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The Long View
2011: The Year of Seven Billion
The Earth is One ~ The World Not Yet
By Marilyn Hempel
“The Earth is one but the world is not,” began Our
Common Future, the famous Brundtland report on
sustainable development. What goes up one nation's
chimneys or down its drains may come to rest on the
trees or beaches of another. That report, written in
1987, continued, “We all depend upon one Earth, one
biosphere, for sustaining our lives. Yet each community, each country, strives for survival and prosperity

with little regard for its impact on others. Some consume Earth's resources at a rate that would leave little
for future generations. Others ... live with the prospect of hunger, squalor, disease and early death.”
Population
Add to that litany overpopulation, mostly in the poorest regions and in countries that have dwindling natural resources, countries such as Yemen and Somalia
and Pakistan and Afghanistan. The world now faces
the specter of a growing list of “Failed States,” more
than 60 countries that cannot adequately care for their
people, places that are a perfect breeding ground for
violent unrest and terrorist organizations.

Today we are watching the reality of unsustainable
population growth play out in the Arab Muslim
world. Leading the unrest in Egypt, Libya, Yemen,
Jordan, Palestine, and on, is a huge cohort of young
people, yearning to make something of themselves.
In most of those places, 40 pecent of the population
is under age 25. There will not be enough jobs. At
the same time, those countries are running out of
fresh water and cannot feed themselves. They import
vast quantities of grain. Food prices are at an alltime high. Oil prices are at an all-time high. World
wars have been started over less.
In 2011 the world will top seven billion people—and
keep right on growing. It is true, due to worldwide
efforts to provide family planning services, population growth is slowing. But while we are growing
more slowly, we are still growing. We’re still adding
about 220,000 people a day. The notion that we
might have “only” 9 billion people by 2050 should
be alarming to thoughtful people. The question is
what will be left, of civil society and of the nonhuman world, by the time human population finally
stops growing.
According to the most recent United Nations Population Prospects, fertility in the least developed
countries is projected to drop from the 2005 fertility
rate of 4.39 children per woman to 2.41 by 2050. To
achieve this reduction, it is essential that access to
family planning expand quickly. The urgency of realizing the projected reductions of fertility is huge. If
fertility remains around the 4.3 level of 2005, the
population of the less developed regions will increase to 9.8 billion in 2050 instead of the 7.9 billion
projected by assuming that fertility declines. The
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reality: without further reductions of fertility, world
population could increase by nearly twice as much as
currently expected!
Despite the urgency of stopping growth, we don’t need
“population control” if that means coercion. Instead of
launching a campaign to make everyone worried about
overpopulation, we need to pour our efforts into making sure every woman everywhere can get family
planning services. Some 215 million women in developing countries want contraception but don’t have access to it; give them what they want and you could
eliminate 53 million unintended pregnancies a year.
Then mix in some cultural shifts (not easy, but necessary) that would make it more socially acceptable to
have one child or no kids at all. And there you go—
you’ve brought down population numbers and improved millions of lives in the process.
Climate Disruption
The connection between population growth and climate disruption is complex and controversial. There is
no doubt that adding more people to the planet only
exacerbates the great problems we now face. And
there is no doubt that increased investment in voluntary family planning services is cheap compared to the
price of war or of coping with climate disaster. But
climate change is largely being driven by the industrialized consumption habits of developed nations—led
by the U.S. Let's face it: as long as the U.S. is not seriously reducing its carbon emissions, American advocacy of family planning elsewhere appears to blame
climate change on others. We must change our own
society while at the same time helping others if we are

to achieve a more stable world. And we must do all
this within the life-support system of one planet—
while leaving habitat for non-human lives.
That means, put simply, fewer people demanding
less stuff. Saying it is easy; doing it is hard; not doing it has consequences many of us do not yet comprehend. As Lester Brown exhorts us: “First we need
to decide what needs to be done. Then we do it. And
then we ask if it is possible.”
An Action Agenda
The core values and purpose of the sustainability
movement have been defined. Value the Earth upon
which we all depend in order to survive. Do not take
more than your “Fair Earthshare” of the planet’s resources. Consider and ensure the health and happiness of future generations when making decisions.
Sustainability is deeply concerned with enhancing
and preserving quality-of-life opportunities for both
current and future generations.
But how do these grand goals translate into action?
How can sustainable communities be created without a general consensus across the globe that change
is urgently needed? The answer can be found in the
old adage that “a journey of a thousand miles begins
with a single step.” We must be the change we wish
to see. All of us can become more aware of the
forces that motivate or hinder people. Awareness can
bring understanding; understanding can bring action.
In our many daily decisions and actions—however
small, however large—we can be the change we
wish to see.
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