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Brave new world

he release of the Australian Bureau
T Of Statistics publication Australian
Focial Trends 2002 has generated
considerable discussion in the media. The
total fertility rate has been declining since

the 1960s with increasing access to oral
contraceptives and more so since the 1970s
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when combined with in-
creasing labour force par-
ticipation among women.
Increasing proportions of
women are remaining
childless and couples are
restricting their family
size to one or two chil-
dren. The median age of
Australian mothers at first
pregnancy has risen from
24 years in 1975 to 29
years in 2000. Malcolm
Turnbull has jumped in to
tell us that women should
start  having children
and having them earlier.
On the policy front the
federal sex discrimina-
tion commissioner Prue
Goward is pushing paid
maternity leave [see Phil
Teece's Work watch, Au-
gust 2002 inCite].

Changes in the fertility
rate result in changes in
our population age struc-
ture. This has economic
policy implications. Pro-
jections are that public
expenditure on services
for older people (health,
housing and aged care,
income support) will be
greater than  services
for children (education,
health).

In his presentation
at the ALIA 2002 bien-
nial conference, social
researcher Hugh Mackay
gives us an overview of
social trends. He identi-
fies a number of con-
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tradictions. At the same time as we are
experiencing record levels of personal
wealth at the top, we are experiencing a
steady increase in the problems of poverty
and homelessness. While those in the full-
time workforce are working longer hours
there are still around two million either
unemployed or under-employed, and
youth unemployment has gone back up to
25 per cent.

Australians have a sense of uncertainty
and a sense of issues fatigue and disen-
gagement from the national agenda. They
are now more concerned with their own
patch and personal agenda. We are, he
claims 'more self-centred, less compassion-
ate, more prejudiced and more concerned
about things we can control: what video
will we rent tonight? Will we put another
room in the roof? Where will we go for the
holidays?

Where is this taking us? There are,
Mackay believes, three emerging responses
to the events of the past few years that will
help to reshape Australian society over the
next few years.

The first will be led by women. It is
looking for ways to close the gap between
the values we claim to espouse and the
way we actually lead our lives.

The second is the growing voice for
more rules and regulations to get back con-
trol of our patch — an interesting response
within the globalisation push.

The third is the new generation who be-
lieve in keeping their options open, have
become our most tribal generation, and are
exploring post-material values.

And the common threads running
through this for a time in which | will be
ageing and smaller households increas-
ing? We are on the threshold of a period
of significant community development. We
will look for connectedness in community,
group and social activities. We will have a
desire to 'make the community work".

What has this got to do with ALIA and
the library and information services sector?
Everything. =
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