
18 Green Christian – Issue 80 – Winter 2015

FEATURE

Environment and population: 
should population growth be of concern to Christians?

David Atkinson

Some people say that worries about
population are overblown: technology
will ensure enough food for everyone.
Others, despairingly, say the opposite:
we are on course for major global
catastrophe, mass starvation and
increasing violence in the struggle for
diminishing resources. In his book,
Population 10 Billion: the coming
demographic crisis and how to survive
it, Professor Danny Dorling of Oxford
University gives a more measured view.
He predicts a population rise to
between nine and 10 billion people by
2100, for which current food
production and energy supplies simply
cannot cope. This is confirmed by the
recent United Nations report which says
that it is “almost inevitable” that the
number of people on the planet will rise
from 7.3 billion today to 9.7 billion in
2050, and possibly up to 12.5 billion
by 2100. Increasing population means

increasing demand on finite resources
of food and energy, loss of rainforests,
increasing CO2 emissions, and
damaging effects from industrial
agriculture. It also has an increasingly
destructive impact on other creatures,
leading to a high rate of extinctions and
loss of biodiversity. 

Will population stabilise?
However, Dorling envisages that world
population is likely to stabilise towards
the end of this century. If we were to
stay at current fertility rates, he says,
the world population in 2100 would be
28.6 billion people (four times higher
than today) with any hope of sustainable
life for humanity long gone before that
figure were reached. On the other hand,
if we work to reduce fertility rates, the
world population could peak at around
8.3 billion around the turn of the
century, and then gradually decline to

about 6.8 billion. This would make a
more secure, healthier and more
sustainable world. 

Although world population is currently
growing (by a city the size of
Birmingham every five days), the fertility
rate is actually going down, especially
in the developed world. In fact, the
peak in the world birth rate was some
time in the 1990s, so there is a huge
bulge in the number of people in their
late teens and early twenties who are
still to have their families. Also, people
are living longer, infant mortality rates
are lower, there is a reduction in deaths
from malaria and HIV/AIDS, so at the
moment the population is still growing.
But fertility rates are being reduced,
even in parts of the developing world,
largely through education leading to
economic growth and less need for
large families. 
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Fertility and environmental impact
We should not immediately think,
however, that reduction in fertility rates
solves our environmental crisis. The link
between fertility and, for example,
climate impact is complicated. The
lowest fertility areas of the world tend
to be the wealthiest, with the highest
consumption of fossil fuels and other
resources, and the highest impact on
climate change. High fertility areas tend
to be the poorest parts of the world
with the smallest “ecological footprint”,
and which have done least to damage
the environment through industrial
pollution. We cannot make an easy
equation, therefore, between population
change and environmental impact. 

Many factors, social as well as
religious, affect population growth
rates. As Jeffrey Sachs argues in The
Age of Sustainable Development, “there
is good reason to believe that lower
fertility rates would be the truly
preferred choice of most households if
they have affordable and convenient
access to family planning; education for
their girls; child survival; decent jobs
and the absence of discrimination for
women.” Smaller families would result,
for example, from helping girls stay in
school rather than marrying young,
from solar lanterns enabling young
people to study in the evenings in some
poor villages, and from wider availability
of contraceptives. All this could
enhance the liberation of women,
especially, and men too, in making
responsible choices about parenthood.
The global impact could be huge, not
least in poverty reduction.

The question of justice
However, even if population growth
stabilises in decades to come, there is
still an urgent problem about the
present and the immediate future: the
problem of justice, of equality and
equitable sharing of the Earth’s
resources. Populations are deeply
affected by the larger economic forces
that determine patterns of
consumption. In 2014, the richest 85
people on the planet owned as much as
the poorest half of humanity. And that
year, the world’s “ultra-rich”,

1
who make

up 0.2% of the world’s population,
owned 72.6% of the world’s wealth. By
contrast, in Zambia in 2010, 74% of
the population was still living below the
$1.25 poverty line. The gap between
the rich and the poor is growing. That
is not just. 

Professor Dorling is right to say, “If
greed prevails, we’re probably
doomed.” From a Christian perspective
we are talking about loving our
neighbour. The First Epistle of John
understands “neighbour love” in terms
of justice: “Anyone who does not do
justice is not of God, nor are those who
do not love their brothers and sisters
… How does God’s love abide in
anyone who has the world’s goods and
sees a brother or sister in need, and
yet refuses help?” (1 John 3: 10,17). 

The Pope’s Encyclical
In his recent magnificent Encyclical,
Laudato Si, Pope Francis called for a
radical change of lifestyle in the
developed world, for a return to
simplicity. “We know how unsustainable
is the behaviour of those who
constantly consume and destroy, while
others are not yet able to live in a way
worthy of their human dignity”. 

The Pope was criticised, however, in
that although he rightly linked issues of
poverty, availability of Earth’s
resources, sustainable development
and the damage caused by extreme
consumption with the need for
responsible care for God’s Earth, he
considers population growth as “fully
compatible” with “an integral and
shared development”. However, as
discussed above, that is decreasingly
the case. More importantly, he was
criticised for not addressing the issue
of voluntary birth control. Many of us

Footnote: 
1. Individuals who own more than US$ 1
million in investment wealth. In 2014,
together they owned US$56.4 trillion (World
Bank figures). 

wish the Roman Catholic Church were
not committed to the view that every
“marriage act” should be “open to the
transmission of life” (Pope Paul VI,
Humane Vitae, 1968), but rather
understood sexual relationships in the
context of a whole life-covenant under
God, within which human responsibility
for planned parenthood is undertaken. 

Another Christian view
Family planning expert, John Guillebaud,
has long urged the Church to take
seriously the need for voluntary
contraception as essential for
environmental sustainability. Not only
must we reduce consumption per
person, and devise better technology,
but we must also have fewer humans
doing the consuming. God’s mandate to
“fill the Earth” cannot mean “overfill” it
or “dominate it and exploit it all you
wish”. He is rightly against any coercive
approach to contraception but says
Christians need to be in the forefront of
campaigns for reproductive health and
voluntary family planning. 

I agree, not only because of population
size in the future, but just as
importantly because of the calling to
love our neighbour through working for
justice now. I believe that the
environmental agenda and the
development agenda need to be
thought through together, and we need
to include voluntary contraception as
part of the quest for sustainability. n
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