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When the global population reached 5 billion in 1987, that number seemed almost inconceivable. But

today, there are almost 8 billion (https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/) people on the

planet and by 2056, we could reach 10 billion humans. Without technical innovation and changes in

human behavior, Earth’s ecosystems may not be able to support that population.

Many people think that overpopulation is a problem that belongs to developing nations, where the
population is increasing most rapidly. But the question of population is not so simple. The
sustainability of society is intricately linked with issues of consumption, sustainable development,

and human rights.

Even those of us in countries with low or negative population growth can make a difference.

Global Carrying Capacity

Anyone who has taken an introductory biology or economics course can recognize the steeply rising

curve in the global population graph. It represents an unsustainable growth pattern.

The question is, at what point will we reach the planet’s carrying capacity

(https://www.biologyonline.com/dictionary/carrying-capacity)? At what population will we outstrip

the resources available to support us? And can we expand the carrying capacity of the planet with
technology and changes to our lifestyles? That, in large part, depends on how efficiently we use our

resources.

World Population: Past, Present, and Future
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SOURCE: WORLDOMETERS (HTTPS://WWW.WORLDOMETERS.INFO/WORLD-POPULATION/)

The annual ability of Earth’s natural systems to replace used resources is decreasing as a result of

desertification (https://earth911.com/eco-watch/combatting-desertification/), climate change

(https://earth911.com/eco-watch/climate-change-101-what-is-climate-change/), and other human

land use impacts. At the same time, we are using those resources
(http://data.footprintnetwork.org/#/?) faster than ever.

At U.S. consumption rates, based on a per capita footprint of 9.8 global hectares per person (gha),

the current global population would overshoot (https:/www.abc.net.au/cm/Ib/11331922/data/earth-

overshoot-days-by-country-data.jpg) each year’s worth of nature’s bounty by March 15. That means

that the planet could not sustain its current population — or even a third of it — if everyone on Earth

consumed resources like we do in the U.S.

Chinese consumers use resources at less than half the rate of Americans (3.6 gha) and much of their

resource extraction (https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/goal-12/) is used to make products for

American consumption. But with a population of 1.4 billion, their total consumption is much greater

overall.

The same over-consuming pattern is evident in greenhouse gas emissions on a national basis — a
few countries account for the overwhelming majority of annual CO2 emissions. These emissions

contribute to climate change (https://earth911.com/eco-watch/climate-change-consequences/),

which further degrades the Earth’s ability to support life.
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SOURCE: OUR WORLD IN DATA (HTTPS://OURWORLDINDATA.ORG/ANNUAL-CO2-EMISSIONS#)

The number of people and their per capita consumption and greenhouse gas emissions matter

equally in achieving a sustainable population.

World Population Day

The impacts of land use, resource consumption, greenhouse gas emissions, and population are
connected in complex ways that can form self-reinforcing feedback loops. In 1989, the United

Nations established July 11 as World Population Day (https://www.un.org/en/events

/populationday/) in an effort to focus attention on the urgency and importance of population issues.

International migration can have significant impacts on the populations of individual nations. The
4 of 10 7/9/2020, 12:24 PM



Understanding the Population Problem | Earth 911 https://earth911.com/eco-watch/understanding-the-population-problem/

50f10

two factors that determine the global population are fertility rates and longevity. The management of
each of these factors is rife with thorny ethical issues. Historically, high mortality kept population
growth in check. Moving forward, we must turn our attention to fertility rates to slow population

growth.

The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) was established in 1969 to promote U.N. and national
population programs. These programs are based on the human right of individuals and couples to
freely determine the size of their families. The gender and human rights dimensions of population

issues (https:/www.un.org/en/sections/issues-depth/population/index.html) are recognized in the

three key areas of the UNFPA mandate (https://www.unfpa.org/publications/international-

conference-population-and-development-programme-action): reproductive health, gender equality,

and population and development.

Population Is a First World Problem

Reproductive rates are much smaller in the most developed nations, but the reproductive choices

made in these countries have an outsized impact (http://data.footprintnetwork.org/#/?). One person

born in America has the same environmental impact as two in China, and nearly seven in India.
Choosing to have a small family is one of the most impactful things an American can do to protect

the environment.

However, it is far from the only thing. Americans and residents of other developed nations must learn

to consume fewer resources and reduce their carbon footprint (https://earth911.com/eco-

tech/transportation/good-better-best-reduce-transportation-carbon-footprint/). They can welcome

and support refugees and immigrants, whose arrival can rebalance host countries’ potential support

ratio (https://yaleglobal.yale.edu/content/world-population-2020-overview) (PSR). The PSR is the

ratio of the working-age population to the elderly population. In developed nations, the PSR has
declined to record lows — from about eight in 1950 to slightly more than three today, leaving many

economists as deeply concerned about population decline (https://www.washingtonpost.com/world

/2018/11/09/fertility-rates-around-world-are-declining-trump-supporters-wont-like-solution/) as

environmentalists are about overpopulation.

Developed nations can support the U.Ns nine standards (https://www.un.org/en/events

/populationday/background.shtml) to uphold the human right to family planning — including

nondiscrimination, privacy, and access to information and contraception — in both domestic policy

and in foreign aid programs.
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Finally, the ongoing pandemic (https://www.unfpa.org/events/world-population-day) has highlighted
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the importance of gender equality in achieving all of the United Nations’ goals. Protecting the health

and rights of women everywhere leads to better outcomes. That's as true for land use, resource

consumption, and greenhouse gas emissions as it is for population control.
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Gemma Alexander (Https://earth911.com/author/galexander/)

Gemma Alexander has an M.S. in urban horticulture and a backyard filled with native plants. After
working in a genetics laboratory and at a landfill, she now writes about the environment, the arts and
family. See more of her writing here (https://gemmadeealexander.com/).

(https://earth911.com

/author
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At Earth911, We've Created A Community That Helps People Find Their Own Shade Of Green, Match Their Values To Their Purchase Behaviors, Adopt
Environmentally Sound Practices And Drive Impactful Environmental Changes. We Are Dedicated To Increasing Recycling Rates And Helping You

Choose Sustainable Options To Live A Happier, Healthier Lifestyle; One That Protects This Wonderful Planet We Call Earth.
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