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Policy Statement No. 51 - POPULATION AND DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE 

Introduction 

Unsustainable consumption of resources by a large and growing human population is at the core of most 

environmental problems facing Australia and the world.  ACF believes it is essential that human population 
numbers and consumption patterns be brought within Nature’s ability to support human impact, and that this 

goal can be accomplished consistently with the values of justice, equity and respect for social and cultural 

systems.  This policy articulates ACF’s position on matters relating to human populations and demographic 
change. 

Population and resource consumption 

Resource consumption by relatively wealthy industrialised societies, like Australia, is responsible for a 

disproportionately high share of past and current environmental degradation. For example, according to the 

World Resources Institute, Australia’s greenhouse pollution levels of 26 tonnes of CO2-e per person per year 
are twice that of Germany, six times that of China, and eleven times that of Indonesia.1   

The environmental consequences of high consumption societies extend far beyond their borders. Many 

developing countries have witnessed unsustainable exploitation of their natural resources, driven by global 
market imperatives, diplomatic and economic pressure by industrialised nations, and inappropriate aid and 

development programs.  

This environmental pressure caused by high consumption lifestyles in Australia and elsewhere is greatly 

compounded by population growth. The rapid increase in human populations during the 20th century is in part 
responsible for the accelerating depletion of many natural resources, including oil and water, and the 

degradation of most ecological systems.   

According to the UN, the global population is projected to increase from 6.7 billion in 2008 to between 8 and 

11 billion people by 2050.2  

Against this demographic backdrop, wealthy societies cannot continue to lead, nor will developing countries 

be able to adopt, high consumption lifestyles without risking a general collapse of global ecosystems and the 

social systems and economies upon which they rely. We must pursue policies that seek to stabilise human 
populations and consumption levels within nature’s carrying capacity, while transforming our economic and 

social systems to function within the limits of ecological systems. 

Australia’s population  

Since 2000, a surge in net migration to Australia combined with a fertility rate of roughly 1.9 (relatively high 
for industrialised nations) has led to continued rapid population growth in Australia. Among OECD countries, 

only Turkey and Mexico have had higher annual percentage growth rates in recent years. If 2008 fertility and 

migration levels continue, Australia’s population of 21 million would triple by the end of this century, and 

remain on a growth trajectory.3  

While some population growth is unavoidable due to demographic inertia,4 lower migration and fertility rates 

could stabilise Australia’s population at between 25 and 30 million this century. 

                                                           
1 http://cait.wri.org/ (accessed 22/11/2008) 
2 United Nations Population Division, “World Population Prospects: The 2006 Revision”, www.un.org/esa/population/unpop.htm (accessed 

22/11/2008) 
3 Current Australian fertility and migration levels roughly correspond to the ABS 2006 “high growth” scenario, which projects an increase to 

around 63 million by 2100.  
4 The concept of “demographic inertia” refers to the substantial lag between changes in fertity and corresponding changes to population 

growth rates. For example, if a population undergoes a shift from high fertility to replacement fertility levels, the population will nevertheless 

continue to grow for several decades as individuals born in the earlier ‘baby boom’ moves through their reproductively active years. 
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The growth of a consumption-intensive population in Australia is damaging the Australian environment. 

Growing populations require additional energy, water and other resources. In urban centres, where 

population growth is felt most directly, pressure on water resources, loss of natural habitat on the urban 
fringe, increasing greenhouse pollution and air quality impacts, and loss of the built heritage are linked to 

pressures of urban expansion. Improvements to energy and water efficiency are being outstripped by further 

population increase.  

Outside of our major cities, pressure to develop resources, intensify agricultural production, and overextract 

water from natural systems is a function of increasing urban consumption and the demands of globalised 

commodity markets.  

Despite these pressures, Australian governments have either pursued high population growth strategies, or 
have had no coherent approach to demographic policy at all. Long-term policy modelling on issues such as 

climate change often take population growth as a given, rather than investigating the consequences of 

different population levels in the future.     

Australian demographic trends 

While much attention has rightly focused on the possible future size of the Australian population, changing 

settlement patterns within Australia and other demographic trends have important environmental 

consequences as well. Understanding all dimensions of human population dynamics is critical for formulating 
sound long-term policy. Some of the more salient recent trends in Australia include the following: 

• Interstate migration. Rapid regional growth can place immense stress on local resources and 

can erode both natural and social systems. In recent decades, Queensland has attracted high 
levels of internal migrants, with much of the growth concentrated in the Southeast Queensland 

area. This growth has increased pressure for development of high-impact infrastructure such 

as dams and highways, rather than the needed investment in public transport and sustainable 

energy and water infrastructure. 

• Intensification of coastal settlements. The intense development of portions of Australia’s 

coastal areas, both for holiday homes and “sea change” migrants from urban centres, is 
eroding the quality and resilience of natural coastal systems. 

• Declining remote populations. In some parts of remote Australia, which includes 85% of the 

Australian continent, a shift of people off country and towards regional and urban centres has 
negative social and environmental consequences.5 The capacity to manage feral animals and 

weeds, restore degraded landscapes, maintain traditional land management techniques and 

monitor and protect biodiversity depends on the existence of healthy remote communities. 

Fostering a vibrant remote Australia, including healthy Indigenous communities, should be 
viewed as an intrinsic national good.6  

• Disparity in demographic profile of Indigenous and non-indigenous Australians. Indigenous 
demographic characteristics are vastly different from those of Australia’s non-indigenous 

population. The Indigenous population has much higher infant and child mortality rates, higher 

birth rates, and much lower life expectancy levels, leading to a population with a demographic 

profile that is comparable to that of a developing nation.7 At the same time, Indigenous people 
constitute an increasing percentage of the population in some regional areas, including in the 

Murray-Darling Basin. Tackling the demographic disadvantages of Indigenous communities 

must be an integral component of a national population policy. 

• Ageing population. The proportion of the Australian population over the age of 65 is expected 

to double to around 25 percent by 2050. The changing age structure of the population will 

                                                           
5 See Michael Dillon, “National security and the failed state in Northern Australia”, Australia Policy Forum (2007). 
6 See remoteFOCUS: Revitalising Remote Australia, Desert Knowledge Australia (2008). 
7 See Taylor, “Population and Diversity: Policy Implications of Emerging Indigenous Demographic Trends, Centre for Aboriginal Economic 

Policy Research, July 2006. 
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require a shift in community design and housing stock, which presents an opportunity to 

develop sustainable and appropriate settlements for that segment of society.  

• Decreasing household size. The average Australian household size has decreased from about 

3.5 in 1960 to about 2.5 in 2008, while the average dwelling size has increased. Individuals 

living in larger households generally have a lower per-person impact on the environment, due 

to the ability to share energy, food, transport and other resources. The trend towards smaller 
households is an environmental challenge, and suggests the need to examine more creatively 

a range of housing options that facilitate community connection and resource sharing.8  

Migration to Australia and environmental refugees 

Immigration has enriched the diversity of Australia’s cultural and social life, and Australia has important 
international humanitarian responsibilities, including to accept refugees. However, in recent years, more than 

50% of permanent additions to the Australian population have been through the skilled migration stream, 

compared to 7% humanitarian, 25% family and 15% New Zealand migrants. Much of the increase in 
migration is therefore attributable to perceived economic requirements, rather than humanitarian or family 

obligations.  

Migration schemes that selectively induce many of the skilled, educated, motivated and entrepreneurial 

people from developing countries to leave their home impairs the ability of those countries to create a 
sustainable future. Further, in some cases immigrants from developing countries are strongly influenced to 

adopt a high consumption lifestyle when they move to a developed country. 

ACF therefore believes that long-term solutions to skilled labour shortages should be sought through 
improving incentives, education and training programs for such shortages, rather then resorting to short-term 

fixes by increasing migration. Similarly, using migration as a stimulus for the economy is short-sighted, 

unsustainable and ultimately counterproductive. 

ACF believes that a sustainable population is achievable while still discharging our ethical obligations to 
accept refugees and ensure the ability of families to reunite. 

Climate change and other forms of environmental degradation are resulting in environmental refugees; the 

International Panel on Climate Change has estimated that there may be 150 million climate refugees by 

2050.9 Australia must play a major role in assisting those displaced by climate change, which may include 
increasing our humanitarian migrant intake. 

Australia’s international role 

Australia’s international aid programs should be directed to developing the means for other people to live in 

dignity and happiness compatible with ecologically sustainable development. This includes supporting 
poverty alleviation, women’s education, health care and access to comprehensive family planning services as 

part of a broad social and economic development agenda. 

ACF unequivocally rejects population control initiatives that have been implemented through coercive means.  

The examples of countries as disparate as Iran, Thailand, Chile and Azerbaijan demonstrate the possibility of 
rapidly reducing fertility to replacement levels by pursuing holistic social development programs rather than 

coercive means.10 Australia should support programs in high fertility countries that improve education, 

maternal and child health care, and provide sustainable economic opportunities. These programs are the 

most effective means of reducing fertility and promoting sustainable development.11 

                                                           
8 See ACF Consumption Atlas, www.acfonline.org.au/consumptionatlas (accessed 22/11/2008). 
9 IPCC Working Group II Report, Summary for Policymakers: Impacts, adaptation and vulnerability (2007). (accessed 22/11/2008) 
10 See http://www.prb.org/presentations/g_reaching-replacement.ppt (accessed 22/11/2008). 
11 A. R. Nanda, “Obsolescence and Anachronism of Population Control: From Demography to Demology”, Demography India, Vol. 33, No. 1 

(2004). 
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Policy 

National Population Policy and Governance 

1. ACF supports the adoption of a national population policy that commits Australia to the following 
objectives: 

• Stabilisation of the Australian population and resource use at levels that are precautionary and 

ecologically sustainable; 

• Adequate planning for the environmental consequences of demographic changes in the 

Australian population, including shifts in the spatial distribution of humans and human 

settlements; 

• Closing the gap on Indigenous demographic disadvantage; 

• Maintaining strong and healthy regional and remote communities, including Indigenous 
communities, in recognition of their critical role in protecting biodiversity;  

• Strong Australian leadership in assisting other nations to achieve population stabilisation and 

ecologically sustainable lifestyles through non-coercive, holistic development programs;  

• Fulfilment of Australia’s international humanitarian obligations; and  

• Pursuit of all of the above objectives without discrimination on the grounds of ethnicity, colour, 
sexuality, beliefs, wealth, skills or age, and in a way that promotes human rights, cultural 

integrity and dignity. 

2. ACF believes that the national population policy should be backed up with a concrete implementation 

plan, including measurable targets that are the subject of regular public reporting and auditing.  

3. ACF believes that the approach of many past Commonwealth and State governments of actively 

promoting population growth is no longer appropriate.  

4. ACF urges the reestablishment of a dedicated independent authority at the Commonwealth level to 

provide advice and conduct research on the ecological, economic, cultural and social aspects of 
population stabilisation. 

5. ACF believes that population policy should be an explicit Commonwealth Cabinet portfolio. 

6. ACF opposes the release of additional land for development in areas within Australia where natural 

resources are already overstretched. 

7. ACF supports programs that enable families to lead balanced and meaningful lives, including universal 

access to high-quality education, health care, family planning, child care, aged care, parental leave and 

child-friendly working arrangements. While ACF recognises cash payments and tax rebates granted 
solely on the basis of number of children are of benefit to families, these payments should be 

reformulated if they result in population growth and consumption over sustainable levels. 

Migration policy 

8. ACF believes that Australian migration policy should be based on environmental, social, ethical and 

humanitarian obligations, rather than perceived economic needs. Annual migration programs and 
targets should include specific expert advice on the environmental, infrastructure, cultural and social 

consequences of estimated net migration.  

9. ACF supports humanitarian and family migration being given priority over other migration streams. 

10. ACF urges the Commonwealth to reduce net migration to a level that is consistent with a goal of 
environmental sustainability.  

11. ACF supports the development of training and other measures that will address the underlying causes 

of skills shortages, rather than relying on migration as a short-term fix. 
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International Engagement  

12. ACF acknowledges that climate change and other environmental pressures may lead to significant 
increases in environmental refugees, and believes Australia should play a major role in assisting 
persons displaced by climate change.  

13. ACF urges Australia to increase international aid to meet or surpass the UN target of 0.7% of Gross 

Domestic Product in order to help recipient peoples to meet ecologically sustainable goals including 
programs addressing the underlying causes of poverty and rapid population growth. 

14. ACF urges the Australian Government to acknowledge that neither the world nor Australians are living 
sustainably; to recognise the links between world population growth, immigration pressures and global 

environmental degradation, brought about through resource use and resource allocation imbalances, 
poverty, foreign debt and trade inequities; and to undertake to alleviate these problems through its 

trade and foreign policies. 

15. ACF urges the Australian Government to foster mechanisms to alleviate foreign debt and improve 

health and education for women in developing countries. 
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