
Population & Sustainability 
 
In my course of Sustainable practice is shown how population has increased and how this 
is parallel to fossil energy use. The “Population Connection dot movie”1 shows the planet 
population evolution and acceleration since 1967... when I was born... It talks to me! I 
have always heard at school that population increase was a problem. How come does it 
worsen? It really worried me ! Are all our efforts to live more sustainably doomed by our 
overwhelming fertility? And how is this linked to petrol? I needed to investigate... 

So I grabbed a few books from the library, took notes relating to population from the 
documents provided by our teachers and got complementary information from the 
internet. There are many studies about HOW MUCH population grows but surprisingly few 
about WHY it is exploding. However, understanding why helps towards solutions. A close 
look at data will show that the number of inhabitants is not the ultimate problem, but 
how they use the land, consume and share. 

 

World population increase and common causes 

 
 

For centuries, women would bear new children throughout their fertile lives, many of them 
would die early and the overall life expectancy was low. It took thousands years to 
humans to reach 100 millions inhabitants, around or soon after 1800.In terms of 
population during this long period, there is a high fertility and a high mortality which 
compensate. 

Around 1650 population growth starts to accelerate. This is when in Europe, discoveries, 

                                                 
1 http://www.populationconnection.org/site/PageServer  
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travels and inventions bring new crops, more knowledge, textile production and 
automated systems, with hydraulic energy. During the 18th century, coal is harnessed to 
power steam engines, further improving techniques, transports, medicine, hygiene and 
food. Less famines, better treatment of epidemics, some temporary stop of warfare, all 
reduce mortality rates, but irregularly.  Then petroleum, this very potent and easy to use 
energy, is found in abundance and facilitates the industrialisation. The whole economy 
evolves from an agrarian to a manufacturing society. It is the start of the population drift 
from rural areas to urban centres,  when peasants are pushed out of the commons by  
newly rich merchants (for example in Britain, the Enclosures Acts reinforcement in 1850) 
while they are attracted by factory jobs in towns. 

During this period, fertility rates stay high but mortality rates decrease which 
results in increased population growth. 

 

In his article, “Exponential Growth” published in 2004, P. Duinker 2, Professor and former 
Director (1998-2004) of the School for Resource and Environmental Studies at Dalhousie 
University in Halifax, argues that from a stable population in hunting-gathering eras, 
population has started to grow with farming and sedentary life. Then the science and 
technology revolution created an explosion, mitigated until the end of Second World War 
by a “litany of disasters” like wars, flues, colonial exploitation. 

In his PhD thesis “Population and Energy” for the London School of Economics in 2002, 
Graham Zable 3 also argues that population grows along the available energy. 

                                                 
2 http://pduinker.home.xs4all.nl/Problemen/Wereldbevolking/index_eng.html  
3 http://www.mnforsustain.org/pop_population_and_energy_zable.g.htm  



After the Second World War was a " Baby boom", driven by new hopes after years of 
doom. Better hygiene and higher agricultural yields are spread throughout the world 
during this period. Vaccinations, morphine and antibiotics all reduce mortality rates. Less 
infant mortality (which is GREAT) and higher life expectancy with better nutrition result in 
explosion of population. Since the 1970's, the many children of these many children are all 
alive and in turn able to procreate. There are today 1.8 billions women in their 
childbearing years. During this phase, birth-rates and mortality rates decline but 
global population is still rising. 

 

Eventually when fertility rates will be close to mortality rates, then population 
will stabilise. It already happens in some countries which have been through all the 
phases before. So the planet is through a phase, with the growth rate decreasing but the 
population still increasing. It will stabilise but it will take time. Meanwhile... 

 

Consequences 
They are scary and fairly obvious:  

• Increased needs in food, in water, in energy, in consumption, in all  resources; 
• Increased pollution; increased migration of people from depleted land to still 

hopeful countries.  
• Decrease of space, of land available per person, in farm land and in soil fertility, in 

natural ecosystems, in quality of water, in fish stocks, quality of life... 

 

As no one wishes for a higher mortality rate, people look for solutions to decrease birth 
rates. 

 

How to decrease birth rates 
Birth rates does decrease globally. It has even decreased faster than experts anticipated 
and it is hoped that “replacement fertility rates” of 2.1 will be reached by 2030. 

UN data4 shows that between 1950 and 2000, fertility rates have decreased from nearly 5 
to 2.5 in average. Using the data to make a graph shows that the least developed 
countries have reduced their fertility the most. 

                                                 
4 http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/ 



 

Campaigning for reducing fertility of the poor people looks like Malthusianism. At the turn 
of the 19th century, Malthus argued that the poor would always breed until they've used up 
the maximum productive capacity of the land. Therefore offering relief to the poor simply 
creates more children.  

As Charles Kenny demonstrates in his article “Bombscare” published in Foreign Policy May 
1, 2010, Malthus was quite wrong. He says “Improved child health has been a particularly 
powerful force behind fertility rates” as confirmed by the second diagram, where the less 
developed regions saw a sharp decrease in infant mortality rates in the 70's followed by an 
significant decrease in fertility rates a generation later. 

Land productivity is not a criteria either, as it has increased while fertility decreased. And 
anyway, the land has been used for exportation crops... 

However Malthus did believe in education to decrease birth rates.  

 

Education 
As researched and applied since the International Population conferences in 1974 in 
Bucharest, better woman education so that they get a job outside the home is the 
strongest incentive for having fewer children. The Indian region Kerala has the highest 
female literacy rate (90%) and the lowest fertility rates (1.7%) of India. And girls who go 
to school start having children later. 

But agreeing with Helena Norberg-Hodge, I want to underline here that educating women 
so that they get a job is an "occidental" way of thinking. There aren't enough jobs around, 
so it leads to further urbanisation.  
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In Ancient Futures: Learning from Ladakh, Helena Norberg-Hodge describes how the 
school in Ladakh was a powerful destructuring tool. 

It drew the best youth out of communities: 

• Families had to pay for the kids to be sent away and were therefore impoverished 
• These kids were not learning the fine-tuning skills required to manage their 

extreme land 
• These students were coming back with goodies, which created lust, frustration and 

need for more. 
• The traditional way of life, that was making these communities happy for centuries, 

was seen as out-of-date which made people feel unhappy and old-fashioned, even 
shameful. 

I believe it is important to teach people how to read because they can then learn what 
they want throughout their lives. 

School should always provide for the needs of the people, not useless or even 
destructuring knowledge. When Latin and history of France was taught to kids in French 
colonies in Africa, it was taking the kids away from their Elders who were teaching them 
the stuff they needed, to put false hopes of good job and material wealth in kids minds.  

Another glitch in the “Education” solution is described by Norman Myers in the article 
“Kenya's Baby boom” published in the New Scientist No18 in September 1980 5 : “Women 
with a few years of primary education reveal higher fertility rates than those with no 
education. The reason is probably in that education enables a woman to become more 
conscious of nutrition and hygiene”, thus helping more of her children to survive.  

Certainly education is part of a solution, specially literacy as a life-long learning tool, if it is 
to inform on fertility management, and better still when men are involved too.  

 

Economic growth 
As developed countries have less population growth, it is widely acknowledged that 
economic development will lead to population stabilisation in less developed countries. 

This paragraph intends to break this illusion! I am not saying that people living in poverty 
must stay in their condition. I mean that economic development as advocated by 
international organisations with open markets, increased consumption and deregulation is 
leading the world into further trouble.  I believe that it is not by humanism that economic 
development is promoted but rather for the industrialised countries to keep going. 

The reason why population growth rates are the lowest in “developed' countries is that  
death rate improvements have occurred in a past long enough that the adjustment has 
already happened.   

Let's consider a few facts to demonstrate that the link between economic development 
and population growth is a myth. 

                                                 
5  http://books.google.co.nz/books?id=FMQQnijnhsUC&lpg=PA849&ots=KU-
h7QdZz6&dq=apparent%20higher%20birth%20rate&pg=PA849#v=onepage&q&f=false 



Industrialisation in South Korea 
South Korea is one of the four Asian Tigers. Supported by the US, they developed a steel, 
shipbuilding and automobile industry in the 70's then focused on high-tech and services 
since the 1990's to become a major economic power. While North Korea (in blue) is 
reputably poor. And yet populations growth graph do not show a significant reduction 
linked to economic growth, but the opposite! 

 
United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011): 1950-2100  

 

Petrol exporting countries 
I chose 3 countries (Bahrain blue ; Kuwait orange ; Qatar pink) with the highest GDP due 
to petrol exports since the 70ths, the curves show a population growth starting in the 
2000's. No link between economic growth and population reduction there.  

 
 

Is economic growth a solution? 
Traditional societies were self-reliant communities for centuries, with stable populations. 
Individuals and communities managed their own resources responsibly.  

 
Colonisation brought much destructuration. People have been forced out their lands which 
have been intensively exploited for exportation, creating environmental degradation, social 
breakdown and hardship. This predation of resources of the colonised countries has 
enabled the development of the empires. It is therefore wrong to assume that decolonised 



countries can now develop material wealth as the “North” did. They can't. And the Earth 
could not cope anyway! 

 

We can understand why economic growth of “South countries” is offered as a solution.  

• Firstly, it is easy to assume people will want some new utensils and gadgets. And 
people in the South are easily lured by the “American way of life” that is advertised on TV 
screens. 

• Secondly, South countries represent huge markets, opportunities for the “North” 
economy to grow further. We have demonstrated in an earlier post 6 that the capitalist 
economies must expand to survive. When every household in the US own two or three 
TVs (or whatever product), and TV markets saturate, it is natural for a corporation to 
dream of providing a whole continent with it, particularly so as TV is a powerful marketing 
tool. It looks like a win-win situation, especially for the corporation. What the “south” 
people have won is the right to be brainwashed... 

• Thirdly, advocating free trade to promote economic growth will merely allow the 
“North” countries to get the cheapest possible produces and to further extort natural 
resources.  

All are contributing to the capitalist economy development. 

In the Future of Progress (London: Green Books, 1995), Helena Norberg-Hodge concludes 
“The industrial model is simply not a pattern which is replicable around the world. Even if 
it were technically feasible, it is highly questionable whether a model which leads 
inevitable to such serious social and environmental problems (…) should be imposed 
everywhere.” 

The solution is not through economic growth and high technology.  Agitating the “Growing 
population in poor countries” scarecrow is a convenient way to divert attention from the 
actual issues. 

Solutions? 

Consuming less and sharing resources 
Considering that the developed countries have 1/5 of the population but consumes 4/5 of 
the resources, then one baby in the “North” consumes 16 times more than a baby born in  
the “South” in average. “Breaking that down slightly further, the poorest 10% account for 
just 0.5% and the wealthiest 10% account for 59% of all the consumption” says  Anup 
Shah in a comprehensive article on global inequality in consumption published in March 
2011 on Global Issues website7. That is the 10% wealthiest consume 118 times more 
than the 10% poorest! 

Consuming less will have a far greater impact on the overall resources depletion and other 
problems our Earth suffers (pollution, climate change) than limiting population in the 
South. 

Each of us choices will and already do make a difference. This is very important and it 

                                                 
6 http://wildclarisse.wordpress.com/2011/04/27/economy-sustainability/  
7   http://www.globalissues.org/issue/235/consumption-and-consumerism 



feels good. It gives each of us a far greater action possibility for saving our world, than 
hoping that women in far countries will have less children. 

A better repartition of resources is probably more a collective responsibility, involving 
political decisions. But here again we have right of vote and we can make choices with it. 

The decline in the resources availability is due to the developed countries way of 
consuming and is not primarily a growing population issue. 

 

Relocalisation 
Megacities and urban sprawl is not only a poor countries' problem. Every where since the 
start of industrialisation, population has migrated to cities where the jobs are, while the 
agricultural technology becomes labour extensive.  

There are today 21 cities with more than 10 millions inhabitants and growing. 

Problems resulting are multiple:  

People loose contact with the land and community, so their actions become separated 
from the consequences. This leads to a wide range of urban problems, from isolation and 
various addictions to crime and violence, to over-consumption and concentration of 
pollution. Urban sprawl also confiscate farming land and it is demonstrated that urban 
people have a bigger ecological footprint. 

Another big problem are the slums where many people live in poverty and lack of 
infrastructure. 

It is becoming urgent to help people stay in rural areas, and to attract urban people there. 
Called re-localisation, it is also about re-becoming local. Some policies encourage 
implementation of industries in rural areas. Some policies help restoring land to the people 
and to the communities.  

It also means that the communities need to produce for themselves and stop cultivating 
for export. Using best organic agriculture practices can greatly improve soils, water and 
productivity. Using renewable energies can distribute well-being.  
 
In cities, urban agriculture and community gardens are win-win solutions both feeding 
people and restoring communities while improving the urban environment.  

All helps people reconnecting to the natural cycles.  

 

Fair trade 
“The mission of Fairtrade Labelling Organizations International (FLO) is to connect 
producers and consumers, promote fairer trading conditions and empower 
disadvantaged producers to combat poverty, strengthen their position and take more 
control over their lives.” 8 Although it is still on a small scale (1.5 millions people benefit in 
2007 9 ), fair-trade is proving very effective at supporting rural communities. Promoting 
organic agricultural practice, allowing a fair income, restoring basic needs industries, fair 

                                                 
8 http://www.fairtrade.org.uk/includes/documents/cm_docs/2010/b/benefits_of_fairtrade_2007.pdf 
9 http://www.fair-trade-hub.com/benefits-of-fair-trade.html 



trade helps farmers and artisans live sustainably.  
Think about it when you are about to buy coffee and choose between a cheap industrial-
forest-destructing-worker-exploiting packet and a more expensive organic-tastier-
produced-by-a-family-recyclable packet! Your choice! 
 

Active family planning campaigns  
Countries with the largest populations have opted for restrictive procreation laws, efficient 
but disputable in term of human rights. 

India 
Since the 1950's, India with nearly half a million 
people has set up a Family Planning Program which 
consisted in sterilisation. It was quite a foil for many 
people, especially with the risk of death during or after 
the operation, despite many incentives and campaigns. 
In the 70's, poor people have been sterilised without 
choice, impinging upon human rights. Fertility rates did 
decrease sharply but many families still did not have 
access to a choice of contraception, hence many 
unwanted children! Since the 80's and particularly the 
2000's the government promotes access to 
contraceptives and greater education on contraception 
and “tries to” enforce the minimum age of marriage at 
18.  

If all unwanted births were prevented, India’s fertility rate would drop to replacement level 
fertility10. And the UN data and previsions look good. Keep it up India! 

China 
China has been the most populated country in the world for centuries, and in 1953 China's 
population was a 582 millions. The population grew dramatically through the following decades to 
one billion in the early 1980s and reaching 1.2 billions in 2000. Some efforts to curb fertility rate  
made since the late 50's proved to be quite efficient in cities but largely failed in the country. 
Therefore in 1979, was implemented the one-child policy. It was a highly ambitious population 
control program employing a combination of economic cost or benefit, public education, social 
pressure, and in some cases coercion.  

It created great human rights damage, in particular for girls who were largely aborted, killed at 
birth or abandoned, resulting in a gender imbalance of as high as 128 boys for 100 girls. 

Nonetheless, the results are that today, China's total fertility rate is 1.7, which is one of the 20 
lowest in the world. However, China's population is expected to grow over the next few decades 
but will stabilise between 2030 and 2050 depending on sources. 

A friend who was in Thailand recently reported that condoms were distributed freely at every 
corner of every street and that the population growth was reputably decreasing, which was 
confirmed by the UN data.  

Information, promotion, coercion and economic incentives don't work as well as making it possible 
and free! The best policies are those who help couples to avoid unwanted children. 

                                                 
10 http://www.searo.who.int/linkfiles/family_planning_fact_sheets_india.pdf 



Here are the curves for the most populated countries, China orange, India pink, USA 
green, Indonesia light blue and Brazil dark blue. It is remarkable that the USA, despite its 
huge consumption rate and carbon footprint has neither plan nor prospect to decrease its 
population growth. THIS is irresponsible. In the UN data, among the many curves I looked 
at, I found only two other that did not stabilise and start decreasing by the end of the 
century: Nigeria and Iraq. The USA won't be happy with the comparison... 

Conclusions 
Fossil energy use enabled industrialisation, economic growth and technology 
improvements that followed thus contributing to population growth and urbanization. 
Population growth is a result of death rates improvements and the adjustment is 
happening with decreasing fertility rates. As many calculations predict, the population of 
the world will stabilise within 50 years.  

High population and specially urbanization put a pressure on resources and environment 
quality in developed countries and in the whole world. 

Solutions to mitigate these pressures are: 

− reducing consumption and share wealth, which are individual and political choices 

− education and family planning have a great role to play 

− relocalisation, and sustainable practices in food and energy production. 

Economic growth in fast growing population areas is NOT a solution to stop the population 
growth. This lure is an attempt by “western” developed countries to continue business as 
usual. 

Our world population issue is an opportunity for everyone to realise that economic 
development “to Western standards” is unsustainable and inapplicable to the whole world. 
The Earth cannot cope with increasing resources consumption rates nor pollutions and 



global changes that economic growth creates. Climate change is not caused by a growing 
poor population. Solving it requires reducing use of fossil fuels, regardless of population 
size. 

Therefore the consumption rate by a minority of people is the actual problem and that 
more sustainable practices are all the more so necessary for the planet to survive, even 
when the world population will stabilise. 

I hope I have demonstrated that the solutions to a viable world is within reach of 
“developed” countries people, who can choose how much and what they consume as well 
as choose political policies.  

Reassured? I am!  

 
By Florence Micoud  
 
June 2011 
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PS – Smile!  
If all 7 billions people of the Earth were gathering shoulder to shoulder 
for a huge photo, we would cover all the city of Los Angeles (1,500 sq 
miles). An equivalent in New Zealand is the Otorohanga district (1,283 
km2) or even more locally the Gore district (1,317 km2). We would fit 
twice in Dunedin city district and 3.5 times in Queenstown Lakes 
district but this would not be convenient because of the mountains. 
Besides, I wonder who would drive the helicopter from which the photo 
would be taken. 
Adapted from National Geographic Jan 2011 
 
 
 
 


