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World Population –  the Coming Bulge
The issue of world population has become topical again.  It was a big issue in the 1970’s, the decade that China introduced its One-Child policy, but then seemed to go away as a topic for debate until relatively recently.  

But now the issue is back on the agenda.  Over-population was the topic of the 2007 BBC Reith Lectures
, delivered by Professor Jeffrey Sachs, one of the world's foremost economists.  And the respected commentator David Attenborough has recently become a patron of the Optimum Population Trust, a group seeking to cut the growth in human population
.
Population Growing

Obviously the main driver for this renewed concern is the environmental impact of the human population on the planet we live on, and the projections are “frightening”, to use Attenborough’s own words.  Long term population projections are notoriously unreliable, but the latest UN Population Division forecasts
 show the world population rising to between 8 billion (low variant) and 10.5 billion (high variant) by 2050, with most of this growth occurring in Africa and Asia.
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So a planet that is already suffering from the impact of human activity will have to support about 50% more people in 40 years time than it does now – unless some awful catastrophe overtakes the human race.

Births falling

When the media discuss population growth, it generally does so in terms of more and more people being born.  But before policy-makers jump aboard the “One-Child” bandwagon, or any similar policy initiatives, it is worth looking behind these figures.  As there is no net migration, global population is a function only of births and longevity.  And the projections of global births show a very different story.  
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The annual rate of births in the world reached a peak of 138 million in the period 1985-90, and the current figure is actually less than this.  A second peak is expected between 2015 and 2020, but after that the long-term trend is distinctly downwards
.  This means that the coming growth in population (in the most likely variant) is entirely due to increased life expectancy, and not to an ever-increasing number of births.  
And in the long term, the population bulge will be just that; a bulge to be accommodated and managed, and not a harbinger of ever-increasing human numbers.  Indeed for long-term planning – within our children’s lifetimes – the big issue may well be one of declining human population and not population growth at all.
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� � HYPERLINK "http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/reith2007/" ��http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/reith2007/�


� � HYPERLINK "http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7996230.stm" ��http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/7996230.stm�


� UNPD: World Population Prospects, 2008 Revision.


� UN Medium Variant.  The high variant shows births increasing for some decades ahead; the low variant shows a steep decline.
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