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“Consumption and demography are closely inter-twined.
Every person must consume, and each additional person
on the planet will add to total consumption levels.”

Why

The Royal Society for the Protection
of Birds (RSPB) is one of the foremost
conservation bodies in the UK.

With over 1 million members it is the largest
conservation charity in Europe, as well as
being a respected voice internationally
through its lead role in BirdLife International,
the global partnership of national
conservation organisations.

On its website, the RSPB states,
‘We are creating a world rich

in nature’. That is an ambitious

and admirable statement - but,
unfortunately, not one that is generally
accurate.

The RSPB does an excellent job of
highlighting the value of bird life, both in
its own right and as an indicator of the
well-being of the wider environment; of
conserving and creating vital habitat as
feeding and breeding refuges for wild
birds and other species on its 200 or so
reserves; as well as pioneering the careful
reintroduction of formerly native wild birds
that had become extinct in the UK (red
kites, corncrakes, and cranes being the best
known of those).

But all this valuable work - in
the UK and globally - is, at best,
holding the line.

Across the world, wild species are under
threat and in many cases face extinction.

The RSPB’s own assessment of wild bird
species in the UK confirms this — with 4 out
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of 5 breeding bird indicators falling over
the latest survey period and farmland and
woodland species numbers crashing — down
by over 50% and 75% respectively on their
1970 baseline numbers.!

We humans are not ‘creating a world rich
in nature’. Since 1970, on best available

estimates, global biodiversity has declined
overall by 30%.2

A key factor driving these negative
impacts on the world’s wild species
is the growing human population:
the current and predicted numbers of
people on the planet; the number of
people in developed and developing
countries — and of course, per person
consumption rates in both.

Global human
population has
quadrupled since the
RSPB was founded
over 100 years ago.

Yet there is no mention of
the issue of human population
and its impacts anywhere on the
RSPB’s website.

That omission is not unique to the RSPB.

No leading environment or conservation
organisation is talking publicly about
population — possibly out of concern that
they will be accused of being ‘misanthropic’,
‘racist’, of ‘blaming the poor’ or perhaps
because they accept fatalistically that the
Earth’s human population will grow by at
least 2 billion more people to reach 9.3
billion by 2050% and nothing can be done to
prevent that UN projection becoming a fact?

There is no justification or excuse
for such fears and fatalism.
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current levels of and
predicted growth in population are
of concern in both developed and
developing countries.

curbing consumption
: : id) levels of those who consume the most

7O TTAN c o with currently is crucial.
p AT EAG A VY many species close to
> ' - collapse.

improving the well-being of
the over 1 billion people who exist on
less than $2 a day is a priority, such that
they enjoy a fairer share of the Earth’s
available, sustainable resources.

Addressing the issue of population directly and low-cost, safe family planning
in-depth offers a positive agenda that is about: should be available for all women
on demand as their right to control
* Increasing the well-being of everyone on Earth their own fertility.
e Giving all women the right to choose and the a voluntary, rights-
freedom to control their own fertility - at based approach; coercion
least 215 million women worldwide, has no place in any | I
mainly in the poorest countries, want to . strategy seeking to )
delay or stop their next pregnancy, but of people in achieve a sustainable
do not have access to modern, safe the UK think our global population.
contraceptive methods* population is too high.

Achieving sustainable development
that respects the boundaries of our
finite planet

Enabling people throughout the world
to plan the size of their families without

coercion RSPB and other NGOs should

Sustaining a world that is rich in nature and take heart from the fact that a large

renewable resources. proportion of the public are concerned
about the growth of populations in the

AS one Of the UK'S UK and globally:

e A YouGov survey carried out in May

i 2011 of 3,538 UK adults found that
Iead I ng and mOSt almost four out of five (79%) thought
respected conservation the UK population was too high, with

almost half (45%) saying it was much

bodies, RSPB has a too high;

e Over four out of five (84%) thought

responsibility to address the world population was too high;
. . with over half (53%) thinking it was

the issue of population much too high.

and promote this

positive agenda for the

good of everyone and all
life on Earth.
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“Population and the environment should not be
considered as two separate issues.”

The

Two recent reports The Living Planet report 2012

highlight the issue of 7, Living Planet report is produced by
human population as the Global Footprint Network and the
a, if not the key, factor World Wide Fund for Nature working in
in impacting upon our collaboration with the Zoological Society of

planet and its sustainability London and the European Space Agency.

for our and all species on Earth. By collating and comparing a vast array of
data on global biodiversity, ecosystems and

Most importantly, the reports raise the natural resources, the Living Planet Report
debate above out-dated and polarised provides an unique overview of humanity’s
arguments as to whether it is the number demands and impacts upon our planet

of people on the planet or how much they  and their implications for the

consume that is critical. sustainability and well-being of our

As these reports make clear, it is not and the other species with which The UN’s
either or - but both. we share the Earth. medium projection

People and the planet httf://mj'Fl)la”dfjfrgt/.aao/m— for a future world
our_ea all_publications population iS

The Royal Society’s report, People and the living_planet_report
planet, published in April 2012, is the product — but the range
of a Working Group of over 20 distinguished extends from as ‘low’ as
academics, scientists and experts, supported 8 billion to as high as
by a science policy staff of 5 advisors. The 11 billion.
Working Group sought evidence from over

4

100 individuals and organisations across - -

the globe; as well as receiving nearly 200 _Of the W°r"?' 5 Ve b _‘;-_.
additional inputs sent in separately and via estimated 1.7 billion — S ¥
those attending three workshops held on the ‘high-rate consumers’, — -

role of industry, NGOs and technology. iy Q =

The Working Group’s findings and e e H
recommendations were reviewed by an now live in the £ = . e

independent panel of eight experts before developing world.
being approved by Council of the Royal
Society.

http://royalsociety.org/policy/projects/people-
planet
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Bindiersity, biocapacity
and better choices

Key findings

People and the planet

“Population and the environment
should not be considered as two
separate issues.”

The Royal Society makes three summary
recommendations for action:

e Firstly, that the world’s 1.3 billion poorest
people need to be raised out of poverty

e Secondly, that rates of consumption
must be urgently reduced in the most
developed and emerging economies

e Thirdly, that global population growth
needs to be slowed and stabilised.

Living Planet report

“With the world already in
ecological overshoot, continued
growth in population and per
person footprint is clearly not a
sustainable path.”

The report reaffirms the findings of earlier
Living Planet assessments that the Earth’s
capacity to provide ‘fair shares’ of its natural
resources and outputs had already been
exceeded “sometime in the 1980s”. By 2010,
human activities and demands were using up
one and a half planet’s worth of the resources
that are available annually. Clearly, not
everyone on Earth is getting their fair share.

The report and its predecessors provide
the best estimate and most comprehensive
‘snapshot’ of the state of all life on Earth.®
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The latest report
estimates that global
biodiversity has declined
overall by 30% since
1970 and by double that
(60%) in the tropics over the
same period. The authors conclude,
“Human population dynamics are

a major driving force behind
environmental degradation. One
aspect of this is the overall size

of the global population, which
has more than doubled since
1950 - to 7 billion in 2011 and

is forecast to reach just over 9.3
billion people by 2050."7

“Ignoring this diagnosis will
have major implications for
humanity. We can restore the
planet’s health but only through
addressing the root causes,
population growth and over-
consumption.”

Jonathan Baillie, Conservation
Programme Director, Zoological
Society of London?®

References

© The first Living Planet report
first produced in 1998 is
produced biennially.

7 http://wwf.panda.org/
about_our_earth/all_
publications/living_planet_
report/2012_Ipr/

8 Rising consumption,
increased resource use by
a growing population puts
unbearable pressure on
our Planet - WWF 2012
Living Planet Report http:/
wwf.panda.org/wwf _
news/2204732



“Human population dynamics are a major
driving force behind environmental degradation.”

Relevance to the

The RSPB’s mission is to protect birds For example, the White Stork migrates
and the environment and the through and over-winters in around 80
organisation states that it different nations and the Siberian crane
believes that bird populations  covers thousands of miles on its three
reflect the health of the distinct flyways from Western Siberia to the
planet on which our future  lowlands of northern Iran, the floodplains
depends. of the Yangtze in China and its north Indian
wintering site.

Globally, bird populations

are under pressure: 11% of migratory birds are

e Astudy by Birdlife classed as threatened or near

International published threatened on IUCN’s Red List.

in 2000 warned that

1,200 species, 12% of the
world’s total bird species,
faced extinction over the
next century?

“Human related factors” include a range
of activities — some of which are readily
identifiable and so have the potential

to be tackled directly. An obvious

‘ . example would be ending the

° In'its overview shooting and trapping of migratory

report, ’\./Vingedll\/lelssengers birds that pass over Malta each .
— The Decline of Birds’, the year — potentially saving 3 million of the world’s total

WorldWatch Institute states that, birds annually. bird species face

‘human related factors threaten 99% i : incti
of the most imperilled bird species’.' " Butsuch specific and potentially EXHACHON OVERAEXE
' resolvable threats are rare — the century.

Birds are indeed “winged messengers” greatest pressures on the world’s
that can be heralds of wider environmental bird populations come from the
impacts. While many bird species are native  general human related factors of

to particular habitats and regions, allowing habitat loss, agricultural intensification
specific measures to be taken by individual and climate change.

countries to help arrest declines — nearly .
20% of the world’s estimated 10,000 bird All of which are exacerbated by

species undertake regular migrations beyond human population growth.

their breeding grounds, using ‘flyways’ that
pass over and through numerous countries.
This makes them especially vulnerable to
any changes to their stop-over roosting and
feeding sites.



The speed and extent of the changes to our planet’s
biodiversity and ecosystems are
of times what would be expected as the normal
‘background level'.

The Anthropocene Era

Scientists term the current era on Planet
Earth the ‘Anthropocene’; dominated

as it is by us and our activities which
threaten to cause the ‘6th Great
Extinction’ of life on Earth — comparable
to the major geological events evident in the
fossil record." The key difference between
this one and the previous five is that the
catastrophic changes are happening over
decades rather than geological timescales.

For the UK, the changes to our countryside,
its biodiversity and ecosystems may appear
less dramatic than on the global scale, but
they are still considerable:

e 70% of our 333 farmland species of
plants, butterflies, bees, birds and other
mammals are in decline

e Alongside that loss of biodiversity, there's
been a parallel 30% decline in the vital
‘ecosystem services’ our natural world can
provide, such as flood prevention, water
catchment management, and carbon
sequestration. '

We know from the Living Planet report
that the human species is already drawing
down excessively upon the Earth’s available
resources — such that we (or some of us)
are using up one and half planet’s worth
of resources that would be available on a
sustainable basis. Calls from environmental
groups to rebalance the equation

by reducing our consumption in the
developed world have to date gone
largely unheeded.

6 Why population matters for the RSPB

Consumption has been the factor
that environmental NGOs and
policy makers have focused on
as the key driver of detrimental
environmental impacts upon

the planet, its biodiversity and

ecosystems. The chosen paths to address
unsustainable consumption have been via
attempts to promote ‘lighter footprints’
coupled with smarter, more efficient ways

of using and re-using the resources required
to produce the goods and services people
consume.

That is an understandable and
pragmatic approach - but it has
not been sufficient.

References

" Has the Earth’s sixth mass
extinction already arrived?,
Anthony D. Barnosky, Nicholas
Matzke, Susumu Tomiya,
Guinevere O. U. Wogan, Brian
Swartz,Tiago B. Quental, Charles
Marshall, Jenny L. McGuire, Emily
L. Lindsey, Kaitlin C. Maguire,
Ben Mersey & Elizabeth A.
Ferrer http://www.nature.com/
nature/journal/v471/n7336/full/
nature09678.html

2 UK national ecosystem
assessment (2011), Synthesis of
the key findings, UNEP-WCMC,
Cambridge. http://uknea.unep-
wemce.org

of UK farmland
species of plants,
butterflies, bees, birds

and other mammals
are in decline.




human
related factors
threaten 99% of
the most imperilled

bird species.

‘Winged Messengers —
The Decline of Birds’,
The WorldWatch Institute

- and, despite falling birth rates,
is predicted to continue to grow
up to and beyond 2050, due to
the large numbers of young 4
women of child-bearing age
on the planet.



“...while poor country population growth is not the driver of
climate change, it would be absurd to deny that the necessary
global transition to a low-carbon, less-resource intensive, less-
polluting economic future will not be infinitely harder to achieve
in a world of 10 billion rather than 6.8 billion.

Given its detrimental impacts on poverty reduction, it is surprising
that the issue of population growth has received so little attention
over the last decade from development donors, agencies and

developing countries alike.”"3

Adding the

Until the factor of Population

is added to the equation,
organisations and policy-makers
seeking to create conditions
whereby everyone on Earth can
enjoy a decent quality of life
and a fair share of our planet’s
resources without compromising
the ability of future generations
to do so - i.e. live sustainably — are
doomed to failure.

At the beginning of the 20th Century, there
were 1.6 billion people on Earth, whose
activities (predominantly in the industrialised
developed countries) released 0.5 billion
tonnes of carbon to the atmosphere
annually. By 2000, the number of people had
increased to over 6 billion and global annual
carbon emissions by nearly 15 times to 7.3
billion tonnes.

True, carbon emissions per person and overall
are much higher for those of us living in the
industrialised nations — each new born UK
citizen will be responsible for 35 times the
amount of greenhouse gas emissions than a
baby born in Bangladesh and over 160 times
more than one born in Ethiopia. But the

rest of the world is catching up — the fastest
growth rates in both per capita and total
greenhouse gas emissions now occur in the
less developed countries.

Many would argue that this is only fair
— people in the less developed countries
deserve a greater share of the Earth’s

8 Why population matters for the RSPB

factor

available resources to enable them to attain
the quality of life of people living in the
industrialised countries. The USA with just
5% of the world’s population is responsible
for over 20% of global carbon dioxide
emissions — and its current trajectory is to
increase emissions of greenhouse gases

by 10% on 1990 levels. Whereas China,
with four times the share of the world's
population at 20%, produces 17% of global
greenhouse gas emissions.'

However, China’s overall emissions have
rocketed by 170% since 2000, driven by a
rising and increasingly affluent population,
such that it has overtaken the USA and won
the dubious title of being the World's major

emitter of greenhouse gases.”™ A trend noted

in the assessment of the economic impacts
of climate change by Sir Nicholas Stern for
HM Treasury, “Population growth rates will
be higher among the developing countries,
which are also likely in aggregate to have
more rapid emissions growth per head. This
means that emissions in the developing
world will grow significantly faster than in
the developed world, requiring a still sharper
focus on emissions abatement in the larger
economies like China, India and Brazil. "

An additional 10 million people in
the UK will make a big difference

to our capacity to curb climate
change.

References

'3 Population Policy brief, Save
the Children, March 2010

4 UNDP Unequal carbon
footprints: shares of emissions
and population, http://hdr.
undp.org/en/statistics/data/
climatechange/shares/

'5 s it too late to avoid dangerous
climate change? Friends of the
Earth, August 2012

'6 Stern Review: The Economics
of Climate Change, http://www.
hm-treasury.gov.uk/d/Chapter_7_
Projecting_the_Growth_of_
Greenhouse-Gas_Emissions.pdf



Official UK targets for reducing overall carbon
dioxide levels are an 80% cut on 1990 levels
by 2050; 34-42% by 2020. In the 1990s,

UK per capita carbon dioxide emissions
equalled over 10 tonnes per person annually.
If the population remained stable, then the
necessary cuts per person to meet those
targets would be of the order of 2 — 3 tonnes
for each person. But if the population grows
by 10 million as predicted, a cut of at least an
extra tonne per person will be required."

I=PXAXT

Our impact on our planet is a
combination of factors:

e Overall human numbers

e The amount each of us consumes/
demands of the Earth

e Available technology and its
efficiency to provide the goods and
services derived from the Earth’s
resources.

Those three factors have been combined in
the equation formulated by Paul Ehrlich and
John Holdren: I =P x A x T — in which impact
‘' is a factor of population ‘P’, affluence ‘A’
and technology 'T'.'®

To reduce the impact on our planet, we can
potentially intervene in three ways: curb
consumption; improve efficiency of resource
use; slow and stabilise population growth.
Exclude the P’ (Population) factor and you
load even greater expectations on changing
consumption habits (Affluence) and upon the

ability of science and technology to deliver
ever greater efficiencies (Technology).

Addressing population, the

most effective eco-action

Because consumption per capita continues
to be so high in countries like the UK and
America, the missing or ignored factor of
population has to be addressed — as each
additional consumer in the developed world
makes a globally disproportionate impact.

A study by Oregon State University in 2009,
comparing the impact of an individual
adopting six life-style changes to cut their
carbon budget over a lifetime, against the
single action of having one less child, bears
this out:

e By adopting the practical and available
‘environmentally-friendly” actions of
driving a more fuel-efficient car; halving
annual car mileage; fitting double-glazing
and low-energy light-bulbs; replacing an
older, inefficient refrigerator; recycling all
paper, tin and glass - an individual over
their lifetime could curb their carbon
budget by 486 tonnes

e By taking the single, personal decision
to have one less child, a woman and
her family would save 9,441 tonnes of
carbon over her lifetime.
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Nearly 20 times the amount saved
from all other positive eco-actions
combined.”



Fewer people, fairer shares

In contrast to that average American citizen,
the people of sub-Saharan Africa and south
east Asia, who make up over a third of all
people on the planet use (or rather receive)
just 3.2% of the world's available resources.

There is no disputing that such unjust
disparities in consumption have to be
addressed if both global equity and
sustainability are to be achieved. But rising
populations in poor countries undermine
their citizens’ opportunities to develop and
improve their quality of life, as leading UK
development NGO Save the Children notes,
“This issue (population growth) should be
of particular concern to those working in
the development sector, as rapid population
growth in the world’s poorest countries is

a major obstacle to poverty reduction. For
example, rapid population growth rates and
high fertility rates correlate closely with high
rates of maternal and child mortality, and
most of the countries that are furthest from
achieving the Millennium Development Goals
have high rates of population growth. "?°

Globally, both overall population and the
average 'footprint per person’ have increased
since 1961 — although neither has risen
equitably. In Africa, the average per person
footprint has decreased by 0.07 global
hectares per person over 1961 to 2008; yet
the continent’s rapid population growth
means that Africa’s overall footprint has
actually tripled since 1961.

Rising numbers of people make
things worse for people and
planet.

Limits to Efficiency

When the 18th century cleric and political
economist, Thomas Malthus, wrote his
essay on ‘The Principles of Population’

in 1798 with its grim predictions that
human numbers would overtake our
capacity to feed ourselves - bringing war,
famine and plague, he did not foresee the
impressive advances in human ingenuity,
especially agricultural technology and the
development of birth control methods.
Agricultural advances that enabled farmers
to achieve exponential increases in yields
and, along with birth control, dispelled
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Malthus’s bleak, joyless (his proposed
solution was sexual abstinence) view as
irrelevant and merely of historic interest.

Through the use of new high-yielding
varieties of wheat, rice and other staple
crops allied to greater mechanisation,
irrigation and increased use of artificial
fertilisers and pesticides, the ‘Green
Revolution’ tripled world food production
over a period of thirty years running from
the 1960s to 1990s. But since the 1990s,
crop yields have stopped rising (claims made
for genetically modified crops have not
been yet realised), and many plant breeders
believe that the physiological limits for any
further yield increases have been reached
for most crop plants. US Department
of Agriculture plant scientist Thomas R.
Sinclair observes that, “except for a few
options which allow small increases in the
yield ceiling, the physiological limit to crop
yields may well have been reached under
experimental conditions.”?!

Even if they haven't, the increased yields
achieved from intensive agriculture have not
been achieved without considerable cost:

e Inthe UK, agricultural intensification
over the past 40 years has caused a
more than 50% decline in farmland
bird species, as acknowledged by
Defra, “In 2010, breeding farmland
bird populations in the UK were at their
lowest level ever recorded at half of
what they were in 1970”22

e According to the Food and Agriculture
Organisation, by 2025 1.8 billion
people will be living in areas
of the world suffering from
‘absolute water scarcity’ and
two-thirds of the world’s
population are likely to be
contending with ‘water
stress conditions'??

In 2010
breeding farmland
bird populations in the
UK were at their lowest
level ever recorded

e 'Water stress conditions’,
exacerbated by irrigation
and drainage for agricultural
intensification, are impacting
upon our wetlands and their
bird life across the world. As
reported in The Global Biodiversity
Outlook, 44% of known populations
of water birds are decreasing, with only
17% increasing — from the low point of
the 1970s when 53% of all the world’s
water birds were in decline?



e Water bird numbers are falling in
particular in the poorest, most water-
stressed countries where population
growth has been or remains high:
Africa, South America, and Asia®®

e Global soils, as well as biodiversity,
are under pressure. The UN estimates
that half of the world’s current arable
land will be ‘unusable’ by 2050 due to
desertification and soil degradation®

e A review by the Environment Agency in
2004 reported that soil organic matter
(a key indicator of sustainability and
fertility) had continued to fall over the
period studied of 1979 - 95 and that
17% of soils in England and Wales
were prone to erosion.?’

The capacity of the world’s soils to feed
the planet’s burgeoning population is as
relevant to us in the UK as the state of
our own soils and their ability to feed our
growing numbers of people — given the
UK's dependence on imported foodstuffs
(40% of all the food we eat is grown
overseas).?®

The 'food footprint” of London alone is
some 20,035,000 hectares — two million
more hectares than all available farmland
in the UK — making it clear how dependent
we are on ‘ghost acres’ overseas to feed
our population and how vital it is to
sustain the remaining area and health of
our farmland as a key strategic resource.?®
Globally, the area of land viable and
available per person for food production
has declined due to soil degradation and
population growth from 0.32 hectares per
person in 1975 to 0.25 hectares in 2000.
To produce our typical western diet takes
0.6 hectares per person.3°

Feeding over 9 billion people is going

to challenge human ingenuity, let alone
raising everyone’s quality of life to that
enjoyed by those of us in the developed
world, as Professor Tim Jackson, Economics
commissioner for the Sustainable
Development Commission makes plain in
his book, ‘Prosperity without Growth’,

“If 9 billion people aspired to live at
the level of affluence achieved in the
OECD nations, the global economy
would need to be 15 times the size of
this one by 2050 and 40 times bigger
by the end of the century.™’
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“At present there are no well-charted
ways for 10 billion people to achieve
lifestyles like those enjoyed in the Most
Developed Countries, because the only
known way forward is economic growth,
and that will come into collision with

the finite earth. Technology can help, but
without socio-political change it cannot
solve. There is much work to be done.”

o -

Prosperity

In parallel with the need for
RSPB and all environmental
NGOs to be more active and
outspoken on the issue of
population, the delusion of
limitless growth on a finite
planet must be exposed.
Conventional ‘classical’ economists in
the western developed countries look
to constant growth in consumption
and consumers as the only means to
maintain a vibrant economy and to
provide the care and services required
by increasingly, ageing domestic
populations.

A concerted and united effort

is required from RSPB and all
environment NGOs to challenge
the conventional model of
economic growth and propose
alternative models as per the
proposals in ‘Prosperity without
Growth’ that redefine human
well-being and quality of life

in terms of, “a much broader
basket of economic, social and
ecological factors"32



\ A “All environmental problems become harder -
and ultimately impossible - to solve with ever

| L y . more people.”

Take

Given the evidence summarised here, we ask RSPB to add its
respected voice and considerable influence to ensure the findings
and implications of the Royal Society and Living Planet reports are
understood by the public and acted upon by policy-makers.

And commit to the following actions:

Accept and promote the findings of the

Royal Society’s People and planet report that
Population and Consumption must be considered
as indivisible, linked issues

Acknowledge publicly and actively communicate
the crucial relevance of population to RSPB’s
mission and objectives

Support and advocate the principle of universal

access to safe, affordable family planning for all
women throughout the world

Call on the Government to act on the findings of
the Royal Society’s report and draw-up a national
population policy

Use its considerable policy resources, voice and
influence to speak out and engage its members
and the wider public in an intelligent, informed
and honest debate about the Population issue

Include the "P’" factor in all its relevant public
communications and policy pronouncements i.e.
accept the full formulal=Px A x T.
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Find out more

This briefing is an independent
production written and researched
by Robin Maynard and designed by
Sam Allen, December 2012.

It is NOT an official RSPB publication.
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