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Most people drive a car to work 
every day. And in Australia, around 
90 per cent  of those work trips 
are done alone. That’s something 
David Rohrsheim, the general 
manager of Uber Australia and 
New Zealand, wants to change.

“Sydney and Melbourne have 
millions of cars,” he says, “but if 
you’re at the lights and you look out 
the window, you’re probably going 
to see a lot of empty seats on your 
left and right-hand side. We have 
to find a smarter way.”

If the trend continues, more 
cars with fewer people in them 
means more congestion and a 
greater need for parking – both 
at home and at work.
“Sydney might have 10 or 
20 per cent of its space set 
aside for parking,” he says. 
“But what if we got that space 
back? What you could do with it? 

NO ONE 
OWNED 
A CAR?
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the population of the 
world is set to grow 
by 35 per cent – or 
more than a billion 
people. But to feed 
them, we’ll need to 
double the world’s 
production of crops. 
That’s because only 
55 per cent of crops 
are fed to people 
directly; the rest 
are used to produce 
livestock (36 per 
cent) or to create biofuels. And as the world’s 
population grows, a greater number will be 
able to afford a meat-based diet. 

In addition, animal agriculture 
contributes more to climate change than 
any other form of transport combined. 
That’s in addition to the flow-on effects on 
biodiversity, deforestation and deterioration 
in water quality. We’re eating ourselves to 
death. One solution is to phase out meat-
based protein for plant-based varieties. 
Melbourne company Aussielent offers 
powdered and ready-to-drink alternatives 
to traditional meals.

“There’s massive interest,” says founder 
Paul Carpenter. “The modern world is really 
busy and this is a solution that gives you a 
healthy meal, but saves time and money.”

Unlike similar products, Carpenter says 
Aussielent is not intended as a complete food 
substitute. Current Australian regulations 
mean total meal replacements must be 
prescribed and consumed under medical 
supervision. Instead, Carpenter sees his 
product as an addition to traditional food 
and to cut down on waste – since Australians 
throw out 20 per cent of food they buy. 

“We get anecdotal evidence of customers 
getting up to 80-90 per cent [of their meals 
from Aussielent], and they’ve been happy. But 
most people replace one or two meals a day,” 

he says. “There will always be a place for 
going to nice restaurants. But this provides 
a meal on the go for today’s busy lifestyle.”

The idea of meal replacements has been a 
staple of science fiction for decades. But while 
the Jetsons ate a single ‘meal pill’, the reality 
is less compact – one Aussielent ‘meal’ equals 
130g of powder, plus two-three glasses of 
water. But maybe that’s not so bad.

Food is fun, too. We need only look at the 
number of cookbooks and TV shows– or the 
fact that almost two-thirds of Australians 
are overweight – to know that. It’s part of 
the reason Carpenter is exploring other meal 
replacements that retain the satisfaction of 
eating – things such as ‘noodles’ or ‘burgers’. 

US-based Impossible Foods has already 
generated interest in its plant-based burgers, 
raising $195m in funding from the likes 
of Bill Gates. The company is currently 
building a California factory, which plans to 
make four million burgers a month when it 
opens later this year.

“There’s a big role in countries where 
people are not getting as much nutrition as 
possible,” adds Carpenter. “As people become 
aware of the nutritious properties of these 
meal replacements, I see a big future.” 

The bad news is that we can’t keep eating 
the way we do. But maybe the future lies 
in cleaner, more efficient and accessible 
alternatives. And that could be a good thing.

Last year, the Reserve 
Bank of Australia 
released its currency 
figures. Not usually 
the news to get hearts 
racing, the information 
did include a particularly 
interesting stat: of 
the $70bn worth of 
banknotes in circulation, 
almost half is made up 
of $100 bills.

Richard Holden is an 
economics professor at 
the University of NSW 
and says the figure is 
telling. “You don’t see 
$100 bills too often,” he 
says. “So the suspicion 
is that if people 
are hoarding large 
amounts of cash, it’s 
often from the proceeds 
of criminal activities.” 

Cash not only allows 
criminals to conceal 
profits, but also aids 
the informal economy, 
where people earn 
money ‘off the books’. 
“They’re presumably 
not paying GST or 
income tax on it,” adds 
Holden. “And that’s 
a loss to government 
revenue that’s could 
be north of $5bn.”

Many believe 
a cashless system 
would go a long way 
to addressing these 
issues. It’s something 
that places such as India 
and the Eurozone have 
already recognised, 
with both phasing out 
larger bills. Holden says 
Australia is well placed 
to follow suit.

“We’ve been leaders 
in tech that is relevant to 
this, including polymer 
notes, chip card 
technology, tap-and-go 
payments, and EFTPOS 
generally,” he says, 
adding that Australia’s 
New Payments Platform 
will add to this, when it 
arrives in the second 
half of this year. The 
system will allow fast, 
secure electronic 
payments, without 
the lengthy delays of 
traditional banking 
transactions.

“It’s tricky to put 
timeframes on these 
things, but it’s totally 

plausible that in 10 years 
we could be a cashless 
society,” he says. “I think 
that would operate 
very much the same. 
We live in a world where 
an Australian $50 bill is 
worth what everyone 
else in Australia is willing 
to believe it’s worth. The 
physical form doesn’t 
matter that much.”

There are concerns 
around the security and 
privacy of a cashless 
system, such as the 
threat of hackers, 
or whether your 
transaction history 
could be tracked or 
shared. But professor 

Holden points out that 
cash is not without the 
risk of theft, and much 
of our shopping history 
is already tracked 
online – and shared 
freely with third parties. 
“Technology is really 
changing at a rapid 
rate,” he says, “and it’s 
helping people develop 
solutions to try to keep 
things safe.”

While some worry 
that developing 
countries could be 
left behind in the shift 
towards cashless 
systems, Professor 
Holden points out 
they are often quick 

to embrace new 
technologies.

“If you look at mobile 
phone penetration, 
in a lot of developing 
countries it’s actually 
remarkably high,” he 
says. “So it’s not clear 
that these countries will 
be too far behind the 
curve – and they may 
well be ahead of it.”

Cash is often 
difficult to get in 
developing countries 
– governments have 
to produce it and keep 
ATMs stocked with it – 
but digital networks are 
much easier to expand. 
Access to banking 
makes people more 
capable of navigating 
their way out of poverty, 
allowing them to access 
financial information 
and services. This is 
especially true for 
women in developing 
countries, who are 
20 per cent less likely 
than men to have a 
formal bank account. 

A cashless world 
economy could be more 
inclusive, not less.

In 2013, Facebook’s 
Mark Zuckerberg 
joined forces with 
six companies to 
create internet.org, 
an ambitious plan to 
connect the planet. This 
involves Aquila, solar-
powered drone with 
a 42m wingspan that 
could deliver internet to 
the most remote areas 
on earth. It’s not without 
its issues, but this 
increased connectivity 
could have implications 
for everything from 
banking to medical 
care and access to 
more accurate weather 
reports for farmers. 

For us, cashless 
systems will mean more 
efficient banking. But 
for many of the world’s 
poorest countries, going 
cash-free could be the 
beginning of a brighter, 
more independent and 
inclusive future.

Every month, 
the western world 
spends $14.8bn 
in foreign aid. 
That’s a lot of 
money. But when 

it comes to calculating the effect 
it has, things get a lot cloudier. 
Essentially, we just don’t know 
– the jury’s out on whether 
foreign aid actually improves 
conditions in developing 
countries very much.

It’s something Dutch author 
Rutger Bregman addresses in his 
book Utopia for Realists, which 
became somewhat of a sensation 
earlier this year. In it, he has 
a simple, anti-Trump plan for 
addressing worldwide inequality 
– open borders.

Compare workers doing 
identical jobs in two different 
countries. A report by the 
Center for Global Development 
states that a Peruvian working 
in the US would earn about 
2.6 times more than they could 
doing an equivalent job back 
home. For a Filipino, it’s 3.5 
times more; for a Haitian, it’s 
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prime real estate and it’s a really 
tantalising opportunity.”

It’s something architecture 
firm Woods Bagot has already 
anticipated. Its recent plans 
for a Perth apartment complex 
have a car-free future in mind. 
The first few levels of traditional 
developments are usually set aside 
for parking – which means low 
ceilings – though the Perth building 
has increased these ceiling heights, 
to allow the floors to be repurposed 
in the future. The same is happening 
at other developments around 
the world, including plans for a 
residential complex in downtown LA.

Like an increasing number of 
people, Rohrsheim believes the 
future is in shared, eco-friendly, 
autonomous vehicles that operate 
on demand. They could be housed 
outside of city centres, freeing up 
the inner city for additional green 
space or cheaper housing. Street-
side parking could also be converted 
into other uses, such as bike lanes. 
Rohrsheim is confident the next 10 
years will see a mix of autonomous 
and traditional vehicles on the roads.

“Congestion is the first thing you’ll 
notice – the commute won’t be so 
painful,” he says of the benefits. 
“And as far as safety goes, in an 
autonomous world, we’re optimistic 
that these computers will not get 
drowsy, will not get drunk, and 
that will contribute to much better 
outcomes on the road.”

Car ownership is also expensive 
– the Australian Automobile 
Association calculates the yearly 
cost at $20,000 – accounting for 
insurance, tolls and running costs. 
Then there’s the environmental 
impact, with cars responsible for 16 
per cent of global CO2 emissions.

Uber sees itself not as an 
alternative to public transport, but as 
a complement to it. You might catch a 
train to your local station, then order 
a ride for the 10 minutes to your door. 
If Uber has its way, searching for 
parking at a local train station will be 
a thing of the past.

In the US, New Jersey avoided 
building additional parking at the 
city’s main transit station, instead 
offering subsidised Uber rides for 
the final leg of commuters’ journeys. 
In Florida, the government turned 
down a proposal to develop a new 
bus shuttle service, in favour of 
reduced Uber fares for locals, to and 
from train stations. The decision cut 
costs from $1.5m a year, to less than 
a third of that. During the recent 
Christmas season, Canberra struck 
a deal to give night-bus riders a $10 
Uber discount to cover the final leg 
of a trip home.

A future of energy efficient, 
shared rides will reshape cities. Still, 
Rohrsheim admits there will still be 
a place for petrol heads who enjoy 
the thrill of driving. “People still have 
horses,” he points out. “We just don’t 
use them to get around.”
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a sevenfold increase. These numbers 
take into account age, education 
level, gender and job sector, meaning 
the key factor in the wage disparity 
is location. Bregman points out that 
open borders could raise the income 
of the average Nigerian by $30,000 
a year. A worker’s earning power 
depends on their location, yet 97 per 
cent of the world’s population lives 
in their country of birth.

There are arguments against 
greater migration – from crime 
to welfare burden and national 
identity – and the idea of making 
developing countries wealthier at 
the expense of the developed world 
is a hard sell. Except that it wouldn’t 
happen. Economic estimates predict 
that increasing the global labour 
movement would not decrease the 
world’s economy, but expand it 
– by as much as 150 per cent.

In similar fashion, the ‘steal our 
jobs’ argument doesn’t hold much 
water, either. When women entered 
the labour force in the ’70s, they 
didn’t displace male workers – they 
expanded the workforce. The same 
is true of immigrant workers, who 
create more demand for jobs and 
benefit their new economies. 

There are potential setbacks 
around population density and 
assimilation, but opening borders 
also promotes something called 
‘circular migration’ – a phenomenon 
that disproves the idea immigrants 
will arrive en masse and never leave. 

When major restrictions were 
placed on Mexican immigrants 
into the US in 1964, legal migration 
remained at the same level, while 
illegal immigration skyrocketed 
and temporary migration all but 
stopped. In the ’60s, 85 per cent 
of Mexican immigrants returned 
home from the US. Now, that 
number is closer to seven per cent. 
The upshot? Immigrants only stop 
going home when countries enact 
stricter border controls.

Open borders would fill labour 
shortages and expand the economies 
of developed countries, while also 
pulling developing countries out of 
poverty. The World Bank estimates 
if all developed countries opened 
their borders to three per cent more 
immigrants, developing countries 
would have $411bn to spend. That’s 
double our annual aid budget – or 
14 times the cost of Trump’s wall.

O n August 7, 2008, Russian tanks 
advanced into South Ossetia in the 
former soviet republic of Georgia. 
Georgian forces responded 
with artillery fire, and the events 
were seen as the flashpoint for 

the Russo-Georgian conflict. But what Georgian 
leaders didn’t know is that the offensive had 
started more than two weeks earlier.

That July, hackers mobilised compromised 
computers, which were then used to overload 
Georgian websites. As Russian forces moved into 
Georgian territory, government websites went 
offline, before hackers targeted the nation’s 
internet servers. Soon, Georgian military leaders 
couldn’t talk to their troops. It was the first time 
a cyber attack coincided with military action.

Professor Jai Galliott is a lecturer at the 
Australian Centre for Cyber Security and says 
cyberwarfare poses a major risk to countries, 
including Australia. “We already have a cyber 
force, and cyber is already a large part of the 
picture when it comes to our defences,” he says. 
“Countries now turn to cyber as a first or second 
option, rather than sending in troops.”

Cyberwarfare may seem like a harmless 
alternative to military action. But armed conflicts 
occur on a battlefield, between opposing forces. 
A cyber conflict would have no ‘frontline’, meaning 
ordinary citizens could be at higher risk of attack.

“Everything from the water system to the sewer 
system and traffic lights – it’s all so digitised and 
interconnected,” he says. “In many ways the 

damage done by a cyber attack could be worse 
than the damage done by troops on the ground.”

They can also be harder to anticipate. In late 
2015, a control centre in Western Ukraine was 
overtaken by hackers, who switched off power 
at around 60 substations for several hours. The 
attack left 230,000 residents without light or 
heating during winter. In April, a hacker targeted 
a tornado alarm system in Dallas, triggering all 156 
of the city’s sirens for more than an hour. 

“That’s a great example of critical infrastructure 
being hacked with devastating consequences,” 
says professor Galliott, adding that the incident 
could erode confidence in such a critical warning 
system. Not to mention the fact that panicked 
locals flooded 911 lines – delaying those with real, 
potentially life-threatening emergencies.

While cyberwarfare is unlikely to make 
traditional military power entirely obsolete 
– especially in developing countries – the two 
may increasingly work together. “More often 
than not, war doesn’t break out overnight – it’s 
a matter of escalations,” he says. “Cyber will play 
an increasing role in those early steps and we’re 
already seeing that today.”

In March, The New York Times reported that 
a recent spate of failed North Korean missile 
launches may have been the work of US cyber 
attacks – a strategy accelerated during the Obama 
administration, which saw it as more viable than 
attempting to shoot down airborne missiles. 

But with everything from hospitals to financial 
institutions under threat, countries have no choice 
but to strengthen their cyber forces.

“It’s a massive effort to go through these 
systems one by one and find out how to secure 
them,” says professor Galliott. “But the potential 
there is great, and I think all countries, including 
Australia, are struggling to come to grips with it.”  n

Picture a future where 
you work when you like, 
doing whatever you 
like, for as many hours 
as you need to get by. 
No more daily grind of 
the old nine-to-five or 
commute to and from 
the office. Instead of 
choosing a career to 
last until retirement, the 
so-called ‘gig economy’ 
allows workers to earn 
a living by wearing 
a number of different 
professional hats. They 
could be a taxi driver at 
night, a landlord on the 
weekends, and perform 
odd jobs in between. 
Airtasker, Foodora, Uber, 
Fiverr and Airbnb are 
some of the companies 
capitalising now.

Professor Joellen 
Riley is Dean of the 
University of Sydney’s 

faculty of law and is an 
expert in employment 
and labour law. She 
welcomes the advances 
that have driven the 
gig economy, but says 
the trend does present 
some concerns.

“It’s an old-fashioned 
model,” she says. “They 
are intermediaries in the 
labour market – they 
match people who can 
work with people who 
want work done. That’s 
not a bad thing, but we 
can’t forget that they’re 
taking their fair cut 
out of it, too. We have 
to be careful it doesn’t 
become exploitative.”

Some are worried 
that self-employed gig 
workers miss out on 
protections granted 
in traditional careers 
– from holiday pay, 
to health insurance 
and adequate dispute 
resolution avenues.

Earlier this 
year, Unions NSW 
secretary Mark Morey 
called for a Royal 
Commission into the 
effect of the gig 
economy. He said the 
system threatens to 
break traditionally 

permanent jobs into 
fragments, placing 
pressure on industries 
to lower wages.

There’s also 
concern the gig 
economy promotes  
an overly competitive 
environment where 
services are auctioned 
off to the lowest bidder. 
Last year, Fiverr – a 
freelancer marketplace, 
where jobs can be 
performed for as little 
as $5 – caused a stir with 
its “In Doers We Trust” 
campaign. One poster 
said, “sleep deprivation 
is your drug of choice”, 
which some interpreted 
as promoting unhealthy 
lifestyles. 

Professor Riley says 
this division in the labour 
market – between those 
paying for work and 
those doing it – could 
prove problematic.

“Our labour market 
could end up with some 
people with good jobs, 
who will be well off,” she 
says. “Then more other 
people will be brought in 
on an as-needs basis to 
do various tasks.

“We have to be 
careful that we don’t 

In February this year, 90,000 South 
Australian homes and businesses 
were left without power in the middle 
of a heatwave. Amid the outrage and 
finger pointing, two things emerged. 
Firstly, homes had been deliberately 
shut off – a practice of ‘load shedding’ 
where some customers are left 
without power to prevent the entire 
system shutting down, as occurred in 
SA last September. Secondly, Tesla 
founder Elon Musk said he could fix it.

When you turn on the aircon, 
computer systems tell your local 
generator to produce more power. 
That’s how traditional energy grids 
work. But as SA found, when demand 
outstrips supply, the whole system 
can fail. To avoid this, plants must 
be capable of producing maximum 
output, even when it’s not required. 
Energy distributor Ausgrid notes 15 
per cent of the National Electricity 
Market – or $11bn of infrastructure – 
is used for just four days of the year.

The solution, as Musk sees it, is 
finding new ways to store energy. 
Imagine being able to generate 
renewable energy during off-peak 
periods and set it aside for use during 
those SA heatwaves? That’s where 
batteries come into it.

This January, Musk flicked the 
switch at his Gigafactory on the 
outskirts of Reno, Nevada. Costing 
$7bn to build, it’s the world’s largest 
factory, set to employ around 6500 
locals by the end of next year. Its aim 

is to facilitate Tesla’s goal of half a 
million sales of its Model 3 electric car 
by 2018 –an ambition that will require 
Tesla to double the world’s production 
of lithium-ion batteries.

Over the past three years, the cost 
of lithium-ion batteries has almost 
halved, thanks to demand for battery-
powered cars. And the applications 
for batteries extend beyond cars 
alone. In September, Musk is set to 
unveil plans for a battery-powered 
18-wheel truck, and German company 
Lilium has developed a jet that runs 
on electricity and travels using 36 
small engines. Uber’s also partnered 
with Slovenian company Pipistrel, 
which is developing electric vertical 
take-off and landing aircraft that 
could transport small numbers of 
passengers over short distances. 
Uber plans to introduce them by 2020.

This is just the beginning. Musk 
sees Tesla not as a transport company 
but as a renewable energy one. 
He’s dabbling in energy supply, 
having won a contract to provide 20 
megawatts of power to the California 
grid – enough to power around 2500 
homes for a full day. Small potatoes, 
sure, but Musk says the technology 
is “infinitely scalable”, and aims to 
deliver several nuclear power plants’ 
worth of energy by 2020.

But batteries are not without their 
setbacks. Even though lithium-ion 
batteries are much cheaper than they 
used to be, they’re still expensive. And 

on top of that, they’re also liable to 
overheat and even explode (Samsung, 
anyone?). The metal is found under 
salt flats in places such as Argentina, 
Chile and Bolivia, and while the 
resource has become a boost to local 
economies, there are concerns about 
the extraction process damaging 
fragile ecosystems, and the health 
and safety of those mining it.

But the biggest problem with 
lithium-ion batteries is that they 
wear out too easily. Researchers are 
looking into a range of competing 
battery technologies, including 
varieties that use saltwater or run on 
liquid metal. In fact, one of these, US 
company Ambri, is looking to Australia 
for manufacturing of its liquid metal 
technology, which it says could hold 
the key to future energy grid storage.

As for whether Musk will be the 
solution to SA’s power needs, some 
remain sceptical. It was unclear how 
much such a system would cost, 
much less who would pay for it. But the 
prospect of clean, reliable energy was 
enough to prompt a lengthy phone 
call between Musk and Malcolm 
Turnbull about the “future of the 
electricity system”. And one person 
who needed no convincing about the 
proposal’s viability was Musk himself. 
“Tesla will get the system installed 
and working 100 days from contract 
signature,” Musk tweeted in March, 
when questioned on how serious his 
offer was. “Or it is free.”
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lose sight of the fact 
that the gig worker 
needs to make money 
out of their work, and 
needs some security of 
tenure over their job.”

There are clear 
advantages to the gig 
economy. Airbnb was 
launched as a service 
for people to rent out 
unused space in their 
homes, and Uber’s 
‘Driver Destination’ 
option allows users to 
earn money by sharing 
trips they’d already 
planned to take – 
picking up passengers 
on the way to and from 
work, for instance.

Professor Riley 
says the answer isn’t 
necessarily regulation, 
but to remain vigilant. 

“I don’t think we 
have to go back to the 
same old model of 
employment we had 50 
years ago,” she says. 
“But we need to watch 
what’s happening and 
that we don’t fall into 
the old traps of the 
past. It’s always better 
to watch developments 
and prevent problems, 
than to wait until you 
have a crisis.”


