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Population and environment:

[y

" Kalim Siddiqui

N THE world stage, the In-
ternational Conference on
Population and - Develop-
ment was held in Cairo in
September 1994. One very posi-

| tive sign in the lead-up to that

conference are calls to move be-
yond the differences expressed so
Passionately at the Earth Summit

| in Rio in 1992, However, among

the ‘international policy makers
and academics there exist impor-
tant differences in thinking on
economic development, environ-
mental and. population issues.
Some emphasise that the current
growth of world population is the
main problem, which prevents
any problem being solved. From
this point of view, programmes to
reduce the birth rates are the first
solution needed in any country
where it is above replacement ley-
els.«Those .who ;hald sthid Iview
stredsothebheed: to! nicrésse! the
number of users of family
planning, .

- While other groups agree that
high fertility is a serious problem,
but they argue that core problem
is poverty and that elimination of
poverty would not onlf” make
numbers irrelevant, but would in
itself lead to a reduction in popu-
lation growth. They often assume
that existing resources are suffi-

cient and can be increased for-

some time to come. The food ex-
perts recently from Resources for
Future based in Washington DC
argue that “world food produc-
tion” could grow significantly
more slowly.than current rate,
and there would still be enough
food for 1Q billion people, if
properly distributed.” They em-
phasise that more efforts are
needed to develop new technol-
ogies which would minimise the
environmental costs of agricul-
tural expansion. !

Anne and Paul Ehrlich book
The Populatiqn Explosion in 1990
warned about the demographic

; catastrophic. Such approach can

be termed as neo-Malthusian.
They emphasise that planet’s
resources are running down very
rapidly and this threatens human
survival, Chief among the forces
behind the growing environmen-
tal crisis is the unprecedented
growth in human population in
the last two centuries. Hence it is
advocated that population control
as the necessar grst step in res-
cuing the world from the brink of
environmental catastrophe. It is
true that world population has
grown dramatically over the last
200 years. However, what is over
looked here that it is not just that
population  has been growing
rapidly during this period, but to-
tal output and human productive
skills as well. For example, if we
take 1900 as a base year of com-
parison, while population . has
grown three times, the world
economy has grown 20 times,
consumption of fossil fuels 30
times and industrial production 50
timnes. The growth of population
appears modest in this comq

| parison,

Neo-Malthusian advocate that
population control in the third
waorld as the only solution to the
global environmental crisis. For
mstance, Ehrlichs note, “Chief
among the causes of our planet’s
unease is the over-growth of hu-
man population and its impacts
on both ecosystems and human

| communities. These impacts are

the thread linking all the seeming-
ly unrelated problems of global
warming, famine and food short-
ages, mounting garbage dum‘p’s

| and polluted air, water and soi
. They further argue that if popu-

i lation is not reduced in time, no
{ amount of change in the system

of production or technology
would -yield positive ecological
results. ‘

In fact, the environmental cri-

sis we face today is a complex
consequence of forces connected
with technology, the economic
system and demography. thag
were released in the wake of the
industrial revolution. While popu-
lation growth might have exacer-
bated the crisis but it is certainly
not the source of it. It seems to
me that the neo-Malthusian argu-
ments ignore the real reasons tor
the environmental disorder.’

Ehrlichs argue that only a dras-
tic reditction in population would
enable the alleviation of poverty
in the third world countries. All
programmes to remove poverty
will fail as a result of high rates of
fer[ﬂit{]. Ehrlichs view population
growth more as a.cause of
poverty than a result of it. The
question is that the growth of
population outstrips food produc-
tion. Figures for world population
and food production reveal that
it is not the case. World’s food
production :h’as.- conti.x}und.,bto
grow’ faster ‘than'pdpulation
growth. For example, the last
quarter century, food production
has outpaced world population
growth by 16% (Collins and
Lappe, 1988). Despite the bad har-,
vests of 1986-87, food production
grew faster than population in
Asia, where nearly 70% of the
third world’s population lives, On
the basis of such evidence, Sen
and Dreze (1989) conclude that,
“it seems unlikely that the real
dangers in near future can lie in
the prospect of food output fall-
ing short of growth of popu-
lation.”

However, Africa’s problems of
hunger arc rooted solely in food
shortages. Not only food produc-
tion has declined in most of. the
African countries in recent years

but such tendencies.were noted in:-

Israel, Portugal, Hong Kong etc.,
who experienced sharp(liy declin-
ing fomfoutput per head in 19805
in comparison of 1970s. The
difference between them and
African countries was that they
were able to make up for short-
ages by importing food. Africa
was not able to do that because
industrial sectors were undeve-
loped and non-agriculture sectors
were not able to contribute to ex-
port earnings with which deficit
food could be imported.
Moreover in most African coun-
tries, the government agricultural
price policies favour urban areas,
not giving enough incentive to
farmers in rural areas. Farmers
have inadequate access to credits
and markets. Government poli-
cies also favour the cultivation of
cash crops for exports rather than
food for domestic markets, For-
eign aid to agriculture sector in
the Africa often follow the same
course.

HRLICHS FOCUS to the
connection between popula-
tion growth and global ecologi-

“cal change. They consider such is-

sues of significance as global
warming, acid rain, depletion of
ozone layer and desertification,
They consider the growth of
population is a_major factor in
ecological deterioration. Ehrlichs
do not discuss the point that the
largest source of present pollution
is generated by systems of indus-
trial and agricultural production
and transportation and mega dam
systems. It is well known that the
rich countries with less than a
quarter of world’s population, are
responsible for roughly 80% of
the carbon dioxide released by

burning fossil fuels. Poor nations -

are minor contributors to the car-
bon dioxide generated by burning
fossil fuels. In fact the un-
precedented economic growth in
the rich countries, driven by the
burning fossil fuels is primarily
responsible for global warming
and acid rains. It is also known
how cattle ranching by MNCs
and financed by international
financial agencies has destroyed

rain forests in Latin America. And
more recently, the phenomenon
of foreign debt-servicing has led
to the expansion of exports i.e.
which often consists of raw
materials and.. forest products,
which leads to cutting of forests
for timber and agro-business, In
1992, the rich countries with less
than 25% of the ‘world’s popula-

' tion consumed more than 55% of

the world forest products.

To blame everything on popu-
lation is nothing new. Earlier
Malthus in his book An Essay on
the Principle of Population,
which was illarst published in 1798,
showed concern over population
growth. He sets forward two
propositions: first that food is
necessary to the existence of man,
secondly that the passion between
sexes is necessary and will remain
nearly in its ‘present state. He
notes, “Population, when un-
checked, increases only in a geo-
metric ratio. Subsistence increases
only in the atithmetic ratio.” He
emphasised - that populations
would increase as long as there
was availability of food. When
number grow beyond that point,
the growth of population js halt-
ed namely by what he called the
?ositive' checks like hunger and

amine and the other a preventive
check i.e. family find it difficult in
rearing many children acts as a
preventive check. Therefore, an

- attempt to raise the standard of

living of the poor by increasing
wages would, through the oper-
ation of the laws o% nature, be
rendered ineffectual. Their popu-
lation would then only increase
further, tifl checked by subsis-
tence. Thus he supports ‘iron law
of wages’, where the subsistence

- of wages cover basic necessities
‘and any increask
‘cording to him, would lead to

in wages, ac~

population growth till checked by
poverty. Poverty was considered
natural and not a product of hu-
man institutions, The rich are not
responsible for it.

The time pastor Malthus lived
in England, there was a debate
going on about the reforms of
Poor Law, Customarily, those
days in England, the maintenance
of the poor and disabled was the
responsibility of the local com-
munity and the church.
However, the comimercialisation
of agriculture and the consequent
take-over of the land and forests
by the landlords known as En-
closure movements between 16th
and 18th century forced out the
tenants and rural poor from
agriculture. These laws greatly
benefited the rural rich, while at
the same time pauperised the
poor. The poor were earlier tied
to feudal lords, but now not only
were these bonds not in existence,
they were forced to find work in
newly-opened industries in the
towns (Hobsbawm, 1977). _

Moreover, Malthus was ex-
tending support to those political
forces who were against the
hopes for social progress, aroused
by the French Re volution of 1789,
Among the poor all-over Europe,
the French Revolution, with its
rallying cry of ‘liberty, egalitari-
an and fraternity’ aroused great
hopes for advancement of
mankind among the lower class-
es. But at the same time the Revo-
lution also aroused great fears in
the minds of the rich. “The
awakening of the labouring class-
es after the first shocks of the
French Revolution made the up-
per classes tremble” (Thompson,
1982), Fears of the mobs taking
over were rampant. The' poor
were distrustful and hostile to the

‘emergence of market economy

and were inspired by long tradi-
tion of popular dissent. And a
price rise or any move to impose
standard measures resulted in ri-
ots. Bread riots marked the land-
scape of 18th - century
‘England-with a series of out-
breaks in 1764, 1766, 1783 and
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1788 (Thompson, 1988),

The major propositions that
population when unchecked
grows in a geometric ratio while
food can grow qnly in the arith-
matic ratio, the foundation of
Malthus model, are.in fact entire-
ly arbitrary. It is on this arbitrary
propositions that the complex is-
sues of the relationship between
resources and population is ex-

amined. rs

HE: FLAWS in Malthus’
method becomes more ex-

plict if his model is examined in
the context of the debate on Com
Laws. The debate on Corn Laws
was related to the debate on free
trade policies, It was related also
to a vision of society, which at-
tempts to identify which class in
the country was the more dynam-
ic in the contribution to the ac-
cumulation of wealth. The rising
class of manufacturers were op-
posed to laws restricting import
of wheat — the price of which
had increased during - the
Napoleonic wars. The landlords
were, however, benefited by the
high })ricc and were therefore op-
osed to free trade. The import of
ree wheat which would, in land-
lords views, lower prices. The
supporter of free trade, the
manufacturers, argued that these
laws increased the price of food
and therefore the wages. An in-
crease it wage had adversely af-
fected the profits and
investments, The manufacturers
were seen as dynamic and
modern, while the landlords were
characterised as parasitic and
rent-seeking and unproductive,
The landlords sought protection
from imports, while the manufac-

_turers sought free trade. Those

days the famous political
economists took sides on this cru-
cial issue. Malthus extended his
sug{»ort to landlords interest,
while Ricardo to manufacturing
class. .
Malthus recognised the
roblems of ‘effective demand’
L.e. the producer needs buyers for
the products. The demand of the
products, Malthus was convinced,
could not be met by lower class-
es, as their purchasing power
were limited. The problem of ef-
fective demands was, he argued,
could only be met by who had
enough to spend i.e. landlords and
church functionaries, Malthus
does not explain why effective de-
mand cannot be generated by in-
creasing the purchasing power of
the lower classes, However, in.
England during the 19th century

rapid rise in population was ac~ -

companied by rising per capita in-
come, discredited the ideas of
Maithus. A rise in income levels
also witnessed a revolution in
health and medicine and birth
rates subsequently commenced a
secular decline. However,
Malthusian idea was not put to
rest. It continued to be used
regarding the prevalence of
poverty in the fgrmer .colonial
country. India experienced

- widespread famine in 1870 and

later i early 20th century, in
which many ‘millions died. Even
at that time India supported only
one-fourth, the population it sup-~
ports today.

Later on, the supporters of
Malthus ignore any responsibili-
ty on rulers for famine and hun-
ger and the blame rests on the
victims. Backwardness is seen
primarily due to the old traditions
and customs. Such ideas suited
the colonial rulers well. Thus an
image was constructed about the
colonial people as poor and over-
populated surrounded by un-
changing customs.,and ‘habits
notes Said in his book Oriental-
ism (1991). Colonial policy is ex-
onerated the responsibiﬂty of
creating a relative surplus popu-
lation, for example, in India. In
addition to the destruction of her
cottage industry, agriculture poli-

_policies in 19th century under-

.resources proved to be unhelptul

. the world resources. But still the

cy of forced commercialisation
and revenue extraction im-
poverished vast sections of Indi-
an peasantry. This pauperised-
peasantry did not have any option
that their Britain counterprts did,

of turning into proletarians and |
working in the industries or sim-
ply migrating to other,new colo-
nics. In fact, British free trade

mined the industrialisation in In-
dia and it-was integrated into the
world economy as an exporter of
faw material and primary com-
modities, with a constant decline
in consumptions levels of the
rural population. Malthus theory
proves to be bankrupt, when seen
in the light of Indian experience
repeated famine occurred
although the population was lit-
tle and the existence of huge

as they were diverted to serve the
British interests. N

JIn. the West, the- fertility
declined when the motivation to
have children changed and was
not related to strict government
device to control fertility as today
we see in Third World. Motiva-
tion "in the West changed in
response to structural changes in
the social system. In other words,
population was determined by
socio-economic conditions.

In India population growth is a
recent phenomenon. The stagna-~
tion in the economy, i.e. between
1860 and 1910 the per capita in-
come saw zero growth, was ac-
companied by almost zero
Erowrh in population. Therefore,

laming population growth as ex-
planation for India’s poverty is in-
correct. It was nevertheless used
by colonial officials and Indian]
elites. . :
NE IMPORTANT point
argued by Neo-Malthusian
is that population growth con-
sumes into resources which are
limited. It is true that natural
resources are limited. But such a
statement overlooks the actual
picture on who is actually con-
sumjng the resources. Social
problems — of poverty and hun-
ger —are then attributed to that
sections of the population which
is said to grow fastest. But the
truth is that it is this section of
opulation which consumes the
east, totally as well as per capita,
This holds true within a country
and among countries. Neo-
Malthusian often claim that
reduced population in the Third.
World will Jead to reduced ener-
gy consumption, less resource use
and less pollution. This argument
at first glance look correct. But in
reality, according to UN statistics,
consumption of energy in coal
equivalents in 1991 amounted to
11,199 kg. per capita per annum
in the US, and to 225 kg in India
per capita per annum. One
American is using more than
what 50 Indians in'terms of ener-
gy use. Yet the policy makers
worry about Indian population.
The rich nations constitute 18%
of the world's population but
consume 66% of the world
resources, whereas the poorest
nations with 50% of the world's
population consume only 14% of

Neo-Malthusian focus on the
poor countries. By doing that
they divert the attention from the
fact that greater part of the global
resources are being exploited by
a handful of rich countries and
that there is a net transfer of
resources from the poor to the
rich countries, which is estimat-
ed about 50 billion dollar each
year (UNICEF, 1992). This trans-
fer does not occur naturally, but
it is product of social, political and
economic institutions based both
in the poor and rich countries. I
mean ruling classes in the Third
World are part of this global
transfer and arrangements,

. To ge continued
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URTHER, within the Third
World countries wide differ-
ences are found in consum
tions. For example, in India,
the figures on consumption dis-
gam'ty are startling. The bottom
0% of the ?opulation has a share
of about 8% in total consump-
tion, while top 20% has a sharc of
¥bout 41%. [t is simply not true
that the poor are consuming
resources cisproportionately. The
conclssion is that simply popula-
tion vontiol is not efficient way
to save Tesources.

Further, within the Third
World countrics wide differences
are found in consumptions. For
example, in India, the figures on
consumption disparity are
startling. The bottom 20% of the

opulation has a share of about
g"f in total consumption, while
top 20% has a share of about
41%. ltis simply not true that the
poor are consuming resources
disproportionately. The conclu-
sion is that simply population
control is not efficient way to save
resources. The empirical weak-
nesses of nco-Malthusian ob-
served by Bauer (1984), who
notes, “Both economic history
and the contemporary scene
make clear that the conventional
reasoning fails the principal fac-
tor behind economic achieve-
ment. Rapid population growth
has not inhibited economic
progress whether in the west or
in the third world. The popula-
tion of the western world has
more than quadrupled since mid-
dlc of the 18th century. Real in-
come per head is estimated to

_have increased by the factor of

five.

Neo-Malthusian  failed to
recognise that motivation to have
small family depends on socio-
cconomic situation ‘of parents,
which in turms alters the deter-
minants of family size. The peo-
ﬁlc are not poor because they

ave large familics but on the
contrary they require large fansi-
lies"because they are poor. The
poor people’s decision not to have
small famitics is a rational onc for
that would mean ‘courting cco-
nomic disaster’. It also fails to
recognise that these determinants
very among different sections of
the population, depending on
socio-economic factors. Nco-
Malthusian modc! offer a simplis-
tic answer to a complex relatton-
ship of resources and population.
Despite the fact that these the-
ories are based on weak methodo-
ligical and unfounded emperial
foundations, thcy have won
widespread acceptance in both
academic and policy makers cic-
cles in the West.

However, it matters, whether
poverty causes population
growth or the other way round.
1) If poverty is the cause, then the
climination of poverty should be
the focus to reduce over-

pulation. The remedy would be
economic development to reduce
overpopulation. 2) If, on the other
hand, overpopulation is the cause
of poverty, then populaton con-
trol becomes important. Here the
Neo-Malthusian show more con-
cern on population control, while

ignorin{; the importance of any
political and institutional reforms
to achicve removal of poverty.

Here if we take the cxample of
Zaire and Japan. Few people will
doubt the Zaire possesses more
natural resources than Japan.
Zairc has land arca about six tunes
that of Japan, and is well-endowed
with natural resources. Yet Japan,
with a population of 125 million,
has a per capita GNP 70 timnes
greater than Zaire, which hos a
population of only 33 millton
(\Y}())rld Bank, 1993).

E N THE poor countries, chil-
dren serve as the chief source
of insurance against uncertain fu-
ture, cspecially for women
without husbands. Under the sit-
uation of acute poverty and socio-
cconomic injustice, women desire
to get more children. Op the
other hand, women with access to
better income, health, education
and cmployment tend to have
fewer children simply because
they have a more secure future.
The poor would reduce the nun-
ber of desired children if and
when they find adequate socio-
cconomic opportunities. Mezs-
ures that would enable this to
happen include educational op-
portunities for womten, employ-
ment opportunities for all, and
better health facilitics. To achieve
a lower fertility a very high per
capita income and consumption
is not necded. Take for example
the Indian'state of Kerala within

annual per capita income of less

than 100 dolar has a birth rate of
about 20 per 1000. This is much
fower to average of about 31 for
India as a whole, Kerala owes its
success to higher literacy rates in-
cluding for women. :
Environmental solutions are in-
consistent with the short-termin-
terests  of  private  profit
maximisation. In the absence of
any social co-ordinaiion of tect-
nological choices it is more
profitable for private investors to
carry on with old production
methods. How the large MNCs
make investment decisions in the
poor countrics is well known
from Bhopal, in India, disaster of
1984. In the world’s worst chem-
ical industry disaster. more than
2500 people lost lives and several
thousands were mairicd for life.

Most of the victims were poor
slumdwellers. The death resulted
from the leak of a poisonous ga’
from an MNCs namely Union
Carbide plant manufacturing pes-
ticides.

In the third world countrics,
the blind adaptation of models of
development drawn from the
historical experience of industri-
alised countrics have resulted in
environmental problems from

two related sources. Firstly,

projects and technologies deves
oped under capitalist conditions
in the West have frequently
proven ecologically disistrous in
the Third World, for reasons simt-
lar to those in the industrialised
countries and also because en-
vironmental laws which are more
lax in poor countries, as their
governients are busy in attract-
ing foreign investments. Second-
ly, the growth of modc_rn
industrial scctor in the Third
World has come along with eco-
logical deterioration like
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deforestation, flood, famine, and
created ccological refugees driven
to the cities in search of new
livelihoods. In India, recently the
scientists at the Dethi based
Centre for Science and Environ-
ment stated that 85% of the tim-
ber felled in 1991 in the state of
Himachal Pradesh in India was
used for commerdal purposes
and only 15% of the forests was
used for local purposes. Environ-
mental degradation in the poor
countries carries with it the im-
poverishment of local communi-
ties who subsist on the ecosysterns
and the in fact, environmental
degradation and social injustice
arc the two sides of the sarne coin.

The global structure of econom-
ic and political inequalities that is
responsible for the environmen-
tal crisis. Therefore pointing to
overpopulation as the real causes
of environmental crisis is 2 wrong
approach and will only succeed in
diverting the attention. Certain-
ly more US and West European
type of growth will add to our
planet’s ecological deterioration.
But an egalitarian improvement
in living standards is necessary to
climinate poverty in the Third
World and would ultimately
reducc population growth.

In short, the gap between rich
and poor is a problem within the
Third World countries and also
between the developed and less-
developed countries at global lev-
el. Incquitable distribution of
resources, income, food, health
care, cducation, work, social
benefits, leisure and money are a
universal issue. In mumy Third
World countrics, increasing num-
ber of people do not have secure
income or cmployment. The
migration in scarch of work is
scriously disrupting the social
fabric ochoplc's lives, with nega-
tive conscquences as idiverse as
martial breakdown and increased
ethnic and racial tension. Food
production is too high in some
regions or countries and inade-
quate in others, while food distri-
bution is plagued by political
wrangling, causing unnccessary
hunger and starvation for
millions.

Widéspread production of junk
goods and over consumption pat-
terns accompanied by vast quan-
titics of waste goes on in the
developed world, where the
primary responsibility for inter-
national resource depletion lies.
Third World countrics too have
serious environmental problems,
many of which result Frum sup-
plying the developed world with
resources and others from un-
regulated economic activity.
Meanwhile military spending and
debt servicing are swallowing na-
tional budget in almost all the
Third Warld ranntrioc and chaes
worldwide cconomic recession is
destroying much ot the progress
made in the past decades in eco-
nomic development, public health
and education. By focusiny only
on high fertility rates and popu-
lation growth in the Third World
rueans as a refusal on the part of
govermments to acknowledge
other problems, accept revponsi-
bility, change their policies or
relinquish their power or reduce
clitist consumption.

— Concluded
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