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The great crises of this century are
predicted to involve water, soil and
food. While financial failures and
political and religious disputes
claim the headlines, the reality is
that we need to feed up to 10 billion
people by the 2060s in a world
where the resources to do so are
becoming scarce. 

History has shown on many oc-
casions that when food supplies
fail, governments fall and people
fight. The opposite is also true: a
well-fed world is a more peaceful
world. Most of the instability today

is in those regions where soils and
water are scarce and food supplies
unreliable: well-fed places such as
North America, Europe and Aus-
tralasia are far more peaceable.
Hunger is one of the underlying
triggers for division and conflict.

It is time for Australia to dem-
onstrate leadership and expertise
in restoring the health of our land-
scapes and, in so doing, to assist
others in critically vulnerable re-
gions to do the same — because if
we don’t, the refugees fleeing fam-
ines and wars across land and
water borders may be in the mil-
lions. We have two white papers
on the policy table — agriculture
and defence — and it is time to
connect the two.

When we shop for our food in
the supermarket, few of us spare a
thought for the soil that produces

it. Yet without that 15cm of pre-
cious topsoil we wouldn’t be here
today. The trouble is, the soil is
vanishing, degrading. You can see
its drivers in our incised creeklines
and the impact of bushfires. You
can see it in the big dust storms
that sometimes grip our continent,
you can see it in our turbid rivers
and streams. You can see it in the
loss of coastal corals, including the
Great Barrier Reef.

Worldwide, according to esti-
mates by American scientists
Bruce Wilkinson and Brendan
McElroy, humans dislodge about
75 gigatonnes of topsoil from crop-
land every year. To make that
huge number more comprehen-
sible, it means that every meal we
eat costs about 10kg of soil. As au-
thor Julian Cribb puts it: ‘‘We’re
devouring our planet.” 

At the same time the world’s
cities are expanding so rapidly that
by mid-century it is estimated that
together they may cover an area of
land the size of Australia. 

Meanwhile the energy sector
and cities are competing for farm-
ers’ water. All this makes the fu-

This is know-how we can share
with the world that it desperately
needs.

Unfortunately, we Australians
also have a love affair with cheap
food. Few realise that our tiny
economic signal — paying farmers
minimally for what they do for us
— ends up as increased stress on
the landscape, as lost or degraded
soil, lost water, lost native species. 

We need to rethink the de-
structive economics that external-
ise the true cost of food, and not
only pay our farmers a fair price for
what they produce but also reward
them as stewards of the agricul-
tural and pastoral landscape on
behalf of urban Australia. This is a
job they now perform for free and
under considerable limitations.

It’s not just about protecting
soil but water too. The proposed
solution is to build more dams —
but useful as some may be, dams
lose water through evaporation.
What we need most is to store
more water in the root zones of our
soil by managing it better and in-
creasing soil carbon. 

Again, good farmers across the

continent have already proved this
is possible but their wisdom is not
yet a national wisdom. Of every
100 drops of rain that fall on this
continent we store just two drops
in our dams and 10 in our rivers.
Half the rain that lands on Austra-
lia evaporates wastefully. 

If we could store just a few of
those lost raindrops in our soils by
re-greening our continent, it
markedly would improve our food
and water security in a world be-
coming less and less secure in
those commodities.

In recent decades Australia has
made what I regard as poorly
thought-through cuts to the sci-
ence that underpins our soils and
water. To me, as a soldier, it’s like
disarming as conflict looms. With-
out that knowledge it is going to be
very hard to sustain our food sup-
ply into the future. 

It is therefore pleasing to see
the federal government’s recent
agricultural research, develop-
ment and extension strategy mov-
ing to correct this. As national soils
advocate I am proposing we for-
mally measure long term the

economic and environmental out-
comes (including soil carbon) from
100 of our best farmers across Aus-
tralia, and share their knowledge
where appropriate nationally and
globally. This concept is already
attracting substantial overseas in-
terest, including from the US.

People sometimes ask me why,
among all the great issues that sur-
round us, I’m so focused on soil
and water. Well, as a soldier I know
that when people starve they usu-
ally fight; that having sufficient
food and water is fundamental to
world peace. 

As governor-general I was
privileged to visit farms and rural
communities across this great na-
tion and overseas to see first-hand
the impact of poor management of
our landscapes and — much more
hearteningly — that the damage
could be reversed by wise conser-
vation farming. 

But the thing that really con-
centrated my mind was being a
grandparent. It forced me to ask
myself: what can I do to help en-
sure a safer, healthier and more
sustainable world for my grand-

children and their future children?
A secure supply of healthy, nu-
tritious food and clean water is the
basis of a better world for every-
one.

Australians are learning from
our aged, demanding and arid
continent how to better manage
drought, fragile soils, scarce water,
climatic shocks, floods, bushfires
and native landscapes. 

We are becoming quite good at
it — but with the right investment
we can be better still. And we can
take that knowledge to a world in
increasingly desperate need, both
as an export and as a humanitarian
gift.

Australia cannot remain physi-
cally secure in a food and water in-
secure world. We are not isolated
from the stream of history. But we
can play our part in shaping a to-
morrow where the risks of hunger,
famine, crisis and conflict are
lower than they are today. 

Michael Jeffery is the national soils 
advocate. He is a former army 
deputy chief of staff, state 
governor and governor-general.

Hunger is one of the underlying 
triggers for division and conflict
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Australia cannot remain physically secure in what’s become a food and water insecure world

ture of the world food supply
highly problematic, even with bet-
ter redistribution and a concerted
effort to reduce waste.

While Australians manage
their landscapes a good deal better
than many nations and are sup-
ported by some excellent science,
about 60 per cent of our continent
is degraded and in need of resto-
ration. We know from the experi-
ences of our best farmers that the
damage is repairable, that with the
right knowledge, technology and
investment on the part of govern-
ments and the community we can
reverse the cycle of degradation to
produce positive economic and
environmental outcomes. 

FOOD
CLEAN  GREEN
SUSTAINABLE 

The image beamed around the
world of French President Fran-
cois Hollande in formal grey suit
and tie surrounded by the strap-
ping young American heroes of
the Paris train attack speaks vol-
umes about modern France.

The three young men, one
with his arm in a sling and cuts on
his forehead, arrived at the Elysee
Palace in open neck, short-sleeve
polo shirts and chinos, not a suit,
collar or tie to be seen. 

As a phalanx of France’s Re-
publican Guards, resplendent in
ceremonial uniform, ushered
them into the grand hall for inves-
titure, the simultaneous trans-
lator reporting for live broadcast
couldn’t help but sniff that the Le-
gion of Honour medals were
being pinned to “the shirt … ah,
ahem, there is no lapel”.

Childhood friends, student
Anthony Sadler, 23, US national
guardsman Alek Skarlatos, 22
and Spencer Stone, 23, an airman,
decided in May to meet in Europe
and spend three weeks travelling.

For Sadler, an athletics train-
ing college student in his last year,
it was to be a first trip abroad. To-
gether, travels would take them to
The Netherlands, Germany,
Italy, France and Spain. 

Instead, last Friday, with 62-
year-old Briton Chris Norman,
the trio found themselves subdu-
ing a man armed with an AK-47
Kalashnikov assault rifle and
hundreds of rounds of ammu-
nition on a high-speed train hurt-
ling into France.

Stone described the moment
with aplomb: “I turned around
and I saw he had what looked to
be an AK-47 and it looked like it
was jammed or wasn’t working
and he was trying to charge the
weapon. Alek just hit me on the
shoulder and said ‘let’s go’ and ran
down, tackled him. We hit the
ground.”

It is only by a quirk of fate that
the three were on the train: Skar-
latos’s father, Emanuel, told The
Oregonian they’d planned to stay
the night in Amsterdam on Fri-
day but had a late change of plan.

That afternoon, the 554 pas-
sengers on board would have
been trapped with the gunman.

Since the three men spoke of
their actions in public there has
been an intriguing national self-
analysis by the French press.

Deeply nostalgic, ferocious in
its protection of national lan-
guage, customs and mode de vie,
France to the outsider — like the
diminutive, bespectacled Hol-
lande pictured between the three
towering Americans — seems
caught between past and future.

The sixth largest economy in
the world, France has become
steadily less competitive since the
1990s. Today it, too, is plagued by
unemployment (now 10.5 per
cent, double that of Britain and
close to Italy’s 12.4 per cent) and a
recent slump in French manufac-
turing and construction has
sapped the strength of the euro-
zone economy.

It may be a long way from be-
coming another Spain or Italy
economically, but the very things
that define France culturally and
make it enchanting — from the

continuing love affair with the
long lunch, midday and Sunday
shop closures and commitment to
les 35 heures (the 35-hour working
week) — serve to highlight a kind
of national self-obsession as well
as contributing to domestic econ-
omic woes. 

This week, the French seemed
particularly fixated on the young
men’s good looks and their brand
of archetypal American virility
and bravery. Equally, there
seemed to be relief that a fifth
man, a 28-year-old who first tack-
led the gunman but wanted to
stay anonymous, was French. 

French newspapers, television
and state-owned, global network
France24 gleefully dispatched re-
porters to the streets to conduct
vox pops asking the citizenry’s
opinion of the men’s actions. 

Le Monde even suggested
Skarlatos’s cry of “Let’s go” might
become a hashtag campaign
against national passivity.

Certainly, the atmosphere on
Parisian streets appeared to verge
on the celebratory. All those in-
terviewed expressed gratitude
tinged with incredulity: “It is
amazing how these people inter-
vened,” said one elderly man out-
side the Elysee Palace.

“It takes courage — everyone
should do it instead of looking
away. To save lives for others.”

Hugh Schofield, the BBC’s
man in Paris, observed that deep
in the French gene there re-
mained something that respond-
ed “positively to this … the same
spirit that is so grateful, 70 years
on, for the American sacrifice in
the Normandy landings: a recog-
nition of the American capacity
to join moral clarity with swift, de-
cisive action”.

Hollande himself, speaking
before the formal investiture cer-
emony, called on the French not
to look away in crisis: “The onus is
on public authorities to take all
measures … but beyond these
state matters, there is always what
finally depends on the individual
responsibility of a man or a
woman who is capable of doing
the right thing,” he said.

For the four men, mass self-
analysis didn’t seem to jell with
Anglo humility. Stone insisted his
motivation was simply “survival”.

Norman, the British father of
two who was returning to his
home in France, admitted his first
instinct was to hide: “(But) I’d
rather die being active,” he said. 

And so it was that within hours
the gunman identified as Ayoub
El-Khazzani, a Moroccan nation-
al, was in custody and the French
nation, still traumatised by the
horrors of the Charlie Hebdo
massacre, narrowly escaped an-
other bloodbath.

Khazzani was known to police
in Spain where he lived and to
France’s so-called Fiche “S”, the
red flag register of individuals
deemed potential threats to na-
tional security. 

Once the relief abates, the re-
ality remains that Khazzani man-
aged to board an international
train undetected with a bag full of
arms. The 5000 others on the
same “S” register highlights the
complexity of counter-terror
issues in Europe today. 

High-speed heroes
give France pause
The nation appears to be stuck between its 
charming past and a future it’s not sure of

PAOLA TOTARO
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Europe on the road to nowhere 

There was a time, not long ago,
when some commentators be-
lieved Europe was a model for the
rest of the world. US sociologist
Jeremy Rifkin forecast The Euro-
pean Dream: How Europe’s Vision
of the Future is Quietly Eclipsing the
American Dream (2004); British
foreign policy expert Mark Leon-
ard explained Why Europe Will
Run the 21st Century (2005); and
US publicist TR Read boldly pre-
dicted The United States of Europe:
The New Superpower and the End
of American Supremacy (2004).

A decade later, it would be un-
thinkable for anyone to write such
books. The global financial crisis
of 2007-08 may have started in the
US with the collapse of its sub-
prime housing market. 

However, the crisis quickly
spread to Europe, where it had far
worse consequences. Whereas in
the US the economic crisis mainly
affected individual companies
such as failed investment bank
Lehman Brothers and insurance
giant American International
Group, the economic crisis in Eu-
rope quickly became a crisis of
sovereigns. Greece has been tee-
tering on the brink of bankruptcy
since late 2009. Ireland, Spain,
Portugal and Cyprus had to be
bailed out by various mechanisms.
France and Italy hardly look re-
assuring, either.

Some may argue that Europe’s
recent troubles are just of a cycli-
cal nature and that eventually the
continent will recover. However,
such an optimistic assessment is
not warranted. What we are wit-
nessing in Europe is much more
fundamental. The troubles of Eu-
rope are symptoms of the end of
the European world order. To put
this into perspective, we need only
to think back to the Great War,
whose centenary we are
commemorating.

World War I was the time
when Europe last ruled the world
politically and economically. The
end of that war marked the begin-
ning of the end of Europe’s global
hegemony, along with a signifi-
cant era of history.

No doubt history was made in
Europe before the Great War.
With the Age of Enlightenment,
Europe led the way in scientific
discoveries and ideas. Industrialis-
ation catapulted Europe’s econ-
omies from medieval production
methods to modernity within a
few decades. 

The military power of Europe-
an nations was unmatched. Many
European nations, even small
ones such as Belgium, established
colonies all over the world.

On the eve of World War I,
Western Europe accounted for
one-seventh of the global popu-
lation but one-third of the global
economy. Of the 20 largest econ-
omies in the world in 1913, six were
European. Europe’s influence on
global ideas and institutions was
greater still, not least due to its
colonial outreach.

A century ago, European capi-

tals dominated world politics. The
streets of London, Paris and Berlin
were once the corridors of world
power. Indeed, the monumental
buildings along Whitehall, the
Elysee Palace and the Reichstag
still exude a profound sense of
greatness and historic signifi-
cance.

In some ways, this European
dominance of world affairs re-
mains palpable to this day. Among
the most influential newspapers
and broadcasters are the Financial
Times, The Economist and the
BBC, all headquartered in Lon-
don. Europe accounts for three of
the UN Security Council’s five
permanent, veto-power holding
members — Britain, France and
Russia (not India, Brazil or Japan).
Eurocentrism is even more pro-
nounced in the G7, which includes
Britain, Germany, France, Italy
and the EU (but not Mexico, Aus-
tralia or China). 

But these are the dying embers
of a past world behemoth. Eu-
rope’s influence is undoubtedly in
decline. Whereas in 1980, the cur-
rent 28 EU member states ac-
counted for almost a third of the
global economy, their share today
is only 23 per cent. Because of the
continuing rise of Asian econom-
ies, this figure will decline further
during the coming decades.

It would be easy to excuse Eu-
rope’s relative decline as a result of
the rise of other, previously poor
countries. But that would be dis-
honest. Europe’s decay is mostly
due to the way Europe has been
conducting itself.

If other countries were catch-
ing up with Europe while Europe
itself was doing fine, that would be
no reason for concern. Such con-
vergence is the rightful triumph of
a globalised economy.

But Europe is not doing fine.
Europe’s decay is mostly due to
the way Europe has been conduct-
ing itself. Europe’s downfall also
will show in population numbers.

The UN estimates that by 2100,
only 5.9 per cent of the world’s
population will be European com-
pared to the approximately 10 per
cent now. This is not just a relative
reduction but also an absolute
decline of 104 million Europeans
from 743 million today to just
639 million in 2100.

Contrast this with the only one
statistic in which Europe leads the
world by a mile: The EU’s 28
member states account for 54 per
cent of global spending on social
welfare.

It would be too simplistic to re-
duce Europe’s challenges to prob-
lems with its monetary union. Nor
is Europe’s crisis limited to coun-
tries such as Greece that produce
negative headlines at regular in-
tervals.

Europe’s problems are more
fundamental. Its elitist structure
of governance has locked its poli-
tical institutions into paralysis. Its
economic model of a mixed mar-
ket economy is unable to keep
pace with more dynamic world re-
gions. Its demographic changes
will test the limits of its expanding
welfare state. 

And all of this is happening
against a background of increased
security concerns on Europe’s
borders with Africa, the Arab
world and Russia.

Europe is being challenged on
many fronts at once, and even this
is an understatement.

It would be optimistic to say
Europe is at the crossroads today.
At least that would suggest it has a
choice between reform and
decline.

But it increasingly looks as if
there is no such choice and Eu-
rope’s inevitable future is one of
decaying power, wealth and influ-
ence.

It would be optimistic to say
Europe is at the crossroads today.
Europe then is not at the cross-
roads but is facing a dead-end. Or
a cliff. A very steep cliff.

The anti-democratic political
structures of European inte-
gration should have made the Eu-
ropean project unpopular.
Similarly, the declining relative
importance of Europe should
have been a concern for Europe’s
citizens. And if none of that both-
ered the Europeans, then maybe
the slowing economic dynamism
should have.

Yet despite such shortcomings,
there have not been uprisings
against (Western) Europe’s status
quo since World War II. European
citizens witnessed falling average
growth rates decade after decade.

They saw mass unemployment
become a persistent feature of
their society. They also realised
how their economies lost entire
industries to newly developing
countries. Despite this, there has
been remarkable political stability
for decades across the EU.

This is of course not to say that
there have never been any
changes of government, which
sometimes even brought about
some policy changes. However,
the basic direction has remained
the same.

At least Western Europe coun-
tries were typically governed by
parties that subscribed to a mixed
economy model and continued
with European integration
through the EU and its predeces-
sors. Whether governments were
led by centre-left or centre-right
parties or coalitions became a
matter of aesthetic preference. It
rarely ever mattered much be-
yond that.

Government spending as a
percentage of gross domestic
product increased dramatically
across Europe all through the
20th century. The pattern of gov-
ernment growth is also similar
across Europe. 

Both world wars increased
government spending (except in
Spain, which remained neutral in
World War I and thus did not have
to increase its expenditure). Since
the immediate post-World War II
and reconstruction era, govern-
ment spending has increased to
unprecedented levels. The most
extreme case is France, where the
state now accounts for well over
half of the economy.

These spending rises have not
been driven by the core areas of
government spending of law and
order, defence and certain public
goods. Instead, all the increases in
government spending have been
in education, health and welfare.

In a 2014 paper for the Centre
for Policy Studies, economist

Brian Sturgess analysed data for
19 European OECD countries for
15 years from 1996 to 2011. 

He found that, on average, Eu-
ropean governments now direct
only 19 per cent of their total
spending to core responsibilities,
while 10 per cent is spent on subsi-
dies and infrastructure, 12 per cent
on education, 15 per cent on
health, and 38 per cent on social
security.

On average, these European
countries spent almost 30 per cent
of GDP on welfare alone, which is
more than the total of government
spending before World War II.

There are many possible expla-
nations for this growth of govern-
ment. American economist
Robert Higgs describes a ratchet
effect in his book Crisis and Lev-
iathan. In times of real or imagined
national emergencies, mainly
wars and recessions, government
takes over previously private
rights and activities. When the cri-
sis passes, government retreats,
but never to the same level as be-
fore. 

This ratchet effect could in-
deed explain why European gov-
ernments increased in size during
the two world wars. However, it is
less well suited to explain the ad-
ditional (and substantial) govern-
ment growth since 1945.

Another explanation is the rise
of Keynesian economics after
World War II. Keynesian de-
mand-side management had
given governments a licence to in-
crease spending to “stimulate” the
economy. This probably contrib-
uted somewhat to the growth of
government. 

However, not every European
country subscribed to Keynesian
policies. Germany, for example,
only briefly flirted with Keynesi-
anism in the late 1960s and 70s, yet
its spending record was similar to
that of countries where Keynesi-
anism was stronger.

The theory of public choice ex-
plains this growth in government
spending as a consequence of
lobby activities and rent seeking.
Public choice undoubtedly has
strong explanatory power — but it
still does not explain why Europe-
an governments grew much faster
than their counterparts in other
developed economies such as the
US, Australia or New Zealand.

Perhaps the burgeoning size of
government in Europe has some-
thing to do with the specific politi-
cal structure of the EU.

Though this argument may be
hard to prove empirically, there is
some value to it. In building the
unpopular political superstruc-
ture of the EU, the European elites
had to ensure the electorate would
not desert them. They achieved
this by establishing a welfare state
that went far beyond a mere safety
net. Instead, European welfare
states became an all-encompass-
ing insurance and entertainment
scheme.

Seen this way, the European
welfare state was a means of buy-
ing the public’s silence and acqui-
escence. It was the same method
of securing power Juvenal de-
scribed in his Satires two millennia
ago: “Already long ago, from when
we sold our vote to no man, the
People have abdicated our duties;
for the People who once upon a
time handed out military com-
mand, high civil office, legions —
everything, now restrains itself
and anxiously hopes for just two
things: bread and circuses.”

Bread and circuses — or panem
et circenses in the Latin original —
were the means of bribing the
masses in ancient Rome. Modern
Europe is witnessing a similar
phenomenon. To their subservi-
ent citizens, the European elites
provide free or heavily subsidised

education, healthcare, TV and
radio programs, roads, income
support and pensions, public
transport, libraries, opera houses,
and theatres.

Unfortunately, it is often over-
looked that government can bribe
the people only with their own
money. In the words of the great
French economist Frederic
Bastiat: “Government is the great
fiction through which everybody
endeavours to live at the expense
of everybody else.”

As a result, the very people
benefiting from the welfare state
are also footing the bill — at an as-
tonishing cost. Last year, the Ger-
man Federation of Taxpayers
calculated the difference between
gross wages and net take-home
pay based on OECD data. 

To do this, they also included
the effect of value added taxes,
which are often hidden from view.
For a single income earner on the
national average income, Belgium
topped the list of predatory gov-
ernments with a tax burden of 59.1
per cent, followed by Hungary (54
per cent) and Germany (53.1 per
cent).

In most large European econ-
omies, the burden was well above
40 per cent.

The respective tax burdens for
families with two income earners
and two children are somewhat
lower, but tax burdens in Europe
still range from 47 per cent in
Greece to 29.4 per cent in the UK.
By comparison, the figures for
Australia and New Zealand are
23.2 per cent and 15.5 per cent,
respectively.

Buying European citizens’ loy-
alty for their mixed economy wel-
fare states has effectively enslaved
them. Is that the price of peace the
EU claims it has brought to the
continent? Has Europe lost its
economic liberty as the price of
national safety?

The welfare state (broadly de-
fined as all government spending
outside the state’s core functions)
was the means by which Europe
bought itself political stability. Lit-
tle wonder, then, that the moment
governments could no longer af-
ford to pay for it, the previous poli-
tical consensus started falling
apart. 

This also explains the rise of
radical parties such as Syriza in
Greece, the National Front in
France and Podemos in Spain.

The rise of the European wel-
fare state, the reduction of econ-
omic dynamism and the
increasingly questionable legit-
imacy of the European project go
hand in hand. Panem et circenses
could have been the motto of
Europe’s post-World War II
mixed economy model. It remains
to be seen whether the EU will
also share the Roman Empire’s
fate.

The decline that 
began after 
World War I 
now appears to 
be terminal 

OLIVER 
HARTWICH

ISTOCK

Bread and circuses were the means of bribing the masses in ancient Rome. Modern Europe 
is witnessing a similar phenomenon

Change in government spending as a percentage of GDP

Source: The New Zealand Initiative

Country Pre-WWI 
(1913)

Post-WWI 
(1920)

Pre-WWII 
(1937)

1960 1990 2013

France 17.0 27.6 29.0 34.6 49.8 57.1

Germany 14.8 25.0 34.1 32.4 45.1 44.3

Italy 17.1 30.1 31.1 30.1 53.4 50.5

UK 12.7 26.2 30.0 32.2 39.9 46.9

Belgium 13.8 22.1 21.8 30.3 54.3 54.7

The 
Netherlands

9.0 13.5 19.0 33.7 54.1 49.8

Spain 11.0 8.3 13.2 18.8 50.1 44.3

This is an edited extract from 
Oliver Hartwich’s essay Why 
Europe Failed, published by 
Connor Court in conjunction with 
The New Zealand Initiative, out 
Monday ($19.95).


