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Dublin’ the population: the case for 
raDical national population growth

by Tomas O’Connell 
Junior Sophister 

Tomás O’Connell has the honour of winning the inaugural John 
2¶+DJDQ�DZDUG�IRU�WKH�EHVW�,ULVK�HFRQRPLF�SROLF\�HVVD\��,W�LV�¿W-
ting that this essay would win the inaugural John O’Haganaward. 
In calling for policymakers to consider population as a policy 
lever, and in arguing that policymakers should pursue “radical” 
population growth, O’Connell’s essay displays that uniqueness 
and ambition in thought that has distinguished the Student Eco-
nomic Review as a result of decades of fostering and stewardship 
by Professor John O’Hagan.

I. Introduction

The legacy of the Great Famine and subsequent population decline thereafter 
has resulted in the national population being a subject of unusual policy (and 
SRSXODU��LQWHUHVW�LQ�,UHODQG��7KH�XQLTXH�KLVWRULFDO�VLJQL¿FDQFH�DQG�G\QDPLFV�
of population on this island lends population to be used almost as a measure of 
policy success or failure, and even as a policy aim in itself. This essay argues 
that Irish policymakers should take population seriously as a policy variable. 
The Irish population is something that policymakers can and should radically 
increase.

In our major cities but especially in Greater Dublin, too many people and too 
much economic activity want to locate, which produces an overheated hous-
ing market and pressure on infrastructure and public services. In rural Ireland, 
too few people and too little economic activity want to locate, which in turn 
produces a vicious cycle of brain drain, ageing, and population stagnation. 
The current policy response to these problems involves making costly capi-
tal investments to cope with infrastructural pressure in Dublin, and making 
available a system of subsidies to bring jobs to rural Ireland. These are coping 
strategies that do not tackle the dynamics of population that are at the root of 
these problems. This essay argues that treating population as a policy lever is a 
ORJLFDO�UHVSRQVH�WR�,UHODQG¶V�SUHGLFDPHQW��DQG�WKDW�GHOLEHUDWHO\�DQG�VLJQL¿FDQW-
ly increasing the population of Ireland is not only feasible but desirable.
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II. The Problem 

Dublin
Dublin has become increasingly populous relative to the rest of the country, 
and this trend is set to continue into the future. Just under 2 million people live 
in the Greater Dublin Area (counties Dublin, Meath, Kildare, and Wicklow), 
which is about 40% of the State’s population, and more than half of its GDP 
(Dublin Chamber, 2019). The increase in population and relative economic 
weight in the Greater Dublin Area has created two distinct outcomes – in-
creased demand on commuting infrastructure, and upward pressure on housing 
prices.

The Dublin commuter belt has gradually expanded outwards over time largely 
due to an increase in housing prices which has pushed many buyers to com-
PXWHU�WRZQV��$KUHQ�	�/\RQV��������¿QG�D�FRUUHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�UHQW�LQFUHDVHV�
and commute times in Dublin, which is borne out anecdotally: what used to be 
considered the commuter belt extended to places like Swords or Ashbourne, 
EXW�PDQ\�'XEOLQ�ZRUNHUV�QRZ�FRPPXWH�IURP�DV�IDU�D¿HOG�DV�3RUWODRLVH�DQG�
Drogheda. The sheer number of people moving in and out of Dublin city every 
day has increased demand for infrastructure. New lanes on the M50 to handle 
LQFUHDVHG�WUDI¿F�ÀRZV��/8$6�&URVV�&LW\��LPSURYHG�EXV�FRUULGRUV��SURSRVHG�
extensions of the DART line to Balbriggan and Maynooth, as well as the 
perpetually in the pipeline Dublin Metro, are all attempts to better manage this 
commuter belt population growth. 

People need to commute these distances because in large part the increased 
population of Dublin (and particularly of high-earners willing to pay for 
expensive housing) has not been met with an adequate increase of supply 
in  housing, which has pushed prices upwards and made homes in the inner 
and middle suburbs unaffordable for large sections of buyers. Infrastructural 
pressure could, in theory, be managed by continually making coping invest-
ments in infrastructure and housing supply forever, but the underlying problem 
would persist – Dublin would continue to attract a greater proportion of the 
State’s population and economic activity, leaving much of rural Ireland in 
continued decline.

Rural Ireland
Outside the Greater Dublin Area and the State’s major cities, patterns of 
economic activity differ from region to region. Rural Ireland is not homog-
enous, but some generalisations can be made. Public infrastructure is often 
less developed, average incomes are lower than in Dublin, and there are fewer 
job opportunities available. The economics of location indicates that business 
activity and investment naturally wants to locate near Dublin where there is 
excellent infrastructure and lots of consumers and graduates. The main push 
factor away from Dublin is the high cost of rent, so economic activity that 
doesn’t need to be located in major urban areas - particularly 
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certain types of manufacturing - has traditionally been the main non-agri-
cultural employer in rural Ireland, usually located in rural towns. Decline in 
manufacturing has produced a decline in the population and economic weight 
RI�UXUDO�WRZQV�LQ�,UHODQG��DQG�2¶'RQRJKXH�HW�DO���������¿QG�WKDW�³:KLOVW�
there are notable and important exceptions, rural towns that have experienced 
sustained growth in population tend, regardless of their size, to be near or ac-
FHVVLEOH�WR�ODUJHU�UXUDO�WRZQV�RU�WKH�¿YH�FLWLHV´��2¶'RQRJKXH�HW�DO���������DOVR�
note interestingly that the decline in rural industries like manufacturing has 
produced a sharply gendered effect, with outward migration of males being 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\�KLJKHU�WKDQ�WKDW�RI�IHPDOHV��

Rural areas that are not fortunate enough to be near larger urban centres have 
suffered from substantial youth migration, which is the basic population prob-
OHP�RI�UXUDO�HFRQRPLF�GHYHORSPHQW��:LWKRXW�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�ZLOOLQJ�WR�VWD\�LQ�
rural areas to work, start families and invest in communities, it can be almost 
LPSRVVLEOH�WR�DYRLG�D��WUDS��$�GHFOLQLQJ�SRSXODWLRQ�PDNHV�LW�GLI¿FXOW�WR�DWWUDFW�
LQYHVWPHQW�DQG�PDNHV�LW�LQHI¿FLHQW�WR�SURYLGH�FRVWO\�SXEOLF�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�
when population density cannot support it, which in turn makes it even more 
challenging to attract employment and retain young people. Rural young peo-
ple moving to large cities and staying there often after completing a third-level 
education, or simply emigrating altogether, creates a brain drain phenomenon 
where talented and ambitious people concentrate in large urban centres and 
deprive the more isolated rural areas of the essential human capital required to 
escape the trap of rural underdevelopment.

III. More People Is Good

Malthusian economic thinking is very ingrained in how most people intuitive-
O\�WKLQN�DERXW�SRSXODWLRQ��7KH�LGHD�WKDW�PRUH�SHRSOH�ZRXOG�VWUHWFK�RXU�¿QLWH�
resources thinly makes sense in a day-to-day context and is perhaps somewhat 
in-built into how human beings see the world around them. Before the Indus-
trial Revolution, the main determinant of human standards of living was the 
availability of land. More land per person meant more resources, and more 
people meant fewer resources per person. 
This thinking is intuitive, but it misses the point that a modern developed 
economy is far more productive than an agrarian economy and that the main 
factor in standards of living in a services-based economy is productivity, not 
access to resources. Our ability to innovate new productive technologies is 
what has enabled economic growth since the Industrial Revolution: better 
technology allows us to produce more and better outputs with fewer inputs, 
which raises standards of living.

Productivity
Small populations are inherently limited in their productivity because they 
cannot specialise as a larger population can. Consider the hypothetical exam-
ple of a closed economy that is only large enough to support one pub. This one 
SXE�KDV�WR�EH�RQH�VL]H�¿WV�DOO��DQG�QHHGV�WR�FDWHU�WR�WKH�HQWLUH�FRPPXQLW\
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and a range of diverse preferences across atmosphere, drinks menu, and 
patronage. If the population were to become three times as large, it could 
VXSSRUW�WKUHH�SXEV��(DFK�SXE�FRXOG�VSHFLDOLVH�LQ�FDWHULQJ�WR�D�VSHFL¿F�W\SH�RI�
FXVWRPHU��WKHUHE\�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�SURGXFWLYLW\�RI�DOO�WKUHH�SXEV��,Q�VKRUW��PRUH�
SHRSOH�DUH�PRUH�SURGXFWLYH�SXUHO\�E\�YLUWXH�RI�EHLQJ�PRUH�QXPHURXV��DOO�HOVH�
EHLQJ�HTXDO��7KHUH�DUH�DOVR�D�UDQJH�RI�QHWZRUN�DQG�VHFRQGDU\�HIIHFWV�WR�WKLV�
phenomenon. Some bartenders might be much better at working in nightclubs 
DQG�VRPH�PLJKW�EH�EHWWHU�DW�D�WUDGLWLRQDO�SXE��VR�PRUH�SXEV�HQDEOH�PRUH�HI¿-
cient pub-to-bartender matches to be made in the labour market, increasing the 
HFRQRP\¶V�SURGXFWLYLW\�RI�ODERXU��$Q�HFRQRP\�ZLWK�ORWV�RI�SXEV�PLJKW�LQYHVW�
LQ�D�EDUWHQGHU�WUDLQLQJ�VFKRRO��HQDEOLQJ�WKH�SURGXFWLYLW\�RI�LWV�ODERXU�IRUFH�WR�
LQFUHDVH�IXUWKHU��1HWZRUN�HIIHFWV�PXOWLSO\��DV�EDUWHQGHUV�FRQFHQWUDWH�DQG�OHDUQ�
from one another. Innovations and competition in bartending and public house 
PDQDJHPHQW�RFFXU��IXUWKHU�LQFUHDVLQJ�SURGXFWLYLW\��7KH�*'3�SHU�FDSLWD�RI�RXU�
K\SRWKHWLFDO�HFRQRP\�LV�QRZ�IDU�JUHDWHU�WKDQ�LW�HYHU�ZDV�EHIRUH�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�
was increased.

The point here is to illustrate that a Malthusian understanding of population 
LV�ZURQJ��DQG�LQ�IDFW��LQ�D�VHUYLFH�HFRQRP\�OLNH�RXUV��PRUH�SHRSOH�DFWXDOO\�
increases the standard of living of the population and all else being equal, is 
VRPHWKLQJ�ZH�VKRXOG�ZDQW��7R�VRPH�H[WHQW��WKLV�LV�EDVLFDOO\�ZKDW�ZH�VHH�LQ�
WKH�KLJKHU�ZDJHV�HDUQHG�LQ�*UHDWHU�'XEOLQ��,QWXLWLYHO\�RQH�PLJKW�DVVXPH�WKDW�
much of that difference comes from the selection effect of lots of smart and 
DPELWLRXV�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�PRYLQJ�WR�ODUJH�FLWLHV��EXW�)RQWDJQp�	�6DQWRQL��������
XVH�)UHQFK�¿UP�OHYHO�GDWD�WR�¿QG�WKDW�³GHQVHU�FRPPXWLQJ�]RQHV�VHHP�WR�RIIHU�
D�EHWWHU�PDWFK�EHWZHHQ�HPSOR\HUV�DQG�HPSOR\HHV��OHDGLQJ�WR�PRUH�SURGXFWLYH�
¿UPV´�±�LQ�RWKHU�ZRUGV��DUHDV�ZLWK�PRUH�SHRSOH�DUH�PRUH�SURGXFWLYH�SULPDULO\�
EHFDXVH�WKH\�KDYH�PRUH�SHRSOH�DQG�QRW�IRU�DQ\�RWKHU�UHDVRQ�

Density
7KH�DERYH�ZRXOG�LPSO\�WKDW�LQFUHDVLQJ�RXU�SRSXODWLRQ�VKRXOG�EH�D�SROLF\�SUL-
RULW\�EHFDXVH�GHQVLW\�LV�HFRQRPLFDOO\�ZLVH��DQG�,UHODQG�LV�DQ�XQXVXDOO\�VSDUVH�
FRXQWU\�LQ�D�(XURSHDQ�FRQWH[W��$W����SHRSOH�SHU�VTXDUH�NLORPHWUH��,UHODQG�
ZRXOG�QHHG�WR�TXDGUXSOH�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�WKH�6WDWH�WR�UHDFK�WKH�VDPH�GHQVLW\�
DV�WKH�8QLWHG�.LQJGRP��7KH�8.�LV�D�FRXQWU\�WKDW�KDV�ORWV�RI�ODUJH�DQG�GHQVH�
PHWURSROLWDQ�DUHDV�LQ�*UHDWHU�/RQGRQ��*UHDWHU�0DQFKHVWHU��%LUPLQJKDP�DQG�
WKH�0LGODQGV��DQG�LQ�/HHGV�DQG�1HZFDVWOH�LQ�(QJODQG¶V�1RUWKHDVW��EXW�WKH�8.�
LV�QRW�DQ�XQPDQDJHDEO\�RYHUFURZGHG�FRXQWU\��DQG�PXFK�RI�6FRWODQG�DQG�FHQ-
WUDO�:DOHV�LV�VSDUVHO\�SRSXODWHG�HYHQ��7KH�SRLQW�LV�WKDW�D�PXFK�PRUH�SRSXODWHG�
,UHODQG�LV�DFWXDOO\�QRW�XQIHDVLEOH�RU�D�SDUWLFXODUO\�XQSOHDVDQW�YLVLRQ�±�LW�ZRXOG�
VLPSO\�PHDQ�ODUJHU�DQG�EXVLHU�UHJLRQDO�WRZQV��LPDJLQH�7UDOHH�ORRNLQJ�PRUH�
OLNH�'URJKHGD���H[SDQGHG�VHFRQGDU\�FLWLHV��*DOZD\�EHLQJ�DV�ODUJH�DV�&RUN���
DQG�VRPH�FRQWLQXHG�JURZWK�LQ�*UHDWHU�'XEOLQ��3UH�)DPLQH�,UHODQG�VXSSRUWHG�
RYHU���PLOOLRQ�SHRSOH�RQ�D�GHQVH�DQG�YLEUDQW�FRXQWU\VLGH��$OVR��XQOLNH�LQ�PDQ\�
RWKHU�FRXQWULHV��WKHUH�DUH�QR�VLJQL¿FDQW�DUHDV�RI�ODQG�LQ�,UHODQG�WKDW�DUH�WRWDOO\�
XQVXLWHG�WR�ODUJH�VFDOH�KXPDQ�VHWWOHPHQW��7KHUH¶V�QR�JHRJUDSKLF�RU�VSDWLDO�
UHDVRQ�WKDW�ZH�VKRXOG�FRQVWUDLQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�SRSXODWLRQ�WR�LWV�FXUUHQW�VL]H�
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IV. A Policy Agenda

Solving the Irish Policy Challenge
The policy problem facing the State as discussed in Part II is twofold – too 
many people and too much economic activity want to be in Dublin which 
pressurises the State’s ability to provide infrastructure, and too few people and 
too little economic activity want to locate in Rural Ireland, which produces 
a vicious circle of rural decay and underdevelopment. This totally ignores 
the dependency ratio problem that we face – plenty has been said about the 
Pension Age before, and policymakers know that we need more young people 
urgently. The response in Greater Dublin has been to keep making capital in-
vestments to keep pace with growth, which has been very challenging and not 
very successful – much of the commuter belt does not have access to the type 
of transport infrastructure that is available in comparable cities in Europe and 
many transport projects either do not happen or are delayed due to local oppo-
sition in the suburbs. In rural Ireland, the policy response has involved making 
piecemeal and expensive State subsidies available to companies to locate in 
places where they probably would not otherwise locate in order to bring jobs 
to rural Ireland,

The root of Ireland’s problem is its small population. There are no large coun-
terweights to the economic gravity of Dublin, meaning that Dublin attracts too 
much economic activity and people. Much of Rural Ireland is in the grips of a 
vicious cycle of outward youth migration. The way to solve both of these prob-
lems at once is to have lots more people in cities and towns outside of Dublin. 
If regional towns and cities were large enough to create their own economic 
gravity, some of the infrastructural pressure on Dublin would ease as invest-
ment and economic activity would begin to concentrate in large and growing 
alternative urban centres. This is basically a chicken-and-egg problem. Invest-
PHQW�DQG�MREV�DUH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�DWWUDFW�ZLWKRXW�D�\RXQJ�DQG�JURZLQJ�SRSXODWLRQ��
ZKLFK�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�UHWDLQ�ZLWKRXW�LQYHVWPHQW�DQG�MREV��,UHODQG¶V�DSSURDFK�WKXV�
IDU�KDV�EHHQ�WR�HQFRXUDJH�LQYHVWPHQW�DQG�MREV�LQ�UXUDO�,UHODQG�¿UVW�LQ�WKH�KRSHV�
that strong employment prospects will keep young people in rural Ireland, but 
it is an uphill battle. A better approach would be to systematically increase the 
population of the country and let investment move to places where there is a 
growing population and consumer market. An Ireland with twice or three times 
its current population would have other large urban areas beyond Dublin, and 
large and bustling regional towns that could attract economic activity in their 
own right. Those places would serve as a counterweight to the dominance of 
Dublin, and would reach such a critical mass as to keep young people in those 
areas in the long term, enabling family formation and an escape from the rural 
underdevelopment trap discussed earlier. This would be a fundamental reversal 
of fortunes for the entire country, and it could be done if population was to be 
taken seriously as a policy lever. 
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Policy Ideas
Population change is a function of the birth rate and net migration. Conse-
quently, there are two ways to radically increase the national population – 
increasing the birth rate and allowing more immigration.
The fertility rate across the globe has fallen year on year for some time due 
to better access to contraceptive technology, reduced child mortality, and 
improvements in the status and economic independence of women. In highly 
educated societies, norms around family formation have also changed, and the 
average age of family formation has moved later, effectively shortening the 
fertility period. Simultaneously, the cost of having and raising children in the 
developed world has increased in most countries as childcare and education 
KDV�JURZQ�PRUH�H[SHQVLYH��,QWHUHVWLQJO\�KRZHYHU��%RQJDDUWV��������¿QGV�WKDW�
there has been a sustained and even growing difference between desired fertili-
ty (the amount of children per woman survey respondents said they wanted) 
and observed fertility. This difference between desired and observed fertility 
can largely be explained by the increased cost of having and raising children, 
DQG�WKH�VKRUWHQHG�IHUWLOLW\�SHULRG��7KH�LPSOLFDWLRQ�KHUH�LV�WKDW�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�
population increase could be achieved simply by making it cheaper and easier 
to have and raise children, through the provision of state-subsidised childcare 
and stronger parental leave guarantees, which would in theory allow observed 
fertility to meet desired fertility.

Positive net inward migration is the other way in which the population can 
grow. Just over half of the population increase in 2020 came through net 
migration, which amounted to about 28,900 people (CSO, 2020). There are 
undoubtedly more people that would move to Ireland if offered the chance 
than are currently able to. The real constraint on net migration is a political 
and labour market one. There is a perception in many European countries 
that immigration will reduce wages for native workers, particularly unskilled 
ones. Empirical evidence for this claim is somewhat mixed, Dustmann, et al. 
�������¿QG�WKDW�QHJDWLYH�ZDJH�HIIHFWV�IRU�QDWLYH�ODERXU�RQO\�RFFXU�LQ�UHODWLYHO\�
QDUURZ�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��,Q�IDFW��'XVWPDQQ��HW�DO���������¿QG�WKDW�ZDJHV�RIWHQ�
increase with immigration. In general, immigration is a net positive for econo-
PLHV���DQG�WKLV�LV�DVLGH�IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXV�GLVFXVVLRQ�RI�WKH�HFRQRPLF�EHQH¿WV�
accrued through density. More people is good, and policymakers should want 
to increase the population using whatever tools are available to them.

V. Conclusion

Population is rarely thought of practically as a policy variable that can be con-
trolled, perhaps for political reasons – attempting to radically increase a popu-
lation is a very ambitious idea, and efforts to actively manage population size 
have had a mixed history with often bad connotations. However, the economic 
theory discussed in this essay shows that more people is good for productivity, 
and there’s no real constraint that would prevent us from having a much larger 
population in Ireland. More people is not only good in the general case but 
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ZRXOG�VSHFL¿FDOO\�EHQH¿W�WKH�XQLTXH�VWUXFWXUDO�GHYHORSPHQW�SUREOHPV�ZH�IDFH�
LQ�,UHODQG��$WWHPSWLQJ�ELJ��DPELWLRXV��GLUHFW�SROLF\�LQWHUYHQWLRQV�WR�LQFUHDVH�
WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�,UHODQG�LV�D�JRRG�LGHD��(YHQ�WKRXJK�DWWHPSWV�WR�LQFUHDVH�
,UHODQG¶V�SRSXODWLRQ�ZRXOG�LQYROYH�RYHUFRPLQJ�PDQ\�WHFKQLFDO�DQG�ORJLVWLFDO�
FKDOOHQJHV�DURXQG�SURYLGLQJ�KRXVLQJ�DQG�PDNLQJ�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�DYDLODEOH��
WKHVH�DUH�JRRG�FKDOOHQJHV��DV�D�FRXQWU\��ZH�VKRXOG�ZDQW�WR�HQJDJH�ZLWK�WKH�
SUREOHPV�RI�JURZWK��SRSXODWLRQ�DQG�G\QDPLVP�DQG�QRW�RXU�FXUUHQW�SUREOHPV�
RI�XUEDQ�VSUDZO�DQG�UXUDO�GHFD\�
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