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As the coronavirus crisis claimed 
more victims in Australia, particularly 

from amongst cruise ship passengers, 
the words “Petri dish” became part of com-

mon language. Named for the German bacteriologist Julius 
Richard Petri, it a shallow, circular dish used for culturing bacte-
ria and other microorganisms. Cruise ships, not least the hap-
less Ruby Princess from which 2700 passengers were allowed to 
disembark in Sydney before being tested for Covid-19, came to 
be seen as large Petri dishes for the disease, which the World 
Health Organization declared a pandemic on 11 March.

Another cruise ship, the Diamond Princess, was placed in quar-
antine for a month while it was docked in Yokohama — which 
resulted in more than 700 passengers and crew becoming in-
fected, and seven people dying. 

Australians have learnt a bit of geography along the way as 
well. How many of us knew about Wuhan in central China, a 
city with a population of 11 million people? Wuhan, even bigger 
than New York, but with people also housed in endless sky-
scrapers. More Petri dishes. 

It is thought that the virus Covid-19 jumped to humans in Wu-
han’s so-called “wet markets,” where exotic animal meat has 
long been readily available for sale. From just a few cases in 
December 2019 in Wuhan, the virus spread rapidly around the 
world, though unevenly, with some cities and regions bearing 
the brunt. Northern Italy was hit hard because Chinese work-
ers from clothing factories near Milan had been flying back and 
forth between the two countries. In New York, 21 per cent of its 
residents were infected by late April. 

Covid-19 is a zoonotic disease, that is, it jumped from animals to 
humans. We can’t deny we weren’t warned. In its 2016 report, 
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) stated:

“As the human population grows, ecosystems change. Forests are 
exploited for logging, landscapes are clear-cut for agriculture and 
mining interests, and the traditional buffer zones – once separat-
ing humans from animals or from the pathogens that they har-
bour – are notably reduced or lost.”

It’s not just deforestation, of course. Active poaching and hunt-
ing of wild species for food are still increasing due to growing 
demand for bushmeat. Then as people move from the country 
to cities, people are pushed into closer proximity, and as they 

travel more between regions and countries, infectious diseases 
like Covid-19 spread. 

Indeed, a recent studyi from the University of Lincoln, UK, and 
York University, Canada, has shown that rapid urban expansion 
at the periphery of cities is creating “new ecological niches” for 
the spread of infectious diseases. According to Science News, 
the study shows these “suburban and ‘peri-urban’ areas are 
more likely than cities to be the source of new and re-emerg-
ing infectious diseases... They are particularly vulnerable to dis-
eases that jump the animal-to-human boundary (zoonosis), as 
they bring populations of humans and livestock into contact 
with displaced wildlife in a manner that does not happen in cit-
ies. They are often densely populated, poorly planned, lacking 
health infrastructure and out of sight of government authori-
ties.”

Inger Andersen, executive director of the UN Environment Pro-
gramme, told the Guardianii in March that the immediate prior-
ity was to protect people from the coronavirus and prevent its 
spread. “But our long-term response must tackle habitat and 
biodiversity loss,” she added.

“Our continued erosion of wild spaces has brought us uncom-
fortably close to animals and plants that harbour diseases that 
can jump to humans.”

“There are too many pressures at the same time on our natural 
systems and something has to give,” she added. “We are inti-
mately interconnected with nature, whether we like it or not. 
If we don’t take care of nature, we can’t take care of ourselves. 
And as we hurtle towards a population of 10 billion people on 
this planet, we need to go into this future armed with nature as 
our strongest ally.”
i Creighton Connolly, Roger Keil, S. Harris Ali. Extended urbanisation and 
the spatialities of infectious disease: Demographic change, infra-
structure and governance. Urban Studies, 2020; 004209802091087 DOI: 
10.1177/0042098020910873

ii Carrington, Damien: Coronavirus: ‘Nature is sending us a message’, says UN 
environment chief. The Guardian, 25 March 2020. 
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The metropolitan area of Wu-
han has 19 million people. The 
urban area of Wuhan has 11 
million people living in a 1528 
square kilometre area. The 
population density of 7250 
people per square kilometre is 
17 times higher than Sydney’s 
423 people per square kilome-
tre. Many people think Sydney 
is crowded and congested, but 
our political leaders have us 
headed in the direction of Wu-
han. Imagine a city 17 times as 
crowded and congested as Syd-

ney and you’ve got the starting place for a pandemic.

The way we combat the coronavirus is through social 
distancing. There is no social distancing in Wuhan. Ev-
erybody lives on top of each other.

The SARS virus outbreak started in Guangdong prov-
ince in China. The population density in Guangdong 
province is 22 times higher than our most densely pop-
ulated state Victoria. The whole province (111 million 
people) is more densely populated than Metropolitan 
Sydney.

After severe crowding, a second reason that the risk of 
infectious diseases is increased with increased popula-
tion is that the living space of the increasing population 

is encroaching into the living space of wild animals that 
carry these viruses. There used to be buffer zones be-
tween where the wild animals lived and where humans 
lived, but there isn’t enough space for that anymore. 
With world population forecast to increase from the 
current 7.8 billion to 9.2 billion in 2040, it is likely that 
the buffer zones will continue to disappear.

Proponents of high population growth never take re-
sponsibility for issues like the spread of infectious dis-
eases. They just say that is a bit of bad luck. Nothing to 
do with us. 

Proponents of high population growth like the Business 
Council of Australia (BCA) say that increased population 
is “Good for the economy”. What they really mean is, 
good for their economy, not yours and mine. They like 
increased population because they get the increased 
profits from selling to more people and increased prof-
its from reduction in wages. When it comes to provid-
ing the infrastructure that is needed to provide gov-
ernment services like roads, trainlines, hospitals and 
schools that the extra people need, the BCA says we 
should all help pay. 

When there is more pollution from higher population 
density, we all pay through higher government fees and 
taxes, as well as through poorer health. Property Devel-
opers and Retailers made big profits from higher popu-
lation. The average worker’s wages have been flat the 
past 20 years, while corporate profits have boomed. 

Infectious diseases are another unrecognised  
cost of high population
by Eric Claus

FENNER CONFERENCE 
POSTPONED
Last year, the Academy of Science gave SPA the 
rights to hold the 2020 Fenner Conference on En-
vironment with the title “Making Australian agri-
culture sustainable”. It was scheduled for 22-23 
October 2020. Because of coronavirus restrictions, 
however, the organising committee (including 
representatives from the two supporting organi-
sations, Regenerate Earth and the Frank Fenner 
Foundation) requested the Academy to allow it to 
postpone the conference. It duly agreed and the 
conference will now be held on 30 September and 
1 October 2021. A website is being set up in the 
meantime which will post articles from all speak-
ers over a six-month period, as a means of gener-
ating interest in the conference and in the issue 
itself. JG

SPA AGM NOW SET  
FOR 23 MAY
The SPA AGM was originally set for 18 April 2020 in 
Adelaide, but as the coronavirus restrictions made 
it evident that such a gathering would not be al-
lowed, the national executive decided to move it 
to 24 October in Canberra, assuming many mem-
bers would be attending the Fenner Conference 
over the previous two days. Since then, however, 
the Fenner Conference itself has been postponed 
by nearly a year – to 30 September and 1 October 
2021. So, the national executive has duly resolved 
to hold the 2020 SPA AGM by Zoom at 11am 
Saturday 23 May. Financial members soon will 
be informed of how to connect, and those with-
out computers should be able to do so by smart 
phone.  JG

Eric Claus
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When proponents of high population say that increased 
population is “Good for the Economy”, they convenient-
ly ignore factors like crowded roads, crowded hospi-
tals, parks, schools and beaches. Travel times have in-
creased by up to 60 per cent in Sydney, but that doesn’t 
go into the “Economy”; it just inconveniences the people 
who don’t benefit from high population.  When there is 
more congestion, we all pay for that, but we didn’t get 
the profits of the higher population. 

One of the reasons that pro-population growth organi-
sations have avoided scrutiny on the extra costs that 
they impose on the average citizen is that the extra 
costs are so difficult to clearly define. When Kevin Rudd 
said, in effect, “We avoided a recession because our 
population grew due to high immigration,” he referred 
to the relatively clear figures produced by the Austra-
lian Bureau of Statistics. When environmentalists refer 
to the depletion of ecosystems services such as buffer 
zones for bushfires and infectious diseases, erosion 
control, flood prevention, greenhouse gas sinks, and 
pollination; there are no clear numbers. Many academ-
ics have tried to define the value of ecosystem servic-
es (Costanza, et al estimate $125 trillion per year, or 
$16,000 for every person on the planet), but it is fair to 
say that their efforts are not considered as concrete as 
the GDP numbers from the Bureau of Statistics. With-
out hard numbers to latch on to, the value of ecosys-
tem services tends to drop out of the debate and the 
value becomes essentially zero. It is clear the value is 
not zero, but without hard numbers like the ABS num-
bers, there is less interest by the public, less impact in 
the media and less political action.

A second problem with discussing costs, is that high 
population growth isn’t the sole responsible factor in 
ecosystem depletion. Since other factors also contrib-
ute, the debate gets confusing, difficult to report on in 
the media and there is less political action as a result. 
Of course, population growth isn’t the only factor in 
growth in the GDP, either, but that doesn’t stop propo-
nents saying we need high population growth to grow 
the economy.

The most significant impediment to political action on 
population stabilisation is that the benefits of reduced 
population won’t be felt for many years after the elec-
tion cycle, but a reduction in immigration will reduce 
GDP during the current election cycle. It will take brave 
politicians, willing to trust a more long-term focussed 
electorate, to fight against the big money pro-popula-
tion growth forces.

There is some chance that the coronavirus events may 
start to change the current short-term focus of the elec-
torate, because the negatives of the coronavirus are all 
too plain to see. Talk about recession and lockdowns 
all over the world, tend to focus the mind. There are 
almost as many stories about the negative economic 
impacts of the coronavirus as about the negative health 
impacts. When voters start thinking about what we 
could do to keep this horrible situation from happening 
again, they might start thinking of population stabilisa-
tion. When we start talking about the trillions of dollars 
lost to the coronavirus, the cost of bush fires, conges-
tion, pollution and ecosystem services becomes easier 
to add in.

The second factor that the coronavirus raises is that 
these infectious disease outbreaks are becoming more 
frequent. “Global improvements in prevention, early 
detection, control and treatment are becoming more 
effective at reducing the number of people infected,” 
but the number of outbreaks is increasing. 

First, this is a strong indication that population factors 
are overwhelming improvements in technology, medi-
cal science and prevention programs.  

Second, the cost of “prevention, early detection, control 
and treatment” add more costs to the list of the high 
population drag on the economy that the beneficiaries 
of high population growth expect the general public to 
continue to pay. 

Although it might seem implausible, considering the 
language in the BCA documents on population, another 
possible reaction to the coronavirus events would be a 
shift away from the hard promotion of high population 
growth by some high-profile corporations. Corporate 
Australia is certainly concerned with the short-term 
bottom line, but is also acutely aware of broader issues 
important to the general public. This has been shown 
in corporate efforts on climate change, indigenous af-
fairs, gay rights and support for the Australian welfare 
system.

Although it may seem like a giant leap, there are Aus-
tralian CEOs and Boards of Directors who will be look-
ing more carefully at the costs of relentless population 
growth as the coronavirus digs deeper and deeper into 
all of our wallets.  

This article was first published in On Line Opinion on 26 
March 2020 and is republished with permission. 
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Overcrowding and popu-
lation density are indirect 
factors in a pandemic’s 
reach, and they are as im-
portant to its impact as its 
pathology. 

On morning runs in-
side Modi’in, during 
the past year or two, I 
have encountered wild 
boars, jackals, turtles 
and hedgehogs. After 
20 years of running the 
same trails, it is a new ex-
perience. More and more, 

Israeli communities find themselves in direct contact 
with wild animals whose habitat is usurped by hu-
mans. They simply have no place else to go. When the 
surrounding hyena population discovered the ample 
food supply in Modi’in garbage cans, they became an 
exciting attraction for our otherwise sleepy bedroom 
town. Notwithstanding the thrill in seeing wild ani-
mals up close, it does not bode well.

We all have a clear notion of how the present coro-
navirus epidemic unfolded and its proximate causes. 
The zoonotic nature of the virus is widely accepted. 
The social mechanisms of the illness’s rapid transmis-
sion also are well understood. But it seems that we 
have not really apprehended the role that overcrowd-
ing and population density play as critical indirect driv-
ers in the pandemic pathology. There are two main 
factors at play.

The first is that an increasingly crowded world 
is witnessing outbreaks of zoonotic viruses with 
growing frequency. The rate of infectious disease 
epidemics has quadrupled over the past 50 years. 
Based on the locations of these viral hotspots, the 
new dynamics are often attributed to the steady en-
croachment by humans on wildlife habitat.

Experts confirm that the COVID-19 virus evolved in an 
animal host and then “jumped over” to infect people. 
This is the way several recent epidemics began.  If one 
considers the broader pathology, the present corona-
virus outbreak is part of an imbalance between hu-
man beings and our natural world.

Recent pandemics emerged from East Asia and Africa, 
places where people increasingly come in contact with 
wildlife populations. There are grave implications. 
That’s why China recently decided to ban trade and 
consumption of wild animals, a welcome step — for 
both public health and biodiversity protection

While China’s population is finally starting to stabilize, 
the overall demographic patterns in the country are 
not changing: hundreds of millions of people have 

joined an unprecedented rural-ur-
ban migration. Wuhan – where the 
coronavirus plague began – is an ex-
ample: In 1985, there were 2.5 million 
people living in the city; today — well 
over 11 million.

As the city expanded and sprawled, 
natural lands gave way to human 
settlement. The surrounding Hebei 
region suffers from acute deforesta-
tion. Those animals surviving need to 
go somewhere. As urban and subur-
ban development proliferated, inter-
actions with humans increased.

The second way growing popula-
tion density drives the coronavirus 
pandemic involves the way the vi-

rus is transmitted. Epidemiologists have long relied 
on the reproduction number — or in technical jargon: 
R0 – (R naught) to design strategies for confronting 
infectious disease. R0 is defined as the number of 
cases, on average, an infected person causes during 
their infectious period. If that number falls below 1, 
the epidemic wanes. A disease with a high R0 spreads 
quickly.

Opinion
The disconcerting association between overpopulation 
and the COVID-19 crisis
by Alon Tal

Alon Tal

Modi’in, and the hills around the city. (Yossi ZamirFlash90)
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Measles is a particularly contagious illness — with an 
R0 of 12 to 18.  Estimates for the infectiousness of 
COVID-19 are lower and have been reported to span 
1.4 -3.8.  It is well to consider the reasons behind these 
broad ranges.

Many factors determining R0 are beyond our control. 
These include the infectiousness of the agent; its incu-
bation period; and mode of transmission.  One critical 
factor, however, is not built-in biologically: population 
density. When people live in dispersed rural environ-
ments, there is less human interaction and lower 
transmission.

COVID-19 is transmitted via airborne droplets. Peo-
ple must be near someone already infected to catch 
the virus. Reducing the effective population density 
in public meeting places is the basic rationale behind 
the quarantine strategy favoured by most countries 
responding to the outbreak. But as more and more 
people live in crowded cities, it becomes harder to 
control a pathogen that takes days to manifest.

These two demographic factors influencing epidemic 
dynamics — human encroachment on habitat and 
denser living conditions — are especially germane 
in Israel.  For decades, we have haemorrhaged open 
spaces, with human settlement supplanting habitats 
and farm lands. Recently, Israel’s ecological agen-
cies published their bi-annu-
al “State of Nature” report.  
Among its conclusions: “The 
rate of land-cover conversion 
between 2014–2017 was the 
highest in the last 20 years, dur-
ing which, approximately 55 
km2 were converted from open 
landscapes into built-up areas.”

Even counting the Negev, Is-
rael is among the world’s most 
densely populated countries. 
Population momentum will 
probably double our numbers 
during the next 30 years. For 
those who rely on public trans-
portation, enjoy cultural events 
and utilize public venues — 
physical proximity to other 
people will increase. There will 
be even greater demands on 
our overrun hospitals. Already 

today, large Israeli families, confined to small apart-
ments are finding it very hard to respect quarantine 
restrictions. This challenge will also grow harder. In 
short, we can expect our country to become ever 
more vulnerable, should pandemic dynamics arise in 
the future. Unfortunately, it is likely that they will.

This is a time when economist Milton Friedman’s ob-
servation is frequently quoted: “Only a crisis – actual 
or perceived – produces real change. When that crisis 
occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the ideas 
that are lying around.” When the coronavirus pan-
demic subsides and Israel looks for lessons, adopting 
a strategy to stabilise the population is an important 
idea that needs to be on the table. 

Professor Alon Tal, is the chair of the Tel Aviv University 
Department of Public Policy and a veteran environmental 
activist. He is the author of “The Land is Full: Address-
ing Overpopulation in Israel” (2016) and chairman of 
Zafuf – the Israel Forum for Population, Environment 
and Society.

This article was originally published in The Times of Israel 
on 25 March 2020 and republished with the permission 
of the author. 
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There have been a number 
of articles in recent times 
that suggest the issue of 
overpopulation is a slip-
pery slope towards eco-fas-
cism. This has partly been 
in response to high profile 
figures such as Jane Good-
all and David Attenborough 
who have recently cited it as 
an issue. The ensuing back-
lash has led to an increase 
in terms such as ‘neo-mal-
thusian’ and ‘populationist’. 

While it is essential that we embrace a critical mind-
set, it is also essential that we do it in a way that adds 
nuance rather than taking it away. For example, using 
the label ‘neo-malthusian’ is counterproductive when 
many in the environment movement are progressives 
who see the empowerment of women, and universal 
access to healthcare as the proactive ‘solution’. This is 
the very antithesis of Malthusian thinking. 

Undoubtedly, there are people who label themselves 
as environmentalists because they want fewer ‘brown 
babies’ so that they do not have to question their life-
style, and they use the overpopulation argument as 
justification. However, the great thing about taking 
a more nuanced approach to the population topic is 
that it illuminates the racists. Nuance is the enemy of 
dogma.  Dogma satisfies the unconscious, fearful part 
of us that loves judgement and a binary world of good 
versus evil.

Therefore, irrespective of whether you think that over-
population is real or perceived, working to connect 
with people on the deeper issues around social ineq-
uity and disempowerment is far more productive. For 
example, embracing dichotomies such as population 
versus consumption can be unproductive (that is un-
less someone is literally saying that the answer is to 
control our population rather than question our rate 
of consumption). From my own experience, few people 
walk away from such discussions with a changed mind-
set, only a greater sense of ‘us and them’.

A holistic approach to activism is one that looks at 
where the issues intersect at a more fundamental level 
and in doing so, develop the common ground that is 
required to build a movement for change at this crucial 
moment in our history. Some people will have more 
of a focus on population in the same way that others 
have more of a focus on clean energy or regenerative 
farming, or returning to traditional land management 
patterns. This doesn’t matter. In fact, it is a good thing, 

as long as we can find the common threads of connec-
tion that are required to create a movement that is big-
ger than the sum of its parts. Even if you do not agree 
that overpopulation is an issue, most people who do, 
see it as a symptom that is rooted in the deeper issues 
to which most of us connect.

For example, most progressives would broadly agree 
that empowered women who have control over their 
bodies are integral to our collective vision of the bet-
ter world that we so desperately need. This connects 
beautifully with the growing call for a de-colonised 
form of mutual aid. In turn, this intersects with our ur-
gent need in the West to curb our high consumption 
lifestyle as part of a wider challenging of the corpora-
tocracy.

My thoughts around the population issue led me to 
this deeper, more nuanced picture. In other words, 
given the opportunity, the population issue can be a 
pathway towards more integrated, holistic thinking.

When I was working as a town planner, the issue of 
population couldn’t be avoided. I was compelled to ex-
amine how a city such as Melbourne can accommodate 
an increase of over 100,000 people every year, because 
this is the reality. How could we continue to justify this 
level of growth under a system of neo-liberalism that 
is more attuned to generating profit than creating live-
able neighbourhoods? 

I realised that when neo-liberal capitalism is the driving 
force behind population growth, we end up with poor 
development outcomes. This is what ultimately in-
spired me to develop Town Planning Rebellioni, a move-
ment that understands the importance of a transition 
to a form of de-growth society that is determined by 
direct democracy such as Citizen’s Assemblies.

Town Planning Rebellion is about taking a proactive 
approach through collaboration.  That way we can nur-
ture empowered and resilient communities across the 
world that are liveable, sustainable and joyful. While 
populations will more likely start to stabilise under 
this scenario, this process is also as much about look-
ing for innovative and ethical ways of accommodating 
population growth. For example, we can and should fill 
the enormous amount of homes that are lying empty 
across Australia. Another important approach is David 
Holmgren’s Retrosuburbiaii model that examine how to 
better utilise the suburbs in a low carbon society. And 
the list goes on...

In the meantime, I hope that there is a growing willing-
ness within the environment movement for everyone 
to embrace critical thinking.  We should work towards 
accepting other’s values without antagonism. This 

Seeing past and beyond ‘population versus consumption’
by Mark Allen

Opinion

Mark Allen
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SPA member Martin Tye, 
of Broulee NSW, has been 
appointed Director of the 
Australian Regional Com-
munities Chapter of “the 
Center for the Advance-
ment of the Steady State 
Economy” (CASSE). 

Martin is a long-time advo-
cate of stable, sustainable 
populations and a vibrant 
economic paradigm capa-
ble of maximising human 

well-being within ecological limits, leaving room for na-
ture. This is a grand vision but “If you’re going to have 
a vision, you might as well go for the big one!” Martin 
says.

Martin feels CASSE is the perfect fit for promoting this 
vision with their solid mix of economic and ecological 
credibility, and a global network through which to pro-
mote the message. His plan is to attack the grassroots 
with the CASSE message for an economic paradigm 
transformation. 

“I sense a definite mood for change as the wind goes 
out of the sails of the endless GDP growth ideology. In-
creasingly its advocates are looking, old tired and clue-
less. Now is the perfect time to strike at the heart of 

public opinion with a new, positive and credible plan. 
People seemed uncomfortable, but okay with the eco-
logical decay so long as they could party on the pro-
ceeds. But now the party has ended- it’s time to clean 
up the mess, learn a few lessons and move on.”

Martin is running a Twitter campaign (he has over 5,000 
Followers), a Facebook page and a letter writing cam-
paign. If you’d like to get behind him and CASSE you can 
follow him and/or sign the CASSE petition for a Steady 
State Economy.

Twitter: 
https://twitter.com/martinrev21

Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/martinrev21/

CASSE petition: 
https://steadystate.org/act/sign-the-position/ 

CASSE appointment for SPA member
by Martin Tye

Opinion

Mark Allen

means that people who do have concerns around pop-
ulation must be open to looking at the nuances that 
are undercurrent while those who do not see popu-
lation as an issue, must be open to doing the same. 
With a proactive, cooperative approach, the issue of 
overpopulation will become less of an issue over time, 
irrespective of whether it was ever an issue in the first 
place.

This approach will among many factors, be integral to 
combatting eco-fascism and in doing so, help to build 
the diverse and interconnected movement for system-
ic change that we so desperately need.

Mark Allen is an environmental activist based in Melbourne 
who focuses on Holistic Activism, Sustainable Town Plan-
ning and food ethics. This article first appeared in Inde-
pendent Australiaiii on 27 March 2020 and is republished 
with permission. 

i Town Planning Rebellion: 
https://holisticactivism.net/town-planning-rebellion-tpr

ii Retrosuburbia
https://retrosuburbia.com

iii https://independentaustralia.net/environment/environment-display/
seeing-past-and-beyond-population-versus-consumption,13734
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The newly formed Commission for the Human Future 
(CHF) released its first report Surviving and Thriving in 
the 21st century, based on the findings of its first Round 
Table held in late March.

The report lists ten catastrophic risks: 
•  Decline of key natural resources and an 

emerging global resource crisis, espe-
cially in water 

•  Collapse of ecosystems that support life, 
and the mass extinction of species 

•  Human population growth and demand, 
beyond the Earth’s carrying capacity 

•  Global warming, sea level rise and 
changes in the Earth’s climate affecting 
all human activity 

•  Universal pollution of the Earth system 
and all life by chemicals 

•  Rising food insecurity and failing nutri-
tional quality 

•  Nuclear arms and other weapons of 
mass destruction  

•  Pandemics of new and untreatable dis-
ease 

• Advent of powerful, uncontrolled new technologies 
•  National and global failure to understand and act pre-

ventively on these risks. 

Each of the risks is described in detail, and in the case of 
overpopulation, it says:
In 2020 the global population will reach 7.77 billion, at 
an annual rate of growth of 1.05 per cent. Populations 
growing at 1 per cent per annum double every 70 years. 
Without a decline in growth to 0 and below, the human 
population would exceed 15 billion by 2090. 

Luckily, the rate of growth has been easing and UN’s 
medium population projection for 2100 is 10.9 billion – 
42 per cent higher than our current numbers. However, 
concerns about ‘the ageing population’ are leading many 
governments to promote growth in birth rates. 

Exponential growth in both population and consump-
tion was inevitably going to lead at some point to a crisis 
in human affairs. Such concerns have been raised re-
peatedly, inter alia Thomas Malthus in 1798, the Club of 
Rome in 1972, and Julian Cribb in 2017. All of which have 
been ignored as the global community constructed an 
economic system of perverse incentives guaranteed to 
ensure its own destruction.

There are now too many people on the planet using too 
many resources and producing too many risky wastes. 

Human population growth at current levels exacerbates 
all other threats. Its seriousness, and preventability, are 
not being addressed in any country or internationally. 
The key question is “How can we slow both population 

growth and its impact in ways that can enable survival 
and prosperity for all?” 

Lowering the human birth rate voluntarily is surely bet-
ter than the alternative of massive dieback or slaughter 
of billions of people in their prime.

The report sums up the challenge as fol-
lows: 
The corona virus pandemic appeared 
suddenly, without warning and took the 
whole world by surprise. This shows how 
swiftly a catastrophic risk can appear and 
affect everyone, how short-term and blin-
kered are our horizons, how vulnerable 
and unprepared we are for threats that 
can shake or collapse our civilisation, even 
extinguish us as a species. 

At present, no government in the world 
has a plan for meeting all these risks, for 
dealing with them as a total system and 
for finding the best and safest way out of 
them. 

This lack of preparedness means humanity will continue 
to be ambushed by unforeseen crises. 

What our species does about these ten existential threats 
in the next few years will determine whether present and 
future generations face a safe, sustainable and prosper-
ous future or the prospect of collapse and even extinc-
tion. It is a choice we all must make, together. 

Yet, however grim the threats we face, our message is 
one of hope. We can turn things around if we can get the 
right people out in the front, giving the right messages. If 
we clearly understand the nature and causes of the risks, 
devise integrated solutions - and take early action to de-
fuse them. The longer the delay, the greater the penalty, 
both economic and in human lives. 

We need to convince our fellow citizens of Earth of the 
necessity to commit ourselves and every belief system 
we hold, to survive and thrive. We must recruit the best 
and brightest young humans, not to make arms, but to 
build the process for surviving and thriving for the whole 
of humanity. 

A more detailed review of each individual risk, its po-
tential solutions and the opportunities they offer will be 
generated in a series of Round Table discussions hosted 
by the Commission for the Human Future during the 
coming months.

In the section on solutions, under the heading Lower 
Human Numbers, the report says:
A fourfold increase in human numbers since the mid-
C20th is the underlying driver of all the catastrophic risks 
we now face, combined with our overconsumption of 

! "!
!

Overpopulation: One of Ten Major Threats 
by Jenny Goldie

Opinion
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Fifty Years Past the First Earth Day, a Frayed Planet—
and a Sublime One
by Bill McKibben

scare resources. A key question, therefore, is “How can 
we slow both population growth and its impact in ways 
that can enable survival and prosperity for all?” 

Limiting the human birth rate voluntarily is surely bet-
ter than the alternative of a catastrophic dieback or the 
slaughter of billions of people, and for this reason must 
now be considered globally, whether people or govern-
ments want to or not. 

Expert opinion indicates that we can reduce the global 
population to a sustainable level, over a reasonable pe-
riod of time, if we can limit average global birth num-
bers per woman. Lowering the birth rate remains the 
most humane and equitable way to reduce population 
growth, although some governments, creeds and indi-
viduals still oppose it for their own reasons, often not 
understanding the risks to their own lives and families 
which overpopulation creates. 

Furthermore, women worldwide have already voluntari-
ly limited their own fertility from 5 babies per woman in 
1965 to 2.4 today. This is a tangible expression of global 
leadership by women, over which men have had little 
say. 

The time has come for the world, and individual coun-
tries, religions and cultures to consider in a mature and 
farsighted way a universal, a longer-term objective of re-
ducing population growth as it presents a catastrophic 
risk to all humanity. 

It is well understood that lasting reductions in birth rates 
can be achieved where there are adequate levels of edu-
cation, healthcare, family planning, female equity and a 
general improvement in economic conditions.

In the report, the CHF calls on the nations and peoples 
of the Earth to come together, as a matter of urgency, 
to prepare a plan for humanity to survive and thrive, far 
into the future.

The full report can be downloaded at: 
http://humansforsurvival.org/sites/default/files/CHF_
Roundtable_Report_March_2020.pdf

Jenny Goldie is national vice-resident of SPA and honoured 
to be a member of the Commission on the Human Future.

On the fiftieth anniversary 
of the first Earth Day, let’s 
think for a moment about 
the Earth—backdrop for our 
busy and dramatic life, but 
also a planet.

One can observe it dispas-
sionately, through scientific 
instruments, as if it were 
any other planet. And here’s 
how it looks, these past five 
decades:

The white ice at the northern 
pole, one of the most obvi-

ous features on the planet, has shrunk dramatically: at 
least half the summer sea ice in the Arctic is now gone.

The largest living systems on Earth have frayed badly: 
the Amazon and the African rain forests are threadbare, 
patchy, increasingly prone to fire. The coral reefs, includ-
ing the giant system fringing the coast of Australia, are 
shrinking fast, bleaching white as hotter water sloshes 
through them.

Great droughts have spread on the various continen-
tal landmasses, drying for a time some of the globe’s 
vast river systems—in the Colorado Basin, in the United 
States, and in the Murray-Darling Basin, in Australia—
while storms of unprecedented intensity have lashed 

islands in the Pacific and the Atlantic.

There has been, on average, a sixty-per-cent decline in 
populations of wild animals, part of an epic silencing 
with few precedents even in the deep record that geol-
ogy provides.

The composition of its atmosphere has changed with 
shocking speed, and, as a result, the temperature has 
risen sharply—in the air, in the oceans.

But one can also observe our planet passionately, 
through eye and hand and foot, through nose and ear 
and heart.

Yes, the oceans have begun to rise, washing out beach-
es—but there are still strips of sand where the sea wash-
es in with a warm hiss or a bracing crash.

Yes, the glaciers have begun to melt in earnest, but there 
are still high valleys where ice hangs like a curtain, still 
seasons and latitudes where snow still falls, erasing fric-
tion. This morning there was a new spread of snow in 
the woods of Vermont—late, but welcome.

Yes, the forests have begun to burn with shocking inten-
sity, but they remain calm, quiet, sometimes with the 
spring of moss underfoot. And people have come to un-
derstand the complexity of these woodlands in new and 
charming ways: the groves of aspen that turn out to be 
one living thing, the miles of fungi “talking” beneath us.

Mark Allen

Opinion
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SA
The SA branch set up a subcommittee late last year to 
manage the national AGM for SPA, and got as far as se-
curing the venue, thanks to UniSA, and agreement from 
Haydn Washington to deliver a virtual keynote speech 
on the relationship of population size to sustainability in 
the Australian context. However, all arrangements were 
cancelled with the arrival of Covid lockdown.  

Similarly, the local branch has not attempted to hold 
meetings or film showings since. However, many of us 
have been increasingly engaged with virtual meetings of 
other groups and have learnt some new skills and devel-
oped some new ideas about what the branch might be 
able to do in future. Clearly virtual meetings work very 
well, the speaker can be anywhere on the planet, no one 
has to drive hours from the country, and bad weather 
doesn’t matter. That is quite an empowering list. Indeed, 
perhaps it opens up the possibility of regular national vir-
tual meetings with the best speakers in and out of Aus-
tralia, and valuable chat in the margins. Perhaps the best 
recordings could also go on the SPA web site. 

Peter Martin

VicTas
The VicTas committee reflects back very positively on the 
screening of ‘8 Billion Angels’ (Melbourne Feb 25). The 
screening enjoyed a packed attendance including many 
new and veteran branch members in the audience.  
The branch enjoyed a social catch up dinner before the 
screening and in summary this was a very successful 
evening.

 
Unfortunately, this may prove to be the last event for a 
while as lockdown has put a pause on public events and 
even face to face committee meetings.

The branch has agreed to take a breather on large cam-
paigns while continuing to advocate on the population 
issue.  We are sending more regular email updates to 
our members on current SPA and population related me-
dia.  We are writing letters to the paper as mainstream 
media bemoans the impact of reduced immigration to 
our economy. President Graeme Dennerstein continues 
to pursue a campaign for increasing Australia’s commit-
ment to overseas family planning.  We are pleased that 
Hobart radio station 106Five-FM interviewed National 
President Sandra Kanck around Earth Day.

While the capacity of the committee is lower, we are for-
tunate in Victoria that we have a state MP Clifford Hayes 
who advocates in the state political sphere for better 

VicTas social dinner Feb 2020 

Yes, the extinction tables show a mounting tally, and 
yet there is still the hoot of owls in the evening, still the 
flash of orange as monarch butterflies make their way 
north with the spring, still the boil of water before a fluke 
breaks the surface, still the squawk and stench of a hun-
dred thousand penguin chicks in a rookery, still the pa-

tient trudge of a tortoise across the sand, still the slap 
of a beaver tail against a still night-time pond, still the 
craning neck of a giraffe stretching for the last acacia leaf 
at the top of a tree.

Yes, too many of the leaders of our species are coarse 
and brutal, and far too much wealth and power have 
ended up in far too few hands. And yet so much good-
ness and kindness endure. Even in these strange silent 
weeks of the pandemic, most people shift their lives to 
protect others, and some—heroes—walk each day into 
the hospitals and clinics to tend to the weakest and most 
vulnerable.

Yes, it’s a planet badly degraded, and, yes, it’s a planet 
worth fighting for, as hard as we know how.

Bill McKibben is a founder of the grassroots climate cam-
paign 350.org and a contributing writer to The New Yorker. 
He writes The Climate Crisis, The New Yorker’s newsletter on 
the environment.

This article first appeared in The New Yorker on Earth Day, 
22 April 2020.

Branch Reports
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town planning and environmental standards.  Further-
more, we are impressed by the online rent and mort-
gage strike movements that are building momentum in 
wake of the COVID economic crisis.

Michael Bayliss

NSW 

The June Public Forum was cancelled and members in-
formed. The possibility of producing an online video of 
the speakers is being investigated. The need to keep 
in touch with members during this difficult period was 
also discussed, and online informal meetings are being 
planned.

Our Committee always welcomes members participating 
in Committee meetings and we were very pleased to have 
Lesley Scott join our Zoom meeting on 28 March. Lesley 
was a keen contributor to the meeting, and suggested 
a video competition to promote SPA to young people. 
Lesley has since drafted an outline of the competition.  
Lesley was invited to become a Committee member, to 
which, we are pleased to say, she agreed to. 

Kay Dunne

Qld
After an on-again-off-again arrangement, Senator Gerard 
Rennick was finally able to attend the March 16 meet-
ing of the Queensland Branch. The meeting was well at-
tended, despite the short notice, and all present enjoyed 
a wide-ranging discussion on both global and Australian 
population issues. Senator Rennick shares SPA’s view on 
Australia’s population, and robustly criticised neoliberal-
ism in general. There are some topics on which he holds 
strong views which are not shared by most of our mem-
bers, but that is to be expected. It is of course the case 
that holding and expressing views contrary to the lead-
ership (such as a desire to reduce immigration) is not 
conducive to gaining influence within the government. 
But hopefully having one or two such voices within Par-
liament will encourage others to question or share views 
they might otherwise keep to themselves. 

Obviously, there are no more member meetings sched-
uled. Our best-laid plans for increased community out-
reach with stalls and events this year have been put on 
hold. The committee will be meeting via Zoom to discuss 
what we might be able to do online. 

Jane O’Sullivan

ACT
Two significant events contributed to a major impact 
on our activities so far this year. The first of these was 
a severe hailstorm which hit Canberra in February. This 
resulted in major damage to our venue for meetings this 
year which was to be at University House at the ANU. 

The need for a venue change came about because we 
used to meet at the home of Past President and stalwart 
member of SPA, Nick Ware who was admitted to hospital 
late last year.

Nick is out of hospital now and we understand is doing 
well.

We held one Committee meeting at a temporary loca-
tion at ANU in March before Coved 19 hit and resulted 
in the abandonment of all meeting activity of a face to 
face variety.

Our participation in the National AGM has also been pre-
vented because this meeting has been postponed.

In the meantime, several of our members have been 
active on PopForum and also in contributing well re-
searched and compelling letters to the media on popula-
tion and immigration topics. The current devastating im-
pact on employment for around a million people should 
be convincing evidence for the Federal Government to 
make a significant cut in immigration numbers. This rea-
son adds powerful justification to the existing undeni-
able case for a big reduction on economic, environmen-
tal and social grounds.

Colin Lyons

WA
Time spent in early March with preliminary organising 
of stalls at several Fairs, our AGM, guest speaker and in-
stigating a scholarship for a University student to attend 
this year’s Fenner Conference have, thanks to the coro-
navirus, all gone by the way.

It was recently stated by Professor Gary Geelhoed, di-
rector of the Western Australian Health Translation Net-
work, that amongst other serendipitous factors allowing 
Australia to be one of the best places in the world to be 
re the present pandemic is due to our sparse population 
density of about three people per square kilometre com-
pared to Italy with 206km2 and Spain at 91km2.

This ‘regional shut up’ is causing unexpected inconve-
nience in that a 24km round shopping trip is now pro-
hibited, resulting in a near 60km trip with the smaller 
country town running low on supplies.

Inconvenient though the above may be, it ‘ain’t nuffink’ 
like what life will be when the climate crisis hits. Will be 
tragic if we are returned to BAU after the current pan-
demic has abated. Political pressure must be brought to 
bear for a sustainable population with decreasing emis-
sions and consumption.

The president has managed a meeting re environment 
etc with her State Member of Parliament, not that the 
immigration policy is a State matter, and a minute per-
sonal verbal swipe at Michael McCormack in regard to 
his ‘fused at the hip’ policy with the coal industry.

Judith Odgaard



 
Newsletter - No. 139, May, 2020     Page 12

SPA News About SPA
Website: www.population.org.au

The SPA newsletter is now published every four 
months: in February, May, August and November. Mem-
bers 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 
Greg Dunstone
Webmaster: Alex Geppert 
webmaster@population.org.au
Membership officer: Andrew Verlei 
membership@population.org.au

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

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

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

Communication Manager’s Report 
Michael Bayliss
Lockdown has put on ice several public outreach events I 
had planned for this year, including screenings of ‘To Kid 
or Not to Kid’ in Sydney and Melbourne over May for SPA’s 
‘Stop At 2’ campaign. I am currently in discussion with the 
film director around alternative arrangements.

Instead, I have redirected my energies toward generating 
more written work and online material for SPA.  One major 
highlight for me was being interviewed by the USA-based 
Overpopulation Podcast.  It was a fantastic opportunity to 
share SPA’s campaigns to a global audience. It was very in-
teresting to receive the observation from the interviewers 
that Australia is considered a world leader when it comes to 
the population debate cutting through in the media!

With the assistance of the executive committee, I drafted 
the SPA statement to the COVID-19 pandemic which is near-
ing 1000 views on our website.  I have submitted an article 
on the perils of exponential growth for publication.  I have 
interviewed a first-generation Indian migrant on his per-
spectives on infrastructure issues in Western Melbourne 
and his criticisms of the migration program.  This was all 
done during COVID lockdown over zoom and I look forward 
to editing this interview and to uploading on the SPA You-
Tube channel to provide a unique migrant perspective on 
immigration and population.

If any readers come across any articles or journalists who 
are sympathetic to the issue of population,  please send 
these through to media@population.org.au  as I am creating 
a list of on-side journalists.

Editor’s note: Michael has also written a submission to the In-
quiry into the Environmental and Biodiversity Protection Act 
(EPBC) on behalf of SPA, calling for the size and growth of the 
human population to be considered a “threatening process”. 

The Michael Moore new documentary Planet of the Humans 
has prompted a furious reaction. While it commendably 
pushes the line that the planet is overpopulated, it also 
questions the affordability and reliability of solar and wind 
energy. Scientists say the documentary “trades in debunked 
fossil fuel industry talking points” and is full of misinforma-
tion on renewable power.  SPA hopes that the message on 
population will not be lost.


