
PUBLIC AFFAIRS COMMISSION  
 

Together with other Commissions of the Anglican Church the Public Affairs 
Commission is required to focus its efforts on outreach, promotion of the Gospel and 
ensuring engagement of the Church with the culture in which we live.  The last General 
Synod set terms of reference for the Commission which are: to develop a process to 
assist people engage with public affairs; to respond, within its capacity, to aspects of 
public affairs; to work collaboratively with the Diocesan social issues network; and to 
report to General Synod and to each meeting of its Standing Committee.   
 
The Standing Committee of the General Synod adopted as strategic priorities for 2008 
– 2010: fresh expression (including pioneer ministry); drought, climate change and the 
environment; and indigenous ministry.  The Commission is required to consider issues 
of strategic importance to the Church and to identify specific issues to be addressed 
including examining social, economic and political questions which impact on life in 
Australia and on Australia’s relations with the wider world. 
 
The members of the Commission are: 
 

 Professor John Langmore, Chair, Melbourne 

 Dr Andrew Cameron, Sydney 

 Ms Kasy Chambers, Anglicare Australia 

 Rev John Deane, Consultant, Sydney 

 Rev Dr Mark Durie, Melbourne, until April 2009 

 The Rev Canon Dr Marian Free, Brisbane 

 Dr Beth Heyde, Canberra and Goulburn 

 Mr Theo Mackaay, Perth and latterly Melbourne 

 Rev Dr Ruwan Palapathwala, Melbourne, until July 2009 

 Ms Carolyn Tan, Perth 

 The Most Rev Bishop Greg Thompson, Darwin 

 Mr Greg Thompson, Melbourne 
 
The Commission has proposed to Standing Committee that two more members be 
appointed. 
 
At the first face-to-face day-long meeting following appointment of members, in June 
2008, the Rev Professor John Painter opened discussion by speaking on the theme of 
‘An Anglican approach to public affairs in a global context’.  He described the 
incarnation as ‘God entering into the struggle to bring creation to completion from 
within creation itself.  The fulfilling of the purpose of God,’ he said, ‘is only possible with 
this deep communion between God and the creation – God in creation’.  This is a solid 
basis for engaging in concerns about the world in a fundamentally Christian manner.  
‘In our time’, he continued, ‘place has become less important because the big issues 
facing all humanity are global and need to be dealt with globally, for example, climate, 
poverty, racial discrimination [and] conflict …’  His fine reflection is to be published in 
the next edition of St Mark’s Review. 
 



With the Synod’s, Standing Committee’s and Professor Painter’s instructions and 
comments in mind, the Commission identified four priority areas for its work: 
Indigenous issues, after the apology and in relation to the Intervention; climate change 
and environmental sustainability; equitable social and economic development including 
steps towards achievement of the Millennium Development Goals; and nuclear non-
proliferation and disarmament.  Later we added a fifth, human rights, because of the 
importance of preparing submissions to two inquiries on that subject.  These five areas 
have been the focus of our discussions and action during the last couple of years.  
Naturally, though, we have also taken up a number of specific issues which have 
arisen during that time or on which the Primate or other church members asked for a 
report or requested advice such as the violent conflict between Israel and Palestine 
and the Israeli invasion of Gaza; the global financial and economic crisis; and the 2009 
Defence White Paper.   
 
In relation to matters related to the Indigenous community the Commission has 
been very fortunate to have Bishop Greg Thompson, Greg Thompson and Carolyn Tan 
as members for each works actively on issues of concern to Indigenous people.  At 
each of the Commission’s bimonthly teleconferences and at our annual day meeting 
we have heard reports of action being taken in the NT Diocese and nationally.  Marian 
Free arranged for Dr Gilbert Bond and Ms Carol Bond to prepare two papers for the 
Commission on ‘“What comes after ‘Sorry’?” Theological Observations and Reflections 
on Christian Reconciliation and the Mission of the Church’.   
 
The possibility of the Primate sponsoring a conference on the particular role of the 
Anglican Church and its agencies in contributing to Closing the Gap and to explore the 
extent to which the church and its agencies are equipped for the challenge was 
seriously explored in the latter months of 2008 but uncertainty about the 
appropriateness of such an initiative, the delicacy and complexity of the task, and lack 
of resources all led to abandonment of the idea.   
     
Later a proposal for a national conference of Anglican agencies and schools to explore 
options for the national church to offer further practical support to the challenge of 
Making Indigenous Poverty History of the NATSIEC (the National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Ecumenical Commission) and to address other challenges of healing 
and bridging the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians was also 
discussed, but after further consultation with Indigenous people, agencies and schools 
this too was felt to be inappropriate at the time.    
 
Together with the General Synod, the PAC’s principal concern has been with 
misjudgements involved in the Commonwealth Government’s intervention in the NT 
including the suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act, the suppression of first 
language by the lack of adequate resourcing of education in the vernacular, the 
intensified disempowerment of Indigenous people by many aspects of the intervention, 
and the distortion of relationships through the demands of an economy-driven policy 
and the ignorance of spiritual life involved in the new policies.   
 
The Commission arranged for Bishop Greg Thompson to address the Canberra 
Christian Ethics society about the intervention.  His powerful address drew attention to 
the lack of genuine partnership or respect in the way the intervention was being 
undertaken. ‘The one size fits all military approach diminished and shamed many who 



are proud to see their children go to school, who provide food on the table and were 
now treated as if they were not citizens under one law’.  Summarising Philip Trudgen’s 
important book Why Warriors Lay Down and Die Bishop Greg said that the ‘patterns of 
blame only destroy people’s self-confidence, ignoring the fact that structures put in 
place by white authorities are the major cause of the problem.  The primary cause is 
“an almost total loss of control over their lives and living environment”’. p 218.    
  
After a long delay a meeting was eventually arranged between the Primate, Bishop 
Greg Thompson and other church leaders and the Hon Jenny Macklin, the responsible 
minister.  There was engaged discussion about these issues and more concrete 
aspects of them.  Some progress has been made but this issue must remain 
indefinitely one of Australia’s and the Commission’s major public policy concerns.  
 
One of the Commission’s major achievements during the trimester was the preparation, 
presentation to Standing Committee, revision and distribution of the paper on ‘Key 
issues for Australia’s future in the global context and actions for us to take’.  The paper 
grew out of Synod’s instruction to undertake work on climate change and the 
environment, Professor John Painter’s opening address to the Commission and the 
concern of all members about these issues. (The paper is posted on the Anglican 
national website and is available simply by Googling the title). The drafting was 
undertaken by Dr Beth Heyde.  The introduction to the paper summarised the themes: 
  

Decisive change in the global climate is one of the two greatest challenges 
the human race has faced, at least in recent centuries, the other being the 
risk of nuclear disaster.  There are strong links to the growth of human 
population and consumption, and our responses will affect human survival.   
Major issues of social justice arise because the poorest communities will 
suffer most. A related key concern is how to care for the whole Creation: 
many of the other life forms on Earth are increasingly vulnerable to 
extinction and we have a moral obligation to help preserve as many of them 
as possible.  

The development of this paper [was] illuminated by contextual theology.  
The paper puts forward some ways to integrate environmental and social 
justice in our responses.  It does not aim to be comprehensive but to outline 
key information, considered views, and action that can be taken on some of 
the big issues we face.  On matters of such importance to humanity and the 
whole Creation, the voice of the Church needs to be heard. 

A summary of the paper was prepared entitled ‘Responses to Global and National 
Environmental Stresses’ and this was circulated to church papers (Attachment 1).  
Another of the themes addressed in the paper is concern with the tendency during the 
last quarter century to make income growth and efficiency the principal goals of public 
policy.  At the extreme this ideology has become market fundamentalism.  Human 
wellbeing has been given less attention, leading to relative neglect of social justice, 
environmental responsibility and the quality of health, education and other human 
services.  The consequences of this distortion and the greed which it has encouraged 
have become clearer during the global financial crisis. 
 



A natural follow up to this paper has been preparation of a second one on the crucial 
underlying issue of population which is Attachment 2 to this report.  Professor Painter 
commented on this issue by saying: 
 

I can see no solution to the threat to all life on our planet if the growth of 
human population is not checked.  For this to happen, the Churches need 
to develop a more adequate theology of sexuality.  Beyond this is the 
delicate problem of encouraging the developing world to control population 
growth in a context where there is justifiable suspicion that the rich and 
powerful seek to control the weak and the poor.  Significant change is 
unlikely to happen without a more just sharing of the earth’s resources. 
 

In the light of this concern the Commission wrote twice to the Minister for Foreign 
Affairs and the Parliamentary Secretary for International Development Assistance 
supporting major expansion of financial support for NGOs providing assistance to 
developing countries and the UNFPA for population policy and family planning 
activities.  The Minister announced increased support in March 2009.  

 
Other actions to support social and economic development included drafting a letter 
for the Primate to send to the Prime Minister supporting the Government’s announced 
goal of increasing aid to 0.5 per cent of national income and urging increasing the 
target to 0.7 per cent and to distribute more of that through the cost-effective programs 
of NGOs including the churches; the work of Greg Thompson as acting National 
President of Transparency International on programs to reduce corruption; John 
Deane’s report of the support of the ABM for work towards the MDGs; the attendance 
of John Langmore at the UN Conference on Finance for Development at Doha in 
November 2008 as a member of the Australian delegation; his participation in an 
official round table discussion of aid policy organised by the Hon Bob McMullan; and 
recently the initiation of a small program of support for a financial transaction tax for 
which part of the revenue could be used for expanding development assistance.  

 
Shortly after the Commission began this trimester’s work the Prime Minister 
announced, in conjunction with the Japanese Prime Minister, the formation of an 
International Commission on Nuclear Non-proliferation and Disarmament.  John 
Langmore prepared a paper for the Commission on the potential value of holding a 
special session of the UN General Assembly to discuss the Commission’s 
recommendations and in achieving international agreement on steps towards nuclear 
disarmament.  The Public Affairs Commission also made a submission to the 
Parliamentary Joint Standing Committee on Treaties inquiry into nuclear non-
proliferation and disarmament which included the memorandum on the subject which 
was adopted by the World Council of Churches Ninth Assembly in Porto Alegre in 
February 2006. 

 
In April 2009 the Australian Government released a Defence White Paper.  The 
Commission has discussed this, and is concerned about assumptions that appear to 
underlie the Paper including that security depends principally on military strength; that it 
is possible to predict twenty years in advance what Australia’s defence needs will be; 
that China’s relationship with Australia may become adversarial against which we must 
protect ourselves now; that security can be considered in isolation from other aspects 
of international relations; that Australia does not consider its first responsibility to be to 



seek peaceful resolution of conflict (as required by membership of the UN); and that 
relatively little attention is given to what is now the major aspect of Australian Defence 
Force activity which is assisting countries in our region to restore and maintain 
domestic security.  A paper is therefore being drafted to discuss these issues which will 
be circulated when completed and agreed.  This is one of the most important ways in 
which we can take seriously the recommendation of the Anglican Consultative Council 
passed in May 2009 that a sixth Mark of Mission be adopted that relates to ‘peace, 
conflict transformation and reconciliation’. 
 
In relation to human rights the Commission was requested by Standing Committee to 
prepare a submission on behalf of General Synod to the Australian Human Rights 
Commission commenting on their discussion paper on Freedom of Religion and Belief 
in the 21st Century for consideration by the Executive Committee.  A subcommittee 
convened by Garth Blake, at the Commission's request, with members Mark Durie, 
Andrew Cameron and Carolyn Tan, successfully completed this task on time and a 
submission was made as proposed.   

 
A similar process was used to prepare a draft submission to the National Human 
Rights Consultation for consideration by the Standing Committee, which in turn decided 
to send it to the Consultation.  The subcommittee consisted of Greg Thompson 
(convenor), Mark Durie, Theo Mackaay and Carolyn Tan. Again the Commission 
benefitted from a major input by Garth Blake and as well for this task from Heather 
Cetrangolo and Martin Drevikovsky.  Later, members of the Commission assisted the 
Primate in drafting a letter to the Prime Minister to clarify the Anglican Church’s position 
on human rights.  Since this was such a major part of the Commission’s work a 
summary of the submission is Attachment 2 to this report. 

 
It is clear from this report that the Commission has on-going work to do on Indigenous 
issues, environmental policy including population, international development and 
defence policy.  We are well aware of many other high priority domestic and 
international issues relating to the wellbeing of Australians, social justice and peace 
and would welcome increased support in attempting to tackle these. 
 



ATTACHMENT 1 

 

RESPONSES TO GLOBAL AND NATIONAL  
ENVIRONMENTAL STRESSES * 

 
THE FACTS 
 

 The resources of the Earth are being used unsustainably – fossil fuels will run 
out, land cannot be cleared indefinitely for agriculture, fresh water used on the 
crops to feed more people cannot be drunk or available to other life  

 Global population has increased from about 300 million when Christ was born 
to more than 6.8 billion now, and is still rising rapidly; Australia’s own population 
has increased three-fold in the last 70 years, and continues to increase rapidly  

 Consumption is increasing with population 

 Consumption (directly or indirectly) causes environmental stresses and 
increases greenhouse gas concentrations 

 Greenhouse gas increases cause climate change 

 Increased human activity is the root cause of environmental stress/climate 
change 

 Environmental stress and climate change threaten  
- the welfare and even survival of  poorer people  
- major extinctions of other life forms by the end of this century 

 We have already passed the ‘tipping point’ of greenhouse gas 
concentrations for serious climate change, and with concentrations 
continuing to rise, the Earth is approaching a ‘point of no return’, which 
cannot be predicted accurately,  from which no action we take would be 
able to avert catastrophe. 

 

THE FUNDAMENTAL CAUSE 

 Global population growth is unsustainable. 

 Australia’s rate of population growth is one of the highest in the developed 
world. 

 

WHAT RESPONSIBILITY DO WE BEAR? 

Resolutions from the Lambeth Conference 1998 reaffirm the Biblical vision of Creation 
as a ‘web of inter-dependent relationships bound together in the Covenant which God 
has established with the whole earth and every living being’.  They state that ‘humans 
beings are both co-partners with the rest of Creation and living bridges between 
heaven and earth, with responsibility to make personal and corporate sacrifices for the 
common good of all Creation’.  The conference recognized that ‘unless human beings 
take responsibility for caring for the earth, the consequences will be catastrophic’. 

 



WHAT CAN WE DO? 

It is within the power of each of us to do the following: 

 change our own ways substantially and quickly to lessen our impact as 
individuals and as the church, using the Diocesan resources prepared by the 
Environment Commission and the Registry, educating ourselves also in other 
ways about reducing our consumption, and encouraging each other to action 
along the way 

 support conservation of life forms and ecosystems in our own environment and 
work for  environmental causes that do so nationally and internationally, and 

 become acutely aware and talk to others, in our parishes and in the wider 
community, about the kinds of issues addressed in the Public Affairs 
Commission paper.* 

 

And importantly we can, as individuals and collectively, encourage our 
Government(s) to: 

 Apply integrated thinking to environmental issues, recognizing that pressures 
linked to increases in population are the fundamental cause of them. 

 Place economic policy firmly in the overall framework of environmental 
management and well-being, not the other way around, and recognize that 
population policy is necessary to achieving balance. 

 Set policy with incentives and regulations that will rapidly achieve much greater 
environmental sensitivity and efficiency in the use of energy, water and land for 
agriculture. 

 Give very high priority to fostering large scale use of technologies that will 
enable major greenhouse gas emission reductions. 

  Reject the assumption that there has to be population growth in order to 
maintain economic growth as a pre-requisite for human wellbeing. 

 Do the utmost towards cutting greenhouse gas emissions by 90% by 2050 and 
25% below 2000 levels by 2020 (a fair share for Australia of a global target of 
450 parts per million carbon dioxide equivalents, which might for example 
enable the three-dimensional structure of the Great Barrier Reef to survive) 

 

And internationally: 

 Play a leading role with increased funding to protect the hottest spots of 
biodiversity in the world, ensuring that this investment improves long term living 
standards of people who would otherwise find it necessary to convert more 
habitat and thus destroy more of the other life forms with which we share the 
Earth 

 Work vigorously at the climate summit in Copenhagen in December 2009 for 
agreement on global and national targets that will avert global catastrophe 

 Contribute further to restraining global population growth through the UN Fund 
for Population Activities and other appropriate international channels. 

 



Australia’s share of distressed people needs to be welcomed warmly, but the main 
focus needs to be on aid for improvements in other countries.  There is a powerful case 
for a substantial increase in aid by our Government and by individuals in Australia.  
Education broadly underpins human wellbeing and continues to deserve strong 
support, but there is a special case now for an aid focus that enables conservation of 
biodiversity at the same time as it enables people to achieve appropriate and 
sustainable living standards. 

 

* This brochure is based on a paper released early in 2009 by the Public Affairs Commission of 
the Anglican General Synod, for discussion within the Church and the wider community.  The 
full paper with references and bibliography is accessible on the General Synod web site at  
http://www.anglican.org.au/governance.cfm?SID=2 

http://www.anglican.org.au/governance.cfm?SID=2


ATTACHMENT 2 

 

18 March 2010 

A DISCUSSION PAPER ON POPULATION ISSUES 

prepared by the Public Affairs Commission 
of the General Synod of the Anglican Church of Australia 

 
In March 2009 the Public Affairs Commission released a discussion paper on key 
issues for Australia’s future, which recommended some responses to global and 
national environmental stresses.  A summary of this paper is attached, with a reference 
to the General Synod web site where the whole paper may be accessed. 

Now the Commission seeks to assist consideration of population growth in a way that 
is consistent with our Christian faith and it is hoped will encourage integrated 
responses.  Population growth is a controversial and sensitive topic, and one about 
which many fear to speak publicly, but it is fundamental to the challenges we face, 
globally and in Australia.  Globally there is concern about the projected increase in 
population from 6.8 billion now to 9.2 billion by 2050 (1).  In Australia there is concern 
about the recent official projection that Australia’s population will increase from 22 
million now to 35 million by 2050.  Consumption and environmental impact increase 
with population.   These population increases will be taking place in a finite world that 
has not yet been able to agree on reducing greenhouse gas emissions enough to avoid 
potentially catastrophic temperature increase and climate change.  There is hope:  a 
serious debate about population growth has very recently begun in Australia.  This 
paper provides a brief overview and encouragement for Christians to become informed 
on the issue and to contribute to the debate. 

1.   WHAT RESPONSIBILITY DO WE BEAR AS CHRISTIANS? 

Most people in developed countries, including Australia, have benefited hugely from 
the resources of the Earth. Until recently we did not have compelling evidence of the 
problems caused by the growth in human numbers and consumption, but now we do.  
Our awareness makes us responsible to do our best for the future.  This is not about 
guilt for the past, but about responsibility for the future.   We continue to celebrate the 
joys of children, families, communities, and the wonderful natural world around us but 
now, in words from Lambeth, with a much clearer awareness of our ‘God given 
mandate to care for, look after and protect God's creation’ (see below),  and a focus on 
the beautiful expression of Thanksgiving 5 in our Prayer Book: 

‘Loving God, we thank you for this world of wonder and delight, 
You have given it to us to care for, so that all your creatures may enjoy its bounty, 
Lord our God, we give you thanks and praise.’ 

 
The Commission commends the following statement prepared by the Environment 
Working Group of the Australian Anglican General Synod, in the context of action 
concerning the Canon for Protection of the Environment which was passed by the 14th 
General Synod (2007), accessible on the General Synod web site and attached to this 
paper (Attachment 3). 



‘The bond between Creator and creation underlies our whole relationship 
with God and it is clear from scripture that this bond is not just with 
humanity but with the whole of creation (e.g. John 1: 3; Romans 8: 20-21). 
As a consequence, it is essential that the Church takes this relationship 
seriously and seeks to express it rightly and fully, remembering that those 
whose words result in relevant action are blessed (James 1: 22-25). Our 
generation is faced with the dual threats of human induced climate change 
and the highest extinction rate in human history. In recognising that God 
sustains and saves all creation, and appoints people as stewards, we are 
called to honour God through acting with care and respect not only for other 
people but for all the earth. As the declaration to the Anglican Communion 
of the 2002 Global Congress on the Stewardship of Creation argues, “We 
come together as a community of faith. Creation calls us, our vocation as 
God's redeemed drives us, the Spirit in our midst enlivens us, scripture 
compels us.” This is echoed in the 2007 Canon for the Protection of the 
Environment, which points out that “In Genesis it says that ‘The Lord God 
took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till and to keep it’.  In 
1990 the Anglican Consultative Council gave modern form to this when it 
declared that one of the five marks of the mission of the church was ‘to 
strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and to sustain and renew the life 
of the Earth’.’ 

To this may be added that unless we take account of the needs of future life on Earth, 
there is a case that we break the eighth commandment – ‘Thou shalt not steal’. 
Christians are sometimes regarded by those outside the church as caring only about 
their own spiritual wellbeing to the exclusion of valuing and caring for the whole of life 
on Earth (2, pp. 5-6).  In contrast, we draw attention here to very clear statements on 
the public record from our church leadership at the highest level:  

The resolutions from the 1998 Lambeth Conference (of the Bishops of the world-wide 
Anglican Communion, convened by the Archbishop of Canterbury) included the 
following strong statement:  

i.  that unless human beings take responsibility for caring for the earth, 
the consequences will be catastrophic because of:   

 overpopulation 
unsustainable levels of consumption by the rich  

 poor quality and shortage of water 
 air pollution 
 eroded and impoverished soil 
 forest destruction 
 plant and animal extinction; 
 
 that the loss of natural habitats is a direct cause of genocide 

amongst millions of indigenous peoples and is causing the 
extinction of thousands of plant and animal species. Unbridled 
capitalism, selfishness and greed cannot continue to be allowed 
to pollute, exploit and destroy what remains of the earth's 
indigenous habitats; 



ii.  that the future of human beings and all life on earth hangs in balance 
as a consequence of the present unjust economic structures, the 
injustice existing between the rich and the poor, the continuing 
exploitation of the natural environment and the threat of nuclear self-
destruction; 

iii.  that the servant-hood to God's creation is becoming the most 
important responsibility facing humankind and that we should work 
together with people of all faiths in the implementation of our 
responsibilities; 

iv.  that we as Christians have a God given mandate to care for, look 
after and protect God's creation. 

In this Resolution, ‘overpopulation’ is the first-named reason for concern about the risks 
of catastrophic consequences for the earth.  Resolutions from the Lambeth 
Conferences reaffirm the Biblical vision of Creation as a ‘web of inter-dependent 
relationships bound together in the Covenant which God has established with the 
whole earth and every living being’.  They state that ‘human beings are …. co-partners 
with the rest of Creation ….with responsibility to make personal and corporate 
sacrifices for the common good of all Creation’. Relevant resolutions from the 1998 and 
2008 Lambeth Conferences are attached in full to the March 2009 PAC paper. 

On 13 October 2009 in the lead-up to the Copenhagen conference on climate change, 
the Archbishop of Canterbury set out a Christian vision of how people can respond to 
the looming environmental crisis (3). He said that ‘living in a way that honours rather 
than threatens the planet is living out what it means to be made in the image of God.  
We do justice to what we are as human beings when we seek to do justice to the 
diversity of life around us; we become what we are supposed to be when we assume 
our responsibility for life continuing on earth.  And that call to do justice brings with it 
the call to re-examine what we mean by growth and wealth.’ Then ‘Our response to the 
crisis needs to be, in the most basic sense, a reality check, a re-acquaintance with the 
facts of our interdependence with the material world and a rediscovery of our 
responsibility for it.  And this is why the apparently small-scale action that changes 
personal habits and local possibilities is so crucial.  When we believe in transformation 
at the local and personal level, we are laying the surest foundations for change at the 
national and international level.’  Part of this is to ‘change our habits enough to make 
us more aware of the diversity of life around us’, make sure we watch the changing of 
the seasons on the earth’s surface, and ‘ask constantly how we can restore a sense of 
association with the material place and time and climate we inhabit and are part of…. 
The Christian story lays out a model of reconnection with an alienated world’. 

In tune with this is the earlier writing of the cultural historian and eco-theologian 
Thomas Berry, offering a new perspective that recasts our understanding of science, 
technology, politics, religion, ecology and education.  He shows why it is important for 
us to respond to the need for renewal of the earth, and suggests what we must do 
(particularly through education) to break free of the drive for a misguided dream of 
progress.   His book ‘The Dream of the Earth’ (4) shows how the convergence of 
modern science and spiritual and religious affinity for creation can lead to a new 
covenant of ethical responsibility for the natural world. In this, science is seen not in its 
familiar role of taking the earth apart so as to manipulate it,  but as synthesizer, 
providing the basis for a metareligious vision and enabling us to see ‘the integral 



majesty of the natural world’ and the wonder of the universe (pp. 95,98). This 
underpins the creative future he sees for humankind. 

There is a wide appreciation in Christian traditions of our need to be better stewards.  A 
number of Diocesan documents and resources are available to inspire liturgy and help 
towards action. The Environment Working Group of the General Synod is compiling 
liturgical and theological resource lists for ready access, and will be facilitating the 
sharing of action plans. Some examples of evangelical contributions are ‘Environment 
– A Christian Response’ and ‘Christian Ministry in a Changing Climate – Report to 
Synod’ (both at http://www.sie.org.au/tag/environment and awaiting an update) and the 
Declaration on Creation Stewardship and Climate Change from the Micah Network, 
July 2009. 

However, to change mindset and act accordingly is an enormous challenge.  On 13 
December 2009 during the Copenhagen conference on climate change the Archbishop 
of Canterbury preached on casting out fear and acting for the sake of love (5).  He said 
that ‘we cannot show the right kind of love for our fellow-humans unless we also work 
at keeping the earth as a place that is a secure home for all people for future 
generations.’  ‘We are faced with the consequences of generations of failure to love the 
earth as we should.’ ‘We are not doomed to carry on in a downward spiral of the 
greedy, addictive, loveless behaviour that has helped to bring us to this point. Yet it 
seems that fear still rules our hearts and imaginations.  We have not yet been able to 
embrace the cost of the decisions we know we must make.  We are afraid because we 
don’t know how we can survive without the comforts of our existing lifestyle.  We are 
afraid that new policies will be unpopular with the national electorate.  We are afraid 
that younger and more vigorous economies will take advantage of us – or we are afraid 
that older, historically dominant economies will use the excuse of ecological 
responsibility to deny us our right to proper and just development.’ The Archbishop 
ended by emphasizing that love casts out fear and with a plea not to be afraid, but to 
ask how we show that we love God’s creation, and how we learn to trust one another in 
a world of limited resources through justice and caring for our neighbour. 

Moving directly to the topic of this paper, the theologian John Painter was invited to 
address the Commission in June 2008 to provide a theological vision that might 
stimulate and assist it to develop its work agenda.  The paper he presented, ‘An 
Anglican approach to Public Affairs in a Global context’, has now been re-shaped for 
publication (6).   In it he recognises that we are inextricably part of one world, and that 
human activity in one place affects life in every place.  Earth is the fragile web of life of 
which we, and all life, are part.  The narrative of the creation in Genesis contains within 
it an affirmation of the intrinsic worth of the creation as a whole and of its component 
parts; Psalms such as 24, 95 and 104 celebrate the value of the Earth and its parts; 
and the Prologue of the Gospel of John sets both the creation of the world and the 
incarnation of the Word in the context of God’s love for the world.  The paper 
expresses the need for us to hear the call for justice for the Earth and all its creatures, 
and to celebrate the marvels and mysteries of creation and of the loving Creator whose 
bounties we enjoy, while also ensuring that all of Earth’s creatures share in this bounty.   

With the burgeoning human population now posing a threat to all life on the planet, 
Professor Painter considers there is a need to develop ‘a more adequate theology of 
sexuality’. (He observes that churches and religious groups generally have not given a 
constructive lead on the issue of human population growth, and confesses that he can 

http://www.sie.org.au/tag/environment


see no solution to the threat to all life if this growth is not checked.  In his view, while 
human sexuality will continue to find expression in a deep and abiding human love as a 
basis of community or family, and procreation and the birth of children in the context of 
a loving relationship remain very important, these need to be within limits that allow 
other species to flourish. He concludes that only then will there be a rich and diverse 
Earth for our children and our children’s children to live on.)  

Given all these expressions, it is very sobering to realize that the United Nations 
projects another 2.4 billion people to be living on the Earth by about 2050 (1).  As yet 
there is no agreement on enough action to safeguard the wellbeing of the Earth, and 
the current rates of extinction of life forms are comparable with the five great 
extinctions of the distant past, the last being 65 million years ago when the dinosaurs 
disappeared. 

2.   WHY IS IT SO DIFFICULT TO DISCUSS POPULATION ISSUES?  SOME 
REASONS AND RESPONSES 

Population is an emotive and controversial topic.   It has been virtually a taboo subject, 
the ‘elephant in the room’.  Reasons why people prefer to be silent about it include: 

 Many benefit from population growth in the short term – businesses sell more 
products and make more profit, builders build and sell more homes, but demand 
still outstrips housing supply and anyone who owns a home benefits because the 
value of the home increases.  
-  However those who do not own their own homes, particularly young people 

and the poorer members of our community, will find it increasingly difficult 
to achieve ownership.  This is a serious social justice issue.  

 Population growth readily translates to economic growth, which is a prime goal of 
governments.   
-  However, economic growth for a nation does not necessarily mean growth 

in individual incomes.  Over the past seven financial years, real GDP has 
grown by 23% but real GDP per person has grown by less than half that 
(7).  Questions need to be asked – Who really are the beneficiaries of 
economic growth once a certain (and not particularly high) level of 
personal/family financial security has been achieved?   Should ongoing 
economic growth be an end in itself - and increase in population used as a 
means to achieve it?  Does the community as a whole benefit from it? Are 
there alternative economic paradigms?     

 Some consider that a bigger population makes Australia more secure and gives 
the nation more international influence, though it may not be diplomatically 
attractive to express such motivation.   These kinds of considerations will have 
contributed to the increase in the immigration rate, and also to the introduction by 
the previous Government of a Baby Bonus, which has been continued and even 
increased by the current Government.  
-  There are good counter examples of nations with significantly smaller 

populations who contribute strongly to civilization and carry much 
international influence (8, p.117 ). 

 Some consider that an increased birth rate is a necessary means of helping to 
compensate for the ageing of population which is now taking place in Australia.  
The introduction of the Baby Bonus may well be an outcome of such thinking. 
One of the world’s leading thinkers and activists in economic development, 



Jeffrey Sachs, addresses this concern which is basically that the social security 
systems of the rich world will collapse as more retirees live longer and have fewer 
workers to support them.  He points out that in the high-income world the ratio of 
those older than 65 to those aged 15 to 65, called the old-age dependency ratio, 
will increase from 23%  to 46% by 2050, and that this will indeed impose stresses 
on pension systems, but ‘it is simply not true that the costs are likely to be large’. 
First, with slower population growth or even decline, there will be large social 
savings in major infrastructure investment that was previously needed to keep up 
with population; second, retirement ages are likely to rise gradually by a few 
years, particularly as older people enjoy more healthy life years; and continued 
improvements in productivity may well mean we can work less in total, some of 
the returns being taken as greater leisure time (9, pp. 200-202).  
-  In the context of unsustainable global population growth it is inconsistent 

and arguably irresponsible to provide financial incentives for population 
increase. 

 Some business leaders seek substantial skilled immigration to provide a good 
selection of potential employees with skills needed for their companies.   
Governments may also find this an attractive way to overcome shortfalls in 
essential services personnel such as health workers.  
-  The far more constructive alternative is to plan ahead and train current 

citizens in the fields that are needed, so improving total employment 
prospects for existing Australians and also the opportunities for more skilled 
and satisfying work.  Risks associated with oversupply in the job market 
include unemployment of both skilled and unskilled people, with personal 
trauma and unproductive costs to the national budget.  There is also a need 
to be concerned about depriving less developed countries, from which 
many skilled migrants come, of people who are needed in their home 
countries.  

 Some consider that the basic problem is consumption, and growth in 
consumption, not population growth. 
-  Consumption does indeed need to be restrained, but that cannot take the 

pressure off population as a key underlying issue.  With global population 
growth continuing at a very significant rate, reductions in consumption per 
person in developed countries (with total population about 1.2 billion out of 
6.8 billion globally) are unlikely to be sufficient to achieve reduced global 
consumption as population, incomes and consumption per person rise in 
rapidly developing countries with their much higher populations. The total 
impact on the environment arises from average consumption per person 
multiplied by total number of people. Both consumption and population 
need to be addressed, and very sensitively, given the benefits received by 
rich nations from their use of global resources. 

 Many Australians have migrated here and they do not feel it is fair to ‘pull up the 
drawbridge’ when others want to come.   
-  In response, it is not expected that Australia would want or need to close off 

immigration. Our country has been greatly enriched by migrants over a long 
period, and we are a successful multicultural society.  There is scope to 
increase our intake of genuine refugees (which is very small compared with 
total immigration – see next section) and continue to enable family reunion, 
while decreasing total immigration to a level consistent with scientific advice 



on the long term carrying capacity and preservation of the biodiversity of 
the Australian continent.   

 Australia has obligations to other nations, particularly island nations, who will be 
adversely affected by climate change.   
-  True.  However, it is also true that Australia will be one of the nations 

affected most severely by climate change and that some of the island 
nations have high population growth which will be unsustainable on their 
land area regardless of climate change. This is part of the global population 
picture and, in addition to accepting refugees, we need to support such 
countries in restraining their population growth to achieve balance with their 
countries’ natural resources.   

 Immigration is a topic on which some extreme views have been expressed in 
Australia in the past, and people are very afraid of being perceived as selfish, 
racist or xenophobic; some extend this to express the view that, although they 
recognize the overarching significance of population growth, the church should 
not speak about population for fear of being misinterpreted.   
-  If fear prevents us from speaking the truth for the greater good, out of love 

for the whole earth including all our fellow human beings, are we being true 
to our faith?  Again, the words of the Archbishop of Canterbury encourage 
us not to be afraid, but to ask how we show that we love God’s creation, 
and how we learn to trust one another in a world of limited resources 
through justice and caring for our neighbour (5).  Justice and care take 
many forms. 

- Crispin Hull writes ‘Very few people who oppose higher population and high 
immigration want a Hansonite revival.  Indeed, many would happily see 
more refugees and much lower general immigration.  But we do want to 
see some sense and some moral purpose in Australia’s population policy’ 
(9). 

 Birth control education and facilities are sensitive for some church members 
because they disagree with the extent of services offered, in Australia and 
overseas, especially in developing countries with large family sizes and 
burgeoning populations.     
-  Balancing such matters can be very hard, but the big picture is of 

overpopulation.  Isn’t it important to support those seeking to enable 
women and men to choose family size - those who, through voluntary 
means, are trying to achieve the greatest good – for the individual woman, 
for the wellbeing of all her children, for her nation and for the world as a 
whole - through education and reproductive health services including 
contraceptives - as advocated by Sachs (9, Chapter 8). 

 Some church members wish to avoid discomfort in relation to colleagues of other 
denominations or faiths, whom they expect to reject birth control measures, and 
they do not want to cause tension on this account. 
-  The big picture is of over-population and the need to care for the future of 

all life on earth.  Love needs to drive out fear so that those who recognise 
the population problem speak out about it, in love.  The responses of some 
of our colleagues may surprise.  Some of them, too, may be fearing to 
acknowledge publicly what they recognize in their hearts.  

 



3.  WHERE TO FROM HERE? 

Briefly, the facts: 

 The resources of the Earth are being used unsustainably 

 Global human population is huge and still increasing rapidly 

 Human activity is the root cause of current environmental stress and climate 
change;  these threaten  
- the survival of  poorer people, and  

- major extinctions of other life forms by the end of this century.  

The fundamental problem: 

 Global population growth is unsustainable. On a finite planet, if the rate is not 
reduced rapidly, there will be huge problems for humanity and other life forms. 

 

This paper offers a brief overview of issues and some responses, globally and for 
Australia. 

3.1   The broad costs of overpopulation 

Many of the costs of overpopulation are not directly concerned with money, but involve 
changes in society and its interaction with the natural world.  These and a wide range 
of other issues are discussed by O’Connor and Lines (8), and they have been 
addressed in the special series of ABC TV 7.30 Reports centering around Australia 
Day 2010 (25 – 29 January 2010, accessible on the internet, ref.10).  The growing 
congestion of cities, destined to become worse, means much time lost in commuting, 
more polluted suburbs, denser housing and the loss for many of suburban gardens in 
which to relax and still have some frequent communion with nature – which in turn 
means children and future citizens are likely to have less empathy with the natural 
world. Other consequences include the build-up and crowding of Australia’s narrow and 
beautiful coastal strip, with destruction of most of its natural forest adjacent to beaches, 
and the forgoing of good arable land because it is being built upon. Water supply is 
already a major challenge for many parts of Australia and it will become an even 
greater challenge as climate change intensifies and population increases; restrictions 
apply now in nearly all major population centres as well as agricultural areas.  The 
public in general do not want these kinds of negative changes to their quality of life.  
Polls have also shown that the majority of people do not want large immigration 
programs.  O’Connor and Lines put the view that minimizing individual consumption is 
a poor answer if population is not stabilised. They say that if citizens save water, for 
example, it will not mean that their neighbours get more water for their gardens, or that 
tougher restrictions will be postponed.  Rather it will enable the population to be 
increased, and even lead eventually to worse shortages of water and other 
environmental disasters (8, p.182).  A challenging thought.   



3.2  Global population issues  

The human population grew from about 230 million when Christ was born (9, p.60, 64) 
to 6.8 billion now.  Factors such as better living conditions, nutrition and health care 
have ensured steadily improving life expectancy. According to the United Nations’ most 
recent revision of World Population Prospects (2006, ref. 1), total global population is 
projected to reach 9.2 billion before there is likelihood of overall stabilization and then 
decline. The medium variant projected increase from now to 2050 is approximately 
equivalent to the size of the world population in 1950 (1).   

The UN Report confirms the diversity of demographic dynamics among the different 
world regions.  The population of the more developed regions is expected to remain 
largely unchanged at 1.2 billion, and this population is ageing, while virtually all 
population growth is occurring in the less developed regions and especially in the 
group of the 50 least developed countries, many of which are expected to age only 
moderately over the foreseeable future.  There are distinct trends in fertility and 
mortality underlying these varied patterns of growth and changes in age structure.  
Below-replacement fertility prevails in the more developed regions and is expected to 
continue to 2050.  Fertility is still high in most of the least developed countries and 
although it is expected to decline it will remain higher than the rest of the world.  In the 
rest of the developing countries, fertility has declined markedly since the late 1960s 
and is expected to reach below-replacement levels by 2050 in the majority of them. 

Realisation of the medium variant projections contained in the UN 2006 Revision 
Report depends urgently on ensuring that fertility continues to decline in developing 
countries.  These projections assume that in the less developed countries as a whole, 
fertility will decrease from 2.75 to 2.05 children per woman from 2005-2010 to 2045-
2050; and in the 50 least developed countries, from 4.63 to 2.50 children per woman.  
The UN states (1, p.6) that to achieve such reductions it is essential that access to 
family planning expands in the poorest countries of the world; otherwise, if fertility were 
to remain constant at the levels estimated for 2000-2005, the population of the less 
developed regions would increase to 10.6 billion (instead of the 7.9 billion projected by 
assuming that fertility declines). World population would then rise to 11.8 billion.  That 
would mean world population increasing by twice as many people as were alive in 
1950.  

There is no certainty of well-managed decline unless significant change in human 
behaviour takes place.  The ‘green revolution’ initiated some decades ago may have 
kept pace with increased human need for food so far, but there are serious doubts that 
the peak number of people could be fed by means of more increases in production  
(11). An October 2009 report under the auspices of the Royal Society says that many 
and major changes would be required if this were to be achieved (12).  Agricultural 
productivity currently depends on fertilizers based on fossil fuels, there are severe 
limitations on increases in agricultural land and water for crops and increases come at 
the expense of other forms of life. Up to 50% of the Earth’s photosynthetic potential is 
directly appropriated for human use, and land that is being cleared now is either 
increasingly inhospitable or home to precious and unique stocks of biodiversity, such 
as tropical rainforests (9, p. 68).  We are approaching the limits of what science can 
realistically achieve, and the technologies needed now may well be as much the social 
technologies of policy and administration in adapting to limitations as they are about 
technologies of production itself (11). 



A wide range of issues relevant to this paper are addressed by Jeffrey Sachs in his 
book ‘Common Wealth – Economics for a Crowded Planet’ (9).  Basic  observations 
are that the scale of human economic activity has risen eight times since 1950, will rise 
possibly another six times by 2050, and is causing environmental destruction on a 
scale that was impossible at any earlier stage of human history (9, p.29). Scientists 
have estimated that if habitat conversion and other destructive human activities 
continue at their present rates (which is hard to avoid if population keeps increasing, 
poor people in the poorest countries struggle to survive, and standard of living 
increases in newly industrialising nations), half the species on Earth could be extinct or 
unsaveable by the end of this century (2, pp.4-5 and Chapter 8).  And we are causing 
this in the face of evidence that a decline of biological diversity may render many parts 
of the world less hospitable, less resilient and less productive for human beings as well 
(9, p.29). 

In response Sachs names three basic goals:  environmental sustainability, population 
stabilization, and ending extreme poverty.  These are the essence of the Millenium 
Development Goals (9, p.32).  Here we concentrate on what he has to say about 
population stabilization (which is strongly linked to the other two goals).   

 He notes the ‘tyranny of the present’ when it comes to population growth.  For 
example, impoverished parents often have many children to ensure their old age 
security or perhaps in the hope of obtaining more communal land or other 
resources, but this may well come at the expense of the children’s own wellbeing 
– the parents cannot provide effectively for the nutritional, health and educational 
needs of six or seven children, a not uncommon family size (9, p.41).  A 
household’s decision on fertility also depends on widespread cultural norms, the 
availability of education and contraceptive means through public health facilities, 
and other matters determined by public policy. Decentralised decision-making of 
individual households can easily lead to excessive population growth.  Sachs 
argues that the rapid growth of populations in poor countries (commonly a 
doubling in a generation) hinders their economic development, condemns the 
children to continued poverty and threatens global political stability (9, Chapter 7). 

 

 Global population dynamics are complex (9, Chapter 7, pp 159-182).  There is 
nothing automatic about a transition to lower fertility following a decline in child 
mortality and, when it does occur, the total fertility rate declines with a lag leading 
to a population bulge before a low fertility/low mortality stage can be reached. 
Governments have played a key role in the rapid decline of child mortality, and 
they have also had to step in, or need to, to promote a rapid decline in fertility to 
accompany the decline in mortality.  

 

 He gives four compelling reasons why the poorest countries need to speed up the 
demographic transition and why we need to help them do it: families cannot 
surmount extreme poverty without a decline in the fertility rate; neither can poor 
countries;  the ecological and closely related income consequences of rapid 
population growth are devastating; and finally there are threats to the rest of the 
world, raising pressure for mass migration, and increasing risks of local conflict, 
violence and war (9, pp.175-6).   

 



 There is hope.  Public policies designed to promote a voluntary reduction of 
fertility rates can have ‘an enormous effect’, benefiting both present and future 
generations.  Sachs names nine factors that have proved time and again to be 
important in leading to a rapid decline in fertility rates, while noting that not all are 
needed:  improving child survival, education of girls, empowerment of women, 
access to reproductive health services, green revolution, urbanization, legal 
abortion, old age security, and public leadership.  His basic advice is that 
development policy for a high fertility region should integrate aid for economic 
development with aid for family planning (9, p.184). 

 

 Nevertheless, it has been difficult to obtain support from rich countries to help 
poor countries speed up their demographic transition.  Sachs outlines (9, p177 – 
182) the way in which support and results have waxed and waned with political 
change.  Intergovernmental conferences on population and development were 
held in 1974, 1984 and 1994, and the multidimensional plan of action from the 
last of these forms one of the most important Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs).  The UN Millennium Project’s special report on sexual and reproductive 
health (2006) came up with an estimate of the scale of donor effort needed to 
ensure broad coverage of contraception and family planning, also safe childbirth, 
and it was approximately 0.06% of the income of the donor countries.  But the 
financial goals have not yet been met. Contributing much more to this cause 
would be a very effective and compassionate way for Australia to help 
people in poor nations, and their environments. 

 

3.3  Australian population issues   

The book ‘Overloading Australia’ provides a wealth of information, insight and 
references (8). 

In Australia, for people who have currently lived their three score years and ten, there 
were approximately: 

- 4.4 million people when their parents were born (1910)  

- 7.0 million when they were born (1940)  

- 12.5 million when their children were born (1970) 

- 19.2 million when their grandchildren were born (2000) 

(ABS, Australian Historical Population Statistics Catalogue 3105.0.65.001).  There are 
more than 22 million now, according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics population 
clock.  That growth has kept accelerating.  Our population growth rate in percentage 
terms is the highest in the developed world (2.1% for the year to June 2009, ABS, 
Australian Demographic Statistics, Catalogue 3101.0), and is now at a level typical of 
developing countries.  It is higher than growth rates in eg Indonesia, China and India.  
We in Australia are part of the global overpopulation issue.   

 



In 2008 when the Australian population exceeded 21 million there was no significant 
public comment or policy discussion.  A startling official projection for increase in 
Australia’s population, to 35 million people in the next four decades, was publicised in 
September 2009 prior to the formal release of the 2010 Intergenerational Report of the 
Department of the Treasury (13).  This was significantly higher than the previous official 
projection from 2007, only two years previously; and Dr Ken Henry, Secretary of the 
Treasury, expressed personal pessimism on 22 October 2009 (at a Business Leaders’ 
Forum at the Queensland University of Technology) about Australia’s capacity to be 
able to deal with environmental sustainability while housing and absorbing this big 
population. Meanwhile the Prime Minister, on the ABC 7.30 Report of 22 October 2009, 
said initially that he thought it was good news that Australia’s population is growing – 
good for national security long term and for what Australia can sustain as a nation; 
recently he has been more cautious, having acknowledged that the demands for 
coping with substantial increases will be ‘massive’.  The current Opposition Leader has 
been quoted as saying that he would like to see as many people are possible given the 
chance to live in Australia (14). 

The composition of Australia’s population increase is food for thought.  In the most 
recent year for which the full data are available on the ABS web site (2007-2008, ABS 
Catalogue 3412.0 released 28 July 2009): 

- the population grew by 1.71% or 359,300 people, to reach a total of 21.431 
million  (note that this rate increased to 2.1% in the year to June 2009, Cat. 
3101.0) 

- net overseas migration added about 213,700 (and this is excluding people on 
student and work visas, many of whom become eligible to stay), while natural 
increase added 145,600 per year (births minus deaths). 

 
It was the third year in which net overseas migration had exceeded natural increase.   
The numbers carry major implications for the growth of the Australian population well 
into the future.  While rapid growth is being encouraged by key political leaders, 
expressions of concern are now coming from a serving politician, the Federal MP for 
Wills, Kelvin Thomson, who has put forward a 14 point plan for population reform (15), 
and the Federal MP for Menzies, Kevin Andrews, who has called for a national 
discussion about population, noting that planning, infrastructure, transport, health, 
education etc share population as a critical element (16).   Concern has been 
expressed for many years from the scientific community (eg 17, 18, which both indicate 
the Australian population is already around the level of what can be sustained), some 
public figures such as the former Australian of the Year Tim Flannery (19, 20), former 
Premier of NSW Bob Carr (21) , and from bodies such as Sustainable Population 
Australia and the Australian Conservation Foundation (22).  But until very recently the 
discussion did not appear to have traction. This has changed following the Treasury’s 
2010 Intergenerational Report projection of 36 million by 2050 and a debate is now 
taking place.  Population projection is not simple and the projection of 35 or 36 million 
has been queried as inconsistent with underlying facts and hence too low (23).  
Furthermore, what happens after 2050 also needs to be in mind, because there would 
be momentum to continue growing. 

  



The question must be asked whether our current and projected population growth is 
fair to future generations of Australians and to other life in the environments our 
descendants will have to inhabit.   This does not imply a lack of concern for those in 
need in other countries – on the contrary.  Compared with total immigration, 
humanitarian migration into Australia has been very small – about 14,000 per year, but 
of these only about 4000 to 6000 were refugees by the United Nations’ definition (8, 
p.73). There is scope for Australia to respond more generously in humanitarian 
immigration, and it is likely to become necessary as population around the world 
continues to increase. Looking at the global situation of political, ethnic, religious and 
environmental refugees, numbers can be expected to increase and the manifold 
causes often include or centre around population pressure (ibid., p.74).  

The Public Affairs Commission is of the view that the risks are too high to allow the 
numbers to run away in Australia without very serious consideration of the risks and the 
alternatives.  In this very thirsty and thin-soiled continent there is a need for a 
national debate on Australia’s population, leading to a population policy 
consistent with the big picture for national and global environment and 
population, while  supporting those in need.  The debate has recently become lively 
and there have been  many comments from knowledgeable people about the serious 
issues Australia must address if the nation is to absorb a major increase in population, 
including water shortages, land shortages, higher food and housing costs, stressed 
infrastructure in cities, degraded rivers  (eg 10, the ABC 7.30 Report special series, 25 
– 29 January 2010, archived and available on line).   

It is not the role of this paper to prescribe population policy in detail.  That is a 
responsibility for elected politicians, taking account of factors such as congestion, 
infrastructure and amenity, expert advice on Australia’s environmentally sustainable 
carrying capacity, and views in the electorate.  We ask that our Government fulfil the 
responsibility to determine sustainable population policy and ensure that there 
would be no significant increases in environmental and social stress from any 
major increase.   

Reflecting the debate, a responsible course would include: 

 taking full account of Australia’s role in contributing to the global 
overpopulation/overconsumption problem, with its implications for greenhouse 
gas emissions and devastation of the global environment;  

 reduction in total  immigration rates while increasing the proportion of refugees 
and family reunion migrants in the total and   

 removal of public incentives aimed at increasing the birth rate and replacing them 
with support for improvements in the capacity of parents to be fully attentive to 
their babies, eg by increasing paid maternal and paternal leave.  

 

In addressing population policy, the following values are important to us: 

 Justice, not only for current Australians, but for our descendants and the other 
life on this land in all its beauty and diversity 

 Care for those in need and for the broadest wellbeing of human and other life, 
and  



 Sharing in a world of finite resources, building trust by showing justice and care 
(and love!) for our neighbours in other parts of the world. 

 

4.   TO SPEAK OR NOT, FROM A CHRISTIAN’S VIEWPOINT 

Remaining silent about population issues, although one has concerns about them, is 
little different from supporting further overpopulation and ecological degradation.  If 
people are not prepared to speak up, these things will happen.  Given the high risks 
from global and national population growth, can any of the above reasons justify saying 
nothing while numbers continue to climb?  Out of care for the whole Creation, 
particularly the poorest of humanity and the life forms who cannot speak for 
themselves, this paper argues that it is not responsible to stand by and remain silent.   

It is, however, a challenge to participate in the debate. People with vested interests, 
who may not see the whole picture, can put forward plausible partial views.  None of us 
particularly want to give up things we like, or expose ourselves to dismissive or angry 
reactions.  This paper can only try to emphasise the big picture.  It is sometimes 
difficult to keep the whole picture in view – but there is danger that a partial view, 
adopted for reasons that appeal in the short term, can lead to avoidance of long term 
responsibility. 
 

5.   WHAT CAN WE DO? 

We can each act individually, but to have an impact on the fundamental issue of 
population growth it is essential that governments establish sustainable population 
policy.     Based on the big picture, it is hoped that this paper will encourage people to 
communicate to our Government their concerns about global and national population 
growth.  We owe it to the whole Creation, including our own descendants.  There is no 
time to lose. 

Reinforcing recommendations from the March 2009 PAC discussion paper, we need as 
individuals to  

 Grow in understanding of global and national environmental challenges, 
become acutely aware of the issues, and address them as a whole, with 
integrity. 

 

 Be prepared to make personal and corporate sacrifices for the common 
good of all Creation: Change our own ways individually and collectively to 
reduce our own consumption, helped by others including Diocesan 
Environment Commissions and Registries. 

But beyond that we need to communicate big picture population concerns to our 
Governments, asking them to  

 Recognise the fundamental role of burgeoning population growth and 
related human consumption in causing unsustainable environmental stress 
globally and in Australia 



 Determine a  sustainable population policy for Australia, which is fair and 
just for current and future Australians and for other life on this land  and 
aims for the broad  wellbeing of all 

 

 Halt  any policy that provides an incentive specifically and primarily to 
increase Australia’s population, notably the Baby Bonus, while increasing 
paid maternal and paternal leave ; and reduce the overall level of 
immigration to fit with expert advice on the sustainable capacity of this 
land, while being more generous in our  programs for refugees and family 
reunion.  

 Effectively and compassionately improve the welfare of people in poor 
nations, and hence their environments, by contributing much more to 
restraining global population growth through voluntary means, via 
appropriate international channels including those of the United Nations.  
For high fertility regions, aid for family planning needs to be integrated with 
aid for development. 

 

 Reject any assumption, clearly untenable in the longer term, that there has 
to be ongoing population growth in order to maintain economic growth as a 
prerequisite for human wellbeing. 

 
 

********** 
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ATTACHMENT 3  

 

 

CANON NO. 11, 2007 
 
 

PROTECTION OF THE ENVIRONMENT CANON 2007 
 

 
A Canon to assist in the protection of the environment 
 
The General Synod prescribes as follows: 
 
Preamble 
A.  This Church acknowledges God’s sovereignty over his creation through the Lord 

Jesus Christ. 
B.  In Genesis it says that “The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of 

Eden to till it and keep it.” In 1990 the Anglican Consultative Council gave 
modern form to this task when it declared that one of the five marks of the 
mission of the Church was "to strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, and to 
sustain and renew the life of the earth”. 

C.  This Canon gives form to this mark of mission in the life of the Anglican Church of 
Australia. 

D.  This Church recognises the importance of the place of creation in the history of 
salvation. 

E.  This Church acknowledges the custodianship of the indigenous peoples of this 
land . 

F.  This Church recognizes that climate change is a most serious threat to the lives 
of the present and future generations. Accordingly, this Canon seeks to reduce 
the release of greenhouse gases by this Church and its agencies. 

 
Short title and principal canon 
1.  This Canon may be cited as the “Protection of the Environment Canon 2007”. 
 
Mechanisms to assist in protecting the environment 
2.  (1)  Every diocese which adopts this Canon undertakes to reduce its 

environmental footprint by increasing the water and energy efficiency of its 
current facilities and operations and by ensuring that environmental 
sustainability is an essential consideration in the development of any new 
facilities and operations, with a view to ensuring that the diocese 
minimalises its contribution to the mean global surface temperature rise . 

(2)  Every diocese which adopts this Canon undertakes to establish such 
procedures and process such as an environment commission, or similar 
body as are necessary to assist the diocese and its agencies to: 
(a)  give leadership to the Church and its people in the way in which they 

can care for the environment, 
(b)  use the resources of God’s creation appropriately and to consider and 

act responsibly about the effect of human activity on God’s creation, 



(c)  facilitate and encourage the education of Church members and 
others about the need to care for the environment, use the resources 
of God’s creation properly and act responsibly about the effect of 
human activity on God’s creation, and, 

(d)  advise and update the diocese on the targets needed to meet the 
commitment made in sub-section (1); 

(e)  urge its people to pray in regard to these matters. 
 
Reporting 
3.  (1)  Every diocese which adopts this Canon undertakes to report to each 

ordinary session of the General Synod as to its progress in reducing its 
environmental footprint in order to reach the undertaking made in 
accordance with subsection (1) of section 2. 

(2)  Any report will outline the targets that were set, the achievements made, 
and difficulties encountered. 

 
Adoption of Canon by Diocese 
4.  The provisions of this Canon affect the order and good government of the Church 

within a diocese and the Canon shall not come into force in any diocese unless 
and until the diocese by ordinance adopts the Canon.  



ATTACHMENT 4 
 
 

 
ARTICLE SUMMARISING THE STANDING COMMITTEE  

SUBMISSION TO THE HUMAN RIGHTS CONSULTATION 
 
 
The Anglican Church of Australia has made a detailed submission to the federal 
government’s inquiry into Human Rights.  The National Human Rights Consultation 
Process has had its deadline extended by one month to September 30 after receiving 
more than 40,000 submissions. The General Synod Standing Committee of the 
Anglican Church of Australia has released its 11 page submission addressing a 
number of issues from the treatment of asylum seekers to the protection of children 
and the aged, prisoners and the mentally ill. 
 
The submission acknowledges that the human rights of vulnerable people in the 
Australian community are not adequately protected and laws alone will not provide the 
answers unless society attitudes and cultures change. It calls on the government to 
enact laws to protect and promote human rights as outlined in the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic 
Social and Cultural Rights. 
 
However submission spokesman Garth Blake SC said the Church believed it could 
best make a contribution to the process by addressing in more detail the protection and 
promotion of freedom of religion in Australia and its interaction with other human rights. 
 
“Our thinking on this critical issue is guided by our beliefs that are grounded in the 
Bible. Some of those general themes include accountability, responsibility for each 
other, justice and mercy, love and respect.” 
 
Those themes are active in the Church’s submission on freedom of religion. “We have 
stated clearly in our submission that religious belief and practice are integral to 
personal and communal identity for many people. Religious organisations understand 
this. We must be able to carry out our activities in accordance with our beliefs.” 
 
The submission affirms that religious activities cannot be read narrowly and include 
such things as political expression, social action, public discourse and a range of 
services provided to the public.  
 
The submission makes several important points in relation to religious freedom in 
employment and highlights the potential for a clash between general human rights and 
the right to religious freedom.  “The Anglican Church has constructive partnerships with 
civil government at all levels, delivering services in education, welfare and other 
charitable activities. These partnerships continue to serve the community well but we 
must not be compelled to act contrary to our conscience,” said Mr Blake. 
 
The submission highlights the Anglican Church’s view that the right to freedom of 
religion should include the right of a religious body to determine the requisite 
qualifications, including religious belief, for employees and volunteers who carry out its 
work, in accordance with religious doctrines and practices. 



 
“Our involvement in delivering services to the community is an expression of our whole 
of life religious commitment to loving our neighbours. There are exemptions for 
religious bodies in most anti-discrimination laws so that we may lawfully discriminate, 
for instance by way of employment preferences, to ensure those who work with us 
share our vision to further God’s mission. 
 
The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights Article 18 states that: 

Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion. This right shall include freedom to have or adopt a religion or belief 
of his choice, and freedom, either individually or in common with others and 
in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, 
practice and teaching. 

Mr Blake said that the Covenant does not permit derogation from the right to religious 
freedom, even in a time of public emergency which threatens the life of the nation, such 
is the importance of this fundamental right.   
 
“Pressures to confine religious freedom to a private sphere raise concerns. We are 
concerned about any undue narrowing of the criteria for exemptions which may 
preclude religious organisations from engaging in services to the public such as 
educational, welfare or other charitable activities, by requiring them act contrary to their 
beliefs.  And we are concerned about the intrusion of external bodies in deciding 
religious questions. Courts and other bodies should not be asked to determine the 
nature of religious doctrine or the doctrine of a particular church.” 
 
Mr Blake said while the Anglican Church supports the enactment of human rights 
legislation there is a danger of inappropriate individualism and intolerance unless 
people understand they have responsibilities to others that correspond with those 
rights. 
 
In its submission the General Synod Standing Committee supported the enactment of 
human rights legislation because this has the potential to have a beneficial effect on 
government policy and the legislation and administration which give effect to that 
policy. It recognised that the Anglican Church has a parallel responsibility with the 
Australian Government to facilitate and encourage a culture of understanding and 
support for human rights through education, communication, regulation and example. 
 
For a full copy of the submission and address to the public hearings visit 
www.anglican.org.au. 
 

http://www.anglican.org.au/

