Religious identity and the changing face of faith in Australia   
In 1911, at the first Commonwealth Census, Australia had a population of 4.5 million, and its 4.3 million Christians represented 96 percent of the total. There were few non-Christians (35,600), even fewer professing ‘no religion’ (17,800), and 129,200 who did not state their religion or inadequately described it (Figure 1 & Table 1).  In that and every subsequent census the question on religious identity has always been optional. 
Fifty years later, at the 1961 Census, when Australians numbered 10.5 million, Christians, largely due to mass migration from Europe, had more than doubled to 9.3 million, but had dropped to 88.3 percent of the population. Non-Christians (68,800) and those with ‘no religion’ (42,000) had also doubled in number, while Australians not stating their religion or inadequately describing it had increased almost ten-fold to 1.1 million (Figure 2 & Table 1). The serious beginnings of Australia’s multicultural and multi-faith society had begun, and the rise of the secular/humanist segment was evident.
Table  1.  Religious identity in Australia, 1911, 1961, 1991 and 2011 (‘000s)

	Religious

Identity
	1911
	1961
	1991
	2011
	Change since 1991

	Catholic
	996.8
	2620.0
	4,606.7
	5,439.3
	+18.1%

	Anglican
	1710.7
	3667.4
	4,018.8
	3,679.9
	-9.2%

	Other Christian
	1563.7
	2984.3
	3,840.9
	4,030.6
	+4.9%

	All Christian
	4272.3
	9278.7
	12,466.4
	13,150.6
	+5.5%

	Muslim
	n/a
	n/a
	147.5
	476.3
	+222.9%

	Buddhist
	n/a
	n/a
	139.8
	529.0
	+278.4%

	Hindu
	n/a
	n/a
	43.6
	275.5
	+531.9%

	Jewish
	n/a
	59.3
	74.2
	97.3
	+31.2%

	All non-Christian 
	35.6
	68.8
	445.0
	1,546.3
	+247.5%

	No religion
	17.8
	42.0
	2,176.6
	4,796.8
	+120.4%

	Not stated/

Inadequately described
	129.2
	1,124.4
	1,762.1
	1,839.6
	+4.4%

	Total
	4,455.0
	10,508.2
	16,850.2
	21,507.7
	+27.6%


Source:  ABS, Census of Population and Housing, various years
Recently released data from the 2011 Census confirm the trends that began to emerge 50 years ago.  Within an Australian population of 21.5 million, the 13.2 million Christians (+41.7% since 1961), now represent a much-reduced 61.1 percent of the total; the 1.5 million non-Christians,  (+2,146% since 1961) constitute 7.2 percent; the 4.8 million who profess ‘no religion’ (+11,321% since 1961) form 22.3 percent; and the 1.8 million who did not state their religion or described it inadequately, make up 9 percent (Figure 3 & Table 1). The latter two groups combined number 6.6 million, represent almost one third (31.3%) of all Australians, and are equivalent to almost half the number of Christians.  Significantly, it is younger persons who state that they have ‘no religion’, including 28 percent of all those aged 15-34.
Though Christian numbers have continued to grow since 1991, their pace of growth (+5.5%) has fallen well behind that of the overall population (+27.6 %), and is insignificant compared to the growth of Muslims (+222.9%), Buddhists (+278.4%), Hindus (+531.9%), and those professing ‘no religion’ (+120.4%).  Since 2006, some Christian churches have registered miniscule or negative growth: Anglican (-1%), Uniting (-6.5%), Presbyterian/ Reformed (+0.5%), Lutheran (+0.3%), Salvation Army (-6.3%), and Churches of Christ (-9.4%).

While the Christian share of Australia’s population has diminished by 35 percent over the last 100 years, Catholics, through some highs (27.3% in 1991) and lows (19.6% in 1933), have maintained an average share of 24.6 percent. In 2011 it was 25.3 percent. The question now is: can Catholics continue to hold onto a quarter of all Australians while non-Christian believers and the secular/humanists are growing at a much faster rate, and other Christian churches are haemorrhaging?
Between 2001 and 2011, when Australia’s population grew by 15 percent, Catholics increased by 437,768 or 8.75 percent. But of that number 319,577 (73%) were immigrants arriving from over 35 countries/regions, including six which each provided more than 20,000 newcomer Catholics: Philippines (56,687), UK (31,317), NZ (25,929), Ireland North & South (22,380), India (21,442) and Central & South America (20,936).  Just 118,191 (27%) of the increase were born in Australia. Since 2001 it has been immigrants who have maintained Catholics’ quarter share of the population; without them Catholics would have increased by just 2.36 percent. 

Table 2.  Age 0-14 Years cohort for selected religious groups, 1996, 2001, 2006 and 2011  

	Religious Group
	1996
	2001
	2006
	2011
	Change

2001-2011

	Catholic
	1,104,844
	1,108,575
	1,081,231
	1,115,633
	+ 0.3%

	Anglican
	662,223
	628,705
	565,006
	543,796
	-15.6%

	All Christians
	2,504,888
	2,430,266
	2,292,249
	2,332,462
	-4.2%

	Buddhist
	n/a
	63,803
	66,375
	78,232
	+22.6%

	Muslim
	65,524
	86,586
	101,898
	138,917
	+60.4%

	Hindu
	16,320
	20,749
	28,459
	53,185
	+156.3%

	All non-Christians
	109,458
	136,465
	162,318
	234,752
	+72.0%

	No Religion
	791,557
	733,492
	913,403
	1,107,929
	+51.0%

	Total Australia
	3,837,932
	3,891,941
	3,937,217
	4,144,030
	+6.5%


Source:  ABS, Cat. No. 2068.0, Religious Affiliation by Age for Time Series; ABS, 2011 Commonwealth Census.
In Australia, all religious groups depend on both immigration and internal numbers for growth.  In the decade 2001-2011 immigration added 419,114 newcomers professing ‘no religion’, 319,573 Catholics, 161,175 Hindus, 146,989 Muslims, 144,231 Anglicans, 136,050 Buddhists, and 47,483 Sikhs. With a significant shift in migrant source countries, Christians have become an increasingly smaller proportion of all new arrivals.
The size and growth rate of the youngest (0-14 years) cohort in any religious group is a major determinant for the longer term growth of the group (Table 2).  The 0-14 Years Catholic cohort, while still the largest of all religious groups, has registered miniscule growth since 1996, and just 6.2 percent since 1981. Since 1991 the same Anglican cohort has registered negative growth (-21.8%) as has the ‘all Christians’ cohort (-7.4%). However, since 1996 the Muslim (+111.3%) and Hindu (+225.9%) cohorts have grown significantly, as has ‘all non-Christians’ (+114.5%) and those professing ‘no religion’ (+40%). Since 2001 the Buddhist cohort has increased by 22.6 percent.
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Figure 3: 2011 Census
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Another factor affecting Catholic growth is a continuing leakage of baptised Catholics to other religious categories. These so-called ‘ex Catholics’, who no longer self-identify with the faith of their baptism and upbringing, were estimated by Des Cahill to number up to 900,000 at the 2006 Census, representing about 15 percent of a total baptized Catholic population of some 6 million.  At the 2011 Census there could have been 945,000 ‘ex Catholics’ of a total 6.3 million baptized Catholics. Census data from 1976 to 2011 show much of the leakage is occurring among younger Catholics from age 15 onwards, and particularly after age 19.  

What of the future?
While several Commonwealth Government agencies have estimated that Australia’s population will grow by around 14 percent per decade for the next four decades, reaching some 36.3 million by 2051, it is impossible to estimate with any degree of accuracy the religious composition of the population in 2051. Nevertheless, using the growth rates of individual groups over the past decade it is worth proposing some possibilities (Figure 4). 

If Christians continue to grow at 3 percent per decade, they could number around 15 million in 2051, making up some 41 percent of the total population, a decrease of 20 percent from 2011. If Catholics can maintain their growth rate of 8.75 percent per decade, they could number around 7.5 million - half of all Christians - by 2051 and, despite a fall of some 4 percent, still represent a fifth of all Australians.

Non-Christians can be expected to grow at a faster rate. From 1.5 million and 7.2 percent of the total population in 2011, and growing by almost 250 percent from a small base in 2001, non-Christians could number some 6.5 million in 2051, and up to 18 percent of the total population. Muslims, now 0.5 million and growing by almost 70 percent in the last decade, could reach up to 2.0 million by 2051 and make up 5.5 percent of the total population. Hindus, now 0.3 million and growing by 180 percent since 2001, could also reach 2 million by 2051 and represent some 5.5 percent of the population. Buddhists, now over 0.5 million and growing by almost 50 percent since 2001, could quadruple to 2 million in 2051 and similarly make up 5.5 percent of the population.  Jews, now less than 100,000 and growing by 16 percent in the last decade, might double by 2051, but still make up less than 0.5 percent of the population.  Sikhs may also have significant numbers.
Those professing ‘no religion’ numbered 4.8 million or 22.1 percent of the total population in 2011 and increased by 65 percent from 2001. Those not stating their religion in 2011 or inadequately describing it numbered 1.8 million, but decreased by 19 percent since 2001. These two groups combined could number around 14.8 million in 2051 and represent some 41 percent of the total population, almost the same share as Christians.
These possible scenarios will, of course, depend largely on migration patterns over the next 40 years, but they are supported by the current age profiles of the different groups.  Whatever the precise outcome may be in 2051, if Australia continues to accept migrants and refugees on current patterns then, in terms of religious identity, Australian society is certain to become less Christian, more multi-faith and more secular/humanist.  While Catholics are still likely to increase in number, it will be at a rate slower than that of the general population, and much slower than the rate of non-Christians and the secular/humanists. Catholics will represent an increasingly smaller proportion of the total population, but a larger share of the Christian community. 
It is even possible that before 2033, twenty years hence, Australia will no longer be a majority Christian nation. When that happens, the cultural, educational and political implications will be profound.  For the Catholic Church it will pose challenges which have yet to be seriously considered.
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