPC, 
bore ultimate responsibility for Australia’s coronavirus 
response. The AHPPC claims on its website to be 
the government’s ‘key decision making committee 
for health emergencies’, but this is not technically 
correct.143 The AHPPC is, in formal terms, a 
committee established under the Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG) to provide advice to COAG’s 
Health Ministerial Advisory Council.144 It is entirely 
appropriate for the AHPPC to offer expert public 
health advice and recommendations, and in this 
crisis situation perhaps even to offer it directly to the 
NSC; but it is not the role of the AHPPC to set policy. 
The AHPPC does not even purport to offer advice on 
border security. The government early on identified 
the coronavirus as a national security matter to be 
handled by the NSC, which has primary responsibility 
for border protection policy. In executing this 
responsibility, the prime minister and the NSC:

1)  Made inappropriately firm public commitments to 
act only on the advice of their health experts (i.e., 
the AHPPC);

2)  Counter-productively endorsed the exploitation of 
loopholes in Australia’s travel restrictions, instead 
of closing them; and

3)  Failed in the execution of simple border security 
measures like electronic record-keeping and 
routine follow-up.

Throughout the first 12 weeks of Australia’s 
coronavirus response, the critical point of failure in the 
government’s border security policymaking occurred 
at the junction between bureaucratic expertise and 
political leadership. It is perfectly natural that there 
should have been internal disagreements between 
political decision-makers and their bureaucratic 
advisors, even as they maintained that political 
decisions were in all cases being guided by expert 
advice. It is perhaps less appropriate that political 
decision-makers and their bureaucratic advisors 
presented a veneer of unanimity to the public, since 
that tended to limit the scope for proper criticism and 
public policy debate. It was entirely ill-advised for the 
political leadership to have relied on bureaucrats to 
guide their actual decisions as heavily as they did. The 
bureaucrats of the AHPPC may have been ill-prepared 
to critically evaluate the highly politicised advice of the 
WHO and the thoroughly propagandistic statements 
coming out of China, but the NSC was not.

The political leaders who sit on the NSC could have — 
and should have — drawn on their extensive foreign 
policy experience and contacts to:

5. Conclusions and policy recommendations
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1)  Discount the advice of the WHO not to impose 
travel restrictions;

2)  Disregard Chinese propaganda about its success in 
managing the crisis; and

3)  Critically evaluate the advice it received from the 
AHPPC in light of actions being taken by other 
jurisdictions with which the members of the NSC 
were presumably in regular communication (e.g., 
Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and the United 
States).

For the first 12 weeks of 2020, the coronavirus crisis 
was not a health crisis, but a border security crisis. 
Doubtless once the virus had been imported into the 
general population, public health measures became 
all important. But for those crucial first 12 weeks, the 
coronavirus was an overseas threat that could and 
should have been managed at the border ‘in depth’ 
—including in this term not only the airport and cruise 
ship terminals but also protective instruments applied 
at the border: mandatory health screening, electronic 
arrival records, and (when called for) supervised 
quarantines. 

By treating the coronavirus as a public health crisis 
right from the beginning, the NSC abrogated too 
large a portion of its decision-making responsibility. 
The AHPPC were, quite clearly, out of their depth in 
advising on national security, a policy area that was 
not really within their area of expertise.

No one can predict what form Australia’s next national 
security crisis will take. After all, if the next crisis 
could be anticipated, it would hopefully be averted 
before it turned into a crisis. But the coronavirus crisis 
has exposed fault lines in Australia’s national security 
decision-making that can and should be mended. In 
any future national security crisis, the NSC and the 
elected leadership at large should:

1)  Limit the role of bureaucratic advice to narrow 
areas of expert competency;

2)  Take greater public responsibility for decisions that 
are, ultimately, political;

3)  Exercise due skeptism of pronouncements from 
highly politicised intergovernmental organisations 
like the WHO and other United Nations specialised 
agencies; and

4)  Apply a ‘reasonable person’ test to policymaking, 
in the full confidence that the Australian electorate, 
on the whole, consists of reasonable people.

Australia is one of the oldest, most stable, most 
successful democracies in the world. Its record of 
policymaking and policy execution throughout its long 
history of self-government is vastly superior to that 
of most of the other member states of the United 
Nations and its specialised agencies. Although it is 
appropriate for Australia to conscientiously take notice 
of the advice of intergovernmental organisations, it 
makes no sense for Australia to slavishly follow their 
dictates.

After China’s initial mismanagement and attempted 
cover-up of the Wuhan outbreak in weeks 1-4 of 
the coronavirus crisis, it was probably impossible to 
prevent a near-global pandemic spread of the disease. 
Nonetheless, at that point it was still possible to 
prevent the spread of the coronavirus into Australia’s 
general population. The NSC failed to do this, and 
responsibility must ultimately rest with them. But they 
failed to do so because of their over-reliance on expert 
advice and unwillingness to take political responsibility 
until it was too late. Had the prime minister and 
the NSC put more trust in their own good judgment 
(and that of the Australian electorate to support 
them), they would likely have avoided the economic 
catastrophe that followed week 12. By passing the 
buck to the bureaucrats, they inadvertently cost the 
country hundreds of billions of dollars, and needlessly 
risked thousands of Australian lives.
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