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“Should be read by every environmental campaigner”

“Sadly, the population myth has been used to distract attention from the roots of ecological crisis in a destructive economic system and to shift the blame for problems such as climate change onto the poor. This splendid book is an essential read for all of us who are concerned with creating an ecologically sustainable and just future. Buy it, read it, and spread the word!”

—Derek Wall, author of The Rise of the Green Left

 

“Ian Angus and Simon Butler’s superb book challenges the ‘commonsense’ idea that there are too many people. Clearly and concisely they blame a system that puts profit before people and planet, refuting the arguments of the latter day Malthusians. It is a book that should be read by every environmental campaigner, trade unionist and political activist.”

—Martin Empson, author of Marxism and Ecology: Capitalism, Socialism and the Future of the Planet

 

“How did apparently progressive greens and defenders of the underprivileged turn into people-haters, convinced of the evils of overbreeding among the world’s poor? How did they come to believe the 200-year-old myths of a right-wing imperialist friend of Victorian mill owners? It’s a sorry story, told here with verve and anger.”

—Fred Pearce, author of Peoplequake

 

“Angus and Butler have written a comprehensive dissection of the arguments surrounding overpopulation. It’s a vital and insightful socialist response to the debate and highly recommended to anyone interested in fighting for a better world and avoiding the pitfalls of false solutions.”

—Chris Williams, author of Ecology and Socialism

 

“This is an essential subject, and we are in Angus and Butler’s debt for treating it with such clarity and rigor.”

—from the Foreword by Joel Kovel, author of The Enemy of Nature






To the Ogoni people of Nigeria; to the Cree of Alberta, Canada; to the people of the Amazon rainforests; to the farmers of La Vía Campesina; and to the millions of others around the world who are fighting to stop the destruction of their homelands and our common planet. Your struggles inspire us, and show the way forward for humanity






Foreword by Betsy Hartmann

This brilliant book by Ian Angus and Simon Butler comes not a moment too soon. The myth of overpopulation has returned with a vengeance along with the scaremongering and scapegoating that are its hallmarks. A strategic coalition of powerful population and environment organizations and pundits are spreading false messages that poor women’s fertility is to blame for critical global problems ranging from climate change to poverty to political instability. Nativists are riding the latest population wave to target immigrants as the cause of environmental degradation: it’s the greening of hate.

I have worked on the population issue for over three decades now. As an activist in the international women’s health movement, I have fought with many others around the world to advance and protectBetsy Hartmann is the author of Reproductive Rights and Wrongs: The Global Politics of Population Control and the director of the Population and Development Program at Hampshire College in Amherst, Massachusetts. A longstanding activist in the international women’s health movement, she writes and speaks on the intersections of reproductive rights, population, immigration, environment, and security concerns. For more information, visit her website at www.BetsyHartmann.com.



 reproductive rights, including access to safe, affordable abortion. At the same time I have fought against the human rights violations of population control programs, from restrictions on contraceptive choice to coercive sterilization. As a political researcher, scholar, and teacher, I have studied the myth of overpopulation from many different directions, charting how it negatively affects family planning and health programs, environmental movements, and the pursuit of social justice and peace. It is a divisive ideology that plays on racial-ized fears of people of color whether in the global North or global South. Despite the periodic deployment of feminist language, it views women mainly as wombs.

In the years I have been working on population, the world demographic picture has changed dramatically as birth rates have declined around the globe. Today demographers tend to be much more concerned with the phenomenon of negative birth rates and population aging than they are with rapid population growth. The momentum built into our present numbers means that world population will reach around nine billion by 2050, but after that it is expected to stabilize. Now more than ever, it is clear that the myth of over-population is really not about the numbers, but about obscuring the social, economic, and political inequalities at the root of current global crises, including climate change. It is about preserving the power of the rich.

Too Many People? shines a keen light on all these issues and more. With clear prose and careful, cogent analysis, Angus and Butler provide the tools necessary to dismantle the myth of overpopulation step by step. In so doing, they also show the way to a more hopeful, justice-centered environmental and reproductive politics. Like the excellent publications they edit, Climate and Capitalism and Green Left Weekly, this book makes complex information, ideas, and arguments accessible to a wide variety of readers—activists, students, educators, journalists, policy makers, and indeed anyone who wants to better understand the world.

The resurgent myth of overpopulation stands in the way of global solidarity and progress. This book gives me hope that the myth can be dispelled quickly and decisively so we can get on with the pressing challenges at hand. The urgency of addressing climate change means there is no time to lose. Read this book. It will liberate and embolden you to take action.






Foreword by Joel Kovel

In the year 2000 I sought the presidential nomination of the Green Party, principally by driving around California in my Saab and visiting party locals. From San Diego to Arcata, from San Luis Obispo to Fresno to Nevada City, I made my rounds and met with people in their homes and town halls, sounding out their needs and presenting myself as the best national candidate to advance the Green Agenda, whose central idea is the preservation, repair, and enhancement of the earth’s ecological integrity.

For those who were elsewhere that year, I finished far behind Ralph Nader in the race for the Green Party nomination, who in turn lost by a considerable margin to George W. Bush. I mostly remember my wanderings fondly, setting aside the inevitable irritations of so quixotic a venture. The people were friendly, interesting, and varied. They seemed deeply committed to the integrity of the environment and eager for fundamental change—in a word, progressive in all respects. But this wasJoel Kovel is the author of The Enemy of Nature: The End of Capitalism or the End of the World? (Zed Books, 2007) and editor of the quarterly journal Capitalism Nature Socialism. He was a coauthor of the first Ecosocialist Manifesto and a founder of the Ecosocialist International Network.



 not always satisfactory. There was a darker side to some of my meetings, present at times in those gatherings that engaged people of relative affluence and—for want of a better word—whiteness.

On such occasions the Greens revealed—circumspectly, to be sure—a current of distress and antipathy toward other people, generally speaking, those of a different hue and of the South. Needless to say, not the geographic south of, say, Southern California; rather, a South signifying the alien Other, a zone consumed and left behind by the global North of industrial-capitalist countries. Their lands devastated and their lives in ruin, many people from the South come North, driven by the needs of survival. In the Northern metropolis they are strangers and called aliens. In California their presence was felt on street corners early in the morning, where they put their day labor up for sale hoping to be gathered by the Toyota pickups. This image became notorious at this time, as was the fact that they often lived in canyons and gullies out of the sight of the citizenry.

All this made many progressives uneasy, with its implication that the North was continuing the process of exploitation and squeezing yet more surplus value from the bodies of the South. And yet they could not face up to the implications. The continuing presence of the “aliens,” indeed the very word, signified a structural rift between peoples, one that the liberals and certain sectors of the Greens could not appropriate within their worldview. Thus its significance became split off and distorted.

We have seen a good deal of racism stemming from this rift. It arises all along the various boundaries of the North-South interface. In the decade since my campaign the racist quotient has risen as the global economic and ecological crises grind on. Thus we have Arizona in the United States and the surging of the radical, anti-immigration right in England, France, Russia, Austria, and elsewhere. All this will worsen unless we rise up to overcome it.

But there is another, linked kind of reaction that appears, often among progressives, including a number of the Green progressives I  saw on my travels in California. These people aren’t racist—or at least they keep their racism well hidden. Instead, they try to contend with the alienation they feel toward those on the wrong side of the North-South divide with a dispassionate scientific gloss. They worry about the invasiveness of too many strange creatures. At times such creatures become labeled as the so-called invasive species of plants and animals; but often enough as well, they are the self-same human strangers, such as those who offensively appeared on California’s street corners early in the morning. The categorization now veers away from what is wrong with the alien. Rather, it is that there are just too many of them; and too many people spells doom no matter what the particulars.

The whole argument becomes displaced to the high ground of population—displaced over and over, it may be added, because the population question provides such fertile soil for evading the truth about society and its current ecological crisis. It is really quite amazing how many tricky and complicated arguments can be mounted once one abstracts from social reality and converts the human condition into a matter of quantity. This so-called science is an intellectual toadstool that sprouts without end.

It’s a good-sized forest, and demands a guidebook equal to its complexities. And Ian Angus and Simon Butler have given us one with Too Many People?—a veritable Baedeker of the dark and occult sciences of “populationism,” by which is meant the ideological rendering of population science in the service of defending the existing order of things. I like the way Angus and Butler move on past the traditional usage of Malthusianism and its “neo-” version to identify the ideology. It’s confusing to base a category on a thinker so bizarre as the Reverend Malthus (Marx calls him a “baboon” in the Grundrisse), though we should never forget how vast has been his influence—testimony not to intellectual power but to the value of his mystification to the propertied classes. In any case, it is not Malthus himself who deserves our attention, but his staying power, that ever-recurring impulse of the bourgeois intellectual to conjure rationalizations to put  away the wretched of this earth and justify what the dominant society has done to them.

This is an essential subject, and we are in Angus and Butler’s debt for treating it with such clarity and rigor. What emerges is a rich and variegated tapestry woven around two deep themes.

First, while population is by no means irrelevant, giving it conceptual pride of place not only inflates its explanatory value but also obscures the essential factors that make for ecological degradation and makes it impossible to begin the hard work of overcoming them.

And second, it is not only possible but also essential to turn the populationist argument on its head. The true question is not numbers of people but the relation of population to a worthwhile society. Declining population is not therefore an unmitigated good. In the midst of worrying about overpopulation, people tend to forget that population is in fact going to decline, and that as it recedes like the tide, it will expose a whole new set of challenges in its wake. If, for example, each woman has but one child—a populationist’s dream, however unlikely—then each generation is halved compared to the one that went before. Allowing for certain wrinkles and lags, this predicts a remarkable global drop in the next century, roughly from seven to one billion, with severe repercussions in labor shortages along the way—scarcely a utopian outcome.

Nor is a large population necessarily a bad thing. We need to bear in mind with Angus and Butler, along with the burgeoning community of ecosocialists for whom they speak, that large numbers of people who freely and collectively determine their labor can—and, I should think, will—direct their creative energy to caring for and mending a nature ravaged by capital. Thus an ecosocialist society, in which humanity lives within limits and with deep respect for nature, need not be primarily concerned with numbers of people, so long as the quality of their relation to nature, which includes, to be sure, their relation with each other, is worthy.

In all cases, the rational control of population is a direct function  of the power women have over their lives. Thus a free ecosocialist society grounded in the empowerment of women will also be free from the compulsion to worry about population. Indeed, the best way to honor Too Many People? is to work collectively to put its subject matter into the proverbial dustbin of history.
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On Terminology

Throughout this book, we use the term populationism to refer to ideologies that attribute social and ecological ills to human numbers, and populationist for people who support such ideas. We prefer those terms to the more traditional Malthusianism and Malthusian, for two reasons.

First, because in our experience few people are familiar with the ideas of Thomas Robert Malthus, so labels based on his name aren’t informative.

And second, because most modern populationists don’t actually agree with what Malthus wrote two hundred years ago. Malthus denied that there are limits to economic growth, didn’t believe that any measure could help the poor, and strongly opposed birth control—we don’t think it is useful to use his name to identify people who think the opposite.

We frequently use the word North as shorthand for the industrialized nations of Europe, Canada, the United States, Japan, New Zealand, and Australia, and South for the so-called underdeveloped countries, sometimes called the third world.

We refer to all greenhouse gases as carbon dioxide or CO2. We know that in some cases a term such as carbon dioxide equivalent or CO2e would be more accurate, but the distinction is not critical for this book.






Introduction

If ever there was a measure of the green movement’s confusion, it is that so many environmentalists honestly believe that by soberly intoning that there are just “too many people” they somehow cut across all the moral and political agonies of globalization, of rising human migrations, mass extinctions, atmospheric instability and all the rest of it. In fact, “overpopulation” explains none of these things, and as long as we cling to it we remain the confused citizens of an incomprehensible world.

—Tom Athanasiou1

 

 

We face an environmental crisis of unprecedented scale and scope. Global warming has received the most attention, but human activity is also poisoning rivers, lakes, and seas, exhausting fresh water supplies, destroying fertile soil, killing other species by the thousands, and overwhelming the fundamental ecological processes that have maintained a stable biosphere for millennia. If these trends continue, our world will be irrevocably changed. If they accelerate, as they appear to be doing now, much of human society, and perhaps humanity itself, will be in danger.

One of the world’s most respected climate scientists, James Hansen, tells us the time for action is short:Our global climate is nearing tipping points. Changes are beginning to appear, and there is a potential for explosive changes with effects that would be irreversible—if we do not rapidly slow fossil fuel emissions over the next few decades . . .

Only in the past few years did the science crystallize, revealing the urgency—our planet really is in peril. If we do not change course soon, we will hand our children a situation that is out of their control, as amplifying feedbacks drive the dynamics of the global system.2





The harsh truth is that it’s already too late to stop climate change completely. Even if all of the greenhouse gas emissions that cause climate change stopped today, humanity would still live with the consequences of past emissions for centuries. The task now is to prevent the crisis from turning into a catastrophe, to head off runaway climate change that could make much of the world uninhabitable. Some scientists believe that we must completely change course by midcentury; others say we have ten or fifteen years at most.

With a few very honorable exceptions, the world’s governments have shown little interest in solving this crisis. Politicians make fine speeches, but their inaction speaks much louder than their words. Forty-one years after the first Earth Day, the environmental crisis is worse than ever. Greenhouse gas emissions are higher than ever, and the latest agreement proposed by the world’s richest nations is even weaker than the toothless Kyoto Accord.

It is painfully clear that diplomacy and backroom deals aren’t working. The powers that be will not act unless they are forced to: the only force that can move them is mass democratic action in the streets—a people’s campaign for a sustainable, ecological society. The mass demonstrations in Copenhagen in 2009 and the global meeting of left-greens, indigenous activists, and anti-imperialist movements in Bolivia in 2010 are hopeful signs that such a campaign can be built and win.

To build this movement, climate activists must understand the causes of the environmental crisis and the changes needed to prevent catastrophe. This book focuses on a critically important debate on that subject: the “population question.”

Many sincere and dedicated environmentalists believe that a fundamental cause of environmental destruction is population growth— that there are too many people on the earth and that no real solution is possible unless humans somehow reduce their numbers. The widely circulated “World Scientists’ Warning to Humanity,” published for the World Earth Summit in 1992, supported that view:Pressures resulting from unrestrained population growth put demands on the natural world that can overwhelm any efforts to achieve a sustainable future. If we are to halt the destruction of our environment, we must accept limits to that growth.3





In addition, a growing current in the environmental movement in rich countries argues for immigration restrictions on populationist grounds. Noted Australian environmentalist Tim Flannery made that argument during a debate on immigration policy broadcast by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation:Growing Australia’s population has a much greater impact than growing the population of a poor country. We are the heaviest carbon users in the world, about twenty-three tonnes per capita, so people that come to this country from anywhere on the planet will result almost certainly in an increase in carbon emissions . . .4





In Too Many People? we argue that the “too many people” and “too many immigrants” explanations for climate change and other forms of environmental destruction are wrong.

Environmentalists who promote birth control and/or anti-immigration policies as solutions to environmental problems profoundly misunderstand the nature of the crisis. Adoption of their proposals would divert the movement from real solutions.

We strongly favor universal access to birth control, abortion, and other maternal health services, and we agree that it’s essential to find a balance between natural resources and human needs. We were motivated to write this book by our deep concern about global warming, resource depletion, deforestation, species extinctions, overfishing, expanding deserts, declining water supplies, and all forms of pollution. Those are all major problems, but they are not caused  by “overpopulation,” and they won’t be solved by birth control and immigration restrictions.

As US immigrant rights campaigner Patricia Huang says, “The relationship between population growth and environmental destruction is shaped by how we use our resources, not by the number of people who use them.”5

This is not an abstract or academic issue: by drawing attention away from the social and economic causes of the environmental crisis, the populationist argument makes it harder to find and fight for genuine solutions. Populationist policies focus on symptoms, not causes. Worse, they shift the blame for climate change, and the burden for stopping it, onto the poorest and most vulnerable people in the world.

They divert attention away from the main challenge, the urgent need to build a new economy based on environmentally sustainable policies and equitable social development.

As renowned US ecologist Barry Commoner once said, populationist solutions to environmental destruction are “equivalent to attempting to save a leaking ship by lightening the load and forcing passengers overboard.” Instead, we should ask “if there isn’t something radically wrong with the ship.”6

[image: 002]

Debates about populationism are usually framed as disagreements between people who are concerned about the environment and people who are not, between the populationist claim that overpopulation and resource depletion are humanity’s biggest problem and the business-as-usual claim that more people will create more wealth and unlock more resources.

We hope Too Many People? will help the movement to break away from that sterile framework. Our goal is to promote debate within environmental movements about the real causes of environmental destruction, poverty, food shortages, and resource depletion.

To that end, we contribute this ecosocialist response to the new wave of green populationism, in particular as it is expressed today in the United States, Britain, Canada, and Australia. We strongly disagree with the populationists and have had no qualms about expressing our views forthrightly. But we also have tried to present their views fairly and to distinguish between the reactionaries who promote population control to protect the status quo and the green activists who sincerely view population growth as a cause of environmental problems.

Too Many People? is divided into five sections.

• In “Blaming People” we discuss a key debate on population that took place in the early years of the modern environmental movement, a debate that raised issues that remain relevant, and we outline the major currents of populationist thought in the environmental movement today.
• “The Failures of Populationism” critiques key assumptions and arguments of modern populationism.
• “Control and Coercion” holds the human rights record of population control programs up to scrutiny and asks whether non-coercive population programs are possible.
• “Greens versus Immigrants?” examines the supposed ecological arguments for reducing or stopping immigration. We argue that scapegoating immigrants for environmental damage takes the pressure off the real environmental vandals and makes it harder to build strong environmental movements.
• “Production, Consumption, Revolution” looks at the root cause of environmental destruction, an economic and social system that is based on ceaseless growth and that thrives on endless waste. If human civilization is to survive, anti-ecological capitalism must be replaced with a pro-ecological system that can promote sustainable human development. Populationist ideas hinder this cause.

The appendixes provide four articles and statements that elaborate on the arguments in this book.

• “The Malthus Myth,” by Ian Angus, examines the ideas of Thomas Robert Malthus, the nineteenth-century clergyman and economist who is often described as the founder of populationism.
• “Who Causes Environmental Problems?” by Donella Meadows, lead author of the famous 1972 report The Limits to Growth, explains why the frequently cited IPAT formula obscures solutions to ecological problems.
• “We Refuse to Shut the International Door” is a stirring call for solidarity with migrants, written by the great US socialist leader Eugene V. Debs in 1910.
• “Climate Justice and Migration” is an important analysis of and program for the growing climate refugee crisis.






1: Are People the Problem?

We know that the world is burning. The question is how to put out the fire.

—Twilly Cannon, former captain of the Greenpeace ship Rainbow Warrior1

 

 

 

Other things being equal, a larger population will eat more food, wear more clothes, occupy more shelter, and generate more excrement than a smaller one. That’s an indisputable biological fact.

If there is not enough food, fabric, or shelter to go around and the latrines are overflowing, you might conclude that economic, social, or political institutions are faulty, that the system isn’t meeting people’s basic needs.

Or if you believe that the system is fundamentally sound and that any other system would be worse, you might conclude that the problem is too many people.

Activists have debated those opposing views since the modern environmental movement was born in the 1960s.

The new movement was born as part of the same global radicalization, and involved many of the same people, as the nuclear disarmament and test ban campaigns and the movement against the US war in Vietnam. There had long been wilderness conservationist societies in North America and countryside preservation groups in Europe, but the new movement was very different. It focused on how humanity was affected by environmental destruction rather  than on preserving pristine wilderness; it was activist and political rather than charitable.

Above all, where the older groups largely reflected the views of the wealthy and comfortable, the new environmental activists believed that “environmental catastrophe could be avoided only by fundamental changes in the values and institutions of industrial societies.”2

But what should those changes be? The answer depended on what was causing the environmental destruction, and there was much debate on that.

The longest-lasting and most contentious debate in the environmental movement has focused on whether population growth is a fundamental cause of environmental destruction and whether the movement should support measures to reduce population.

The main issues in that dispute were defined when modern environmentalism was being born. The leading participants in the debate were among the most prominent figures in the new movement: Paul and Anne Ehrlich, authors of The Population Bomb (1968),3 and Barry Commoner, author of The Closing Circle (1971). Their disagreements defined a controversy that continues today.




The Population Bomb 

Paul Ehrlich came to environmentalism from the conservationist movement. He was a professor, and his wife Anne Ehrlich was a research associate, in the biology department at Stanford University. They initially worked on classifying butterflies, but by the late 1950s they were increasingly focused on human population issues. In 1967, at the urging of the executive director of the venerable Sierra Club, they expanded an article they had written for New Scientist magazine into a book. Subsidized by the Sierra Club and published as a mass-market paperback in 1968, The Population Bomb became one of the best-selling environmental books of all time.

The arguments in The Population Bomb drew heavily on two best-selling books from the late 1940s—Our Plundered Planet by Fairfield Osborne and Road to Survival by William Vogt—and on the 1967 best seller Famine—1975! in which William and Paul Paddock predicted a “time of famines” within a few years and urged the US government to cut off all aid to “can’t-be-saved” nations, a category that included India, China, Egypt, and Haiti.4

The Ehrlichs’ book was a popular presentation of views that were already widely accepted in the preservationist establishment, which tended to be white, rich, and politically conservative. Sierra Club executive director Dave Brower expressed the common view two years before The Population Bomb was published: “We feel you don’t have a conservation policy unless you have a population policy.”5

Although the publisher’s blurb stressed that Paul Ehrlich was “a qualified scientist,” The Population Bomb was not a scientific book: it was a political tract aimed at a broad audience. A historian writes: “At a time when an American audience was never more eager to learn about the impending environmental crisis, Ehrlich presented arguably the loudest and most persuasive treatise on the ecological problems of human overpopulation.”6

The Ehrlichs made three fundamental points.

First, mass starvation was inevitable in the near future. “The battle to feed all of humanity is over. In the 1970s the world will undergo famines—hundreds of millions of people are going to starve to death in spite of any crash programs embarked upon now. At this late date nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the world death rate . . . .” (Bomb, 1).

Second, “the progressive deterioration of our environment may cause more death and misery than any conceivable food-population gap” (Bomb, 46).

And third, the food and environmental crises had a common cause: “The causal chain of deterioration is easily followed to its  source. Too many cars, too many factories, too much detergent, too much pesticide, multiplying contrails, inadequate sewage treatment plants, too little water, too much carbon dioxide—all can be traced easily to too many people” (Bomb, 66–67).

Why have people insisted on reproducing past the point of no return? The Ehrlichs argued that overpopulation is in our genes.

Reproduction is the key to winning the evolutionary game. Any structure, physiological process, or pattern of behavior that leads to greater reproductive success will tend to be perpetuated. The entire process by which man developed involves thousands of millennia of our ancestors being more successful breeders than their relatives . . . (Bomb, 28)

Billions of years of evolution has given us all a powerful will to live. Intervening in the birth rate goes against our evolutionary values. During all those centuries of our evolutionary past, the individuals who had the most children passed on their genetic endowment in greater quantities than those who reproduced less. Their genes dominate our heredity today. (Bomb, 34)



So long as death eliminated people almost as quickly as birth produced them, population rose very slowly, but “the development of medical science was the straw that broke the camel’s back.” Rich countries exported “instant death control”—wiping out major diseases and causing “plunges in the death rate” in poor countries. The death rate fell, but the birth rate was still driven by our evolved biological urges, so population exploded (Bomb, 32–33).

Unlike other populationists of the time (William Vogt, for instance), the Ehrlichs didn’t say that medical treatment should be withheld from poor countries, although they did say that “death control in the absence of birth control is self-defeating, to say the least” (Bomb, 92).

The Ehrlichs’ book described a world in crisis—too many people, too little food, and the environment being destroyed. So their main conclusion wasn’t surprising: A general answer to the question, “What needs to be done?” is simple. We must rapidly bring the world population under control, reducing the growth rate to zero or making it go negative. Conscious regulation of human numbers must be achieved. Simultaneously we must, at least temporarily, greatly increase our food production. This agricultural program should be carefully monitored to minimize deleterious effects on the environment and should include an effective program of ecosystem restoration. As these projects are carried out, an international policy research program must be initiated to set optimum population-environment goals for the world and to devise methods for reaching these goals. (Bomb, 131)





But while growing more food would buy time, there would be no solution without drastic measures.

A cancer is an uncontrolled multiplication of cells; the population explosion is an uncontrolled multiplication of people . . . We must shift our efforts from treatment of the symptoms to the cutting out of the cancer. The operation will demand many apparently brutal and heartless decisions. The pain may be intense. But the disease is so far advanced that only with radical surgery does the patient have a chance of survival. (Bomb, 166–67)



Unlike many populationists, the Ehrlichs didn’t target only population growth in poor countries. Pointing out that per capita resource use in the United States was vastly higher than in other countries, they concluded: “Obviously our first step must be to immediately establish and advertise drastic policies to bring our own population size under control” (Bomb, 135).

Still, the policies they proposed for the United States were considerably less drastic than those they advocated for others. For the United States, they suggested tax changes to penalize large families, better sex education, access to birth control and abortion, and a federal Department of Population and Environment. For poor countries, they endorsed compulsory sterilization of men with more than three children and ending food shipments to countries deemed to be “so  far behind in the population-food game that there is no hope that our food aid will see them through to self sufficiency” (Bomb, 160).

They went further in an article written shortly after The Population Bomb appeared, urging the US government to use its political and economic might to force the world into compliance. The United States, they wrote, should “withhold all aid from a country with an expanding population unless that nation convinces us that it is doing everything possible to limit its population.” Critics who object that “extreme political and economic pressure” is repressive should “reflect on the alternatives.”7

Despite their call for drastic population controls, the Ehrlichs were very pessimistic about the possibility of actually making things better.

Most Americans clearly don’t give a damn . . . Our population consists of two groups; a comparatively small one dedicated to the preservation of beauty and wildlife, and a vastly larger one dedicated to the destruction of both (or at least apathetic towards it). (Bomb, 66)

By now you are probably fed up with this discussion. Americans will do none of these things, you say. Well, I’m inclined to agree. (Bomb, 156)

Many of you are doubtless saying now, “It’s too unrealistic— it can’t be done.” I think you’re probably right—as I said earlier, the chances of success are small. (Bomb, 174)



The Population Bomb catapulted Paul Ehrlich from local prominence in California to national fame. He appeared more than twenty times on the popular Tonight Show with Johnny Carson, and on many other programs. He spoke at conferences and wrote for popular magazines, and he and Anne coauthored a major textbook that went through multiple editions beginning in 1970. Shortly after The Population Bomb was published, he and others formed Zero Population Growth (ZPG), which soon had tens of thousands of members and chapters on hundreds of university campuses.

The Ehrlichs never said that population control was the only measure needed. In The Population Bomb they also advocated increased food production, and in most of their books and articles they argued  for improved technology and for reduced consumption in wealthy countries. But they always described population reduction as the top priority. A 1979 article in the journal Bioscience, by Paul Ehrlich and frequent collaborator John Holdren, summed up their view:It is abundantly clear that in terms of cost, lead time, and implementation on the scale required, technology without population control will be too little and too late . . .

It cannot be emphasized enough that if the population control measures are not initiated immediately and effectively, all the technology man can bring to bear will not fend off the misery to come. Therefore, confronted as we are with limited resources of time and money, we must consider carefully what fraction of our effort should be applied to the cure of the disease itself instead of to the temporary relief of the symptoms. We should ask, for example, how many vasectomies could be performed by a program funded with the 1.8 billion dollars required to build a single nuclear agroindus-trial complex, and what the relative impact on the problem would be in both the short and long terms.8








The Closing Circle 

Barry Commoner was a biology professor, a socialist, a humanist, and one of the central leaders of the anti–nuclear testing movement in the United States in the 1950s and early 1960s. In 1966 he founded the Center for the Biology of Natural Systems at Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri, which aimed to “adapt our science to the urgent need for understanding the natural biology of the environment and so help to preserve the community of life from extinction at the hand of man.”9

Commoner strongly disagreed with The Population Bomb and said so publicly at a Harvard University teach-in during the first-ever Earth Week in 1970:In my opinion, population trends in the U.S. cannot be blamed for the deteriorated condition of the environment . . . Of course, if there  were no people in the country there would be no pollution problem, but the fact of the matter is that there simply has not been a sufficient rise in the U.S. population to account for the enormous increase in pollution levels . . . It is a serious mistake to becloud the pollution issue with the population, for the facts will not support it.10





The next day he told a meeting at Brown University, “Pollution begins not in the family bedroom, but in the corporate boardroom.”11

And in December 1970, during a panel discussion with Paul Ehrlich at a meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science: “Saying that none of our pollution problems can be solved without getting at population first is a copout of the worst kind.”12

Commoner was impressed and inspired by the massive turnout for demonstrations, meetings, and rallies during Earth Week 1970, but he was also disturbed by what he saw as a desire for simplistic explanations and quick fixes. His response was The Closing Circle: Nature, Man, and Technology, which he described as “an effort to discover which human acts have broken the circle of life, and why” (Circle, 13). Published in October 1971, The Closing Circle was by far the most ambitious attempt to date to describe and explain the environmental crisis in the United States.

The Closing Circle included a strong critique of populationism, and its major conclusion directly contradicted the Ehrlichs’ views:Human beings have broken out of the circle of life, driven not by biological need, but by the social organization which they have devised to “conquer” nature: means of gaining wealth that are governed by requirements conflicting with those which govern nature. (Circle, 299–300)





After discussing ecology, the ecosphere, and specific examples of major ecological destruction in the United States, Commoner narrowed in on his main concern: why, after millennia in which human beings did little permanent harm to the environment, did major pollution problems either appear for the first time or become very much worse in the years following World War II? Since 1946, Commoner Profit versus sound energy

“In the last thirty years many thousands of production decisions have been made in the United States. They have determined that automobiles shall be large and sufficiently powerful to travel at a rate of 100 mph; that electricity shall be produced by nuclear power plants; that we shall wear synthetic materials instead of cotton and wool, and wash them in detergent rather than soap; that baseball shall be played on plastic rather than grass; that the beneficent energy of sunlight shall go largely unused.

“In every case, the decision was made according to the ‘bottom line’—the expectation of an acceptable profit. More precisely, as we have seen from the behavior of US oil companies, such decisions are based on the marginal difference between existing rates of profit and hoped-for, larger ones.

“It would have been a fantastically improbable statistical accident if most or even a small fraction of these thousands of decisions, made on the basis of a hoped-for marginal increase in profit, happened neatly to fit into the pattern of a rational, thermodynamically sound energy system.

“Such an energy system is a social need, and it is hopeless to expect to build it on the basis of production decisions that yield commodities rather than the solutions to essential tasks; that produce goods which are maximally profitable rather than maximally useful; that accept as their final test private profit rather than social value.

“Thus, the energy crisis and the web of interrelated problems confront us with the need to explore the possibility of creating a production system that is consciously intended to serve social needs and that judges the value of its products by their use, and an economic system that is committed to these purposes. At least in principle, such a system is socialism.”

—Barry Commoner, The Poverty of Power, 1976



said, population had increased 42 percent, and the US standard of living had not risen much, but pollutants had increased by 200 to 2,000 percent and more. Clearly “more people consuming more” couldn’t explain more than a fraction of the problem.

Commoner’s key argument was that the pollution explosion was driven not by increased population but by changed industrial and agricultural production—by radical changes in the way things were made and grown, in the raw materials used, and in the products themselves. Those changes were adopted by industry during and after World War II because the new technologies were more profitable than the old ones.

The crucial link between pollution and profits appears to be modern technology, which is both the main source of recent increases in productivity—and therefore of profits—and of recent assaults on the environment. Driven by an inherent tendency to maximize profits, modern private enterprise has seized upon those massive technological innovations that promise to gratify this need, usually unaware that these same innovations are often also instruments of environmental destruction. (Circle, 267–68)



That passage illustrates the most important feature of Commoner’s analysis: rather than treating population, technology, and affluence as independent forces, he viewed them as driven by and interacting with wider social processes. A noteworthy example was his discussion of the dynamic factors that underlie what demographers call the “demographic transition”—the process by which population growth in many countries had first accelerated and then leveled off in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

It is sometimes supposed that this self-accelerating interaction between the increase in wealth and technological competence and population growth is bound to set off an explosive “population bomb” unless deliberate steps are taken to control birth rates. In fact, there is strong evidence that the process itself sets up a counterforce that slows population growth considerably. (Circle, 118)



The new wealth generated by the agricultural and industrial revolutions of the eighteenth century caused the death rate to fall and population to rise. But as living standards increased further, the birth rate fell and population growth slowed. Child labor was abolished so  children were no longer economic assets. Improved pensions and social services meant that parents didn’t need to depend on their children’s support in their old age.

The natural result was a reduced birth rate, which occurred even without the benefit of modern methods of contraception. Thus, although population growth is an inherent feature of the progressive development of productive activities, it tends to be limited by the same force that stimulates it—the accumulation of social wealth and resources. (Circle, 119)



But there was nothing inevitable about this process. Population growth in many third world countries remained high because the death rate had fallen but the birth rate hadn’t followed suit: the demographic transition had been “grossly affected by certain new developments” (Circle, 119).

The wealth produced in the colonies was sent to Europe, which made possible the increased living standards that led to lower birth rates but prevented the colonies from going through the same process— Commoner called this “a kind of demographic parasitism.”

Then, after World War II, industry used modern technology to “replace natural products with synthetic ones,” a trend that “exacerbated ecological stresses in the advanced countries and has hindered the efforts of developing nations to meet the needs of their growing populations” (Circle, 246).

In short, poverty was the cause of rapid population growth in the twentieth century, not an effect—and poverty itself was the result of centuries of colonialist plunder.

Pressuring poor countries into reducing their birth rates without the improved living standards that enable lower death rates and infant mortality, Commoner wrote, is a “gigantic and questionable experiment.”

If one’s moral convictions and political views regard [that] course as dictatorial and corrosive of human values, then one can adopt the view that population growth in the developing nations of the world ought to be brought into balance by the same means that  have already succeeded elsewhere—improvement of living conditions, urgent efforts to reduce mortality, social security measures, and the resultant effects on desired family size, together with personal, voluntary contraceptive practice. It is this view with which I wish to associate myself. (Circle, 242)



The measures Commoner advocated amounted to total restructuring or replacement of the production systems and institutions that had caused the crisis—“something like one half of the postwar productive enterprises would need to be replaced by ecologically sounder ones”— combined with an intensive program to restore damaged ecosystems. He had no illusions that this could be done quickly or cheaply: “Perhaps the simplest way to summarize all this is that most of the nation’s resources for capital investment would need to be engaged in the task of ecological reconstruction for at least a generation” (Circle, 285).




Head to head 

Within weeks of the publication of The Closing Circle, Paul Ehrlich and John Holdren were privately circulating a long critique that described Commoner’s book as “inexplicably inconsistent and dangerously misleading.” An edited version of their critique and an equally long response from Commoner were published in May 1972 in the influential Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists.13

Large parts of both articles were taken up with “somewhat tedious arguments” (as Ehrlich and Holdren accurately wrote) about mathematics and definitions, along with cheap shots about who had or had not published their research in peer-reviewed journals. In several cases Ehrlich and Holdren identified supposed errors and Commoner replied by pointing out that he had actually said the opposite of what they accused him of saying.

Nevertheless, the exchange reveals two profound differences between the two sides.

1. Are people always harmful? Because Commoner’s book focused on the rapid acceleration of pollution in the United States after World War II, Ehrlich and Holdren accused him of ignoring the fact that “serious ecological harm has accompanied man’s activities ever since the agricultural revolution some 10,000 years ago.” They devoted a substantial part of their article to descriptions of earlier environmental disasters.

That was a peculiar criticism: no one actually believed that Commoner was unaware of that history. What Ehrlich and Holdren were really saying was that Commoner didn’t agree that people are always harmful to the environment. Paul and Anne Ehrlich expressed that view explicitly in a textbook that was also published in 1972: “Each human individual, in the course of obtaining the requisites of existence, has a net negative impact on his environment.”14

If people are always harmful to the environment, then the only way to save the earth is to reduce the number of people to a point where the damage is less than the maximum the environment can handle. When it comes to population, bigger is always worse.

Commoner argued that humans could change their ways, could realize that “ecological considerations must guide economic and political ones,” and could build a new society on that basis. Ehrlich and Holdren didn’t agree.

2. Is the crisis biological or social? In their critique, Ehrlich and Holdren said not one word about Commoner’s clear statement that his goal was to consider “the links between the environmental crisis and the social systems of which it is a part,” or about his extensive discussion of the profit-driven system of production that he saw as ultimately responsible for environmental destruction, or about his conclusion that “an economic system which is fundamentally based on private transactions rather than social ones is no longer appropriate.”

As pro-capitalist liberals, Ehrlich and Holdren undoubtedly disagreed with Commoner on all of those points, so their failure to comment is significant. By completely ignoring the social and economic framework of Commoner’s work, they showed that they viewed such issues as unimportant or irrelevant.

This was fundamental. For Ehrlich and Holdren, the causes of the environmental crisis were biological and technical, and so were the solutions. For Commoner, the environmental crisis was rooted in an economic and social system that was profoundly anti-ecological.

Everywhere in the world there is evidence of a deep-seated failure in the effort to use the competence, the wealth, the power at human disposal for the maximum good of human beings. The environmental crisis is a major example of this failure. For we are in an environmental crisis because the means by which we use the ecosphere to produce wealth are destructive of the ecosphere itself. The present system of production is self-destructive; the present course of human civilization is suicidal. (Circle, 294–95)



For Ehrlich and Holdren, the problem was growth as such: too much production was overwhelming the ecosphere. The solution was to reduce population so that less production would be needed.

For Commoner, the system of production itself was the problem. So long as it remained in place, ecological crises were inevitable.

[image: 003]

Paul and Anne Ehrlich made two explicit predictions in 1968, on the first page of The Population Bomb.

1. Birth rates would not fall unless governments instituted population control, which they defined as “conscious regulation of the numbers of human beings.”

2. Food production could not possibly expand fast enough to feed everyone , so massive famines were inevitable in the immediate future. “The battle to feed all of humanity is over . . . At this late date nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the death rate.”

They were wrong on both counts.

1. Birth rates fell without population control. In most developed  countries, birth rates were already falling when The Population Bomb was published. The US rate dropped to replacement level (2.1 births per woman) in 1972, continued down to 1.7 by mid-decade, and stayed there through the 1980s. Birth rates in many countries were in decline by the 1980s.

2. Food production increased dramatically. Between 1960 and 2000, while the world’s population doubled, food production increased by about two and a half times. 15 In the same period, the global death rate (annual deaths per thousand people), which the Ehrlichs said was bound for a “substantial increase,” fell from 15.5 to 8.6.16

You might think that the Ehrlichs would have analyzed and corrected their mistakes, but you’d be wrong. During the 1970s they published two more editions of The Population Bomb, each time pushing the dates for the predicted food catastrophe further into the future but never revising their underlying assumptions. As late as 1990, in The Population Explosion, they wrote as though they had been fully vindicated:In 1968, The Population Bomb warned of impending disaster if the population explosion was not brought under control. Then the fuse was burning; now the population bomb has detonated . . . hunger is rife and the prospects of famine and plague ever more imminent . . .

A largely prospective disaster has turned into the real thing.17





In a footnote, the Ehrlichs claimed that their 1968 book didn’t make predictions—it only offered possible scenarios. But only one chapter of The Population Bomb contained scenarios—the rest of it said that population growth would definitely outrun food production and that nothing could be done to avoid a huge increase in the death rate.

For more than four decades they have displayed a remarkable ability to shift ground, maintaining, denying, or minimizing their past errors and adopting new justifications for populationism. That strategy has worked: even today it is rare to read an article or book on population that doesn’t mention or quote them. Paul Ehrlich has received at least twelve major medals and awards for his work, and he and Anne have published eight more books and innumerable articles on population-related topics.

In stark contrast, Commoner’s radical social-ecological critique of capitalism was cast aside and has been virtually forgotten. The environmental movement that he hoped would challenge capitalism instead became more conservative. By the end of the seventies, protests were out of favor and lobbying was in. Instead of changing the system, the major nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) became part of it, and the population explanation became accepted wisdom among liberal greens.






2: Varieties of Populationism Today

The “population problem” has a Phoenix-like existence: it rises from the ashes at least every generation and sometimes every decade or so The prophecies are usually the same—namely, that human beings are populating the earth in “unprecedented numbers” and “devouring” its resources like a locust plague.

—Murray Bookchin1

 

 

In 1968 and through the 1970s, populationism was defined by two books—The Population Bomb by the Ehrlichs and The Limits to Growth, sponsored by the Club of Rome.

Today there is no such source, no single article, book, or group that all or even most populationists agree with. Populationism, the social ideology that attributes social ills to the number of humans, takes many forms, and its advocates don’t necessarily agree with each other on all questions.

This poses difficulties for critics: in our experience almost any criticism of populationist thought prompts someone to reply that we have misrepresented real populationism.

The following brief profiles will provide some idea of the range of views involved.




“Let the people just starve” 

As we saw in chapter 1, a key element of populationist ideology is the view that people are always harmful to the environment, so the best way  to reduce environmental damage is to reduce the number of people.

Some prominent members and founders of the direct action group Earth First expressed an extreme form of that view in the mid-1980s. They adopted a philosophy known variously as biocentrism, ecocentrism, or deep ecology, holding that “all human decisions should consider Earth first, humankind second”—and they interpreted that credo in deeply reactionary terms.

In 1983, Dave Foreman, the de facto leader of Earth First, argued for denying welfare and food stamps to anyone with more than two children and stopping all immigration to the United States. Even these measures would probably be insufficient, he wrote: “What is really needed is to 1) Give every woman the right to one child. 2) Offer a $20,000 payment to anyone willing to be sterilized without producing any children. 3) Make sterilization mandatory for all women and men after they have parented one child.”2

Third world people wouldn’t be offered those options. In a 1986 interview published in the Australian magazine Simply Living, Foreman argued that “the worst thing we could do in Ethiopia is to give aid—the best thing would be to just let nature seek its own balance, to let the people just starve there.”

In the same interview he expanded on his argument for keeping immigrants out of the United States:Letting the USA be an overflow valve for problems in Latin America is not solving a thing. It’s just putting more pressure on the resources we have in the USA. It is just causing more destruction of our wilderness, more poisoning of water and air, and it isn’t helping the problems in Latin America.3





Even more appalling, in 1987 another Earth First leader, Christopher Manes, using the very appropriate pseudonym “Miss Ann Thropy,” wrote in the group’s newsletter:If radical environmentalists were to invent a disease to bring human population back to ecological sanity, it would probably be something like AIDS . . . As radical environmentalists, we can see AIDS not as a problem, but a necessary solution . . . To paraphrase Voltaire: if the AIDS epidemic didn’t exist, radical environmentalists would have to invent one.4





By the end of the 1980s, a majority of Earth First members had rejected such views, and Dave Foreman had left the organization he founded, complaining of “pressure and infiltration from the class-struggle /social-justice left” and “the abandonment of biocentrism in favor of humanism.”5

The views expressed by Foreman, Manes, and others in the 1980s are outside the populationist mainstream, but they illustrate its antihuman possibilities, and they show clearly that “radical environmentalists” are not necessarily progressive.




PJP: “A progressive, feminist approach” 

In a very different part of the populationist spectrum is the Population Justice Project, a US group founded in 2007. The PJP’s core views are expressed in two sentences in an “advocacy guide” that it published jointly with Population Action International. “Many environmental problems will be easier to address if world population peaks at 8 billion rather than 11 billion. The good news: there is already a global consensus on how to slow population growth, with programs that improve human wellbeing at very little cost.”

We could call this populationism lite. They don’t propose reducing population, merely slowing its growth. And they don’t say this will solve problems—it will just make other problems easier to solve.

Noting that the UN estimates world population will peak after 2050 but that the size of the peak isn’t certain yet, they say:The impact of population growth on the environment is mediated by consumption, technology, urbanization and other factors. Still, slower population growth could reduce pressure on natural systems that are already over-taxed, and research shows that a host of  environmental problems—including the growth of greenhouse gases, water scarcity, and biodiversity loss—would be easier to address if world population peaks around 8 billion, rather than 11 billion.





How is this to be achieved? PJP and PAI say the best way is to ensure that people have choices, by making contraception and reproductive health services available to all, by providing education and employment, especially for women, and by eliminating gender and economic inequities. They state firmly that they do not advocate “‘population control’ measures that could become coercive.”lay

Their program is based on what is called the Cairo Consensus—the action plan approved by 179 countries at the UN International Conference on Development and Population in Cairo in 1994. Fifteen years after that agreement, the rich countries have provided less than a quarter of the funding they promised. The Population Justice Project’s main goal is to convince politicians in Washington to cough up one billion dollars a year toward keeping the promises that the United States made in Cairo.

Family planning programs, the PAI/PJP advocacy guide says, “are relatively inexpensive, especially when compared to many environmental mitigation efforts.”6

PJP focuses on the world’s poorest women, the 200 million women it says don’t have access to birth control today. But if the goal is to reduce emissions by slowing population growth, wouldn’t it make more sense to reduce population in rich countries, where each avoided birth would presumably have a greater effect than dozens in the global South?

PJP founder and director Laurie Mazur poses that question herself in her book A Pivotal Moment. Her answer:The answer lies in the future. The developing countries are where the lion’s share of population growth will occur, and they are also where development must occur for half of humanity to escape from grinding poverty. The affluent countries can reduce emissions by reducing the vast amounts of waste in our systems of production and consumption. But the developing countries are not likely to  raise their standards of living without more intensive use of resources and higher emissions.7

The Cairo Consensus

The history of modern populationism falls into two periods: before and after the UN International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in Cairo in 1994. At that meeting, an unlikely alliance between populationists and liberal feminists, supported by the Clinton administration, won approval for a policy that they presented as the only alternative to the anti-woman policies of the Vatican and other conservative governments.

The Cairo Consensus was a significant defeat for “right to life” forces. Although little of the promised funding for women’s health programs actually materialized, the meeting gave women’s rights activists in the third world a strong and credible program that conservative governments couldn’t easily dismiss. In particular, Cairo’s resolutions have aided the fight against anti-abortion laws and for sexual rights.

But the meeting also strengthened the populationists, who came out of it with new credibility and a new way of arguing their case. In Cairo, populationists learned to say “population stabilization” or “demographic transition” instead of “population control,” and to always include a sentence opposing coercive programs—but none of those purely verbal shifts changed their underlying assumption that the world’s major problems were caused by poor women having too many babies.

See chapter 8 for more on the Cairo Consensus.







Mazur says she advocates “a progressive, feminist approach,” and she describes herself as the voice of reason in the “polarized debate” between population extremists like Paul Ehrlich on one side and left-wing feminists like Betsy Hartmann, whom she labels “population deniers,” on the other. She calls for “a new conversation about population and the environment,” with a goal of “slowing population growth” but doing so without coercion, respecting women’s need for reproductive health services and right to make their own choices.8




Optimum Population Trust: “Reduce the number of climate changers” 

UK-based Optimum Population Trust (OPT) describes itself as “the leading environmental charity and think tank in the UK concerned with the impact of population growth on the environment.”9

Founded in 1991, it has an impressive list of patrons, including environmentalists James Lovelock, Paul Ehrlich, and Norman Myers, naturalists Jane Goodall and David Attenborough, former chair of the government’s Sustainability Commission Jonathon Porritt, the former UK representative on the UN Security Council, and others. Clearly, OPT is a very well-connected organization.

OPT’s view of the issues is summarized on its website:What’s the population problem? Dangerously rapid climate change and rising food, water and fuel scarcity are already threatening human populations. And many other species, on a finite planet. Yet by 2050 world population is expected to grow by another 2.3 billion from today’s 6.8 billion—unless urgent action is taken.

What’s the population solution? GLOBALLY: reduce birth rates. NATIONALLY: reduce or keep birth rates low and/or balance migration to prevent population increase. All countries need environmentally sustainable population policies to underpin other green policies. PERSONALLY: have fewer children and work a few more years before retiring.10





OPT literature puts particular stress on environmental issues, especially climate change: “The need to curb man-made climate change is alone a compelling reason for population stabilization and reduction—to reduce climate impacts it helps to reduce the number of climate changers.”11

OPT says world population growth should be limited to about 1 billion additional people by 2050, compared to the 2.3 billion forecast by the UN. “If the world’s mothers reduce the number of children they have, there could be 1.2 billion fewer climate changers in 2050 than projected.”

The most effective personal climate change strategy is limiting the number of children one has. The most effective national and global climate change strategy is limiting the size of the population. Population limitation should therefore be seen as the most cost-effective carbon offsetting strategy available to individuals and nations—a strategy that applies with even more force to developed nations such as the UK because of their higher consumption levels.12



Substantial changes in birth rates in the third world would be achieved by “education and women’s empowerment in the area of reproductive and sexual health and the removal of all obstacles to birth control,” with special emphasis on developing and delivering “long-acting methods such as injections, intrauterine devices and implants.”13

Within the UK, OPT wants better birth control education, but its main proposal for reducing population growth is severe immigration restrictions. “As the main force driving current population growth, immigration feeds through into rising greenhouse gas emissions; more crowding, congestion, development; increased pressure on water and energy supplies, farmland and green space.”14

An article in the Optimum Population Trust Journal, cowritten by the journal’s editor, argues that all industrialized countries need to reduce immigration. Citing a table that shows immigration as the main cause of rising population in the UK, Italy, the United States, Canada, and Australia, the authors write:The degree to which net immigration is preventing the developed nations from achieving a much needed reduction in population is apparent from the table. In all cases, the chief cause is net immigration . . . The need to have balanced immigration can hardly be exaggerated, because few of the less developed nations are showing any inclination to achieve population levels that will be sustainable when fossil fuels become scarce, yet several developed nations have success within their grasp . . . provided only they do not allow their efforts to be overwhelmed by net immigration.15





OPT wants the UK government to impose a “zero net migration” policy, under which the number of immigrants permitted to enter each year would be no more than the number of people who emigrate.




Lovelock: “Defend climate oases” 

James Lovelock is a patron of Optimum Population Trust, so one might assume that he agrees with its analysis and solutions—but in his books he puts forward a far more extreme position. Lovelock says that we are past the point of no return, that a climate and population catastrophe is inevitable in this century, so our focus should be on preserving islands of civilization in a ruined world, using military force to fend off climate refugees.

Lovelock, who worked with NASA in the 1960s and has made many important contributions to earth science, is best-known for the Gaia hypothesis, which speculates that life regulates conditions on earth to keep the physical environment suitable for life to continue. At times Lovelock describes Gaia in ways that imply that earth is a living or even intelligent being.

In Lovelock’s view, Gaia now faces a “plague of people,” and “we are all the demons.” Environmentalists must abandon their concern for people—they should “think again and see that their primary obligation is to the living Earth. Humankind comes second.”16

With that perspective, it isn’t surprising that he can calmly suggest that “we would be wise to aim at a stabilized population of about half to one billion,”17 a goal that would require the elimination of between 85 and 92 percent of the people in the world today.

Lovelock favors nuclear power, geoengineering, and carbon capture as ways to delay the inevitable catastrophe, but “our greatest efforts should go into adaptation, to preparing those parts of the Earth least likely to be affected by adverse climate change as the safe haven for a civilized humanity.”18

One such haven—surprise!—will be Lovelock’s home country. He calls on UK politicians to “make decisions based on our national interest . . . We should not wait for international agreement or instruction. In our small country we have to act now as if we were about to be attacked by a powerful enemy. We have first to make sure our defenses against climate change are in place before the attack begins.”19

And not just defenses against climate change—he urges more spending on armed forces, especially the navy, to keep desperate people from sharing Britain’s wealth.

Soon we face the appalling question of whom we can let aboard the lifeboats. And whom must we reject? There will be no ducking this question for before long there will be a great clamor from climate refugees seeking a safe haven in those few parts where the climate is tolerable and food is available. Make no mistake, the lifeboat simile is apt; the same problem has faced the shipwrecked: a lifeboat will sink or become impossible to sail if too laden. The old rules I grew up with were women and children first and the captain goes down with his ship. We will need a set of rules for climate oases.20






Jeffrey Sachs: “High fertility rates are deleterious to development” 

As we saw above in the discussion of PJP, many populationists claim that slowing population in poor countries will reduce future greenhouse gas emissions, even though those countries have very low emission rates today. The argument is that the economies in those countries will inevitably grow, causing their per capita emissions to grow—so if there are fewer people, total emissions will be lower.

Ironically, another group of populationists, liberal specialists in global economic development, argue the opposite, that reducing population growth will cause faster and more extensive economic growth. If that’s true, then slowing population growth could actually increase total emissions.

A case in point is Jeffrey D. Sachs, director of the Earth Institute at Columbia University and, according to Time magazine, one of the “100 Most Influential People in the World.” In his best-selling 2008 book Common Wealth : Economics for a Crowded Planet, Sachs argues: “High fertility rates are deleterious to long-term development.”21 He cites a 2004 study that found a strong correlation between total fertility rate (TFR—the average number of children born to each woman) and economic growth:The TFR is shown to have a strong, statistically significant negative effect on economic growth. Consider two countries that are identical in all respects except that one has a fertility rate of 6 and the other a fertility rate of 2 . . . The high-fertility country will have per capita income growth that is 1.3 percentage points per year lower than the growth of the low-fertility country. That’s a whopping negative effect of high fertility.22





Since “the rapid growth of populations in the poorest countries hinders economic development,”the world should embrace a set of policies to help stabilize the global population, through voluntary choices, at a population of roughly eight billion people, rather than the current trajectory, which is likely to take us to nine billion or more by 2050. This may seem like a modest difference, but the consequences would be large, especially since the population control would come mainly in the world’s poorest places.23





That is, of course, the same goal recommended by PJP and OPT—but they expect very different results to follow.

In 2008, the United Nations projected that in 2050 there could be as many as 10.46 billion people or as few as 7.96 billion. PJP and OPT assumed that per capita emissions would be the same in either case, so the lower figure would mean less global warming. But if Sachs is correct, a smaller population would mean more economic growth and thus (according to populationist logic) higher per capita emissions.

Both sides may be wrong about the relationship between population growth and economic growth, but it’s hard to see how they can both be right.




SPA: “Reduce population or face chaos” 

Sustainable Population Australia (SPA) was founded in 1988 by people who believed that “the major environmental groups were failing to address the issue of population numbers.” Although SPA says it is “primarily an environmental organization,” five of the six objectives set out in its constitution involve lowering population.24

In 2007, in “Global Population Reduction: A 21st Century Strategy to Avoid Human Suffering and Environmental Devastation,” 25 SPA warned: “Without a planned humane contraction, this century will see social chaos and human suffering on an unprecedented scale.” If population reduction schemes are not implemented, population reduction will be imposed on us: “So the world faces a stark choice: either act now to reduce population or do nothing and allow this population reduction to be inflicted upon us either directly through famine or indirectly through disease or civil and regional wars motivated by resource scarcity.”

SPA supports the introduction of renewable energy and increased foreign aid and has argued that wasteful consumption in the industrialized countries must be reduced. But it insists any gains from such measures will be wiped out if population isn’t reduced. Here they support that position by referring the often-used IPAT formula (Impact equals Population times Affluence times Technology), which we will discuss in chapter 3.

Savings made by implementing renewable technologies (lowering T) and reducing unnecessary affluence (lowering A) would soon be offset by consumption growth due to the rate at which the population (P) continues to expand. The most enduring way to lower total human environmental impact (I) is therefore to lower the value of the population size.



SPA advocates “policies that will initially lead to stabilization of Australia’s population by encouraging near replacement fertility rates and low immigration rates.”26 Since Australia’s fertility rate of 1.78 is already well below replacement level, SPA focuses on immigration, which it says is responsible for 48 percent of the country’s annual population growth. “Ultimately,” the SPA Population Policy says, “our immigration program should be no larger than emigration.”27 SPA has also proposed a one-child policy for Australian families, backed by financial penalties.28

SPA isn’t the only Australian environmental group that supports the “too many people” argument. The Australian Conservation Foundation has said Australia’s population growth is a key threat to biodiversity. It calls for Australia’s population to be stabilized at no more than 27 million to 30 million people by 2050 (up from about 22 million today).29 It urges the Australian government “to reduce net migration to a level that is consistent with a goal of environmental sustainability.”30

[image: 004]

As these examples show, populationists hold widely varying views on how serious the overpopulation problem is and on what should be done to solve it. Some believe that a global population catastrophe is inevitable, while others view a modest reduction in birth rates as a way to ease the path to social progress. They all agree, however, that “too many people” is a primary cause of environmental destruction and that reducing human numbers will make things better. As we’ll see, that judgment fails on many counts.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_015_r1.gif





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_003_tab.gif
Power  208%
Indusry  13.7%
Tensport 135%
Buldings  7.7%
Oher  5.0%





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_005_r1.gif
Hypotheticallogistical carying capacty
curve. In pracice, “outside of he
aboralory, it has been nearly impossibie
t0/ind examples oflogistic growth.”

Time






OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_002_tab.gif
Passenger transportati
Commercial transportvion
Industial

Residential

Commercial insiutionsl
Agrculuure

19%
17
340
15%
3%

%





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_009_r1.gif
Average houschold
inlowest 200
Average houschold
o middle 20%
Average houschold
intop 19

1979

9300
31,700

5256400

“Annualincome

1987 1997
58800 58,700
32,000 33,300

SIS0 S644300






OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_001_r1.jpg
TOO MANY PEOPLE?

Population, Immigration, and the Environmental Crisis

lan Angus and Simon Butler

H

Haymarket Books

Chicago, Illinois





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_007_r1.gif
World
More developed regions
Less developed regions
Least developed countres

Less developed regions,
excluding Chi

Sub-Saharan Af
Afii

Population (thousands)

2009

6829360
1233282
96,079
835,486

420768
842,801
1,009,893

2050

9,149,984
1275243
7874742
1,672,414

6,448,481
1753.072
1,998,466

Percent
increase

340
34
07
1002

520
1080
980






OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_001_tab.gif
Germany
Ty

Japan
Poland

Russia
South Korea

2010

823
581
1268
385
139.4
96

2040

768
532
1039
345
1166
83









OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_005_tab.gif
Early 19705, Early 20005,
one-income family  two-income family
Toral income 842,450 73770
Fixed costs 22,89 855,660
Discretionary income 519,560 S18,110






OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_014_r1.gif





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
lan Angus o LI
and Simon Butler

-y )

i Bicgee * | N SEEEE

-






OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_004_tab.gif
183%
13.7%
34%






OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_008_r1.gif





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_006_r1.gif
=

20%

1.5%

10%

05%

00%

A

1950 1960

1970

1980

1990

2000 2010 2020 2030 2040 2050





OEBPS/ian_9781608461677_oeb_002_r1.jpg





