
 
 

Stopping at Two: The green gains from smaller families 
 

An Optimum Population Trust Briefing 
 
The Optimum Population Trust is a green think-tank and campaigning organisation whose aim is to spread awareness of 
the links between environmental well-being and human population levels.  It is a membership-based charity with a 
distinguished list of patrons and advisers. It maintains that sustainable populations for the world and the UK are 
significantly lower than present figures, and campaigns for policies to achieve smaller populations. OPT’s  “Stop at Two” 
campaign was launched on World Population Day 2006 and its “Stop at Two” Pledge* on February 16 2009.The campaign 
and pledge are aimed at encouraging couples to consider having no more than two children to reduce population pressures 
on the world environment. The pledge is entirely voluntary and can be signed by anyone. 
 
WORLD POPULATION WILL HAVE MORE THAN DOUBLED from 2.5 billion in 1950 to 6.8bn by 2009, in less than a 
lifetime, and is set to grow by another 2.4bn to reach 9.2bn in 20501. Fertility has fallen in most parts of the 
world as women have gained access to education, jobs and modern contraception, and won greater 
independence - although 38 per cent of married women still do not use contraception.2 From an average of 
around five children in 1950, women have reduced the number of children they have to 2.55 today, and this is 
expected to fall to 1.85, just under the “replacement rate” of about 2.1 children, in 2045-20501.  
 
No precise calculations are available for the effects of  “stopping at two” globally. But if women worldwide 
decided to have, statistically speaking, half a child fewer than they are expected to have, there could be 1.4 
billion fewer people on the planet in 2050 – 7.8 billion instead of 9.2 billion3. To achieve this, fertility would 
have to fall to 1.35 children per woman by 2050. The more couples decide to have just one or two children, or 
even remain childless4, the greater the benefits both for rapidly deteriorating ecosystems and in terms of 
demand for dwindling energy and food resources.

 
There are no official projections for the UK showing the effect of combining balanced or “zero net” migration 
with a family size of not more than two children, and because fertility and migration interact it is not possible to 
make an exact projection using simple calculations. However new OPT analyses for the Stop at Two campaign 
indicate that a combination of age-balanced zero net migration and a total fertility rate of 1.42 children from 
2010 could reduce the projected population of 77 million people in 2050 by 21-23 million, shrinking it to 54-56 
million – some 6 million fewer people than today, and 7 million fewer than with zero net migration alone. This 
would be enough to “re-green” an area larger than Wales (see below). 
 
In the UK, average completed family size (CFS) has been falling, from a peak of nearly 2.5 children for women 
born in the mid-1930s to an average of 1.96 for women born in 1961.5 In the latest population projections 
published by the ONS in October 20076, it is assumed that the Total Fertility Rate (TFR)7 will level off at 1.84 
children, on average, by 2019. In the ONS Zero Migration Variant Projection, this TFR combined with a zero 
migration effect8 and life expectancy changes would take population from 61.0 million in mid-2008 to 63.8 
million in 2031, then reduce it to 62.4 million in 2050. 
 
Replacement-level fertility is an average 2.1 children per woman, and average completed family size (CFS) in the 
UK is already below replacement level. A distribution of family sizes “consistent with the long-term CFS 
assumption” is that nearly 20 per cent of women born in 1995 or after will remain childless, 18 per cent will have 
one child, 36 per cent have two children, 16 per cent have three, and 10 per cent have four or more9. If the 26 
per cent of women expected to have more than two children were to decide to “Stop at Two”, the effect would 
be to reduce long-term average family size from 1.84 to 1.42 children.10   
 
The environmental and quality-of-life benefits of living in a UK with at least 20 million fewer people in 2050 than 
the 77 million6 expected are potentially enormous. Given the clear and urgent need for climate change emissions 
reductions and greater self-sufficiency in food and energy, the contribution of population decrease cannot be 
overlooked. These “green gains” include:  
 
Climate change targets. The UK targets set by the government’s committee on climate change in December 
2008 are to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 80 per cent from 1990 levels by 2050 and 21 per cent from 2005 
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levels by 2020. In 2005 emissions per capita, with a population of 60.24 million, were 10.89 tonnes of CO2e a 
year, and for that number of people emissions would have to be cut to 8.17 tonnes a head by 2020. But with 
population expected to rise to 66.75m in 2020, emission ‘rations’ would need to be reduced to 7.37 tonnes per 
person – a cut of nearly another tonne due to population growth. With 21-23 million fewer people in 2050 than 
the 77 million projected, long-term targets could be further eased. 

 
Green space/land. The UK is one of the most densely populated countries in the world with 252 people per km2. 
With 77 million people in 2050 density would rise to 318 people per km2, but with 55 million it would fall to 227 
per km2. If 55 million people (22 million fewer than expected) could be housed and supported by infrastructure 
at the same average density13 as the current 61 million, 23,800 km2 of land would be released for re-greening, to 
produce food and energy resources for its human inhabitants and revitalise other stressed species – a green land 
gain larger than Wales14.   
 
For parents who are seriously considering ways to improve the natural environment for future generations, 
it is clear that limiting their family size to two or fewer can make a significant difference. 
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