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It’s day 126 of lockdown in London
and as I write, the dog is curled at
my feet, the cat snoring on a cush-
ion nearby. It should feel like
Groundhog Day, time caught in a
never-ending, repetitive loop but
instead of cabin fever I’m flooded
with an unexpected (guilty) con-
tentment. 

COVID-19 has taken its ter-
rible toll the world over: more than
half a million are dead, many more
locked down, too many without
enough food on the table or a de-
cent roof over their head. And yet,
despite the pain and fear, adversity
seems also to have brought with it
a new perspective.

Photographs of the world’s
great cities empty of tourists have
gone viral. People marvel over the
return of wildlife to the metropolis,
hearing birdsong instead of traffic
and gazing into vast skies untram-
melled by aircraft. Freedom from
the grind of the daily commute to
the office has liberated workers,
others revel in the liberty to say
“no” to relentless social demands.

Last week, a survey published
by strategic consultancy Britain-
Thinks found that just 12 per cent
of people want life to return to nor-
mal “exactly as it was before”. 

And Britons surveyed also
flagged they are prepared to pay
higher taxes to help turn the coun-
try into a kinder, more equal and
supportive place to live after the
pandemic is over. 

Researchers were told that peo-
ple want to find ways to keep this
extra time they’ve had with their
families and want government to
focus on “ensuring high employ-
ment” and protection of the natu-
ral environment.

This made me wonder if Brit-
ons’ reluctance to abandon some
of the changes forced by the pan-
demic was also felt in Australia, the
US and other parts of Europe and
Asia? 

Had others found some silver
linings in the viral gloom? 

I decided to conduct a mini glo-
bal poll, on Facebook, and the
query appeared to strike an im-
mediate nerve. 

As an expatriate Italo-Aussie,
colleagues and friends are scat-
tered over several different time-
zones but within a few hours, 160
had responded — all but two iden-
tifying things they want to keep, or
are fearful they will lose, after lock-
down. 

In New York, Australian law-

yer Katherine Mogg — newly ap-
pointed legal counsel to the city’s
Green Bank — writes a long and
enthusiastic list: “Morning exer-
cise, gardening, cooking meals
planned and organised, reading,
art making … less manic socialis-
ing!”

Architect and interior designer
Craig Longhurst, a fellow expatri-
ate to New York, has fresh, non-
consumerist priorities: “Less is
more in life.”

From the wilds of Bellingen in
New South Wales, leather artist
Gabrielle Tindall says the quiet of
lockdown has offered a “glimpse of
how things should be”: “And no
aeroplanes clogging up the beauti-
ful blue skies.”

Professor Malcolm Fisher, the
Sydney-based intensive care
specialist who discovered an anti-
venene for the funnel-web spider,
is enthused by the new way of
communicating: “I always remem-
ber Dag Hammarskjöld (the
Swedish economist and diplomat),
writing in his book, Markings, that
his isolation and loneliness was
not about having no one to tell his
troubles but because no one was
telling him their troubles,” he
wrote. “Every call is appreciated.” 

Common themes emerge from
Copenhagen to New Zealand,
from Canada to The Philippines. A
sense of release at not being forced
to be productive all the time; not
sweating the small things; valuing
access to parks and nature; a re-
turn to old-fashioned pastimes

love, without guilt. With the con-
cert circuit closed, pianist Lisa
Moore in New York says she has
had time to learn to make bread
and new piano sonatas for four
hands (Faurè, Brahms, Beet-
hoven) with her composer hus-
band, Yale professor Martin
Bresnick.

Wales-based theatre director
and writer Clare Williams is paint-
ing and revelling in gardening and
observing local birdlife.

The one caveat in the new-
found joy came from those with
younger children — and especially
working women with children —
who admitted the struggle of
home-schooling can be wearing.

WHILE 14th-century Italian writ-
er Giovanni Boccaccio was craft-
ing his great masterpiece, The
Decameron, in Florence, an esti-
mated 75 million people world-
wide lost their lives to the Black
Death. Between 1346 and 1353, Eu-
rope alone lost around 60 per cent
of its total population to bubonic
plague.

The Decameron is essentially a
collection of stories told by 10
friends who were trying to keep
each other amused with ribald
tales while shielding from the
plague together, and it contains
observations resonant today.

Boccaccio observed that as the
power of medicine and doctors’
advice appeared ineffective and
useless, people responded very dif-
ferently to the uncertainty and ter-
ror of the disease and the daily
closeness of death. 

Some, he wrote, felt the foul dis-
ease could only be kept at bay by
enjoying life’s pleasures to the full,
pursuing fun and laughter, satisfy-
ing all appetites without pause,
mixing freely and drinking heavi-

The former Democrat turned
independent NSW MLC, Richard
Jones, lives with partner Jo Immig
in the rainforest around Byron Bay
and says the slowing of life’s fren-
etic pace has been treasured: “We
have strangely enjoyed not having
the option to go out … and have a
sense of relief when we get back
home from a trip out.” 

In Rome, retired Alitalia execu-
tive Giorgio Vernengo says he has
rediscovered the pleasure of sim-
ply “being … and staying at home”.

Just as the end of the Black
Plague heralded the end of the
Middle Ages and a cultural and so-
cial revolution, there are many
people who hope that this 21st-
century pandemic will spark sig-
nificant, lasting change.

Best-selling British novelist
Maggie Alderson echoed the ob-
servations of many who admitted
a feeling of guilt for secretly enjoy-
ing lockdown. It has been particu-
larly special family time for her as
it has unfolded on the cusp of her
18-year-old daughter readying to
leave home. 

“I am realistic about how tough
the next few years are going to be
— particularly for my daughter’s
generation — but I believe that
just as WWII and living through
the London Blitz shaped and
strengthened my parents’ charac-
ters, I think the upheavals from
COVID-19 will give my daughter
and her contemporaries some very
useful grit.

“I also think, over the following
couple of decades, it will bring
forth a great flowering of innova-
tive creativity — in the arts, tech-
nology and thought — as
adversity always does. Around
2041 will be an amazing era, as
good as the 60s.”

We can only hope.

Signs of healthy new life are 
growing out of corona hell 
People all around the world are revelling in 
their lockdown-enforced less frantic existence
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like games and puzzles, away from
screens.

Many reported that trying to
mitigate physical distance led
them to make more of an effort to
pick up the phone or use video
platforms to communicate with
loved ones — and were doing so
more often. 

In Los Angeles, Branimir Kvar-
tuc, the award-winning photogra-
pher who took the iconic shot of
OJ Simpson’s police chase in 1994,
agrees with the new effort to com-
municate more: teaching his mum
to use FaceTime and more fre-
quent conversation has been a big
deal for him: “I use it with Mum all
the time now. She’s much happier
being more connected to the peo-
ple in her life.”

A resident of the British crown
territory, the Isle of Man, TV pro-
ducer and journalist Mary Rose
Trainor says she has “seen” and

talked to many more friends dur-
ing lockdown than ever before.

“I loved it that people have had
time for each other,” she says.

Family meals, once rushed and
rare, are planned, prepared and
have become pivotal, communal
moments in the “new normal”
daily routine people fear they will
lose. 

Empty-nesters have recon-
nected with teenagers who re-
turned home for lockdown while
working parents have embraced
being out of the daily home/office
juggle. 

“All that time freed up from
commuting to and from work.
Priceless,” says Sydney political
consultant Luis Garcia.

Most strikingly, all reported a
sense of relief to be living at a slow-
er, gentler pace and being able to
return to hobbies and pastimes,
the extracurricular things they

Love and care as friends in lockdown stay connected and 
supportive on a Zoom videoconference

ly. (Surveys in Britain have shown
that alcohol sales in supermarkets
spiked at the beginning of lock-
down and have remained higher
than normal.)

Others, observed Boccaccio,
felt that living moderately and
avoiding great excess would be
more protective and they chose to
hunker down, creating small, self-
sufficient units to live in isolation
from everyone else. 

In the 21st century, in Western,
developed democracies, our soc-
ialising with others is often con-
ducted as much outside the home

as within it and while many repor-
ted missing the pub, restaurants
and cafes in the earliest days of
lockdown, most acclimatised to re-
strictions and say they’ve even en-
joyed them. 

For Australian journalist and
TV presenter Edwina Bartholo-
mew and her husband, Neil Var-
coe, having a young child during
lockdown has allowed them a
slower pace of life — and they’re
loving it.

“Instead of rushing around to
see everyone and do everything,
we are perfectly happy in our little
family unit,” Bartholomew says.

“I think there are only about 10
people I feel a huge compulsion to
catch up with in person but I feel
like I’m communicating so much
more with my wider circle and tak-
ing the time to make phone calls
and video chats. It’s actually nice.”

There are many 
people who hope 
this pandemic will
spark significant, 
lasting change

The 2020s decade is shaping to be
an era of significant change for
Australia, and indeed the world.
From an Australian perspective,
we kicked off the year with bush-
fires, then came pandemic, re-
cession, a surge in unemployment,
a mountain of debt, the likely col-
lapse of many businesses and —
although perhaps more so in the
US than here — a worrying break-
down in social cohesion. 

And on top of this we now seem
to be careening towards open con-
flict with China, our most import-
ant trading partner. What else
could go wrong? 

How about all this playing out
in a decade when the 1950s baby
boom morphs into a 2020s baby
bust, caused by more workers exit-
ing than entering the workforce?

Retiring baby boomers looking
for superannuation, pensions and
healthcare in a decade when
growth in the taxpaying workforce
decelerates is an issue that many
governments must manage in the
post-pandemic years.

For the past decade, Australia’s
response to the looming baby
bust has been to lift immigration,
especially via the importation of
young skilled workers. 

But the coming of the corona-
virus changes the landscape: the
immigrant flow to Australia will
diminish, GDP will contract and
the rate of growth in the tax base
will decelerate. It may be that
many baby boomers (now aged
56-74) must now either postpone
retirement and/or reduce their
expectations around support for
their post-work lifestyle. 

The situation is even more dire
in other nations that do not have
the luxury of boosting, or the cul-
tural predisposition to boost, their
(demographically) sagging work-
forces by importing young skilled
workers. As a consequence, the
world will cleave into two blocs
this decade: a largely Western de-
veloped world where declining
birthrates and rising life expectan-
cies are transforming peak taxpay-
ing workers into services-
consuming lifestylers; and a
developing world where high birth
rates and low life expectancies
drive growth in the core worker
and peak taxpayer base. 

In Ethiopia, for example, the
share of the population in the pro-
ductive 25-54 cohort will rise by
four percentage points from 31 per
cent to 35 per cent between 2020
and 2030. Nepal, Pakistan, Iraq

and India (and many other devel-
oping nations) are also in this bloc
where the core worker base will
expand this decade. These coun-
tries should experience an ascend-
ant spending capacity (off a low
base) in the 2020s. 

On the other hand, the core
25-54 cohort share of population
in China will contract by six per-
centage points this decade, a divi-
dend of the One Child policy. Italy,
France, Germany, Britain, the US
and Australia are also in this bloc
because of reduced birthrates and
improved life expectancies. 

The timing of the baby bust
“cliff” varies from country to coun-
try. Japan’s core 25-54 cohort in-
creased every year between 1960
and 1996 but is now expected to

contract every year for at least a
half century. More 55-and-over
lifestylers, and fewer young tax-
paying workers, is fundamentally
problematic for any government. 

China’s productive core ex-
panded annually for half a century
before flipping into reverse in
2016. Australia’s growing 25-54
cohort will subside during the
2020s, but it won’t actually con-
tract. Our spending capacity will
be inclined to decelerate rather
than evaporate. 

America’s demographic out-
look is similar to Australia’s. 

So, the 2020s was always going
to be a difficult decade for govern-
ments to navigate, balancing the
expectations of a rising pool of
retirees against a shrinking cap-

acity to pay. Add in the need to
repay debt incurred surviving
COVID-19 lockdowns, a reduced
income resulting from trade tit-
for-tats, perhaps the cost of mili-
tary adventures and/or mis-
adventures and, the maraschino
cherry on top, the advent of civil
unrest caused by rising unemploy-
ment and a culture of simmering
discontent. 

On these metrics, Australia is in
a relatively strong position. Our
productive workforce will con-
tinue to grow, unlike China’s. Our
debt-to-GDP ratio, even allowing
for recent borrowings, is unlikely
to exceed 50 per cent in the short
term, which is still well below that
of Japan (closer to 200 per cent,
according to the International

Monetary Fund). And we are not
wracked by widespread civil un-
rest as is the case in the US.

What we require, and what we
have less ability to influence, is
geopolitical stability in the short-
to medium-term. (I would urge
every Australian business both
large and small to think through
the ramifications of a best-case
and a most-likely-case scenario
involving our dealings with China
over the next two years.) 

On the plus side, if we can navi-
gate the pandemic without signifi-
cantly ratcheting up the death rate
(currently at 7 per million com-
pared with 691 per million for Brit-
ain), then Australia will present as
a safe (and hygienic) refuge for im-
migrants, students, visitors and

business investors during the
2020s. Indeed, in the post-war era
Australia attracted immigrants
anxious to escape the calamity of
war in Europe. In the 2020s the
immigration propellant could be
the calamity of contagion. 

Oddly, the demographic forces
that are forging two global blocs
with rising and falling shares of
productive-age (25-54) workers
are also impacting Australia’s local
government area communities.

Between 2020 and 2030, the
share of the population aged 25-54
in the City of Melbourne is expect-
ed to rise seven percentage points
from 55 per cent to 62 per cent.
Central Melbourne attracts young
workers, students and visitors
from the surrounding suburbs,

BERNARD SALT
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IT’S A DOOZY OF A DECADE
from country Victoria and inter-
state and also from overseas. But
central Melbourne also flings out
the retired and the elderly to
cheaper and quieter destinations
further afield. 

Melbourne’s Stonnington (in-
cludes Toorak), Monash and even
distant Mitchell (includes Kil-
more) attract a big share of the life-
cycle’s most productive cohort.
Sydney’s Burwood and Perth’s
Claremont behave similarly. It’s
almost as if big-city hubs are
“Manhattanising”, which means
that they are specialising in the
delivery of a quality of life for a
specific time (25-54) in the life
cycle. The very old and the very
young are scarcely included in
these communities.

At the other end of the spec-
trum are remote communities
where the productive cohort
(25-54) diminishes during the
2020s as resource workers return
to capital cities. The proportion of
Karratha’s population in this key
age group in 2020 was 50 per cent.
By 2030 it will be 42 per cent.
Other communities likely to ex-
perience a diminution in the pro-
ductive cohort’s market share
include the shire of Ashburton (in-
cludes Paraburdoo), the shire of
Coolgardie (near Kalgoorlie) and
the town of Port Hedland. 

The decade ahead was always
going to be a doozy, and especially
in countries and communities sub-
jected to long-term demographic
transformation. Declining birth-
rates by individual (and state)
choice have an impact decades
into the future (eg Japan, Italy) but
which, with appropriate planning,
can be managed. Although I’m not
sure that Australia’s resources
communities could have antici-
pated the diminution of local
workforces. 

The problem for the Western
hemisphere is that the timing of
the baby bust coincides precisely
with a post-coronavirus world
framed by ballooning debt, tight-
ening trade, unsettled geopolitics
and, in Australia at least, almost
30 years of unbroken prosperity
creating a culture of expectation
and entitlement.

The problem for China is that
its capacity to fund, let’s say, “ad-
venturism” during the 2020s is
diminished by the reality of its
shrinking middle (25-54) cohort.
This doesn’t mean that its adven-
turism cannot be pursued but
rather that it will come at a cost of
other spending priorities, and that
could lead to dissatisfaction and
internal dissent. 

The key issue for both blocs, I
think, isn’t so much debt or dis-
ease, which can be managed. It is
dissent. A galvanised community
that is focused on the collective
wellbeing may well turn out to be
the most powerful national (and
municipal) force enabling com-
munities to navigate the perfect
storm of the 2020s.

Bernard Salt is managing director 
of The Demographics Group. 
Research by Hari Hara Priya 
Kannan.

These ‘roaring 
20s’ will rock 
a lot of boats
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The 2020s was 
always going to be
a difficult decade …
balancing the 
expectations of a 
rising pool of 
retirees against a 
shrinking capacity
to pay


