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In April, a UK studyi found that a mere three per cent of 
the world’s ecosystems remain intact. No areas in Austra-
lia were deemed pristine because invasive alien species, 
including cats, foxes, rabbits, goats and camels, had wiped 
out or decimated so many native species. 

Previous studies on global ecosystems were based largely 
on satellite images. They had found 20 - 40 per cent of eco-
systems were free from human interference, but this time 
scientists studied the situation at ground level. They found 
that ecosystems such as forests, savannahs and tundra, 
which appeared intact from above, were mostly not pris-
tine, often because significant species were missing such as 
elephants or wolves. 

While some scientists say the new findings underestimate 
the level of intactness, nevertheless, there is no dispute that 
we are in a biodiversity crisis. Some call it the Sixth Mass Ex-
tinction of life on Earth. They all agree that human activities 
are driving the biodiversity loss with climate change now 
adding to the pressure. 

In January, the High Ambition Coalition (HAC) for Nature 
and People - a coalition of more than 50 countries - made 
a pledge to protect at least 30 per cent of the planet’s land 
and oceans by 2030. The purpose of the commitment was 
to halt the destruction of the natural world and to slow ex-
tinctions of wildlife. 

Prior to this, however, was the ‘Global Deal for Nature’ 
(GDN), an idea that was initially proposed by researchers 
in 2017 as a companion to the Paris climate accord.  This 
idea was fleshed out two years later in a paper in Science Ad-
vancesii. It called for formal protection or sustainable man-
agement of half of the planet’s land and oceans by 2030. 

It would mean doubling the 
area of fully protected re-
gions on land and a five-fold 
increase in marine protected 
areas. Recognising the twin 
crises of biodiversity loss and 
climate change, the GDN tar-
gets 30 per cent of Earth to 
be formally protected and an 
additional 20 per cent desig-
nated as climate stabilisation 
areas, by 2030, to stay below 
1.5°C. 

Then in February this year, 
Professor Sir Partha Dasgup-
ta’s seminal 600-page report 
for the British Government, The Economics of Biodiversity: 
The Dasgupta Review,iii was published. His foreword begins: 
“We are facing a global crisis. We are totally dependent 
upon the natural world. It supplies us with every oxygen-
laden breath we take and every mouthful of food we eat. 
But we are currently damaging it so profoundly that many 
of its natural systems are now on the verge of breakdown.” 

Three messages from the report are worth noting: 

•  giving women greater control over their lives can lift liv-
ing standards and result in lower fertility rates — mean-
ing less pressure on natural resources

•  universities should mandate that all students attend a 
course on basic ecology, as a way to connect students, in 
particular those that have grown up in an urban environ-
ment, with nature

•  mainstream economic thinking is badly flawed and 
needs to be reformed if environmental disaster is to be 
avoided.

And so say all of us. JG
i  Plumptre, Andrew J. et al. “Where Might We Find Ecologically Intact 

Communities?” Front. For. Glob. Change, 15 April 2021   
https://doi.org/10.3389/ffgc.2021.626635

ii   Dinerstein, E. et al. “A Global Deal for Nature: Guiding principles, 
milestones, and targets”, Sci. Adv. 5, eaaw2869 (2019).  
https://advances.sciencemag.org/content/5/4/eaaw2869

iii    Dasgupta, P: (2021) The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta 
Review. Publisher: HM Treasury.
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Opinion

For years population boosters have told us that Australia 
needs to run a ‘strong’ migration program to mitigate an 
ageing population.

The argument always goes something like this: migrants 
tend to be younger than the existing population. There-
fore, importing people via immigration necessarily low-
ers the average age of the population, alleviating the 
‘problem’ of population ageing.

Anybody with a shred of common sense can work out 
that this argument is spurious given migrants also age. 
Therefore, immigration can at best only delay population 
ageing, while also adding a host of other economic and 
environmental costs from having a substantially larger 
population, including lower wages for workers, crush-
loaded infrastructure, increased traffic congestion, forc-
ing people to live in apartments rather than houses, and 
environmental degradation.

Indeed, a key driver of Australia’s current ‘baby boomer 
bulge’ and our ageing population is the mass immigra-
tion program ran in the post-war period (i.e., 1950s and 
1960s):

 
Australia imported a large number of migrants in the post war period.  
They are now old.

These migrants (which include my parents) are now old 
and are adding to Australia’s current ageing ‘problem’.

Therefore, importing more migrants to solve the ageing 
issue is classic ‘can-kick economics’, since today’s mi-
grants will also grow old, in turn creating ageing prob-
lems in 40 years’ time. Some of these migrants will also 
bring their elderly family members into Australia via 
family reunion visas, thus exacerbating population age-
ing today.

On Friday, (22 April), the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS) released migration data for the 2019-20 financial 
year, which revealed that every migrant population from 
the top 10 source nations had an older median age than 
the Australian-born population:

Even migrants from India, which has been by far our 
largest source of migrants over the past five years (see 
next chart), have a higher median age than the Austra-
lian born population:

 
The median age of all migrant groups is older than the Australian born population.

Sure, the average age of the Australian born population 
is dragged down by births, a share of which has been 
from migrant parents. But this only highlights that mi-
gration has little impact on population ageing over the 
longer term, since migrants also grow old.

Even the ABS’ own demographic projections show that 
immigration is useless in ‘younging’ Australia’s popula-
tion.

 
India has dominted net overseas migration over the past five years.

Why immigration can never offset population ageing
by Leith van Onselen (Unconventional Economist) 
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Opinion

If we apply a more realistic definition for the working 
aged population of 19 to 70 (given younger Australians 
are staying in school and older Australians are work-
ing longer), then running annual net overseas migra-
tion (NOM) of 200,000 to 280,000 delivers only 3% more 
working-aged Australians by 2101 than zero NOM:

 
Mass immigration barely improved Australia’s dependency ration and the 
‘benefits’ are only transitory.

This tiny ‘benefit’ will only be transitory and comes at the 
expense of adding 150% to 200% more people to Austra-
lia’s population versus zero NOM, according to the ABS’ 
projections:

 
Immigration is the sole long-term driver of Australia’s population.

Such a gigantic increase in Australia’s population will ob-
viously take a huge toll on the natural environment and 
general liveability.

Ultimately, the only way to mitigate the economic im-
pacts of population ageing is to boost productivity and 
lift workforce participation. Mass immigration under-
mines both of these solutions and is self-defeating for 
the economy, environment and living standards.

 
Leith van Onselen is Chief Economist at the MB Fund and 
MB Super. He is also a co-founder of MacroBusiness. Leith 
has previously worked at the Australian Treasury, Victorian 
Treasury and Goldman Sachs.

The Size of Our Nest
by Bill Schlesinger
It is a crowning manifestation of the 
dominance of Homo sapiens over 
nature that sometime in the past 
year, the total mass of materials 
produced (and in use) by humans—
our collective stuff—exceeds the 
mass of all the living things on Earth.  
We’ve heard of similar comparisons 
before; for example, each year hu-
mans remove, cultivate, or trans-
port more geologic materials at the 
Earth’s surface than all the natural processes of erosion 
combined.  Indeed, for most chemical elements of eco-
nomic interest, human mining from the Earth’s crust ex-
ceeds the annual mobilisation of elements by nature.

Humans are unique among animals in the amount of ma-
terials they accumulate.  Each year, a 77g a robin builds 
a nest of about 205g—2.6 x more massive than the bird 
itself.   Over many years, a bald eagle (4325 g) may build 
a nest weighing more than a ton—or 230 x more mas-
sive than the bird.  The average human on Earth (6.2 x 
104 g) is responsible for more than 15 x 107 g of stuff, 
for a multiplier of 2400 X of our body weight.  Each of 
us is responsible for new stuff at a rate of 3.76 x 106 g/
yr—about the equivalent to the weight of two new cars.  
Most of what we accumulate persists for a long time.

While concrete and aggregate materials contribute most 
of what is amassed by humans, a recent analysis by sci-
entists at the Weizmann Institute suggests that human 
dominance at the Earth’s surface extends to other prod-
uct categories as well.  Among carbon-based materials, 
the mass of plastics now on Earth (8 billion tons) is nearly 
twice the mass of all living animals (4 billion tons).  More-
over, the production of plastics is growing at 3.2%/yr, 
whereas the mass of animals, even in the face of human 
population growth, is barely changing.

It should be of no surprise that the biosphere is under 
pressure, when the amount of stuff produced by hu-
mans exceeds the mass of all of nature.  There are limits 
to growth on a finite Earth.  How we adjust to those limits 
will be a life-changing experience for every species in the 
biosphere.
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Conversations about overpopula-
tion can quickly become controver-
sial because they beg the question: 
Who exactly is the cause of the prob-
lem and what, if anything, should 
be done about it? Many population 
experts worry discussions around 
overpopulation will be abused by 
small-minded people to suggest 
some are the “right people” to be 
on the planet (like themselves), and 

some people are “the wrong people” (usually people in 
poverty, people of colour, foreigners, and so on—you get 
the drift). But there are no “right” or “wrong” people on 
the planet, and discussing the problems of global over-
population can never be an excuse, or in any way provide 
a platform, for having that type of conversation.

Each human being has a legitimate claim on a sufficient 
and fair amount of Earth’s resources. But with a popula-
tion approaching eight billion, even if everyone adopted 
a relatively low material standard of living like the one 
currently found in Papua New Guinea, it would still push 
Earth to its ecological breaking point. Unfortunately, the 
“average person” on Earth consumes at a rate over 50 
per cent above a sustainable level. Incredibly, the aver-
age person in the United States uses almost five times 
more than the sustainable yield of the planet.

When we use the term “overpopulation”, we specifically 
mean a situation in which the Earth cannot regenerate 
the resources used by the world’s population each year. 
Experts say this has been the case every year since 1970, 
with each successive year becoming more and more 
damaging. To help temper this wildly unsustainable sit-
uation, we need to understand what’s contributing to 
overpopulation and overconsumption and how these 
trends are affecting everything from climate change to 
socio-political unrest.

The causes of overpopulation
Today the Earth is home to more than 7.8 billion people. 
By 2100 the population is on track to hit 10.8 billion, ac-
cording to the United Nations — and that’s assuming 
steady fertility declines in many countries. Interestingly, 
if extra progress is made in women’s reproductive self-
determination, and fertility falls more than the United 
Nations assumes is likely, the population in 2100 might 
be a relatively smaller 7.3 billion.

For now, the world’s population is still increasing in huge 
annual increments (about 80 million per year), and our 
supply of vital non-renewable resources are being ex-
hausted. Many factors contribute to these unsustainable 
trends, including falling mortality rates, underutilised 
contraception, and a lack of education for girls.

Falling mortality rate
The primary (and perhaps most obvious) cause of popu-
lation growth is an imbalance between births and deaths. 
The infant mortality rate has decreased globally, with 4.1 
million infant deaths in 2017 compared to 8.8 million in 
1990, according to the World Health Organization (WHO). 
This is welcome public health news, of course.

At the same time, lifespans are increasing around the 
world. Those of us who are alive today will likely live much 
longer than most of our ancestors. Global average life 
expectancy has more than doubled since 1900, thanks 
to advancements in medicine, technology, and general 
hygiene. Falling mortality rates are certainly nothing to 
complain about either, but widespread longevity does 
contribute to the mathematics of increasing population 
numbers.

Underutilised contraception 
The global fertility rate has fallen steadily over the years, 
down from an average of 5 children per woman in 1950 
to 2.4 children per woman today, according to the UN 
Population Division. Along with that promising trend, 
contraceptive use has slowly but steadily increased glob-
ally, rising from 54 per cent in 1990 to 57.4 per cent in 
2015. Yet, on the whole, contraceptive use is still under-
utilised. For example, according to the WHO, an estimat-
ed 214 million women in developing countries who want 
to avoid pregnancy are not using modern contraceptives.

These women aren’t using contraceptives for a variety of 
reasons, including social norms or religious beliefs that 
discourage birth control, misconceptions about adverse 
side effects, and a lack of agency for women to make de-
cisions around sex and family planning. An estimated 44 
per cent of pregnancies were unintended worldwide be-
tween 2010-2014. Getting more women the access and 
agency to utilise family planning methods could go a long 
way in flattening the population curve.

Lack of female education    
Although female access to education has increased over 
the years, the gender gap remains. Roughly 130 million 
girls worldwide are out of school currently, and an es-
timated 15 million girls of primary school age will never 
learn to read and write, compared with 10 million boys.

Increasing and encouraging education among women 
and girls can have a number of positive ripple effects, in-
cluding delayed childbearing, healthier children, and an 
increase in workforce participation. Plenty of evidence 
suggests a negative correlation between female educa-
tion and fertility rates.

If increased female education can delay or decrease fer-
tility and provide girls with opportunities beyond an early 
marriage, it could also help to mitigate current popula-
tion trends. 

Opinion
Overpopulation: cause and effect
by Joe Bish

Joe Bish
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Opinion
The effects of overpopulation
It is only logical that an increase in the world’s population 
will cause additional strains on resources. More people 
means an increased demand for food, water, housing, 
energy, healthcare, transportation, and more. And all 
that consumption contributes to ecological degradation, 
increased conflicts, and a higher risk of large-scale disas-
ters like pandemics.  

Ecological degradation 
An increase in population will inevitably create pressures 
leading to more deforestation, decreased biodiversity, 
and spikes in pollution and emissions, which will exac-
erbate climate change. Ultimately, unless we take action 
to help minimise further population growth heading into 
the remainder of this century, many scientists believe 
the additional stress on the planet will lead to ecological 
disruption and collapse so severe it threatens the viabil-
ity of life on Earth as we know it. 

Each spike in the global population has a measurable im-
pact on the planet’s health. According to estimates in a 
study by Wynes and Nicholas (2017), a family having one 
fewer child could reduce emissions by 58.6 tonnes CO2-
equivalent per year in developed countries.

Increased conflicts 
The scarcity brought about by environmental disrup-
tion and overpopulation has the potential to trigger an 
increase in violence and political unrest. We’re already 
seeing wars fought over water, land, and energy resourc-
es in the Middle East and other regions, and the turmoil 
is likely to increase as the global population grows even 
larger.

Higher risk of disasters and pandemics 
Many of the recent novel pathogens that have devastat-
ed humans around the world, including COVID-19, Zika 
virus, Ebola, and West Nile virus, originated in animals or 
insects before passing to humans. Part of the reason the 

world is entering “a period of increased outbreak activ-
ity” is because humans are destroying wildlife habitats 
and coming into contact with wild animals on a more 
regular basis. Now that we’re in the midst of a pandemic, 
it has become clear how difficult it is to social distance in 
a world occupied by nearly eight billion people.   

What can be done? 
When addressing overpopulation, it’s crucial to take an 
approach of providing empowerment while mobilising 
against anybody advocating for the use of coercion or 
violence to solve our problems. The combined efforts 
of spreading knowledge about family planning, increas-
ing agency among women, and debunking widely held 
myths about contraception will measurably change the 
trajectory of the world’s population.

As we carry out our work at Population Media Cen-
ter (PMC), we see first-hand that spreading awareness 
about family planning methods and the ecological and 
economic benefits of having smaller families can change 
reproductive behaviour. For example, listeners of our 
Burundian radio show Agashi (“Hey! Look Again!”) were 
1.7 times more likely than non-listeners to confirm that 
they were willing to negotiate condom use with a sexual 
partner and 1.8 times more likely than non-listeners to 
say that they generally approve of family planning for 
limiting the number of children.

At PMC we harness the power of storytelling to empow-
er listeners to live healthier and more prosperous lives, 
which in turn contributes to stabilising the global popu-
lation so that people can live sustainably with the world’s 
renewable resources. Discover how PMC is taking action 
against overpopulation today!

Joe Bish is the Director of Issue Advocacy at Population Me-
dia Center (PMC). This article first appeared on the PMC 
website in June 2020.

 Photo PMC
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Dear Sydney Water 
I recently received my latest copy of Waterwrap, and wish 
to comment on aspects of Sydney water management in 
general.  I should point out that only a tiny minority of your 
customers are as frugal with water usage as I am, so I am 
not complaining about being restricted.  In fact, my usage 
is about one third of one-person household, according to 
your data.  This is despite my land being larger than most 
suburban blocks and my ability to grow so much food that 
I have consistently given excess to charity.  So, I am one of 
those setting an example.  But I wonder why I bother do-
ing the right thing. 

In every issue of Waterwrap, you hammer home the need 
to preserve water; to not waste it.  Over years this message 
has been drummed home, with the progressive reduction 
in Sydney’s per-capita use.  In parallel to this reduction, 
and consequent to it, is the progressive removal of many 
actions taken for granted in past years, such as when I was 
young.  Such pastimes as children playing under sprinklers 
on hot days, hosing pathways, having large lawn areas, 
growing water-thirsty garden plants and longer showers. 

I am passionate about avoiding waste, and advocate for 
a less wasteful society.  So, I agree with the gist of your 
arguments.  But here is the problem, the great flaw in your 
thinking.  All that the saving water is doing is to allow for 
further population growth.  The result?  Same total usage, 
less usage per person, and the progressive removal of 
things that we enjoy. 

Furthermore, those espousing this growth set no lim-
its.  Apparently, they have a cornucopian belief in infinite 
growth, clearly a nonsense on this finite planet.  As we 

ration our water use, we 
are picking the low hang-
ing fruit.  Each additional 
conservation measure be-
comes more difficult to 
achieve.  In regard to the 
totality of exploitation of 
Earth’s resources, eventu-
ally, as we reduce our per-
capita consumption, we 
end up just existing, not liv-
ing.  Yet, if we’ve kept add-
ing people, the net gain is 
zero. 

Sydney Water needs to 
make your political masters realise the ultimate futility of 
this attempt at endless growth.  The bizarre idea of a third 
city, that surrounding this awful new airport, is one such 
potential mass user.  Or do you have a vision of Sydney be-
ing like Perth, progressively relying on expensive desalina-
tion?  Do you even have an endpoint in mind? It seems not. 

Simply, to ignore relentless population growth while try-
ing to lower per-capita consumption of water is just kick-
ing the can down the road.  And while you persist with 
this perverse system, people that I know actually refuse 
to lessen their usage because they reject your endless 
growth paradigm.  I understand such recalcitrance. 

I look forward to Sydney Water explaining the magic pud-
ding of an endless water supply.  Or will you grow a back-
bone and confront the political drivers and their developer 
funders, because therein lies the ultimate problem?

Peter Green

Letter

Obituary
Vale, A. Duncan Brown: 1925–2021
Diana Brown
Austin Duncan Brown was a microbiologist with broad sci-
entific, environmental, and cultural interests. In his book 
Feed or Feedback: Agriculture, Population Dynamics and the 
State of the Planet, he explored the destructive and unsus-
tainable practices of industrial agriculture, arguing they 
would lead to the devastation of our habitat and ultimate-
ly the collapse of civilisation. 

Duncan, as he preferred to be known, was born in Wel-
lington, NZ, in 1925 but spent most of his early years in 
Lismore in northern NSW. During the Second World War 
he obtained his BSc (chemistry) from the University of 
Sydney. At eighteen he had signed up for the air force, but 
his father promptly unsigned him. Duncan’s awareness of 
his good fortune was abiding. In 1949, after a stint as a re-
search chemist with Australian Paper Manufacturers, he 
joined CSIRO Division of Food Preservation and Transport 
in Brisbane as a bacteriologist. So began his career in mi-
crobiology. He also spent time in Cambridge at the Low 
Temperature Research Station, earning a master’s degree 

on the survival of airborne micro-organisms. In 1956 he 
took up an ICI research fellowship at the University of 
Manchester and completed his PhD on cell wall and pro-
tein synthesis in bacteria. Returning with his young family 
to Sydney, he rejoined CSIRO as a senior research officer 
at the Division of Fisheries and Oceanography in Cronul-
la. There he began work on what would become a major 
research area: salt and water stress in microorganisms. 
Universities were expand-
ing, and in the early 1960s 
he was appointed lecturer 
in microbiology at UNSW. 
An international reputation 
in his field ensued. In 1974 
he moved to the fledgling 
institution that the following 
year became the University 
of Wollongong. As Founda-
tion Professor of Biology, he 
was involved in the establish-
ment of the first B.Env.Sci. in 
Australia.

Peter Green at  
Skaftafellsjokull in Iceland



 
Newsletter - No. 143, May, 2021     Page 7

International Books, Netherlands 2003, $39.95, 431pp.

Reviewed by Jenny Goldie

When the phone call came a month or so ago that Duncan 
had died, I pulled my signed copy of his seminal book off 
the shelf with heavy heart. It was not just that a good man 
had gone, it was because the book I had 
first read 15 years ago contained so many 
warnings of humanity’s possible demise.  

As SPA prepares to run another Fenner 
Conference, this time on “Making Aus-
tralian agriculture sustainable”, the book 
could not be more relevant. It begs the 
question: Can agriculture ever be sustain-
able? 

Duncan addressed a meeting of SPA mem-
bers in Canberra in May 2009 in which he 
said:

“In farming, we have succeeded in produc-
ing a system that has worked very well for 
a limited period but cannot be sustained. It 
involves two processes that are ultimately 
self-destructive: a positive feedback inter-
action between population and food supply, and the ir-
reversible use of some essential elements.

“If these two processes are allowed to continue, they will 
certainly lead to widespread destruction of our habitat, 
the collapse of civilisation and perhaps even the extinc-
tion of our species.”

Duncan said that the first of the two processes, the one 
that leads to excessive population growth (more food 
means more people who can use their skills to improve 
agriculture and produce even more food which means 
more people, and so on), increases the extent and rates 
of soil degradation, of deforestation and of depletion and 
pollution of water resources.

He felt the writing was on the wall. “Past civilisations have 
collapsed because of soil degradation and it is only a mat-
ter of time before they do so again”.

The second of the processes, the depletion of nutrient el-
ements (primarily phosphorus), also threatened the long-
term viability of agriculture and in turn the ability to feed 
a still growing global population.

Nutrients are key. Part 1 of the book 
addresses this in sometimes stomach-
churning terms. Hunter-gatherers were 
the truly sustainable ones with their ex-
crement returned to the land on which 
they lived. Then came the agricultural 
revolution over centuries, sometimes mil-
lennia, but small farmers returned nutri-
ents to the land as long as they were self-
sufficient. But then came surpluses where 
food left the farms to villages and towns 
and human excrement landed elsewhere; 
not where the food was grown. Worse, cit-
ies developed and grew and, after public 
health deteriorated because excrement 
was not disposed of properly, sewerage 
systems were developed that took it to 
rivers and ultimately out to sea. Good 

for public health but, with the nutrients gone forever, it 
meant depletion of nutrients on the farm. A linear system, 
not a cyclical one, and therefore not sustainable. 

What is the solution, if there is one? Decentralisation, so 
nutrients can be transported more readily back to farms. 
Even a massive return to small farms to live. Ditch agri-
business, monocultures and large-scale export of food. 
Organic farming will buy us time. What is critical, how-
ever, is that we cannot sustain ever-growing numbers of 
people. We have exceeded our carrying capacity. We need 
to de-stock!

This is probably the most valuable resource book that SPA 
has ever had. It deserves to be read.

Obituary (cont.)

Book Review
Feed or Feedback – Agriculture, Population Dynamics 
and the State of the Planet
by A Duncan Brown

Duncan became increasingly engaged with the wider im-
plications of science. He was an early member, and later 
president, of the Society for Social Responsibility in Sci-
ence. In the 1970s he gave presentations on ZPG; in the 
1980s he joined SANA (Scientists Against Nuclear Arms). 
On his retirement in 1985, he delivered a public lecture 
entitled “The Brain and the Bomb: The Ultimate Problem 
in Applied Biology?” 

At his new home in Tuross, on the NSW south coast, he 
wrote two books: Microbial Water Stress Physiology (1990) 

and Feed or Feedback (2003).  In 2001 he was appointed 
Emeritus Professor of UOW. 

Music – Western art music and jazz – and the natural 
world sustained Duncan. He died peacefully at a nurs-
ing home in Broulee, survived by his two daughters and 
three grandsons.

Diana Brown is Duncan Brown’s daughter. 
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PNG needs our help
Jenny Goldie
In the late 1960s, I was a school teacher at the high school 
on Daru Island, capital of the Western District of Papua New 
Guinea. Daru lies in the Torres Strait, not far from the mouth 
of the Fly River. Back then, the local men would sail their 
outrigger canoes out into the Strait to other islands, mostly 
belonging to Australia. I remember Daru as a very pleas-
ant place with large butterflies fluttering through the flow-
ers outside the window of our shared house. The sewerage, 
water supply, electricity all worked and the roads, while dirt, 
were graded regularly.

Now, with the island’s population having swelled from 15,000 
at the 2011 census to over 20,000 today, water supply, sew-
erage and electricity have all broken down and the roads are 
cratered. While the deterioration started 20 years ago, it is 
aggravated recently by people crowding onto the island, pos-
sibly to escape the Covid outbreak and get to Australia. Even 
before Covid, however, PNG was struggling to supply enough 
infrastructure for its ever-growing population. Back when I 
was there, the national population was three million. Now it’s 
8.8 million and growing by two per cent a year. 

According to the World Health Organisation, in the West-
ern Pacific Region, “Papua New Guinea has one of the low-
est contraceptive prevalence rates at 32.4%, among married 
women. Addressing the unmet need for family planning is 

critical to reach the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). Fewer unwanted pregnancies reduce maternal 
and child mortality, morbidity and malnutrition, and also im-
prove employment opportunities for women, educational at-
tainment and economic gains.”

On 29 March, an ABC headline blared: “As COVID-19 contin-
ues its deadly march through PNG, its health system remains 
in a ‘perpetual state of disaster’”. With all eyes focused on Co-
vid, family planning is being left to the NGOs. So, it is impor-
tant that we help those NGOs if we can. Here is one of them.

Conference

PNG

Another conference for SPA! 

It was postponed for a year because of Covid but the show is 
back! With author and grazier Dr Charles Massy as keynote 
speaker, Prof John Hewson opening it and a host of brilliant 
speakers, it promises to be an excellent conference. This 
one is called “Making Australian Agriculture Sustainable” 
and held over two days, September 30 and 1 October.

In 2013, SPA ran its first Fenner Conference on the Envi-
ronment, that one on “Population, Resources and Climate 
Change” and it was generally deemed to be a success. 

This year our co-organisers are Regenerate Earth and the 
Frank Fenner Foundation. Rod Taylor joins me on the or-
ganising committee and has not only designed the logo and 
banner (below), but set up and is running the web-site www.
sustainableag.org.au.

The speakers include a mix of farmers and academics. Our 
very own Dr Jane O’Sullivan will feature in the final session 
called ‘Can we feed all the people and not destroy the Earth’. 
There will be more information next newsletter and you can 
book on Eventbrite from the beginning of June. More details 
will become available on both the conference and SPA web-
sites, and I’ll keep you posted on e-news as well. 

The conference will be in person at the Shine Dome, Can-
berra, and will be live-streamed. 

Jenny Goldie – national president

Charles Massy John Hewson

http://www.sustainableag.org.au
http://www.sustainableag.org.au
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SPA News
Unsung hero award

This is the third year of 
SPA awarding its “Unsung 
Hero Award” in honour of 
its former Patron Mary E 
White who died in 2018. 
The two previous win-
ners were Prof Bob Birrell 
and Colin Samundsett. 
This year’s winner, as an-
nounced at the AGM on 
24 April, is WA member 
Robert Boni. 

Robert is well known to 
those on SPA’s members-
only Popforum, a highly 
valuable means of infor-

mation exchange and forum for discussion. Pre-eminent 
amongst the information providers has been Robert 
who, without fail, every day, provides popforum with the 
latest news on population. It must demand an enormous 
amount of time in research. Those of us on popforum 
are profoundly grateful for the time and work Robert has 
put into this. He truly is an “unsung hero” and most wor-
thy of the award. Congratulations and thanks, Robert.  JG

SPA’s Population Policy
We have had one for a long time but the 2003 one, 
good as it was, badly needed updating. Thanks to push-
ing by Dick Smith and Queensland branch president 
Edward Smith, we finally got the show on the road 
and then had splendid input from Peter Cook, Jane 
O’Sullivan and Patrons Katharine Betts and Paul Collins. 
We now have a document of which we can all be proud!  
See it on our website at https://population.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/SPA_population_position_and_
policy_statement-April-2021.pdf

JG

SPA’s AGM
Thanks to continuing Covid restrictions, this was held by 
Zoom on 24 April. Only one position demanded an elec-
tion and that was for Meetings Secretary which outgoing 
President Sandra Kanck won. The new national executive 
committee is as follows: 

President:  Jenny Goldie
Vice-President:  Peter Cook
Meetings Secretary:  Sandra Kanck
Correspondence Secretary:  vacant
Treasurer:  Tony Matta
Committee:    Jane O’Sullivan 

Graham Clews 
Alan Jones 
Des Heaney

Each branch is allowed a representative on the nation-
al executive and the following have been appointed by 
their branches: John Coulter (SA), Lesley Scott (NSW), Mi-
chael Thompson (ACT), Judith Odgaard (WA) and Graeme 
Dennerstein (Vic/Tas). Elected member Jane O’Sullivan 
(Qld) represents her branch. 

All constitutional changes passed. 

Thanks were extended to Sandra Kanck for her tremen-
dous work as President for many years and to Nola Stew-
art for hers as Meeting Secretary for over a decade.

Nearly 600,000 temporary visa 
holders left Australia in 2020
Source: AAP  12 February 2021

There were nearly 600,000 fewer temporary visa hold-
ers in Australia in December 2020 compared to the same 
period in 2019, as hundreds of migrants returned to their 
native countries following the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the closure of the international borders…

The latest data from the Department of Home Affairs in-
dicates the main drivers of the decline were visitors and 
working holidaymakers, apart from nearly 120,000 bridg-
ing visa holders. There were also 31,000 less student visa 
holders in December last year compared to the same 
period in 2019.

For services to public awareness about  
the ecological, social and economic impacts  

of population growth in Australia and globally.

PROUDLY  PRESENTED TO

                      Robert Boni
 

SIGNED   DATE

Sandra Kanck, President SPA

 

   The Dr Mary E. White

UNSUNG HERO  
AWARD 2021

An Australian not-for-profit 
environmental organisation that 

advocates for an ecologically 
sustainable human population.

2oth April 2021

https://population.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/SPA_population_position_and_policy_statement-Ap
https://population.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/SPA_population_position_and_policy_statement-Ap
https://population.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/SPA_population_position_and_policy_statement-Ap
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Branch News
WA 
A quarter of the year already gone with only one positive 
thing to report, the screening of To kid or not to kid. This was 
run in conjunction with Transition Town Guildford (TTG), a 
very active environmentally orientated group. Despite some 
60 odd people having expressed intention of coming only 
about 40 turned up. Held on a pleasant (thank goodness) 
summer’s evening at an airconditioned venue roughly half 
way between the hills and the GPO. I was disappointed with 
the numbers, only three SPA Committee people and one stal-
wart member and friend.

Though there wasn’t a Q & A component to the evening, 
Dr Jane Genovese from TTG’s gave an introduction with in-
formation provided by Michael Bayliss. I took along a small 
display board with several posters, a number of Stop @ 2 
magnets and some Stop @ 2 stickers I’d had printed off. Was 
pleasing to see quite a large proportion of these were taken 
at the conclusion. 

Jane later wrote “most people who came were brand new 
faces. This event attracted quite a different crowd. Most of 
our regular movie night people didn’t come ... they tend to be 
older people who have already had several children or want 
grandchildren and aren’t getting them and are upset about 
this! I think the movie title/subject may have been confront-
ing for them. I spoke to a few women who had come from a 
‘Women Without Kids’ Meetup group. They said it was a relief 
to be part of the group, as women their age just talk about 

their children and grandchildren and it gets tiring/boring to 
listen to. They said it was nice to be able to talk about other 
stuff! One man (a father of 5!!!) came with his daughter who 
has decided not to have children.” Jane’s comments are in-
sightful. Certainly, most of our members are well past their 
reproductive age and therefore are not really the desired tar-
get cohort.

Judith Odgaard

VIC/TAS
The screening of ‘To Kid or Not to Kid’ was a considerable 
success, almost filling the theatre to capacity.  It attracted a 
mixed audience, including both SPA branch members and 
people from the broader community.  This was the first face 
to face event that the branch had hosted since the screening 
of ‘8 Billion Angels’ in Feb 2020 (almost a whole year before!) 
due to COVID. It was a welcoming opportunity for branch 
members to reunite, including at a member’s dinner before 
the screening.

I was invited to present a Q and A at the end of the screen-
ing, along with committee member Daniel Webby, who or-
ganised the event.  Given my background as an obstetrician 
and gynaecologist and my history in family planning, it was 
an excellent opportunity to speak to the global context of 
some of the themes on the documentary and SPA’s ‘Stop at 
2’ campaign.  

At our AGM in March, I was honoured to be re-elected as 
President.  We also welcomed in Daniel Webby as new Vice 
President, as Jenny Warfe steps back to general committee.  
We also farewelled Hamish Burns who is leaving the commit-
tee and acknowledged the several years of amazing work he 
has done for the branch and for SPA national.  Hamish also 
organised a guest speaker for the AGM from Marie Stopes 
Australia, thus cementing our partnership with family plan-
ning NGOs and affirming our focus on the global symptoms 
and solutions to overpopulation.

One of my first gigs in my second term as president was at-
tending the Doctors for the Environment (DEA) 20th anniver-
sary celebration. It was a great opportunity to promote our 
cause and I have made some more contacts who agree with 
our efforts and hopefully will help. DEA’s political clout con-
tinues to grow.

Graeme Dennerstein

NSW
I have been developing a proposal, with Committee Sup-
port, for a four-part TV series, like “Fight for Planet A”. In this 
proposal, I have reviewed current existential threats to hu-
manity from authoritative sources and emphasised the high 
probability of risk to humanity and the biosphere. The under-
lying causes of these growing risks have been examined and 
why Australia has been unable to take appropriate action in 
the past. I have provided a vision for a safe, secure future 
and a strategy for how to achieve that vision. The underly-
ing causes, along with proposed solutions, which may ap-
pear initially to contradict conventional commercial wisdom, 
are supported by a vast body of peer-reviewed authoritative 
evidence. They include: a Steady State Economy; an Ecologi-
cally Sustainable Population; an Australian Climate Dividend 
Plan; an enduring legislative framework; and a communica-

WA branch display board
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tion plan. We show that implementing these changes will ap-
preciably accelerate the Australian transition to a sustainable 
future, address the many threats to humanity and provide 
model example to other democratic states globally. 

The proposed content for the four-part program includes: 
threats to humanity; underlying causes; enduring solutions; 
structural legislative changes; and the final episode endeav-
ours to mobilise a social tipping point, with a vision of hope 
and a call to action to achieve peaceful change.

The proposal is around 61,000 words and about 90 per cent 
complete.

Lesley Scott’s video competition proposal was unsuccessful 
late last year because of timing and COVID-19. A re-launch, 
with Dept of Education support, is being investigated.

Graham Wood

ACT
It has been a quiet year so far for the ACT Branch. At our 
monthly committee meetings, held via Zoom, we have dis-
cussed how we might find out what our members would like 
the Committee to do as far as holding public events and at-
tracting more members to SPA.

At our penultimate meeting, one of our new Committee 
members, Dr Chris McMurray offered to conduct a survey of 
members to ascertain this information. The Committee has 
enthusiastically accepted her offer. Dr McMurray will com-
mence her survey as soon as her preferred survey software, 
eSurv comes back online. We all hope this will happen soon-
er than later, of course.

In the meantime, the Committee will continue to explore 
ideas and means of gaining more traction within the ACT 
community as far as highlighting the impacts of high rates of 
immigration to and population growth in the ACT.

Attracting diverse and interesting guest speakers is an im-
portant way of attracting new and retaining existing mem-
bers; this remains one of our key objectives.

The ACT Branch’s representative on the National Executive 
is Michael Thompson. He and elected member Dr Graham 
Clews keep us well informed with feedback from the Execu-
tive Committee meetings.

Colin Lyons

SA/NT
The SA-NT branch has not yet reconvened its meetings af-
ter the Covid-19 interruption, although a local AGM is be-
ing planned for early June. Members who would like to help 
manage a local program or activities are encouraged to nom-
inate as committee members. Peter Martin does not plan to 
stand again as state president, so nominations for that role 
are especially welcome.  

We were pleased to see SPA’s national communications man-
ager Michael Bayliss in Adelaide for some weeks in April-May. 
On 26 April, Michael and Peter Martin, with Mark Allen, vis-
ited John Coulter where Michael arranged to interview John 
for an upcoming SPA podcast.  

A recommended read: ‘The New Systems Reader’, Speth and 
Courrier (eds), Routledge, NY, 2021. Several of the 29 chap-
ters by over 30 different authors clearly see a stable popula-
tion as part of the mix in a post-transition society. In particu-
lar, the vision of ‘eco-socialism’ as a practical, just and caring 
society is quite inspiring. Some authors make the valuable 
connection to the public policy-creation mechanism of citizen 
assemblies and juries as a real alternative to representative 
democracy and political parties, the system which has failed 
us so badly under the neoliberalism of the last 40 years. Here 
at last could be a package of reforms that could set us on the 
path to an environmentally sane and socially just future.

Peter Martin

QLD
The Sunshine Coast remains ground zero for the clash of 
Victorian tree-changers and Queensland tree dwelling fauna. 
We’re well served by many great members up there though 
and David Robertson has kicked off an informal coffee for 
Sunshine Coast SPA members. It’s a great initiative in such a 
large state.

In March the tireless Jane O’Sullivan put on a showing of 8 Bil-
lion Angels. It was a great film followed by some really inter-
esting discussions between members. Gold star to Dr Sandi 
Jephcott who came from Surat, 440kms west of Brisbane. I 
was so engrossed I neglected to take any photos of the event.

March also saw John Steley run a SPA stall at the Queensland 
University of Technology markets. John had put great effort 
into designing the SPA stall (see photo). John was as tireless 
as he was fearless in spruiking the SPA message to a young 
audience. Sadly, halfway through the day the organisers (who 
were not connected with QUT) advised us that they were dis-
gusted etc that we would be discussing the links between mi-
gration, population and sustainability etc and that we could 
not spruik our petition about migration. I won’t validate this 
absurd, specious claim by rebutting the utter junk that it was. 
But we learned an important lesson, it’s not enough to be 
right, you have to be right in a way that challenges people 
only as much as they are ready to be challenged. We lost the 
battle but not the war.

SPA Qld met with a state Parliamentarian in February and 
will meet with a federal Parliamentarian in May. I don’t dis-
close who, to keep these as confidential as possible, in the 
interests of keeping the doors to their dialogue open.  

Edward Smith  

Branch News

Qld branch stall at QUT markets
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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: Jenny Goldie | 0401921 453  
president@population.org.au
Vice-president: Peter Cook | vp@population.org.au
Meetings secretary: Sandra Kanck | (08) 83364114  
meetingsecretary@population.org.au
Treasurer: Tony Matta | treasurer@population.org.au
Committee: Jane O’Sullivan | Alan Jones |  
Graham Clews | Des Heaney

Webmaster: Alex Geppert 
webmaster@population.org.au
Membership officer: Andrew Verlei 
membership@population.org.au

Trustees of the Population Fund
Sandra Kanck | Tony Matta | 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 | (03) 9379 7777 (AH) 
vic@population.org.au
ACT President: Colin Lyons | 0434 531 449 
act@population.org.au
QLD President: Edward Smith 
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 opin-
ions 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 that the Melbourne and Perth 
screenings for the documentary ‘To Kid or Not to Kid’ 
finally went ahead in late February after almost a year 
delay due to COVID.  This concluded SPA’s ‘Stop at 2’ 
campaign to a pleasing turnout from the public at both 
Perth and Melbourne screenings.  The turnout was as-
sisted by some enthusiastic media coverage, including 
community radio and online social reviews.

SPA’s social media promotional campaigns continue to 
be successful.  In March, our campaign reached nearly 
43,000 Facebook users and drew 824 people to our web-
site to read our Ageing discussion paper.  Feedback from 
the online community has been very promising.  This is 
also reflective of the fact that SPA’s social media pres-
ence continues to grow.

In my last report, I anticipated a renaissance in media 
interest towards the work of SPA following my interview 
with Sky news.  In February, ABC Sydney radio inter-
viewed our national president to respond to claims by 
Dr Liz Allen that Australia should return to former lev-
els of migration.  Furthermore, our Post Growth Austra-

lia Podcast (PGAP) has 
hit a nerve with many 
community population 
and economic reform 
groups from around 
the world, who are en-
thusiastically sharing 
podcast episodes within 
their networks.

PGAP has proven it-
self to be an invaluable 
tool toward promoting a diversity of views on the issue 
of population, including perspectives from the global 

south (e.g., Ugandan born 
Florence Blondel) and First 
Nations perspectives on mi-
gration (e.g., Professor Anne 
Poelina).

I am currently working 
towards updating the 
new SPA website and am 
drafting a SPA discus-
sion paper as lead author. 

Florence Blondel   
- photo Earth Overshoot Day
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