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The Australian Threat Context for TSCM: Espionage, Corporate Espionage,

and Privacy Violations in Domestic Spaces

Australia is grappling with an increasing array of security challenges,

particularly related to espionage, corporate espionage, and privacy

violations. With advancements in surveillance technology, these threats

have become more pervasive and sophisticated. Technical Surveillance

Countermeasures (TSCM) serve as one of the crucial lines of defence,

helping to detect and neutralise covert surveillance devices such as hidden

cameras, listening devices and tracking systems. This document explores

the threat landscape in Australia, focusing on espionage, corporate

espionage, and domestic privacy violations, including the growing risk of

surveillance in domestic violence cases. It also addresses the legal

framework and expectations of privacy, providing academic references to

support the analysis.

Espionage in Australia: A Growing National Security Concern

Espionage remains a critical threat to Australia’s national security.

Foreign states are heavily involved in covert intelligence operations aimed

at accessing political, military, and economic intelligence. In its 2021-

2022 annual report, ASIO warned that espionage and foreign

interference are at “unprecedented levels,” surpassing even Cold War

activity in terms of scale and sophistication (ASIO, 2022). Both the

Director General of ASIO and Commissioner of the Australian Federal

Police (AFP) reiterated these comments in 2024. These espionage efforts

often involve the deployment of advanced technical surveillance and

cyber technologies, which are designed to extract sensitive information

from government and corporate entities.
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Australian critical infrastructure—spanning sectors such as energy,

telecommunications, and defence—remains a frequent target. A notable

case occurred in 2020 when hidden surveillance devices were detected in

the headquarters of a telecommunications company, raising concerns

about potential espionage (Australian Strategic Policy Institute [ASPI],

2021). This incident highlights the necessity for ongoing TSCM sweeps

and cyber security strategies in critical sectors, particularly in

environments where sensitive discussions or transactions take place.

Corporate Espionage: A Major Risk for Australian Businesses

Corporate espionage is another pressing issue for Australia. In a highly

competitive global economy, businesses are vulnerable to espionage tactics

aimed at stealing intellectual property, trade secrets, or strategic plans.

This illicit activity can result in severe financial losses, reputational

damage, and reduced competitiveness.

According to the Australian Cyber Security Centre (ACSC), Australian

companies lost an estimated $29 billion in 2021 due to cybercrime,

including corporate espionage (ACSC, 2021). Corporate espionage tactics

often involve the use of covert surveillance devices installed in boardrooms,

conference rooms, or offices where critical decisions are made. For

example, a major financial firm in Sydney detected a hidden listening

device in its boardroom during a routine TSCM sweep, underscoring the

importance of proactive security measures (Thales Group, 2020).

The ACSC has urged Australian businesses to prioritise cybersecurity and

adopt regular TSCM sweeps as a standard precautionary measure.

Without such protections, Australian firms remain vulnerable to

unauthorised access to proprietary information, which could significantly

undermine their competitive advantage.



3

The Erosion of Privacy: The Rise of Surveillance in Public and Private

Spaces

In addition to espionage and corporate threats, privacy violations

through technical surveillance technology have become increasingly

common in both public and private settings. Individuals generally have a

reasonable expectation of privacy in places such as homes, workplaces,

hotels, and public facilities, but this expectation is being eroded by the

rising use of technical surveillance devices. Advances in technology have

made these devices smaller, cheaper, and easier to conceal.

A recent report by the Office of the Australian Information

Commissioner (OAIC) noted an increase in complaints related to covert

surveillance, particularly in hotels and short-term rentals, where hidden

cameras have been found in private spaces (OAIC, 2022). One notable

case involved a well-known hotel chain in Melbourne where hidden

cameras were discovered in multiple rooms. The footage was later

distributed online, causing significant reputational damage to the business

(Moor, 2019).

The misuse of technical surveillance technology extends beyond public

spaces. Many people have become targets of covert surveillance in their

own homes, with hidden devices being used to monitor personal activities

without consent. This trend represents a profound violation of privacy

and underscores the importance of robust legal frameworks and the

adoption of TSCM measures in areas where individuals have a reasonable

expectation of privacy.

Domestic Violence and Surveillance: The Hidden Threat
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One particularly troubling area of privacy violation is the use of technical

surveillance devices in domestic violence cases. Abusers are increasingly

employing covert tracking devices, hidden cameras, and listening devices

to monitor and control their victims. These technologies enable abusers to

maintain constant surveillance, often without the victim’s knowledge,

exacerbating the cycle of control and fear.

A report by Women’s Legal Service NSW (2020) found that technology-

facilitated abuse, including the use of technical surveillance devices, is an

escalating issue in domestic violence situations. Nearly 75% of victims

surveyed reported that their abusers used technology to monitor their

movements and communications. In one case, a victim discovered that

her partner had installed GPS tracking / technical surveillance devices in

her car and home to monitor her activities in real-time, further isolating

her from support networks (Women’s Legal Service NSW, 2020).

The increasing accessibility of covert surveillance devices makes it easier

for perpetrators to invade the privacy of their victims. These devices are

often hard to detect without specialised equipment, making TSCM an

essential tool for identifying and removing such technologies in domestic

settings.

Legal Protections and Privacy Expectations in Australia

Australia has a robust legal framework designed to protect individuals

from unauthorised surveillance. The Surveillance Devices Act 2004

prohibits the installation, use, and maintenance of listening devices,

cameras, and tracking devices in situations where individuals have a

reasonable expectation of privacy. However, the rapid advancement of

technology presents significant challenges for law enforcement and

regulatory bodies.
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The Office of the Australian Information Commissioner (OAIC) has

emphasised the need for stronger enforcement of privacy laws,

particularly in relation to the proliferation of hidden surveillance devices

(OAIC, 2022). Despite legal protections, many individuals remain

unaware of their rights or how to safeguard their privacy in an

increasingly digital world. TSCM services provide an important layer of

protection by detecting and neutralising covert technical surveillance

devices, ensuring that individuals and businesses can operate in a secure

environment.

Conclusion

Australia is facing an evolving threat landscape characterised by

espionage, corporate espionage, and privacy violations facilitated by

advanced technical surveillance technologies. The proliferation of hidden

cameras, listening devices (physical, visible light, laser and infra-red), and

tracking systems has created significant risks for national security,

corporate competitiveness, and personal privacy. In response, TSCM and

robust cyber security strategies have emerged as critical tools in

identifying and mitigating these threats, ensuring that sensitive

information and private spaces remain secure.

The increasing misuse of technical surveillance technology in domestic

violence situations adds another layer of complexity to the privacy debate,

highlighting the importance of TSCM not only in corporate and

government environments but also in personal and domestic settings. By

adopting regular TSCM sweeps and staying informed about privacy laws

and best practices, individuals and organisations can better protect

themselves from these growing threats.

Peter White ML MBE OAM MCS
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