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“This population boom is not economic wisdom, it is a recipe for 
planetary exhaustion and great human tragedy. We need the wisdom 
to have economic growth with a steady-state population at most — 
this is the new common sense.” 1 
 

 ––  Senator Bob Brown, Leader, Australian Greens  
 
1. Introduction 
 
The central question for this Inquiry into the Ecological Carrying Capacity of the ACT 
and Region is the relative weight that should be given to the submissions made to it.  
 
Should the Inquiry’s deliberations should be influenced significantly by locally-based 
vested interests with a short-term perspective – for example the property development 
industry and chamber of commerce? Or should these views should be discounted 
because of their obvious self-interest and short-term focus? Should the Inquiry instead 
be guided principally by the views of distinguished environmentalists and scientists 
such as the late Professor Frank Fenner, thinkers with a global and long-term vision? 
 
The origins of the phrase “think globally, act locally” are not clear, but there can be no 
mistaking its meaning – it means that in terms of carrying capacity, the actions we take 
in our own communities must be aligned to the environmental health of the entire 
planet. On the issue of population growth, it means it is ultimately pointless for 
individual jurisdictions to act unilaterally to grow their populations, when it is generally 
recognised that global population growth has already overshot the carrying capacity of 
planet Earth.  
 
The future of all human beings, including the present and future inhabitants of the 
Australian Capital Territory, will be bleak indeed unless population growth everywhere 
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is addressed urgently and comprehensively as a first order issue, along with the adoption 
of less resource-intensive lifestyles and use of more efficient technologies. 
 
There are many, even among environmentalists, who disagree with this assessment, 
believing the importance of population is exaggerated.  
 
In the opinion of SPA, this degree of denial is dangerous. To convey just how 
dangerous, the following imaginary situations might serve as illustrations: market stall 
owners on the shores of a tropical island have been warned of an approaching tsunami, 
but continue with business as usual because sales have been brisk that morning and they 
don’t want to lose any cash by leaving. Or another scenario: a person whose only house, 
uninsured, has caught fire. It’s only a small fire to start with, but instead of putting it out 
with water, the owner throws petrol on the flames. Or the driver of a bus going downhill 
towards a hairpin bend. The passengers are pleading with the driver to put on the 
brakes, instead of which he plants his foot on the accelerator and heads towards disaster 
muttering something really nonsensical like “we need growth to be able to afford to 
look after our environment properly”.  Or the captain of the Titanic, who despite 
warnings about icebergs by radio from nearby ships, agrees to the ship owner’s request 
to light the last four boilers and have the ship go at its maximum possible speed. The 
ship, after all, is unsinkable. 
 
Of course, this is an exaggeration, isn’t it? Our political leaders could not possibly be 
taking us towards disaster so heedlessly. There’s no real basis in fact, or science, for 
such a gloomy outlook. Australia has plenty of room for more people, and the world 
itself can cope, it’s just not that urgent. Well, there have been and are many wise voices 
who judge that the population problem needs to be taken very, very seriously indeed. 
 
In Canberra late last year we witnessed many tributes to the memory of Professor Frank 
Fenner, acknowledged as one of Canberra’s great scientists and environmentalists, who 
died on 22 November. Professor Fenner was a major contributor to the eradication by 
the World Health Organisation of the smallpox virus, estimated to have saved up to 500 
million lives during the 20th century, and first Director of the ANU’s Centre for 
Resource and Environmental Studies (CRES).  
 
Professor Fenner was a Patron of Sustainable Population Australia, and a great 
supporter of our work. But although he admired the efforts of people to “save the 
world” he feared it was already too late – in his view, humanity’s population had now 
exceeded the planet’s carrying capacity to such a degree that the process of 
environmental destruction was irreversible. In June 2010, in an interview with The 
Australian, he made the following remarks about global population growth: 
 

“There are too many people here already. We will undergo the same fate as the 
people on Easter Island. Homo Sapiens will become extinct, perhaps within 100 
years.” 
 
… and  “As the population keeps growing to seven, eight or nine billion, there 
will be a lot more wars over food. The grandchildren of today's generations will 
face a much more difficult world.” 2 
 



 

Submission by Sustainable Population Australia ACT Branch to Inquiry into Ecological Carrying Capacity by Sustainable 
Population Australia ACT Branch, January 2011.    Page 3 of 15                                                                                                                                

3

The views of someone whose work has saved hundreds of millions of lives and who has 
made a lifetime study of living systems should perhaps be taken seriously by our 
political leaders, who pay public lip service to their achievements but too often in 
private dismiss them as “academic” and “unrelated to the real world here and now”.  
 
Money, of course, speaks loudest when it comes to the conduct of government affairs – 
but there are at least some business leaders who realise that in the long term, population 
growth is bad for business as well as being bad for the environment. A recent example 
of this view from a business person was Ted Turner, founder of CNN, at a luncheon in 
December 2010 of the US National Centre for Atmospheric Research (NCAR). 
 
At this luncheon, Mr Turner launched an NCAR study showing that the rapidly-growing 
world population is contributing to an acceleration of growth in greenhouse gas 
emissions. Reported in the Globe and Mail, Mr Turner said: 
 

“If we’re going to be here as a species 5,000 years from now, we're not going to 
do it with seven billion people.”  3 

 
The alarm felt by Professor Fenner and Mr Turner about human population growth are 
are held by many other distinguished scientists, broadcasters, politicians and business 
people. Sir David Attenborough, the esteemed UK film-maker and naturalist, in 
December 2009 released a BBC documentary entitled How Many People Can Live on 
Planet Earth?, screened in 2010 in Australia on SBS.  In this documentary Sir David 
observed:   
 

“Humanity needs to reduce its impact on planet Earth urgently. And there are 
three ways to achieve this. We can stop consuming so many resources, we can 
change our technology, and we can reduce the growth of our population. We 
probably need to do all three.”  4 

 
In Australia, businessman and former Australian of the Year, Dick Smith, produced a 
documentary broadcast an ABC TV in August 2010 entitled Dick Smith’s Population 
Puzzle. In his letter of introduction to his population website, Mr Smith said:  

“I can’t think of any of our present problems in this world which are alleviated 
by more people.  In fact, quite the opposite.  I think unrestrained population 
growth will make virtually every problem more difficult.”  5 

Mr Smith said he believed Australia currently has a very “efficient” number of 22 
million: 

“The big decision about a population increase is, ‘what’s in it for most 
Australians?’.  I believe the answer is ‘less and less’.  We would do better to try 
and curtail our population increase, and then concentrate on being truly 
sustainable – moving away from fossil fuels which are most likely polluting our 
environment into energy that is coming every day from the sun and other 
sustainable sources.”  5   

The Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) has nominated human population 
growth as a “key threatening process” to Australia’s biodiversity under the Environment 
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Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (the EPBC Act). 
 
The ACF’s director of strategic ideas, Charles Berger, said when announcing this: 

“The bigger our population gets, the harder it is for us to reduce greenhouse 
pollution, protect natural habitats near urban and coastal areas and ensure a 
good quality of life for all Australians. More people means more roads, more 
urban sprawl, more dams, more transmission lines, more energy and water use, 
more pollutants in our air and natural environment and more pressure on 
Australia’s animals, plants, rivers, reefs and bushland. 
 
“We can’t rely on better planning alone to protect our environment.  Rapid 
population growth makes sustainable planning nearly impossible, so stabilising 
Australia’s population by mid-century should be a national policy goal.”  6 

The ACF’s President, Professor Ian Lowe, is a Patron of Sustainable Population 
Australia. Speaking to an ABC Big Ideas program on 26 August 2010 about the launch 
of his new book, A Voice of Reason, Professor Lowe said:  

“Our attempts to save Australian biological diversity will be in vain if we don’t 
do something about the pressures that are causing us to lose our natural areas 
and our biological diversity. And those pressures are a growing population and 
growing consumption per person, which is putting compounding pressure on 
natural systems (…) The first essential principle is we should be committed to 
stabilising the population. People are perceiving that the marginal gains from 
growing population are offset by the losses in quality of life.”  7 

In the Federal Parliament, Greens Leader Senator Bob Brown and the Labor Member 
for Wills, Kelvin Thomson, MP, have both spoken of the dire consequences of 
continuing global population growth and called for inquiries into Australia’s population 
growth. 

In May 2010, Senator Brown moved for the establishment of an independent national 
inquiry into Australia’s population growth to the year 2050 – the notice of motion was 
announced in March, and probably helped precipitate the appointment by the Rudd 
Government of Australia’s first Minister for Population, Tony Burke. Earlier, in a media 
release in September last year, Senator Brown said: 

"No world leader can ignore the planet's population burden. There were 3 
billion people when Kevin Rudd was born. There are 6.8 billion now. There will 
be 9 billion by mid-century. This population boom is not economic wisdom, it is 
a recipe for planetary exhaustion and great human tragedy. We need the wisdom 
to have economic growth with a steady-state population at most - this is the new 
common sense." 8 

In Federal Parliament in August last year, Mr Thomson pointed out that population 
growth caused or exacerbated most of the world’s problems, such as global warming, 
the food crisis, water shortages, unaffordable housing, overcrowded cities, transport 
congestion and species extinction. He said: 
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“It is time for governments and policy makers around the world to come to their 
senses and take steps to stabilise the world’s population. It needs to happen in 
every country, including here in Australia. And it is time people and 
communities stood up and demanded better of their policy makers than the 
‘she’ll be right’ growth fetish which is making an utter mockery of our 
obligation to give to our children a world in as good a condition as the one our 
parents gave to us.”  9 

In November 2009, Mr Thomson introduced in Federal Parliament his 14-point plan to 
stabilise Australia’s population at 27 million by the year 2040. He continued as an 
indefatigable campaigner for stable population throughout 2010. 

To date, the policies of the ACT Government have been dominated by local concerns. 
Global issues such as climate change have of course been taken into account, but one of 
the major drivers of climate change – population growth – has been ignored or actively 
discounted. The Chief Minister has stated he favours the ACT population growing to 
500,000. Others have reasoned that it is pointless for the ACT to discuss this issue 
because Australia’s population size is a federal matter and outside of the control or 
influence of the ACT government.  
 
In this submission, we will argue that there are two serious flaws to this approach: 
 

1. it ignores the views of the majority of Australians and ACT residents who 
are concerned about the erosion of their quality of life by rapid population 
growth, and 
 

2. it ignores the overwhelming evidence that global population growth, 
including Australia’s, is a major environmental problem that needs to be 
tackled at all levels of government if future generations are to survive. 

 
 
2. Term of Reference (a): Resources available to the ACT 
 
Water: During the prolonged drought over most of the past decade, the ACT 
Government was forced to introduce measures such as the temporary abandonment of 
many public playing fields and stage 3 restrictions on domestic water consumption to 
conserve the ACT’s dwindling water supplies. The culprit was partly the fickleness of 
Mother Nature – this was the worst drought in Canberra’s history – but a large part of 
the problem that the city’s population had grown too large for the capacity of its water 
system to supply it through the normal vagaries of the Australian climate. Prolonged 
droughts are not uncommon in Australia. Canberra’s water system in 2005 was 
adequate for a population of 280,000 but clearly inadequate for the 345,000 to which it 
had grown. There will undoubtedly be some improvement in this dire situation when the 
Cotter extension is completed. With water from the Cotter catchment also being 
diverted to the Googong storage via pipeline, the ACT may have sufficient water 
resources to maintain its present population through normal climate variations without 
draconian restrictions (which is after all the whole idea of water storage reservoirs).  
 
But there are two major potential obstacles to this happy outcome. The first is that 
global climate change may result in a significant reduction in average annual rainfall 



 

Submission by Sustainable Population Australia ACT Branch to Inquiry into Ecological Carrying Capacity by Sustainable 
Population Australia ACT Branch, January 2011.    Page 6 of 15                                                                                                                                

6

over the catchment region. As a report prepared for ACTEW Corporation in 2004 noted 
(page 13): 
 

In the past, predicting when a new water source was needed for the ACT 
involved estimates of population growth, measuring existing water consumption 
patterns, current environmental flows and assuming no drought worse than 
previously recorded. This information was then modelled to predict the timing of 
a new supply based on the size of the population that could be served. There is 
now a need to re-examine these assumptions, as well as the modelling 
methodology, and include effects due to bushfires, climate change, climate 
variability, water consumption, the historical climate record (examining the 
worst drought on record) and possible water supply to NSW. The duration and 
frequency of water restrictions also needs further consideration. The ACT 
Government has set targets to reduce per capita consumption in the ACT’s 
Water Resources Strategy. Meeting these targets will contribute to deferring the 
need for a new water.  10 

 
The second, touched on in the above by ACTEW’s reference to “possible water supply 
to NSW”, is that the water used in the ACT is essentially being diverted from the 
Murray-Darling Basin, which despite recent rain has been near death, and will be the 
subject of ongoing management difficulties. The myriad of small dams in the Territory 
also divert water from the Basin. A higher population would mean higher water 
demands, but there is serious doubt about the future viability of increasing the diversion 
of water to the ACT from rivers and creeks that would otherwise have contribute to the 
natural flows of water flushing out the MDB system. 
 
Indeed, as reported in The Canberra Times on 16 December 2010, the Federal 
Government is currently proposing that the ACT reduce by 45 per cent its currently 
allowable extractions. ACT Water Minister Simon Corbell was reported as saying that 
this was most unfair as over 50 per cent of water from the territory already goes to the 
broader basin. He said the ACT was facing an ongoing significant impairment in its 
ability to use water. He released the report by the Centre for International Economics 
that predicted a bleak and dry future for Canberra if the MDBA’s guidelines become 
reality. According to this report, there would be severe impacts on sporting activities, 
treescapes, Floriade and other tourism and commercial activities, and households. 
 
The precautionary principle makes it clear that under these circumstances, the last thing 
Canberra or its surrounding region needs is a higher population. Because of the Murray 
Darling Basin plan, the ACT will at the very least not be able to increase its use of 
water, and may have to drastically decrease it.  
 
Were population to increase at the same time as water supplies are decreasing, the result 
would be a truly alarming drop in water available per capita. Every extra person who 
will come to live in Canberra will need water – and yet the available supply will in all 
probability be less than it is now. Absolutely huge changes in our lifestyle will be 
necessary, and for what? For the benefit of the people already living in Canberra? Any 
proposal to grow Canberra’s population needs to be subjected to rigorous triple bottom 
line evaluation, taking into account all economic, social and environmental costs and 
benefits. Unless very strong evidence is produced indicating substantial per capita 
benefits to ordinary Canberra residents (not perceived short-term benefits to property 
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developers, politicians, newspaper proprietors or other vested interests) population 
growth should not proceed. 
 
It is the view of SPA that on the basis of water availability alone, the ACT should 
urgently adopt a stable population policy. If communities in the Murray Darling Basin 
are adversely affected by having to reduce their extraction and are people are forced to 
relocate, many of them will seek to live in the nearest large centre – Canberra – which 
will merely exacerbate the problem, so it is in Canberra’s interests to allow as much 
water to flow through to the Basin as possible. The future management of both the ACT 
and the Basin could be facilitated by the ACT adopting a stable population policy now. 
 
As former NSW Premier Bob Carr said on Q&A in April last year: 
 

Australians have just been through one of the worst droughts in our history. 
We’ve been educated on the need to reduce water consumption per head. We’ve 
seen the Murray Darling dry out. Every mainland state has had to build one or 
two desal plants and we’ve just absorbed that message. We’ve just been 
educated about water, and all of a sudden we learn that at current rates of 
immigration we’re going to have a population, it seems, of over 40 million by 
2050. We’ve been educated about water and then we’re told, “Fasten your 
seatbelts. We’re going to double the Australian population within 20 years.” 11 

 
Energy: The ACT imports virtually all of its energy from outside its boundaries. A 
small percentage of peak electricity load is supplied in the form of hydro-electricity 
from the nearby Snowy Mountains Scheme, and a tiny fraction from renewable solar PV 
and wind – otherwise the overwhelming majority of electrical energy is obtained from 
non-renewable sources, mainly the coal-fired power stations of the Hunter Valley. The 
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) did not supply 
figures for the ACT in its Energy in Australia publication in 200912, but the figures for 
NSW can be assumed to be approximately indicative of the ACT’s consumption 
patterns: black coal accounted for 807 petajoules, while the relative figures for other 
energy sources were brown coal 62, renewables 46, petroleum products 567, and natural 
gas 139.  
 
However Australia’s use of coal is not sustainable past the 21st century. This is because 
our coal reserves are finite and are increasingly being depleted by export to international 
markets such as China. According to the ABARE’s Australian Energy Resource 
Assessment13, Australia’s black coal reserves will last 90 years at current rates of 
production. But that is an overly optimistic forecast because it is based on current rates 
of production, and our production is increasing every year.  
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As shown in the ABARE graph 
opposite, over the past 50 years there 
has been an average of 5 per cent per 
annum growth in Australia’s coal 
production and there have only been 
three years in which growth has been 
negative. With the economies of 
China and India booming there is 
every likelihood that demand for 
Australian coal will continue to 
experience high year-on year growth 
over the coming decades. Even if 
growth were a relatively modest 3 
per cent per annum, this means that 
Australia’s coal reserves will actually be exhausted within 43 years. Perhaps even more 
importantly than its non-renewability, however, is coal’s high emissions of carbon 
dioxide into the atmosphere when combusted. With growing consensus in the 
international scientific community that climate change is being caused by the increasing 
concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, and the prospects for carbon capture 
and sequestration appearing increasingly remote, coal is probably polluting the planet 
and every tonne burned further exposes humanity to the unknown risks of climate 
change. 
 
Although natural gas is less polluting, tonne for tonne, than coal, it is subject to the 
same constraints with regard to non-renewability. There is every likelihood that demand 
for Australian natural gas will increase substantially in coming decades and that 
reserves could be exhausted well before the end of this century. According to 
ABARE 14, Australia’s economically recoverable gas reserves are sufficient to last for 
67 years at current production rates. However ABARE notes that domestic gas 
consumption in Australia has grown by 4 per cent per year over the past decade, and gas 
production has increased by an even greater percentage because of the high export 
growth.  
 
As shown in the ABARE graph 
opposite, steady growth is 
expected to continue in domestic 
consumption, but exports of gas 
will grow spectacularly. Whereas 
less less than half (around 44 per 
cent) of Australian gas production 
was exported in 2007-08, ABARE 
forecasts that nearly 70 per cent of 
production will go to export by 
2030. Around 44 per cent of 
Australian gas Total production, 
currently around 2,250 petajoules, 
is forecast to nearly quadruple over 
the next 20 years to a 8,500 petajoules per annum. At this rate, our economically 
recoverable gas reserves could be depleted before 2050, when Australia’s population is 
forecast to reach at least 36 million by the Treasury’s latest Intergenerational Report.  
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In other words, for energy as for water, a growing scarcity of the resource will coincide 
with a much greater total demand for it, which can only mean one thing: availability of 
these resources per capita will decline. 
 
In terms of transport fuel, the ACT’s entire transport fleet, apart from a small number of 
buses and passenger vehicles powered by natural gas, is powered by petroleum. Most of 
the petroleum Australia uses is imported, and most experts now acknowledge that the 
world has already passed its peak of oil production. Petroleum-based fuels are certain to 
become much more expensive within this decade.  
 
According to ABARE 15, world proven oil reserves were estimated at some 1.4 trillion 
barrels (equivalent to 8.3 million petajoules) at the end of 2008. This is equal to around 
42 years supply at current production rates. But, ABARE notes, according to the 
International Energy Agency (IEA), world oil demand, driven in particular by growth in 
India and China, is predicted to increase by around 1 per cent a year. By 2030 it will 
have reached around 210 petajoules per year, compared with 175 petajoules now. At 
these rates, as for coal and natural gas, the reserves will be depleted much faster than the 
figure given for current consumption. Perhaps in as little as 30 years, reserves of oil will 
be close to exhaustion. Even if we take a highly conservative scenario and allow the 
reserves twice that, say 60 years, the last thing we need is a large global population 
when oil runs out, during the lifetime of most people under the age of 20 today. 
 
For the future, nuclear-powered energy production is unlikely to be either as 
economically viable or as environmentally benign as renewable energy. As this century 
progresses, the ACT like most other jurisdictions will need to make the transition to 
renewable energy technologies. The ACT is blessed with plentiful insolation, and also 
possesses a good deal of research capacity in PV and thermal solar energy. It is well 
situated to make the transition to solar energy, but the management of this change will 
be much more problematic with a larger population.  
 
Food: With regard to food, the ACT produces only a tiny proportion of the food it 
consumes, and with the cost of petroleum to increase rapidly in the coming decade, will 
need to pay much more for the large amounts of food it imports. The cost of food will 
be severely impacted by world prices, which are set to skyrocket given peak oil and the 
ongoing increase in the global population and the rapid increase in the consumption of 
food per capita in countries such as China and India. A precautionary approach to 
population growth is clearly warranted. 
 
3. Term of Reference (b) Measures for assessing ecological footprint and carrying 
capacity 
 
This is an academic issue, and there are differing views on the best methodologies for 
estimating per capita ecological footprint. However SPA considers the measures and 
methodologies employed in the preparation of the ACT Commissioner for 
Sustainability and the Environment’s publication The 2008-09 Ecological Footprint of the 
population of the ACT 17are of a very high standard (although the Commission’s 
recommended actions to reduce footprint, by omitting population stabilisation, are 
somewhat wanting).  According to this report, the ACT in 2008-09 had a footprint of 
3.2 million global hectares, roughly 14 times its area. The ACT presently trades goods 
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and services (e.g. public administration, provision of parliamentary facilities, scientific 
and technological expertise and products) nationally and internationally for 
manufactured goods, food and energy. Any increase in population, especially if 
combined with further increases in resource consumption per capita, will, barring a 
technological miracle, result in an even greater ecological footprint than at present. This 
will obviously happen, regardless of what measures are used to asses it. 
 
4. Term of Reference (c) Resource use by ACT residents 
 
According to The 2008-09 Ecological Footprint of the population of the ACT, prepared 
for the ACT Commissioner for Sustainability, ACT residents have amongst the highest 
levels of resource use of residents anywhere on the planet. This report found the average 
Canberrans ecological footprint was 9.2ha, 13 per cent above the Australian average, 
and 25 per cent greater than a decade ago. As the report, observed, “if everyone in the 
world live in the same way as the average Canberra, we would need five Earths to 
provide our resources and absorb our wastes”. 
 
The urban footprint has clearly expanded as new suburbs have sprung up in Canberra, 
and as numbers of rural commuters have increased. The trend is for this to continue with 
further population growth, although urban infill will perhaps slow the rate of expansion 
at the fringes. The ACT’s ecological footprint has expanded not only within the ACT, 
but in all corners of the globe from which the Territory obtains its good and services. 
The city’s inland location, with colder winter temperatures and higher summer 
temperatures than many coastal locations, makes for higher energy consumption than 
the national average. Air conditioning, limited to only a few buildings in the 1950s, has 
become almost universal for shops and offices and is rapidly becoming the norm for 
homes. The trajectory for carbon footprint has been constantly upwards, and there are 
only three possible ways for it to stop growing:  
 

a) the Territory makes a successful transition to low-carbon energy sources 
b) Territorians start consuming less energy per capita  
c) Population growth slows, considerably, and population eventually stablises. 

 
There is no such thing as a no-carbon energy source, at least not yet – the fossil fuel 
input for devices such as solar collectors and windmills is considerable. However even 
if the ACT achieved both (a) and (b) above, the carbon footprint would eventually start 
to grow again unless it also achieved (c). Population growth must slow if the ACT is to 
show true leadership in sustainable energy use. 
 
5. Term of Reference (d) A sustainable level of resource use 
 
Any answer to the question of sustainable resource use depends heavily on what 
meaning of the word “sustainable” this Inquiry chooses to adopt. SPA ACT submits that 
sustainable means in essence that the environment, and the resource base, is handed on 
in as good a condition by each generation as the environment and resource base it 
inherited from the previous generation. This is clearly not happening at the moment, as 
resources are being depleted at an ever-increasing rate due to the combined demands of 
population growth  and increased resource consumption per capita.  
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The question also arises over what time frame? Is the future defined as one human 
lifetime, i.e. that a child born today will towards the end of its life enjoy the same access 
to resources and the same environmental conditions as we currently enjoy? Or are we 
intending to establish a pattern of consumption and population growth that will leave 
plenty of resources and a healthy environment for many centuries to come? Or even for 
thousands of years to come? It must be clear to even the most casual observer that 
ongoing population growth, combined with ongoing growth in resource consumption 
per capita, is not sustainable indefinitely. It must, as Bob Brown so eloquently put it, 
“end in planetary exhaustion and great human misery”. There is no other possible 
outcome. 
 
6. Term of Reference (e) Appropriate ecological carrying capacities 
 
The use of the word “appropriate” in this context is interesting. It is a somewhat inexact 
and value-laden word, but raises serious issues. What is appropriate depends on what 
kind of a future we as a society wish to have for our children, and their children, and 
future generations in centuries to come. Do we want a future of never-ending urban 
sprawl, with cities growing both larger and denser? Do we want a future in which 
human ingenuity is stretched to the limit just to provide enough food to eat, and people 
must work harder and harder to provide life’s essentials? Or do we want a future in 
which we enjoy a high quality of life without having to work excessively long or hard, 
in which we can live in ease, secure in the knowledge that we will pass on to our 
children a healthy environment? And a world in which a good standard of living is seen 
as a birthright for all people of all nations. Such a world could easily have existed in 
1950, with a world population of just 2.5 billion, but is clearly much harder to achieve 
now, with a world population of 6.8 billion cities such as Dacca in Bangla Desh teeming 
with countless millions of people living in dire poverty. And it is clearly going to be 
much harder still to achieve in 2050, with a population of 9.2 billion - What is 
“appropriate”?  
 
In the 1970s in Australia the average cost of a home was three times annual average 
income. Today, it costs seven times annual income to buy a house, and real estate prices 
are on an ever-upwards spiral. Not only that, we have to continuously provide new 
infrastructure for ever-growing populations and this consumes ever more resources. We 
have to put up with ever-increasing traffic congestion – no sooner is a new road built 
than another is required, and we are now being told that we have to live with ever-
increasing urban congestion, in more and more apartment dwellings. Is that 
“appropriate”? We think not.  
 
7. Term of Reference (f) Effective measures for reducing the ACT’s ecological 
footprint 
  
There are three ways, and three ways only, for the ACT’s ecological footprint to be 
reduced. They are: 
 

(i) reduce the level of affluence at which we live;  
(ii) improve the efficiency of the technology we use;  
(iii) rapidly stabilise population growth 
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This needs to be viewed as a three-legged stool. A case can be made that by reducing 
waste and adopting more efficient technologies we may be able to enjoy a higher 
standard of living, with a lower footprint. People naturally do not like any suggestion 
that their standard of living must be reduced. However it is clear that sustainability 
cannot be achieved merely by technological improvements. Sooner or later, our 
increasing personal wealth will have to stop growing, and so, sooner or later, will our 
population numbers. Even if we all lived at a much lower standard of living, with much 
more efficient technologies, but kept growing our population, the total ecological 
footprint would eventually grow to be higher than it is now. Unless the stool is 
supported by all three legs, it will fall over. 
 
8. Term of Reference (g) The environmental, economic and social impacts of 
reduced resource consumption and a sustainable population;  
 
Will people be happier, and will our society be more sustainable, if our per capita 
resource consumption is reduced and our population is stabilised? It is impossible to 
predict the future, but common sense tells us that the alternative combination – 
increased resource consumption coupled with a growing population, will of necessity 
lead to great unhappiness in the long term. It is reasonable to assume that people can get 
used to “austerity” measures such as catching buses rather than driving their cars to 
work, and that this will not make them desperately unhappy or socially restive. Many 
people seemed to have happy fulfilling lives, just 50 years ago when they lived on a 
fraction of the resources they consume today. Reducing the frequency of overseas travel 
from once a year to once every two years might not be too onerous. If people choose to 
travel overseas despite its high carbon costs, they might be happy to offset this with a 
voluntary levy on air fareas to restore habitat. Such a scheme is already offered by 
Greenfleet working in conjunction with Greening Australia. It is also reasonable to 
assume that people could live well within a stable population. Most people these days 
make personal choices to have fewer rather than more children, for the very reason that 
they prefer the increased affluence and leisure that smaller families afford. 
Unfortunately their personal choices are overridden by vested interests, such as property 
developers, who know that they can only continue to gain windfall profits if they can 
persuade governments to artificially stimulated by such devices as baby bonuses and 
high immigration.  
 
Although commentators such as the Australian Industry Group’s Heather Ridout like to 
portray rapid population growth as the norm, and a sine qua non for economic 
prosperity, the fact is that many of the world’s most prosperous nations have low 
population growth, and most of the world’s poorest nations have high population 
growth. Rapid population growth is not, as it is portrayed by Ms Ridout, some kind of 
norm to which we all have a birthright, whether it is from natural increase or artificially 
induced through massive immigration. The world’s population has for most of history 
increased only slowly, and quadrupling during the 20th century from 1.5 billion to 6 
billion was mainly the result of two factors: the easily availability of fossil fuels, 
particularly petroleum, and the development of modern sanitation and medicine. As the 
developer of penicillin, Australian Sir Howard Florey remarked in an address to the 
National Press Club in August 1966 in Canberra: 
 

“Of all the changes brought about by scientific and technological advances, none 
is more important than the effects that hygiene and medicine have had in bringing 
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about rapid increases in population, not only in Asia but in places like Great 
Britain and the United States. The problems posed by this rapid increase are 
second to none in the modern world”. 18 

 
Perhaps the answer to how people will adjust to a steady-state economy with a stable 
population will not be known until the experiment is tried. One thing is for sure, it is 
more likely to succeed than the current experiment, which is “bigger, bigger, faster 
faster, more affluent, more affluent” – that is an experiment that is doomed to failure, 
like all boom bust cycles. 
 
 
9 (h) The role of the ACT in the region in relation to population and resource use;  
 
The ACT could play an immensely important role in the region if it deliberately set 
about moderating its growth and setting an example of how to successfully develop and 
maintain a steady-state economy. This would be an appropriate role for a city that has 
been designed, as the headquarters of national government and with intellectual input 
from institutions such as the Australian National University’s Research School, to play 
a leadership role. Canberra is more than another Mandurah or Miami. It would sell itself 
very short if it allows itself to be dominated by the short-term ambitions of real estate 
agents and property developers. It has a great tradition of visionaries, such as Judith 
Wright, H.C. Coombs, Manning Clark, Howard Florey (the ANU’s first Chancellor), 
A.D. Hope, Frank Fenner, Mark O’Connor and Paul Collins all of whom were deeply 
concerned about the burgeoning human population both in Australia and globally.   
 
The ACT is in an ideal position to demonstrate how prosperity can be generated and 
maintained by the development of improved technologies such as solar energy, passive 
solar housing, responsible urban design, improved public transport.  
 
The Territory could turn itself into an exemplar of how to live well without continued 
population growth. That would be the best possible service it could render to its region 
and to the nation. The ACT, with its high education and income levels, could and should 
take the lead in this, and abandon the parochial “Live in Canberra” campaign in favour 
of a more sophisticated approach suited to the coming demands of the 21st century. 
 
 
10. Term of Reference (h) Relevant infrastructure issues  
 
Infrastructure has varying lifetimes, but in many instances it is assumed that most 
infrastructure – for instance, electricity distribution networks - has a lifetime of 50 years 
before replacement is required. This means that societies must devote around 2 per cent 
of annual GDP to replacing or refurbishing infrastructure. However if population is 
growing at 2 per cent per annum, as Australia’s has been (the highest population growth 
rate, by far, of any developed nation in the world), then new infrastructure is required 
for all the extra people, to the point where expenditure on infrastructure is 4 per cent - 
double what it would be if the population were stable – but the tax base grows by only 2 
per cent per annum.  
 
The difficulties this poses are everywhere to be seen in the predicaments of State 
Governments, stretched to the limit to maintain roads, hospitals, schools, universities, 
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transport, sewerage – thus to pay for it they resort to selling off State assets and entering 
into often dodgy public/private partnerships. In terms of infrastructure maintenance and 
development a stable population is clearly preferable. 
 
11. Term of Reference (j) Other relevant matters 
 
The ACT Government is a young government, preoccupied during its short existence 
with the usual tasks of State and Territory governments – provision of health, education, 
transport and planning infrastructure and services and a myriad of other local matters.  
 
But issues like water resource and climate change do not recognise state boundaries and 
have brought home the importance of local jurisdictions lifting their focus to national 
and international horizons. It is no longer possible, if it ever was, for jurisdictions to 
operate without reference to the wider world – and it should no longer be possible for 
local jurisdictions to wash their hands of big issues with the expedient excuse that 
matters such as population growth are “not our department”.  
 
State and Territory governments are in a very good position to reflect the wishes of their 
constituents, who have been shown in survey after survey to be opposed to high 
population growth. They can and should call on their federal counterparts to stop 
artificially boosting Australia’s population growth by devices such as the baby bonus, 
sham educational qualifications to obtain permanent residency, and high skilled 
immigration. At the same time they should be urging the Federal Government to be more 
generous in its treatment of genuine refugees and in international family planning support. 
 
The ACT Government should give its full support to the 14-point plan advocated by 
Kelvin Thomson MP to stabilise Australia’s population at 27 million by 2040 – a plan, 
incidentally, which includes a 70 per cent increase in our refugee intake and a 
substantial increase in our overseas development assistance program. 
 
Sydney property developer Harry Triguboff recently publicly advocated the abolition of 
national parks, such as the Ku-ring-gai National Park and the Royal National Park, 
because they are taking up good development land. Whilst few of his colleagues would 
have the temerity to suggest such a thing, his views illustrate just how self-interested 
and callous the property development industry can be. Public policy is unfortunately 
heavily influenced by property developers, both through the well-funded lobbying 
activities of the Housing Industry Association, the Property Council of Australia and the 
deceptively-named Urban Planning Taskforce and also through the generous donations 
given by Australia’s wealthiest people to political parties of all persuasions. 
 
This situation is pernicious and fundamentally opposed to the national interest. A 
central plank of any future policy on carrying capacity should be to rid Australian 
politics, once and for all, of the possibility of public policy being driven by property 
developers. The Inquiry should recommend the strongest possible measures to legislate 
against the ACT Government being influenced by the property development industry.  
This is of primary importance, and all other growth-oriented lobbyists and political 
donors must be disbarred from influencing the Government if sustainability is to stand 
any chance of assuming its proper place in responsible public administration.  
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In short, SPA ACT recommends a rapid change from the current growth-centred 
political and economic system to a steady-state economy. This is the only viable option 
for humanity and the rest of the biosphere, and the sooner the change is made the more 
chance there will be that the ecological carrying capacity of the ACT and the areas that 
support it will still be there for future generations. 
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