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INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION AND THE GROWTH OF
HOUSEHOLDS IN SYDNEY: A RESPONSE TO CURNOW

Peter McDonald and Jeromey Temple
Jill Curnow asserts that certain important statements that we have made in our article in the most recent
issue of People and Place are largely unsubstantiated.1 We accept that more detailed substantiation of
these statements is required and welcome this opportunity to provide further argument.

Why zero international migration to
Sydney is ‘very hypothetical’
We provided five scenarios relating to the
future population growth of Sydney and
described one of these, Series 4, as ‘very
hypothetical’ or, as Curnow correctly points
out, apparently more hypothetical than our
other four hypothetical series. We did not
substantiate why we considered this scenario
to be more hypothetical than the others.
Under the Series 4 Scenario, international
migration to Sydney would fall to zero from
July 2001 and remain at zero for the
following 30 years. Over the same period, the
current level of net internal out-migration
from Sydney (movement from Sydney to
other parts of Australia) would continue.

Net international migration to Sydney
has been in the order of 40-50,000 per
annum for the past five years (1998-99 to
2002-03).2 As our projections commence
in 2001, there is already two years of
evidence that net international migration
will not fall to zero from July 2001. If
anything, in these two years, net interna-
tional migration to Sydney was above the
longer-term average. While many state-
ments have been made over the years by
Australian and New South Wales
Governments that attempts will be made
to redirect new immigrants away from
Sydney, there is no evidence of any sig-
nificant success in this endeavour. In-
deed, the recent evidence is that interna-
tional migration has been focussed to an
even larger extent upon Sydney. In the

end, the level of international migration
to Sydney is driven by the level of inter-
national migration to Australia. Present
policy and recent outcomes have net
migration for Australia running at around
100,000 per annum or more. There is no
sign in the policy directions of any party
that this number is about to fall to zero,
indeed, some parties such as the Greens
and the Australian Democrats have
moved away from a zero migration
stance. In the context of low fertility,
migration continuing around the recent
average level leads to a ‘soft landing’ at
zero population growth in about 30 years
time, a pathway that the former Minister,
Phillip Ruddock, described as ‘not a
figure that I believe would be alarming to
most Australians’.3 Even the Premier of
NSW, Bob Carr, a strong advocate for the
restraint of Sydney’s population growth,
calls for only a 30 per cent reduction in
international migration to Sydney, not
100 per cent.4

There are long-standing reasons that
explain why international migration has
been focussed on Sydney (and
Melbourne) such as the availability of
jobs, the availability of family support
and community networks and the cosmo-
politan nature of the big city. These
reasons show no sign of abating and,
indeed, during the 1990s, jobs,
particularly jobs for young people,
became more concentrated in the major
cities.5 However, new reasons for the
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concentration of international migration
on the big cities have emerged in recent
times because of the shift in international
migration from permanent to temporary
movers. There are now two large groups
of long-term temporary migrants in
Australia: foreign students and those on
temporary work visas (mainly 457 visa
holders).6 These groups now constitute
around 40-50 per cent of net migration to
Australia. Because educational
institutions that attract foreign students
are primarily located in the large cities,
foreign students go to those cities. It is
reported that Australia’s education
services now raise more foreign earnings
for Australia than either wheat or wool.7

In this circumstance, it seems very
unlikely that Australia will shut out
foreign students. It is equally unlikely
that they will not be permitted to study in
Sydney and Melbourne. Australian
employers are now able to recruit
workers from overseas on a temporary
basis and this form of recruitment has
been made easier in recent times. These
workers are heavily concentrated in the
major cities because they are often
high-skilled workers and the high-skilled
jobs are in the cities.8 The change in
industry structure in advanced countries
towards the ‘producer services’ has
concentrated more jobs, especially jobs
for young people, in the global cities.9 In
Australia’s case, this means Sydney and
Melbourne. If Sydney and Melbourne
were no longer attracting young people to
these jobs and indeed, as implied by
Scenario 4, if Sydney was losing more
young, highly skilled people to other
countries than it gained, this would be, in
our view, a ‘very undesirable outcome’
indicative of a downward spiral for the
Australian economy.

There is also an argument that, to
some extent, the level of movement out

of Sydney to other parts of Australia is
contingent upon a continued in-flow from
overseas.10 If this is the case, the assump-
tion of Scenario 4 that net out migration
to other parts of Australia would continue
at its present level while international
migration fell to zero is unlikely because
it would imply a large negative net
migration from Sydney, a very rare
occurrence in its 216 years of
non-indigenous settlement.

The other four scenarios described in
the McDonald and Temple may all be
hypothetical but they are much more
likely pathways than Scenario 4, the zero
migration pathway. Figure 5 in the
McDonald and Temple paper shows that,
in the short-term (say, the next five
years), there is almost no difference in
the projected number of households
across these four scenarios, one of which
is Bob Carr’s preferred option of
reducing international migration to
Sydney by 30 per cent compared to the
1996-2001 average and by 42 per cent
compared to the recent higher levels of
migration. This is why we have
concluded that migration policy is a very
‘blunt instrument’ to burst the housing
bubble (which now seems to have burst
in any case using the much less blunt
instrument of interest rates).

Why, ‘on present trends, the imbalance
between projected numbers of aged
people and workers in coastal areas of
NSW is unsustainable’
Jill Curnow suggests that we have made this
statement on the basis of ‘a general fear of an
ageing society, a fear which has often been
shown to be exaggerated’. Our statement is
not based on a general fear of ageing. Indeed,
we have been prominent in arguing that such
a general fear is not warranted when the unit
of analysis is Australia and Jill Curnow
herself cites work by McDonald and Kippen
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Figure 1: Population age structure, Eurodoballa-Bega (2001, 2011, 2021, 2031)
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in this regard.11 Of course, this does not mean
that we should not plan prudently for the
ageing of Australia’s population.

However, there has long been a con-
cern about the rate of ageing of small
country towns and a question about their
viability. The University of Queensland’s
Robert Stimson has gone so far as to
suggest that all may be better off if older
people in the most rapidly declining
towns were offered substantial economic
incentives to settle elsewhere.12 Thus,
while a country as a whole may not have
‘an ageing problem’, this does not mean
that ageing is not a major issue for locali-
ties or regions within that country.

Our statement that ‘on present trends,
the imbalance between projected numbers
of aged people and workers in coastal

areas of NSW is unsustainable’ is based
on our recent projections of population
for coastal regions of NSW.13 This is an
important topic that warrants a full paper.
For the time being, as evidence of our
concern, we present the projected age
structure for the lower south coast of
NSW (Eurobodalla-Bega) over the
30-year period, 2001-31, based on con-
tinuation of present trends14 (falling fertil-
ity and mortality and constant age spe-
cific rates of migration). See Figure 1.
We argue that the projected age
structures are not sustainable from the
perspective of the availability of workers
relative to older persons. We suspect that
Jill Curnow might like to argue that the
corresponding projected population
growth in Eurobodalla-Bega (from
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64,600 in 2001 to 103,400 in 2031) is
unsustainable from the environmental
perspective. If the shortfall in workers
were to be filled by higher migration at

younger ages into Eurobodalla-Bega, the
population growth would be much higher
and the environmental impact greater.
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