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				I dedicate this book to my grandchildren, 

				Finn, Jude, Beau, Caz, Jesse and Charlie.

				I sincerely hope my generation will leave our world in a condition at least as good as the world I enjoyed when I was young.
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				Introduction

			  The people problem—how a growing population makes everything harder, for Australia and the world

			  This book was born of surprise and anger. Surprise that for so many years I had been ignorant of the growing danger to everything I love, and anger that it had taken me so long to recognise it. At an age when most people contemplate retiring, it inspired me to start educating myself about some very important subjects. What follows is what I have learned, but it is far from the full story and at best I can only offer the observations of a newly informed amateur.

				One of the formulas to my success in life is to ask the advice of people who really know what they are talking about. In this case I have sought the opinions of some of the smartest minds in the world, and have benefited from the wisdom of those who in many cases have spent their professional lifetime investigating complex subjects. All I can add is a small measure of commonsense and a dose of scepticism. I hope it will encourage you to embark on an exploration of your own.

				While it’s a natural human reaction to run from trouble, I believe there’s no value in kidding ourselves any longer. The world faces some immense challenges in the coming decades, and Australia will not be immune from the consequences. In fact, in all likelihood, we will be at the forefront of both the risks and the global opportunities that lie ahead.

				The inventory of issues (some might say dangers) that confronts us is long and the questions raised are complicated, interconnected and difficult to resolve. Throughout this book I have tried to avoid exaggeration, but there is no escaping the reality that some of the events we must deal with are life threatening. We must cope with the continued expansion of global population; a climate that is very likely changing in a major way; environmental destruction; shortages of natural resources, including oil and essential fertilisers; depletion of clean water supplies; and the loss of productive soils and arable land. To meet these challenges will require us to utterly transform our system of food production, energy use and transportation. It is a daunting list that I believe will ultimately force us to reinvent our economy, which until now has been entirely predicated on the need for constant growth. As we increasingly butt up against the limits of a finite planet, continuing expansion of our population, consumption and waste will no longer be an option.

				Perhaps the most complex problem of all is that while individually these challenges are difficult enough, we must deal with them all simultaneously. There isn’t a polite queue of problems waiting patiently to be resolved in turn. What we face is a wave of change rushing towards us and it will require all our ingenuity and creativity to avoid being overwhelmed.

				Above all, we need to start being realistic about what lies just over the horizon instead of pretending we can’t hear and see the warning signals of a planet in peril. I was born just as World War II was drawing to a close, and in the years since then, much of the world has enjoyed a long period of peace and prosperity. We have made tremendous progress towards improving the quality and length of life for most people, and even though poverty and inequality stubbornly remain, it is fair to say that this has been a golden age for humanity. But this very success has, in my view, lulled us into a false belief that we are immune to disaster, that unlike every previous civilisation, our ascendancy will continue unchallenged. I believe we are about to face a great shock to that naive belief.

				Looming behind everything is the biggest question of all, one very much of our own making. I call it the people problem. There are currently 6.9 billion people on Earth, meaning global population has tripled in just my lifetime. It took us more than 10,000 years to reach a billion people. We now add that many every 13 years. The UN estimates that by mid-century our already staggering numbers will continue to rise by more than 80 million every year until they reach about nine billion, and possibly even more.1 Every one of those extra people will join us in making an impact on our planet. Because both our economy and population are expanding at the same time, our future demands on the planet’s resources cannot be projected in a simple straight-line graph. They increase in a compounding fashion, building on each other from year to year. Half of all history’s energy has been used in just the past 40 years. By 2050 we will require twice as much food and energy as we use today. We will create vast amounts of additional waste and challenge the viability of virtually every ecosystem on the planet. Currently we are consuming resources at the rate of 1.5 times the planet’s ability to renew them and in 20 years our ecological footprint will most likely overshoot replenishment levels by 100 per cent.2 But we only have one planet, not two, and can only sustain our growth by depleting the natural capital of the planet—it’s like running down an inherited fortune instead of living prudently off the interest. Clearly this is unsustainable, yet many still argue that a growing population is a good thing. None of these optimists has anything like a convincing plan for dealing with the impact of the explosion in both human numbers and per capita consumption.

				We already live in a world where three billion people live in poverty. The experts tell us that 95 per cent of those who will be born in the coming 40 years will be in the poorest countries. I don’t see how our present system will make their lives better or more full of opportunity. Globally, average life expectancy might actually decline, natural resources could face exhaustion and I worry that mass migrations will become unstoppable. None of our children will escape this reality and they will be angry that while our generation enjoyed immense prosperity, we greedily consumed their inheritance.

				As recently as the 1970s, there was wide public awareness of population issues, and support for the idea of zero population growth. But the momentum withered under the relentless drive for economic growth. People ceased to be individuals and became consumers, and more consumers meant bigger sales and greater profits for those few who stood to gain from expanding markets. As I built my own business through the 1980s, I certainly benefited from this easy equation of growth built on ever-expanding population. You didn’t have to be especially smart to make money in such a business environment, though like many I thought I was. At least I was able to get off the treadmill before it took over my life. I have friends who still haven’t escaped, and many of them tell me they regret it.

				Our economic progress is measured purely by growth and we dig deeper and deeper into Earth’s finite store of natural wealth to deliver it. Now, as we face the daunting assortment of simultaneous survival tests, the explosive expansion of the human species can no longer be ignored. As my friend Sir David Attenborough puts it: ‘I’ve never seen a problem that wouldn’t be easier to solve with fewer people, or harder, and ultimately impossible, with more.’

				You might argue that issues like this are of little concern to Australia, with our vast open spaces, peaceful democracy and abundant wealth. We are, after all, a society built on immigration that has proved to be an exemplar to the world for its cohesion and success. Yet it still comes as a surprise to many to discover that in recent years, Australia has had the fastest-growing population in the developed world, easily outpacing the growth rates of countries such as India, China and Bangladesh. In 2009 we grew by an additional 488,000 people in a single year—a figure close to the entire current population of Tasmania. Until the issue exploded in the weeks leading up to the 2010 federal election, population growth had been off the agenda and hidden from view, tacitly accepted by all side of politics, even the Greens, without discussion. The opinion-makers had clearly been ignoring the wishes of most Australians who were feeling the pressures of congestion and rising property prices and wondering why so many local people were being left behind as business turned to immigration to solve a so-called ‘skills shortage’. Despite a few lone voices questioning the long-term wisdom of such rapid growth in an arid, soil-impoverished continent, the business community cheered the expanding immigration levels while others welcomed the billion-dollar baby bonus.

				One survey after another expressed great public disquiet about where high population growth was heading, but industry and government pushed on with a strategy that turned Australia into an exploiter, sucking up the best and brightest, such as qualified medical doctors, from poorer nations to meet our own selfish needs. Meanwhile the influx undermined our higher education system, put intolerable pressure on an overstretched health and transport system and threatened to undo decades of public goodwill supportive of newcomers arriving to settle in Australia.

				Anyone daring to question these policies was loudly shouted down as a racist when in fact for the vast majority of Australians it had nothing to do with racism. Meanwhile the elites in the media and politics chose to inflame concerns about a relatively small number of desperate refugees arriving uninvited by boat. Clearly it was well overdue for Australia to have a rational population policy, but when I discussed it with our leaders, they were perplexed. Few of them had joined the dots on the myriad pressures that population growth was placing on the nation, and they had no idea what to do. And so Australia continues to set a terrible example to the rest of a world already struggling to deliver a decent life to billions of people.

				All the while the demographic clock keeps ticking. In 2009 Treasury ripped up its previous expectations and almost doubled Australia’s mid-century population estimate, to 36 million. Even this was based on an expected decrease in our recent annual immigration numbers. If business continues as usual, the figure will be more like 40 million. At a time when most of the developed world has stabilised its population, and even nations with a long history of planned immigration—such as the USA and Canada—are slowing down, Australia had become the gold medallist of growth.

				It was my daughter Jenny who first alerted me to my staggering ignorance about these matters. Shortly before the Copenhagen climate conference she rang me to ask why there was no discussion of population when the world had come together to discuss the consequences of human-induced climate change. She was right. I looked in vain in the acres of newsprint and hours of news reports devoted to the conference and there was no reference to the single most important cause of greenhouse gases: us. There were no protesters holding up banners asking ‘People??’, no politicians game enough to raise the issue. And in the final documents of the conference, indeed in all the discussions about global warming, the population question is barely whispered, let alone openly discussed. The best the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change could offer was an oddly fatalistic shrug of the shoulders: ‘The scope and legitimacy of population control,’ it said, were still ‘subject to ongoing debate.’

				If only it was debated. In truth, population is the great taboo, not to be mentioned in polite company. The media gives it little coverage, the politicians run scared, the scientists stay silent and anyone with the courage to discuss it is howled down by an unholy alliance of religious groups, property developers and dreamy demographic optimists.

				I kicked myself for being so blind to the obvious, and I began asking why, when so many global problems have their roots in the numbers of humans on the planet, we seem so reluctant to discuss it? I discovered that in place of rational discussion, there were a number of long-held myths about why population growth was good for us. We have long been told population growth is necessary because it enhances the economy; that it generates jobs and keeps the lid on higher prices; that it helps even out demographic bumps and adds to our security, while giving more people the opportunity to enjoy the great benefits of life on Earth. The truth is it does none of these things, or not for long, and the real costs are never counted.

				To me the biggest deception of all was that somehow population growth was out of our hands, like some kind of natural phenomenon we are powerless to influence. It was claimed to be the inevitable consequence of a healthy, growing economy. There is nothing inevitable about a healthy economy, however, and increasingly it looks as if crude economic growth may be costing our quality of life more than it delivers.

				These answers have surprised, even shocked me, and they have inspired me to spend the rest of my life doing something about it. I hope it will be the most important thing I ever do.

				Of course, if I do nothing it most likely will not affect me or people of my generation. But I do have a concern for my little granddaughter, who has the somewhat unlikely name of Charlie Brown. She is very likely to live to the end of this century and I would not want her to say in later years, ‘My grandfather, Dick Smith, was supposed to be a person of influence. Why didn’t he do anything about this?’
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						I don’t want my granddaughter, Charlie Brown, to say ‘why didn’t he do anything about this?’

					

				

				Just what population growth and its attendant com- plications mean to Australia and the world, and what we might do about it, are the subjects of this book. This isn’t meant to be an academic guide, and it must be painfully obvious that it’s not written by an expert. But it is based on conversations with many of them, and I have included differing points of view, many disagreeing with mine. However, if there are errors I am responsible, though I hope they are few. At best what follows is a starting point—because above all else, we must get the conversation underway. Otherwise our leaders will continue to get away with the great deception, and the rest of us will remain oblivious to the real significance that the people problem presents for future generations. The clock is ticking.

			

		

	
		
			
				1

			  Welcome to the world of exponential growth

				On 1 October 2009, Australia reached a little-noticed but significant milestone. Sometime just after 2 p.m. a child was born who caused our population clock to tick over 22 million. Perhaps it was in the District Hospital in Broome, the Mater in Brisbane or the Alfred in Melbourne, in fact any of the hard-pressed maternity wards in Australia experiencing the highest number of births ever seen in this country—nearly 300,000 in a single year.

				That new arrival—more likely to have been a boy than a girl—was one of nearly 220,000 babies born around the world that day. Before his third birthday, our young Australian will be part of another milestone, as the population of our planet passes seven billion. Whatever his future, he will never be alone.

				The raw figures hardly give a sense of the environmental and resource pressures we are putting on this planet, and the other animals we share it with. Even if you don’t care about other species—and that seems unlikely if you are reading this book—consider the fate of many of the 80 million children born each year. While the young Australian can look forward to growing up in one of the richest nations on Earth, this is sadly not the reality for many of the other children born that October afternoon.

				Of the nearly quarter-million babies born that day, 25,000 will be dead before their fifth birthday, with nearly half of those not surviving beyond their first month. Sixty thousand will not be protected against disease by immunisation, while 40,000 will be denied an education of any kind. Tens of thousands will be homeless, and more than 3000 will be trafficked into child slavery or prostitution. Nearly 160,000 of those children will not even have their births registered. They will be forgotten, all but invisible to the rest of us.1

				The one common denominator linking all these terrible childhood outcomes is poverty. Despite decades of economic growth, there have never been more people in extreme need, lacking access to the very basics required for a decent, happy life.

				More than one billion human beings have nothing like adequate nutrition. And despite Thomas Edison’s invention of artificial light 130 years ago, one quarter of the world’s population still has no access to electricity.

				We have created a world where 1.8 billion people use the internet, while more than a billion people still lack access to an adequate supply of fresh water.

				Just pause for a moment and let those figures sink in. How can it be that after many years of progress that have brought so many of us so much, 80 per cent of the population of the developing world still does not have access to the necessities of life, surviving on less every day than the rest of us spend on a cup of coffee? Why are we no closer to being able to feed, clothe, educate, house and protect so many of the world’s people?

				Then consider that between now and mid-century, we are likely to add two billion more people to the planet, and nearly all of them will be born in the poorest nations. Those people will be condemned to a life of desperate poverty, made worse by the accelerating use of natural resources by the rest of us.

				Humanity’s consumption of the planet’s resources, our ecological footprint, has doubled since 1966, while at the same time the variety of animals has declined by a third. We humans are using more than the world can restore, are out-competing other species and producing more waste than we can dispose of, yet even at this rate the gap between rich and poor is growing.2

				While the poorest go hungry in ever-increasing numbers, the Western world is facing an epidemic of obesity. But perhaps not for long. As we have seen in Australia, the pressures of population growth have been putting unprecedented stress on our river systems despite recent good rainfalls. Our cities have been forced to implement more-or-less permanent water restrictions while our farmers are being paid to stop growing food and surrender their land. Every year Australia imports more and more food. And if that is happening here, in one of the most productive agricultural nations on Earth, what does it mean for the rest of the world?

				The simultaneous growth in population and con- sumption threatens the long-term health of our society. Yet I don’t see our leaders discussing the issue, let alone proposing measures to deal with it. There is barely a politician anywhere with the courage to argue that we must find alternatives to growth-at-all-cost economics, and find them quickly.

				We have so geared our culture to demand growth that, even when faced with ever-approaching limits, we have no Plan B. In fact we are making it worse by pretending that our dream of wealth is available to all. Understandably, developing nations such as India and China are demanding their own share of what we have long kept for ourselves. If they and other poor nations lift their consumption to levels enjoyed by Australians, we would require three new planet Earths to supply the needed resources.

				We have promised the developing world that, if only they adopt our free-market principles and efficient governments, then they too can enjoy our lifestyles. I believe this promise is fraudulent, destined not only to disappoint them, but very likely to destroy our own standard of living in the process.

				Despite all this, there are many who insist that it is the role and purpose of human beings to go forth and multiply. I ask these people just when will they be satisfied? Just how many people do there have to be before we exceed our limits? They don’t have an answer.

				Whether it’s in your local community, across Australia, or in the wider world, no problem that I can think of is easier to solve with more people. By adding 80 million a year we are making our problems much more difficult to solve. Some argue that hidden within those 80 million are the young Einsteins who will help us solve our current and future challenges. I think this is a cruel deception, for the sad reality is that nearly all those extra millions are being born into lives without opportunity, where access to the basics of life—education, water, electricity and human rights—is limited. We cannot expect those most poor to solve the problems of the rich, especially while we continue to turn our backs on the injustice that leaves them in poverty while we literally eat ourselves into an early grave.

				For those who call for an ever-expanding population to help solve our problems, I suggest that it will ultimately be easier to solve those difficulties with fewer people. Many of our greatest challenges would be reduced in severity: pollution, energy shortages, food scarcity, environmental degradation, and quite possibly even the likelihood of wars and conflicts too. Just imagine the world of plenty that this new society would enjoy. Yet those of us who advocate a world that eventually holds fewer people are criticised as being anti-human by those who seem happy to condemn billions to unhappy lives.

				Now it’s often argued that, in a world of seven billion, Australia must do its part as a good global citizen, and take its share of the world’s rapidly growing population. If accepting high levels of immigration is a measure of global responsibility, then Australia is in the gold-medal class of goodness. Per capita we are the most welcoming of nations and no one could seriously argue that this hasn’t been of tremendous value to the nation as a whole. But this is not the same as arguing that we must always seek to expand our population at the current rapid rates, or that population growth will automatically improve our quality of life. If this was the case the most populous countries would enjoy the highest standards of living, and this is clearly not true.

				Like Australia, the USA is an immigrant nation, and like us too it continues to grow in population rapidly (though at half the rate of Australia in recent years). With more than 300 million people, it has 14 times as many as Australia. But is it 14 times better off than Australia? Are its schools and hospitals and roads better than ours in any significant sense? Are its institutions stronger or is its democracy more effective? These, of course, are subjective questions for the most part, but I would venture that most Australians would be quite happy to continue with our versions of all of the above. One measure we can be quite clear about, however, is that, despite their much greater population, Americans are no longer richer than Australians in a material sense. According to World Bank figures, we surpassed the USA in per capita income in 2008 and, the way things are going, are likely to be there for quite some time.3 We also overtook Germany in 2008, the UK in 2007 and Japan in 2006. France and Italy have been left far behind. So much for the economic advantages of growing bigger.

				Now, comparative wealth will vary from year to year and fluctuate with exchange rates, but it is clear that the population of a nation has little bearing on its ultimate economic strength. This dubious claim is exploded if we consider which countries are better off per capita than Australia. The answer is those with much smaller populations than ours: Austria, Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland, the Netherlands and Norway.

				We have to also be realistic about the relative con- tribution Australia can make to the world’s expanding population. Just how many of the world’s annual increase in numbers can we reasonably be expected to take before we overwhelm our capacity for feeding and housing them? With millions of the world’s poorest already on the move or barely sustained in refugee camps, are we being more charitable for accepting the world’s middle-class instead of its poor? These are uncomfortable questions, but one thing is sure: even if we doubled or tripled our current high immigration rates, it would do virtually nothing to change the global population balance. At best Australia might concentrate on what it can do well, which is to continue to supply large quantities of food to the rest of the world, and of course this will cease to be an option if we continue on our current growth path. There will simply be no surplus agricultural products to export.

				These dilemmas illustrate the complex relationship between population, immigration and national wealth. Numerous studies, most recently by the British House of Lords,4 have shown there is at best only a very tenuous link between high immigration levels and a country’s long-term wealth. Even skilled immigrants, while perhaps filling an immediate gap in some industry, must be housed and transported and their families educated and kept healthy. As the existing population lives longer and produces its own natural increase in population, more and more people call on more and more services. As anyone living in Australia today knows, our public infrastructure has simply not kept pace with the demands of a rapidly expanding population.

				I would argue that gross domestic product, or GDP, is a crude reckoning of prosperity and that we must look to better measures of a society’s well-being. There are now much smarter ways of measuring our progress and prosperity than the total size of the economy, and these new scores that rate our happiness and satisfaction levels as well as our material prosperity tell us clearly that size doesn’t matter. In fact the bigger the nation and the national economy, the less likely its citizens are to feel happy and hopeful. Australians have been sold the big lie: as far as I can tell, rapidly increasing population mostly serves the interests of a few rich businesspeople like myself, and produces more taxpayers for the government. For the rest of the public it means going backwards as the economic pie is cut into ever-thinner slices. If we double the number of people, it stands to reason that each person will get a smaller slice of the nation’s wealth.

				While our past has been one of ever-expanding horizons, our future is going to be defined by limits and by the way we deal with them. Population, energy, food and what we take from the biosphere are not a perpetual motion machine that can deny the laws of physics. Humans can certainly live very happily within the restraints the future will impose. Keep in mind that, for all history, apart from the last 200 years of spectacular economic growth, people have lived more or less in the same fashion, with our energy and resource use hardly changing. Yet in that time we perfected language, explored our spiritual meaning, invented democracy and created inspiring works of art and imagination. Living within our physical limits does not erect borders to our ingenuity, creativity and potential for the enjoyment of life. Once we appreciate that the world we built on cheap fossil fuel was the exception, not the rule, we’ll be free to create another cultural revolution.

				We need to aspire to a world where every child is wanted and cherished, and can be well nourished and raised with a decent standard of living; where each one is created by choice, not by accident or coercion or because of a man’s power over a woman.
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