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TERMS OF REFERENCE

INQUIRY INTO AUSTRALIA'S POPULATION
'CARRYING CAPACITY1

The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Long Term Strategies,
chaired by the Hon Barry Jones MP, is required to report on 'matters, whether
economic, social, cultural or structural, relating to the strength and well-being
of Australia1. The Committee has agreed to conduct an inquiry into Australia's
population 'carrying capacity*. The Terms of Reference for the inquiry are:

The population which can be supported in Australia within and
then beyond the next fifty years, taking account of technology
options, possible patterns of resource use and quality of life
considerations.

The range of community views on population size and its political,
social, economic and environmental significance.

The provision of a comprehensive information base on which
future debates about population growth can be carried out without
causing division in the Australian community, and including the
provision of an accessible inventory of population research.

Policy options in relation to population, including the need for
national, regional and local perspectives.
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Introduction

The House of Representatives Standing Committee for Long Term
Strategies was first established during the 36th Parliament, on 31 May 1990,
to inquire into 'matters, whether economic, social, cultural or structural
relating to the strength and well-being of Australia'.

The Committee has published four reports on aspects of Australia as an
'information society1, on the social implications of people living longer but
with shorter working lives, and on patterns of urban settlement.

Following the Committee's reappointment in the 37th Parliament, the
Committee adopted terms of reference on 7 September 1993 for an inquiry
into the workforce of the future, and on 22 February 1994 for an inquiry
into Australia's population 'carrying capacity'.

The Committee was to consider, inter alia 'what sort of population level
Australia can support in fifty years, and indeed whether we should be setting
a population target'. The 'issue of population change brings into question
environmental, economic and social issues'.

It is an indication of the degree of public interest in the issue of Australia's
population 'carrying capacity' that the Committee has received over 270
written submissions from all over Australia since the inquiry was advertised
on 26 February 1994.

Of the submissions received, over 90 per cent advocated population stability
or lower population growth. Less than 10 per cent of submissions argue for
an increase in population. On both sides, extreme views were expressed.
On the population reduction side a few submissions argued that the present
population should be encouraged to dwindle to as low as 7 million, 1 million,
or until it equalled the estimated indigenous population of Australia before
1788. At the opposite extreme, figures of 80 or 100 million were cited as
desirable possibilities.

While the overwhelming majority of submissions provided statements of
opinion rather than analyses of the issues covered by the terms of reference,
about 10 per cent of the total provided detailed analytical surveys of a range
of economic, demographic, ecological or other scientific issues relating to
Australia's population 'carrying capacity1. Of these, fifteen were from
academics and scientists with an identified institutional affiliation, and others



were from Government Departments, scientific professional associations,
policy research organisations, and environmental organisations.

While most submissions simply nominated population targets within what
was seen as a desirable range, and did not attempt to provide any analysis
of the factors that must be considered in an evaluation of national 'carrying
capacity', there was recognition on the part of scientific and academic
contributors, including the CSIRO, that any analysis which took account of
a sufficient range of relevant factors would necessarily be extremely complex.
In order to obtain more evidence on the range of economic and scientific
issues which provide insights into the question of Australia's 'carrying
capacity', the Committee examined some 23 witnesses representative of a
wide range of expertise and community opinion. Five public hearings were
held; in Canberra on 31 May, 28 June, and 20 September, in Melbourne on
29 July, and in Sydney on 19 August, 1994.

17 November 1994



Chapter 1

HISTORY OF POPULATION AND POPULATION DEBATE IN
AUSTRALIA

Recent history of population growth in Australia

1.1 This chapter is based on Australian Bureau of Statistics data and
projections and Submission 247 from the Department of Immigration and
Ethnic Affairs. Its objective is to convey a sense of 'population inertia', the
idea that population numbers cannot be changed quickly. For example,
even with the introduction of aggressively pro-natalist programs and
immigration programs of historically high proportions it would take more
than a generation to double Australia's population.

1.2 The decisions which Australians make about population management
today will not greatly change numbers in time for the centenary of
federation but will determine population numbers and, equally importantly,
population stability or the rate at which population is changing, in fifty years
time.

1.3 Australia's population is one of the fastest growing in the group of
developed countries comprising the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD). Total resident population at 31 Dec 1993 was
17.7 million, some three quarters of them living in cities with populations
above 100 000. This compares with the population levels shown in Table 1.

1.4 The population growth rate for the 1992 calendar year was 1.06 per
cent, compared with a growth rate of 1.25 per cent in 1991. The annual rate
of population growth has been decreasing steadily since 1988 when it was
1.78 per cent.

1.5 The lower rate of growth in 1992 compared with 1991 was due to a
decline in net migration to its lowest level since 1976. The term 'net
migration' is defined as a measure of the net change to the population
through permanent long term international arrivals and departures.
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Table 1: Australia's population in selected years (million)

1881

1921

1961

1981

1991

2.3

5.4

10.5

15.0

17.4

1.6 During the last decade Australia's population has been increasing
naturally by a relatively stable 0.8 per cent per annum. By contrast
population growth due to net migration gain has fluctuated from 0.4 per
cent in 1983 to 1.0 per cent in 1988 and 0.3 per cent in 1992, fluctuations
which reflect changing immigration policy.

1.7 Replacement level fertility is represented by a Net Reproductive Rate
(NRR) of 1 and a Total Fertility Rate (TFR) of 2.1. However, a below-
replacement level fertility will only result in a decline in population if the
population has a regular age structure. In Australia where there is a large
cohort in the adult ages, births continue to exceed deaths even though
fertility has been below replacement level since 1975. Reasons suggested for
this fall include increased female workforce participation, later marriage,
access to contraception and abortion and high costs of housing and raising
a family. The official response to the fall of fertility in the 1970s was that
pro-natalist policies were ineffective and unnecessary.1

The immigration program's contribution to population growth

1.8 Given a range in annual births of 20 000 and a range in annual net
migration of 120 000 over the last decade, immigration intake has largely
determined changes in Australia's rate of population growth.

1.9 The number of settlers arriving in Australia over the last decade
increased from 69 800 in 1983/84 to a high of 145 320 in 1988/89, declining
significantly to 76 330 in 1992/93. Planned intakes for 1993/94 and 1994/95

Dr Christabel Young, Department of Demography, ANU, Submission 177
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are 76 000 and 86 000 places respectively. Settler arrivals include non-visa
settlers such as New Zealanders and returning Australians and visa arrivals
under the Commonwealth Government's Migration and Humanitarian
Programs.

1.10 The objectives of the Migration and Humanitarian Programs are:
reuniting Australians with their immediate family members, enhancing
Australia's skill base, contributing business expertise and investment, and
meeting Australia's international obligations in relation to refugees and
displaced persons.

1.11 Over the past decade the number of people permanently departing
Australia has ranged between 20 000 and 30 000 per annum. Adjusting
settler arrival figures for permanent departures, net migration gains for the
period 1983/84 to 1992/93 have been as given in Table 2.

Table 2: Components of population growth over the last decade

1983-84
1984-85
1985-86
1986-87
1987-88
1988-89
1989-90
1990-91
1991-92
1992-93
1993-94
1994-95 est

Net
migration
gain

(000)

49.1
73.7

100.4
125.7
149.3
157.4
124.6
86.4
63.8
35.1
40.0##
51.0##

Short
stay
arrivals

(000)

992.4
1 061.7
1 263.5
1 589.5
1 990.5
2 220.3
2 147.2
2 227.4
2 519.7
2 785.6
3 210.4

na

Overseas
student
visas
issued
(000)

12.2
12.0
15.1
20.1
37.7
47.0
63.3
35.6
34.5
34.7
41.6
45.0##

Natural
increase

(000)

129.7
127.6
123.0
126.7
125.7
131.4
132.4
141.6
134.8
143.8
139.3#
139.3##

# projected using base year 1992/93
# # DIEA internal working estimate

[The Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs Annual Report for 1993-4 noted
that a total of 88,066 temporary residence visas were issued, an increase of 20 per cent].
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Table 2 also shows other components of population growth over the last
decade; natural increase, number of short-stay arrivals (mainly tourists) and
overseas student visas issued.

1.12 The 1993-94 Annual Report of the Department of Immigration and
Ethnic Affairs noted that there were almost 67 500 people in Australia who
had overstayed their visas this year.

Population projections

1.13 Before examining the benefits and disbenefits of populations of
different sizes, Australia's feasible range of choices should be summarised.

1.14 If mortality continues its slow decrease as life expectancy grows; if
fertility rises back to replacement levels; and if gross immigration is returned
to near its high post-War level of one per cent of population per annum
(meaning 170 000 initially), Australia's population in 2040 will be 37 million
and growing fast.

1.15 Conversely, if fertility remains at its current level, a little below
replacement, and immigration is set at the lower end of the post-War range
(50 000 net per year), Australia's population in 2040 will be about 23 million
and almost stationary. If fertility rates do not change, a net immigration of
50 000 per annum represents a 'population Rubicon' above which the
Australian population will continue to grow for many decades.

1.16 If net immigration were to be reduced immediately to zero, the
population in 2040 would be 19-20 million, having started to decline in
2027.2

1.17 With a continuation of fertility at 10 per cent below replacement (2.1
children per woman) and 30 000 net immigration the population will begin
to decline between 2027 and 2040.3

1.18 Australia has the possibility of choice at present, through adjustments
to its immigration program to bequeath to the people of 2045 anything

Professor Jonathan Stone, University of Sydney, Submission 246
Dr Christabel Young, Submission 177
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between a near-stable population some 15 per cent larger than at present
and a rapidly growing population over twice the size of the present
population. Professor Jonathan Stone made the point in evidence to the
Committee that:

the population levels we will have in the middle of the next century are
policy sensitive,4

Population distribution in 2045

1.19 The Australian Bureau of Statistics has modelled the State-by-State
distribution of Australia's 2041 population under a range of assumptions
with respect to mortality, fertility, overseas migration and interstate
movement.5

1.20 With the possible exception of Tasmania, the population of every State
and Territory is projected to increase throughout the period. The most
rapidly growing States and Territories are Queensland, Western Australia,
the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory. The
population of Queensland increases from 3.1 million in 1993 to between 5.4
and 6.2 million in 2041, and the population of Western Australia increases
from 1.7 million to between 2.7 million and 3.0 million in 2041.

1.21 The population of Victoria increases from 4.5 million to between 5.3
and 5.8 million in 2041. The rate of growth of the population of New South
Wales, though not as low as Victoria's, is similarly below the national
average, with the total population rising from 6.0 million in 1993 to 7.9-8.7
million in 2041.

1.22 The population of South Australia rises from 1.5 million in 1993 to
about 1.7 million in 2041 with annual rates of growth (0.1-0.2 per cent)
comparable to Tasmania where population remains close to its present half
million.

1.23 Within the States, it is forecast that most immigrants will settle in the
capital cities and there will be continued drift away from inland centres.6

4 Professor Jonathan Stone, transcript of evidence, 31 May 1994, p.4
5 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1994, Projections of the populations of Australia,

States and Territories 1993 to 2041, ABS Catalogue No.3222.0
6 Dr Christabel Young, Submission 177
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The fastest growing centres of population, taken on current projections, will
be the coastal areas of Queensland and New South Wales, metropolitan
Sydney, Melbourne and Perth.

1.24 In evidence to the Committee, Dr KB O'Connor of the Department
of Geography and Environmental Science at Monash University pointed out
that most population growth in Australia for the foreseeable future would
mean growth of major cities. He argued that Australia's 'carrying capacity'
would be:

determined largely by the nation's ability to provide an effective urban
context that will foster the diversity of services and the gateway functions
needed by firms participating in the global economy. In effect the upper
bounds of population will be set by the capacity of our cities, as the
distribution of employment will remain an important anchor for the
distribution of population. Our 'carrying capacity' will depend on our ability
and willingness to manage and re-shape our big cities.8 (See Table 3)

Table 3: Distribution of national population mapr regional units
1971-1991,30 June each year (% share of national population)

Region

Mega Metro
Major Regional Centres
Minor Regional Centres
Small Towns
Coastal Qld,

NSW, Vic
Rest

Total
(million people)

Census
pop'n
1971

73
9
2
3

5
8

100
(12.694)

Census
pop'n
1976

73
9
2
3

6
7

100
(13.474)

ERP*
pop'n
1981

73
9
2
3

6
7

100
(14.921)

ERP
pop'n
1986

73
9
2
3

6
7

100
(16.032)

ERP
pop'n
1990

74
9
2
3

7
6

100
(17.037)

ERP
pop'n
1991

74
9
2
3

7
6

100
(17.250)

*ERP = estimated residential population
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing, 1971 and 1976; ABS Estimated
Residential Population in Statistical Local Areas, various State publications forlater years

National Population Council, 1992, Population issues and Australia's future:
Environment, economy and society, Final report of the Population Issues
Committee, AGPS, Canberra
Dr Kevin O'Connor, transcript of evidence, 29 July 1994, pp.64-5
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Historical background to the present inquiry

Pre Federation

1.25 Following the centenary of European settlement in 1888 and the
emerging prospect of Federation, there was an optimistic and growing sense
in the Australian colonies that this enormous country was destined for
greatness in unity and that, hand in hand with agricultural and other
development, the population would eventually grow to perhaps 100 million.
The following contemporary observation quoted from the London Spectator
of Australia Day 1888 illustrates this mood:

There is every reasonable probability that in 1988 Australia will be a
Federal Republic, peopled by 50 millions of English speaking men, who,
sprung from the same races as the Americans of the Union, will have
developed a separate and recognisable type...[But that type of civilisationl
will, we venture to think-.approximate much more closely to the Italian
than the American type - that is, it will be democratic, but not hard. The
early Americans were men of austere temper, who led, on an ungrateful
soil, lives of permanent hardship...The Australians, we conceive, with more
genial and altogether warmer climate, without Puritan traditions, with
wealth among them from the first, and with a habit of communion with
Europe, will be a softer, though not a weaker people, fonder of luxury, and
better fitted to enjoy art...

The note of discontent which permeates the whole American character will
be absent and, if not exactly happier, they will be more at ease. All
Australian development will be affected by that difference, as they cease
to be British, German and Irish, the man of the new type which will
gradually be born the distinctive and separate 'Australians', will be as
distinguishable in England as are Americans, and also distinguishable from
them.

The typical Australian will be a sunnier man.9

The early 1900s

1.26 The 'population problem' perceived in the founding years of the
Australian Commonwealth was:

Topics of the day. The next centenary of Australia', Spectator, 28 January 1888,
p.112 in Powell JM, 1988, An historical geography of modern Australia: The
restive fringe, Cambridge University Press, p.8
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whether we shall be able to people the vast areas of the continent which
are capable of supporting large populations. This can only be done by
restoring and maintaining a high rate of natural increase or by immigration
on a large scale, or by both these means...10

For twenty years the goal of building a 'great nation...hold(ing) a
commanding place amongst the peoples of the world1,11 was unquestioned.

The 1920s

1.27 After the First World War there was intensive debate over the optimal
and maximal size of Australia's population. The debate was generated in the
wider Imperial context of an ambitious British plan to 'stock the Dominions'.
Under this plan, net migration to Australia between 1920 and 1929 was
349 000 people and an ultimate population of 100 million was foreseen and
widely wanted.12

1.28 However, the Sydney University geographer T(homas) Griffith Taylor
(1880-1963) argued, somewhat opaquely, on the basis of the limited data
available then on Australia's soil and water resources that Australia could
never support more than 65 million.13 Taylor also predicted that the
population would be no more than 20 million by the year 2000. After a
decade of stormy controversy, Taylor left Australia in 1928 and the
population debate quietened down.

10 Report of The Royal Commission on the Decline of the Birth Rate and on the
mortality of Infants, New South Wales Legislative Assembly 1904, quoted in
Borrie WD, 1958, The peopling of Australia, George Judah Cohen Memorial
Lecture, University of Sydney

11 ibid.
12 National Population Inquiry, 1975, Population and Australia: A demographic

analysis and projection, First report of the National Population Inquiry, The
Government Printer of Australia, Canberra; Pope D, 1987, 'Population and
Australian economic development 1900-1930', in Maddock R and McLean IW
(eds) The Australian economy in the long run, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge

13 Taylor TG, 1922, The distribution of future white settlement1, Geographic Review
10(12): 375-402. Much later, Taylor reduced this estimate to 20 million, largely
as a result of assuming that people were to be maintained at a much higher
standard of living than in his earlier calculations; Taylor TG, 1937, Environment,
race and migration, Toronto UP, Toronto; Powell JM, 1993, Griffith Taylor and
'Australia unlimited'The Macrossan Memorial Lecture, University of Queensland,
May 1992, University of Queensland Press, Brisbane
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1.29 Whether population growth raised real GDP per capita was not an
important part of the population debate at that time but subsequent analysis
suggests that whereas pre-1930s immigration clearly expanded economic
activity, it probably did not advance real income per capita.14

The 1930s

1.30 During the depressed thirties, visions of an eventual 100 million
Australians collapsed with the falling migration from Britain and declining
fertility. Community hopes for great population growth were replaced by
anxiety over possible population decline.

The 1940s to 1960s

1.31 JB Chifley's Labor Government created a Department of Immigration
in 1945 and appointed AA Calwell as the first Minister. A massive
immigration program, drawing no longer just on Britain but on much of
Europe, was begun to build a population and economy capable of defending
itself in future wars. This policy was widely supported in the community.
Calwell, who was a passionate champion of population growth, wrote in
1948:

Additional population is Australia's greatest need, for security in wartime,
for full development and prosperity in peacetime, our vital need is more
Australians. The Pacific War taught Australians a lesson we must never
forget - that in any future war we can never hope to hold our country
unaided against a powerful invader...Australia can increase her population
three-fold or more and still provide full employment and adequate
standards of living and for all.17

14 Pope D, 1987, 'Population and Australian economic development 1900-1930', in
Maddock R and McLean IW (eds) The Australian economy in the long run,
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge

15 Borrie WD 1958, The peopling of Australia, George Judah Cohen Memorial
Lecture, University of Sydney

16 Ibid
17 Calwell AA, 1948, Immigration policy and progress, Minister for Immigration and

Information, Melbourne, quoted in National Population Inquiry, 1975, Population
and Australia: A demographic analysis and projection, First report of the National
Population Inquiry, The Government Printer of Australia, Canberra
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1.32 The remarkable aspect of the post-War situation was the support over
a period of about 25 years of all major political parties for both the post-
War immigration program and for the principle of population growth.
RG Casey, later Liberal Minister for External Affairs and Governor
General, wrote Double or Quit (1949), which helped ensure bi-partisan
support for Calwell's migration policy. The population debate focussed on
the appropriate rate of increase. The issue was how fast Australia's
population should grow and what the annual rate of increase should be. An
annual immigrant intake of one per cent of population was widely
supported. The idea of an optimum population (essentially that maximising
per capita real income) as debated in the twenties and thirties was forgotten
in the euphoria of the post-War economic boom.18

The 1970s and 1980s

1.33 It was only after about 1968 that the whole basis of the post-War
immigration program began to be questioned.19 Reasons for emerging
concern included the prospects of US-style 'congestion' and the recognition
that 'Australia is environmentally a very vulnerable country that requires
very careful nursing by a limited population, if that environment is not to be
destroyed'.20 A new element entering the debate at this time was the
active promotion of the idea of zero natural growth, even though this was
implicit in earlier discussions of population optima.21

1.34 A National Population Inquiry- the Borrie Inquiry - reflecting these
concerns was begun in 1970 and reported in 1975. The terms of
reference for the Inquiry included a study of the situation in countries with
comparable socio-political structures to Australia, the study of contemporary
population theories, including the concept of zero population growth, and
the economic, sociological and ecological consequences implicit in these.

18 Dr B Birrell and Dr K Betts, Submission 179
19 Borr ie WD, 1958, The peopling of Australia, George Judah Cohen Memoria l

Lecture, University of Sydney
20 Borrie WD, nd, Population policy in Australia: A preliminary review, Australia's

populat ion and the future, Working Paper N o . 20
21 National Population Inquiry, 1975, Population and Australia: A demographic

analysis and projection, First report of the National Population Inquiry, T h e
Government Printer of Australia, Canberra

22 National Population Inquiry, 1975, Population and Australia: A demographic
analysis and projection, First report of the National Population Inquiry, The
Government Printer of Australia, Canberra
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The Inquiry was also to examine the growth potential of the population, the
effect of variations in rates and patterns of that growth, the distribution of
population with particular reference to the growth of major urban centres
and the impact of technological advance on the use of available resources
and the distribution of population,23

1.35 Both the Inquiry and the government of the day in its response to the
Inquiry cast doubts on the utility and feasibility of seeking an optimal level
or optimal rate of growth of population. It was deemed more realistic to let
population change result from action to achieve other goals relevant to the
social priorities of the time, for example, to facilitate access to family
planning services.

1.36 The recognition prior to the Inquiry of the threat of environmental
degradation as a reason for concern over population growth was not
reflected in the Inquiry report itself, one comment being that discussion of
the environment therein was 'decidedly off-hand'.24

1.37 This perception was to change dramatically over the following 18 years
up to the publication of Australia's next major report on population
management.

The 1990s

The National Population Council Report

1.38 The Population Issues Committee of the National Population Council
(NPC), an independent advisory body to the Australian Government,
reported in 1992 on 'major issues which could arise from the increase in
Australia's population, in order to contribute to development of a national
population strategy1.25 The Population Issues Committee's basic conclusion
was the need to recognise the wide-ranging and significant impacts of
population on the economy, environment, society and international issues.

23 Borrie WD, nd, Population policy in Australia: A preliminary review, Australia's
population and the future, Working Paper No. 20

24 Priorities Review Staff 1976, Report on the Borrie Report, AGPS, Canberra
National Population Council,
Environment, economy and
Committee, AGPS, Canberra

25 National Population Council, 1992, Population issues and Australia's future:
Environment, economy and society. Final report of the Population Issues
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1.39 On the relationship between population growth and economic growth,
the report says that in the absence of economies and diseconomies of scale,
population growth per se has only marginal long-run impacts on per capita
GDP. It notes that knowledge of the existence of economies and
diseconomies of scale is insufficient to be able to infer whether population
growth per se enhances or reduces the productivity basis for economic
progress. The report summarises past efforts at empirical modelling of the
relationship between population growth and growth in output per head as
having 'usually found a positive effect'.

1.40 On the population environment link the report says:

if natural capital is not to be depleted rapidly in the face of increasing
population, there will have to be significant improvements in the efficiency
with which resources are utilised.

The NPC report acknowledges the existence of major external costs of
population growth (costs not reflected in market prices) in relation to the
protection of ecological processes and systems, maintenance of natural
capital as an amenity, maintenance of natural systems capable of absorption
of wastes and preservation of biological diversity.

1.41 It acknowledges that population adds a significant component to
growth of greenhouse gas emissions and to other related demands on
natural capital. Urban population growth is acknowledged as having a
negative influence on 'urban ecological integrity1.

1.42 The National Population Council recommended the adoption of a
population policy Svhich seeks to influence and respond to population
change so as to advance economic progress, ecological integrity, social
justice and responsible international involvement1.

1.43 This concept of a population policy was elaborated as follows:

A population policy is one whereby government seeks to anticipate and
respond to population trends and prospects in the light of their impacts
and anticipates impacts of public policy on population trends themselves.
It also directly seeks to influence the determinants of population in order
to deliberately alter the size and/or nature of the population...Such a
population policy should be achieved not by specification of any long term
population number, since a large range of determinants are subject to
change. Instead an optimal population policy should be pursued, and that
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refers to whatever combination of population size, location and
demographic characteristics best serves Australia's goals.

1.44 The Council's recommendation for the adoption of a population policy
was rejected by the Government:

This mainly reflected the view that the objectives of a population policy
could be largely achieved by building on co-ordination and research within
Government. The Government's approach also recognised that a range of
other important initiatives, aimed at greater national ecological integrity
and equity had been adopted, including the National Strategy for
Ecologically Sustainable Development and the National Greenhouse
Response Strategy?6

Ecologically sustainable development strategy

1.45 Following the reporting of nine Government-sponsored working
groups established in 1990, ecologically sustainable development (BSD) or
ecological sustainability has become widely accepted in the Australian
community as a set of principles to be met by the systems for both the
production and consumption of market and non-market goods and
services.27

1.46 These principles include:28

advancement of material and non-material well-
being;

intergenerational and intragenerational equity;

protection of biodiversity and the maintenance of
ecological systems;

dealing cautiously with risk and uncertainty; and

recognition of global dimensions.

26 D e p a r t m e n t of Immigrat ion and Ethnic Affairs, Submission 247
27 Ecologically Sustainable Development Working Groups, 1991, Final reports (9

vols), AGPS, Canberra
28 Ecologically Sustainable Deve lopment Working G r o u p Chairs , 1992, Intersectoral

issues report, AGPS, Canberra
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1.47 The ESD process identified nine elements of a population policy
consistent with ecologically sustainable development including that the policy
should:

provide clear statements of long term population size and growth rate
objectives, including the possibility of zero or negative population growth,
based on the best understanding of the economic, environmental, social
and cultural impacts of population growth. Such statements can then
provide an appropriate basis on which an immigration policy can be
formulated that promotes the achievement of ecologically sustainable
development;

consider the impact of various economic, environmental, social and cultural
forces on the distribution of population, especially in the urban and
regional development contexts;

emphasise that the skills base of the population is more relevant to
Australia's economic prospects than simple population size;

adopt a precautionary approach to population issues. Such an approach
is also warranted in the light of the time lags between population growth
and its resultant effects; and

a population policy should be co-ordinated with economic, environmental,
health, education, foreign aid, social justice and cultural policies.

The Ahlburg Report

1.48 In 1994 the Government sponsored the an independent inquiry (the
Ahlburg Inquiry)29 to examine:

29 In response to concerns about the proportional allocation of Australia's overseas
aid budget, an independent inquiry into 'the nature and significance of the links
between population and development' was commissioned by the Department of
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs and undertaken by an American consultancy
headed by Professor Dennis Ahlburg, Professor of Public Policy at the Center for
Population Analysis and Policy at the University of Minnesota. The report was
issued on 13 April 1994. Ahlburg D, Kelley A, Panayotou T, Montgomery M,
Diamond I, Ruttan VW, Lloyd C, Mason A and Oppenheim Mason K, 1994,
Independent inquiry report into population and development, Center for
Population Analysis and Policy, University of Minnesota, Minn
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(a) the nature and significance of the links between population
growth, economic development and human well-being in
developing countries;

(b) impacts of family planning on fertility; and

(c) the human rights implications of family planning programs. The
report provided clearly endorsed Australian support for
population programs in developing countries. The report also
concluded that in some circumstances, unrestricted population
growth is inimical to economic development.

Australian National Report on Population

1.49 The United Nations International Conference on Population and
Development held in Cairo in September 1994 has provided the most recent
opportunity to learn about Australia's policies and programs with regard to
population issues. The Australian National Report on Population, prepared
by a broad-based National Committee30 was submitted to the conference
as a statement of current government policy.

1.50 Thus the current official view of the relevance of a population policy
and of the idea of an optimal population is conveyed in two extracts from
the National Report:

The desirability and character that a formal population policy might take
is not clear-cut in the context of a country like Australia, where low levels
of domestic fertility are generally not considered a problem. 31

The Australian Government has not specified an optimal population level
for a number of reasons. Chiefly, there is no clear formula for a workable
population policy in a developed country with low fertility. 32

1.51 This Committee's Inquiry into Australia's population 'carrying capacity1

is an attempt to consider some of the political, cultural, social and
environmental issues left open under the prevailing policy conditions.

30 Nat ional C o m m i t t e e , 1994, Australia: National report on population for the
United Nations international conference on population and development, AGPS,
Canberra

31 National Report on Population, p. 29
32 Ibid, p . 45
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1.52 Professor Jonathan Stone, FAA, Chain's Professor of Anatomy, at
Sydney University, submitted to the Committee a paper similar to his
keynote address to the symposium Population 2040: Australia's Choice, held
in Canberra in April 1994 under the auspices of the Australian Academy of
Science. The paper used projections made by Dr Lincoln Day and Dr
Christabel Young of the ANU's Department of Demography and reflected
views expressed at the Population Summit of the World Academies of
Sciences in New Delhi in October 1993. Professor Stone also appeared
before the Committee.

1.53 He presented an eloquent argument for stabilising population at 23
million in the year 2040, assuming that current levels of fertility persist and
that immigration is set at the low end of the post-War range (50 000 net per
year). He emphasised the fragility of Australia's soils 'continent-wide1, and
the fact that the continent's flora and fauna evolved in a low energy using
environment. 'Every biologist...has been impressed by the energy-saving
strategies of Australia's unique fauna; energy-inefficient species have not
survived here1. 'Homo sapiens...^ large, energy-hungry mammal..the largest
carnivores on the Australian continent' have not yet adapted to our
environment.

1.54 Our cities have huge 'footprints' which cover large areas of non-urban
land - the areas needed for water supply, waste disposal, energy production
and farms for food supply. Contamination of the Hawkesbury River is
attributed to population growth, as is the algal development in the Murray-
Darling system.

1.55 Finally, given the evidence of world wide population explosion,
Professor Stone urged that stabilisation of Australia's population by 2040,
would 'align Australia with global policies endorsed by international bodies'.

1.56 Professor Stone conceded that the 'marvellous' urban civilisation of
Western Europe had population densities, such as in the Netherlands or
Switzerland, far higher than Australia's. He pointed out that these societies
depended on the importation of non-renewable resources, especially energy
and that the Netherlands had suffered a tremendous loss of species about
200 years ago. He also conceded that many problems such as river
contamination were functions of management, not just population.

1.57 After questioning about the segmented nature of the Australian
environment, with perhaps 10 per cent having soil and water quality


