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Net overseas migration (NOM) is set to fall 80 per cent in 
2020-21 because of Covid-19 travel restrictions. 

The Economic and Fiscal Update delivered in mid-July, re-
vealed Australia’s net overseas migration will fall from 154,000 
in 2019-20 to 31,000 in 2020-21.

Since March, the only people allowed to enter the country 
are Australian citizens, permanent residents and members 
of their immediate family, New Zealanders normally resident 
here, diplomats, travellers in transit, and airline and maritime 
crews. 

The Australian Border Force, however, can issue exemptions 
in a number of cases including non-citizens assisting with the 
Covid response, those providing critical or specialist medical 
services, non-citizens with critical skills, those whose entry 
would be in the national interest, certain military personnel, 
and those travelling for compassionate or compelling rea-
sons. 

It was anticipated that travel restrictions would ease in January 
2021, but the resurgence of Covid-19 in Melbourne may well 
keep Australia’s borders largely closed until later in 2021. 

The fall-off in net overseas migration prompted Treasury 
to predict that population growth would fall dramatically in 
2021, from 1.6 to 0.6 per cent, which is the OECD average. 

Of the eight OECD countries above Australia in the wealth 
(GDP per capita) rankings, only Luxembourg (1.8%) has a 

greater population growth rate than Australia’s current rate 
of 1.6%. The rest range from Ireland (1.13%) to Germany (mi-
nus 0.19%).

Despite this, news of Australia’s population growth rate’s im-
minent decline caused great wailing and gnashing of teeth, 
not least from the national treasurer, Josh Frydenberg. 

In July, at the National Press Club, Frydenberg said: “I won’t go 
as far as to say, like Peter Costello, ‘One for the mother, one 
for the father and one for the country’.

“But I can say that people should feel encouraged about the 
future, and the more children that we have across the coun-
try, together with our migration, we will build our population 
growth and that will be good for the economy,” he said.

National President of Sustainable Population Australia, 
Sandra Kanck, issued a media release on 27 July, saying Mr 
Frydenberg had called on Australians to have more children 
to solve a problem that did not exist.

“For all Mr Frydenberg’s importuning, it must be understood 
that it is the rate of growth that has dropped,” she said. “Aus-
tralia’s population continues to grow and will for a long time 
to come and would do so even if we had zero net immigra-
tion.

“Reduced immigration will mean less pressure on housing 
prices and less congestion in the big cities.

“It will slow the relentless decline in our natural environment, 
a direct consequence of our growing human footprint. Our 
threatened species will be provided a desperately needed 
respite from a variety of human-induced burdens that have 
brought them near to extinction.

“It will provide opportunity to rescue – before it is too late 
– significant tracts of agricultural land from relentless urban 
sprawl.

“It will mean less pressure to build sub-standard high density, 
high rise apartment blocks which we now know are not opti-
mal dwellings for the age of global pandemics.”

Ms Kanck said it will mean less pressure on state and federal 
budgets trying to catch up with demands for infrastructure 
caused by high population growth – and never succeeding.

“For the past two decades, Australia has experienced one of 
the highest population growth rates of any developed coun-
try,” she said. “While a few wealthy people have benefited 
from this, it has come at a cost for the average Australian. It 
has put downward pressure on wages and put home owner-
ship beyond the reach of many”. JG
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Opinion / study

Our human species has lived on 
this earth for about 15,000 gen-
erations. Until 1750 there was es-
sentially no growth in GDP per 
person. For 300,000 years average 
people experienced no overall im-
provement in welfare during their 
lifetimes. Only during the past 15 
generations, a mere 0.001% of hu-
manity’s existence on earth, has it 
become accepted and expected 
that life for all should continuously 
and rapidly improve.

Amory Lovins observed, “Anything 
that has happened, is possible.” It is therefore certainly pos-
sible socially and psychologically for humans to live without 
growth. But it is certainly impossible politically and economi-
cally for humans to choose that option proactively now. Politi-
cians require the promise of more later to sustain commitment 
for agreements that give some less now. And financiers require 
the promise of more later to sustain tolerance for policies that 
produce enormous inequalities for most now.

The charade of indefinite progress is being sustained today 
only by continuously redefining growth – giving more and 
more weight to the financial transactions that do not produce 
real wealth, giving less and less weight to the foods, services, 
and goods productions of that do increase real wealth; more 
weight to the cost of repairing damage, less weight to the envi-
ronmental damage that harms human life. In fact, the true wel-
fare of the average person on this planet has been in decline 
for some years. This fact has been obscured by the creation of 
massive debt; thus, it is not yet generally acknowledged. But 
within this century it will again be widely understood that soci-
ety is in a period of zero or negative growth.

To say that something is possible and inevitable is not to say 
that it is easy and quick.

It is possible and easy for a person either to move rapidly on a 
bicycle or to stand beside it stopped. But slowing a bicycle and 
dismounting, without injury, requires substantial thought and 
skill. One grave obstacle deprives global society of the thoughts 
and skills required to dismount from its rapidly growing econ-
omy. The globe’s current power elites benefit in the short term 
from the wide preoccupation with expanding GDP and from 
the narrow focus on financial measures for achieving that goal. 
Because those elites are mostly short-sighted, they will use all 
their resources to block efforts to reverse growth, to diversify 
measures of social well-being, and to reduce their own wealth 
and influence. Because they still have enormous influence, I 
expect them to succeed for another few decades.

This does not mean that growth will continue indefinitely. In-
stead, it means that the end of growth will be forced on society 
by factors outside the elites’ control, such as declining availabil-
ity of energy, falling resource quality, rising disruptions from 
climate change, falling agricultural yields from loss of arable 
land, growing costs of environmental services – potable water, 

breathable air, survivable temperatures, and, perhaps, through 
civil strife caused by the decline in social cohesion produced by 
massive inequality.

So, what lies ahead? Over the next two centuries the globe’s 
population, its energy, and its resource consumption will de-
cline – by 50 per cent or more. The amount of chaos and in-
equity during this transition will depend more on the qualities 
and the goals of the leaders that emerge than on the specific 
forms of governance that evolve.

Those forms will change. There will be consolidation at the 
community level, as local groups reorganize to sustain their 
lives and livelihoods in the throes of their changing conditions, 
choosing polices that favour resilience over those that promote 
growth. Tribal modes of organisation have served our species 
far, far longer than the alternatives – monarchy, autocracy, oli-
garchy, democracy. I expect they will prevail again.

https://clubofrome.org/impact-hubs/reframing-economics/
prospects-for-a-world-of-declining-gdp/.  
First published in DIE ZEIT (in German)

Lancet study
In mid-July, the Lancet published a study by the Institute for 
Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) at the University of Wash-
ington in Seattle. It concluded that global population is likely 
to peak well before the end of the century. In the reference 
scenario, the global population was projected to peak in 2064 
at 9·73 billion (with a possible range of 8·84–10·9b) people and 
decline to 8·79 billion in 2100. The mid-range projections for 
the five largest countries in 2100 were India (1·09 billion], Nige-
ria (791 million), China (732 million), the USA (336 million), and 
Pakistan (248 million).

Vollset, SE et al. Fertility, mortality, migration, and population 
scenarios for 195 countries and territories from 2017 to 2100: 
a forecasting analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study. 
The Lancet. https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/
PIIS0140-6736(20)30677-2/fulltext

Prospects for a World of 
Declining GDP
by Dennis Meadows, Club of Rome, 9 June 2020. 

Dennis Meadows
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Opinion

Another year, another 
claim that human popula-
tion growth is on track to 
peak much lower than we 
all thought. This week, the 
Lancet published a major 
modelling exercise by the 
Institute for Health Metrics 
and Evaluation (IHME) at the 
University of Washington in 
Seattle. It was a serious sci-
entific undertaking, and de-
serves close attention.

The study anticipates a peak global population of 9.7 
billion in 2064, declining to 8.8 billion by 2100. If true, 
it would be overwhelmingly good news. But if not, it 
risks fostering a complacency that threatens to un-
dermine our hopes for humanity’s sustainable pros-
perity.

The IHME study relies on education to generate the 
desire for smaller families. But globally, family plan-
ning promotion has had much more impact on the 
rate of fertility decline than education. Studies in sub-
Saharan Africa have drawn the same conclusion. In 
any place and time, more educated girls tend to have 
smaller families, but this could be due to a range of 
factors causal on both outcomes. When the change 
across time is measured for education and fertility, 
improved education level explained only around 13 
per cent of the fertility decline in sub-Saharan coun-
tries from 1975 to 2005. In countries where family 
planning is actively promoted, uneducated women 
take up contraception as rapidly as those with sec-
ondary education. In contrast, in countries like Nige-
ria that have long had relatively high rates of girls’ 
schooling, desired family size has barely changed. 

If an effective policy choice is not modelled in projec-
tions, they can have the effect of dissipating political 
will for that choice. The UN’s population projections 
induce a fatalistic attitude to population, by express-
ing variation probabilistically, as chance rather than 
choice. The IHME paper emphasises that its focus on 
drivers of fertility decline should provide more impe-
tus for efforts to enhance education and provision 
contraception, which is a good thing. But by omitting 
family planning promotion as a driver of fertility de-
cline, they are directing attention to less effective le-
vers, claiming that they are the most important, and 
thus undermining political will for the policies that 
have been most effective in the past.

So how likely are the IHME projections to come true? 

An initial level of scepticism must apply to projections 
which undercut the UN’s estimates by such a large 
margin. Regardless of methodological arguments, 
the UN has not proven to be too far off the mark over 
recent decades. It is only since around 2000 that the 
UN were found to be rather over-estimating the rate 
of fertility decline, having not anticipated the slow-
down that followed the change in family planning 
programs after the 1994 Cairo Conference on Pop-
ulation and Development. Between 2000 and 2015, 
the UN repeatedly revised its projections upwards, 
from an anticipated peak at 9 billion in mid-century 
to growing beyond 11 billion by 2100.

Another major cause of difference between the IHME 
projections and those of the UN is their assumption 
that fertility will settle at very low levels, below 1.5 
children per woman in most countries. This is a high-
ly speculative assumption, since the countries that 
have reached such low levels have particular disin-
centives to childbearing that might not apply else-
where, and might not persist as population pressure 
eases. Before their rapid fertility decline, these coun-
tries tended to have reached levels of crowding that 
constrain both housing and employment prospects, 
and they tend to still have misogynistic cultures in 
which women find it difficult to combine careers with 
raising children. These countries also saw fertility fall 
during a period of rising secularism, in contrast to the 
persistent or rising religiosity in many of today’s high-
fertility countries. As strongly religious people tend 
to have higher fertility, their proportion of popula-
tions is projected to rise, providing further resistance 
to fertility decline.

I conclude that the IHME reference scenario is not the 
probable, business-as-usual outcome they claim it to 
be. For it to come true would take concerted efforts 
to change cultural norms around family size and to 
boost family planning programs in high-fertility coun-
tries, and for low-fertility countries to embrace their 
mature, declining populations instead of trying to 
boost growth. But these are exactly the actions that 
the paper discourages. With the media eager to pres-
ent declining populations as disaster, and boosting 
growth as the solution, this paper could do serious 
harm to the advancement of women’s reproductive 
rights, and with it everyone’s prospects for environ-
mental security.

This is an edited version of the blog that appeared in The 
Overpopulation Project. For the full bog, please go to 
https://overpopulation-project.com/will-global-popula-
tion-peak-below-10-billion/

Jane O’Sullivan

Will global population peak below 10 billion?
by Jane O’Sullivan
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In its report on its first roundtable, the Commission for 
the Human Future (CHF) listed 10 catastrophic risks fac-
ing humanity. These included:  decline of key natural re-
sources; mass extinction of species; human population 
growth; global warming; pollution by chemicals; food 
insecurity; nuclear arms; pandemics of new and untreat-
able disease; uncontrolled new technologies; and failure 
to act preventively on these risks.

In late June, CHF released its report on its second round-
table – on Global Food Security. It notes that the UN says 
60 per cent more food than is produced now will be 
needed by mid-century. It warns, however, that if we fail 
to address the current shortcomings of the global food 
system there could be a global food shortfall of up to 
40 per cent. According to the report, our food system is 
starting to fracture, and we need to act now before it falls 
apart. The reasons are many and deeply intertwined. 

Secretary of the CHF, Emeritus Professor Bob Douglas 
wrote about the report in the Canberra Times on 7 July:  

“Action is required urgently to avoid starvation of 
millions.

“We can no longer take food availability for grant-
ed. Despite our riches in land, skills and energy, 
that assertion is true for us in Australia, and it is 
already a life-threatening fact in many parts of the 
world. The fracturing of industrial food chains has 
already occurred during the current pandemic.

“Our long-term capacity to maintain food supplies 
is already imperilled by scarcity of soil, water and 
nutrients and by climatic instability. Essential glob-
al action to remedy these risks is a long way from 
what is required. And Australia, despite having the 
most urgent need to do so, is at present evading 
the challenge.” 

Bob Douglas went on to say dealing with climate change 
was absolutely urgent and central to reclaiming a viable 
food future. So was the need to build on our capacity for 
regenerative agriculture and the need to develop a cir-

cular food economy, in which we reclaim nutrients and 
reinvest them in the food system rather than discarding 
them.

The report is divided into “risks” and “solutions”, or path-
ways. What does it say on population? From the risks 
section we read:

“The issue of a sustainable food supply for human-
ity through the 21st Century is inseparable from 
the question of human population; at what level 
it may peak and how it can be brought down to 
a number capable of living within the Earth’s re-
sources. Nor can these two issues be separated 
from the issue of climate change… 

“Population growth is the great driver of unsustain-
able use of water, food and other vital resources. 

“Underpinning all 10 catastrophic threats to the 
human future is our failure to contain human 
numbers…”

And it adds that both population growth in the develop-
ing world and reckless overconsumption of resources in 
the wealthy world need to be controlled if civilisation is 
to survive. 

And in the solutions or pathways section? It says:

“On a planet with finite resources, we must try to 
ensure that the human population growth curve is 
flattened – and then bring it down as quickly as is 
consonant with fairness and free will.”

It goes on, however, to state that the two measures to 
flatten and even reduce population growth are economic 
growth and access for women to education, jobs, credit, 
health services and adequate food. 

The problem with the first, namely economic growth, is 
that it has the potential to be in conflict with at least two 
of the ten catastrophic risks facing humanity – the re-
source crisis and global warming. This is not to say that 
the poor should not be lifted out of poverty, which may 
require the use of resources and energy. Energy is not 
a problem if it is renewable, but in most places, it is still 
based largely on fossil fuels, the emissions of which lead 
to global warming. 

As for the second solution - giving access for women to 
education, jobs, credit, health services and adequate 
food – you say: ‘who can disagree?’ It would have been 
better, however, to spell out the health services a bit 
more because what has been proven is that the single 
most effective means of bringing down birth rates is ac-
cess to contraception. It can be effective even when the 
other parameters, like education and adequate food, are 
not in place. 

This is an edited version of the speech given to the ACT local 
branch of SPA on 25 July by Jenny Goldie. 

Report
A new report on Global Food Security
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You could replace the words “Black Death” with the words 
“Covid 19” in the following quote from a Medieval histo-
rian: “The Black Death was a great tragedy. However, the 
decrease in population caused by the plague increased the 
wages of peasants. As a result, peasants began to enjoy a 
higher standard of living and greater freedom.”

Covid 19 has not and will not cause the death of between a 
third or half the population as the Black Death did between 
1349 and 1370, but in Australia (with immigration on hold) 
it will produce a significant slowing, if not falling, in popula-
tion growth.

This week, even pro-immigration Coalition Ministers say the 
external borders will not open until next year. It means no 
immigration for a year or more.

That means Australia will not have to build the equivalent 
of a city the size of Canberra. We will not have to find the 
money to build schools, hospitals and roads for that many 
people. The pressure on waterways, wilderness, agricultur-
al land, housing prices will be a little less. 

Existing residents, whether white, black, yellow or in be-
tween speaking whatever language or practising whatever 
religion or none, will be better off, just like those 14th cen-
tury peasants.

Britain in the early fourteenth century was horrendously 
overpopulated. The property-owning classes lapped it up 
with a vast reserve of inexpensive manpower to draw upon. 
When that labour force dried up through Black Death mor-
tality, they desperately sought to retain the status quo.

The law was changed to say: “It was lately ordained by our 
lord king, with the assent of the prelates, nobles and others 
of his council against the malice of employees, who were 
idle and were not willing to take employment after the pes-
tilence unless for outrageous wages, that such employees, 
both men and women, should be obliged to take employ-
ment for the salary and wages accustomed to be paid in the 
place where they were working in the 20th year of the king’s 

reign [1346], or five or six years earlier; and that if the same 
employees refused to accept employment in such a man-
ner they should be punished by imprisonment.”

Typical Tory response – blame the worker. So much for free 
enterprise and market forces.

Australia, since Howard opened the immigration floodgates 
two decades ago to allow his Coalition-supporting mates to 
import cheap labour, has been in a similar position (if not as 
dramatic) as mid-14th century Britain.

And with Covid we are now in a similar (if not as dramatic) 
position as Black Death Britain. Covid is showing that you 
can deal with congestion, stressed hospitals and schools 
not by more roads and buildings, but by fewer people.

The rules to contain Covid have resulted in huge unemploy-
ment. If we get a vaccine and/or treatment enabling restric-
tions to be lifted we should recognise that our first obliga-
tion must be to those who lost their job through no fault 
of their own. That means putting economic immigration on 
hold – maybe forever. Very few other countries have eco-
nomic immigration programs.

Without doubt Australia has benefited from immigration in 
the past, but that does not mean we will benefit from it in 
the future. In the past we got cultural diversity and skills 
from elsewhere, but that need has passed.

Covid should make Australia question its Ponzi scheme im-
migration program which benefits the few at the cost of the 
many.

We should get smarter, more resilient and self-reliant. Gov-
ernments should promote innovation, especially in renew-
ables, and education and training.

Covid has now shown that tertiary education’s dependence 
on foreign students has been a mistake.

Post Covid any pressure to resume high immigration should 
be resisted. Big business, which profits hugely from con-
verting agricultural land to residential, from cheap labour, 
and from consumer demand, will push for a return to high 
immigration and the benefits it brings to them personally 
while average taxpayers pick up the cost.

Australia has already reached and passed its optimum pop-
ulation and would be worse off with more people, Covid or 
not.

Covid has enabled government to resist big-business de-
mands for more cheap labour, mainly because in this envi-
ronment big business is too embarrassed to ask for it. But 
as soon as the Covid crisis is over they will be like the feudal 
lords in 14th century Britain demanding their cheap labour. 
They should be resisted for the sake of our environment 
and our people’s access to health, education and general 
well-being.

First published in the Canberra Times of 27 June as “Population 
and that other pesky crisis”. Republished with permission of the 
author. 

Opinion
Tragedy leading to higher living standards
by Crispin Hull
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At first glance, gender equality and environmental sustain-
ability might appear to be separate, but equal, issues. But 
if you take a closer look, you’ll see that these two issues are 
interlocked.

In order to achieve the kind of large-scale change necessary 
to avoid the worst climate change projections and create a 
more equitable world, we need all hands-on deck to fully 
empower women worldwide. Women stand on the front 
lines of climate change, their access to education and posi-
tions of power can lead to innovation, and their decisions 
on issues like family size significantly impact the planet.

1. Women are in an ideal position to implement sus-
tainable practices

Common gender roles for women in many countries 
uniquely position them to contribute toward sustainable 
solutions. Women often collect many of the resources 
for the family. For example, women are typically the ones 
gathering fuel for their households in developing countries, 
which means they could be the ones to initiate a transition 
to sustainable energy if they were empowered to do so.

Women are responsible for water collection in 80 per cent 
of households without on-site water access. When climate 
change or pollution eliminates a water source, those wom-
en and girls are then forced to seek out alternative sources, 
which are likely even further away from their homes. These 
women, more than men, understand the ways in which 
water sources are being impacted and experience very sig-
nificant repercussions of the changes. This all contributes 
to women being highly motivated to make changes or sup-
port efforts that protect clean, reliable water sources.

In addition to communal water sources, many rural women 
also rely on forests and other natural resources to provide 
solid fuel for their households, but these forests are being 
negatively impacted by climate change and industrializa-
tion. 

2. Gender equity in the classroom and workforce can 
lead to delayed fertility and increased innovation 

Increasing and encouraging education among women and 
girls can have a number of positive ripple effects, includ-
ing delayed fertility, healthier children, and an increase in 
workforce participation. And while female access to edu-
cation has increased over the years, the gender gap re-
mains. 

According to the UNESCO 2019 Gender Report, one out 
of every three countries around the world have not yet 
achieved gender parity in primary education, while half of 
countries have not achieved gender parity in lower second-
ary education, and three out of every four countries have 
yet to achieve gender parity in upper secondary education. 

There are a variety 
of reasons for this 
gender gap, many of 
which relate to social 
norms and attitudes 
about a woman’s role 
in society. If com-
munities are able to 
combat these harm-
ful stereotypes and 
encourage equal ac-
cess to education, 
girls will be in a better 
position to dream be-
yond their gender role and help build a more sustainable 
future. 

Empowering women to take on more prominent econom-
ic, social, and political roles adds a greater diversity of voic-
es to important discussions about sustainable initiatives. 
For example, when women were granted more power at 
the local level in India, they secured increased public provi-
sions of water and sanitation, two issues the women dealt 
with on a daily basis.  

3. Women with agency increase sustainable decision-
making 

According to UN Women, only 52 per cent of women in a 
marriage or union freely make their own decisions about 
sex, contraceptive use, and health care. 

This is astonishing, and harmful to women and their chil-
dren, but this is also important because the world’s popu-
lation is gaining more than 9,000 people per hour. Every 
woman, man, and child deserve clean air, safe water, space 
to live and play, and numerous other natural resources, 
but the planet’s resources are finite. A primary driver of 
this rapid population growth is the fact that many women 
have little to no say if or when they have children. A lack of 
female agency can create situations in which males domi-
nate the decisions around sex, marriage, and childbearing, 
which in some cases contributes to a prevalence of teen-
age pregnancy, child marriage, and rape culture.

At Population Media Center (PMC), we know from our work 
in more than 50 countries around the world that provid-
ing women with vital information and empowering them 
to make decisions has numerous positive results for the 
quality of their own lives and for the health and well-being 
of their families and communities, and the Earth. 

Missie Thurston is Director of Marketing & Communications at 
Population Media Center (PMC). This is an edited version of the 
article which can be read in full on the PMC website. https://
info.populationmedia.org/blog/3-reasons-why-embracing-
womens-rights-helps-achieve-sustainability

Three reasons why embracing women’s rights helps 
achieve sustainability
by Missie Thurston

Opinion
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Book Review

Cambridge University Press, 2019.  
336pp. $18.95rrp paperback. 

Reviewed by Jenny Goldie 

“Food clearly has a pivotal role in the future of human popu-
lation – both as a driver of population growth when supplies 
are abundant and as a potential driver of population decline, 
should food chains collapse. It is no exaggeration to say the 
fate of human civilisation depends on it.” 

This is another important book from Can-
berra-based science-writer Julian Cribb. 
The title basically sums up the theme of 
the book. If people do not have enough to 
eat, they tend to go to war to either secure 
food or the land on which to grow it. 

Other authors have dealt with the issue, if 
somewhat more broadly, notably the Ca-
nadian political scientist Thomas Homer-
Dixon in his seminal 1999 book “Environ-
ment, Scarcity, and Violence”. 

Paul Ehrlich, to whom this book is dedi-
cated (along with National Soils Advocate 
Michael Jeffery and Em. Prof Bob Douglas) 
wrote “The Population Bomb” in 1968 when 
it seemed Thomas Malthus predictions 
were about to be realised, that is, population growth 
would outstrip food production and lead to mass starva-
tion. The Green Revolution, however, was just taking off 
at that time and gave the world “breathing space”, as the 
father of the revolution, Norman Borlaug, said when ac-
cepting the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970.  

Now thanks to the coronavirus pandemic, that “breath-
ing space” is possibly over. Antonio Guterres, Secretary 
General of the UN said recently, “Our food systems are 
failing, and the COVID-19 pandemic is making things 
worse.” About the same time, David Beasley, the CEO of 
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) also warned 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are expected to 
worsen food insecurity. 

Julian Cribb wrote this book a year ago, however, before 
the coronavirus pandemic. He warns of a looming food 
crisis, as he did in a previous book The Coming Famine, 
which was internationally acclaimed.  In that book he 
warned that a global food shortage could hit by mid-cen-
tury because of a ‘dangerous confluence of shortages 
– of water, land, energy, technology, and knowledge – 
combined with an increased demand created by popula-
tion and economic growth’.

In Food or War, Cribb basically extrapolates from that 
thesis and says food shortages can lead to war. Or the 

reverse - war can lead to hunger. Early chapters of the 
book give historical precedents, such as the Thirty Years 
War (1618-48). After a religious spark lit the fuse, “ill-
disciplined foreign armies ravaged, raped, burned and 
plundered their way across the bountiful German coun-
tryside…” Seven million people died from hunger and 
disease as villagers and farmers fled, causing food pro-
duction to collapse. 

The world was witnessed more recent food 
conflicts - in Syria, Yemen, Rwanda and 
South Sudan. The book explores them all.  
In Syria, as in the Thirty Years War, there 
was a religious spark that ignited conflict, 
but looking deeper, food played a role in 
fomenting discontent with the Assad re-
gime. Once a fertile, well-watered land, 
“the region has been clear-felled, grazed to 
desert and farmed to exhaustion over the 
past 3000 years – but especially in recent 
years as population pressures soared.” 
Loss of vegetation led to reduced rainfall. 
From 2007-10, the worst drought in instru-
mental record and water scarcity linked to 
climate change, led to crop failures that 
drove 1.5 million people to migrate to the 
cities. This created social stresses that led 

to the uprising. Food was then weaponised by the Assad 
regime in an attempt to starve the insurgent cities into 
submission. 

Syria has to be a warning. Climate change can exacer-
bate droughts that lead to food shortages that lead to 
internal displacement that leads to social unrest that 
leads to conflict, none of it helped by overpopulation. 
Nor is it helped by steady degradation of the lands that 
are meant to grow food and now lack resilience.   

Julian Cribb has been a driving force behind the Com-
mission for the Human Future whose second report on 
global food security (see page 4 of this newsletter) large-
ly mirrors this book, though dozens of food experts also 
contributed to the report. 

Those of us who have known and admired Julian as a col-
league and friend over the years, sometimes despair of 
his eternal optimism. Inevitably the final chapters of the 
book are full of potential saviours to the current food cri-
sis such as urban farming, aquaculture and biocultures. 
This is not to discount them, but they may not be enough 
to overcome the interlinked problems of climate change, 
still rising human populations, loss of biodiversity and 
desertification. 

Nevertheless, this is a considerable work and deserves a 
wide readership.

Food or War
by Julian Cribb
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Unsung Hero Award
This year, the Mary E White Unsung Hero award goes to 
Colin Samundsett. 

Colin was an early member of Australians for an Ecologi-
cally Sustainable Population – later SPA -when its home was 
just Canberra. Just as you could always depend on our late 
Patron, Frank Fenner, to turn up to branch meetings, you 
could always depend on Colin to do so as well. Indeed, de-
pendable could be his middle name.  

He joined AESP because he read letters in the Canberra 
Times by some of us, such as Chris Watson, Mark O’Connor 
and myself, who had co-founded the organisation. Over the 
years, Colin has had his own many letters published. Some-
times, in the early days, they were a bit obscure to us but 
this obscurity indicated, not a lesser mind, but the opposite, 
a highly intelligent mind. Indeed, there was and is a great 
wisdom emanating from Colin that is evident in his regular 
contributions to popforum. 

Colin was born in 1931. He grew up in at the edge of a tropi-
cal rainforest in in North Queensland and has first-hand 
knowledge of and love for the Australian bush. In his work-
ing life as a surveyor Colin experienced both the state of 
pre-disturbed upland and coastal rainforest as well as the 
summer desiccated landscapes of far-west Queensland. 
He witnessed the deterioration over time of these regions 
and others in between. He was deeply influenced by de-
scriptions of the landscape in the writings of Mary E White 
after whom this award was named. Mark O’Connor’s and 
Bill Lines’ book “Overloading Australia” also remains an on-
going reference.

Colin exemplifies some admirable qualities: honesty, love 
of family, a deep appreciation of native flora and fauna as 
well as the land itself, and the courage to express the need 
for population stabilisation to preserve those natural won-
ders. He also has incredible memory for Australian history 
that he can drag up when it is relevant to discussion. 

Colin is a hero. He is also unsung. He richly deserves this 
award. 

This is an edited version of the speech by Jenny Goldie announcing 
the award at this year’s AGM. Colin received the framed certificate 
at the ACT branch meeting on 25 July. 

Obituary
Graham Caldersmith 26/11/1943 – 5/10/2019

Co-founder of Australians for an Ecologically Sustainable 
Population (AESP, later SPA) Graham Caldersmith died in 
October last year, aged 75. He was a luthier who hand-
crafted hundreds of guitars, violins, violas and cellos. He 
was widely regarded as the father of the Australian lattice-
style guitar. 

According to Limelight magazine who reported his death, 
Graham “began his career as a high school science teacher, 
maintaining an interest in instrument making and wood-
work after building his first guitar as a 17-year-old. In 1971, 
Caldersmith undertook a Masters in Aerophysics at the Aus-
tralian National University, which sparked his independent 
research into musical acoustics. He received a scholarship 
to research acoustics in Stockholm in 1978 – the following 
year saw him undertake formal studies in acoustics with 
Neville Fletcher at the University of New England. Commit-
ting to full-time violin making in 1980, he received an Aus-
tralia Council research equipment grant the same year and 
a Churchill Fellowship to the US in 1982…”

Graham was unassuming despite his considerable accom-
plishments in instrument-making for which he was awarded 
a Medal of the Order of Australia. Back in 1988 when AESP 
was founded, he provided wise counsel and good company 
in the inaugural meetings that were held in various homes 
of committee members around Canberra. Unfortunately, 
he developed chronic fatigue syndrome and moved from 
Canberra to Kendall, and later to Comboyne, inland from 
the NSW mid-north coast. In 2006, Graham and his part-
ner Angela McPherson helped organise the successful SPA 
regional conference held at the rainforest retreat of SPA 
Patron Dr Mary E White near Port Macquarie. (One of the 
speakers at that conference was the then local state MP, 
Rob Oakeshott, who later was elected to federal politics as 
an independent and was responsible, with Tony Windsor, 
for determining who would hold government after the 2010 
election). 

Angela wrote to SPA in response to its sympathy card that 
“Graham was always proud of his association with Sustain-
able Population Australia”. Those of us who knew him were 
saddened by his death as he was a kind and good man. We 
are grateful for his services to our organisation. JG

SPA News 

photo: abc.net.au
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Loving tourist destinations 
to death by Peter Green 
The July edition of Hut News included a topical article by Cathy 
Cavanagh on tourism, specifically how we are loving our tourist 
destinations to death. This brings to mind the excellent initia-
tive uniting most (all?) of Australia’s leading environmental or-
ganisations, viz ‘Places You Love (www.placesyoulove.org). The 
Society is a member. 

However, the manifesto seems to see everything from a legis-
lative aspect, and fails to mention a glaring factor in this crisis, 
the inexorable increase in our population largely driven by eco-
nomic immigration and the absurd quest for endless growth. 

From discussions that I have had, I suggest that this is not an 
oversight; it is a deliberate omission. 

We continue to add a city the size of Adelaide every three 
years, resulting in many deleterious impacts on our land and 
our quality of life. Rare arable land is covered by urban sprawl, 
deforestation continues to be rampant, species are pushed to 
extinction, gardens and other play areas shrink, open space is 
more contested and we have the Australian version of a ghetto 
as exemplified by the high-rise COVID towers in Melbourne. 
Children raised in these crowded boxes will never develop 
biophilia, and hence will never fight for precious ecosystems 
threatened by development. This ‘vibrant growth’ is also one of 
the justifications given for the new airport in Western Sydney. 
How is that going to improve our communion with nature? 

What is the point in making a per-capita improvement in some 
environmental metric, say greenhouse gas emissions from 
transport, electricity, farming or water use, if we immediate-
ly negate that improvement by adding more people? We are 
worse off because we have picked the low hanging fruit. 

For me this movement should be renamed ‘Places that I used 
to Love’. We need to include all the factors in the examination 
of this crisis while there is still time to save our natural places. 

Civilisation exists by geological consent, subject to 
change without notice. ― Will Durant (writer, historian, 
philosopher) 1885 - 1981. 

Anyone who believes exponential growth can go on for-
ever in a finite world is either a madman or an econo-
mist. ― Kenneth Boulding (economist, educator, poet, reli-
gious mystic, systems scientist, interdisciplinary philosopher) 
in US Congress, 1973. 

Nature is party to all our deals and decisions, and she 
has more votes, a longer memory, and a sterner sense 
of justice than we do. ― Wendell Berry (novelist, environ-
mental activist, farmer) 

If all insects on Earth disappeared, within 50 years all life 
on Earth would end. If all human beings disappeared 
from the Earth, within 50 years all forms of life would 
flourish. Jonas Salk, US virologist

This article first appeared 
in the Blue Mountains 
Conservation Society Inc 
Hut News (issue no. 383) 
and is republished with 
permission. Peter Green 
is a long-term member of 
SPA. 

Hymn 

by Paul Prentice
We thank you, Lord, for this grand Earth 
 Fulfilling our souls’ and bodies’ needs
And pray that we may prove our worth
 To enjoy it, both by words and deeds.
May we protect the atmosphere
 Through safe amounts of gases and heat
Rejecting energies that we fear 
 Could make the climate’s ruin complete.
And let us moderate our demands
 On goods the environment provides
Save plants and animals, seas and lands
 Stop trash that beauty and health deride.
But most of all, we must maintain
 A human size the planet can bear
Desist from unsustainable gain 
 That’s neither sensible nor fair.
Lord, you have granted us free will
 And power o’er this most wondrous sphere
May we be faithful stewards still 
 Of Earth, the home we hold so dear.

Suggested tune: Winchester New. 

Paul Prentice is a long-term member of the Victorian branch 
of SPA. 

Hazel’s book of poems
Canberra-based poet, musicolo-
gist and SPA member, Hazel Hall, 
has produced a charming book 
of not-quite-haiku poems. All are 
three lines, but have fewer syl-
lables than traditional haiku. The 
book is named for this one:

severed web

hanging together

by a thread

The small book is illustrated with 
lovely ink drawings by nature art-
ist Deborah Faeryglenn.

Copies of “Severed Web” may 
be obtained for $5 plus postage 
from the publisher:  
https://www.ginninderrapress.
com.au/picaro.html

SPA Members
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Branch Reports
WA

In early 2020 the Committee decided that our AGM 
would be held on 11 July, World Population Day. Due to 
the unknown status of Corvid 19, it was thought wise 
to hold it via Zoom, as have been our bimonthly Com-
mittee meetings. Despite several preliminary hiccups, a 
quorum was achieved, so we live to fight another day 
or 12-18mths in this case. Again, thanks to Corvid 19, 
there has not been any activity other than several let-
ters (unpublished) to the paper and the odd submission. 
Preliminary discussion regarding a repeat from 2013 of 
the sponsoring/scholarship of a University student to 
the Fenner Conference, in Canberra this October, was 
necessarily dropped. However, it is hoped that all being 
well, such may be instigated for next year.

The artwork from the Stop @ 2 badges campaign was 
forward for the production of the fridge magnets. Mine’s 
on the back of the ute where it will be seen by many who 
would not have the dubious pleasure of being in my 
kitchen.

Judith Odgaard

ACT

Ever since Covid invaded our personal and community 
space, our activities have been dramatically curtailed like 
those of every other group and organisation.

We have not been able to acquire a suitable venue to 
hold Committee meetings so Zoom came to the rescue. 
It has worked well in the main and we have now had 
three committee meetings using it.

The severe restrictions on holding any events with sig-
nificant numbers of attendees has meant that we have 
not considered holding any public seminars until very 
recently. On the 25th July, we held our first seminar for 
the year with Jenny Goldie as our guest speaker. There 
was a large roll-up to hear Jenny talk about a recently re-
leased report, Commission for the Human Future: Report on 
Global Hunger. The connection between worsening world 
hunger and ever-growing global population was made 
amply clear.

It is to be hoped that we can continue to hold seminars 
and meetings for our members for the remainder of this 
year and that there will not be any return to the former 
very restricted level of activity. 

All the while, a number of our members have continued 
to write excellent letters to the Canberra Times as well as 
make contributions to online publications such as The 
Conversation. It is to be hoped that their commendable 
efforts will make a difference to public opinion on popu-
lation and immigration matters. 

Colin Lyons

NSW

Lesley Scott has been developing a video-making com-
petition for young adults. At this stage she has drafted 
an outline of the competition and Rules and Guidelines. 
(Thank you to Committee members who sent sugges-
tions!) She has also put together a list of email addresses 
for schools (3,425 in total) and universities (42) around 
Australia, and has drafted a covering email. 

The Committee has been sharing their letters to the 
editor, whether or not they are published, to encourage 
and learn from each other. We have also encouraged all 
members to write letters to the editor and provided them 
with links to recent articles. The feasibility of running an 
online workshop on the topic is being investigated.

Kay Dunne

VIC/TAS

Since my parliamentary submission of last February 
(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Foreign Pol-
icy White Paper) I have been busy writing to relevant 
politicians and taking the opportunity to promote Jenny 
Goldie’s excellent ‘Covid-19 and Population’ in May’s SPA 
Newsletter. So far I have had a most encouraging reply 
from Sussan Ley MP who correctly drew my attention 
to the Centre for Population (www.population.gov.au) 
commenced last October. I can recommend their site 
to which one can subscribe. She kindly invited ongoing 
communication regarding our areas of mutual concern.

I have also been preoccupied communicating with my 
other two environmental organisations, Doctors for the 
Environment Australia (DEA) and the Australian Conser-
vation Foundation (ACF, which I joined in 1971). Neither 
had reviewed their population policies for many years 
and I considered it my duty to give them a nudge. I had 
a gratifying response from DEA who have included me in 
discussions with their executive. So far, I have not been 
so lucky with ACF whose president, Mara Bun, indicated 
to me that ACF would rather leave the issue to SPA be-
cause of the political difficulties associated with popula-
tion. I am having ongoing discussion with them and live 
in hope.

Finally, SPA is making a submission to Victoria parlia-
ment’s community invitation for input on ecosystem de-
cline.  I would like to thank Michael Bayliss for writing 
this on behalf of SPA with assistance from committee 
members Jill Quirk and Jenny Warfe.

Graeme Dennerstein
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Branch Reports / inquiries
QLD

After easing of the lockdown, the Queensland Branch 
committee have been enjoying meeting in person each 
month. Since the library meeting room is still unavailable, 
meetings are rotating among the committee members’ 
homes. Any members wanting to join these meetings 
on the third Monday each month are welcome to do so. 
Members of the committee have been contacting other 
environmental and sustainable economy groups to ask 
about their views on population growth. While most ac-
knowledge it as an important factor, none of those con-
sulted intended to include it in any of their messaging. 
The question of how to engage with the October State 
election campaign has also occupied our discussions, 
and we would welcome suggestions from members, or 
reports from members who have spoken to their candi-
dates about population issues. We are planning a film 
screening on 11 October, in conjunction with the branch 
AGM, if we should be so lucky as to escape a further 
Covid-lockdown.

Jane O’Sullivan

SA/NT

The branch has not been meeting due to COVID-19.

Sandra Kanck

Victorian NPA includes population 
as a key driver of ecosystem decline
Kelvin Thomson (former federal MP and long-term sup-
porter of SPA) has informed us that the National Victo-
rian National Parks Association is calling on its members 
to make a submission to the state Parliamentary Inquiry 
into Ecosystem Decline in Victoria (also referred to as 
the “extinction inquiry”). As the Victorian NPA says on 
its website, Victoria is the most cleared state in Australia 
and has the highest number of threatened species by 
subregion in the country. According to the Victorian State 
of the Environment 2018 Report, most biodiversity indica-
tors are poor and trending downwards. The website sug-
gests some of the key drivers of ecosystem decline in Vic-
toria that members making a submission might address. 
They include, along with habitat fragmentation, climate 
change, inappropriate fire regimes, invasive animals, in-
vasive plants, native forest logging, unsustainable hunt-

ing of native wildlife, altered water regimes, land-use in-
tensification, inadequate public resources for ecosystem 
management, AND (drum roll please…)

•  population growth – especially around metropolitan 
and large urban centres, (that) leads to permanent 
land clearing and fragmentation. 

Yeay!

News from TAPRI
The Australian Population Research Institute.

New research report, 25 July 2020

Bob Birrell, The Australian Horticultural Workforce: Working 
Holiday Makers are no longer the ‘Backbone’ – A submission to 
the National Agricultural Workforce Strategy Inquiry

The Australian horticultural industry wants the Austra-
lian government to introduce a new, dedicated agricul-
tural work visa, that ties the recipients to work in agri-
culture. The industry has previously relied on Working 
Holiday Makers (WHMs) to provide the ‘backbone’ of 
its workforce. Successive Australian governments have 
legislated to offer additional years in Australia to WHMs 
who work in the industry. Despite these incentives, only 
a minority have been taking up this option. Instead the 
industry has had to rely on the huge stock of other tem-
porary migrants in Australia, including overseas stu-
dents, for the bulk of its workforce.

These temporary migrants have been desperate for work 
and, as a result, vulnerable to exploitation. Wages and 
conditions have deteriorated as a consequence. This is 
why WHMs and resident workers are reluctant to up the 
available work opportunities.

The industry, even during the Covid-19 pandemic, con-
tinues to lobby for a designated agricultural visa. This 
not the way to go. This report argues that the industry 
will have to find another solution, focussing on the in-
creased mechanisation of horticultural work.
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Report About SPA
Website: www.population.org.au

The SPA newsletter is now published every three 
months: in February, May, August and November.  
Members are welcome to submit material to the editor, 
to be published at the editor’s discretion.

Newsletter editor: Jenny Goldie 
editor@population.org.au.  
Letters to editor welcome but 300 words maximum and 
in electronic form!
Membership applications and renewals should be done 
via the SPA website or sent to the national office. Gen-
eral inquiries should also go to the national office.

SPA national office 
PO Box 85, Deakin West ACT 2600 
phone: 0434 962 305 
email: info@population.org.au

SPA national office bearers
President: Sandra Kanck | (08) 8336 4114 
president@population.org.au
Vice-president: Jenny Goldie | 0401 921 453 
vp@population.org.au
Meetings secretary: Nola Stewart | (02) 9686 3542 
meetingsecretary@population.org.au
Treasurer: Tony Matta | treasurer@population.org.au
Committee: John Coulter | Jane O’Sullivan | Alan Jones 
Graham Clews 
Webmaster: Alex Geppert 
webmaster@population.org.au
Membership officer: Andrew Verlei 
membership@population.org.au

Trustees of the Population Fund
Tony Matta | Sandra Kanck | Jenny Goldie

Regional branches
NSW President: Graham Wood 
nsw@population.org.au
WA President: Judith Odgaard | 0477 002 821 
wa@population.org.au
VIC/TAS President: Graeme Dennerstein 
vic@population.org.au
ACT President: Colin Lyons | 0434 531 449 
act@population.org.au
QLD President: Jane O’Sullivan | (07) 3379 8090 
qld@population.org.au
SA/NT President: Peter Martin 
sa@population.org.au

Disclaimer
While every effort has been made to ensure the reliabil-
ity of the information contained in this newsletter, the 
opinions expressed are those of the various authors and 
do not necessarily reflect the opinion of either SPA or 
the editor.

Communication Manager’s Report 
Michael Bayliss
I am pleased to report the launch of SPA’s new podcast 
series – Post-Growth Australia Podcast (PGAP).  The aim 
of this podcast is to explore to issue of post-growth more 
broadly – while not ignoring the critical importance of 
population.  So far, I have hosted three episodes, inter-
viewing CASSE, Chase Africa, World Population Balance 
and the director of 8 Billion Angels, among others.  The 
reception to the podcast series has been very positive 
even at this early stage.

I have written two parliamentary submissions on behalf 
of SPA.  These include the federal parliament inquiry into 
Temporary Migration, and the Victorian parliamentary 
inquiry into ecosystem decline in Victoria.  I would like to 
pass my thanks to our patron Katharine Betts for advis-
ing me during the Temporary Migration submission.

The ‘meet our patrons’ project draws to a close with the 
release of the video interview of Tim Flannery.  Also re-
leased on the SPA YouTube channel is a video interview 
with Arnav Sati, an outspoken first-generation migrant 
living in Melbourne’s outer growth corridor who spoke 
with me about population and infrastructure.  An article 
based on his interview was published twice, at Indepen-
dent Australia and MacroBusiness. 

In May I invited SPA members to contact their local MPs 
in support of Kristina Keneally’s position to freeze mi-
gration.  I am grateful that so many SPA members were 
keen to engage in this campaign, with many letters and 
calls in support of Keneally’s position on migration going 
out to many politicians across Australia.


