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Episode #183
Are There Too Many People In The World?

10th Aug, 2021

Alastair Budge: [00:00:00] Hello, hello hello, and welcome to English Learning for

Curious Minds, by Leonardo English.

[00:00:12] The show where you can listen to fascinating stories, and learn weird and

wonderful things about the world at the same time as improving your English.

[00:00:22] I'm Alastair Budge and today we are going to be tackling a big question, that

of population growth.

[00:00:30] We are going to be asking ourselves whether there are too many people in

the world?

[00:00:35] And if indeed that is the case, does it matter?

[00:00:39] What will some of the implications be, for us personally, for our children1

and their children, and for the world we live in?

1 Likely consequences
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[00:00:47] These are, to state the obvious, some big, important questions, so let’s get

cracking right away.2

[00:00:55] In this episode we’ll start by outlining some numbers, to emphasise how3 4

the world’s population has grown over time.

[00:01:04] Then, we’ll talk a little bit about some of the reasons that people are scared

by population growth, both now and historically.

[00:01:14] Then we'll talk about what most experts think the future of the world’s

population will look like, and why having 10 billion people on Earth might not actually

be as scary as you might think it would be.

[00:01:28] Let’s start with some numbers, because we are indeed talking about the

number of people that exist on planet Earth.

[00:01:36] Homo Sapiens, us, you and I, are thought to have arrived on Earth about

200,000 years ago.

[00:01:45] The world population hit 1 billion people in around 1800, so it took more or

less 200,000 years for us to go from zero to a billion people.

4 give special attention to

3 giving a general description of

2 let's get started
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[00:01:58] The next billion took 127 years, then 32 years, then 15, then 13, then 12, and it

took another 12 years for us to reach 7 billion people on earth in 2011.

[00:02:16] The population at the moment, in 2021, is just under 8 billion.

[00:02:22] And although most academics believe that it will continue to grow for the

majority of the next century, it is thought that it will stabilise at somewhere between5

10 and 12 billion towards the end of the 21st century, double the population in the year

that I was born, 1987.

[00:02:43] Throughout history there have been concerns that there are too many6

people on the planet, that there is a natural ceiling , and the Earth simply can’t sustain7

the human population.8

[00:02:58] There is evidence of this concern right back in Carthage, in the second9

century AD, but the most famous critic of population growth came in late 18th century

Britain, with an article called “An Essay On The Principle of Population”, by a scholar10

named Robert Malthus.

10 a learned person, someone who has studied a lot

9 a matter that causes worry

8 support, maintain

7 an upper limit

6 worries

5 stop changing
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[00:03:19] This was published in 1798, shortly before the world had welcomed its

billionth inhabitant.

[00:03:27] Malthus proposed that population growth happens more quickly than the

ability of a society to increase its food production.

[00:03:37] Therefore societies lose the ability to feed everyone, there is famine , war11

and death, and the population returns to its normal, correct size.

[00:03:50] Malthus has remained popular ever since, yet his theory proved to be

completely wrong, at least for the period he was writing in.

[00:04:01] Malthus failed to predict the Industrial Revolution, which came shortly12 13

afterwards, and resulted in huge improvements in mankind’s ability to feed itself.

[00:04:14] There is an entire episode on The Industrial Revolution if you’re interested,

it’s episode 150, and I’m sure you know a lot of this already, but long story short,

industrial improvements meant that food suddenly became much easier to produce.

[00:04:31] The population was growing faster than ever before, but society’s ability to

feed itself was improving faster than the population was growing, meaning that in fact

the opposite of what Malthus had suggested was happening.

13 say that an event will happen in the future

12 didn't succeed in

11 extreme lack of food
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[00:04:48] Indeed now, when there have never been more people on Earth, there has

never been a smaller percentage of the population involved in agriculture, involved in

actually producing food.

[00:05:02] So, from the point of view of the world collapsing in famine and war at 114

billion people, that certainly didn’t happen, luckily for all of us.

[00:05:13] The world’s population has continued to grow, it is up almost eightfold , an15

increase of 8 times since Malthus’ gloomy prediction.16

[00:05:22] But there are still those that predict that the world cannot sustain itself, or

rather, the world has no problem sustaining itself, the problem comes from the17

amount of humans on the planet that destabilise it.18

[00:05:38] In 1968 Paul Ehrlich, an economist at Stanford University, was to follow in

Malthus’s footsteps , when he published a book with the title “The Population Bomb”.19

[00:05:51] The first sentence of the book read “The battle to feed all of humanity is

over.”

19 do the same thing as Malthus did

18 change for the worse

17 supporting, maintaining

16 hopeless

15 eight times as much

14 breaking down, failing
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[00:05:59] Ehrlich proposed that the world was too crowded , that there were too20 21

many people, and that we were on a fast train towards mass starvation caused by22 23

overpopulation.

[00:06:13] And you will no doubt have seen gloomy headlines, prophetic news24

stories, about population growth, and how we have to do something about it in order

to guarantee our survival.25

[00:06:26] But there are also plenty of academics and scientists who say that 10 billion

people is nothing to worry about, and that the world’s population growth is already

slowing fast enough, and that it will naturally come to a stop.

[00:06:43] And ultimately, that we don’t need to worry about population growth at all.

[00:06:48] Who is right?

[00:06:50] Let’s start with where both sides agree.

25 make something certain

24 saying what will happen in the future

23 the state of extreme hunger

22 having an effect on a very large number of people

21 full of people

20 suggested that
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[00:06:53] There is no doubt that an increased population puts increasing pressure on

the environment.

[00:07:00] People use resources , there are a finite amount of resources on planet26 27

Earth, and the more people you have, the more difficult it is to make sure there is

enough to go around .28

[00:07:12] That “enough” can be food, it can be water, it can be clean air.

[00:07:17] And of course, depending on where you are in the world, you have different

concerns, and it is almost always those living in poorer countries that get a worse deal

.29

[00:07:29] Both sides also agree that population growth is slowing.

[00:07:34] This is an undeniable fact - it is slowing.30

[00:07:38] Despite sensationalist headlines about how population growth is out of31

control, it really isn’t.

31 presenting something only in order to draw public attention

30 certainly true

29 treatment

28 be enough for everyone

27 having a limit or end

26 the total natural available means for survival and development
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[00:07:45] In percentage terms, growth is slowing.

[00:07:48] It peaked at around 2% in the late 1960s, it was at its highest in the late32

1960s, and is now down to 1.05%, and has been reducing every year.

[00:08:02] So while the world population is still growing, it is growing more slowly than

any time in recent memory.

[00:08:11] And the growth is unequal.

[00:08:13] Countries like Niger, in west Africa, have been growing at just under 4% a

year, while the population of countries like Japan is actually shrinking - there are33

fewer people every year.

[00:08:28] Indeed, the entire Sub-Saharan region is growing at around 2.7% a year,

versus 1.2% for South East Asia, 0.9% for Latin America and just 0.1% in Europe.

[00:08:42] If it continues at this rate, the population of Africa is set to double by 2050, at

around 2.5 billion, or more than a quarter of the world’s population.

33 becoming smaller

32 reached its highest point
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[00:08:57] And this is in a region that contains some of the poorest countries in the

world, so some economists are predicting huge tragedy in the region, as the34

population booms but is unable to feed itself.35

[00:09:13] Others point out that this level of population growth is nothing to be

concerned about, and is completely normal in any developing country. They show36

that we have the history of every developed country to go by , and that there is a clear37

pattern which can be divided into four broad stages.38

[00:09:34] The first stage is of high rates of child mortality , of children dying, and39

therefore parents want to have as many children as possible to ensure that they have40

enough to survive. For much of human history, until there was proper medicine and41

access to clean water, this was how people lived, they never got past this first stage.

41 of a required standard

40 make something certain to happen

39 death rate

38 a particular way in which something is done

37 depend on, use as a guide

36 worried

35 grows

34 saying that something will happen in the future
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[00:09:59] The second stage involves improved living conditions, including better

access to healthcare and sanitation , therefore child mortality decreases, and more42 43

children survive, leading the population to increase dramatically.

[00:10:16] The third stage is that families realise that they don’t have to continue to

have lots of children, because most are surviving, so there are fewer births, fewer

children are born, and population growth starts to slow.

[00:10:31] And the fourth stage is full stabilisation , it’s what most developed countries44

are currently in now.

[00:10:39] We’ve seen this happen in every single developed country - there are no

exceptions.

[00:10:44] Birth rates are high, and they decrease as living conditions in a country

increase.

[00:10:51] This is one of the reasons that both sides of the “what to do about population

growth” debate agree that one of the highest impact things that can be done to reduce

the speed of population growth is help poorer countries improve their healthcare and

education systems.

44 the condition of something being less likely to change

43 death rate of children

42 measures designed to protect public health
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[00:11:12] While not everyone agrees on the best way to do that, all of the data suggests

that by doing things like increasing literacy rates, especially female literacy rates,45

improving healthcare, and educating people about contraception will lead to a46

reduction in the number of children, and therefore a slowing in population growth.

[00:11:37] And as the number of children per woman drops worldwide, the theory goes

that it will stabilise somewhere around 2 children per woman, which is what’s called

the “replacement rate”.

[00:11:50] For a population to remain at a similar size, and if you assume that as many

people immigrate to a country as emigrate from it, each woman needs to have two47 48

children on average for the population to remain the same size.

[00:12:08] So, if this is the case, if there aren’t more children being born globally, why is

the population still increasing?

[00:12:16] Well, quite simply it is because people are living for longer.

[00:12:22] We used to think of our society as a sort of pyramid structure, with lots of

children at the bottom, and fewer and fewer people as you got up to the top of the

pyramid.

48 leave a country in order to live permanently in another one

47 move to a country in order to live permanently there

46 the use of methods intended to prevent a woman becoming pregnant

45 the ability to read and write
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[00:12:34] In most developed countries, society doesn’t look like a pyramid any more,

and looks more like a tower. Indeed, in some countries it is starting to look like an

inverted pyramid, an upside down pyramid, as there are more older people than49

younger people.

[00:12:53] So, coming back to where the rest of the population growth is coming from, it

is mainly going to come from children who are already born, who will continue to live a

much longer life than their parents and grandparents.

[00:13:09] If you think about our old pyramid structure, instead of the number of bricks

reducing as you go up, it will remain more or less the same. That is where the

population growth is coming from, not there being many more children being born.

[00:13:26] Globally, there are the same amount of children being born, more or less, but

they are just being born in different countries.

[00:13:34] In developing countries the birth rate is still relatively high, but this is offset50

by people in the developed world having fewer children.

[00:13:45] So, yes the world population is still growing slowly, but no it seems unlikely

that it’s going to continue to grow forever.

50 balanced

49 turned upside down
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[00:13:54] Ok then, you might be thinking, does this mean that we simply don’t have to

worry about population growth?

[00:14:01] Were Malthus, Ehrlich, and anyone talking about the dangers of population

growth simply...wrong?

[00:14:09] Well, they weren’t 100% wrong, and of course, an increased population

means greater strain , greater pressure on the world’s resources.51

[00:14:20] But what does this actually mean to me and to you?

[00:14:23] What can we actually do about it, if indeed there is anything that should be

done?

[00:14:30] There are only two ways of reducing population size - by reducing how long

people live, and stopping babies from being born in the first place.

[00:14:41] In terms of the former, of reducing how long people live, thankfully nobody

seems to be suggesting anything like that. We all seem to agree that we should do

everything we can to allow people to live for as long as possible.

[00:14:56] And in terms of stopping babies from being born, at least in the majority of

the developed world now nobody seems to be proposing anything quite so radical as52

a limit on the number of children a couple can have, like the one-child-policy that was

52 extreme

51 pressure
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in place in China, and there seems to be an agreement that it isn’t right to stop women

from having the amount of children that they want to.

[00:15:23] Indeed, there is a limited amount that any government can do, that a

government can impose on its citizens, to slow population growth.

[00:15:32] But not all pressure has to come from above, and sometimes pressure comes

from below, from the individuals in society.

[00:15:42] There is a growing segment of people in the West advocating for people to53

reduce the number of children they have.

[00:15:51] Here is activist Alexandra Paul, who made her name as an actress in54

Baywatch, describing how she sees the current world situation:

[00:16:01] Alexandra Paul: [00:16:01] And all of this made sense when it was important

for us to procreate for our survival, but now for our survival, we have to not procreate55

and we have to change and rewire our biology and our culture to recognize the56

benefits of a one-child family. Because right now, mostly what we see as the negatives.

[00:16:23] Alastair Budge: [00:16:23] There are frequent articles about people who have

taken the decision not to have children because of a fear of overpopulation, and of the

56 rearrange

55 produce children

54 someone who takes action in order to achieve a social result

53 part
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child’s environmental impact. There’s even a movement in the UK called BirthStrike,

essentially couples going on strike against having children because of the57

environmental footprint that a person has.58

[00:16:49] Of course, a child, like an adult, has an environmental footprint.

[00:16:54] It’s estimated at just under 60 tonnes of CO2 per year for someone in the

developed world.

[00:17:03] To put that in perspective, a child’s annual carbon footprint is the59

equivalent of around 37 transatlantic flights or 73 people switching to a meat-free60 61

diet.

[00:17:17] While this is not to question what was no doubt a difficult personal decision

that these couples have taken, there is a lot of evidence to suggest that the calculations

aren’t quite correct.

[00:17:30] A child born in 2021 will, over the course of its lifetime, most likely produce

significantly fewer carbon emissions than a child born 50 years ago, as there simply

61 without including meat

60 crossing the Atlantic ocean

59 the amount of carbon dioxide released as a result of a person's activities

58 the effect a person has on the environment

57 refusing to do something you are supposed to do in order to achieve a goal
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won’t be fossil fuels for them to burn, petrol cars won’t exist, and in fact the carbon62

footprint of future generations is predicted to be significantly lower than ours.

[00:17:56] Clearly, having one child will result in a greater environmental impact than

having zero children, but the point is that the impact will actually be a lot smaller than

many people think.

[00:18:10] And when it comes to the question of population growth, and of the planet

having enough space both for people to live in and enough food for everyone to eat,

most scientists are in agreement that there is certainly enough space and food for

everyone, it is just a question of distribution, of getting food to the people who need it.

[00:18:34] You have probably heard statistics such as about 30-40% of all of the food in

the United States is wasted , or that around a billion and a half tonnes of food is63

wasted every year globally.

[00:18:48] The world currently produces more than enough food to satisfy everyone’s

caloric needs, to feed everyone on the planet, it just turns out that the current64

economic system is not very efficient at distributing it to the people who need it, or you

could even say that it’s too efficient for its own good .65

65 resulting in being harmful

64 relating to calories (units of energy provided by food)

63 not effectively used

62 fuels, such as oil that were formed underground million of years ago
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[00:19:09] And in terms of whether there is enough space for everyone to live, that’s an

easy question to answer.

[00:19:15] Most definitely.

[00:19:17] In fact, you could fit 11.5 billion people into Italy if they all lived as New

Yorkers did, if the population density was as high as it currently is in New York City.

[00:19:31] Of course, this doesn’t factor in all of the land that is required to produce66

food, goods and so on, and I’m not suggesting that we all move into one Italian

mega-city , but the point is that the world isn’t going to run out of space for people to67

exist, it is that our society may have to adapt to different living styles.

[00:19:53] So, to wrap things up , when it comes to population, is there really a68

problem of there being too many people in the world?

[00:20:03] It certainly seems that there isn’t a problem with the number of people, and

most developed countries are certainly doing everything they can to encourage69

people to have more children.

69 try to make someone do something by giving support and hope

68 complete or finish

67 a very large city

66 include
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[00:20:15] From giving out grants , economic incentives to parents through70 71

subsidising childcare and providing free schooling, countries all over the world are72

busy encouraging their populations to continue to multiply.73

[00:20:30] If there were some great problem inherent with population growth then74

these policies would make little sense.

[00:20:39] And indeed, if a government wanted to discourage its citizens from having75

children, then making having children even more expensive than it currently is would

be a very quick and effective way of doing so.

[00:20:53] So, the world is changing, there are more people than ever before living on

Earth.

[00:21:00] Indeed, one in fifteen people who have ever set foot on Earth are alive76

today.

76 been

75 try to make someone not to do something

74 existing as a natural part of something

73 trying to make someone do something by giving support and hope

72 making something easier

71 things that make people do something

70 sums of money given by the government for a particular purpose

© Leonardo English Limited www.leonardoenglish.com

http://www.leonardoenglish.com


English Learning for Curious Minds | Episode #183
Are There Too Many People In The World?

[00:21:07] Certainly, there are all sorts of demographic and societal changes that77

await us, from how to care for an ageing population to how to make sure that food78 79

is distributed to the places where it is needed most.

[00:21:22] But is population growth itself anything to be worried about?

[00:21:26] Do you believe that there is some Malthusian catastrophe waiting to80

happen, a population bomb is ticking , ready to explode?81

[00:21:36] Or do you believe that we should carry on as normal, and the global

economy will find a way of adapting?

[00:21:44] I’m sure the truth lies somewhere in the middle.

[00:21:48] No matter what you think, and what side of the population question you

believe is right, it is undeniable that the world is going to be a very different place at

the end of this century.

[00:22:00] But whether that’s a world that you or I would look forward to living in is a

different question altogether.

81 a clicking sound made by a bomb before it explodes

80 a great event that causes destruction

79 getting older

78 wait for

77 relating to the study of populations
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[00:22:09] OK then, that is it for today's episode on global population growth.

[00:22:15] I hope it's been an interesting one, that you've learnt something new, and

that it may have made you think about things in a slightly different way.

[00:22:23] As always, I would love to know what you thought of this episode. I think this

is a topic that we can all have an opinion on, and I’m sure that it’s a subject that invites

particularly strong opinions.

[00:22:37] So, let’s get the discussion started.

[00:22:40] You can head right into our community forum, which is at

community.leonardoenglish.com and get chatting away to other curious minds, and of

course, to me.

[00:22:51] You've been listening to English Learning for Curious Minds, by Leonardo

English.

[00:22:56] I'm Alastair Budge, you stay safe, and I'll catch you in the next episode.

[END OF EPISODE]
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Key vocabulary

Word Definition

Implications Likely consequences

Let’s get cracking let's get started

Outlining giving a general description of

Emphasise give special attention to

Stabilise stop changing

Concerns worries

Ceiling an upper limit

Sustain support, maintain

Concern a matter that causes worry

Scholar a learned person, someone who has studied a lot

Famine extreme lack of food

Failed didn't succeed in
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Predict say that an event will happen in the future

Collapsing breaking down, failing

Eightfold eight times as much

Gloomy hopeless

Sustaining supporting, maintaining

Destabilise change for the worse

Follow in malthus’s footsteps do the same thing as Malthus did

Proposed suggested that

Crowded full of people

Mass having an effect on a very large number of people

Starvation the state of extreme hunger

Prophetic saying what will happen in the future

Guarantee make something certain

Resources the total natural available means for survival and

development

Finite having a limit or end
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Go around be enough for everyone

Deal treatment

Undeniable certainly true

Sensationalist presenting something only in order to draw public

attention

Peaked reached its highest point

Shrinking becoming smaller

Predicting saying that something will happen in the future

Booms grows

Concerned worried

Go by depend on, use as a guide

Pattern a particular way in which something is done

Mortality death rate

Ensure make something certain to happen

Proper of a required standard

Sanitation measures designed to protect public health
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Child mortality death rate of children

Stabilisation the condition of something being less likely to change

Literacy the ability to read and write

Contraception the use of methods intended to prevent a woman

becoming pregnant

Immigrate move to a country in order to live permanently there

Emigrate leave a country in order to live permanently in another one

Inverted turned upside down

Offset balanced

Strain pressure

Radical extreme

Segment part

Activist someone who takes action in order to achieve a social

result

Procreate produce children

Rewire rearrange
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Going on strike refusing to do something you are supposed to do in order

to achieve a goal

Environmental footprint the effect a person has on the environment

Carbon footprint the amount of carbon dioxide released as a result of a

person's activities

Transatlantic crossing the Atlantic ocean

Meat-free without including meat

Fossil fuels fuels, such as oil that were formed underground million of

years ago

Wasted not effectively used

Caloric relating to calories (units of energy provided by food)

For its own good resulting in being harmful

Factor in include

Mega-city a very large city

Wrap things up complete or finish

Encourage try to make someone do something by giving support and

hope
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Grants sums of money given by the government for a particular

purpose

Incentives things that make people do something

Subsidising making something easier

Encouraging trying to make someone do something by giving support

and hope

Inherent existing as a natural part of something

Discourage try to make someone not to do something

Set foot on been

Demographic relating to the study of populations

Await wait for

Ageing getting older

Catastrophe a great event that causes destruction

Ticking a clicking sound made by a bomb before it explodes

We’d love to get your feedback on this episode.

What did you like? What could we do better?
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What did you struggle to understand?

Let us know in the forum community.leonardoenglish.com
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