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On October 28, SPA released the report on ageing it had 
commissioned called “Silver tsunami or silver ling? Why we 
should not fear an ageing population.” It was written by 
Queensland University academic and SPA stalwart Dr Jane 
O’Sullivan.

In a classic case of the cure being worse than the disease, 
the paper concludes that federal government policy of 
rapid population growth to off-set ageing brings far greater 
problems than any brought on by ageing itself. 

SPA national president Sandra Kanck said it allows policy-
makers to look afresh at the population ageing issue from 
a new perspective – not from one of anxiety but rather as a 
good news story. 

“Basically, the population ageing panic is a beat-up, a fabri-
cated crisis created by vested interests with their own agen-
das,” Ms Kanck said.

“The immigration hiatus caused by COVID-19 has height-
ened dire claims about population ageing. But Dr O’Sullivan’s 
in-depth report, which includes original data analysis and 
extensive literature review, sorts the facts from the spin.”

The report notes that ageing is inevitable but self-limiting. 
Australia is reaching the final stages of the demographic 
transition where a society moves from high birth and death 
rates eventually through to one of low birth and death 
rates. In the middle of the transition the working age popu-
lation (15-64 years) is elevated but falls back to around 55% 
of the population, while the proportion of over-65s rises. 
At no point, however, would over 65s outnumber younger 
adults, even if the population was shrinking steadily.

The report debunks a number of myths, not least the “de-
pendency” fallacy. Concerns have arisen because of the 
ratio of over-65s to those of working age, assuming that 
over-65s are economically dependent on younger adults. 
This assumption is false, according to the report, along with 
that which claims there will not be enough people of work-
ing age to do all the work. 

The workforce responds dynamically to the demand for la-
bour, the report says.  Japan, for instance, has had a declin-
ing proportion of working age people for more than two 
decades, yet with twice the proportion of older citizens 

than in Australia, it has the same proportion of people who 
have jobs. With fewer working age people competing for 
jobs, there is less unemployment and underemployment.  
Improved wages and conditions attract more people into 
the workforce. 

While concerns have been raised about an ageing popu-
lation being responsible for rising health costs, the report 
finds that the rise in the proportion of older citizens ac-
counts for only a small fraction in the increase. Rather, it 
is population growth plus the provision of health services 
that accounts for the steep rise in health spending. Indeed, 
older people are getting healthier over time, with high-care 
needs deferred as longevity increases. 

The federal government’s main response to ageing has 
been to boost the population growth rate through elevated 
immigration levels and incentives to have more children, 
particularly with the baby bonus. Yet the report finds that 
neither strategy prevents ageing in the long-run. Boosting 
the working age population through immigration has not 
increased employment per capita, rather, it has contrib-
uted to youth unemployment, wage stagnation and rising 
inequality. 

Despite the Parliamentary Budget Office estimating that 
population ageing will 
cost the Federal Bud-
get around $36b by 
2028-29, the report 
says the cost of ex-
tra infrastructure to 
support population 
growth outweighs the 
small extent to which 
population growth 
could lessen pension, 
health-care and age-
care burdens.  

The report can be 
found here: 

https://population.org.
au/publications/dis-
cussion-papers/ageing
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Colin Butler

In all the talk of tackling environmental problems such 
as climate change, the issue of population growth often 
escapes attention. Politicians don’t like talking about it. 
By and large, neither do environmentalists – but former 
Greens leader Bob Brown has bucked that trend.

Brown recently declared the world’s population must 
start to decline before 2100, telling The Australian news-
paper:

We are already using more than what the planet can supply 
and we use more than the living fabric of the planet in supply. 
That’s why we wake up every day to fewer fisheries, less forests, 
more extinctions and so on. The human herd at eight billion 
is the greatest herd of mammals ever on this planet and it is 
unsustainable to have that growing.

Research suggests1 our species has far exceeded its fair 
share of the planetary bounty, and Brown is right to call 
for the global population to peak. It is high time others 
joined the chorus – not only other environmentalists, but 
those concerned with international development and 
human rights.

Population growth, by the numbers
COVID-19 has killed more than one million people2. 
While undeniably tragic, the figure is minor compared 
to world’s annual growth in population, estimated by the 
United Nations at about 83 million3.

In 1900, the world’s population was about 1.6 bil-
lion4 people. By 2023 it’s expected to5 hit 8 billion. Ac-
cording to the UN6, it will reach 9.7 billion by 2050 and 
11.2 billion by 2100.

(The US-based Institute for Health Metrics and Evalua-
tion recently forecast7 a lower peak of about 9.7 billion 
by 2064, falling to about 8.8 billion by 2100.)

Why is the population growing so fast? Much of it is due 
to advanced fertilisers and intensive farming practic-
es, leading to higher crop yields that can sustain more 
people. Health care has improved, and people are living 
much longer. And many parts of the world have histori-
cally had high fertility rates.

There is no expert consensus on how many people the 
planet can support. The answer will largely depend on 
how much humans produce and consume, now and in 
the future. Some experts believe8 we’ve already hit the 
limit.

The “planetary boundaries framework9” is one way to 
measure Earth’s carrying capacity. Introduced about a 
decade ago, it involves nine planetary boundaries such 
as biodiversity loss, climate change and ozone depletion. 
If the boundaries are crossed, Earth’s capacity to support 
civilisation is at risk. Research suggests10 in some parts 
of the world, multiple boundaries have already been 
breached.

It’s time to talk
In recent decades, many conservationists, politicians 
and scientists have been reluctant to talk about popula-
tion growth.

When The Australian approached Greenpeace, the Aus-
tralian Conservation Foundation and the Wilderness So-
ciety regarding Brown’s remarks, the groups said they 
did not comment on population growth. Brown told the 
newspaper environmentalists avoided the issue because 
they were “frightened” of being targeted by News Corp.

In an address to the National Press Club this month, 
Greens leader Adam Bandt reportedly wouldn’t say 
whether he is concerned about population growth, say-
ing “my priority is getting energy at running on 100% re-
newable. That makes much more of a difference than … 
population size.”

Bandt wouldn’t be the first environmental advocate 
to avoid the topic11. But why? I believe there are three 
main reasons.

Most obvious is the fear of being accused of12 racism. 
Some past advocates of population “control” supported 
eugenics and coercion, including forced sterilisation and 
abortion. In fact, eugenics and forced sterilisation has 
been reported in both rich13 and poor14 countries.

Second, the Catholic Church has played a big role 
in15 suppressing the topic. In the 1960s16 a papal com-
mission suggested the church’s decades-long ban17 on 
birth control be dropped. But in 1968, Pope Paul VI re-
jected the advice, and declared18 artificial birth control to 
be morally wrong.

Bob Brown is right – it’s time environmentalists talked 
about the population problem 
by Colin Butler
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Third is the ascendancy of free-market economics. High 
population growth in low-income countries is conve-
nient19 for capitalism, because these populations20 de-
press wages worldwide.

In 1984, the Reagan administration became the first in 
a long line to deny21 the importance of population prob-
lems. Its views were influenced22 by economic theorist 
Julian Simon, who believed23 adding to the world’s popu-
lation was good for human well-being.

Starting the conversation
As Brown said, we should be “having 
a mature debate” about population 
growth. But where to start?

An obvious beginning is the unmet 
demand for contraception. For ex-
ample, a UN report24 in 2015 report-
ed fewer than half of African women 
who are married or in a union, and 
who need contraception, have their 
family planning needs satisfied.

Slowing global population growth will be helped by pro-
moting the UN Sustainable Development Goals25. One 
goal seeks to ensure “universal access to reproductive 
health and family planning” by 2030. Improving female 
literacy – especially when combined with internet access 
– is also an important way to empower women.

Apart from reproductive health care, general improve-
ments to health, including well-funded health systems, 
would give couples greater confidence their children will 
thrive. This would reduce their perceived need for addi-
tional children26 in case one or more dies.

These measures all require increased investment and 
public attention. The environmental movement, in par-
ticular, must awaken to the link between population 
growth and environmental degradation. “Business as 
usual” will hinder human development, further oppress 
women and magnify many forms of environmental dam-
age.

 
First published in the Conversation, 22 October 2020
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“…anywhere from one third to one half of the babies born in the Third 
World would not be if their mothers had access to cheap, reliable 
family planning, had enough personal empowerment to stand up to 
their husbands and relatives, and could choose their own family size”. 
- Donnella Meadows, activist and lead author of “The Limits to 
Growth”

Donnella Meadows wrote these words over 20 
years ago.  Unfortunately, it remains true today.   
To summarise the current situation (data from Guttmacher1 
and UN):

•  In 2019, there were an estimated 923 million women (aged 
15 – 49) in Lower-Middle Income Countries (LMICs) that 
want to avoid pregnancy

•  Approximately 25% of these women (218 million) have an 
unmet need for modern contraception; this need is great-
est in Africa and the Middle East (50%)

•  This leads to 111 million unplanned pregnancies per an-
num, 49% of the LMIC’s total.  

The table below (Sully et al (2020) Adding It Up Report) high-
lights the benefits to maternal and newborn health if all of the 
unmet family planning needs were met.

Furthermore, effective family planning delivers additional so-
cial benefits:
• Reduced maternal and newborn deaths (see table above).  
• Empowerment of women2  
• Reduced abortions (61% of all unplanned pregnancies)3

One striking statistic for sustainable population advocates is 
the role of unplanned births within global population growth.  
Estimates range from 30 million per annum (pa) in (LMICs only, 
above table) to 47 million pa globally4.  As global population 
growth is currently around 80 million annually, reducing un-
planned pregnancies (and births) would support a stable popu-
lation.   

The Funding Gap
Contraception costs are modest, US$51 per person pa in LMICs.  
To meet the worldwide shortfall in contraception coverage 
would cost an estimated US$ 5.35 to $5.9 billion pa.   Note, to 
provide full coverage of broader family planning services, in-
cluding newborn and maternal care, would require US$31 bil-
lion pa.1 

$5.9 billion per annum is a pittance in the context of the 
global economy (GDP of $80,000 billion), or OECD govern-

ment expenditure.   For example, the global military budget 
is US$1,900 billion pa (Australia $27 billion).  Unfortunate-
ly, foreign aid has been deprioritised by most G20 nations. 
The global foreign aid budget is less than half of the UN’s 0.7% 
of GNI goal (Australia is pathetic at 0.22% of GNI).  

Of course, meeting this funding gap is not the only issue.  There 
are other hurdles, including cultural, educational, and religious 
acceptance, which must embrace contraception and women’s 
choices. 

Abortion is a contentious issue, with opposition on cultural, po-
litical and religious grounds.   Abortion opponents, however, 
should endorse greater contraception usage.  As 61% of all un-
planned pregnancies result in abortion, preventing unplanned 
pregnancies will significantly reduce the abortion rate.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Fighting overpopulation often feels like “fighting the tides”.  
The groundswell of mainstream media, environmentalists, 
academics and politicians range from unconcerned to sup-
portive on population growth.  My own efforts to challenge this 
pro-growth standpoint have been spectacularly unsuccessful 
to date.  Family planning, however, is cause for optimism.  In-
creased contraception coverage may present a more accept-
able, and therefore, achievable solution; compared to endless 
debate on migration or the ecological limits to growth.  Given, 
however, the significant unmet conception need (218 million 
women) combined with government inaction, private donor 
support is essential.  

Marie Stopes International (MSI) is one of the largest global 
providers of family planning, delivering contraceptive services 
to over 32 million6 women worldwide.  Supporting MSI has 
helped me to overcome my sense of helplessness on counter-
ing overpopulation.  I would encourage 
all members of SPA to consider sup-
porting them.

“Women, girls – and men – must have 
sufficient rights to access contraception, 
without coercion from their partners, fam-
ilies, or governments. Ultimately, there is 
no hope of stabilising, let alone reducing 
the world population, if women and girls 
do not have the right to determine if and 
when they bear children7.” Michael Bay-
liss, SPA Communications Manager

Hamish Burns is a Financial Analyst, and member of SPA Vic.

1  Sully et al (2020) Adding It Up: Investing in Sexual and Reproductive 
Health 2019 https://www.guttmacher.org/report/adding-it-up-invest-
ing-in-sexual-reproductive-health-2019  

2  Unmet Contraception Needs Briefing, Population Matters
3  https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/induced-abortion-worldwide
4  https://www.thelancet.com/pdfs/journals/langlo/PIIS2214-

109X(20)30315-6.pdf
5  Project Drawdown, https://www.drawdown.org/solutions/health-

and-education
6  https://mariestopes-us.org/2019-annual-report/
7  https://overpopulation-project.com/why-global-support-for-contra-

ception-is-critical-in-the-pandemic-age/

Opinion
The Urgent Need for Family Planning
by Hamish Burns 

Hamish Burns



 
Newsletter - No. 141, November, 2020     Page 5
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Dear SPA 

In her otherwise generous review1 of my book, Food or War, 
your correspondent described me as an ‘eternal optimist’. 
I seek leave to explain that I am neither an eternal optimist 
nor an eternal pessimist, but merely an old journalist who 
goes to unfashionable lengths to remove his personal opin-
ions from his reporting.

I am on the record, however, as having described optimism 
as ‘one of the most dangerous threats to the human future’ 
in my blog2. I find neither optimism nor pessimism particu-
larly helpful, unless grounded in solid, verifiable evidence.

Humanity is facing 10 immense risks, which singly and col-
lectively can destroy civilisation and may wipe out human-
ity. That is a verifiable fact, and the evidence is presented 
in Surviving the 21st Century3. There are quite a number of 
actions which humans, singly and collectively, can take to 
mitigate and even eliminate these threats, such as banning 
nuclear weapons, fossil fuels or untested chemicals. That 
too is fact, not ‘optimism’. In my four books on catastrophic 
risk I point out that it is up to individuals, singly and col-
lectively, whether or not we crash civilisation and obliterate 
ourselves. 

As to what I believe personally, let me state that I consider 
the threats are real, very great – but are capable, if not of 
absolute solution, then at least mitigation. I believe humans 
have the evolutionary experience and the technological 
ability to undo the perils that the overgrowth in our num-
bers and consumption have created.  However, I do not 
consider we have either the institutions (eg governments, 
corporations, money) or the collective informed willpower 
to do so. 

In my view, which is formed from what I have learned from 
thousands of scientists I have interviewed and their writ-
ings I have read over the last 40 years, we are bound for 
inevitable catastrophe one way or the other. However, it is 
not possible to predict collective human behaviour accu-
rately enough to forecast:  how it will come about; when; 
how quickly; and how many it will kill. My best guess is that 
a world food/water/climate crisis will be the tipping point, 
followed by wars, refugee tsunamis and more pandemics. 

Will those wars go nuclear? How hot will the Earth get? Cur-
rent models point with increasing certainty to 3 degrees by 
the 2050s and 4.5 degrees by 2100: enough to wreck cur-
rent food production systems. Though it receives lots of 
airplay, Covid is a relatively minor crisis - but is an example 
of one that imparts momentum to other kinds of crisis, eg 
food, economic and government failure etc. The essential 
thing I have learned is that all ten risks are interconnected 
and must be solved systemically, in ways that make none of 
them worse. 

Again, reading the science (an example here4), the crisis, if 
protracted, may eventually claim between a half and 90% 
of all human lives (ie. 5-9 billion casualties), depending on 
how many nukes you assume. The key question is: when 
does the wake-up call finally sink in for enough people to 
want to turn collectively to the practical solutions described 
in my books? While the crisis is still building (ie now)? Once 
it starts to break out?  After it has gathered way? Once it 
reaches its peak and wipes out enough deniers and disbe-
lievers to leave only those willing to act? The latter three 
scenarios all belong in the category “too late”, in my esti-
mate – but have differing casualty outcomes.

If we lose half of humanity in the most godawful sequence 
of catastrophes in human history, we will still have the re-
maining challenge of managing global population down by 
a half, to about 2.5bn, which seems to be the consensus 
figure among researchers for an advanced yet sustainable 
humanity. That is, the same number as when I was born, in 
1950.

If the graver scenarios prevail, then we could end up with 
a global population of fewer than 1 billion people, mostly 
crammed into the Arctic5. If runaway climate or all-out nu-
clear conflict occur, there will be nobody. ‘Intelligence’ will 
enter the fossil record as a highly unsuccessful adaptation, 
for all that we admire it. The world will be ruled by fungi and 
jellyfish, who are clearly smarter at the survival game.   

I do not know which of these scenarios will prevail, but I do 
know – based on solid scientific evidence – that all are pos-
sible. Neither optimism nor pessimism can save us. Only 
wisdom.

Does such a view make me an eternal optimist? Probably 
not. 

But I am a grand-dad. And I worry what I am leaving my 
descendants. So, I try to share some practical ideas about 
how to survive.

 

1  SPA Newsletter, August 2020, page 7, book review of ‘Food or War’  
https://population.org.au/sites/default/files/newsletters/Aug-
SPA-140.pdf

2 https://juliancribb.blog/2017/07/25/when-optimism-spells-disaster/
3 https://www.springer.com/gp/book/9783319412696
4  Bologna, M., Aquino, G. Deforestation and world population sus-

tainability: a quantitative analysis. Sci Rep 10, 7631 (2020).  
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-63657-6

5  Dyer, G: Climate Wars.  
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/4442700-climate-wars

Letter to SPA
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The Australian Population Research Institute’s (TAPRI’s) 
pre-Covid national survey of voters’ attitudes to popu-
lation growth found that 72 percent say Australia does 
not need more people and that half want immigration 
reduced.

These dissenters are mainly non-graduates. Graduate 
voters are much more likely to support high immigration 
and to value the increased social diversity it delivers.

Voters who want lower immigration say it is harming 
quality of life in the cities, causing urban congestion and 
higher house prices. They also worry about immigration-
fuelled population growth’s effects on the natural envi-
ronment.

Despite this the three major parties, the Coalition, Labor 
and Greens, all endorse high immigration. How has this 
situation arisen?

Prior to the 1990s, non-graduates tended to support 
left-leaning parties (mainly Labor). 
But by the 1990s, the Hawke/Keat-
ing Labor governments had joined 
their support for economic globali-
sation to an enthusiastic embrace 
of high immigration and multicul-
turalism.

Then, as now, most non-gradu-
ates resisted this agenda. Largely 
because of this, many of them 
switched their votes to right-lean-
ing parties (mainly the Coalition). 
The Hawke/Keating agenda also 
helps explain why many gradu-
ate voters moved in the opposite 
direction, voting for Labor or the 
Greens.

In the Federal elections since 2001, 
an average of 56 per cent of non-
graduates have voted for right-
leaning parties while an average 
of 54 per cent of graduates have 
voted for left-leaning parties.

The Coalition is just as keen on high immigration as 
are Labor and the Greens, but they are sceptical about 
identity politics. This scepticism is a key attraction for 
non-graduate voters and, as far as the numbers are con-
cerned, they have nowhere else to go except among the 
minor parties.

However, the situation is unstable. It is likely to be upset 
if a faction from the right within the Coalition seeks to 
mobilise voters’ concern about high immigration.

[This report received unusually good publicity, includ-
ing a report in The Australian: https://www.theaustralian.
com.au/breaking-news/voters-say-australia-has-enough-
people-survey-reveals/news-story/f7f3648eb3bd10895c-
9272cc4b4c76eb. Editor]

1  Katharine Betts and Bob Birrell (October 2020). A Big Austra-
lia: Why it may be all over. https://tapri.org.au/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/10/Big-Australia-finalV5.pdf

New research report from TAPRI 
Katharine Betts and Bob Birrell, A Big Australia: why it may all be over1

Report
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One silver lining of the pandemic 
has been its impact on our popula-
tion growth. Until the coronavirus 
arrived and international borders 
were effectively closed, our popu-
lation was expanding at extremely 
high rates. We have been adding 
another Canberra every year.

Compared with other developed 
economies, Australia’s annual pop-
ulation growth of about 1.5 per cent 
has put us close to the top of lad-

der with immigration contributing the lion’s share, two-
thirds, to the annual increase. Our population was ex-
pected to reach about 30 million by 2028 and almost 50 
million by 2066.

The pandemic has changed this, at least in the short 
term. Budget estimates predict a population of just less 
than 26 million by the end of 2022, down from almost 27 
million. Net overseas migration will fall from 154,000 in 
2019-20 to minus 72,000 in 2020-21 and minus 22,000 
in 2021-22.

With these declines and an assumed fall in fertility, our 
population should grow by just 0.2 per cent in 2020-21 
and 0.4 per cent in 2021-22. Because of its reliance on 
migration, Victoria’s population is expected to slump 
most.

But here’s the rub: the NOM for 2023-24 is assumed to 
bounce back big time to more than 200,000. The govern-
ment has no intention of turning its back on high migrant 
intakes to boost the economy artificially and reignite the 
negative consequences of excessive population growth.

It seems the government still will not respond to the true 
preferences of the people who vote it in.

Surveys reveal most of us believe the population has 
been growing too quickly and most want that growth 
substantially reduced. Just think Newspoll, Lowy, Scan-
lon Foundation, Australian Population Research Institute 
— they tell the same story.

Population Minister Alan Tudge at least has conceded 
the sharp reduction in population growth “does have the 
benefit of giving us some space to catch up on the infra-
structure, and we do need to have that catch-up”. But he 
added: “Slow population has big economic consequenc-
es. If you consider the housing construction industry, 
which does rely very significantly on population growth 
to sustain it, and there are hundreds of thousands of 
people connected to that industry.”

It’s possible Tudge’s position is more nuanced than these 
comments indicate. But it’s easy to conclude — and this 
includes government decisions — the Coalition is in 

thrall to property developers, the construction industry, 
the higher education sector and the pro-immigration bu-
reaucrats who provide such deficient advice.

It’s understandable why the Department of Home Af-
fairs, which includes immigration, would give advice to 
the effect that a bigger migrant intake is a good thing; 
the jobs of the staff are dependent on this. Mind you, 
these bureaucrats are the ones aware of the rorting and 
gaming of the regulations.

That Treasury is so pro-immigration is harder to under-
stand and it’s a problem from a public policy point of 
view. There is even a Centre for Population within Trea-
sury to churn out pro-immigration and high-population 
growth propaganda.

Even those without economics training understand that 
it is not absolute economic growth that matters in terms 
of living standards but per capita growth. What we wit-
nessed across the decade or so before COVID-19 was ex-
tremely high population growth rooted in high migrant 
intakes — the NOM has been about 250,000 per year 
— combined with flatlining per-capita income, low real 
wage growth and sluggish productivity.

Yet Treasury wants to restart high migrant intakes. It is 
time the Treasurer and other economic ministers chal-
lenged the Treasury to make an unassailable case for this 
before it is reinstituted. The gains to Australians need to 
be demonstrated, and not just the gains to the migrants. 
In any case, gross domestic product is a poor measure 
of economic wellbeing; urban amenity, congestion, so-
cial cohesion and environmental management must be 
taken into account.

No doubt the universities and some other educational 
outfits geared towards international students have suf-
fered. Universities have laid off staff and there have been 
job losses elsewhere.

But the vast, unjustified growth in international students 
up to the onset of COVID-19 shouldn’t be overlooked. 
The managers of the old sandstone universities, in par-
ticular, were behaving like children in lolly shops, adding 
more and more international students to their enrol-
ments. We were at the point that international students 
made up close to, and in some cases more than, half of 
commencing enrolments.

There is a strong case for reducing the numbers of in-
ternational students in the future, not least to improve 
the educational experience for domestic students. The 
federal government is in a position to ensure this hap-
pens — caps on international students as a percentage 
of total enrolments and in certain courses are an option. 
This measure alone would dampen the number of tem-
porary migrants arriving.

There were getting to be too many of us
by Judith Sloan, Economics editor, The Australian

Judith Sloan  
(Photo - Trakt-tv)
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Opinion
The government is aware of some weaknesses in the 
immigration system. Reducing the humanitarian intake 
from 18,750 a year to 13,750 across four years acknowl-
edges the difficulty many refugees have finding work 
and breaking free from welfare dependence. It’s not a 
good time to bring in large numbers of refugees given 
the fiscal costs.

The decision to insist on English proficiency for partners 
who are issued with visas is an acceptance that too many 
never actively participate in the labour market. This is a 
significant limitation of our skilled migration program in 
which only the job-relevant skills of the primary appli-
cant are assessed.

So the government remains committed to large migrant 
intakes and a big Australia, in direct conflict with the pref-
erences of most Australians. We may be having a short 
break but it will be business is usual in a few years unless 
the government of the day changes its mind.

This is the time for a reassessment. Our universities 
need to develop on the basis of fewer international stu-
dents and can be stronger for it. Our employers need to 
become less dependent on temporary workers and step 
up to the plate to train locals. And Australians need to do 
jobs they have previously shunned.

There are many upsides. And our cities can grow at a 
more leisurely pace without being scarred by ugly high-
rise developments while retaining some of their original 
charms.

This article first appeared in The Australian on 12 October 
2020.

https://www.theaustralian.com.au/commentary/there-
were-getting-to-be-too-many-of-us/news-story/145ce88cb
831db5312fd3bf98560619b

Black lives matter. It’s true, and in 
Australia it’s not as if we haven’t had 
opportunities to face up to and ad-
dress the consequences of it.

We’ve had mass rallies, we’ve had 
Royal Commissions, we’ve had the 
High Court cases Mabo and Wik, 
we’ve had native title legislation, 
we’ve had Paul Keating’s Redfern 
Speech, we’ve had the Parliamen-
tary Apology to the Stolen Genera-

tions, we’ve had the Australian Football League’s Indig-
enous Round.

These things have all been worth having, but the bot-
tom line is that they have not made much practical dif-
ference. The “Closing the Gap” (between Indigenous and 
Non-Indigenous Australians) initiative and its reports are 
important. They disclose some areas of progress, but 
also that targets such as halving the gap between indige-
nous and non-indigenous children in child mortality, and 
halving the gap in reading, writing and numeracy, have 
not been met. Indigenous school attendance rates have 
not improved, nor has the national indigenous employ-
ment rate.

Now to be fair, at least in the circles in which I move, I 
find people are very positive about indigenous Austra-
lians. They want them to do well and live happy lives. 
They are saddened by the accounts of lives blighted by 
poverty, unemployment, alcohol and substance abuse, 
domestic violence, incarceration. I think this is true of 
political leaders as well as ordinary Australians.

But if there is good will, why are we still doing so poorly? 

I think a key problem is that Governments have become 
too busy solving the problems of population growth, and 
the attendant problems of their big cities. Half their time 
is devoted to creating “jobs and growth”, the modern 
political mantra, and the other half is devoted to deal-
ing with the Frankenstein monsters, such as Melbourne, 
Sydney and south-east Queensland, that their “jobs and 
growth” have created.

All their money, all their time, all their energy, goes into 
big city growth problems – traffic congestion, housing 
unaffordability, inadequate infrastructure, declining 
open space. Indigenous Australians get squeezed out. 
They get superficial, rather than genuine and concerted, 
attention.

This is an abbreviated article that first appeared on the web-
site The Overpopulation Project on 11 August. You can read 
the full article at https://overpopulation-project.com/black-
lives-matter/

Black Lives Matter
by Kelvin Thomson

Kelvin Thomson

Melbourne sprawl. (Photo - Tanya Fry)
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Doctors and overpopulation 
48 years later: a second notice 
by Jan Greguš & John Guillebaud
Published online 12 Oct 2020 in the European Journal of 
Contraception and Reproductive Health Care.

Abstract: Overpopulation exacerbates environmental 
and health problems, from climate change to biodiver-
sity loss and pandemics. It is the ‘upstream’ driver of 
numerous existential threats. Addressing this compas-
sionately – always – should be axiomatic for doctors. Our 
profession, by dramatically reducing death-rates since 
the 1800s while birth-rates remained high, sadly bears – 
unintendedly – some responsibility for the increase: one 
billion then, eight billion looming. Therefore, as doctors, 
we must surely be uniquely motivated to: 1. be involved 
in rights-based policies and services with unbroken sup-
ply chains ensuring optimal contraceptive care being 
available to all couples worldwide, 2. remove well-known 
tangible (contraceptives unavailable) and intangible (cul-
tural, religious and mis-informational) barriers to wom-
en’s choice to access family planning everywhere, while 
achieving full gender equity, especially in education, 3. 
warn how overpopulation risks all planetary life, through 
optimal environmental education both for colleagues 
and the public, and 4. campaign for a maximum of two 
children (replacement fertility – or less) on principle. 

Doctors and Overpopulation was established in 1972. 
Before and since, this issue has become taboo, still af-
fecting many doctors and even people claiming to care 
passionately about a sustainable future: the environ-
mental NGOs. Their silence implies conservation goals 
are achievable regardless of human numbers, while 
many studies show they are not. It is time for an open 
discussion about this taboo. Therefore we, concerned 
doctors of 2020, reiterate here the doctors’ 48-year long 
cri de coeur.

For the full article:  
https://doi.org/10.1080/13625187.2020.1821356

 

 
John Guillebaud. (Photo - gponline.com)

Obituary
W. Hugh Oldham  

25.7.1924 – 3.9.2020

Jenny Goldie

Hugh Oldham, founding member of AESP/SPA and its secre-
tary/treasurer for its first few years, died peacefully on 3 Sep-
tember in Canberra, aged 96. He remained an active member 
for many years and was committed to the issue of overpopu-
lation until the end. 

Somewhat more conservative than the rest of us founding 
parents, Hugh kept us on the straight and narrow in terms of 
focussing on the issue itself, and not being diverted by such 
tangential issues as Aboriginal rights, for instance. He was 
unfailingly polite, and uncomplaining about the workload as 
membership grew to 500 and beyond. He handled the jobs of 
secretary and treasurer with complete professionalism.

By the time AESP was formed in 1988, Hugh had already re-
tired. He had been a geologist with the Bureau of Mineral 
Resources, Geology and Geophysics (BMR), that established 
the Mawson Geomagnetic Observatory in 1955 as part of the 
Australian National Antarctic Research Expeditions. 

 
The Mawson absolute hut soon after installation  
(Photo by Hugh Oldham, 1955)

An article in the 2005 newsletter AusGeo of BMR’s successor, 
Geoscience Australia, marked 50 years of continuous opera-
tion of the geomagnetic observatory at Mawson. Its author, 
Andrew Lewis, wrote: “The 50 years of data generated from 
the Mawson observatory is one of the longest continuous 
time-series of geomagnetic data available from the Antarctic 
continent. Such long datasets are particularly valuable in the 
study of geomagnetic secular variation—the slow change of 
Earth’s magnetic field arising from its liquid core…

“…Hugh Oldham, the first in a long line of Australian Gov-
ernment geophysicists to spend the winter at Mawson, es-
tablished the observatory. He made his first observations on 
4 May 1955, and the observatory started producing hourly 
mean values of the vector geomagnetic field in August 1955.”

Until last Christmas when no card arrived, the Oldhams and 
I exchanged annual Christmas cards, each with news of the 
year’s events. Every year theirs had a photo of flowers, taken 
by either Hugh or his wife Rayma; some from their own gar-
den or elsewhere on their travels within NSW. The cards were 
an unfailing delight. I shall I miss them as I shall miss Hugh, 
the ultimate gentleman.

Hugh is survived by his wife Rayma, his children Sally and 
Lindsey, and a grandson Hugh. 

Paper SPA News
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Branch Reports
WA
Though WA has been so much ‘luckier’ than many other 
States, Covid 19 has had an impact upon what, in the way 
of shows, fairs and fetes, many groups/institutions (and for 
some people still) are prepared to hold. It is the intention 
of the committee to plan for a solid run of stalls in partici-
pation of such next year when hopefully/surely a return to 
near normal will have been achieved. Several ‘community’ 
groups are in the process of being contacted with regard 
to holding joint functions. It is intended that we make use, 
in the way of advertisement, the cartoons that SPA national 
executive has had commissioned. 

In response to Channel Seven News’s (Sydney) report that, 
due to Covid19, Australia has slowed immigration and pop-
ulation growth, committee member Greg Brennan com-
mented that he was very happy with that. He added Aus-
tralia should look at better options to keep the economy 
moving instead of just taking the easy option and importing 
people that is a total Ponzi scheme. He had over sixty “likes” 
and out of 130 other comments only less than a handful 
were pro a big Australia and high immigration.

Judith Odgaard

NSW

Young Video-Makers Competition
Lesley Scott is coordinating this project. The aim is to pro-
mote the sustainable population message to young people 
through video-making. The competition will be run initially 
in one area of Sydney, and, if the promotion and uptake 
is successful, it will be expanded to the whole of Australia. 
At present, guidelines and marketing details are being fina-
lised. 

Resource Development
Graham Wood is developing a document which brings to-
gether and integrates multiple causes of environmental de-
cline and proposes integrated solutions. Population issues 
are covered in depth but also presented as part of an inte-
grated picture. The aim is ultimately to use the document 
as a resource for approaching media to run programs or for 
benefactors to fund programs. The document is indexed, 
and sections can be cut and pasted to respond quickly to 
mis-information from media.

Alliances with Other Environmental Groups
SPA NSW has for several years now has being developing 
connections with several other environmental groups. The 
aim is to cooperate with and support each other to bring a 
more integrated and united approach to environmental is-
sues. NSW president, Graham Wood has recently joined the 
Committee of the Centre for the Advancement of a Steady 
State Economy (CASSE).

Advocacy
The Committee is discussing a more systematic approach 
to advocacy. We would like to develop a distinct program, 
delivered by members and backed up by resources, educa-
tion and training. Kay Dunne is coordinating the program, 
which aims to target policy-makers and those who are in 
a position to influence others (e.g., media, other environ-
mental groups, community organisations and individuals 

with a strong public profile). Elements include letters to edi-
tors; letters to Ministers, Premiers, the PM, local members 
and political parties; talks at community organisations, and 
lobbying politicians. As a first step, a workshop on talking 
about population issues in everyday contexts was run for 
members late last year. 

Kay Dunne

VIC/TAS
Due to restrictions on social events because of Covid 19, 
the branch has been unable to hold events that we usually 
would have had in the past. Such events include ones at the 
Sustainable Living Festival and World Vegan Day. We also 
had plans to screen the film ‘To Kid or not to Kid’ at Cinema 
Nova, and be part of an overdevelopment rally. These were 
both cancelled.

We had planned to hold our AGM in October, but this was 
also not possible to hold it in person as due to the strict 
lockdown rules in Melbourne. The consensus of the com-
mittee was to postpone until early next year. The member-
ship was notified of this decision. 

The Branch Committee has been able to keep in touch 
through email and a successful meeting through Zoom. I 
think every Victorian would not be able to deny that under 
our exceptionally long lockdown it has been quite a drain-
ing time for many. As a branch we hope to be able to hold 
more events and stalls once things get back to a “Socially 
Distant” normal.

The branch has made 2 submissions: 

 1.  Victorian Legislative Assembly- Inquiry into envi-
ronmental infrastructure for growing populations 
- Hamish Burns

 2.  Victorian Legislative Assembly -Inquiry into ecosys-
tem decline in Victoria by Michael Bayliss with as-
sistance from Jill Quirk and Jenny Warfe.

Michael Bayliss

QLD
After a quiet year, October has been a frenzy of activity for 
the Queensland Branch. On 4 October, the branch ran a 
stall at the Riverside Market in Brisbane Botanical Gardens. 
We gained many signatures on our two petitions, and had 
many rich conversations with market patrons. Thanks to 
John Steley for negotiating our place in the market.   

 
Edward Smith and Simon Cole at the SPA-Qld market stall, 4 Oct
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The following week, on 11 October, the branch held its 
AGM, electing Edward Smith as President. After 10 years 
at the helm, Jane O’Sullivan is very pleased to take a back 
seat as branch secretary. After the AGM, we screened 
the film “To Kid or Not to Kid”, which impressed us all 
with its raw intimacy in sharing the film-maker’s journey 
to find peace with the choice not to have children.   

Finally, throughout the last week of October, John Ste-
ley of SPA’s Queensland Branch has organised the event 
‘Witness Earth’ at St John’s (no relation) Anglican Cathe-
dral in Brisbane, from 26 to 30 October. Inspired by Da-
vid Attenborough’s ‘witness statement’ film, ‘A Life on 
Earth’, the event displays materials and promotes peti-
tions from multiple environmental organisations includ-
ing SPA, Stop Adani, Bimblebox Nature Reserve, Red-
lands 2030 and the Queensland Conservation Council, 
and showing videos about sustainability, and particularly 
featuring the population issue. SPA Qld’s own petition to 
the Queensland State Government calls on it to end land 
clearing. This is particularly relevant given the Queen-
sland State Election on 31 October 2020.

Edward Smith and Jane O’Sullivan  

John Steley at the ‘Witness Earth’ event at St John’s Cathedral,  
26 October.

SA/NT
The SA/NT branch has not met for some months now 
and all is rather quiet, although we continue to greatly 
appreciate the national newsletters and web site. At the 
same time local members have had letters published in 
various media, and included population in submissions. 
In particular, we need to counter what almost seems a 
campaign by SBS about the population ‘crisis’ of reduced 
immigration. 

Peter Martin met with local MP Rebekha Sharkie (Fed 
seat Mayo) and will meet with Amanda Rishworth (Fed 
seat Kingston) in early Nov. With Covid restrictions lift-
ed the branch can now plan again to meet, and hold its 
AGM.

Peter Martin

ACT
Because of Covid, like most organisations, we have been 
heavily constrained in our meeting activities, which have 
all been held via Zoom.

Members have been active in the local media as well as 
by contacting politicians and the ABC seeking to make 
our point and register our views with compelling evi-
dence why we need a population policy and why the 
Government should not return to a high immigration in-
take when Covid is over.

Members in particular, communicated their views to the 
media including the ABC as to why they should not give 
prominence to the views of Liz Allen from the ANU as a 
credible and reputable commentator on population is-
sues.

We will be holding our AGM in November.

Colin Lyons

Crispin Hull again 
Closer to home the choosing-losers syndrome has come 
home to roost again in the past few weeks. Since the mi-
gration bender begun by the Howard Government 20 
years ago, Australia has been utterly dependent on high 
population growth to provide a mirage of sustained eco-
nomic growth. 

It has obviously been to the detriment of the environment 
and the amenity of the existing population, especially re-
cent migrants, as it happens. But it has also created some 
structural imbalances.

Australia has relied on cheap youth labour on working vi-
sas to pick our fruit crop. This is not available any more 
with the international borders closed. The fruit is rotting. 
Our university sector is also rotting having become far too 
reliant on overseas students seeking a back door to per-
manent residency.

We have made losing choices. With proper funding uni-
versities would never have become so dependent on 
overseas students. Proper wages should have been en-
forced in the orchards to make the jobs more attractive to 
locals, even if fruit prices rose.

We also have a “skills shortage” because the borders have 
closed. But we should have been training people already 
here instead of allowing employers 
the cheap option to employ people 
from overseas leaving state govern-
ments to pick up the infrastructure 
and environmental costs of over-
population.

This is an excerpt from Crispin’s column 
“Australia’s losing mentality” that was 
published in The Canberra Times and 
other Australian media on 17 October 
2020.

Branch Reports

Crispin Hull
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Report About SPA
Website: www.population.org.au

The SPA newsletter is now published every four 
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 reliability of 
the information contained in this newsletter, the opinions 
expressed are those of the various authors and do not nec-
essarily reflect the opinion of either SPA or the editor.

Communication Manager’s Report
Michael Bayliss
The Post Growth Australia Podcast (PGAP) series has 
now launched 10 episodes since I started this project in 
July.   The last broadcast included an interview with Leith 
van Onselen from MacroBusiness to respond to the 
federal Budget which has resulted in the most success-
ful episode in terms of podcast.  The more successful 
episodes are in the top 40% of all podcasts in terms of 
downloads.  The aim of PGAP is to explore post-growth 
more broadly and to discuss population sustainability 
within this framework.  Interviewees so far have includ-
ed well-known names such as Derrick Jensen and David 
Holmgren.  

I have had two articles published since July in response 
to current events.  The first was a response to George 
Monbiot published in Independent Australia.  The sec-
ond was an article for World Contraception Day pub-
lished in The Overpopulation Project blog.  Both articles 
have been well received from the broader community.  
During this time, I drafted another parliamentary sub-
mission, ‘Rights of Women and Girls in The Pacific’, call-
ing for further foreign aid to assist with family planning, 
contraception and sexual health-care services, and re-
productive autonomy.

I have been promoting SPA videos, posts, cartoons and 
other promotional material across social media which 
has resulted in over 5000 YouTube views and reaching 
over 10,000 people on Facebook.  The results have in-
cluded a growing number of followers on Facebook and 
Twitter and more traffic to the website.  This is the only 
kind of growth and traffic we want to see!

Now that the media seems to be again showing interest 
in SPA, for example, an interview on ABC Adelaide fol-
lowing our ‘Bob Brown’ media release, I am optimistic 
that SPA is again resonating with the broader commu-
nity, despite the limitations under COVID of being able to 
meet people directly or organise large scale events.

 
Michael Bayliss


