
Things that matter: Australia’s Population Debate

Australia’s population debate centres on three key questions:

1. What is an appropriate level of immigration?

2. Who should be allowed to come to Australia? And
3. What should Australia’s total population be and should we set a target? 
In June 2007 Australia’s population reached 21,000,000. This growth came from a combination of natural increase and net immigration. 

How fast the country’s population grows in the future will depend largely on the level of immigration. This is because of the rate of natural increase has slowed as a result of declining fertility rates (the average number of children women have during their lifetime). 

Immigration is, therefore, the key to determining the future size of the Australian population. If the government wanted to double the population by 2050 it could achieve this objective by increasing the annual migration intake. If it decided to stabilize the size of the population it could decrease the immigration intake. 

Public opinion polls show that a majority of Australians (about 70%) believe the level of immigration is too high. Some believe that the Australian way of life is threatened by the influx of people whom they often see as being different from themselves. Until relatively recent times Australian politicians have avoided exploiting people’s concerns about immigration. 

Pauline Hanson (founder of One Nation political party) sought to exploit concerns about the level of Asian migration during the 1990s. The events of 11 September 2001 shifted the focus to Australia’s Muslim community. Taken together, these events initiated a widespread community debate about the nature and scope of Australia’s immigration program. The questions of illegal immigration (especially those who come by small boat) and the mandatory detention of asylum seekers proved to be a decisive issue in the re-election of the Howard Government in 2001. Despite these divisions Australia continues to welcome more than 120,000 immigrants a year. Clearly, other considerations outweigh the concerns people have about the level of immigration.

Since World War II, Australia’s immigration program has been supported by both the Australian Labor Party and the Liberal/National Party Coalition. With the support of the business community successive governments have sought to grow the Australian population to achieve the critical mass needed to sustain economic growth. Business interests counter the concerns of environmentalists by arguing that technological advances will solve any problems that may arise from a substantial increase in Australia’s population. 

But can the Australian continent sustain a significantly larger population at the current standard of living and technology without damaging the environment our children will inherit? Will technological change be sufficient to accommodate a larger population? Or will Australians in the future be content with a lower standard of living? These are the questions we need to consider when debating the future size of the Australian population. 

Activities:

1. Class survey. Investigate the cultural origins of the students in your class. On a large map of world show the cultural origins of each student. Discuss the contribution each culture has made to Australia. 
2. Class discussion. What would Australia be like today if we had not accepted immigrants from places other than the United Kingdom and Ireland?

3. Internet research. Use the Google search function of your computer to locate definitions of multiculturalism [‘define:multiculturalism’]. Select what you consider to be the best five definitions of multiculturalism. Identify the concepts or ideas that are common to each definition. Use these to develop your own definition of multiculturalism. Using the same function find definitions of ‘assimilation’ and ‘integration’ as they apply to migration. As a class determine which is the most realistic social outcome in a nation that operates a large-scale immigration program. 

4. Brainstorming. As a class brainstorm the advantages of living in a multicultural society. Use this information to construct a mindmap. 

5. Groupwork. Working in groups, discuss the point of view Peter Nicholson is seeking to communicate in his cartoon. Report your group’s findings to the rest of the class. Use the knowledge gained to write a paragraph outlining your understanding of the issue.

or

6. Individual work. Answer the following questions:

a. Explain who and/or what the characters in the cartoon represent.

b. Identify the contradiction evident in the cartoon.

c. Suggest why the family is told that they can’t stay in Australia. 

7. Hypothetical. Study the statements featured in Figure 1 and then complete the following tasks:

Figure 1: Views on Australia’s population debate






The Department of Immigration is hosting a public forum on the future of Australia’s population. At the forum various groups are represented, including:

• the government

• business interests (employers)

• trade unions (representing employees)

• environmentalists

• anti-immigration interest groups

• experts such as economists and demographers

• social workers supporting newly arrived immigrants

a. As a class identify those interests supporting an increase of Australia’s population and those against any substantial increase, especially if it involves an increase in immigration.

b. Each of these groups has a different perspective, or point of view, on what needs to happen to Australia’s population. Divide into seven groups. Each group is required to adopt one of the perspectives listed above. Brainstorm and/or research the arguments you will advance to justify your position on the issue. Prepare a multimedia presentation you will deliver at the forum. 

c. Conduct a mock forum. Listen to the range of views presented and then conduct a class debate. Topic: “That the only way Australia can maintain its standard of living is to double the size of its population”. 

d. Write a discussion outlining the arguments for, and against, substantially increasing the size of the Australian population. 

8. Writing stimulus-based responses. Task: With reference to the Nicholson cartoon discuss the attitude of Australians to refugees and migration in general. Use the stimulus-based response scaffold to help you structure your answer. 
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Demographer: Increasing the population is fine but we need to look at where people are living an encourage them to move out of the already crowded cities.





Anti-immigration interest group: There are too many immigrants from Asia and the Middle East. They threaten the Australian way of life.  





Economist: Australia’s future economic wellbeing depends on increasing the size of the market for goods and services. This enables companies to achieve economies of scale. 





Politician: We must increase our population to secure our place on this vast continent. 





Union official: Immigrants threaten the job security of Australian workers.  





Social worker: Australia’s immigration program has greatly enriched our culture. Multiculturalism is making Australia much more interesting and tolerant. tolerant.society. 





Writing stimulus-based responses


When interpreting cartoons with a geographical theme, you should ask yourself the following three questions:


What information does the cartoon convey? This includes the issue being addressed and the perspective, stance or point of view adopted by the cartoonist.


What geographical concepts/generalisations are related to the issue addressed in the cartoon?


What are the geographical implications of the issue addressed by the cartoonist? 


From a consideration of these three questions emerges a three-stage organisational framework or scaffold for the writing of a stimulus-based response. 


Stage 1. Description. This stage involves the identification of the issue being addressed in the cartoon. In addition to naming the issue this statement should include a brief outline of its geographical significance and identify the perspective, stance or point of view of the cartoonist. It might also include an explanation of how the various elements of the cartoon contribute to the message the cartoonist is seeking to convey. 


Stage 2. Analysis. In analysing the cartoon, students should first identify the geographic concepts/generalisations relevant to the issue being addressed. Students are then required to demonstrate their understanding of these concepts by using the appropriate terminology in context to discuss/explain the geographic processes/phenomenon central to the issue. Alternative perspectives can also be mentioned in this section of the response. 


Stage 3. Implications. This stage involves the students applying their knowledge and understanding of the cartoon’s subject matter to discuss the geographical implications of the issue addressed. In some instances students may be able to use the information obtained to draw inferences and construct generalisations. Where appropriate these implications, inferences and generalisations should be illustrated by reference to specific examples. 








Resource Sheet 5.1








Businesswomen: Australia has a shortage of skilled labour. This affects my company’s ability to invest in new plant and equipment. 





Environmentalist: Australia’s population is already too big. The environment can’t sustain any more people. We are already experiencing water shortages and climate change means that we may not be able to grow as much food as we have in the past.








Cartoon interpretation scaffold





Description: A statement outlining the nature of the cartoon’s subject matter. This might, for example, include a statement identifying the geographic issue being addressed and the perspective (or point of view) adopted by the cartoonist. 























Analysis: In interpreting the cartoon you should identify the geographic concepts or generalisations relevant to the issue being addressed and use these to demonstrate your understanding of the issue. You might also evaluate the point of view or perspective adopted by the cartoonist and include reference to alternative perspectives relevant to the issue. 





























Implications: This part of your response requires you to apply your geographic knowledge and understanding to outline some of the geographical implications of the issue addressed in the cartoon. 








