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Glossary
ABC

Australian Broadcasting Commission

ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

AIHW

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare

AIFS

Australian Institute of Family Studies

APRA

Australian Prudential Regulation Authority

AS

Australian Standard

ASR

Age-standardised rate per 100/1,000/100,000 population

BITRE

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communication

COVID-19

Coronavirus Disease of 2019 (SARS-CoV2)

CSRIO

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation

DCJ

Department of Communities and Justice (formerly FACS)

GWS

Greater Western Sydney

NSW

New South Wales

SMH

Sydney Morning Herald
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Introduction
It is clear that the COVID-19 pandemic will leave a dark stain across the entire world for quite a
while. It is still early days, but data is already becoming available regarding employment and deaths.
Clearly, the biggest impact on Australia will be financial with job losses and an overall downturn in
the economy. At WESTIR, we are social researchers, not economists. This means that although some
aspects of the economy may be discussed in the context of its effect on the ABS 2021 Census, this
paper will not attempt economic analysis.
This paper does not intend to answer questions but rather raise issues, propose some potential
impacts on the Census Data and explore a range of outcomes and scenarios. How big does a major
event have to be, before it affects the Census data, or causes a Census to be delayed or cancelled?
At the time of writing, Victoria was coming out of a severe second wave that had caused increased
restrictions in Victoria, and other states to respond with border closures, to prevent Victorians from
entering their states. The COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing and changing and this paper merely
documents a point in time, rather than providing answers or a conclusion.

Census- History
Although various musters and censuses had been undertaken in Australia since the First Fleet
arrived, it was only after Federation in 1901 that a co-ordinated national census was achieved. A
series of simultaneously held censuses was conducted by the states on 31 March 1901 but this was
still state based rather than national. In 1905, the ‘Census & Statistics Act’ was passed establishing
the Office of the Commonwealth Statistician and providing for a census to be conducted in 1911 and
every tenth year thereafter1. After the first census in 1911, only one was held ten years later, in
1921. Subsequent censuses were held in 1933, 1947, 1954 and 1961. Since then, the ABS Census has
been held every five years, the most recent in 2016.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were not always counted as part of the population. This
was changed following the 1967 Referendum which asked if “people of Aboriginal race” should be
counted as part of the population. The result was an overwhelming majority voting YES. The 1971
Census was the first time Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People were fully included in the
Australian Population count.2. Prior to this, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people had
sometimes been included and, at other times, specifically excluded from census counts.
Since 1991, the census has been held in the first half of August. The next census will be held on
Tuesday, 10 August 20213. The census is held midweek, in winter and outside of school holidays,
which increases the chance of people being at home on the night rather than having a weekend
away, or being on holidays. Of course, not everyone is at their home address on that night so the
census is counted in two ways, by place of residence (where they usually live) and place of
emuneration (where they were on census night).
1

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/FlagPost/20
17/June/Federation_census
2
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/FlagPost/20
17/May/The_1967_Referendum;
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs%40.nsf/mediareleasesbyCatalogue/E31B62F372FC7BCECA2581320029
DC01?OpenDocument
3
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/mediareleasesbyReleaseDate/9A2C37E441CE868ECA25858B00
19A7F0?OpenDocument#:~:text=The%20Australian%20Bureau%20of%20Statistics,Australia%20and%20their%
20key%20characteristics.
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Postponed Australian Censuses
Major events have caused the Census to be postponed on two occasions, 1931 and 1941. The Great
Depression caused the postponement of the 1931 Census until 1933. The Census Statistician’s
Report of 1933 said of the Great Depression, “the shadow of the severest economic depression in
the history of Australia was still over the country” and having “prevailed for about three and a half
years prior to the date of the Census (was) a period of economic difficulty sufficiently long to
produce unusual features in the social and demographic structure of the country”4. In 1941,
Australia was in the midst of World War II, causing the postponement of the 1941 Census until
19475.

Cancellation of the 2011 New Zealand Census
On 22 February 2011, a major earthquake struck Christchurch, New Zealand. The five yearly census
was scheduled for 8 March 2011. The decision was made to cancel the census, despite many
households having already commenced the census process, at a cost of an estimated $65 million
dollars6. The reasons for cancelling the census were:





The insensitivity of census collectors knocking on doors when the occupants may be
experiencing trauma from loss of life and property
The number of structurally condemned buildings which would make it unsafe for census
collectors to visit
The displacement of tens of thousands of people due to the earthquake causing distortion of
the collected data for not only Christchurch but other areas within New Zealand
Damage to the Christchurch Census Offices building and computer systems creating
problems in processing collected data

The Census was held two years later on 5 March 2013. The major ramification of the cancellation
was that New Zealand was forced to rely on the older data from 2006 when estimating the need for
services7.
In this case it was clear that the aftermath of the earthquake was going to prevent the New Zealand
Government from collecting accurate data. The impact of the ongoing pandemic on census data is
not so clear cut.

4

https://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/free.nsf/0/63AF93A613E047B0CA257840001CA245/$File/1933%2
0Census%20-%20Volume%20III%20-%20Statisticians%20Report.pdf
5
https://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/free.nsf/0/AA92D244F39EEE53CA257841001AD6AD/$File/1947%2
0Census%20-%20Volume%20III%20-%20Statisticians%20Report.pdf
6
https://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/photo/census-2011
7
https://blog.id.com.au/2011/population/new-zealand-population-census/the-christchurch-earthquake-froma-census-perspective/
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Who does the Census count?
At the most basic level, the census will count how many people are in Australia on the night of 10
August 2021. But who is included in this count?
The Census counts every person who is in Australia on Census night, including overseas visitors but
not foreign diplomats and their families8. Australian citizens who are overseas on census night are
also not counted. If you are on holidays within Australia, or in a non-private dwelling such as a
hospital, nursing home, or prison, you are counted where you are located on Census night. When
the ABS processes the data, they produce two profiles, one with a count of people where they were
on Census night (Place of Emuneration) and another of where they usually live (Place of Usual
Residence). It is compulsory to participate in the Census and although fines apply for refusing to
complete the Census, the ABS thinks it is preferable, and a priority, to have people willingly
cooperate in order to obtain the most complete and accurate data.
The Census date is timed to maximise the number of people at their usual residence on Census
night. It is not held on a weekend, or during summer or during school holidays. However, in past
Census years, there would have been many people holidaying overseas in the Northern Hemisphere
summer or travelling for business.

8

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2900.0~2016~Main%20Features~How%2
0we%20collected%20your%20information~2
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International arrivals and departures and Covid-19 restrictions
International border closures associated with COVID-19, have dramatically reduced the number of
people entering and leaving Australia. Should these closures still be in place at the time of the 2021
Census, it could be expected that the number of Australian residents would be higher than in past
Censuses and the number of overseas visitors would correspondingly be very small.
ABS figures for arrivals and departures at the Australian border have already highlighted the large
decreases in the number of people entering and leaving the country since March 2020, compared to
the same time in 2019. Pre-COVID-19, departures would include people holidaying, planning to live
overseas, conducting business or visiting family. Those arriving would include many of these same
people returning at a later date plus people arriving to start a new life living in Australia. This year, as
a response to the pandemic, many expatriates, holiday makers and students, returned home early
from overseas while many overseas visitors and students left Australia for the same reasons.
The tables below, sourced from the ABS, show the number of short-term visitor arrivals and shortterm resident returns. In the Census, short-term visitor arrivals would be counted as ‘overseas
visitors’ while the short-term resident returns would be counted as residents of Australia. Shortterm refers to a movement that has a duration of stay (or absence) of less than one year9.
In the 2019-2020 financial year, there was a total of 6,737,200 short-term visitor arrivals and
8,559,200 short term resident returns. Therefore, there were almost two million more residents
returning home than there were overseas visitors arriving over the course of the year. The tables
below show that the number of arrivals in both categories almost disappeared when the borders
were closed in March 2020.
Table 1:Short-term visitor arrivals by month, Australia, 2019-2020

13.1 Short-term visitor arrivals by month
2019-20
Jul
Aug
Sep
Oct
Nov
Dec
Jan
Feb
Mar
Apr
May
Jun
Annual total
(a)

'000

% change(a)

790.4
789.2
695.0
774.0
815.9
1 077.7
766.6
685.4
331.9
2.2
3.4
5.4
6 737.2

2.1
6.4
0.7
2.7
1.7
1.9
4.8
-26.1
-60.3
-99.7
-99.5
-99.2
-27.9

Percentage change when compared to the same period of the previous year.

Source: ABS Cat 3401.0 – Overseas Arrivals and Departures, Australia, June 2020

9

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/3401.0Main+Features1Aug%202019?OpenDocument
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Table 2: Short-term resident returns by month, Australia, 201-2020

14.1 Short-term resident returns by month
2019-20
Jul
Aug
Sep
Oct
Nov
Dec
Jan
Feb
Mar
Apr
May
Jun
Annual total

'000

% change(a)

1 122.6
931.0
992.8
1 146.0
849.8
749.7
1 397.4
785.4
538.4
17.0
13.4
15.8
8 559.2

-1.0
1.6
1.9
-0.2
4.9
2.3
0.3
5.3
-28.6
-98.1
-98.5
-98.1
-23.8

(a) Percentage change when compared to the same period of the previous year.

Source: ABS Cat 3401.0 – Overseas Arrivals and Departures, Australia, June 2020

In the 2018-2019 financial year, there was a total of 9.3 million short-term visitors who arrived in
Australia and 11.2 million short-term resident returns, both of which were record numbers. This
means that COVID-19 has reduced short-term visitor numbers by approximately 3 million people and
short-term resident returns by approximately 3 million people.
The total number of departures for short-term visitors in 2019-2020 was 6,783,110, which was
slightly higher than the number of arrivals (6,737,200 visitors). In 2018-2019, the number of arrivals
was 9,343,990 visitors compared to 9,086,190 departures, a difference of just over a quarter of a
million visitors. This indicates that outgoing visitors were not being replaced by incoming visitors at
the end of the 2019-2020 financial year due to border closures.
The number of departing short-term residents was 8,074,770, which was much lower than arrivals
(8,559,200). This period includes March to June 2020 during which borders were closed. In 20182019 the number of short-term resident departures was 11,520,070 compared to 11,231,820
arrivals, a difference of 288,250 residents. This indicates that border closures this year meant that
many residents were returning home from holidays but few, if any, were leaving.
The ABS data also reports the reason people gave for arriving in Australia along with the median stay
of those visitors. The vast majority of both short-term visitors and residents were either holidaying
or visiting friends or relatives for a median duration of 10 or 17 days respectively for visitors, and 14
or 22 days for residents (see Table 3). ABS data also shows that the destination of residents and the
source country of visitors influenced the median stay. Residents who had returned from the UK had
a median stay of 25 days but those who had returned from New Zealand or Fiji had a median stay of
only 8 days. This indicates that the further people travel, the longer they are likely to stay away.
Short-term visitors from India had a median stay of 40 days, those from the UK had a median stay of
20 days, while those from Japan had a median stay of 6 days. In the case of visitors, it would appear
that distance is not the only influence on length of stay. It is likely that many of the Indian visitors
may be visiting family members living in Australia.
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Table 3: Short-term visitor arrivals & resident returns by reason and duration of stay, Australia, 2019-2020
Short-term visitor arrivals, Australia, 2019-2020

Short-term resident returns, Australia, 2019-2020

Convention/conference

225,970

Median
duration of
stay
3.4%
-

Business

453,370

6.7%

6 days

Visiting friends/relatives

2,079,260

30.9%

17 days

Visiting fri ends/relatives

2,286,460

26.7% 22 days

Holiday

Holiday

Reason for journey

Number of
visitors

% of
total

Reason for journey
Convention/conference
Business

Number of
residents
202,880
633,590

Median
duration
of stay
2.4%
-

% of
total

7.4%

7 days

3,119,180

46.3%

10 days

4,900,950

57.3% 14 days

Employment

165,500

2.5%

122 days

Employment

154,290

1.8% 28 days

Education

465,190

6.9%

123 days

Education

111,680

1.3% 23 days

Other & not stated

228,670

3.4%

-

Other & not stated

269,340

3.1%

6,737,170

100.0%

8,559,160

100.0%

Total

Total

-

Source: ABS –Cat. 3401.0 Overseas Arrivals and Departures, Australia

But how will this affect the 2021 Census?
The answer to this question depends on if the international border is open on 10 August 2021 and a
vaccine for COVID-19 has been developed and is available. The figures released by the ABS for
August 201910, showed there was approximately 790,000 short-term visitor arrivals and 931,000
short-term resident returns. Once again, resident returns were higher than short-term visitor arrivals
by approximately 141,000 people for the month.
If the borders remain closed we would most likely see an increase in the number of residents
counted in the Census. This would occur as those people who would usually be overseas holidaying
or visiting friends and family would be at home in Australia. Short-term resident departures are
usually quite high with 958,520 departures in August 2019, which was 8,520 people more than
short-term resident returns. In 2019, over the three winter months of June, July and August there
were 117,610 more departures than arrivals of short-term residents. While ever the international
borders remain closed, the number of overseas visitors would decrease from almost 800,000 in
August 2019 to more like the 5,400 who arrived in June 2020.
If the international borders reopen, but no vaccine is available, it may be fair to say that only the
brave will travel in 2021. This would see the numbers of arrivals and departures increasing but as to
the level of increase, it would be extremely difficult to foresee. Would the ‘at risk’ groups, such as
retirees, resume travel? Will people travel with the knowledge that their travel insurance will not
cover them if they contract COVID-19? Will people who previously travelled for business resume
their old habits of flying overseas for meetings or continue with online methods of communication?
If the borders reopen and a vaccine is available, the number of people travelling would most
certainly increase, but will it return to previous levels or take many years for people to regain the
confidence to travel? The Census is less than a year away and with no vaccine available in Australia
at the time of writing, it is unlikely that large numbers will have resumed travel in August 2021.

Unoccupied Dwellings and the Census
The ABS defines unoccupied dwellings as “structures built specifically for living purposes which are
habitable, but unoccupied on Census night. Vacant houses, holiday homes, huts and cabins (other
than seasonal workers' quarters) are counted as unoccupied private dwellings. Also included are
10

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Previousproducts/3401.0Feature%20Article2Aug%202019?op
endocument&tabname=Summary&prodno=3401.0&issue=Aug%202019&num=&view=
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newly completed dwellings not yet occupied, dwellings which are vacant because they are due for
demolition or repair, and dwellings to let.”11 The status of unoccupied is usually determined by the
Census Field Officer. Areas that are considered holiday destinations have a higher proportion of
unoccupied dwellings than other more suburban or residential areas. In the 2016 Census, 4.6% of
dwellings in Blacktown were unoccupied compared to 7.3% for Greater Sydney, 12.2% for Blue
Mountains and 24.7% for Shoalhaven12.
In terms of the 2021 Census, if travel restrictions are still in place and fewer people are travelling,
there may be more people at home on Census night. This may mean it will be easier for the Field
Officers to make an accurate assessment of whether a dwelling is unoccupied, or not. According to
hearsay, some families with more than one residence have been choosing to leave the city and
spend much of the pandemic isolating at their holiday homes. This could then have an effect of
increasing the rate of unoccupied dwellings in cities and reducing the rate in regional and coastal
areas. The downturn in overseas visitors may also see many more unoccupied dwellings in areas
which would usually have a large number of Airbnb properties occupied by tourists. Whatever
happens between now and August 2021 is currently unknown and, therefore, making any
predictions is nigh on impossible and post analysis fraught at best.

Population Forecasting and Net Migration
Population forecasts are based on what has gone before, so, if the 2021 census is not ‘normal’ how
do we plan for the future? Part of the population equation is net migration. This is the number of
people arriving from overseas or leaving for overseas to live, or moving from one state to another, or
within the same state. The census asks people their current address and their address one and five
years previously. This allows planners to track ‘net migration’ and predict future population growth
or, in some cases, decline. In turn this allows councils to plan services and housing.
Population forecasting is quite specialised and id Profile recently updated their previous 2031
forecasts to take into account the changes due to COVID-19. Their pre-COVID-19 population forecast
for Australia in 2031 was 29,792,000 but they have now revised this down to 28,923,000 which is
868,000 people fewer than previously calculated13. They are now working on applying the new
figures to various areas, starting with Major Regional City Profiles, the first of which can be found on
their website here.

11
12

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/2901.0Chapter30002016

https://profile.id.com.au/
https://id-the-population-experts.foleon.com/the-local-impacts-of-covid-19/covid-19-the-localimpact/forecast-australia2031/?__hstc=40588285.6b3706d5e52f783de384742a4e6f1ada.1574308418892.1598394336777.159839852
6114.27&__hssc=40588285.2.1598398526114&__hsfp=2783798120

13
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Population Pyramids
Will the COVID-19 pandemic be visible in the future in the same way that the Great Depression, war
and baby boomer periods are visible in population pyramids over the past century? Population
pyramids for most countries around the world can be found at
https://www.populationpyramid.net/australia/2010/. It is possible to view pyramids from 1950
onwards. The series of pyramids below have been extracted to illustrate the effect of world wars and
advances in health leading to increases in life expectancy. The name population pyramid describes
how the population used to look in developed countries and still looks in developing countries – a
pyramid shape with many children on the bottom and decreasing as they age through childhood,
adolescence, adulthood and few people in old age, particularly extreme old age.
The 1950 pyramid (figure 1) shows the effect of the Great Depression. This commenced in 1929 and
the low number of babies born then continued until after WW2. This low number of children, born
between 1930 and 1945, is clearly visible as a bite in the pyramid of children and young people aged
10-20 years. Lower life expectancy of the time appears as a substantial decrease of people aged 70
years and over. The pyramid is not registering anyone, male or female aged more than 95 years.
Figure 1: Population Pyramid, Australia, 1950

In 1970, the gap of lower births during the Great Depression and WW2 is visible (figure 2) with fewer
people aged 30-40 years. You can now see the post-war baby boom occurring with a much larger
number of people born from 1945 through to 1963 (The Baby Boomers) who are aged 7 to 25 years
of age in 1970. There are still fewer older people and the gap between older men and women can be
seen widening after the age of 60 years. The pyramid would also have been affected by post-war
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migration with two million immigrants arriving in Australia between 1945 and 1965. An immigration
department was created and the policy was based on a ‘populate or perish’ notion14.
Figure 2: Population Pyramid, Australia, 1970

The following graph illustrates the changes in the number of births and the fertility rate over the
past 100 years. As seen in the previous pyramids, births and fertility rates dipped around 1930-40,
then rose steadily until 1960 before decreasing, maintaining a level just below 3 children per female
before a sharp decline after 1970. Although, the number of births has continued to increase in line
with the population increase, the fertility rate has continued to decrease.
Figure 3: Number of births and total fertility rate, 1920–2017

Source: ABS (various years), Births, Australia (Cat. No. 3301.0) (from AIFS Births in Australia)

14

https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/resources/postwar-immigrationdrive#:~:text=Between%201945%20and%201965%2C%20two,of%20the%20Second%20World%20War.
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In the 1990 pyramid, the decreasing number of births visible in Figure 4, can be seen in the lower
number of children aged 10 and under. The Baby Boomers can be seen ageing and were aged 27-45
years. Females aged 90-95 years now make up 0.2% of the population compared to 0.1% in 1970 and
1950. Females still outnumber males in all age ranges above 60 years.
Figure 4: Population Pyramid, Australia, 1990

In 2020, the Baby Boomers are now aged 57-75 years of age and people aged 90-94 years make up
0.2% of males and 0.4% of females. The pyramid is now registering 0.1% of females as being aged 95
– 99 years. The population is ageing but there is a visible bulge of people aged 25-40 years.
Figure 5: Population Pyramid, Australia, 2020
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The shape of the pyramid has changed substantially from those of 1950 and 1970, which were
essentially a pyramid with a bite out of the middle, through to those of 1990 and 2020 with smaller
proportions of children. The shape is becoming more top heavy than bottom heavy and has much
less difference from top and bottom. In 1950, children under the age of four made up 5.6% of males
and 5.3% of females compared to 3.4% and 3.2% in 2020.
So, what will the population pyramid look like in 2031? This has been considered by id Profile as part
of their population predictions15. Figure 6 shows the greatest impact will be on the population of
young adults and children. This would be due to reduced immigration. The population will still grow
but at a slower rate and less than previously expected.
Figure 6: COVID-19 Impact on population, Australia, 2031

Source: id Profile – What impact will COVID-19 have on Australia’s future population?, 2020

15

https://id-the-population-experts.foleon.com/the-local-impacts-of-covid-19/covid-19-the-localimpact/forecast-australia2031/?__hstc=40588285.6b3706d5e52f783de384742a4e6f1ada.1574308418892.1598398526114.159841625
8498.28&__hssc=40588285.3.1598416258498&__hsfp=2783798120
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Births, Deaths and Marriages during COVID-19
Births
During the pandemic, the media has raised two conflicting theories about the number of births that
will occur following the pandemic. One theory was that the number of births would rise due to
people being in lockdown and isolation with their partners. The other contradictory theory was that
the number of births would decrease due to the economic climate and an unwillingness of couples
to bring, what amounts to an additional cost, a child into the world at a time of uncertainty. The
Treasurer, Hon Josh Frydenberg MP, encouraged people to have a baby to help the population and
the economy16 post-COVID-19, echoing Peter Costello’s plea in the early 2000’s for people to have a
baby for Mum, a baby for Dad and one for the country as he introduced a baby bonus payment for
new parents17
So, which is it to be? More births, less births or perhaps the status-quo will prevail. One article from
the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) succinctly covers all of the possibilities regarding
births during and post-COVID-19 and this section will draw heavily on the argument within the
article and use their graphs as explanations18.
The article, from ABC News, commences with a look at history which along with economists,
demographers, and obstetricians and history suggest the birth rate will decline due to the health and
economic crisis caused by COVID-19. Historically, the number of births decreases during a crisis. One
example put forward was the comparison of the death rate and the birth rate at the time of the
Spanish Flu epidemic in the USA where a high number of deaths coincided with a low number of
births at a time when young men were also away fighting in WWI, a further interference to young
couples having a baby (see figure 7). The Spanish Flu also had a higher death rate in the younger
population, unlike COVID-19, which has a higher death rate among the elderly.
Figure 7: Comparison of birth and death rates, USA, 1917-1920

Brookings analysis of births and deaths during the 1918 flu found a fall in the birth rate in line with each wave of the
pandemic.(ABC News: Alistair Kroie)

16

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-07-24/treasurer-josh-frydenberg-baby-boom-economy-recoverycoronavirus/12489678
17
https://www.afr.com/politics/peter-costellos-baby-bonus-generation-grows-up-20170831-gy7wfg
18
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-08-19/coronavirus-baby-boom-or-bust/12570902
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One interesting note, not mentioned in the article, is that these people were making a decision to
not have a baby during lean times even though knowledge of the existing birth control measures
was not widespread and the forms of control, other than total abstinence, were not always effective.
Birth control books were generally considered obscene literature and birth control was not a topic
discussed in public, or often in private either, indicating great determination in the face of uncertain
times.
In Australia, the fertility rate has been generally decreasing since the time of the post-war baby
boomers and particularly after the introduction of the contraceptive pill in 1961. While births did
increase slightly due to the baby bonus in 2002, Australia’s rate is at a record low of 1.74.
Figure 8: Australia’s fertility rate 1934-2018

Australia's birth rate, which has been falling since the 1960s, saw a small spike in the early 2000s when the baby bonus was
introduced. (ABC News: Alistair Kroie)

Another factor which usually supports population increase is migration. However, the international
border closures brought in by the Government have also meant the migration program has been
temporarily suspended. Last year, 60% (210,700 people) of Australia’s population growth was due to
net overseas migration. Economic theory says that population growth is essential for economic
growth.
A further complication to having a baby during the pandemic, are the restrictions in place for
maternity units in hospitals and care before and after the baby is born. These include health checks
during pregnancy via telehealth rather than face to face, limits to who may attend the birth and who
can visit after the birth, including the partner of the mother. Overall, if you were choosing to have a
baby around this time, you may think twice just because of the restrictions, but you would also need
to consider job security and your financial situation once the baby was born and for the next twenty
or so years.
So, will there be a baby boom in the coming year or so? Probably not, as people not only have lots of
time available to conceive a child, they also have lots of time available to contemplate the impact
that the birth of that baby may have on their current and future financial situation. It would seem
more likely that the birth rate will fall and may not recover until the economy recovers. Either way, it
is unlikely that any changes would occur fast enough to be recorded in the 2021 Census.
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Deaths
At the time of writing, Australia appears to have been spared the high number of COVID-19 related
deaths that many other countries have experienced. As at 18 November 2020, a total of 9,441,350
COVID-19 tests had been conducted in Australia resulting in detection of 27,728 confirmed cases and
907 deaths, which was 3.27% of all known cases19. In 2019, a total of 812 deaths were reported as
influenza related. The number of deaths in the Victorian second wave have started to decline in line
with the declining number of daily detected cases. The question is – will the number of COVID-19
related deaths exceed or replace the number of influenza related deaths? Has the COVID-19
lockdown not only prevented higher numbers of pandemic deaths but also, almost, eradicated
deaths from influenza in 2020?
This section will discuss the number of deaths in general, with an emphasis on influenza and other
health issues raised in the media, during the pandemic. Some of these issues have been the theory
that people have not been attending normal health check appointments for chronic illnesses, while
other people have not been seeking help for new symptoms, or taking part in screening programs.
While this may not affect the 2021 Census, it may affect the number of deaths over the coming
years. Did the decrease in traffic during lockdowns impact the number of fatalities from car
accidents? Are there any other knock-on effects from COVID-19?

Influenza and the pandemic
In July, it was reported that cases of influenza, after starting at expected numbers in January and
February, had ‘nosedived’ in April with only one death, and none between then and July. This was
attributed to lockdown measures imposed to suppress COVID-19 and the fact that schools had been
closed, as school children have been found to be major spreaders of influenza in normal years. 20
One difference between influenza and COVID-19 appears to be the transmission rate between
children, which appears to be much lower for COVID-19. However, for both influenza and COVID-19,
it is the elderly and people with underlying health conditions who are more susceptible to severe
complications leading to death should they contract the disease.
Influenza is a notifiable disease. However, not everyone who contracts influenza is tested so the
number of cases could be much higher than actual notifications. Deaths from influenza may also be
lower than reported as it is not a requirement to follow up the outcome of notified cases of
influenza. During ‘influenza season’, which is typically from May to October, the Department of
Health releases a fortnightly Influenza surveillance report21, but may also release activity updates if
necessary outside the seasonal period. Due to the current situation with COVID-19, these reports
have been suspended due to lack of activity. The final report for the 2019 influenza season was
made on 6 October 2019 and it stated the influenza death toll at that time to be 812 people.
However, the report warns that the numbers could be higher as not all cases of influenza were
followed to resolution22.

19

https://www.smh.com.au/national/covid-19-data-centre-coronavirus-by-the-numbers-20200401p54g4w.html
20
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2242113-australia-sees-huge-decrease-in-flu-cases-due-tocoronavirus-measures/
21
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/cda-surveil-ozflu-flucurr.htm
22
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/7FAA4BEF2CFC472FCA258490001365C1
/$File/flu-12-2019.pdf
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The following graph shows the number of influenza deaths in 2019, a ‘normal’ influenza season,
compared to 2020, and overlaid by the number of COVID-19 deaths. However, this only shows flu
deaths for 2019 up until July, so it is in line with the available 2020 flu deaths. The first cases of
COVID-19 in Australia occurred in January 2020 and the first recorded death occurred on 1 March
2020. No additional flu deaths have been reported for 2020, but the 2019 flu season ended with 812
deaths which means the greater number of flu deaths occurred in August– October 2019.
Figure 9: Comparison of deaths from Flu in 2019 & 2020 and COVID in 2020, Australia

Source: www.health.gov.au & ABC.net.au, 2020

The current numbers, in November 2020, show 95 more COVID-19 deaths in 2020 than deaths from
influenza in a normal season. But will the difference in numbers be visible in the 2021 Census? The
answer to that is not available while ever the pandemic is still active, as the final number of COVID19 deaths is still unknown. As the second wave in Victoria shows, infection rates and subsequent
deaths can occur and escalate in a very short period of time with little warning.

The elderly
The Health Department released a summary of statistics of deaths in Australian aged care facilities
on 11 September 2019. Although, the elderly have made up the majority of deaths from COVID-19,
the number of deaths of elderly people in aged care facilities, from January to July 2020, was 985
fewer than the same period last year23. There were only 28 deaths from January to July 2020 from
influenza compared to 837 for the same period in 2019. The increased infection controls introduced
to protect age care residents from COVID-19, have not only protected residents from influenza, as
discussed in the previous section, but other illnesses such as gastroenteritis that routinely circulate
through facilities. In a normal year, facilities are often in “lock-down” due to notifiable diseases.
According to the Minister’s summary, the number of elderly residents who departed age care due to
death from January to July in 2020 was 32,398, compared to 33,383 in 2019.

Road fatalities
The number of deaths due to road accidents has also decreased during 2020. The Department of
Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications (BITRE) has released 2020
data for road fatalities, up to the end of July. It shows that overall, there has been a 10% decline in
23

COVID-19 outbreaks in Australian residential aged care facilities | Australian Government Department of
Health
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the number of road fatalities compared to the same period last year24. Not all states and territories
had a decline in the number of deaths. Queensland experienced a 19.5% increase and Tasmania had
a 10.5% increase. Northern Territory had the largest percentage decrease in deaths (-21.1%)
followed by Victoria and Western Australia, both with -20.4% (see Table 4 and Figure 10). In March
2020, a range of restrictions on movement were implemented including bans on non-essential travel
which aimed to keep people at home unless they were undertaking a restricted range of essential
activities. Some states closed their borders and restricted intrastate movement. It may be these
restrictions and the differences within states that have resulted in a decrease in deaths in some
states and in others, an increase.
Table 4: Number of road fatalities by number and % change, States, territories and national, Jan-July 2019 & 2020

Number of road fatalities by state, territory & national, Jan to July 2019 and 2020
January 2019 - July 2019
January 2020 - July 2020
Per cent change

NSW

Vic

Qld

SA

WA

Tas

NT

ACT Australia

205
180

167
133

118
141

69
58

103
82

19
21

19
15

3
3

703
633

-12.2

-20.4

19.5

-15.9

-20.4

10.5

-21.1

0.0

-10.0

Source: BITRE, July 2020
Figure 10: Percentage change in number of road fatalities by state, territory & national, Jan-July 2019 & 2020

Source: BITRE, July 2020

During the pandemic, particularly during the first lockdown, the number of cars on the road reduced
dramatically. At the time of writing, Victoria was also operating under a night curfew that prevented
people from leaving their homes after 9pm at night and 5am the next morning unless they had
documentation to support their reason for being away from home. This was a response to the
second wave of COVID-19 infections in Victoria. The Victorian lockdown and curfew would explain
why the number of deaths in Victoria had decreased, but why did Queensland and Tasmania
experience increases? Queensland, while restricting entry to Queensland by non-residents, lifted
restrictions for its own residents quite early. This allowed Queenslanders to holiday within their own
state. Was this the reason for the increase? Tasmania, while restricting entry to their state, does not
currently restrict Tasmanians travelling within the state. The number of deaths last year was only
24

https://www.bitre.gov.au/publications/ongoing/road_deaths_australia_monthly_bulletins
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two less than this year which may indicate a normal fluctuation rather than outside influences such
as COVID-19. Western Australia, the Northern Territory and South Australia also shut their borders
to non-residents. Both states and the Territory experienced quite large decreases in the number of
road deaths. Many of these states host large number of international and domestic tourists during
the winter months and it could be the absence of these travellers from the roads that has helped the
road toll decrease.
While it may be that COVID-19 played a part in reducing the number of road deaths in Australia in
2020, it would take further research to discover the details of why there has not been a uniform
decrease throughout the nation. It is a good result when 70 fewer Australians have died on our
roads this year than the same period last year, but is there more to the story?

Suicide
According to the ABS, suicide is the leading cause of death among people aged 15-44 in Australia25.
There has been concern voiced in the media that COVID-19 and the related restrictions and
lockdowns may negatively impact the mental health of many Australians, leading to a spike in the
number of deaths by suicide. The rise of 25% in suicides, predicted by academics at Sydney
University, was the topic of debate in a Guardian article with Australia’s Deputy Chief Medical
Officer for Mental Health, Ruth Vine, who warned of the difficulty in predicting suicide due to its
multifactorial nature26. Vine did agree with the need to monitor suicide statistics but also felt that
increased services and access to services played a part. While commending Commonwealth
Government funding of HeadSpace and its ability to provide a spectrum of care, Vine said it did not
provide a seamless transition to the State system for people at acute or high risk.
In May 2020, the Federal Government committed $48.1 million dollars to support the National
Mental Health and Wellbeing Pandemic Response Plan27. The plan recognises that Australians are
experiencing significant health, lifestyle and economic challenges during COVID-19 which may lead
to a significant negative mental health impact. Researchers, quoted in the Guardian article (referred
to above), welcomed the contribution but felt that it was not really going to do a lot compared to
the scale of what they were seeing in the community. Ruth Vine was also concerned for people
whose mental health had significant impact on their day-to-day lives but who did not need hospital
care and the fact that many services are duplicated, with patients having to repeatedly tell their
story. Dr Leanne Beagley, the Chief Executive of Mental Health Australia, was also quoted in the
Guardian as saying duplication is a real concern but “I think the problem of lack of services is more of
a problem”.
Lifeline has compiled a short summary of suicide statistics in Australia from 2018 28 showing that 8
Australians die every day by suicide with 75% of those males. A further 65,000 people make a suicide
attempt each year with 3,046 people taking their own life in 2018. The suicide rate for Indigenous
people is twice that of non-Indigenous people and rural populations are also twice as likely to die by
suicide. There are higher rates of suicide in the LGBTQI+ community, and same-gender attracted
Australians are estimated to experience up to 14 times higher rates of attempted suicide than their
heterosexual peers. Males aged 85 years and over experience the highest age-specific rates of
25

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/3303.0~2018~Main%20Features~Intenti
onal%20self-harm,%20key%20characteristics~3
26
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/may/25/stress-isolation-suicide-australias-new-mentalhealth-officer-on-the-challenges-of-covid-19
27
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au/mental-health-and-wellbeing-pandemic-response-plan
28
https://www.lifeline.org.au/resources/data-and-statistics/
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suicide. Each life lost to suicide impacts up to 135 people from family, friends, colleagues and first
responders.
The latest data from the ABS shows a slight downward trend in suicides from 2017 to 2018 (see
Figure 11). It will not be known until the next release on 24 September 2020 of 2019 data, if this
trend continued into 2019 and it will not be until at least late 2021 that data from 2020 will become
available. The footnotes attached to Figure 11 should be read to gain an understanding of the many
complexities in reporting and recording suicides. If more clarity is needed, refer to the explanatory
notes in the ABS catalogues referenced.
Figure 11: Standardised death rates for intentional self-harm, 2009-2018 (a)(b)(c)(d)(e)(f)

Footnote(s):
(a) Standardised death rate. Death rate per 100,000 estimated resident population as at 30 June (mid year). See Explanatory Notes 46-49
for further information.
(b) The data presented for intentional self-harm includes ICD-10 codes X60-X84 and Y87.0. Care needs to
be taken in interpreting figures relating to intentional self-harm. See Explanatory Notes 41 and 91-100 in this publication. (c) All causes of
death data from 2006 onward are subject to a revisions process - once data for a reference year are 'final', they are no longer revised.
Affected data in this table are: 2014 and 2015 (final), 2016 (revised), 2017 and 2018 (preliminary). See Explanatory Notes 59-62 in this
publication and Causes of Death Revisions, 2015 Final Data (Technical Note) and 2016 Revised Data (Technical Note) in Causes of Death,
Australia, 2017 (cat. no. 3303.0). (d) See Explanatory Notes 77-108 for further information on specific issues related to interpreting timeseries and 2018 data (e) Care needs to be taken when interpreting data derived from Victorian coroner-referred deaths including suicide,
see Explanatory Note 111 in this publication.
(f) Changes in coding processes have been applied to 2018 data. See Technical
Note Updates to Iris coding software: Implementing WHO updates and improvements in coding processes in this publication.
Source: ABS Catalogue 3303.0

The question remains as to whether or not the suicide rate will rise during the pandemic, remain the
same, or decrease. While a number of academics have modelled an increase, Ruth Vine may be
correct in arguing it is not a simple task modelling suicide due to the many contributing factors. The
Victorian Coroner released data in late August that showed 466 Victorians had taken their lives in
the period 1 January to 26 August 2020. This was slightly lower than the 468 Victorians during the
same period the previous year, in spite of a large increase in the volume of calls to Lifeline this
year29. Ian Hickie from the University of Sydney warned that Victoria could experience mental health
consequences 5-10% higher than the rest of the nation. However, the effects may not be felt until
the second half of next year as mental health is “not a virus where you get sick in 7-10 days, the
29

https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/no-increase-to-victorian-suicide-rate-during-covid-19pandemic-20200827-p55pr9.html
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factors accumulate…more young Australians may die from the consequences of the pandemic
through the mental health consequences than have died from the physical effects” 30.
Although, people may feel isolated or lonely due to restrictions and lockdowns, there may be many
people who have taken the opportunity to reset their lives or recognise they need help with their
mental health and seek that help. While job losses and financial difficulties are real, so too are those
people working from home who have more time to interact with their families. People who struggle
with bullying in the workplace may find relief in working in isolation, enabling them to get on with
their work without negative interactions. Hearsay reports that people are moving away from the city
and into regional areas in search of a quieter life. People have taken up or resumed hobbies and
started gardening. This all raises the possibility that some of the positive factors from lockdown may
mitigate the negative factors and prevent Australia from experiencing an increase in suicides.

Domestic Violence
There can be no doubt that domestic violence is one aspect in the lives of many people that has not
improved and may well have deteriorated during the pandemic. The Australian Institute of
Criminology undertook an online survey of 15,000 women, asking about the three months prior to
May 2020 in order to gauge the effect of COVID-19 on domestic and family violence31. They found
that 4.6% of women had experienced physical or sexual violence from a current or former cohabiting
partner. The pandemic had coincided with the onset, or escalation, of violence and abuse for many
of those women.
Organisations that assist women experiencing family and domestic violence have reported an
increase in the demand for their services since the pandemic began32. No doubt many studies will
document how the pandemic impacted domestic violence. It seems unlikely that the effects of the
pandemic on domestic violence would create visible anomalies in the census data. There may be
increases in one parent families or separations, but it would be impossible to directly attribute this
to domestic violence or the pandemic, as there are no questions in the census relating to this topic.

Health in General
Have people put on ‘COVID-kilos’, started to drink more, eat more or exercise less? Are people
unwilling to see a doctor to either manage an ongoing illness or have their symptoms investigated?
There has been some discussion in the media about whether or not the habits people have
developed during the pandemic may result in increased rates of avoidable deaths in the future due
to non-diagnosis or treatment of symptoms. Although everyone has to die at some time, and not all
deaths are avoidable, a significant number could be prevented, through early medical intervention,
healthier living or a safer, more supportive society33.
The ABS undertook a series of surveys during the pandemic at the time of the first lockdown in
April/May. In the third survey, they asked respondents about their ‘Activity participation changes”34.
The results showed that 41.2% of people had increased the amount of time they spent on household
30

https://www.abc.net.au/7.30/mental-health-has-been-dubbed-the-%E2%80%9Cshadowpandemic%E2%80%9D/12893324
31
https://www.aic.gov.au/publications/sb/sb28
32
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/covid-19-recession-is-trapping-women-in-violent-households20200912-p55uyn.html
33
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-06-20/other-everyday-pandemics-we-could-be-trying-tostop/12368354
34
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/allprimarymainfeatures/50884FE62C2C85C0CA258576008061
F0?opendocument
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chores such as gardening, yard work, projects and renovations and 26.4% had increased the time
they spent with pets. An increase in exercise was stated by 26.4% of respondents and 39.4%
reported an increase in the time they spent on hobbies such as art, craft, board games, puzzles,
video games and reading. Increased screen time was experienced by 57.5% of respondents but this
would also include time catching up with family and friends or work meetings on Zoom, or other
virtual meeting platforms.
The Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) undertook a survey of
just over 4,000 people in its Total Wellbeing Diet online community35. Perhaps the respondents, as
part of this community, could be assumed to either have, or aspire to have, a healthy lifestyle which
could have been sabotaged by lockdown and closure of some avenues of exercise, such as gyms. The
results showed that 66% felt their exercise had suffered, 41% felt their mental wellbeing had
worsened and 36% thought their diet had worsened. Two in five said they had gained weight.
Depending on which media item you hear or read, Australians have either dramatically increased, or
decreased the amount of alcohol they are consuming, or have not changed their drinking habits at
all. There is no doubt that the amount spent on online alcohol purchases has increased
exponentially, as did bottle shop sales. But are people really drinking more alcohol? Just as the
pandemic lockdown was commencing, there was panic buying of toilet paper, then pasta, then
bottled sauces, then frozen foods and also alcohol. The fear that shops would close and products
would become unavailable caused people to buy more than they needed. At the same time nonessential businesses such as pubs, clubs and restaurants were also closing, which meant people who
would normally purchase alcohol in these venues, would presumably need to buy takeaway alcohol
if they still wanted to have an alcoholic drink. However, if you have more alcohol than usual in your
house, do you drink more than usual? One article attempted to show the different sides of the
opinions around alcohol purchases by trying to look at the actual source distributors of the alcohol
rather than just the retail outlets. The reporter found that retail sales up were up, but wholesale was
down 36. However, they also found that customers were buying about the same amount of alcohol,
there were just more online customers. Different surveys are providing different results which
seems to depend on the actual population and method they used to find their respondents.
The overall health of the population following COVID-19 will not be known early enough to affect the
2021 Census and indeed, may not be apparent for many years. It is quite possible that the number of
people whose health has suffered during the pandemic will be offset by the number of people
whose health has improved. Will those people who started home cooking, gardening and hobbies
continue with those activities? Once again, the Census does not really ask questions relating to
personal health habits, although the 2021 Census will be the first to ask people if they have been
told by a doctor or nurse that they have a long term medical condition37. In future years this will be a
valuable tool in tracking the number of people with chronic illness over the years, but as the base
year it will only provide a number, not a trend.
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https://www.csiro.au/en/News/News-releases/2020/CSIRO-study-reveals-COVID-19s-impact-on-weightand-emotional-wellbeing
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https://www.smh.com.au/business/small-business/running-a-million-miles-an-hour-online-alcohol-salessoar-20200407-p54hx3.html#comments
37
https://www.abs.gov.au/websitedbs/D3310114.nsf/Home/2021+Census+review+of+topics
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Marriages
Marriage during COVID-19 has become the subject of ongoing changes and restrictions in terms of
how many people can attend the event and where the event can be held depending on the date of
the wedding and in which state, or country, it was to be held. Since July 2020, weddings in NSW can
have up to 150 people, adhering to the 4 square metre rule, but are now an occasion with “no
singing, no dancing, and no mingling”38. Obviously, travel restrictions would prevent people from
having a ‘destination wedding’ or undertaking that overseas honeymoon they have planned for
years.
But, the question is, will the restrictions on weddings prevent people from actually marrying, and
therefore visibly change the number of people recorded as being in a registered marriage on the
night of 10 August 2021? Did people postpone their wedding but still get married? Did people marry
in order to reduce the cost of a large wedding? Will the census reflect any potential changes?
The graph below comes from the ABS publication Marriages and Divorces, 201939. The number of
marriages was on an upward trend from around 2005 until 2012 but then dipped and rose for the
next few years. 2018 saw a 5.5% (6,234 marriages) increase in the number of marriages from 2017,
but this was the first full year of data after the Marriage Act 1961 was amended to allow same-sex
marriage. Same-sex marriages made up 5.5% of marriages in 2018. However, by 2019 the proportion
of same-sex marriages had decreased to 4.8% of all marriages - a decrease of 15.8% or 1,031
marriages.
Figure 12: Number of marriages registered in Australia, 1999-2019

There are a range of administrative factors that affect the timeliness of marriages being registered in a given year. See 'Considerations when
interpreting 2019 and time-series data' in Methodology.(b) Care should be taken when interpreting 2004 data. In 2004 marriage
registrations were sampled for NSW, Vic, Qld and SA, while the other states were fully enumerated. Sampled forms were subject to full
processing. For an explanation and calculation of the sampling error see the Technical Note in Marriages, Australia, 2004. (c)In 2012 and
2013, the Victorian marriage data contributing to totals were compiled using a sampling method. Caution is advised when interpreting
marriages data for 2012 and 2013, as this includes estimates for Victoria.
Source: ABS Cat. 3310.00, 2018 – Note: There are a range of administrative factors that affect the timeliness of marriages being registered
in a given year.
38
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-07-17/nsw-coronavirus-restrictions-what-you-need-to-know/12467130
Marriages and Divorces, Australia, 2019 | Australian Bureau of Statistics (abs.gov.au)
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The ABS has released provisional marriage statistics for the first six months of 2020, within the 2019
release, as part of their COVID-19 response40. The data covers marriages that occurred between
January and June 2020 and were registered by the end of August 2020. In this period there were
37,813 marriages, a decrease of 31.9% for the average during the same period in 2015-2019. A
significant decrease began in late March and figures remained low in April, May and June. Compared
to the averages for these months from 2015-2019, there was a decrease of 71.4% in April, 57.6% in
May and 51.8% in June. Will this result in a marriage boom post-COVID-19?
The ABS also has a Relationship Register which allows couples to register their relationship. This is
not compulsory and is usually used to provide legal status for:
 Tax purposes;
 Superannuation and government payments;
 Providing next-of-kin status to funeral directors; and
 Medical emergencies
The figures show that the number of registered relationships in the first six months of 2020 was
comparable to the first six months of 2019. Overall, the number of registered relationships has been
increasing over time and as a proportion of all legal relationships (that is, registered relationships
plus marriages) has increased from 9.2% in 2015 to 16.4% in 2019.
AIFS has collated the data from multiple years of ABS publications on marriage, to produce a graph
showing the number of marriages over time compared to the crude marriage rate per 1,000
estimated resident population (ERP). The decreases in marriages in the period of World War I and
the Great Depression are visible as is the spike during World War II and post-World War II. Although
marriage rates are decreasing, the number of marriages generally increases in line with the overall
increasing population. The data raises the question of why people rushed to marry during WWII but
not in WWI. Was it due to the naivety of people heading off to WWI that it was an adventure they
would return from, but in WWII they were aware they may never return?
Figure 13: Number of marriages and crude marriage rate, 1901-2018

Note: Crude marriage rate per 1,000 ERP
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) (various years) Marriages and divorces Australia (Cat. No. 3310.0) – graph
credit AIFS.
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The SMH, under freedom of information, has found that the number of visas granted to overseas
partners allowed into Australia to marry has dropped to a low of 39,799, with a backlog of almost
90,000 prospective marriage visa applicants waiting to be processed41. This is a process that can take
more than two and a half years at a minimum cost of $7,715. This same article reported that the
Minister for Population, Hon Alan Tudge MP, said the entire migration program had been halted
because of COVID-19. Many spouses who have already secured visas have been unable to travel and
are facing the prospect of their visa expiring.
If people have still married in a low-key, low-cost wedding, did they save the money a larger
wedding would have cost, are they planning to spend it later on a celebratory party or does it simply
cancel out other monetary events such as a loss of income due to job losses or reductions in hours?
The answer to this would be difficult to discover via the Census data and certainly worthy of a
research project in its own right. Will those people who have not married in the first six months of
2020 reschedule those weddings and create anomalies in coming years?
In short, it may be difficult to determine if any visible trends in marriage are due to COVID-19
restrictions, a continuing ‘catch-up’ of same-sex marriages, visa difficulties preventing travel and,
therefore the marriage, or perhaps just seasonal fluctuations due to indeterminable causes. The final
ABS marriage figures for 2020 will not be released until at least November 2021, so only time will
tell.

Divorce
In 1976, the Family Law Act 1975, replaced the Matrimonial Causes Act 1959. This also established
the Family Law Court of Australia and the process of no fault divorce42. Prior to 1976, causes for
divorce such as adultery, cruelty or desertion had to be proven before the divorce would be granted.
Divorce statistics do not necessarily reflect the actual number of marriages that have ended. There
would always be a certain number of people who are still legally married but no longer live together
and have separate lives. There could be a variety of reasons why people in this situation choose not
to divorce.
Ann Hollands, psychologist and former director of AIFS, likens the COVID-19 lockdown to a normal
Christmas dynamic when people are suddenly thrown together without the usual structures of their
life such as work or school. This can expose cracks in relationships43. Rachel Voysey, in the same
article discusses how many couples blame a lack of time on intimacy problems but now, with more
than enough time on their hands, they discover there are deeper problems than just time. Some
separations and divorces have also been delayed as some people are experiencing pandemic
induced financial problems and finding it makes more sense to maintain one, rather than two,
households.
The crude divorce rate did not exceed 1.8 per 1,000 ERP until 1976. With the introduction of no fault
divorce, the rate rose to 4.5 per 1,000 ERP (Estimated Resident Population) in 1976 with a record
62,230 divorces, a figure that has not been exceeded to date. The backlog of divorces took until
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1979 to clear and the crude rate began to stabilise. There were 55,330 divorces in 2001 compared
with 50,240 in 2010 and 49,404 in 2018. 44.
Figure 14 below, also shows a sharp increase in the crude divorce rate following World War Two.
Relationships Australia was formed during this time to address the steep rise in divorce, which was
attributed to “the stress of long, traumatic separations and difficulties when servicemen returned
from active duty”45. The Conversation is more specific in describing these difficulties which included
marriages that were not strong prior to the war disintegrating during or after the war, marriages
with returning prisoners of war (POW’s) with readjustment issues, marriages with domestic violence,
both those with pre-existing violence and others where violence was now used to ‘reign in’ women
who had become more independent during the war46. AIFS explained that the higher divorce rate
could be “partly reflecting the instability of hasty wartime marriages and the disruptive effects of the
war on marriage”47 The spike in the number of marriages during WWII can be seen in the previous
section.
Figure 14: Crude divorce rate, 1998-2018

Note: Crude divorce rates reflect the number of divorces granted during the calendar year per 1,000 estimated resident
population as at 30 June for that year.
Source: AIFS – from various years -ABS Cat. 3310.00 – Marriages and Divorces, Australia.

It would seem unlikely that any change in the number of divorces would be apparent in the 2021
Census. Previous events such as WW2 or ‘no-fault’ divorce both created anomalies due to large
numbers of the magnitude that COVID-19 alone is unlikely to generate. Media hearsay have
reported an increase in the number of people making enquiries about separation and divorce but it
is unknown if this is just ‘window shopping’ or a sign of actual intent to proceed. The ABS Marriages
and Divorces 2019 figures show a continuing decline in the crude divorce rate, which is to be
expected with the continuing decline in the crude marriage rate. Only time will tell if COVID-19
conditions generates more divorces than more normal times.
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https://www.ausstats.abs.gov.au/ausstats/free.nsf/0/C21B7D9D7D0F64F9CA257225000494E7/$File/33100_
1995.pdf
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https://www.relationships.org.au/about%20us/our-history
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https://theconversation.com/friday-essay-its-not-over-in-the-homes-impotence-domestic-violence-andformer-pows-91000
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https://aifs.gov.au/publications/family-matters/issue-95/trends-family-transitions-forms-and-functioning
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Working from home
WESTIR’s paper titled “COVID-19 Pandemic 2020 – Employment” covered the issues around working
from home during the pandemic, drawing data from AIFS and the ABS COVID-19 series of surveys.
The next two paragraphs have been drawn from the WESTIR paper but for more information the full
paper can be accessed online48.
The AIFS survey found that the proportion of people who worked from home during the first few
months of the pandemic rose from 7% pre-COVID-19 to 60% during the survey period. Among
people who worked from home, 40% of parents were also “actively” caring for children at the same
time as working, a further 21% were “passively” caring for children while working, and 21% were
sometimes “passively” caring for children while working. Only 11% of respondents said they worked
while someone else looked after the children and the other person was typically the other parent.
The third ABS COVID-19 survey found 46% of respondents reported working from home and 54%
reported they were either not currently, or never had, worked from home. More women (55.6%)
than men (37.5%) were working from home and the majority of respondents were working either
the same or more hours from home since COVID-19. Of those not working from home, the major
reason given was that their type of job could not be done at home (88.9%) and only 5.1% reported it
was not offered by their employer. More women (9%) than men (2.7%) said working from home was
not offered by their employer.
The ABS has undertaken further surveys since those mentioned above with the results from the
month of August being released on 31 August 202049. According to the ABS survey, over half of all
Australians with jobs (55%) attended their workplace in person in the previous week which was
similar to the proportion of 56% in mid-June. This data is for Australia and the ABS notes that the
severe lockdown in Victoria, due to a second wave, meant that Victoria had much lower rates of
workplace attendance (30%) than the rest of Australia (66%). The ABS has not released figures for
individual states which means it is difficult to work out the true proportion of people working from
home in NSW at this stage.
In the 2016 ABS Census, the proportion of people who worked from home in Australia was 4.7% and
a slightly higher proportion in NSW of 4.8%. Currently, the directives differ in each state as to who
should continue to work from home. The NSW Government (as at 29 September 2020) was still
advising people who could work from home to do so. Hearsay and the media, indicate that many
people who have only started working from home during the pandemic may seek to continue to do
so, even if only for part of the time. There are a number of people quoted in the media who are now
planning to leave the city and work remotely from regional centres50. If these ideas and intents come
to fruition, it will make a big difference to how the 2021 census compares with 2016. However, it
won’t be until the 2026 Census that we can determine if this is an ongoing trend or a short
aberration.

48

https://www.westir.org.au/new/index.php/publications/157-covid-19-pandemic-2020-employment
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/household-impacts-covid-19survey/latest-release#key-statistics
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-09-15/covid-19-pandemic-leads-to-escape-from-the-citycbd/12663426?utm_medium=social&utm_content=sf237759355&utm_campaign=abc_australia&utm_source
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Travelling to and from work
The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way we travel to work. As shown in the previous section,
for many people the change was not travelling to work at all and instead working from home. In
2016, the majority of people left their home to travel to work. In NSW, 16.0% of workers travelled by
public transport to work and the majority drove to work either as the driver of a vehicle or a
passenger (see Table 5).
Table 5: Methods of travel to work by selected type, Australian and NSW, 2016

How people travelled to work
Worked at home
Travelled to work by public Transport
Travelled to work by car as driver/passenger

2016 Australia
4.7%
11.5%
68.4%

2016 NSW
4.8%
16.0%
64.6%

Source: ABS Quickstats, 2016 Census

Public transport
During lockdown, public transport was only used for essential travel by people who had no other
means of transport. Social distancing restrictions limited how many people could use public
transport at any one time with green tick stickers indicating where people could sit. The plan was
that once people were sitting on all available green ticks on buses, trains, trams and ferries, further
passengers should not board the vehicle and instead wait for another service with more space.
Media reports show this has not always the case and at times overcrowding has been reported.
The restrictions on how many people can travel on any service at one time also means that the
number of people travelling to work by public transport has decreased dramatically. In NSW, Opal
data shows that Bus trips decreased by 74% between February and April but increased to -39% in
August. Buses, while having decreased patronage, had the lowest decrease in both comparison
periods. Trains were the next best, with a decline of 77% from February to April, recovering to -48%
by August. Ferries and light rail had the largest decreases with Ferry patronage decreasing by 91%
from February to April and only recovering to -65% by August. Light rail also had a large decrease
(-85%) but by August this was -46%. (see Figure 15).
Figure 15: OPAL data for public transport use in NSW, 2020

Source: opendata.transport.nsw.gov.au, accessed September 2020
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Traffic Congestion
Traffic congestion also tells the tale of COVID-19. The TOMTOM Traffic Index provides a wealth of
traffic data. The graph below shows the traffic congestion levels during 2020. The data starts with
Week 1 – Monday 30 December 2019 and goes up to Week 40 –ending 4 October 2020. Traffic
congestion is relatively low during January but starts to increase in February with very heavy levels
of congestion from Week 5-27 January through to Week 11-15 March. Although the COVID-19
lockdown did not commence until Week 14, a drop in congestion can be seen in the couple of weeks
before then as businesses started to shift staff into working from home. TOMTOM has put a grey fill
around the week of severe restrictions and there is clearly very little congestion over this time and
the weeks following severe restrictions. Although lockdown in NSW has finished and many
restrictions have been lifted, the graph clearly shows that life has not gone back to normal, with
levels of congestion returning to the levels normally experienced towards the end of January school
holidays. The levels of traffic do not really reflect the possibility that public transport users have
started to travel to work in vehicles, rather it indicates that large numbers of employees are still
working from home.
Figure 16: Sydney Traffic Average Weekly Traffic Congestion, 30 December 2019 – 4 October 2020

Source: https://www.tomtom.com/en_gb/traffic-index/sydney-traffic/

The following graph is also from TOMTOM Traffic Index and shows the levels of congestion
compared to the same time in 2019. This shows that the heavy congestion during February and the
beginning of March was actually higher than the same time in 2019. The trend is clear throughout
the remainder of the year up until 4 October 2020. This reinforces the fact that traffic is far from
back to normal.
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Figure 17: Sydney Traffic Difference in traffic congestion from 2019, 30 December 2019-4 October 2020

Source: https://www.tomtom.com/en_gb/traffic-index/sydney-traffic/

Housing
Will a change in housing be noticeable in the Census? The media has reported multiple theories of
where and how people are living and the changes they have made, or plan to make, post COVID-19.
Some of these are about young people, or families, moving back home with their parents, families
deserting the city, house price and rent decreases in the city (due to lack of demand and
corresponding increases in areas further from the city) and the potential for mortgage defaults, as
employment becomes a problem for homeowners. This could impact the census numbers in a
number of ways. Population could shift from cities to suburbs and regional centres, the number of
homes being purchased with a mortgage could decrease, median rents could decrease in areas of
low demand, or increase in areas of high demand, or household sizes could increase with more
multi-generational households.
In 2016, 32.2% of occupied dwelling in NSW were owned outright. A further 32.3% were owned with
a mortgage and 31.8% were rented. Of those households with a mortgage, 7.4% were in housing
stress where mortgage repayments were equal to or more than 30% of their household income. This
was a decrease from 10.5% of households in 2011. Household that were renting fared worse with
12.9% of rental households in housing stress, an increase from 11.6% the previous year51.
If prior to COVID-19, 7.4% of households paying a mortgage, and 12.9% of household paying rent
were in housing stress, will this be compounded by the number of people currently unemployed or
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had their hours and income decrease? Will the number of dwellings owned with a mortgage
decrease as people cannot maintain repayments? Will the number of households renting increase,
and could rental costs increase due to rising demand in some areas?
The pandemic is far from over and the economic fallout may only have just started. In spite of media
commentary, it is difficult to gauge how the housing market will pan out over time. Low interest
rates may push those who have employment to enter the housing market, taking the place of those
exiting the housing market due to an inability to maintain repayments. This may well be another
situation where any results from the 2021 census may be difficult to interpret until after the 2026
Census, when it may be possible to determine if a trend has been established, or if events at the
time of the 2021 Census were a short blip rather than the beginning of change.

Education
Universities have been one of the sectors hardest hit by the COVID-19 pandemic. Over the years, as
less funding has come from Government sources, universities have become more reliant on income
from overseas students. The pandemic has all but dried up this source of income, and universities
have begun to undertake large cuts and restructures of their organisations.
The following table shows an increasing reliance on the revenue from overseas students, rising from
16% of all revenue in 2013 to 26% of all revenue in 2018, the latest year with available data. The
granting of student visas has been put on hold during COVID-19, which has seen the number of visas
granted drop from 340,152 in 2019-20 down to only 40,527 in the 2020-21 financial year. Up until
31 August 202052. Universities Australia estimates the loss in revenue from overseas students to be
$16 billion between June 2020 and 2023 with widespread job losses already occurring across
institutions53.
Table 6: Total Australian university revenue from fee paying overseas students, 2013-2018

Total Australian university revenue from fee paying overseas students, 2013–2018
Total revenue from
all operations Change from
($,000) previous year

Revenue from fee
paying overseas
students ($,000)

Change from
previous year

Percentage of revenue
from fee paying
overseas students

2013

$26,332,964

4%

$4,290,808

4%

16%

2014

$27,751,858

5%

$4,741,973

11%

17%

2015

$28,609,979

3%

$5,349,879

13%

19%

2016

$30,147,079

5%

$6,249,049

17%

21%

2017
2018

$32,028,091
$33,741,910

6%
5%

$7,457,002
$8,838,891

19%
19%

23%
26%

Source: DESE, Finance Publication, various years and Parliamentary Library calculations, extracted from Universities
Australia

This means that fewer overseas students will be counted in the 2021 Census, but will the current
conditions also impact the number of domestic students? It is hard to estimate the impact COVID-19
will have on students who planned on starting university in 2021, which includes not only those
undertaking the HSC this year, but HSC students from previous years who are currently on a gap
year. Many students use a gap year to earn money and qualify as independent when claiming Youth
52
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https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/FlagPost/20
20/August/Universities_and_COVID
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Allowance, Austudy or Abstudy. If they cannot secure employment and enough qualifying income,
they may delay commencing university or even decide not to attend at all. Alternatively, those
students who would normally use a gap year to travel, may instead commence university straight
from school. It is unlikely that any trend in university attendance will be apparent in the 2021
Census. Numbers may decrease compared to 2016, but it may well be that a catch-up recovery
occurs in 2022 or later.

Corporate insolvency and increased unemployment
It is usually an offence for insolvent companies to trade, but in responses to the pandemic, a
decision was made by the Federal Government to suspend insolvency trading laws for six months,
allowing companies to continue trading. The moratorium was initially scheduled to end on 25
September 2020. This has now been extended to 31 December 2020. The economic journalist, Alan
Kohler, warns there may be a ‘tsunami’ of insolvencies when the moratorium ends54. During the
pandemic, insolvencies have dropped from the usual 700-800 per month to less than half that
number. This indicates there are potentially thousands of businesses trading while insolvent that will
need to cease trading and admit they are insolvent once the moratorium ends. Australia has a total
of 650 registered liquidators, and if one prediction of possibly 100,000 businesses going into
administration after September is correct, those liquidators could not cope with the increased
number of insolvencies. Kohler also highlights that the 93.5% decrease in air travellers in June 2020
compared to June 2019 impacts the thousands of businesses who depend on people travelling. In
just this one sector, numerous businesses such as airport retailers, food outlets, security, caterers,
carparks and those that make uniforms worn by many people in the travel industry.
Alan Kohler is not the only person worried that the moratorium is just putting off the inevitable. One
law firm says that while these measures and others such as JobKeeper and Jobseeker have assisted
businesses to go into hibernation during the pandemic, they do nothing to assist business renewal
after the pandemic. They argue that voluntary administration allows companies to trade out of
insolvency while they have some cash reserves to aid the recovery and get a better outcome for its
stakeholders than a liquidation55.
If thousands of companies were to cease trading permanently, thousands more staff, and the
owners of the business, could find themselves unemployed. Would these unemployed people still be
unemployed at the time of the 2021 Census? Will the Census be a reliable indicator of
unemployment or would other figures such as Centrelink figures and Small Area Labour Markets be
a better indicator? The advantage of being able to use Census figures rather than other sources, is
the ability to cross tabulate the figures with other demographic variables such as age or sex, as well
as being able to calculate figures for smaller geographic areas. It may be harder to accurately
measure unemployment for specific groups in the future.
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Conclusion
It is clear that the COVID-19 Pandemic has the ability to change the population numbers and makeup
of Australia and, therefore, affect future planning. However, it will be difficult, if not impossible to
assess the impact in the short term. The full effect of the pandemic, on counts of people and
housing, may not be apparent until the 2026 Census when it could be determined if figures from the
2021 Census were an outlier or part of a trend. Will the census be a more accurate count of the
Australian population with people unable to leave the country easily and therefore being at home on
census night?
The number of deaths from COVID-19 could increase between now and August 2021 or the ongoing
side effects of the virus could lead to more deaths from other causes. If reports from some medical
practitioners are correct, then more people may die from undetected health problems. This may
then be balanced by fewer people dying from influenza or other causes as shown with the elderly in
aged care facilities, with 995 fewer deaths than the same time last year. At this stage there is no
clear consensus on how the pandemic may affect people’s health or habits.
Will the number of births increase or decrease due to COVID-19? Once again only time will tell as
any increase would not be obvious until late 2020 or early 2021, which may be in time to appear in
the census. However, with migration on hold and the economy potentially in ruins it seems more
likely that the number of births will decrease.
Marriages and divorces are another area of contention as the media reports that people are
postponing both weddings and divorces. However, did the couples who cancelled their wedding also
cancel the actual marriage? Did some people take advantage of the Government directives to avoid
the expectation of a large and expensive wedding? The final data on marriage and divorce in 2020
will not be available until after the 2021 Census, although provisional 2020 data shows a significant
decrease in the number of marriages in the first six months of 2020.
Housing during COVID-19 has also come under the spotlight for a number of reasons such as
unemployment or loss of hours which may lead to loan or rent defaults or people moving back home
or in with other people to reduce costs. Any changes may be difficult to identify in the short term.
Transport at the moment is the big unknown in the Census. The NSW Government’s Opal data shows
public transport is still operating 45% below normal patronage for this time of year. More people are
working from home, some full-time and some part-time, and more people are using private vehicles,
and probably not sharing due to social distancing. At the time of writing there is still a reluctance to
use public transport with many people continuing to work from home.
The 2021 Census will be held on the 13th August 2021, a mere eight months from now when
Australia and the World are still negotiating the pandemic. There are still a number of Government
policies and relief packages that are ongoing and it is only after these all finish and the economy
starts to operate on its own that many after-effects of the pandemic will be felt.
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