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This week we’re starting an educational series on population and the environment, with a focus on demography and the role that population studies play in more accurately understanding and successfully realizing our goals as a global society in expanding human rights, sustainable development, and solving climate change. The idea for this series came from the fact that, as many of you know, there has been a lot of coverage in the news lately about varying population projections and what they mean for the future in terms of climate change, the global economy, geopolitics, and inequality. Examples of China, Egypt, India, Iran 
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In a seemingly strange turn of events, we’re now seeing China—which is a country famous for its one-child policy that was implemented in the 1980s as a basis for slowing the country’s population which was growing at a pace faster than the government could account for—attempt to increase its population via policy changes that allow families to have three children and incentivizing childbearing. It’s also restricting access to abortion and contraceptives and really promoting the ideals of bigger families and higher fertility rates while notably, at the same time, forcibly sterilizing millions of Chinese citizens of a particular ethnic orientation. 
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In India, this is playing out as well to some extent, as the country continues to grow and industrialize amidst prolonged and rapid population growth—and despite the fact that the country’s total fertility rate has dropped to below replacement level for the first time ever—due mostly to increases in urbanization and advancements in health care and education—fears about unsustainable population growth have been given a lot of attention in the media and by politicians, and population control measures are sometimes being argued for as a necessary means for economic and social stability; however the corresponding policies and incentives aimed at controlling fertility are disproportionately prominent and impactful throughout the country’s poorest and most marginalized regions—to the extent that they are pretty obviously coercive measures (Uttar Pradesh)

It proposes denying government jobs, promotions, subsidies and the right to contest local elections to anyone who has more than two children. 
UP, which is home to over 220 million people, has long been a governance challenge and has consistently ranked low on development indices.
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In Iran, which is a country that was once considered a success story for reproductive rights because they were able to bring the total fertility rate down from one of the highest in the world to one well below replacement level all through voluntary measures and even amidst a heavy fundamentalist religious presence, is now restricting access to family planning and abortion access in order to augment population growth rates through increases in fertility

outlaws sterilization and free distribution of contraceptives in the public health care system unless a pregnancy threatens a woman’s health. The bill, which adds to existing limits on access to contraception and abortion, will remain in effect for seven years. The bill, first approved by Parliament on March 16, is set to become law when it is signed and published in the official gazette, which is expected within the next month.
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In Egypt and Nigeria, there is a real push to slow population growth rates because they are being identified as too high for the governments to adequately cope and adapt, especially in the wake of climate change, which is progressively impacting sustainable development, causing large-scale displacement, threatening food security, and curtailing the already limited availability of finite natural resources like fresh water, arable land, timber, and so on… Lots happening around the world regarding population growth!

Egypt: January, the government has limited cash assistance to poor families to two children instead of three in an attempt to push them to have fewer kids. Mahmoud will receive less cash every month. Her husband works only a few days a month, making 45 Egyptian pounds ($2.60) a day, she said.
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All the while, economists are relentlessly up in arms about the economic devastation that they believe coincides with slower, more stable population growth rates and certainly of declining populations throughout industrialized, affluent regions like the U.S, Europe, Japan. Yes it’s clear that economists are QUITE concerned about the future of economic growth and likely also the division of power and hegemony that might change in accordance with demographic shifts and and older populations throughout much of the western world. This is a sentiment that is in stark contrast to those of environmentalists, who warn that population growth in high consuming countries especially will drive the climate crisis into an irreversible and uncontrollable state and that slower population growth should be a welcomed opportunity for adaptation and sustainability.  
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And finally, as a result of the pandemic, we’re seeing things play out differently in terms of population across the world. In affluent nations like the U.S., fears about uncertain environmental, political, and economic futures have driven many young people to re-think, delay, or even decide against having children, which will affect fertility rates and population growth into the future, while in low-income regions, the pandemic has worsened inequalities and prevented millions from receiving reproductive health care and family planning services, which has already driven unintended pregnancies up substantially and had reverberating effects in terms of keeping children out of school, limiting access to economic opportunity, and reducing health outcomes—all of which disproportionately impact the world’s women and girls. Stats*

So what should we make of all of this? Why are countries acting so differently regarding the benefits or disadvantages of population growth and what does this infer about population growth versus a quote unquote stabilized population? And what does population control have to do with inequality and systems of oppression? What does population have to do with the development, the environment, and the economy? All valid questions. In this course, we’re going to be explaining the basis for policies and incentives which favor higher birth rates and population growth, as well as reasoning behind efforts to slow population growth by reducing fertility rates—which are always intimately tied to socio-economic indicators like race, class, gender, and so on. 
*and just a note, and we’ll get into this later, as we all know, the pandemic has been used throughout affluent countries as well, like the U.S., as an excuse to restrict access to reproductive care and that of abortion—this again falls most heavily on a country’s poor citizens, namely women and girls. I just want to make the disclaimer here before we go any further that this is very much a global issue and one deeply engrained in socio-economic indicators as well as inequality.  
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While it’s been interesting to get to read different perspectives and debates about population issues, it also I think made clear the fact that this is not only an impassioned and contentious issue but also one fraught with misconceptions, misunderstandings, and copious amounts of misguided and oversimplistic assumptions. It’s clear that the issue of population growth is deeply personal for many people and intimately connected to unresolved and highly traumatic stories and lived experiences of oppression and coercion that has been felt on massive scales by individuals, groups, and societies. And this makes sense when we recognize that population pressures are a measure of inequality, and that the world’s poorest and most marginalized have and continue to bare the brunt of policies related to population control, in addition to having limited and unequal access to dwindling supplies of finite natural resources. 
But the fact is, population growth is directly related to human development, sustainability, the environment and to climate change. It is a simple fact of life that one of the fundamental underlying drivers of environmental degradation, planet-warming emissions, and ecological deficits is the continued growth of the human population. Despite the fact that birth rates are falling, it is still true that the number of people added to the world each day is unprecedented in history and unparalleled in its consequences. Our world is undoubtedly crowded with people and with contradiction: There are more highly educated people than every before, yet also more illiterates; more rich people, but also more poor; more well-fed children and a bigger food supply, but more hungry people overall; more emerging markets ready to reap the benefits of industrialization but more immediate and life-threatening environmental consequences to this process than ever before. Population is intimately related to the environment, most obviously because it is our partial mastery of the environment which has led to life-saving disease treatment and prevention. And, because this has caused death rates to fall significantly, the result has meant rapid population growth which has fueled both environmental damage and social injustice. This is not to say that all demographic change is bad, but it’s important to understand that population growth puts pressures on natural and social resources. Beyond that, virtually every social, political, and economic problem facing the world is driven by demographic change of some kind. Understanding population and population change will allow for a deeper understanding of how the world works. And all of this is essentially the subject of demography.  

So we really need to figure out ways to talk about this openly and to re-integrate population dynamics into conversations about the environment and climate change, because it’s also a fact of life that solving the climate crisis is impossible without addressing population issues. So it’s our hope that this series will help provide a deeper educational foundation for the field of population studies, including why it’s so important and how it’s relevant to these larger conversations about the future of humanity and the planet as we know it. This is also part of the progressive and ongoing goal to clarify and explore the many the connections between population, health, and the environment so that we may all approach this issue with greater knowledge, understanding, and compassion. 




Demography is the scientific study of human 
populations. 

• Concerns everything that influences or can be 
influenced by variables like: 

• Population size (how many people there are in a place)

• Population growth or decline (how the number of people 
in that place is changing over time)

• Population processes (the levels and trends in fertility, 
mortality, and migration that are determining population 
size and change and which can be thought of as capturing 
three major life events: birth, partnership, childbirth)
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So with that, let’s start at the beginning. What is demography? Simply put, demography is the scientific study of human populations. Going a little deeper, it’s the study of determinants and consequences of population change and is concerned with virtually everything that influences or can be influenced by a wide variety of variables, including population size, 

Source: Weeks, et al. 2010



• Population distribution (where people are located and why)

• Population structure (how many males and females there 
are of each age)

• Population characteristics (what people are like in a given 
place, in terms of indicators like):

• Education

• Income

• Occupation

• Family and household relationships

• Immigrant and refugee status 

• Many other characteristics that add up to who we are as individuals 
and groups
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Population distribution (where people are located and why) 
Population structure (how many males and females are there of each age) 
Population characteristics  




1900 2000 2020
World population (billions) 1.6 6.1 7.8

U.S. population (millions) 76 281 332

U.S. percent of world total 4.80% 4.60% 4.30%

Life expectancy 47 77 77.3

Children per woman 3.5 2.1 1.7

% of U.S. population in California 2% 12% 12%

Population of Buffalo, NY, compared to Los 
Angeles

About the same LA is 35 times more 
populous

LA is 15 times more 
populous

Immigrants from Italy (1900—1910); (1990—
2000); (2010-2020)

2 million 63,000 32, 986

Immigrants from Mexico (1900—1910); (1990—
2000); (2010—2020)

50,000 2.2 million 1.1 million

% foreign-born 13.60% 11.10% 14%

% urban 40% 80% 83%

Number of passenger cars 8,000 130 million 276 million

% of population under 15 34.40% 21.40% 18.40%

% of population 65+ 4.10% 12.40% 16.50%

Average persons per household 4.76 2.59 2.51

% high school graduates 10% 80% 88%

U.S. Demographics 1900-2020

Source: U.S. Census 
Bureau, DHS 2020
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Population change tells us a lot about a place and its people, and can change drastically over time to the extent that the past can end up looking almost unrecognizable to the present—and I think 100 years from now people will be looking back at the demographics of today and thinking that they’re quite strange and very different as well. So if we take a look at the demography of the U.S. over time, we can see exactly that. From 1900-2000, the U.S. grew substantially, from 76 million to 281 million, but because it didn’t keep pace with the overall world population growth, it only accounted for a slightly smaller fraction of the world’s population in 2000 than it had in 1900. Mortality levels also dropped a lot over the century, leading to an amazing 30-year rise in life expectancy. from 47 in 1900 to 77 in 2000 and almost 78 in 2020. Fertility also declined from 3.5 to 2.1 to 1.7 which of course changes the composition of families. 

The table also shows the distribution of Americans over time and a trend of westward movement, as is shown with the population comparisons of Buffalo, NY and Los Angeles, CA. And it’s interesting to note that the percentage of foreign-born populations in the U.S. was actually smaller in 2000 than it was in 1900. Also notable: the past was mostly rural while the present is almost entirely urban. The past was young, while the present is much older. Education levels per household also increased significantly over time. In 1900, only 10% of the population received a high school degree compared to 88% now. All of this information is vital to understanding human society and how it changes over time. 
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In terms of our world, pretty much everything is connected to demography. Demography is a force in the world that is linked to every improvement in human well-being that the world has witnessed over the past few hundred years. Children are now surviving at much higher rates, adults are healthier, the risks associated with childbearing are much lower now, and babies are surviving through infancy and into adulthood much more consistently. 

The fact that, in the U.S. and other industrialized nations, women are having fewer, healthier children on average and that these children are surviving into adulthood means that people (women and men) have more autonomy and scope in life—more time and money and resources to develop their personal capacities and the ability to build a better world for themselves, their children, and everyone else. Lower fertility rates are also an indicator that societies are able to provide their populations with resources that help them overcome poverty, increase their standards of living, and improve health outcomes—in particular it signals the fact that women have access to both healthcare and education which affords the opportunity to access informed choice regarding reproduction…***Longer lives and the societal need for less childbearing from women means that families and households become more diverse. So it’s important to understand that changes in family structure are not the result of a breakdown of social norms so much as they are the natural consequence of societies adapting to the demographic changes of people living longer with fewer children in a world where urban living and migration are vastly more common than ever before. All of this speaks to demography as an influential factor in your life and society.  
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It’s important to understand that societies respond to demographic change differently across the world, sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse. And from a geopolitical perspective, countries are at different stages of development due to a wide variety of complex factors, most predominantly histories of colonization, capitalist expansion, governmental structuring, and so on. 

Globally, the pace of the world’s population growth is unprecedented in all of human history, and while growth rates are falling significantly, the overall population will most likely continue to rise into the next century. The world population is growing by 12 billion people per year, but this growth is not happening evenly everywhere and is much more intense in some areas in comparison to others. In societies that have not been able to address and cope with this rapid population growth, especially with increasing numbers of young people, the result is almost certainly social, economic, and political instability. 
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So what does the fact that population growth rates vary significantly in terms of geography mean in terms of their demographic futures, and what do differences in fertility rates around the world have to do with development?
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But, in terms of socioeconomic development and corresponding effects on lower fertility, population structures are predictable in ways that allow us to understand how and in what ways societies will progress. 
To help us better understand how and why all of this is happening, we can take a quick look at the general trajectory of population and development over time. As we were talking about before, the developmental process that societies undergo as a means to increase affluence, standards of living, and livelihoods, ends up involving a shift from high fertility rates to low fertility rates. Again, as women gain more and more access to resources like health and education, and as the society in which they live affords more options for economic growth, women and the population as a whole becomes healthier and more educated. This means that women choose to have children later and in lower quantities overall. 

This transition from higher to lower fertility which has occurred in the industrialized regions of the world, including North America, Europe, and East Asia, in addition to Australia and New Zealand, has meant that the younger population in these places is declining as a fraction of the total population, which in simple economic terms, creates holes in the labor force and concerns about who will pay taxes and fund pensions etc for older populations. One of the major ways countries have maintained a strong economic foundation despite these shifts is through immigration, and this is certainly not something we’ll spend too much time on but a concept I think that need to be better understood. 



UGANDA 2050

Source: Population Reference Bureau
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So if we look at the demographic foundations for immigration from high fertility, low-income countries to low fertility, high income countries, we can quickly identify that many low income countries have demographic issues that actually compliment those of more affluent countries. In Mexico, for example, fertility has not declined as quickly as mortality, which has resulted in population growth rates that are too high for the economy to generate enough jobs for. Underemployment drives people to seek work elsewhere, and the U.S. represents a country that is not only geographically viable, but also one with available jobs because of lower birth rates there. It’s also notable that most of these jobs are low-wage. And unfortunately, because of globalization, when wages rise in Mexico, companies have shifted their production practices elsewhere to places without labor laws or environmental protections, which doesn’t at all fix the problem of people leaving their homes to immigrate in search of work. There are of course many other factors, like policies, which drive immigration. But demographic shifts and development play a huge role and can’t be ignored. 
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Poll questions

Globalization, which has facilitated higher levels of connectedness among and between people all across the world, has hugely impacted us all in good and bad ways (this is something that deserves its own course) but overall has meant the integration of local and regional economies to a larger world market. These processes have also created a lot of inequality, as is well known, primarily through the removal of trade barriers at the expense of local industries. 

One aspect of globalization that is important to understand from a demographic perspective is that it is tightly linked to global population growth following World War II. So the control of mortality through technology, occurred through industrialization and which allowed death rates to fall first in Europe and North America, spread globally after WWII, with the help of UN agencies and funding by rich countries. This has resulted in huge new cohorts of young people who have come of age in need of jobs, education, clothing, shelter and so on, which has in turn created pools of low wage labor from which multinational corporations in North America, Europe, and Japan have profited on immensely. This has also had a lot of cultural significance too because these populations were identified as new potential consumers—thus the spread of American cosmopolitanism. 
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This has also had a lot of cultural significance too because these populations were identified as new potential consumers—thus the spread of American cosmopolitanism. So as more jobs have become available in developing countries, so too has advertising aimed at young people, who have been encouraged to spend their wages on products and consumerism just like we do in the U.S.—this of course includes things like music, food, cars, phones, and a plethora of other THINGS
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And unsurprisingly, none of this bodes very well for the environment. Because of the way our global economy is structured, consumerism is in many ways the foundation from which our economy grows—and of course this has been an ideal that has spread very intentionally throughout the world and permeated even some of the world’s most isolated societies. The links between population growth and the environment are complex and nuanced, and you can be sure we’ll get into the finite details of this field throughout the course, but it is true that the human growth of the human population expands the potential for ecological disruption and environmental degradation. Worldwide, we are affecting the planet in many ways, as we all well know. 

The global footprint network estimates that 80% of the world’s population lives in countries running ecological deficits, using more resources than their ecosystems can renew. 
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And, low and behold the situation we find ourselves in today. 

Climate change is already affecting every inhabited region across the globe, and finally we’re able to say with unanimous consent that humans are causing this disaster. We all now know that unless drastic cuts to emissions are made on a global scale, climate disasters will continue to intensify. This means hotter heat waves. Hotter and drier droughts. Mounting sea level rise. More life-threatening natural disasters for more people. 



The choices we make can create different outcomes
With substantial mitigation Without substantial mitigation

Change in average surface temperature (1986–2005 
to 2081–2100)



Source: Forbes 2020

The interconnected challenges facing the world today

Population growth 7.8bn people today expect 
9.7bn by 2050

Demand for food and energy 
Pressure on scarce resources
Negative environmental impact
Source: United Nations, 2020

Climate 
change

Linked to fossil fuels and 
tropical deforestation

CO2 rising 10 times faster than any sustained 
rise in 800,000 years
Pushes planetary boundaries
Accelerated biodiversity loss
Source: NASA, NOAA, IPCC, 2020*

Deforestation Four commodities:
Soy, palm oil, beef, lumber

Human intrusion biodiversity hotspots
Disruption and disturbance
Ecosystem degradation
Source: NASA, NOAA, IPCC, 2020*

Consumption and 
production

Increasing demand for 
animal protein

Unsustainable production and consumption
Reduce food waste, increase plant-based
Tackle overuse and misuse of antibiotics
Source: World Economic Forum 2020

Health and wellbeing Ensure healthy lives
Combat communicable disease

Emergence of infectious disease
Underprepared health systems
Dislodged viruses

More than 50bn animals consumed

50bn 1.5bn 1.5bn 1.5bn

15,000 sq miles tropical land destroyed each year
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Ultimately, what we will have to contend with is the fact that there are many complex and interconnected challenges facing our world today, which are of our own creation. In many ways, the very structure of our capitalist word economy as it has developed at least since the industrial revolution endangers us, as it has conventionally encouraged economies of scale types of production, and consumption --- of fossil fuels that cause climate change, of commodities that fuel deforestation, of meat – all processes that threaten the health and wellbeing of humans everywhere. What’s important to remember tin conceptualizing all of these immense global issues is that we as humans have created these systems and these processes and these incentives which drive our world’s economy, which means we have the power to change it; and fix it; and create a more equitable and sustainable future for people and the planet. 
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And again, we’re looking at things on a really big, macro scale here, so please understand that I am in no way arguing that population growth alone is the sole contributor to environmental degradation globally—of course that is just blatantly untrue and a concept that requires more explanation—but for now I’d like us to take a step back from the heated and polarizing population and environment debate and think about the fact that we have created a system in which human development occurs at the expense of the environment and of ecological systems on which we depend on for survival—which, by the way, never really solve the problem of poverty or an all too consistent pool of exploited labor. Yes, the very processes of industrialization that afford increases in living standards, health outcomes, livelihoods, education, clean water, longer lives, and so on, results in increasing stressors on the environment, because natural systems and services are extracted from our planet for little to no cost, which allows for the never-ending consumption of cheap, single-use products and a reliance on nonrenewable resources which have, in a really short period of time, caused and perpetuated a climate disaster that has already proven itself to be disastrous and might very well result in the planet becoming uninhabitable for human beings in the very immediate future. Let’s just take a second to think about that. Imagine being born into this situation. 
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So what does all of this mean for us moving forward?  Well for one, environmentally speaking, we need to make some real changes. that at the global level—including how we produce food and energy. 
Well we have to really understand the demographic realities of the present and the future. For one, the overwhelming majority of the world’s population currently resides in countries that are rapidly industrializing. We know that the principle cause of climate change is the production of greenhouse gases from the burning of fossil fuels such as coal, oil, and natural gas. We also know from the IPCC that the leading drivers of growth in global emissions are economic and population growth. Greenhouse gas emissions—primarily carbon dioxide (CO2)—dramatically increased in the twentieth century and continue to hit record levels as the global population grows and industrializes. The world’s largest contributors to climate change are the early industrializers: the US, Russia, Germany, the UK, and Japan. �
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The world’s largest contributors to climate change are the early industrializers: the US, Russia, Germany, the UK, and Japan. Within recent decades, they have beenjoined by the world’s two most populous countries: China—now the world’s largest carbon emitter—and India. Over the last decade, CO2 emissions have fallen in the United States and many European countries, even while economic growth has continued.
This is because the most environmentally damaging period of time generally for countries is the period of industrialization. 

And about 75% of the world’s population currently live in middle-income countries that are rapidly industrializing. The global footprint network estimates that 80% of the world’s population lives in countries running ecological deficits, using more resources than their ecosystems can renew. 
As their economies continue to grow and integrate with global markets, increases in living standards and consumption will likely drive up the production of greenhouse gases. This means that the very processes of industrialization that have historically facilitated increases in living standards, overall health, and economic growth for affluent nations now also act as environmental threats for which consequences are more immediate and life-threatening than ever before. They also didn’t cause the issue to begin with.  

So again, one of the many unjust realities of the climate crisis as it relates to demography and the global population is that the conventional pathways of economic growth and human development involve processes that intensify climate change and put more people at risk for climate impacts.
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And for the poorest people on the planet, the implications are dire at best. 
Rapid population growth is most pervasive in the world’s low-income regions and greatly inhibits sustainable development and climate adaptation.

As you can see here, the combined population of the 47 least developed countries is growing 2.5 times faster than the average for the rest of the world (see Figure 3). The UN projects that many of these least developed countries will double in population between 2019 and 2050. This means that high fertility is positively correlated with extreme poverty: the fastest growing places are the poorest, with annual income per person averaging less than $1,000. Of course, both conditions increase vulnerability to stresses associated with climate change and are causing humanitarian crises all around the world. We’ll get into this more in future sessions. 




Voluntary 
Family 

Planning 
and 

Reproductive 
Health care

HEALTH BENEFITS

• Reduces maternal 
mortality & morbidity

• Reduces infant 
and child mortality

• Reduces rates of 
unintended pregnancy

• Reduces rates of 
unsafe abortions

• Increases health 
overall

SOCIAL, ECONOMIC & 
ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS

• Increases education rates for 
women and girls

• Improves livelihoods and 
wellbeing

• Reduces poverty

• Relieves population pressure on:
• Natural resources
• Economic growth
• Food production
• Infrastructure development
• State stability

• Slower population growth 
reduces greenhouse gas 
emissions

• Lessens climate vulnerability

Informed choice: enable women 
and couples to freely and 

responsibly determine the number, 
timing 

and spacing of their births.

Photo by Theodore Goutas on Unsplash
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So the bulk of our work outside of the educational sphere focuses on expanding access to health and education worldwide, especially for women and girls. We can recognize the demographic advantages associated with this, especially for countries that are growing quickly economically alongside high population growth rates. And also the extreme and immediate need for basic resources in the world’s most marginalized regions, which are increasingly subject to the social, economic, and environmental challenges put forth by a global economy they benefit very little from and a climate crisis they did not cause. Increasing access to health and education, especially in the world’s most at-risk regions, helps individuals, communities, and societies adapt to a changing climate and builds resilience in the face of mounting climate impacts.  




hannah@popconnect.or
g
info@popconnect.org
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As we conclude this session, I hope that all of this information has helped synthesize and encompass the state of the world as it relates to population and the environment. Our work is centered on increasing access to healthcare and education, especially family planning, because we know that this is essential from a human rights perspective, but also something that greatly helps both people and the planet. Empowering women to make informed choices about their own reproduction holds so much more weight than we give it credit for. In a macro context, increasing access to health and education worldwide and meeting the unmet need for family planning helps societies grow and advance, while mitigating the social and environmental challenges made worse by population pressures. It also builds resilience to climate change, helps people and societies adapt, and can contribute to climate mitigation by reducing the production of greenhouse gas emissions—so much so that by the end of the century, the effects of slower population growth could reduce total emissions from fossil fuels by as much as 41% compared to faster growth scenarios.  
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