THE POPULATION DISCUSSION: QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

a) Why is population important?

Because it is one of the factors that influence humanity’s environmental impact, and possibly its own quality of life.


b) What do you think of I=PxAxT?
With appropriate definitions of each term it is necessarily true. It is heuristically powerful in that it does sort the overall problem into three distinct parts, each of which has a distinct constituency and a distinct set of policy implications. It also allows us to compare the different factors and decide where effort is best put. One of the reasons why the P term is often ignored is that it ius growing much slower than the other terms, and appears to respond more slowly to policy interventions. On the other hand it has special qualities in that some aspects of A and T are more rigidly tied to P: We might well get to a point where we call a halt on A, but it won’t be lower than what we’ve got now. We can then do lots of T, but there are limits:
you cannot miniaturise roads, or hospitals, or houses, or aeroplanes. 

c) Why is population not debated or part of Government policy?

Different governments have different policies. China’s official policy is well known and (it could be argued) has been a great success. Certainly the Chinese feel they deserve more credit for the tough choices and follow-through they have endured in the last 20 years. Most governments have no particular policy, and feel that either it’s the will of God, or none of their business. Some have actively pro-natalist policies with the aim of building up the national population. In the UK the population is growing very slowly and in most other OECD countries it is static or declining. This is causing alarm because it results in a larger proportion of old people who need supporting by a relatively small working population. Rich countries can cope with dense populations by importing ‘ghost acres’ from abroad. It is more of a problem for poor countries.

d) What are the UK issues?
In a rich country like the UK there is no risk of famine or anything like that. It comes down to a question of quality of life and access to scarce ‘positional goods’ like houses in agreeable places with fine views. If we had the population of Norway or New Zealand, we would have far more choice in these matters. On the other hand, with a larger national population you might have more choice in economic and cultural matters. So there is a genuine debate to be had about the ‘optimum population’. Personally I would say this is not a debate to be had for the next 100 years, although there are thoughtful people who see it as a key to the whole environmental problem.
You can look at population from a moral/global poerspectuive and say that a large population imposes burdens outside your borders; therefore you should try to curb it. Or you can look at tr from a quality-of-life perspective and ask what is best for y’all as a nation or region. 

Japan 126 million

UK 60 million

New Zealand 3.5 million

All temperate-region off-continent archipelago nations with similar land area. Is the quality of life of the British twice that of the Japanese? Is that of the New Zealanders thirty-six times greater?


e) What are the overseas issues?
The big issue is populations in developing countries that will determine the ultimate size of human population and therefore some kinds of pressures on the natural environment.  It is also possible that fast-growing populations are actually retarding development in some regions.

f) What myths or misunderstandings need correcting?
...more like ‘discussing’. Because the debate is rather polarised. Policies for the poor formulated by the rich can look callous, exploitative and hypocritical. This leads to difficult debates involving blame and responsibility. Is poverty in many Third World countries ‘caused’ by not enough jobs, by unfavourable terms of trade, by indebtedness, by local politics, by endemic corruption, by too great a population or too great a rate of growth, by women’s oppression and inability to control childbirth, by lack of education, by historic dependencies…?  They could all play a part. But where to start? One could say, it’s all our fault, and we have continuing responsibility for colonial distortions of economy and culture: let’s campaign for debt relief and they’d all have more money and then everything would be all right; or, we should give more foreign aid; or….?  This is OK but if people in developing countries just wait for this to happen they might wait a long time. This makes me think of the Palestinians keeping everything frozen in 1948 insisting on a historic restitution that never happens. This is entirely understandable, but if you insist on historic wrongs being righted before anything else can happen, you might just get stuck in history waiting to throw a double six; meanwhile things just deteriorate, and finally the dice are taken away altogether.

Part of the issue is our cultural identities, and this interacts with the immigration question. It’s an area where I strongly disagree with Jack Parsons. He thinks we should have strong immigration controls in the UK because if poor people come here their standards of living will rise and they will have a bigger environmental impact. My view is that they have to get to a ‘modern’ standard sooner or later anyway, so why not here as much as anywhere else?  I think we have to try and treat humanity as a whole and not worry so much about how many of what sort. If in 300 year’s time 90% of humanity is Chinese, or Muslim, so what?  They will still be people and totally different from us anyway. I think there are racist undertones in a lot of the immigration and population debates.

g) What practical and humanitarian solutions could we use here in the UK
and overseas?
Easy and cheap access to family planning facilities as part of a total health package.  Education of women, in fact overall empowerment of women. Facilities for children’s health, general development programmes

h) Practical / real examples of areas where 'regulation'/education has worked well.
China, possibly Sri Lanka, Kerala

i) What should UK 'householders' do in their everyday lives?
Should we have less children? Perhaps no more than two? There is an undercurrent of eugenic thinking that can emerge here: that the well-off environmentally aware might find themselves outnumbered (and outvoted) by others who do not care. So in theory there could be a kind of reproductive battle between those who believe we should limit populations and those who do not. A bizarre thought. But more seriously, Jack Parsons has tackled this kind of conundrum head on in his magnum opus, Human Population Competition, and it makes very uncomfortable reading
