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Presentation overview

•The Population Debate

•The global and local demographic challenge

•SA’s population prospects and problems

•Population Policy: a brief history

•Our goals and our strategies

•Challenges in pursuing our goals
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Population is an evocative issue that people get passionate about, as 
embodied in the language of ‘the population debate’.

There are arguments for growing populations, and arguments against.
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Standard ABS forecasts that State’s population will go into long-term 
decline within 25 years.

To make a comparison:

Last year 32 people died a day in South Australia, and 48 were born – a net 
natural growth of 16.

In Queensland in the same period there were 64 deaths and 130 births each 
day – a net natural growth of 66.

But South Australia is not alone…
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•The Western world is facing similar challenges.

•SA has a lower than national average fertility rate – a Total Fertility Rate of 
1.7, which falls short of the minimum rate needed for population 
replacement – 2.1.

•We have a low share of the national migrant intake as a proportion of our 
population

•The median age in SA is 37.9 compared with the national median, 35.9.

•14.7% of the population is 65 or over.
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•Reduced ‘critical mass’ means a less competitive business environment, in 
turn meaning fewer viable producers and the attendant restriction of choice 
in goods and services for consumers – a forerunner to economic decline

•Diminished voice in national political debates, with dramatic ramifications 
for the state in terms of influence and funding from and to other spheres of 
government

•A narrower base for creative activities including research and development, 
innovation, culture, arts and personal development – leading to a loss of 
talent interstate and overseas, and a less attractive environment with which 
to draw new talent from external markets. 

•If population decline occurs with a simultaneous aging of the population –
as is facing SA – the body of working age people will contract, leading to 
skill shortages, an easing of demand for economic production, and a 
decreased taxation base coupled with greater expenditure in health care. 
This last area of concern is gaining vast media coverage now as a national 
skills shortage looms. 
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•Population concerns have been around for decades, and governments of all 
persuasions have taken strategies to address certain issues, for example, the 
former Liberal Government developed the ‘Bringing Them Home’ campaign 
targeting South Australians interstate for return. 

•Population was given political clout and State wide publicity with its 
identification as a major economic issue facing the state by the Economic 
Development Board (EDB) in its Framework for Economic Development in 
South Australia, released in 2003. 

•The EDB recommended the development of a population policy with clear 
population targets.

•High level goals were also incorporated into South Australia’s Strategic 
Plan.

•The Department of Premier and Cabinet was charged with implementing 
Prosperity Through People: A Population Policy for South Australia, which 
is geared towards achieving the high-level goals of South Australia’s 
Strategic Plan and the EDB recommendations.



•Victoria released a population policy in December 2004, other states are 
progressing policies also. 
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Strategies:

This three-pronged approach is designed to ensure that:

•Parents can have the number of children they want and not be as restricted 
as they traditionally have been by the challenge of balancing work and 
family;

•Interstate and international migration is bolstered in a way sustainable by 
our communities to support natural population increase and fill predicted 
and targeted skill gaps; and

•The existing labour base is used to its best capacity.
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Strategies to obtain these targets include:

•A new visa category has been introduced that will help SA to attract and 
retain new migrants.  The Skilled – Independent Regional (SIR) Provisional 
visa is a 3-year visa that requires applicants to live and work in a regional 
area (which, for the purposes of this visa, includes Adelaide), and provides a 
pathway to permanent residence if they comply with its conditions.

•The exploration of strategies to involve the community in sponsoring 
migrants to come to specific regions;

•Helping industry to target and attract skilled migrants that will assist in 
addressing skills shortages;

•Improving migrant settlement services; and

•Improving recognition of overseas qualifications to facilitate the transition 
of new skilled migrants into appropriate work.

•Migration strategies also aim to attract and retain interstate migrants and 



expatriates through improving contact with these groups – via databases, websites 
and registers, and by promoting employment opportunities in SA to them.
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o Strategies to obtain these targets include:

•Raising awareness of the options within and benefits of flexible working 
arrangements among employers and employees

•Influencing the Federal Government in relation to the provision of child 
care places and the pursuit of a national paid maternity leave scheme

•Exploring new avenues in the delivery of child care services

•Children’s services initiatives to assist the performance and accessibility of 
child health and care services

•Removing disincentives for work participation of older workers
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o Strategies to achieve these targets include: 

•‘Return to Work’ credit to financially support parents training to re-enter 
the workforce after two years of caring for children full time;

•A cadet scheme in collaboration with employer associations; and

•A Talent Strategy for South Australia.
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•The State Government does not control all the policy levers:

•Immigration policy is largely determined by the Federal 
Government and agreement with all states is needed to make changes 
to elements of that policy; 

•Many tax and incentive policies could only be obtained with the 
agreement of the Federal Government; 

•Some policies – such as national paid maternity leave schemes –
can only be achieved at the Federal level;

•All spheres of government – Federal, State and Local – are affected in some 
way and all need to have input for the policy to have support;

•Choices about family, work, lifestyle and place are highly personal and 
difficult to predict, let alone influence. 

•Projections and targets are long term and require long term political, 
economic and community commitment, which is difficult to attain and 
retain. 

•The policy has impacts across all of government, and requires all-of-
government input.  This is logistically challenging. 

•Other States’ policies may actively dilute the impact of SA policies, such as 
the intention of the Victorian Population Policy to retain its young, skilled 
people – the same we are trying to attract. 



•Community division over population increase as a goal – as there is not consensus 
that population increase is a positive goal.
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There are three key messages I’d like you to take home:

Major policy initiatives like a population policy require input and 
cooperation from all community sectors, not just government.

People in Paris and Chicago are probably not thinking about life in South 
Australia, but we’re the ones who have to live here.

The world we’re going to live in is going to be very different to what it is 
now, and it will be different to what some people will want it to be.

Concluding remarks:

Paradoxes:

•We will have more people from different backgrounds but more things we 
can’t get done;

•Greater technology but things will take longer;

•Wider roads, narrower viewpoints;



•Taller buildings and shorter tempers.
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