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Environment and Equity
Rhonda J. De Forest

Since 1950, the human population has more than doubled from 2.5 billion to 5.8
billion, and continues to grow at a current rate of almost 100 million people a year. This
incredible growth is placing enormous pressure on the environment and its resources.
Soil, water and air are being rapidly degraded, and finite resources are being consumed
with no thought of future generations. Like most of the world’s problems, causes and
effects are neither linear nor cyclical, but rather they are web-like. Such is the case with
over-population and environmental deterioration. On the surface, it would appear to be a
cycle of one causing the other, and back again, but upon further examination, it is clear
that there are so many causes, the only possible solution would be for every nation to
agree to tackle each cause with an effective plan. This would require global thinking, an
agreement by every nation to recognize that we all live on one earth that cannot be
destroyed in some areas, and still support an affluent way of life in another. The scales of
wealth, education and consumption must be more equally balanced so that the needy may
take advantage of the Earth’s resources, and the greedy stop taking advantage.

Overpopulation means that an area’s carrying capacity has been exceeded. Carrying
capacity is defined as the maximum number of population that the environment can
support indefinitely. It is indisputable that many areas of the world are overpopulated.
We are all familiar with the images of malnourished children, displaced families, and
infertile landscapes. To what extent the rest of the world is overpopulated is where the
environmental-economic debate rages.

The difference in the standard of living between less developed countries (LDCs)
and more developed countries (MDCs) is obvious. People in LDCs have a higher
illiteracy rate, less education, are more likely to be un- or under-employed, make lower
wages, and have little access to clean water, health care and food supplies. A family’s
only security often comes with having many children to help support the parents as they
age. This puts tremendous pressure on local resources. Each year in LDCs, 40 million
people die of hunger-related diseases (Myers 44), and 25 million die of water-borne
diseases. About half of all of these deaths are among children under the age of five
(Myers 119).

Because environmental damage in these areas have such a profound effect on the
population, it is easy to forget that our own way of life is by far more damaging. (In this
essay, I will equate American statistics with Canadian patterns because Canadians have a
similar standard of living, and actually use and waste more heat per capita because of our
colder climate). Biologist Paul Ehrlich states, “Each rich person in the United States does
1000 times more (environmental) damage than a poor person in an LDC” (Miller 21).
Because we appear to have abundant food, water, wood, and land, the damage is less
obvious. The result of our over-consumption is not only depletion, but also pollution.
This damage is largely kept well hidden by well-paid image consultants, but as individual
consumers, we are all responsible for the damage. We demand products that must be
manufactured, advertised, packaged, shipped, and eventually, disposed of. With only
4.7% of the world’s population, the United States generates 33% of the solid waste- 11
billion tons, or 44 tons per person, per year. Only 1.5% of this waste is municipal, the
other 98.5% is a result of consumer demand: mining, agriculture, industry, and oil and
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natural gas production (Miller 512-513). As long as we maintain the current consumption
pattern, blue-box recycling will only remove a drop from the landfill bucket. Driving and
climate control contribute to the consumption of five times the global average of fossil
fuels (Potter 32). The U.S. uses about 30% of all oil produced globally, but holds only
4% of the Earth’s proven oil resources  (Miller 27). Not only are we depleting oil
resources at an astronomical rate, the burning of fossil fuels contributes largely to
atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2). Another major contributor to CO2 emissions is from
the clear-cutting of old-growth forests, especially rainforests. Trees absorb CO2, retain
the carbon and aspirate oxygen back into the atmosphere. Clear-cutting not only removes
the mechanism driving this cycle, but vast amounts of carbon is released by the mass
burning of remaining vegetation. The heavy trunks and other biomass left to decay
release even more CO2 than the initial burn (Andreae 273). Although the majority of
clear-cutting occurs in LDCs, companies from MDCs primarily do this logging for export
to satisfy an appetite for exotic wood. Another disturbing affect of this type of harvesting
is the increased frequency of humans contracting tropical diseases, such as malaria, river
blindness, and sleeping sickness. As forests are cleared, carrier insects easily adapt to the
new environment, and infect their new human hosts (Overpopulation 11).

The well-known hole in the ozone layer allows dangerous levels of UV-B radiation
to reach the Earth, causing skin cancer, cataracts, likely suppression of the human
immune system, and lower crop yields (Miller 305). North American old-growth forests
are disappearing, our fisheries are dangerously depleted, water sources and sensitive
wetlands are in steady decline in both quantity and quality. Although the U.S. produces
half of the world’s grain export these genetically engineered “supercrops” are more
vulnerable to disease, require intense fertilizer, which requires intense irrigation
(Miller364). This leads to water waste, shortages and pollution, and salinization of soil.
Amazingly, while people in LDCs suffer from malnutrition, at least 34 million Americans
suffer from overnutrition, the excessive intake of food, especially fats, that cause obesity.
Two-thirds of the deaths in the U.S. each year are related to obesity, with people
suffering from diabetes, high blood pressure, stroke, heart disease, kidney disease, and
some types of cancer (Miller 371).  Nearly 40% of the world’s grain is fed to livestock
(Myers 59).  If this grain were diverted to strictly human consumption, there would be
enough grain to feed an additional 1.5 billion people (Myers 34).  Environmental
degradation is not limited to the continents that we live on, or the air above us. The
thinning of the ozone layer could contribute to a harmful disruption of the marine
CO2cycle and ocean food web as UV-B radiation penetrates the oceans and reduces the
growth of microscopic photoplankton. Currents carry our toxic waste spills to the furthest
depths of the oceans. The following article suggests an unthinkable range of
environmental damage:

Dutch scientists told reporters that traces of toxic chemicals found in the
bodies of indicate that man-made pollution is spilling deeper into the Atlantic.
Polybrominated chemical compounds were detected in the bodies of 13 mink
and sperm whales that washed up on the Dutch coast in recent years. Those
marine mammals feed at depths of 3,000 feet. Researcher Jan Boon of the
Netherlands Institute for Marine Research said the findings show that toxic
pollution has spread further into the ocean’s food chain than previously
thought (Overpopulation 5).
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Sadly, we must admit that we are living beyond our means, if we take into
consideration the environmental cost of our lifestyle. Based on this evidence, scientists
have concluded that the Earth is overpopulated. According to the definition of carrying
capacity, they have determined that the Earth cannot support the present population for an
indefinite period (Potter33). Many environmental groups have formed, lobbying
governments and raising public awareness but the fact remains that in the U.S., only 1%
of environmental funds is spent on prevention, while 99% is spent on clean-up
(Miller37). Unless these figures see a closing of the gap, the fight to save the
environment will be futile. In 1798, economist and professor Tomas Malthus caused great
public controversy with his findings he published in “Essay on the Principle of
Population”. He demonstrated that population increases faster than the availability of
food and therefore, preventative measures were necessary to control the population. He
backed his arguments with mathematic proof and scientific documentation, predicting
that without population control, society would suffer from overcrowding, disease, war
and poverty.

This Malthusian view is not widely shared among economists today. Optimists
show how we use technology to manipulate inhabitable land to be made livable with
housing, heating, imported water and food. Advanced technology has led to improved
health, longevity, income, standard of living, food production, and environmental
pollution control. Technology has also allowed us to overcome the shortages that we
create. Economist Julian Simon argues that the world actually benefits from critical
resource shortages. He observes that had it not been for the wood shortage in 17th century
England, coal would not have been discovered, and if coal and whale oil had not become
scarce, crude oil would not have been discovered (Miller 24). Simon and colleague
Herman Kahn agree that “human ingenuity and technology would prevent any
catastrophic loss of resources” (Livernash 24). While most economists are optimistic
about the Earth’s carrying capacity, even Simon acknowledges- emphasizes-that people
will secure a better future “if the social and economic system gives them the opportunity
to do so” (Goldfarb 343).

Economic equity is one of the keys to a sustainable society. The resulting shift in
production and consumption would relieve much of the pressure on the environment.
Sandra Postel of the Worldwatch Institute declares that “global prosperity increasingly
depends on using resources more efficiently, distributing them more equitably and
reducing consumption levels overall” (Ackley 490). Because economics and the
environment are so closely related, the very same can be said about environmental health.
While overpopulated LDCs are in immediate danger of hunger and environmental
unsustainability, companies from MDCs are exacerbating a fragile situation by
indiscriminately harvesting local resources such as wood for export. The profits go into
the pockets of the rich corporations, and the true environmental price is not paid. People
must be made more responsible for their careless consumption patterns, and the only way
to do this would be to include the environmental cost in the price of goods and services.
Consumers would buy less disposable items, repair instead of replace, and become more
water and fuel-efficient. Heavier fines must be levied against environmental offenders,
and a shift in government spending from clean up to prevention must take place.
Subsidies should be granted to companies that are working towards environmental and
social responsibility.
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Wolfgang Lutz reports, “It is now well established in demographic research that
female educational status is one of the most important, if not the single most important,
variables for increasing age at marriage and the transition from having a large number of
children, fewer children for whom they could assure a higher quality of life” (Arizpe 64).
A major factor in the ability of many LDCs to educate their population is the amount of
money they have available for social spending. This is where the MDCs could contribute
largely, by forgiving some of the massive debts owed by LDCs, on the condition that the
payments be made to free education systems. Paul Harrison, winner of the Population
Institute Global Media Award proposes the following four-point program as a bottom-up
solution to overpopulation in LDCs: (Goldfarb 85)

1. Quality family planning and reproductive health services

2. Mother and child health care

3. Women’s rights

4. Women’s education

Combining worldwide education with worldwide equity, and consumption
reduction would result in a world economy that would be more respectful and less
harmful to the environment. Maybe it is time we look beyond the narrow scope of the
Three R’s- Reduce, Re-use and Recycle, to a more world-view picture of the Three E’s-
Education, Equity and Environment.

“The Earth has enough for everyone’s need but not for everyone’s greed.”

Gandhi, 1947



ENVIRONMENT AND EQUITY PAGE 5

Works Cited
_____________________________

Andreae, Meinrat O. “Biomass Burning in the Tropics: Impact on Environmental Quality
and Global Climate.”     Resources, Environment and Population: Present Knowledge,
Future Options.    Eds.  Kingsley Davis & Mikhail S. Berstam. NY: Oxford UP, 1991. 273

Goldfarb, Theodore D., ed.,     Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial
Environmental Issues.    Guilford, CT: Dushkin Publishing Group Inc, 1995 Harrison, Paul.
“Sex and the Single Planet; Need, Greed and Earthly Limits.” Goldfarb 86-92

Simon, Julian. “More People, Greater Wealth, More Resources, Healthier Environment”
Goldfarb 336-346

Livernash, Robert and Eric Rodengurg. “Population Change, Resources, and the
Environment.”     Population Bulletin    53-1 (Mar 1998)

Lutz, Wolfgang. “World Population Trends.”    Global & Regional Interactions Between
Population & Environment. Rethinking the Debate.    Eds. Arizpe, Lourdes, M. Priscilla
Stone and David C Major. Boulder CO: Westview Press, 1994

Meyers, Norman, ed.,     GAIA: An Atlas of Planet Management.    NY: Doubleday, 1993

Miller, G. Tyler Jr.,     Living In The Environment: Principles, Connections, and Solutions.   
Belmont CA: Wadsworth, 1994.

Overpopulation Group.     The Sound Off Page.    Nov.28 1998 (Online)
www.overpop.org/sound.htm     

Article #5 September 8, 1998

Article #11 April 19, 1998

Postel, Sandra.  “Carrying Capacity: The Bottom Line.”     Perspectives on Contemporary
Issues: Readings Across the Disciplines.    Ed. Katherine Anne Ackley. Fort Worth:
Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1997. 489-503.

Potter, John F., ed.     The Environmentalist.    U.K. Chapman &Hall 17-1 (Spring 1997)


