In a pickle,
and 1t’s not
because

of ageing
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irst the good news: the popu-

lationisnot ageing as fastas

weexpected. [t'snot because

our birthdaysare taking
longer to come around. It's not
becanse life expectancy isgelling
shorter. in lact theaverage life spanis
risingall the tiime and rising fasler
thanwe forecast itwould.

No, astrange thinghas happened in
Australia. 'rom 1961 the birthraie had
heen falling continnensly. The num-
berof children being born was nol
cnouglh 1o replace The population, So
the proportion of young people to
older peoplekeptfalling and falling.

Andthenin 2001 thebirthrate
stopped falling. And in the yearsafter
thatit begantorise.

Australia tooka different turnto the
rest of the developed world. People, on
average, began having more children.

Anditimakes adifference, Buried in

the ntergenerational Report pubs-
lished on Monday is that Australia’s
budgel position will e better than
expeciedal the middleolthe century
because ol “the more gradual pace of
ageing than previously projected”.

Treasury had forecast thers would be
2.4 people of working age to support.
each person aged 65 hy2050. It has
revised that up to 2.7. That is a signific-
antchange. All those babies born over
the pas! few vears will e in the prime
of theirworking lives by 2050 and sup-
porting theageing baby boomers, al
least those healthy baby boomers who
are still alive in 40 vears' time,

Itwasin 2002 thatIreleased thefirst
Intergenerational Report, raising the
issue of the ageing of the population
and explaining the effect that falling
birthrales would have on our future.
Australia began leading the world ina.
debate on thisissue, and something
positive came out of il. Now [ am nol
going o clait creditlor the increase in
childbirth-that belongs to the mothers
and fathers—but Australia changed its
directioninafundamental way. And
this week's report confirms how ithas
improved olirlong-term prospects.

Sonow [or the bad news.,

The report shows thatwithall the
linancial pressures ol the ageingof the
populationand the costs of medical
care, nolthingwill set Ausiralia back as
muehas thelast two federal budgets.

The Intergenerational Report is sup-
posed toalert the public to long-term
pressures. Ithas a 40-year time frame.
Theideaisthat an early warning sys-
temwillallow us o act bhefore itis Loo
tate. This report says that the ageing ol
the populalion and other (inancial
pressures will open a gap between
spendingand income of around 3 per
cent of gross domesticproduct by 2050
~whichisbad--butnotasbad asthe

It's likely that the MP
will be more temporary
than the loan.

siltation we now lind ourselvesin,
Last year's budgel opened up adelicil
overd pereenl ol GDE

Sowehavean extensive reporl
aboutall theTuture problems thal
couldgetusinalinancial pickle-#
picklethal could be nearly as bad as
our current circumstances.

This rather blunts the political mes-
sage. The government rightly wants to
warn of the dangers of the ageing of
the population. Unless we take cor-
rective measures we will face unsus-
tainable spending. Australia will go
into debt. And whatwould that look
like? 1twould look like the levels of
deficit and debtthat the government
has taken on over lhe past lwo years.

Ah, the government says, these
debisare lemporary, Wewill getont ol
them by 2022, You see, its view is thal
the money ithasborrowed 1o build
schoolhalls and insulate houses and
thelike can all be paid back over
13 vears. Thirteen yearsisalong
“temporary” time span. Those school
children starting school this week are
starting a 13-year education system. 1
wonder if they regard it astemporary?

Maybe theirparents will ponder thal
whoentheyatlend the openingolthe
hall and some MP drones on aboul how
important they were in getting the
money forit. Mumand Dad can think
aboutwho is really paying forit. Their
taxes will beservicing the buildingloan
for quite some time. (s likely the MP
will e more lemporary than the loan.

On ahappier note the parents can
look at those bright ane happy facesand
think abeuthow they have improved
Australia's prospects. Those childrenare
renewing the population. Theyarea
vote of confidence in our future.
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