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If I was in government….Jonathon Porritt makes population his number one issue
I very rarely regret not having gone into mainstream politics, but I do occasionally speculate that, if I had, I might have been able to do a lot more about the thorny issue of population.  At least in terms of banging political heads together on just how critically important this is.  But I didn’t.  So all I can do from outside the system is hurl the occasional thunderbolt of invective ……

One thing shouts out from the report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in February: a 60% cut in emissions of CO2 by 2050 is now seen to be completely inadequate if we’re going to avoid potentially irreversible “runaway” effects.  In the Panel’s follow-up reports later this year, we’ll hear a lot more about likely impacts of climate change around the world, about appropriate technological interventions, and about political and economic measures.  But you can pretty much guarantee you won’t hear a single word about population, let alone about the need for rapid reductions in overall human numbers in the shortest possible period of time. 

This is spectacularly illogical – and stupid.  Just do the sums.  The total amount of CO​2 that 6½ billion of us put into the atmosphere today is around 30 billion tonnes.  Very crudely, that works out at a personal CO2 budget of 4.6 tonnes per person.  If we achieve the current target of a 60% cut (bearing in mind that it’s almost certainly going to have to get a lot tougher over the next few years), that means we’ll need to be emitting no more than 18 billion tonnes.  But by 2050, there will be 9 billion of us, rather than 6.5 billion, which works out at a personal CO2 budget of 2 tonnes per person.  If global population was 7.5 billion, it would be 2.4 tonnes of CO2; and at 6 billion, 3 tonnes.

But reducing human numbers is never advanced as a solution to climate change.  The policy debate is focussed almost exclusively on technology gain (dramatically reducing the amount of CO2 and other greenhouse gases per unit of economic growth) and lifestyle change - not just doing what we do now infinitely more efficiently, but leading different lives to avoid emissions in the first place.  Yet the facts speak for themselves: the fewer there are of us, the greater our personal carbon budgets – and just remember we’re starting from a baseline here in the UK of around 12½ tonnes of CO2 per person!

I can’t tell you how politically incorrect it is to spell things out in those terms.  Even those who are getting more and more enthusiastic about the idea of personal carbon budgets (including Environment Secretary David Miliband) wouldn’t dream of giving voice to such a crass calculation.  Leaders of our ever-so-right-on environment movement can barely bring themselves to utter the dreaded “p” word.  The Millennium Development Goals don’t mention population.  Tony Blair’s Commission for Africa ignored it entirely, even though it’s blindingly obvious that completely unsustainable population growth in most of Africa will keep it permanently, hopelessly stuck in deepest, darkest poverty.  Our very own Department for International Development grits its teeth and reluctantly doles out little bits of money for family planning projects, but the idea that it should be the Department’s No 1 priority – if it was remotely realistic about its poverty alleviation aspirations – remains anathema to most officials and ministers.  

This was the main thrust of the report on global population growth (albeit articulated somewhat less intemperately!) from the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Population at the beginning of February.  On the basis of official hearings involving a vast range of national and international organizations, it comes to the simple but devastating conclusion that it will be “difficult or impossible” to deliver most of the Millennium Development Goals if population continues to grow at current rates, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East and parts of Asia.

Paradoxically, the only countries in the developed world where there is a lively debate about population are those whose governments are promoting the urgent need for an increase in population.  So concerned are they that their total fertility rate (TFR) has dropped below replacement rate (2.1 children per couple) that they’re busily bribing women to have more children.  In France, women get up to £670 a month to have a third child; in Australia, it’s around £900 for any number of children.  All this on the assumption that a declining population will create negative economic consequences and social dislocation of a very serious kind.

This so-called “demographic time bomb” has been massively exaggerated.  For people living longer, working longer and staying healthier, the idea that one’s productive (and earning) life comes to a juddering halt at 65 is simply archaic.  I don’t doubt that there will be issues around pensions (in terms of what it’s fair to ask young people to contribute to the wellbeing of a much larger number of older people), but the idea that western societies will somehow implode because of this shift strikes me as fantastical.

The UK is one of the very few European countries where the population is still increasing, not because of a higher fertility rate (which is only slightly above the EU average of 1.8), but because of immigration.  According to the Government’ s “Population Trends”, our population is projected to grow from just over 60 million today to around 67 million in 2031, of which increased number 57% is attributable to the assumed level of net inward migration. 

And this of course is one of those reasons why all good Greens and Lefties don’t want to talk about population.  They know they will have to talk about immigration, and they’re scared witless that they will end up sounding like an offshoot of the BNP.

As a Patron of the Optimum Population Trust, I feel very comfortable with the idea of limiting immigration to the same number of people who leave the UK every year - around 350,000.  Asylum seekers would take priority under such a limitation, and then economic migrants.  With declining fertility, that would mean a slow but steady decline in overall numbers over time.  If we wanted a faster decline, then we have to set a lower rate of net inward migration. 

So what’s the problem with that?  Would it mean we’d be falling short of our international obligations?  I don’t think so, and make no apologies for arguing that one of the most overcrowded nations on Earth must factor that consideration into its immigration policy.  Would it alienate existing immigrants and ethnic minorities?  I very much doubt it.  Perceptions of “excessive” immigration are already having a seriously corrosive effect on social cohesion, and it will get a great deal worse as the BNP and the Daily Mail keep grinding away at peoples’ fears and anxieties on this score.

In short, I’m one of those who believe that strict, transparent and fair limitations on immigration are absolutely critical – indeed, a precondition of securing the kind of vibrant, cohesive multi-cultural society which the vast majority of people in this country are proud of and want to see flourish.  (And after working for ten years in the ’70s in a West London comprehensive, where a multi-cultural ethos underpinned everything we did, I find Trevor Phillip’s contention that multiculturalism has now become “divisive” completely vacuous.)

But for all the controversies associated with the population debate here in the UK, the real problems lie elsewhere in the world.  Particularly in Africa.  For instance, there are around 30 million people in Uganda today; by 2025, there will be around 55 million.  If it keeps on down that track, Uganda will become the world’s twelfth largest country with around 130 million people.  President Museveni calls this “a great resource” for his country; most sensible people see it as an unmitigated disaster. 

This isn’t just economic idiocy, it’s also intensely inhumane.  Although it’s true that women in some countries do still want large families, many more women in very poor countries end up with large families because they have no say in managing their own fertility. In Uganda, fewer than one woman in five has access to contraception. On a global basis, it’s been estimated that between 125 and 200 million women are deprived of that basic right. 

With the right kind of government intervention (properly supported by Western aid programmes), average fertility can be substantially reduced – without any of the   tactics that have quite understandably given “population planning” such a bad name. People forget, for instance, that the state of Kerala in India reduced its TFR almost as fast as China over the same period of time, by focussing entirely on better education for girls and better healthcare for women – including easy access to a choice of contraceptives. In the 1970s, Kenya’s TFR was more than 8 children per mother; that is now down below 5 as a result of family planning being made a national priority.

In its evidence to the All Party Parliamentary Group, the World Heath Organisation spelled out the connection between fertility management and promoting gender equality – the third Millennium Development Goal: “although women’s ability to control their fertility is by itself not sufficient to gaining their full empowerment and gender equality, it is the first and most important step”. And the empirical correlation is pretty clear too: countries with a high contraceptive use have a higher proportion of girls in secondary schools.

So the persistent idea that it is somehow “elitist” (in a “rich world” kind of way), “illiberal” or even “oppressive” to urge massive extensions of good family planning in the world’s poorest countries is ignorant, inhumane and destructive of women’s rights. It cannot be long before the continuing neglect of this critical humanitarian challenge is exposed, once and for all, as a fundamental betrayal of some of the world’s poorest and most exploited people.

If it takes the cold, unyielding calculus of climate change (as people start getting personal about the idea of personal carbon budgets) to ram home that message, so much the better. But that awareness had better dawn soon before the combination of an extra 70 million people arriving on Earth every year, and levels of CO2 in the atmosphere increasing just as inexorably every year, precipitates such a cataclysmic collapse that our numbers will be controlled not by design but by disaster.
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