
Overpopulation 
Every year, the pressure from human numbers is increasing. There are now over 
6 billion people on this finite planet and the number continues to swell. Every 
second, there is a net gain of an extra 2.7 people added to the human 
population. Such statistics sound silly - what is .7 of a person? Yet they mean 
that every 10 seconds, there are an extra 27 people to feed, water, clothe, house, 
educate, employ, entertain, transport…The figures soon add up. Every 24 hours, 
there is a net addition of some 235,000 new faces added to the human race. 
Every 48 hours, the net increase in human numbers will be nearly enough to fill a 
city the size of San Francisco. Each year there is the equivalent of another 
Mexico of mouths to feed… and, in nine year’s time, the population equivalent of 
another India. 
Now the world population is roughly ten times what it was in 1700. Nothing has 
stopped this juggernaut so far. According to the Population Reference Bureau, in 
1900, humans numbered 1,600 million but 50 years later it had shot up to 2,550 
million, despite two world wars, various civil wars, Holocaust, Stalin’s massacres, 
and the Spanish flu pandemic. The global population is likely to reach 9.3 billion 
by mid-century from 6.3 billion in 2004. 0ne billion teenagers are just entering 
their reproductive years — the largest "youthquake" ever. Over 500 million of 
India’s already enormous and unsustainable population are under 24. Most of the 
Chinese population is under 34 (as of 2007). 
Some of the fastest growth is occurring in the richest countries, contrary to 
popular perceptions. There will be an extra 120 million more Americans. The 
USA is expected to have reached a population of 420 million by 2050, an 
increase of 43%. Britain is expected to grow faster than any other major 
European country. Within 20 years, it is likely to have four million more people, 
eventually reaching 65 million. By then, it will have overtaken France as Europe's 
second or third largest country, depending whether Russia is classed to be in 
Europe or partly in Asia. One in six people in western Europe will be over the age 
of 65 by 2050. 
Population in developing countries could surge by 55% to more than 8 billion. By 
2050, sub-Saharan African countries more than one billion people. Nigeria is 
expected to have more than doubled its numbers to more than 300 million 
people. Western Asian nations are expected to gain about 186 million people by 
2050. and By 2050, India will be the largest country in the world. Bangladesh, 
one of the poorest, most crowded and disaster-prone countries, may have 
doubled numbers to more than 280 million. 
In 2004, a dozen countries were forecast to more than double in numbers. They 
are all politically, socially or environmentally volatile: Yemen (255%) Palestine 
(211%) Afghanistan (187%) and Kuwait (182%) have all been involved in armed 
conflicts. Bhutan (113%) and Nepal (105%) are undergoing great changes. 
Kiribati (133%), the Solomon islands (112%) Tuvalu (122%) and Vanuatu (124%) 
are all expected to be devastated by climate change and rising sea levels. 
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Population & food supply 
The very viability of any human society, let alone quality of life, depends on many 
more factors than food supply. Indeed, increased food production usually comes 
at the cost of other variables, not least forest cover, biodiversity and favourable 
climatic conditions. In many areas, food production also eats into an even more 
critical resource, water, both in terms of excessive abstraction from rivers and 
groundwater aquifers and of agricultural pollution of drinking water. However 
debate often does focus on that one dimension of food and hunger. The so-
called Food First group thus tried to argue that there was enough food for 
everyone and no population problem by one-sidedly looking at abstract totals 
about available food, ignoring issues as the sustainability of high output farming 
techniques and their ecological side-effects, let alone real world problems about 
distribution and storage. At the risk of repeating this analytical error, we cite some 
references on the topic. 
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Increased longevity and the ‘Birth Dearth’ 
Life expectancy is increasing over many countries, fuelling total human 
overpopulation. For example, the projected total population of the UK at 2031 is 
about 1.2 million (1.9 per cent) higher than in the previous 2001-based 
projections. 50% of the Japanese population were born before 1963. This is 



mainly a result of a higher assumption of future life expectancy which leads to 
around 850,000 (4.7 per cent) fewer deaths in the period to 2031 than in the 
previous projections, according to the Government's Actuary Department. 
According to the WHO, the world's average life expectancy is expected to 
increase, from 48 years for those born in 1955, to 73 years for those born in 
2025. 
In today’s consumer-driven society, the impact is likely to lead to increased 
demand for new housing developments, extra hospital wards, more cars and 
buses and so forth, all of which will put even greater pressure on ecological 
systems. It also puts more pressure on the taxation and welfare systems. As a 
result there are all kinds of alarms about an ageing population. In turn this leads 
to people like Jamie Doward, social affairs editor of The Guardian to write article 
entitled “Wanted: a Baby Boom” (14/12/03). There are also widespread demands 
on similar grounds for demand that immigration controls being eased to admit 
more (young) people into already overcrowded countries like Britain. 
Of course, all such predictions rest on the unwise assumption that people will 
continue to live longer and that ecological systems can continue to sustain 
current and projected human numbers, let alone underwrite the resource-
intensive lifestyles many demand as an inalienable right. It might be noted that 
the growing health crisis related to sheer overconsumption and inactive lifestyles 
could well lead to decreased longevity as might increased pollution and the 
spread of ‘foreign’ diseases due to global warming. 
In any case, it is not (youthful) human numbers that provide the resources that 
allow society to cope with a growing percentage of elderly citizens. Humans only 
take from Nature’s bounty. Once again, most discussion on the ageing population 
issue confuse money (i.e. the ability to make a claim on resources) with 
biophysical wealth itself. Increases in the birth rate and/or increased immigration 
would only diminish Nature’s resources and therefore worsen the problems such 
strategies purport to ‘solve’. 
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Overpopulation, Society & Anti-Social Behaviour 
"Democracy cannot survive overpopulation. Human dignity cannot survive 
overpopulation. Convenience and decency cannot survive overpopulation. As 
you put more and more people into the world the Value of life not only declines, it 
disappears. It doesn’t matter if someone dies. The more people there are, the 
less one person matters." Isaac Asimov. 
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Overpopulation & ‘Denialism’: general 
Across the whole political spectrum, there is a horde of people who aggressively 
deny that there is any problem with human numbers. Typically they exhume the 
body of poor old Reverend Malthus, put him on trial and then condemn not only 
him but those they deem to be ‘neo-Malthusians’. But any argument will do if it 
serves to attack those who spotlight the unsustainable impact of population 
growth and the need to address it directly. 
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Overpopulation: Overpopulation & ‘Radical 
Denialism’ 
Perhaps surprisingly, many environmental/green organisations have either 
ignored or even denied the overpopulation issue. The various global conferences 
on environmental threats also sweep the issue under the carpet. 
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Overpopulation & the ‘Demographic Transition 
fallacy 
The classic myth, argued by social scientists and many others, is that the 
population problem will solve itself due to economic and social changes 
collectively known as the “demographic transition”. This theory suggests that, as 
people become healthier and wealthier, they will parent fewer children. This, it is 
argued, explains the decrease in family size in Europe over the last two hundred 
years. Poverty produces large families, not the other way round, it is further 
suggested. Affluence, it is deduced, is the best contraceptive. No matter how 
popular the theory, it is still a simplistic, one-sided view of reality and a bad one 



on which to build hopes of a demographic ‘happy ending’. For a start, the global 
environment could not supply the volume of resources nor assimilate the 
attendant pollution required to generalise across all countries the kind of 
affluence characteristic of materially richer countries.  
On closer scrutiny, the Demographic Transition Theory fails to match the real 
world. For example, the post-war baby boom took place at a time of an 
unprecedented increases in per capita consumption, in other words when parents 
could afford more children. A switch to smaller families took place later when 
opportunities for easily accessible education, careers, roomy housing and 
general wealth began to decrease. In Britain, the decision to parent fewer 
children has been more pronounced amongst working class rather than more 
affluent middle class couples in recent decades. Furthermore, family planning is 
beginning to succeed in poor countries like Bangladesh, even though there has 
been no general rise in affluence. 
Often it is perceptions of declining opportunities that encourage falls in birth 
rates. A decline in affluence (in the form of wages and child benefits) has 
encouraged Russians to parent fewer children, partly by starting families later. In 
Japan, similar factors seem to be at work. The Guardian (31.5.00, p3) quoted a 
mother of a single child thus. “The main reason we don’t want another child is 
because they cost too much.”  Contrary to the demographic transition theory, 
extremely affluent adults often parent more children than those lower down the 
economic ladder. Britain’s Queen is apparently the richest woman in the world 
but she and her partner, Prince Philip, ignored the demographic theory and 
parented 4 children. The much reported business ‘superwoman’ Nicola Horlick 
(annual salary of £1 million) is a mother of 5 while rich superstars like film actor 
Mel Gibson and pop singer Sting has been super-procreators. The same is true 
of poorer countries where rich people, whose wealth is in marked contrast to their 
more numerous poverty-stricken fellow citizens, often parent large families. In 
Indonesia, for example, brutal dictator President Suharto managed to take time 
out from oppressing and robbing his country to father 7 children. It set a fine 
example to a country whose population has hit the 200 million mark. 
At  a national level, it should be easy to see that there are no automatic links 
between affluence and family size. In Sri Lanka, average per capita income is 
about $400 and average family size is 2.5 children. In Libya, average per capita 
income is much higher, over $3,000 per annum yet most women have more than 
5 children. Insofar as there are any direct connections between prosperity and 
parenthood, it is that, in the short term at least, the availability of greater 
resources tends to be converted into more offspring who, in turn, grow up to be 
the producers of a further surge in human numbers. That increase may then level 
off, though, in countries where pro-natalist religions hold sway, on-going growth 
equally could continue. In any case, the original growth is likely to have 
quadrupled the size of the population in a ‘less developed” country and therefore 
quadrupled every problem it faces. 
Available evidence confirms this model, not that of the demographic transition 
theory. In the l950s, for example, land redistribution in Turkey (in itself a good 
thing) encouraged formerly landless peasants to increase significantly the size of 



their families. Among African Sahel pastoralists, deep-water wells drilled by 
donor countries in the 1950s and 1960s prompted larger herds of cattle and 
goats, earlier marriage (because bride-prices were paid in animals and the 
required number became easier to accumulate), and, thereby, higher fertility. But 
soon disaster followed because the basic ecological constraints of the region had 
not changed.i 
There is a variant to the assumed demographic curve, namely that as population 
increases, so too will the densities at which people live, leading previous growth 
rates to level off. This certainly seems to happen with some species. Yet human 
beings seem to be able to survive at varying levels of density. In other words, it 
would be naive to trust that some comparatively benign negative feedback loop 
(as opposed to dreadful ones like famine) will kick in automatically, thereby 
avoiding the need for direct population policies 
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