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Retain? Sustain? Disdain? Some Natural Resource Challenges

Australian Population and Immigration Policy: An Opportunity

Graeme Hugo

he creation of a new ministry of population by the Federal Government is most
opportune. Australia stands at a turning point in its demographic development and

it is crucial that a vision of our future population is developed which takes full account
of the best scientific and policy thinking and knowledge but which is also inclusive of
the wishes and opinions of all Australians. The population and immigration debates in
Australia have too often been dominated by interest groups and focused on extreme
positions. On the one hand are those who believe Australia should increase its
population as rapidly as possible and strive to attain a population of more than double
current size. On the other are some extreme environmentalists who argue for an
immediate cessation of population growth. Both of these extreme positions would have
negative consequences for Australia and most Australians. What is needed is a
midway position, which involves growth as well as sustainability.

In fact, Australia faces a population dilemma. On the one hand there is a manifest
need for some population growth over the next few decades. This is a function firstly of
an increase in the net demand for workers. A recent Access Economics study for Skills
Australia projected that employment growth over the next 15 years to 2025 will vary
between 0.9 per cent per annum and 2.1 per cent per annum
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. Even under the study’s

low growth scenario, a net growth of employment of almost one per cent is anticipated.
However, it is not this growth alone that needs to be considered. Currently over 41 per
cent of Australian workers are baby boomers and the majority of them will leave the
workforce in the next two decades. This means that Australia also faces a significant
replacement task in making up its labour force needs. A number of strategies will be
required if the net increase in the number of jobs and the jobs vacated by the baby
boomers are to be filled. There are insufficient numbers of young Australians, born in
the low-fertility 1990s and now moving into the school leaver age groups, to meet this
demand. Accordingly, it is necessary for Australia to put in place a number of
mechanisms. These include:

• Increasing the age at retirement. Such a policy needs to be implemented carefully
because it can lead to increased inequality where persons in manual jobs are
physically less able to continue working compared with white collar workers.

• Increasing participation rates. There are low levels of workforce participation among
many groups, including Aborigines, women, some migrant groups, especially
refugees, disabled persons, older workers, younger workers, etc. This increase in
demand for workers is an unprecedented opportunity to increase social inclusion
through breaking down barriers to workforce participation.

• Increasing efforts to provide education and training to increase the skill level of the
Australian workforce.

However, even with success in all these areas, the demand for workers means that
significant migration will be needed. Too often there is debate about one or other of
these policies being the solution. There is no single ‘silver bullet’. All are needed.
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At the same time as we are faced with this clear demand to grow the population to
meet the demands of the workforce, replace retiring baby boomers and maintain a
balance between our working and non-working populations
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, we are experiencing the

effects of the constraints which environment places on population growth. The
introduction of water restrictions in Australia’s major cities during the last few years has
vividly brought home two things: the water resources of the continent are limited and
our use of them has been profligate. The pressures which rapid population growth has
placed on infrastructure and environment and resources in hot spot areas such as
southeast Queensland, coastal New South Wales, Sydney and Melbourne are well
known. Moreover, climate change will exacerbate these pressures. The Australian
Bureau of Meteorology and the CSIRO
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 have recently demonstrated conclusively that

there is a long-term trend of rainfall decline in south-eastern Australia, which is
currently home to over 80 per cent of Australia’s population. There is a substantial
mismatch between the distribution of runoff and that of population, with less than 15
per cent of Australians living in areas experiencing an increase in rainfall.

Too often the solution to environmental challenges, such as water shortages in the
Murray-Darling Basin, is seen to be stopping population growth. In fact, population
numbers are only one of the elements creating pressure on the environment. Levels of
consumption per capita and the way in which the resources are exploited are also very
important elements in creating environmental degradation. Australia suffered massive
environmental degradation in the nineteenth century when its population was only a
fraction of the present size. Clearly there is a need for us to change the way in which
we harness, store and utilise our water resources. Certainly population growth places
pressure on such resources but there is a need for us to capture, store and use our
water better. Development of a sustainable pattern of exploitation and use of these
resources is crucial. Stopping population growth alone is unlikely to be sufficient.
Indeed some would argue the impact of such a policy on the economy would have
undesirable environmental outcomes because of the lack of resources that would be
available to move toward more sustainable processes.

It is not only issues of population size that are important but also those of population
distribution. Population growth is likely to remain mainly in capital cities. However, in
considering the development of Australia’s population, policy issues of potential
change in Australia’s settlement system need to be fully considered. This doesn’t mean
major shifts of existing population but it could have significant implications for where
future investment is best directed. Issues which need to be considered include:

• several of the fastest developing sectors in the Australian economy have a strong
non-metropolitan orientation – e.g. mining and tourism;

• already there is net outmigration of the Australia-born from some of our largest
cities such as Sydney;

• the retirement of baby boomers is likely to lead to an increase in the numbers of
retirees living outside cities, creating demand for services;

• the costs of continued growth of major metropolitan areas are escalating;

• environmental constraints and the effects of climate change in southeast Australia.

It may be that there is some scope for encouragement of growth outside capital cities
but this must be the subject of detailed study. It is not enough to say that such efforts
failed in the 1950s and 1970s. The world is very different in the 2010s, especially in
relation to the structure of the economy and networks of transport and communication.
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So what is needed? On the one hand we have the manifest need articulated in the
Intergenerational Report of Treasury to grow the population
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. On the other are

environmental constraints which are likely to be exacerbated by climate change. Too
often the policy alternatives that have been discussed emphasise one of these issues
to the detriment of the other. What Australia needs is a population (and immigration)
policy which takes full account of both these elements. It will require trade-offs and
compromises but it would be informed by the best science and not the lobbying of
interest groups. It requires a coming together of physical and social sciences to chart a
range of potential population futures. No single academic discipline has hegemony
here. This should be the task of the new ministry of population.

Population policy should not be seen as a stand-alone policy. Good population policy
should support and facilitate beneficial outcomes in the key areas of national interest –
economic development and growth, environmental sustainability, social inclusion and
being a responsible global and regional citizen. Population policy needs to consider the
best science and research available across all relevant disciplines, but it should also
take into account the views of all Australians about a vision for our future. Migration
and population growth will continue to be significant over the next few decades in all
realistic scenarios for the future. However, that growth must be environmentally
sustainable. Population growth and distribution policy must be informed, not only by
labour force demand but also by environmental considerations. Growth with
sustainability needs to be the objective, at least over the next two decades.

One of the hallmarks of Australian immigration policy over the period since World War
II has been the bipartisan approach towards it of both the major Australian political
parties over most of that period. This has served Australia well in many ways. If the
new initiative to develop an Australian population policy could also be bipartisan, that
would be an ideal outcome. There doesn’t appear to be a great deal of difference
between the two major parties on this issue. It is surely an issue of fundamental
significance to the future of the nation and deserving of all possible energy focused on
developing the most informed and inclusive vision of the nation’s future.
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