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Population in Sustainable Development

In Rio de Janeiro in 1992, over 170
countries adopted the Rio Principles and
Agreements and Agenda 21, a common
framework for action toward sustainable de-
velopment. In September of 2002, the World
Summit on Sustainable Development in Jo-
hannesburg will assess progress over the past
ten years with the aim of reaffirming the goals
and reinvigorating the implementation of
Agenda 21.

In Rio, there was the clear hope that
the development gap between the richest and
poorest countries would be narrowed, and that
the rich countries would become increasingly
environmentally conscious and curb their pol-
lution and other environmental impacts. This
has not come to pass.

While there are many reasons for this,
the Global Science Panel concludes that in or-
der for future efforts to succeed, primary em-
phasis must be placed on human dimensions.
The first principle of the Rio Declaration puts
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people first by stating, “human beings are at
the center of concerns for sustainable devel-
opment.”  Population policy has already
shifted in this direction. At the International
Conference on Population and Development in
Cairo in 1994, a new international consensus
was reached recognizing that population policy
should be oriented toward improving social
conditions and expanding choices for individu-
als. The key recognition was that focusing on
people — their rights, capabilities, and opportu-
nities — would have multiple benefits for indi-
viduals, for society, and for their sustainable
relationship with the environment.

Progress in the field of population-
environment analysis supports this view.
Demographic trends are critical factors in the
quest for sustainable development, and two
key policies — education and reproductive
health — stand out as important components of
socio-economic development that have sub-
stantial environmental benefits as well.
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Key Conclusions on Population in Sustainable Development

(1) Regional population trends present major
challenges even with slowing global growth

Thirty years ago, global population was
growing at 2% per year, nearly its fastest rate
ever. Due mainly to rapid declines in fertility in
developing countries, the global growth rate has
fallen to 1.3% today and current long-term popu-
lation projections foresee a likely end to world
population growth during this century. However,
expanding human numbers continue to present a
challenge to sustainability. The absolute number
of people added each year — about 77 million cur-
rently — is still near its historical peak and will
likely remain above 70 million for the next two
decades. Nearly all of this growth will occur in
developing countries and will be concentrated
among the poorest populations and in urban ar-
eas.

The demographic outlook varies widely
across regions. In Africa, despite HIV/AIDS,
more than a two-fold increase in population size
is still highly likely. Over the next 25 years in-
creases in population size in sub-Saharan Africa,
South Asia and the Middle East are expected to
be larger than in the past quarter century. In con-
trast, in some European countries and Japan, fer-
tility has become so low that population may
shrink over the next 50 years and rapid popula-
tion ageing has become a serious concern. In ad-
dition, traditional groupings of countries accord-
ing to demographic experience are beginning to
break down. For example, the USA is likely to
see substantial continued growth, while China is
likely to experience an end to population growth
and rapid aging within the next three decades.

Given these varied experiences, the old
expectations that all countries would, and perhaps
should, eventually end up with a constant popula-
tion size (“population stabilization”) are becom-
ing increasingly untenable. A more appropriate
view is that concerns with population size and
growth rate need to be balanced with those re-
lated to ageing also considering additional di-
mensions of population such as education and
regional distribution (“population balance”). All
of these characteristics must be considered in the
broader social, economic, and environmental set-
tings of the society as a whole. For example, too
rapid growth puts heavy pressure on educational
systems, while too rapid ageing brings massive
stress for old age security systems. But moderate
growth or ageing may not have negative implica-
tions provided clear policies to address environ-
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mental concerns and the needs and rights of the
most economically vulnerable people are put in
place.

(2) Concerns about population, development,
and environment must be addressed jointly

In the past, analyses of how population
influences the environment tended to arrive at
broad conclusions involving sweeping generali-
zations. However for some time researchers have
realized that linkages are dependent on many
mediating factors that differ from place to place
and among different socio-economic groups. For
example, in many low-income settings, high fer-
tility, poverty, low status of women and children,
and environmental damage are bound up in a web
of interactions that can trap societies in a vicious
circle of destructive responses to stresses in any
one factor. On the other hand, in many high-
income settings, low fertility co-exists with and
permits high and unsustainable consumption pat-
terns. Economic systems, political processes and
the consumption behavior of individuals and
households can trap societies in structures and
mindsets that are inimical to sustaining the envi-
ronment and promoting sustainable development.

Demographic factors may play different
roles in different circumstances. For example,
while increasing population density often con-
tributes to resource overuse and environmental
degradation, it can, in some circumstances, lead
to the development of better management prac-
tices that actually decrease environmental impact.
Similarly, while rapid population growth at the
national level is usually associated with, for ex-
ample, forest loss, examination of the specific
activities that actually lead to deforestation may
point to economic or political conditions as key
causes.

As rapid population growth and high
population density are not the only causes of en-
vironmental degradation, interactions between
population and the environment must be viewed
in a broader systemic manner.

(3) Policy must account for differential vulner-
ability within populations

Deteriorating environmental conditions
do not affect all segments of a population in the
same way, nor do they affect all households in
the same manner. Even within a household, the
effects may differ by age and gender. Considera-
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tion of vulnerability must therefore focus not
only on countries but also on people. Key deter-
minants of vulnerability are poverty, gender, eth-
nicity, and other institutional arrangements,
which work independently and together to affect
health status, access to resources and livelihoods.
Policies aimed at improving these factors for the
most vulnerable segments of a population have
the best chance of success.

Poverty has been defined as a lack of
means to protect oneself against all kinds of
threats to health and personal integrity. Poor
households have limited capacity to protect
themselves from environmental threats such as
indoor air pollution from cooking fuels, polluted
water and catastrophes and extreme events. Over
one billion people live on less than a dollar a day
and a third of the world’s expected population of
some 9 billion, in the second half of the 21st cen-
tury, could be living in extreme poverty. Hunger
and malnutrition can contribute to susceptibility
to disease brought on by environmental threats
such as lack of clean water. Economic structures,
political processes and social institutions need to
be geared to promoting sustainable development
and thus reducing vulnerability. Good govern-
ance in this sense can be a decisive factor in pro-
viding people with options to respond to envi-
ronmental threats. Particularly  vulnerable
populations include the poorest, least empowered
segments of the population. For example, poor
women of reproductive age and their children are
particularly vulnerable to non-hygienic condi-
tions and maternal and infant mortality tend to be
very high under such conditions.

There does not seem to be a universal
remedy against vulnerability. The best candidate
seems to be support for human rights — social,
political and economic — of those whom poverty
or social status makes vulnerable and investments
in human resources and education. With greater
empowerment, appropriate skills and education
comes better access to information as well as bet-
ter health status, lower risk of poverty and lower
population growth where fertility is high. A
higher educational status of the general popula-
tion is also more likely to encourage participation
in public affairs and contribute to good govern-
ance. Initiatives aimed at directly addressing
poverty, health, and institutional development is
essential as well. For example, improving repro-
ductive health services can not only contribute to
improving the health status and reducing the vul-
nerability of poor women and their young chil-
dren, but also contribute to a decline in the inci-
dence of unplanned pregnancies and health-
threatening short birth intervals.
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(4) Empowerment through education and re-
productive health has multiple benefits for peo-
ple and the environment

The analysis of relationships between
population and the environment indicates that
there are sets of policies likely to have multiple
benefits for individuals and for the environment.
For example, investments in voluntary family
planning and reproductive health programs allow
couples to have the number of children they de-
sire as well as lead to lower fertility. Lower fer-
tility can have positive effects at the household
level where high fertility, poverty, and environ-
mental degradation can be self-reinforcing. At a
larger scale lower fertility leads to slower popula-
tion growth, easing stress on the environment and
allowing more time for coping with population
increases and environmental effects.

Another top policy priority should be
education. Education has many benefits that are
important in their own right. For example, it fos-
ters women’s empowerment and increases indi-
vidual choice, and there is overwhelming evi-
dence in all societies that more educated people
are in better health. In addition, education can
contribute to greater environmental awareness
and more sustainable life-styles as well as con-
tributing to economic growth by raising produc-
tivity. Education also has beneficial implications
for the environment. The increased productivity
and technological advance it induces can lead to
less pollution-intensive production. It plays a key
role in reducing vulnerability to environmental
changes as well as to other stresses. More educa-
tion gives more access to information about how
to avoid negative impacts and how to protect
oneself against such impacts if they are unavoid-
able. In addition, the fertility-depressing effect of
education indirectly contributes to strengthening
the resilience against all kinds of stress, and con-
tributes to reducing the scale of human impact on
the environment. Education also plays a key role
in addressing concerns about the influence of
demographic factors such as growth rate and age
structure on the environment and well-being.

The multiple benefits of these policies
make them clear “win-win” strategies with no
obvious drawbacks. Efforts to put societies on
sustainable development paths should give them
high priority. While this point has been stressed
before, spending on social development has re-
mained low. Here we emphasize that social de-
velopment is not only a goal in its own right but
would also lessen environmental degradation and
empower people to cope with inevitable envi-
ronmental change.
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(5) Interdisciplinary training and research on
links between population, development and the
environment must be strengthened

(suggestions please!)

Possible topics to address in supplementary ma-
terial:

Urbanization: trends, environmental conse-
quences, vulnerability of the urban poor,
education

Population Balance

Vulnerability and Sustainability (D. Hogan)

Population, Development, and Environment in
the Cairo Programme of Action

Case Studies:

Finland

Mauritius

Sub-national case studies

One page (box) summary of major decisions on
population and related matters form International
Meetings during the last 30 years since Stock-
holm.

Perhaps a box on International Governance to

ensure integration of population in sustainable
development
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