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Australia’s population 



is 









growing faster than that 



of 









most developed countries, 









partly due 



to 



international 









migration. At the same time 









population 



is 



becoming 









more concentrated 



in 



its two 









biggest cities, Melbourne 









and Sydney. What are the 









impacts, and how are these 









cities planning for growth? 









A 









ustralia is the third fastest- 









growing country in the OECD. 









Its annual population growth 









rate has for decades been significantly 









greater than that of the UK (Figure 1). 









The population is growing by 1.6% per 









annum and is set to pass the 25 million 









mark this year. 









A major driving force behind this 









rapid growth has been migration from 









overseas. Since 2006 more of the country’s 









population growth has been due to net 









overseas migration than to natural change. 









Australia’s annual planned migration intake 









tends to vary in response to government 









economic policy. The Labor Rudd government 









of 2007–10 had 



a 



Big Australia Policy which 









led to 



a 



record in-migration of over 190,000 









in 2009. In recent years the rate has steadied 









to 180,000 per annum. It is unlikely to be 









reduced in the near future. 









Urban growth 









So why has Australia’s migration intake 









become 



a 



subject of intense debate? The 









problem is that the distribution of population 









is heavily skewed towards its largest cities. Two- 









thirds of Australians live in the eight capital 









cities, and 40% live in the two largest cities, 
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Figure 1 



Annual population growth rates of Australia and the UK, 1976–2016 
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Sydney and Melbourne. This concentration of 









population is likely to increase. Most migrants 









tend to settle in major cities but in recent years 









over two-thirds of the net gain in overseas 









migration has been in Sydney and Melbourne. 









Not surprisingly, half of all Australia’s migrant 









population live in these two cities. 









As shown in Figure 2, in the last decade 









Melbourne has been growing faster than 









Sydney. By 2050 it is estimated that 









Melbourne will overtake Sydney as Australia’s 









largest city, with 



a 



population in excess of 









7 million. Migration into Victoria (the state 









in which Melbourne is located) has also 









been increasing. Apart from 



a 



4-year period 









of modest net gain in the 2000s, the state 









had been losing people since the early 1970s, 









mostly to New South Wales and Queensland. 









In 2016 its net population gain from inter- 









state migration exceeded 16,000, the largest 









for any state. This is on top of the 41,000 









due to natural increase and 65,000 migrants 









from overseas. 









Impacts 









The negative impacts of such rapid population 









growth in the larger cities are now easy to see: 









■ 



housing has become unaffordable 









■ 



new suburbs on the city fringe require 









long-distance commuting 









■ 



traffic congestion has increased in the 









inner suburbs 









■ 



public transport and social services such 









as hospital care are inadequate 









The solutions are harder to find. 









Melbourne has steadily expanded on 









the western and southeastern fringes while 









Sydney has continued with its push westwards. 









Looking to the future, both cities have 









produced blueprints for providing additional 









and affordable housing, adequate transport 









infrastructure, enhanced liveability and 



a 









sustainable urban environment. 









City 



plans 









Melbourne 









The 



Plan for Melbourne 2017–2050 



is essentially 









a 



containment policy. It is aimed at keeping 









future expansion within the existing so-called 









urban growth boundary (Figure 3). This will 









take the form of 17 new suburbs located 









along four development corridors. A lot of 









population growth has already been absorbed 









by redevelopment of areas of the inner city 









such as Docklands. 









An additional 480 hectares downstream 









at Fisherman’s Bend is also earmarked for 









redevelopment. This is the former site of the 









Toyota assembly plant and other defunct 









industrial activities, and will become the 









largest renewal area in Australia. By 2050 it 









is expected to become home to approximately 









80,000 residents and provide as many jobs. 
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Figure 2 



Total population (2016) and population change in Australia’s cities (2006–2016) 
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The Plan for Melbourne 2017–2050 









A Sydney suburb 
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This will further increase the population 









density of inner Melbourne, 



a 



demographic 









trend that has intensified in recent years. 









Sydney 









Sydney’s most recent plan, 



Towards our 









Great Sydney 2056, 



was released by the New 









South Wales government in 2014. The state 









government set up an independent body, the 









Greater Sydney Commission, to oversee the 









implementation of this plan. In late 2016 









the commission flagged its own vision of 



a 









polycentric metropolis of three ‘cities’: the 









Eastern Harbour City centred on Sydney’s 









CBD, the Central River City centred on 









Parramatta, and the Western Parkland City, 









dubbed Aerotropolis, centred around Sydney’s 









proposed second airport at Badgery Creek 









(Figure 4). 









Will the plans work? 









Plans for absorbing and directing growth 









of Australia’s cities have, in the past, been 









criticised as being merely aspirational. 









History 



has shown that without strict 









enforcement they are unlikely to work when 









Figure 4 



Towards our Greater Sydney 2056 
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Summary 









Australia’s rapidly growing population will 









continue to challenge its planners to keep its 









major cities functional, liveable and globally 









competitive. What is an appropriate level of 









immigration for Australia is likely to remain 









the focus of much debate as global migration 









increases in both volume and complexity. 









eliminate the ageing problem. As he points 









out, the 2016 census showed that the average 









overseas-born resident is 10 years older than 









his or her Australian-born counterpart. Rather 









than alleviating problems, van Onselen argues 









that what he terms ‘turbo-charged mass 









immigration’ is not helping infrastructure 









and housing problems in Australia’s big cities. 









His view is supported by Dr Bob Birrell from 









the Australian Population Research Institute 









who found that over half of the new housing 









stock needed for Melbourne last year was due 









to migrants. 









Jane O’Sullivan, 



a 



senior research associate 









at Queensland University’s School of Land 









and Food, argues that the difficulty of tackling 









Australia’s environmental degradation and 









shortage of natural resources will continue 









to grow as long as the population surge goes 









on. For example the ‘food bowls’ of both 









Melbourne and Sydney are threatened. If 









Melbourne tops the 7 million mark it is 









estimated its fresh-food needs will increase 









by 60%. However the loss of farmland to 









accommodate Melbourne’s expansion means 









that the food bowl’s ability to meet the city’s 









food requirements is likely to drop below 









20% by 2051. This will increase the cost of 









perishable food as production and processing 









close to market has significant cost savings. 









Transport costs are lower and there is less 









spoilage and waste. 









the pressure for affordable housing for new 









home buyers is enormous. In recent years the 









slow release of land for new housing has been 









blamed for spiralling house prices in Sydney 









and Melbourne. 









Migration policy 









Professor Bernard Salt at the Curtin University 









Business School argues that the fundamental 









issue in planning Australia’s cities is directing 









attention to 



why 



they need to expand so 









quickly. It comes back to Australia’s current 









immigration policy. 









In common with other 



developed 









countries Australia’s population is ageing. 









Currently 15% of the population is aged 









over 65 years, compared to 18% in the UK. 









One of the arguments used to support high 









levels of net overseas migration is that it 









keeps the Australian population young and 









productive. In an ageing population there 









can be skill shortages as people leave the 









labour market. 









Arguments against 









The argument for in-migration is championed 









by the government but disputed by economist 









Leith van Onselen. Using the findings of the 









government’s own independent advisory 









body, the Productivity Commission, van 









Onselen argues that maintaining high levels 









of migration will simply delay rather than 









• 



Australia’s population is growing. 









• 



It has 



a 



big annual intake of international 









migrants, as part of government policy to 









cope with an ageing population. 









• 



Australia’s population is heavily 









urban, and 40% of people live in Sydney 









and Melbourne, including half of the 









country’s migrants. 









• 



Such rapid urban growth has negative 









impacts on housing and infrastructure. 









• 



Both cities have plans for managing 









growth. 









• 



Some experts argue that the impacts 









of migration on the big cities outweigh 









any advantages. 









Key points 









Iain Meyer 



is head of geography at 









Melbourne Grammar School, Wadhurst. 
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