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“Rational optimists are history’s heroes. They accurately identify credible threats, and then lead us to overcome those threats by focusing on solutions. In Demographic Deception, Whitney makes it clear that we have very different population challenges than we think. And then he guides us to pragmatic solutions and a bright future.”


—Bert Jacobs


Co-founder and CEO, The Life is Good Company




“In Demographic Deception, Whitney raises an incredibly important issue for the future of the world economy. Then he asks the right questions—what does a decreasing world population mean for labor and capital markets and, ultimately, economic growth and inequality? I hope this book gets our society to start the process of getting to the answers.”


—Geoffrey Sanzenbacher, PhD


Associate professor of the practice, Boston College, Department of Economics




“Whitney’s Demographic Deception does a surgical dive into the veins of demographics and challenges the status quo to evoke discussion and discourse to ensure the future of nations and global economies.”


—Kris Meyer


Hollywood producer, CEO, MuddHouse Media




“Like that memorable college professor who’s teaching style makes crystal clear even the most convoluted subject matter, Dustin Whitney debunks with surgical precision the myth of overpopulation. His passion for this is contagious, and he does it with an alluring conversational style that makes the material not only digestible, but quite appetizing in the traditionally confusing and dry world of demographic data. Unafraid to take on this rhetoric that there are too many humans, he comprehensively educates the reader on this topic about which few of us know much and explains to us how and why we should know more.”


—Jason Fanuele, MD


Assistant professor, The Warren Alpert Medical School, Brown University




“Dustin Whitney looks at a global trend that will have distinct local implications. A future of declining population challenges common strategies about competing for people and talent to build stronger communities and economies. Whitney’s work will give anyone interested in stronger communities and economic development some fresh perspectives on how to approach the future.”


—Peter Forman


President and CEO, Chamber of commerce, SSMA




“Demographic Deception is a very thought-provoking book that shines an honest, common sense light on the forces of ignorance and deceit manipulating society. Dustin Whitney takes a careful approach, using compelling good news/bad news segments, in debunking the myths about generational divides promoted by special interests. This fascinating material underscores the need for open public debate to counterbalance the deceit and ensure the best possible future outcome.


Demographic Deception deserves to be shared widely as an illuminating guidebook to help leaders and citizens re-think establishment groupthink and secure our shared destiny. I cannot wait to buy copies for others who will benefit from Whitney's urgent wakeup call.”


—Spencer Collier


CEO, getfused
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INTRODUCTION







IIn the fall of 2022, demographers at the United Nations estimated that the global human population had officially reached eight billion people on November 15.1 Headline after headline bellowed a narrative that most of us already believed: our numbers were spiraling out of control, threatening the health of our planet and everything on it. But just two days later, on November 17, there was another headline—this one in Fortune—that told quite a different story: “The World’s Baby Shortfall Is So Bad That the Labor Shortage Will Last for Years, Major Employment Firms Predict.”2


How could it be that our population was spiraling out of control if a “baby shortfall” had caused a labor shortage—one that many of us were already starting to feel—that would last for years?


This was a question I’d been asking myself for a while—ever since a conversation a few years back that I’d had with a mentor of mine who is heavily involved in the Catholic Church. He was telling me about recent efforts to bolster declining church attendance, and from there our talk drifted to the topic of decreasing birth rates.


I’ll be honest—I’d never thought much about birth or fertility rates. But for whatever reason, that discussion with my mentor stayed with me. I started noticing things that seemed to relate to fertility rates and, more broadly, shifting population trends. I read about labor shortages in Canada and abandoned villages in Europe. I watched news reports on the high proportion of elderly people in Japan. Closer to home, in Hingham, Massachusetts, I saw fewer and fewer children playing in our parks and noticed that exactly zero of the younger women on my staff—at least at that time—had kids.


None of these observations squared with the prevailing view that our planet was in danger of being overpopulated. It got me curious. What was going on?


I’m a numbers guy. Always have been. So I began digging into whatever data I could find. I started with data from the United Nations Population Division (UNPD)—the foremost source of global population data and forecasts. Pretty soon I was swimming in data. The deeper I got, the more I felt like things just weren’t adding up.


What really caught my attention was a discrepancy between projected fertility trends and actual ones. Shockingly, population modelers had not accurately predicted fertility rates for decades. In many areas fertility rates had fallen much faster and were now much lower than the UNPD had projected. These trends would inevitably affect population numbers down the line, and yet it seemed that the UNPD’s population forecasts ignored them. As a result I believed their population projections were too high. More specifically I believed the populations of most advanced economies would age and decline much sooner than anticipated, and that peak population would occur much earlier, and at a much lower number, than previously supposed.


This got me worried. Governments, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), businesses, nonprofits, and even private individuals use population forecasts generated by the UNPD for planning and risk management purposes, and if I’d done my math right, those forecasts were wrong. This meant that in the years to come, these entities would be making extremely consequential decisions—around infrastructure, public services, education, health, research and development, business practices and investments, and more—based on flawed facts. The results could be disastrous (not to mention costly), upending every assumption we have about the future.


I was worried about something else too. If these forecasts were wrong, then many countries were about to experience aging and even declining populations much sooner than expected. Some countries already had. (Recall my mention of the high proportion of elderly people in Japan.) Aging and declining populations bring a host of problems, which, for the sake of brevity, I will summarize here as too few workers, producing too few goods and services, and various cascading economic and societal effects.


I didn’t know what to do. I mean, I wasn’t 100 percent certain my analysis was correct. After all, I’m not a demographer; I’m in business. I started my career during the mid-1990s growing and developing small- to medium-sized companies. These days I run my own organization, the Whitney Group. We operate at the intersection of design and innovation to help entrepreneurs start and grow companies and to help more advanced companies build resilience and longevity. There was another reason for my hesitation, though: I was on the tail end of a decade-long personal journey during which I had by necessity adopted a pretty powerful sense of humility. So I knew better than to barge into a discussion about a topic in which I was admittedly not (yet) an expert, like I had all the answers.


Still, I felt unsettled. That same personal journey had imbued in me a powerful sense of concern for our planet and the people in it and, more importantly, a duty to take action to make the world a better place. I thought a lot about the society my kids would inherit. I didn’t want their generation, and the generations that followed, to bear the burden of our failures today, especially since, if the population did indeed decline, there would be fewer people to shoulder it. The spread of COVID-19 in early 2020 and subsequent chaos only added to my sense of responsibility and the need to act.


Then something interesting happened: in July 2020 a couple of competing organizations issued their own population projections, and those projections aligned a lot more closely with mine. Boy, was I relieved! I thought this development would prompt everyone to reevaluate their assumptions about population trends.


Well, they didn’t. This was made abundantly clear to me in April 2022 when I attended a major conference on population trends. It was the first such meeting of population scientists since the start of the pandemic, and the world’s top demographers were in attendance: scholars from universities, think tanks, NGOs, and organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and the World Bank. Rather than carefully considering the analyses put forth by those competing organizations—one of which had been funded by the highly reputable Gates Foundation—they mocked them.


I found this shocking. Regardless of which projections might ultimately be more accurate, the outright dismissal of these analyses struck me as unwarranted. Something else struck me too: of the 236 sessions, only a few of them even mentioned declining fertility rates. And virtually none of them discussed issues around labor and economics. Global banking policy, inflationary controls, gross domestic product (GDP)—all these are predicated on labor markets. It seemed very unusual to not explore or even acknowledge the obvious connections between population trends and the labor force, especially when countries all over the world were already experiencing labor shortages in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic.


I’m still not a demographer. But now I believe that might be a good thing. I mean absolutely zero disrespect when I say this, but I worry that demography as a discipline has become entrenched in its approach and its point of view. As an outsider maybe I can offer a different and more holistic assessment. That’s why, after much soul-searching and internal debate, I wrote this book.


My objectives here are simple. First, I want to exhort readers to question the prevailing narrative that our planet is hopelessly overpopulated and that we as a species are doomed to destruction. This narrative is not just false; it’s deceptive. Second, I want to inform people about the possible effects—some good and some bad—of plummeting fertility rates, aging societies, and population decline all over the world. Finally, I want to initiate a conversation about how we might evade a real looming demographic disaster, in which human populations and individuals fail to flourish.


My hope is to convince as many leaders and innovators as possible to take immediate action to avert what could otherwise amount to a global crisis. The sooner we plan, innovate, and adapt, the less disruptive and painful these coming changes will be. Indeed, if we play our cards right, they could even present some opportunities.


None of this can occur if we don’t first acknowledge and understand what’s happening now. We must recognize what’s going on. The facts are there. The numbers are playing out right before our eyes. It’s up to us to see them. It’s up to us to act.
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CHAPTER 1


THE MALTHUSIAN NIGHTMARE






The power of the population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man.


—THOMAS R. MALTHUS, AUTHOR OF AN ESSAY ON THE PRINCIPLE OF POPULATION







For nearly all of human history, spanning more than two million years, our experience on earth has been defined by our struggle to survive. Early hominids faced all manner of threats—predation, starvation, disease, wounds, exposure, weather events, climate change, violence, and war.


For our Paleolithic predecessors, life was, as described by seventeenth-century English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”3 The average life expectancy was just twenty-two years.4 Roughly 30 percent of all babies born during prehistoric and ancient times perished before their first birthday, and fewer than half reached reproductive age.5


[image: img008]


The tenuous nature of our survival drove our mastery of fire, our invention of tools and weapons, our transition from clans of hunter-gatherers to agrarian collectives to complex civilizations, our development of language and letters, and our discovery of scientific and medical phenomena. Each of these crucial advancements lengthened our lives and increased our numbers.


Our fragile existence also inspired a preoccupation with fertility and birth. Archaeologists believe that some of the earliest examples of prehistoric art were fertility charms—statuettes called Venus figurines that date back as far as 35,000 BCE. Fertility deities also populated the pantheons of many primeval polytheistic religions, including those practiced by the Phoenicians, Sumerians, Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, Indians, Aztecs, and Chinese. And of course, in the very first chapter of the Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament, the Judeo-Christian god exhorts Adam and Eve (and presumably the rest of us) to “be fruitful and multiply.”


EARLY HUMAN POPULATION GROWTH


Our earliest forebears did multiply. But how much, and how quickly, is largely an exercise in educated guesswork, at least until the Paleolithic and Mesolithic periods yielded to the Neolithic period roughly twelve thousand years ago.
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Paleo-demographers estimate that around 10,000 BCE, the total human population—which by then had spread from Africa, where our earliest ancestors emerged, all over the globe—was between 1 and 10 million people. By 5000 BCE, as civilizations sprouted in the Indus and Tigris-Euphrates valleys, the total human population was perhaps between 5 and 20 million. From 1000 BCE to 1 CE—during which complex and advanced societies flourished in Greece, Rome, China, and Japan; throughout Africa and in Mesoamerica; and across the Levant—it climbed from 50 million (1000 BCE) to 100 million (500 BCE) to between 170 million and 400 million (1 CE), depending on who’s counting.6


The UN, widely seen as the authority on population numbers in general, estimates that the actual population at the time of Christ was 300 million people.7 If that number is accurate, it means our population grew by a factor of eight in the millennium spanning 1000 BCE and 1 CE. The next thousand years, however, told a somewhat different story. The global population continued to grow but more slowly, perhaps because of the slow-moving fracture of the Roman Empire in the first half of that period and Western Europe’s subsequent descent into the Dark Ages. UN estimates put the human population in the year 1000 CE at 310 million—just 10 million more than in 1 CE.8 Some experts, such as French demographer Jean-Noël Biraben, have suggested that our population actually declined during this period to 254 million.9


Child mortality remained the primary impediment to human flourishing. Not even members of royalty were spared. During the thirteenth century, King Edward I of England and his wife Queen Eleanor welcomed sixteen children. Of these, ten died in childhood, and only three lived past the age of forty. These children “enjoyed the best conditions and the most nurturing surroundings that could be provided in medieval Europe,” writes Yuval Noah Harari in Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind. “They lived in palaces, ate as much food as they liked, had plenty of warm clothing, well-stocked fireplaces, the cleanest water available, an army of servants and the best doctors.”10 But still, they died.


According to Biraben, the human population surged to 443 million around 1340.11 But the bubonic plague, or Black Death, disrupted this upward trajectory. The disease emerged first in China in 1323, where it exterminated 40 percent of the population. By 1346 it had snaked the Silk Road to Crimea. From there it swarmed Eurasia, North Africa, and Europe, before eventually petering out in 1353. This pestilence, spread initially by fleas and later person-to-person, killed as many as 200 million denizens of the Old World. Some 25 million people perished from the plague in Europe alone, between 30 and 60 percent of that continent’s population, with urban areas being particularly hard hit. Indeed, more than a century passed before European numbers returned to preplague levels.


The indigenous people of North America fared even worse after European explorers alit on their shores in the late 1400s. Nearly 90 percent of that population died in the century after Christopher Columbus moored in the Bahamas in 1492. “War, slavery and wave after wave of disease combined to cause this ‘great dying,’ something the world had never seen before, or since,” say scholars Mark Maslin and Simon Lewis.12


Even under the best circumstances, observe Marian L. Tupy and Gale L. Pooley in their book Superabundance,


people lacked basic medicines and died relatively young. They had no painkillers, and people with ailments spent much of their lives in agonizing pain. Entire families lived in bug-infested dwellings that offered neither comfort nor privacy. They worked in the fields from sunrise to sunset, yet hunger and famines were commonplace. Transportation was primitive, and most people never traveled beyond their native villages or nearest towns. Ignorance and illiteracy were ubiquitous.13


All this is to say that for various reasons, from the dawn of humankind until roughly the Renaissance, humankind just barely survived. Our numbers grew slowly, if they grew at all.


THOMAS MALTHUS AND THE “DISMAL SCIENCE”


According to UN estimates, the global population surpassed 500 million around 1500.14 So it took more than ten thousand years for our numbers to grow from between 1 million and 10 million to half a billion. The next half billion people arrived much more quickly. In just three hundred years, our population doubled, reaching 1 billion sometime around 1800.


This explosive growth was due in large part to scientific discoveries. In particular, advancements in medicine and sanitation improved living conditions, reduced infant mortality rates, and prolonged lives. At last, our species was doing more than merely surviving. It was succeeding beyond our early ancestors’ wildest imaginings!


For British economist and cleric Thomas Malthus, our growing global population was a cause not for celebration but alarm. He believed the earth could not sustain these increasing numbers. He published a treatise on the subject in 1798: An Essay on the Principle of Population. The main thesis of this treatise was that “[t]he power of the population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man.” In other words, at some point, it would be impossible to produce enough food to feed the human population.




This explosive growth was due in large part to scientific discoveries. In particular, advancements in medicine and sanitation improved living conditions, reduced infant mortality rates, and prolonged lives.





The obvious answer to this problem would be to develop new ways to improve farming yields. But Malthus preferred another solution: “All children born, beyond what would be required to keep up the population to a desired level, must necessarily perish, unless room be made for them by the deaths of grown persons.”15


Malthus supposed this would happen organically. He believed that as human numbers increased, poverty and misery would increase in kind. This would naturally cull the population and thereby maintain its balance. (He considered this a “positive” check.) Malthus even warned against assisting the indigent because it would inhibit this natural culling. (Besides, he said, “Dependent poverty ought to be held disgraceful.”16) He also discouraged efforts to improve human health—for example, through sanitation and vaccines—writing in his 1798 treatise,


Instead of recommending cleanliness to the poor, we should encourage contrary habits. In our towns we should make the streets narrower, crowd more people into the houses, and court the return of the plague. In the country, we should build our villages near stagnant pools, and particularly encourage settlements in all marshy and unwholesome situations. But above all, we should reprobate specific remedies for ravaging diseases; and restrain those benevolent, but much mistaken men, who have thought they were doing a service to mankind by projecting schemes for the total extirpation of particular disorders.17
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Malthus was wrong about our inability to accommodate a growing human population. In the years since Malthus published his essay, the earth’s population has octupled in size. And although there is indeed misery and poverty, these are not due to our planet’s inability to “produce subsistence,” as Malthus put it, but rather to humankind’s failure to distribute it effectively. “Famines still occur,” say Tupy and Pooley, “but they are becoming more rare and now are always the result of bad economic policies or war.”18 Still, as radical and pitiless as it was, Malthusianism has remained both popular and influential, particularly in times of want.




MALTHUS, DARWINISM, AND EUGENICS


The Malthusian notion that spiraling population growth would pit people against each other, with some living and some dying, informed Charles Darwin’s thinking on the subject of natural selection. Darwin’s articulation of natural selection in turn inspired his cousin Francis Galton to apply it to the selective breeding of human beings so that “humanity shall be represented by the fittest races”19 (meaning Anglo-Saxon and Nordic people). Galton called this practice eugenics, meaning “good stock” or “wellborn.”


Eugenics was “the face of population control in the first half of the twentieth century,” says Fred Pearce, author of The Coming Population Crash.20 Several countries enacted laws to legalize eugenic practices. Some of these laws were intended to prevent certain members of society (such as the mentally ill) from marrying and to outlaw interracial marriage. Others called for the sterilization of “unfit” people. In Germany, eugenics, specifically the notion of a “master race,” was the philosophical foundation of the Nazi regime and the Holocaust “an extreme expression of a more general eugenics movement,” says Pearce.21


Today eugenics is widely rejected. But a recent surge in white supremacism has given rise to a new variation on eugenics: White Replacement Theory.


“This theory,” says journalist Dave Saldana, “has its foundation in the fact that homogenous populations cannot exist undisturbed for long—that is, a ‘pure race’ can only be maintained by rigid exclusion of any outsiders, which is ultimately impossible.” Therefore, argue adherents of the White Replacement Theory, “‘Outsiders’ must be subjugated, exiled, or eliminated.”22


Needless to say, White Replacement Theory, like all strains of eugenics, is wholly unacceptable and should have no place in modern society.





THE TWENTIETH CENTURY


Recall that it took three hundred years for the global population to double from 500 million to 1 billion. The next doubling occurred in less than half that time. Even after the unthinkable loss of life in the American Civil War (1861–1865), the Boer War (1899–1902), the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905), the Great War (1914–1918), the Armenian Genocide (1915–1917), the Russian Revolution (1917) and subsequent famine (1921), and the influenza epidemic (1918), the human population reached 2 billion around 1927.23


The next billion people came even faster. Despite the staggering human deaths associated with the Stalinization of Russia (including the Holodomor in Ukraine) during the 1930s, World War II and the Holocaust (1939–1945), America’s deployment of the atomic bomb in Japan (1945), the Korean War (1950–1953), the Vietnam War (1955–1975), and Mao Zedong’s “Great Leap Forward” (1958–1962), the human population reached 3 billion sometime around 1960 and 4 billion in 1974.24


Global population growth after World War II was “quantitatively and qualitatively different from any previous epoch in human history,” said a classified memorandum issued by the US National Security Agency in 1974. The memorandum, popularly referred to as the “Kissinger Report” (after then National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger), continued, “Total growth rates are close to 2 percent a year, compared with about 1 percent before World War II, under 0.5 percent in 1750–1900, and far lower rates before 1750.”25 This memorandum, which remained classified until 1989, would inform various aspects of US government policy for decades.




Because of the plunge in infant mortality, the average human life span increased.





One explanation for this surge in the human population was the baby boom (1946–1964)—a product of soldiers returning home from World War II who “celebrated peace by starting families,” says Pearce.26 Between 1946 and 1964, more than 72 million babies were born in the United States alone;27 in 1964 the global fertility rate peaked at 5.1 children per woman.28


Even more significant was that breakthroughs in medicine and public health, most notably the invention of penicillin and other lifesaving antibiotics as well as several vaccines, ensured that the vast majority of infants survived to reproductive age. So it wasn’t just that people had more babies; more (almost all!) of those babies survived.


Because of the plunge in infant mortality, the average human life span increased. But it increased for another reason too: thanks to those same advancements in medicine and public health, people who reached adulthood lived longer than their forebears. Ultimately, according to a 2002 Scientific American report, “Rapid declines in infant, child, maternal and late-life mortality during the 20th century led to an unprecedented 30-year increase in human life expectancy at birth [to 77 years] from the 47 years that it was in developed countries in 1900.”29
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“THE POPULATION BOMB”


The surging global population during the mid-twentieth century sparked a revival of Malthusianism. Two books on this topic were particularly influential: Our Plundered Planet (1948) by Henry Fairfield Osborn Jr. and Road to Survival (1948) by William Vogt. Both warned of imminent environmental devastation because of what Osborn described as a “violent upsurge in human numbers.”31


“The tide of the earth’s population is rising and the reservoir of the earth’s living resources is falling,”32 cautioned Osborn. Vogt agreed. “The earth is not made of rubber,” he wrote. “It cannot be stretched; the human race, every nation, is limited in the number of acres it possesses. And as the number of human beings increases, the relative amount of productive earth decreases, by that amount.” Vogt even went as far as to assert that ecological collapse would trigger nuclear war as countries clawed for resources. “When this comes,” he wrote, “it is probable that at least three-quarters of the human race will be wiped out.”33


Vogt’s book struck a chord with American businessman Hugh Everett Moore, founder of the Dixie Cup Company. In 1954 Moore published his own views on the topic in a pamphlet called “The Population Bomb.” Its key message: “The population bomb threatens to create an explosion as disruptive and dangerous as the explosion of the atom, and with as much influence on prospects for progress or disaster, war or peace.”34 Moore was particularly concerned that population growth in certain areas could influence the outcome of the Cold War. “We are not primarily interested in the sociological or humanitarian aspects of birth control,” he noted. “We are interested in the use which Communists make of hungry people in their drive to conquer the earth.”35


In 1968 a Stanford University biology professor named Dr. Paul R. Ehrlich published a controversial book in the same vein and with the same title as Moore’s pamphlet: The Population Bomb. (Ehrlich coauthored the book with his wife, Anne, whose work went uncredited at the time.) The book, which would sell more than three million copies, was positively apocalyptic, from its very opening paragraph:


The battle to feed all of humanity is over. In the 1970’s, the world will undergo famines—hundreds of millions of people are going to starve to death in spite of any crash programs embarked upon now. At this late date nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the world death rate.36
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Another publication, A Blueprint for Survival, released in 1973 by Edward Goldsmith and cosigned by more than thirty leading scientists, reinforced Ehrlich’s message:


If current trends are allowed to persist, the breakdown of society and the irreversible disruption of the life-support systems on this planet, possibly by the end of the century, certainly within the lifetimes of our children, are inevitable.37


These dire predictions did not come to pass. Hundreds of millions of people did not die of hunger in the 1970s. Society remains intact, and our planet lives on. But the overall message of these publications seeped into our collective consciousness. It’s one reason so many of us today believe that our planet is hopelessly overpopulated.


The notion of overpopulation has even entered the modern zeitgeist. It was the major theme of the hit Marvel Studios movie Avengers: Infinity War, in which (spoiler alert) a billionaire alien warlord (Thanos) seeks to eliminate half of all living things to stabilize the universe’s population and resources. Similarly, in the 2016 movie Inferno, a billionaire scientist (again, spoiler alert) develops a virus to randomly sterilize one-third of the human population. And in the 2014 film Kingsman: The Secret Service, a billionaire ecoterrorist (one more time, spoiler alert) devises a scheme to wipe out most of humanity to avert climate catastrophe. (What is it with these billionaires?)


EIGHT BILLION AND COUNTING


Since the publication of The Population Bomb in 1968, the global population has soared. The UN estimates it reached 8 billion in November 2022. (See fig. 1.1.) That is a big number indeed. And our population will continue to grow (although how much, and for how long, is up for debate).
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Figure 1.1. Global population numbers from 10,000 BCE to 2021 (Source: Our World in Data)


One can perhaps see why Ehrlich stated in 2018 that “a shattering collapse of civilization … is a near certainty in the next few decades.”38 Our awareness of climate change, which has accelerated in tandem with our growing population, naturally heightens our concern. Indeed, many see overpopulation as “the unspoken driver of environmental destruction,”39 says Pearce.


This attitude was evident in comments posted online about a recent TED Talk by Wajahat Ali that made the case for having children. “The population of the world has tripled in the last hundred years. We don’t need more. Time to slow down, reduce pressure on planetary resources, and make sure there’s enough water and food for everyone that is already here,” one commentator wrote. “Humans are the worst thing to happen to this beautiful planet. Unless we can overcome our greed, selfishness, and lack of respect for nature and the climate, which is never going to happen, the best thing for Earth would be for all the humans to die off. #stopreproducing,”40 wrote another.


Not everyone shares this view, of course. Some scholars have adopted a more optimistic stance. They’re called cornucopianists, after the magical horn of plenty in Greek mythology. They refute the Malthusian tenet that unchecked population growth inevitably results in misery. After all, they say, the global population has effectively quadrupled just in the last century, and yet by any objective measure—living standards, longevity, health, wealth, opportunities—most of us are better off than our ancestors.


And while most people see the earth’s resources as finite, cornucopians, who often identify as libertarians, disagree. They believe that as one resource grows scarce, humans inevitably find or invent a better, more abundant one to replace it, the way iron replaced bronze when tin became scarce around 1200 BCE, coal replaced timber in the 1500s, oil dug from the earth replaced whale oil in the 1800s, and fiber-optic cable replaced copper wires during our own lifetimes. Some, like cornucopian economist Julian Simon, have even gone as far as to suggest the more humans, the better, calling human ingenuity the “ultimate resource.” (More on that in chapter 6.)


So which side is right? Will an ever-growing population overwhelm our environment and prevent us from sustaining ourselves, as so many people seem to think? Or, to quote Pearce, will having “more hands to work and brains to think … more than compensate for the extra mouths to feed?”41


I don’t have the answer. And in any case, I believe the question is moot. Ultimately, I believe the global population will not continue to grow unchecked. I think it will decline—quickly, precipitously, and soon. And when it does, we’ll need to be ready.
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CHAPTER 2


A PRIMER ON POPULATION MODELING






The determinants of population growth are not well understood, especially for low income societies.


—THE KISSINGER REPORT







Population modeling is all about predicting whether the size of a given population is likely to change. If the answer is yes (spoiler alert: it always is), then the goal of population modeling shifts to forecasting when that change is likely to occur and how significant that change will be.


As you might imagine, this is a complex and imperfect operation, so much so it might be reasonable to ask whether it’s really worth doing at all. That’s the purpose of this chapter: to explain why population modeling is important and how it works. It also addresses other issues pertaining to population modeling—most notably, that the various entities that perform population modeling often produce vastly different projections.


THE IMPORTANCE OF POPULATION MODELING


Predicting when a population might change, and by how much, is no easy exercise. So why do it? The answer is simple: governments and NGOs, businesses and nonprofits, and even private individuals use population forecasts, however imprecise they may be, for planning and risk management purposes.


Let’s focus on governments because the plans and policies implemented by these entities have an outsize effect in terms of economic opportunities, quality of life, and social stability. “Every government is interested in what is going to happen to their population in the next couple of decades, for pragmatic economic reasons and planning needs,” says population researcher Tomáš Sobotka.42 For example, governments need short-term and mid-term population projections to
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NOTE: The high infant and child mortality rate helps explain
the short average ffe span of early humans. Those lucky few
who lived to adulthood might reasonably expect to survive to
the age of fifty or perhaps sixty. Some peaple even lived into
their eighties.
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NOTE: The Paleolithic and Mesolithic periods were character-
ized by nomadic hunter-gatherer socities and the use of
crude stone tools, During the Neolthic period, rudimentary.
farming and animal-husbandry practices emerged, allowing,
for the proliferation of more permanent settlements.
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INOTE: Thanks to his provocative tone and his penetration into
popular ulture—he appeared on The Tonight Show Starring
Johnny Carson more than a dozen times—Enrlich moved the
discussion of overpopulation from academic circles to the
general public.
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NOTE: These improvements heralded particularly dramatic
population growth in the developing world. After World War
11, Indonesia doubled its population in thirty-one years, Nigeria
n twenty-eight years Turkey and Kenya in twenty:-four years,
Brazil n twenty-two years, the Philippines in twenty years, £
Salvadorinnineteen years,and Costa Rican seventeen years *
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NOTE: The pessimistic nature of Malthus's views, which are
beleved to have inspired the character Ebenezer Scrooge in
Charles Dickens's A Christmas Carol, moved his contempo-
rares to dub economics the “dismal science?
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