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 The Depopulation     
 Bomb 

It’s one big Club (of Rome), 
and you ain’t in it. 
After George Carlin

TWELVE YEARS AFTER HIS POPULAR
and controversial book on population growth, 
The Population Bomb, Paul Ehrlich made a 
now-famous bet with economist Julian L. 
Simon about the prices of a handful of 
commodity metals ten years in the future.
   Ehrlich assumed they would be much more 
expensive as population—and consequently, 
demand—continued to grow exponentially. 
   As most people know, Ehrlich lost the bet 
in 1990 (and not by a little), having failed to 
take into account significant interim 
advances in knowledge, technology, and 
human ingenuity, which resulted in metals 
and most other material resources becoming 
much easier and cheaper to find and extract.

   But does that mean Ehrlich was wrong 
about population growth in general? Over 
five decades later, the answer—with some 
important reservations—appears to be yes.
   Certainly, the kinds of catastrophic 
consequences of population growth that 
Ehrlich foresaw in mankind’s near term 
future have failed to materialize. In the 
introduction to his book, he announced 
famously, “The battle to feed all of 
humanity is over…hundreds of millions of 
people are going to starve to death.” (Note 
that this was in 1968, and Ehrlich was talking 
about the 1970s, not some far distant future.) 
   The Population Bomb was followed by 
the influential—and equally pessimistic—
Limits to Growth, published by the famous 
(or infamous) Club of Rome, a group of 
scientists, researchers, and business people 
meeting in Italy that same year.



   The motivation of the Club of Rome is 
now widely suspect. Promoting the need for 
draconian measures like forced sterilization, 
it was composed mainly of wealthy, racist 
elites with a stake in portraying over-
population as the cause of all the world’s ills. 
   While it’s true that Earth’s resources are 
not infinite, neither is population growth.
Population and food production expand in a 
symbiotic relationship, according to the law 
of supply and demand and market pricing 
mechanisms—at least when not interfered 
with by central planners, as is so often the 
case. (Arguably, most starvation is the result 
of maldistribution, not food shortages.)
   Crucially, the global fertility rate has also 
declined far more than Ehrlich anticipated. 
In fact, most of the developed world is 
entering a period of rapid population decline
—the so-called ‘demographic transition’ 
resulting from increased living standards. 
   Rather than exploding, global population 
is increasing by only about 1% a year, and 
the rate is dropping precipitously. In place 
of worrying about too much population 
growth, many governments are now far 
more concerned about population decline.
   Estimates for how many people the Earth 
could potentially support vary, depending 
on how much energy and resources they 
collectively use—as well as, of course, what 
kind of environment and level of poverty 
and inequality society is willing to tolerate.
   The planet’s current population is about 
8 billion, more than double what it was in 
1968 when Ehrlich’s book was published. 
   The median projection of a 2012 UN 
report estimated that about  9.8 billion 
people will be alive in 2050, growing 
further to around 11.2 billion in 2100, a bit 
beyond what most scientists consider to be 
Earth’s maximum human carrying capacity. 

(To illustrate how difficult it is to estimate 
an upper limit, estimates  range from as few 
as 500 million to a staggering one trillion!)
   The Green Revolution—catalyzed by the 
widespread use of fossil fuels, development 
of high-yielding, disease-resistant crops, 
and the mass production of inexpensive 
chemical fertilisers—did much to counter 
Ehrlich’s expected population gains, but it 
was probably a one-off reprieve.
   These advances in productivity were also 
not without drawbacks, coming at great cost 
to the environment. Depleted soils, over-
exploited fisheries, pollution of the air and 
water, and other consequences are evident 
across the globe. (Ironically, toxification 
may bring with it a counter-solution of sorts: 
plunging sperm counts among males.)
   That said, often lost in the debate about 
population growth is the fact that inequality, 
not population, is the real problem. The 
amount of land required for the world’s 
existing population to live at the standard of 
the average American, for example, is about 
10 hectares/person, but the amount of arable 
land available on the entire globe is only 
about 2 hectares/person. So it would already 
require about 5 planets for everyone to live 
a middle class American lifestyle—and so 
far, they aren’t making any more Earths.
   In any case, 50 years after its publication, 
The Population Bomb is still ticking—albeit 
at a much slower rate than Ehrlich foresaw
—and it may be wise to give his warning a 
new, more reasoned, reevaluation.
   Undeterred by the backlash he endured 
after his earlier book, Ehrlich published a 
sequel of sorts in 1991, the only slightly less 
apocalyptic The Population Explosion. 
The only thing he dared predict this time 
around was that it would be “the last book 
on population by Paul Ehrlich.” ◾


