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ABSTRACT: Media reports on the wave of unrest sweeping the Arab world for the most part
ignore a crucial underlying factor: rapid, unsustainable population growth. Seventeen years ago,
Egypt, one of the countries at the center of the current unrest, hosted the International Conference
on Population and Development. Under the influence of feminist and social justice non-govern-
mental organisations, population reduction as an end in itself was off the agenda as antithetical to
women’s rights. A focus on development alone was expected to bring about a reduction in popu-
lation growth. In the absence of national or international (United Nations) population strategies,
financial support for family planning has fallen sharply and population growth has remained
rapid. Consequently, development has lagged, and a deteriorating environment and resource
scarcity have led to conflict in many regions. This article challenges the arguments used to sup-
press discussion of and action on population growth and invites readers to break the silence of pol-
icy makers and scholars to discuss the role of population growth in a myriad of problems, what we
can call the population taboo.
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FOREWORD 1: It has become an unwritten rule of political correctness that in order to criticize people or their ideology one
must share a biological characteristic of the people being criticized. The inherent racism or sexism of this assumption is lost on
those who insist upon it. Nevertheless, the rule, in all of its absurdity, persists. Good arguments are routinely dismissed not on
their merits, but by the fact that they are waged by someone thought to be racially or sexually disqualified to comment on the
issue. This cannot apply here, for Madeline Weld, President of the Population Institute of Canada, is a woman, and she
reproaches the fem-left for its collusion in the crippling of the Programme of Action as set out by the International Conference
on Population and Development in Cairo 16 yr ago. Ms. Weld asserts that the feminist wing of the so-called ‘Environmental
Justice’ movement be held to account for their part in scuttling effective population stabilization programs in developing coun-
tries.

−Timothy Murray, February 2011

FOREWORD 2: First presented on a blog site operated by Timothy Murray, this seemed to me an essay that should be formally pub-
lished. It makes an excellent companion piece to the 3 articles by or about Jack Vallentyne in the same issue of Ethics in Science and
Environmental Politics. Dr. Weld discusses the failure to deal effectively with population issues of the 1994 Cairo conference at which
the article by Mata, Onisto and Vallentyne was first circulated. She discusses some parallels in the behavior of those responsible for
that failure and the behavior of extreme elements in the modern ‘environmental justice’ movement. She points out how much worse
the demographic situation in Egypt has become. And when Dr. Weld concludes, “It is time to drive the ideologues off the territory
they are illegally occupying with a ‘fact-based revolution’—by simply presenting the facts, fearlessly and persistently,” it is easy to
imagine Jack Vallentyne grinning with pleasure at seeing another ‘obnoxious demotechnician’ taking up his call for stubbornness
and persistence in the face of ‘population deniers’.

−Stuart H. Hurlbert, November 2011
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POPULATION GROWTH, DEVELOPMENT, AND
STABILITY: EGYPT AS AN EXAMPLE

Reports on the upheaval spreading like wildfire
across the Arab world overlook a crucial factor
underlying the collapse of the old order: overpopula-
tion. Given the pivotal role that Cairo has played in
unleashing the current rage, it is perhaps ironic that,
17 yr ago, it hosted a conference convened precisely
to address that issue. In September of 1994, Cairo
hosted the International Conference on Population
and Development (ICPD) under the auspices of the
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) with great
fanfare and even greater expectations.

Let us consider the situation in Egypt from a pop -
ulation perspective. In 1994, Egypt had 60 million
people, in 2010 it had 85 million — a 42% increase in
16 yr. The UNFPA projects 130 million by 2050
(UNFPA 2010). Rapid growth is fuelled by the
youth of the population: one-third under 14 yr of age,
20% between 15 and 29 yr old, and only 5% >65
(Index mundi, www.indexmundi.com/egypt/age_
structure.html, accessed November 24, 2011).

That Egypt cannot  cope with this growth is re -
flected in its staggering unemployment rate (83% for
those between 15 and 29), its inability to educate its
people (the over-15 illiteracy rate is 25% for men and
42% for women), its inability to provide adequately
for its people (40% at or below the poverty level) and
its inability to feed itself (it imports about half of its
staples) (Fakhouri 2010, UNFPA 2010). The 3% of its
surface area consisting of arable land (nearly all
around the Nile Valley) is being en croached upon by
development. Due to overuse and diversions by
Egyptians and their southern neighbours, the Nile
River that irrgigates the fertile land has been re -
duced to a relative trickle, well under 10% of its pre-
vious outflow, when it reaches the Mediterranean
Sea (Wohl 2011). The building of the Aswan Dam —
to provide energy for a growing population — has
reduced the silt deposition in and therefore the fertil-
ity of the Nile floodplain.

Egypt’s population growth is destroying its ability
to feed itself. In 1960, Egypt had 26 million people
and was self-sufficient in almost all basic food com-
modities. In recent decades, it has depended on rev-
enues from oil exports to import about half of the sta-
ple foods it needs (Tverberg 2011). Now, with its oil
reserves running dry and its growing population
needing more oil for its own uses, Egypt is about to
become an oil importer (Tverberg 2011). But the oil
exports paid for food subsidies which many Egyp-
tians depended on, and the threat to discontinue the

subsidies due to dropping oil revenues no doubt con-
tributed to the unrest that eventually toppled the
government. The fact that these biophysical realities
are ignored in most reports about developments in
Egypt does not diminish their importance or their
consequences.

Some variant of the above applies to any number of
countries where population growth looms large. It is
why some countries cannot pull themselves out of
poverty and some are endlessly in conflict — and
more often than not those 2 conditions overlap.
Growth rates in the ‘least developed countries’ or
LCDs have fallen since 1994, but not spectacularly,
from 2.7% annually to 2.3% (UNFPA 1995b, 2010)
(which means their doubling times are now 30 yr
instead of 26). That the Cairo conference had so little
impact on population growth is not because it could
not see what was coming. The Programme of Action,
the document that arose from the Cairo conference,
was clear on the potential for trouble ahead (UNFPA
1995a). It specifically recognized that the large pro-
portion of young people in many developing coun-
tries would result in extremely rapid growth at cur-
rent fertility rates, and that this growth would cause
enormous social and environmental problems that
their governments were very poorly equipped to
handle. And that is exactly what is happening right
now — not just in those countries whose turmoil is
currently dominating headlines. The impact of the
population factor is not negated by the existence of
corrupt and despotic governments, bad governance,
unfavourable trade conditions, or anything else.

THE INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE 
ON  POPULATION AND DEVELOPMENT: 

STYMIED BY IDEOLOGY

Why did the Cairo conference fall so short of
the mark? Therein — precisely — lies the problem.
There was really no mark because the Cairo con-
ference fled from numbers. It focused on the rights
of women, the poor, and the disempowered. As it
happens, the poorest, most disempowered women
are often found in the countries with the most rapid
population growth. But the Programme of Action
offered no guidelines for governments or interna-
tional organizations such as the World Health
Organization to implement ethical, practical pro-
grams for slowing population growth and bringing
population levels in line with the resource base
available to support them. Instead, it stated that:
‘All couples and individuals have the basic right to
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decide freely and responsibly the number and
spacing of their children and to have the informa-
tion, education, and means to do so.’ (UNFPA
1995a, Chapter II, Principle 8)

If the Programme of Action recognized that rapid
population growth was taking many countries down
a dangerous road at great speed, why did it refuse to
actively promote the use of brakes? The usual sus-
pect is the Vatican, whose ‘observer status’ at the
United Nations allowed it to participate at the Cairo
conference where it did everything it could to put up
roadblocks to providing poor women with access to
contraceptives and abortion. It sought alliances with
Muslim countries over concerns about statements on
topics like abortion, homosexuality, and sex outside
of marriage. The religious forces were the obvious
and identified adversaries, but their formidable
obstructionism could have been surmounted. The ‘P’
in ICPD was in fact erased — thereby effectively sab-
otaging the conference — by those who purported to
support its goals: the feminist and social/environ-
mental justice alliance of the political left that
included most of the non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) participating at the conference.

The Cairo conference and its Programme of Action
were steeped in the same taboo of the feminist and
social justice left that has, for the last several
decades, snuffed out any serious public discussion
about population growth, which had been so much a
part of the early days of the environmental move-
ment. This attitude in fact made them strange bedfel-
lows of the Vatican and other religious interests at
the Cairo conference. While not explicitly stated in
the Programme of Action, it was implicitly under-
stood that anything remotely resembling demo-
graphic targets was racist, anti-woman, anti-poor,
and flirting with eugenics.

PUTTING THE DEVELOPMENT CART 
BEFORE THE POPULATION HORSE

With the ‘P’ sidelined by ICPD’s refusal to counte-
nance population control, the emphasis for a path out
of poverty fell on the ‘D.’ It was assumed that develop-
ment would lead to a reduction in population growth.
Poverty would be eradicated ‘through sustained eco-
nomic growth in the context of sustainable develop-
ment.’ The Programme of Action implicitly assumed
that the Earth would support this sustained economic
growth along with the rapid population growth that
was inevitably going to occur for some time. Popula-
tion growth would be slowed through ‘education, es-

pecially for girls; gender equity and equality; infant,
child, and maternal mortality reduction; universal
 access to reproductive health services, including fam-
ily planning and sexual health’ (UNFPA 1995a, Pre -
amble, paragraph 1.12).

The wishful thinking that the indirect effects of
development alone can overcome the problems cre-
ated by rampant population growth is based on the
belief in a silver bullet known as demographic transi-
tion. The idea is that parents have fewer children
when they see that those they have are likely to sur-
vive, and, at the same time, with increasing rural to
urban migration, they realize that children cost
money rather than provide free labour. The trouble
with the demographic transition theory is that it is
treated like a law of physics when in fact it is only
one of many possibilities. A major problem is the
slowness at which it kicks in. The lag time between
the child mortality rate falling and the desired family
size also dropping can be very long indeed. In west-
ern and middle sub-Saharan Africa, the desired fam-
ily size is still 6 children. In the countries of Chad and
Niger, it is >9 (Westoff 2010). With no international
consensus for governments to promote small fami-
lies, ‘freely and responsibly’ continued to be defined
by cultural values, which remained strongly prona-
talist in many countries. Consequently, many coun-
tries fall into the demographic trap on their unhurried
path to the demographic transition: the large families
beget poverty and impede development — nega-
tively impacting the environment, food security, the
government’s ability to provide services, social sta-
bility, and the likelihood that these countries will
ever actually achieve the demographic transition —
at least in the happy way envisioned by the Cairo
conference.

Given the subordinate status of women in many
developing countries, their lack of access to educa-
tion, and the absence of cultural values that include
family planning, one might have asked just how
‘freely and responsibly’ they would actually be to
plan the size of their families. Early marriage, female
genital mutilation (FGM), and honour killings, all
effective tools in subjugating women, are still widely
accepted cultural practices, despite both real efforts
and lip service to abolish them. A significant part of a
woman’s ‘decision,’ insofar as it even occurs to her
that she has any say in the matter, may be based on
what her husband or mother-in-law wants, or what
the local mullah or priest has to say. Wealthier people
are more likely to know about contraception and to
have the means to access services. On average, the
wealthiest women are 4 times more likely to use con-
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traception than the poorest. In some countries, the
rate is 12 times higher (IPPF 2010). Without educa-
tion programs that let the poor know about contra-
ception and its benefits, they are much less likely
than the rich to want contraceptive services or use
them if they are even available. And without the
political will on the part of governments to make
them available, the poor are often unable to access
services.

That political will is sorely lacking in many coun-
tries and the international community. While 55% of
all population assistance went to family planning in
1995, the proportion of current funding has plum-
meted to 5%. Over half of current funding goes to
AIDS programs (Deen 2009). In what the UNFPA de -
fines as the ‘least developed countries’ or LCDs,
prevalence of contraceptive use was only 28 and 22%
for ‘any method’ and ‘modern methods’, respectively,
16 yr after the Cairo conference (UNFPA 2010).

THE CONSEQUENCES OF WISHFUL THINKING

Not surprisingly, population growth has remained
rapid in many of the UNFPA-defined LCDs. As a
result of population pressure, widespread environ-
mental deterioration has occurred, through defor-
estation, erosion and salinization of overused land,
falling water tables, depletion of the water and fish
stock in rivers, pollution, and loss of biodiversity.
Rather than being subjected to government or inter-
national initiatives promoting small families, the poor
in many countries are being subjected to the ‘coer-
cion’ of their deteriorating environment. And while
population control programs can be quite benign
(such as those in Thailand, Kerala in India, Bang la -
desh), environmental coercion is often very cruel.
The environment is also totally impervious to politi-
cal pressure from the right or the left, from religion-
ists or Marxists. It is completely indifferent to ethics,
human rights, public opinion, and the pronounce-
ments of religious leaders.

Foreign Policy and the Fund for Peace have pub-
lished a Failed State Index annually since 2005,
which is available online (www.foreignpolicy.com/
articles/2010/06/21/2010_failed_states_index_inter-
active_map_and_rankings). The index assesses 12
parameters and assigns up to 10 points for problems
under each one. A state failing totally in every para-
meter would have a score of 120, while a score of 0
would indicate a state with no problems in those ar-
eas. The number of states with a score of 100 or more
was 7 in 2005 and 15 in 2010. Rapid population

growth is closely associated with a high ranking. For
2010, 15 of the top 20 failed states had population
growth rates between 2 and 4% annually (which
would result in doubling times of 17 to 35 yr); in 14 of
them, at least 40% of the population was under 15.
Nineteen of the top 20 failing states (and 40 other
countries) depend on the UN World Food Programme
for food (Brown 2011). All of the top 20 failing states
are depleting their natural assets (forests, soils,
aquifers) to sustain their rapidly growing populations.
Deteriorating infrastructure — roads, power, water,
sewage systems — is another feature of failing states.

Unfortunately, as evidenced by the violence seen
in many struggling countries (e.g. Rwanda, Democ-
ratic Republic of Congo [DRC], Somalia, Sierra
Leone, Sudan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Haiti, and
many others), the concept of human rights tends to
fall by the wayside when too many humans are fight-
ing over the same dwindling resources. Failing states
are highly likely to experience a breakdown in law
and order and the loss of personal security, in which
women often face extreme discrimination and brutal-
ization. The viciousness of atrocities committed in
states in a downward spiral is almost beyond our
capacity to comprehend. Both the prevalence and
brutality of rape, often committed with weapons or
other implements, are staggering. No population
control program in any country has ever come close
to inflicting upon women the horrors that millions of
them have experienced during the environmental
and social collapse of some of the world’s most over-
populated and conflict-ridden regions.

Conflicts in failing states often spread to neigh-
bouring countries, as when the genocide in Rwanda
spread to the DRC, where at least 5 million people
lost their lives. Nevertheless, as in the DRC, most of
the deaths are often caused by the war’s indirect
effects, such as hunger and disease. Hunger and dis-
ease are likely to be significant agents of mortality in
future conflicts over dwindling resources.

WHO’S THE BAD GUY?

China used genuine coercion in addition to persua-
sion and education in its population control program
and is often singled out for particular reprobation.
But those who deplore China’s policies should per-
haps compare China with countries like Rwanda, the
DRC, Somalia, and Haiti, all of which illustrate the
coercion of environmental, political, and social col-
lapse. Would a China with 400 million more peo-
ple — the number of births it estimates to have
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averted — be a better place? It could well be argued
that the world owes China a thank you for the 1.8 bil-
lion tons of carbon dioxide it averted each year by
preventing those 400 million births (www.ccchina.
gov.cn/en/NewsInfo.asp?NewsId=21295; accessed
November 24, 2012). Every country that has taken
deliberate measures to reduce its rate of population
growth (China, Thailand, Bangladesh, Iran — now
unfortunately reverting to pronatalism) is better off
than if it had not done so.

The world’s population is still increasing by about
80 million each year, about 220 000 each day. Virtu-
ally all of the growth is happening in the developing
world (UNFPA 2011). Rapid growth in developed
countries (such as Canada, the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Australia) is driven by immi-
gration from developing countries. Many who call
themselves ‘green’ say that consumption, not popula-
tion, is the problem. Understandably, poor people in
developing countries want a higher standard of liv-
ing. By definition, increased prosperity means more
consumption, when those now underfed get more to
eat, those now uneducated go to schools and univer-
sities, those now unemployed have jobs and consume
more products, those now walking drive cars and
need more roads. But such an increase in consump-
tion by billions of people will have an enormous envi-
ronmental impact. Implicitly, those who claim con-
sumption is the problem consider the poor virtuous
only as long as they remain poor.

Human beings have already appropriated to them-
selves all the land that is in any way suitable for agri-
culture. They have converted the habitat of other
species to their own uses, depleted the oceans of
much of their fish stocks, and introduced pollutants
into every part of the Earth. Such has been our
impact that scientists say we are causing the sixth
great extinction of plant and animal species (e.g.
Barnosky et al. 2011). There is no greater favour we
could do to ourselves, future generations, and all life
on Earth, than that of reducing our numbers.

It is also by no means clear that we will be able to
feed all the extra people. There is not likely to be an-
other green revolution. That the green revolution was
a one-time breathing space that would allow humans
to slow the growth of their numbers was recognized
by Norman Borlaug, who won the Nobel Peace Prize
in 1970 for his work on increasing crop yield. Borlaug
said that the agencies that fight for increased food
production and those that fight for population control
must unite in a common cause. Unfortunately, the
fight for population control was sidelined, and popu-
lation growth ate up the gains of the green revolution.

DEADLY ETHICS?

The concern over human rights as implicitly inter-
preted in the Programme of Action of the Cairo con-
ference raises several hard ethical questions. Do
ethics operate in a vacuum or are we obligated to
consider the consequences of our ethical choices?
Does the right of a woman to have as many children
as she chooses trump the right of her own and other
people’s descendants to have a liveable environment?
Does it trump the right of the global community in
general to live on a healthy planet? Do those of us
now living have any obligations to husband resources
for future generations? Does the human species have
any ethical obligations to non-human life — to protect
Earth’s biodiversity? These questions, however, were
never addressed in the Programme of Action — an ir-
responsible act of avoidance.

Those concerned with population growth have,
over the past decades, offered many olive branches
to the feminist and social/environmental justice left.
But the latter have not changed their stance one iota.
Perhaps uncharitably, I have concluded that their
major concern is not for the dispossessed or the envi-
ronment, but to retain the purity of their Marxist-ori-
ented ideology. Betsy Hartmann, John Bellamy Fos-
ter, Ian Angus, and Simon Butler, among others,
blame all social and planetary ills on capitalism and
absolve population growth from any contributory
role. Organizations such as the Southern Poverty
Law Center and the Center for New Community are
aggressive in maligning those concerned with popu-
lation growth. Whatever their intentions, the impact
of the population taboo enforced by the social justice
left is the same as that of the abortion politics used by
the primarily religious right. They synergize to
deprive poor women of access to birth control that is
affordable and specifically suitable to their needs.

DISLODGING THE DOGMATISTS

Many population activists are ready to take on the
dogmatically based religious injunctions against
family planning and abortion. But when it comes to
the dogmatically based feminist and social justice
arguments against population control, we often fail to
challenge their faulty premises and misguided con-
clusions. We have allowed them to appropriate for
themselves the moral high ground on this issue,
which they have held not with reasoned arguments,
but with unsubstantiated accusations of racism, sex-
ism, colonialism, not wanting to share the wealth,
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and other ad hominem attacks, with which they have
suppressed an open, civil discussion. We have
allowed ourselves to be intimidated by these bully
tactics to the detriment of all living things — human
beings and the biodiversity of Earth. It is time to drive
the ideologues off the territory they are illegally
occupying with a ‘fact-based revolution’— by simply
presenting the facts, fearlessly and persistently.

At the Cairo conference in 1994, the world fled
from numbers. But, as current events in Cairo and
elsewhere are showing, we cannot flee from the con-
sequences of those numbers. The Marxist feminist/
social justice ideology that denies the population fac-
tor and vilifies those who address it is as long-lived as
some of the dictators in the Arab world and, like
them, finds itself on shaky ground, because ideology
cannot trump reality. An ideology that claims to pro-
mote social justice, but does not recognize that the
Earth is finite, is more than unethical. It is dangerous
to those now living, to future generations, and to all
life on Earth. It must be overthrown. We have all the
weapons we need: arguments based on reason and
hard facts.

Let the charge of reason begin!
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