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Asthe ecologica crisis degpens, and globa warming accelerates, many on the left, to their credit, areincreasingly addressing
the environmental issues. Theidea of ecosocidism, which sees socidism without ecology asinadequate for the trangtionto a
sugtainable dternative to capitalism, isbeing increasingly adopted—although thereis along way to go.

An ecosocidist conference took placein New Y ork recently that attracted socialists from across North America. It brought
together organisations sympathetic to the Fl, along with the ISO, the Green Party and alarge number of individud activigts.
The FI declared itsdlf ecosocidist at itslast World Congress and its sections are increasingly taking the ecologica struggle up.

Thereis, however, oneimportant aspect of the environmenta crissthat the bulk of the left remains remarkably reluctant to
confront. Thisisthe issue of the human population of the planet—whichisrisng a an unsustainablerate,

Y et the issue of population isincreasingly reflected in the media. In Britain the issue has been taken up in TV debates recently
and Al Goretakesit up in hisnew book The Future—though not from an anti-capitalist standpoint of course.

Asfar asthe urgency of theissueis concerned the figures are clear enough. The globa population hasamost tripledin the last
60 years—from 2.5bn in 1950 to over 7bn today! Thisisan increase of between 70 and 80 million people every year—or like
adding the population of the USA to the planet every four years! And it shows no signs of dowing down. In fact the rate of
increase has been remarkably stable for the past 50 years.

According to UN estimates the global population will reach somewhere between 8 and 11 billion by mid-century. Meanwhile
nearly haf of the current globa population is under 25. Thisisthe biggest new generation ever, and ahuge potentia for further
growth. At the sametime the per capita consumption of food, water, and manufactured goods isincreasing even faster than the
populaion itsdf.

Y et the left haslittle to say about all this! There has been a consensus since the 1970s to oppose population control and
coercive methods to reduce the birth rate, which has been correct. But opposition to coercive measuresis not enough. It does
not addresstheissue of risng population itself, or develop aprogressive response to it—it isjust against coercion.

This has been compounded by the way the debate (such as there has been) on population has been conducted. For many
years alegations of Malthusianism have been dredged up whenever it has been argued that population isa problem to be
discussed and addressed by the left. Thisis guilt by association and it has made population into ataboo subject. Mathus, of
course, was the 19th century economist and cleric who famously advocated starving the poor to keep the population down
because he thought it would outstrip food supply.

Asaresult of thiskind of demonisation the vast mgority of the left have avoided the subject, finding it an uncomfortableissue
to address. This has been the case despite the fact that everyone on the left (asfar as| am aware) regards the ideas of Mathus
as rubbish from abygone age.

This approach was reinforced by the publication of Too Many People? (by lan Angus and Simon Buitler) in 20011, which |
reviewed on the Socialist Resistance website in January 2012. This book, in my view, reinforced this whole gpproach and |eft
the debate stuck in the past. lan Angus and Simon Butler have distinguished records as environmentdists and as ecosocialists,
but in my view, they arewrong on thisissue.

The implication seemsto be that to regard rising population as a problem isto be in some way anti-people, or apart of a
reactionary, right wing, agenda. This has not only distorted the debate but it has given the real reactionaries, including the
neo-Mdthusians, who certainly exist, and have avery reactionary, authoritarian, agenda, stretching from the Chinese one child
policy to forced sterilisation, afree hand.



This gpproach was strongly challenged as long ago as 1983 by the Canadian Marxist Waly Seccombein hisarticle “Marxiam
and Demography” —in New Left Review (1/137). He argued that constant references to Malthus had “ placed the debate on

population beyond the pale of legitimate scrutiny and investigation”, and that in doing so Marxists abandoned the terrain to our
enemies

Wally Seccombe was right. But discussion, on population, on the left, has remained sparse to non-existent. And wheniitis
discussed it ismore likely to be focussed around whether to do so creates dippery dope to Madthusianism—rather than about
the substance of theissueitself or asolution to the problem.

Itisan gpproach that usually ends up minimising theissue itself in order to sustain its own stance. It goes dongside the view that
risng populationisno red problem. That itislargdy irrdevant to the ecology of the planet. That population levelswill
eventudly stabilise by natura processes. That the demands on resources generated by rising population can be met by
technologica “advances’. That the damage inflicted on the environment can be reversed if enough money, and resources, are
thrown at it.

Such assartions are, in my view, not only wrong but they are adangeroudy complacent gpproach to the ecological crisisfacing
the planet.

Many of thoseinvoking Madthusin this debate—Ilike the authors of Too Many People? for example—aso ingst on branding
those like mysdlf, who see rising population as a problem to be addressed but who oppose any and all forms of population
control or coercion, as ‘ population controllers’. They lump ustogether, in acompletely unacceptable way, with the actua
population control 1obby.

All thisneedsto change. Theissue of population, we haveto inst, isavery important and wholly legitimate issue for the left to
discuss. Human beings are a part of nature and have both aneed and an obligation to live in harmony with it. We share with
other species an extremely fragile and interrelated biosphere. As ecosocidists should look towards asociety in which
humankind can exist dongside other species without threatening their very existence.

Such an gpproach, in my view, is not anti-people but entirely pro-people. It is not areactionary agenda but awholly
progressive one.

Istoday’s population growth sustainable?

Gresat scoreis put on the claim (as mentioned above) that the globa population might stabilise by the end of the century—i.e. in
80 or 90 yearstime! This, however, isfar from certain. Population predictions are notorioudy difficult to get right because the
economic and socia conditions that underlie them are themsalves changing and unpredictable—particularly over such along
period of time.

It istrue that today’ srisng populationismainly dueto abig fdl inthe globa deeth rate (particularly infant mortdity) and an
increasein life expectancy (mainly in the Globa North) rather than by the birth rate, which hasfallen. This does not, however,
make the current rate of increase any more sustainable or the issue any lessurgent. The UN itsalf saysthat: ‘ despite recent
declinesin birth ratesin many countries, further large increasesin population Sze areinevitable.”

The problem isthat the resources of the planet arefinite and they are running out! The demand for water is set to increase
dramaticaly, both from risng population and rising expectations. Y et ground water aquifers—many of which only regenerate at
arate of 0.5% per 500 years—are being depleted. This has accelerated in recent years with pressure from emergent
economies such as Chinaand Indiaand from new drilling and pumping technology.

Over 25% of al river water is now extracted before it reaches the ocean. Many rivers dry up before they get there. Onein six
people on the planet get their drinking water from glaciers and snowpack, on the worlds mountain ranges, which are receding.
These do not regenerate and when they are gone they are gone.



Land and topsoil are finite as are the resources of the oceans—which are being depleted at an darming rate. Stocks of every
species of fully-grown wild fish have shrunk by 90% in the last 50 years. Many of the minera resources on which industriad
production, medicines, transport, and communications depend are finite and are running out.

The most important resource under threat, however, isthe planet’ sbiodiversity. In thelast fifty years human beings—by far the
most destructive species the planet has seen—have had a greater impact on the earth’ s ecosystemsthan in any periodin
history. We are now losing species a thousand times faster than the average |oss during the preceding 65 million years—and
once aspeciesisgoneit isgone. Thisisthe biggest mass extinction of species since the demise of the dinosaurs.

All thisisdueto pollution, deforestation, the over-exploitation of natural resources, and habitat loss caused by human activity.
Globd warming, from fossi| fuels, is destroying habitats and is dtering the timing of anima migrations and plant flowerings.
Many species are being pushed towards the polar regions and towards higher atitudes.

Recently in Britain 25 wildlife organisation published amgor biodiversity audit entitled The State of Nature Report. Thisfinds
that of more than 6,000 species studied more than one in ten are thought to be under threat of extinction.

The capacity of the planet to absorb waste is dso finite—something Al Gore dso points out in The Future. He quotesthe
World Bank in saying that the per capita production of garbage alone from urban resdentsin the world isnow 2.6 pounds per
person per day, and is projected to increase rapidly. When you add to thisis the waste produced by energy production, the
making of chemicas, manufacturing, paper production and agriculturd waste the volumeis enormous. In fact the volume of
waste created every day weighs more than the 7bn inhabitants of the planet!

| am not arguing that rising population isthe root cause of the ecologica crissand globa warming. That isthe capitdist system
of production and the commodification of the planet—although pre-capitalist systems of agriculture were dready degrading the
ecology and the biodiversity before capitalism arrived. What | am arguing isthat rising population isamagjor contributory factor.

Nor am | arguing that the stabilisation of the globa population, would, initself, resolve the ecologicd crissor hat globa
warming. It would not. Such thingswill need awide range of ecological, economic and socia measuresif they areto be
achieved—I won't list them here. The chances of success, however, in these objectives, would be better if the global
population was stabilised rather than if it continued to rise. It would be easier to provide food, fresh water, energy, and waste
disposa and protect the planet’ s bio-diversity with a population of 8 rather than 9 or 10 hillion people.

What about food?

It isargued that enough food is produced today to feed the 7bn inhabitants of the planet if it was efficiently and equitably
distributed and not subject to the ravages of the market with it’shugely wasteful distribution systems. Whilst thereis sometruth
inthisthe digtribution of vast quantities of food across the globe, in asustainable way, is extremely problematic.

It istrue that past predictions that population would outstrip food supply have turned out to be wide of the mark. Thiswas not
only Mdthusin the early 19th century but by Paul Ehrlich (in The Population Bomb) in the late 1960s. It would be abig
mistake, however, to conclude from thisthat there is therefore no problem in feeding an ever-increasing popul ation—even if the
digtortions of the market were removed.

What these predictions failed to take into account was the ability of ever bigger agribusiness, and ever more chemica fertilisers,
to increase the productivity of food production. It left hundreds of millionsat starvation level or worsein the process, and it
produced increasing global food crises, but it did massively increase food production.

The problem, therefore, is not whether enough food can be churned out by ever-bigger agribusiness, using ever more chemica
fertilisers, pesticides, and mono-cropping techniques, but whether it can be produced and distributed without destroying the
ecology of the planet in the process.

What the planet needsisto move towards food sovereignty and towards smaller scale and more locaised agriculture. This



would be better for the soil, and better for biodiversity, and it would provide better food.

Small scdefarming, however, without chemical fertilisers and pesticides requiresfar more land per ton of food than intensive
farming. Whilst istheright way forward is not an answer to ever-rising population. The amount of land and water needed
would be prohibitive and it would have afurther devastating impact on biodiversity, even if it were possible.

A radically new approach

The left needs aradicaly new approach to the whole issue of population and the environment. Such an approach, which has
had support of many on the left aswell asfeminists and environmentaistsfor along time, and which | strongly support, is based
on the empowerment of women.

This sees population asfirst and foremost afeminist (or eco-feminist) issue. Women physicaly create each generation. They
produce children and take the main responsibility for nurturing them. Globd fertility rates are ultimately determined by the sze
of thefamiliesthey have—which in turn isrelated to whether they have access to contraception and abortion, education and
jobs, and whether they are exposed to conservative ideol ogies that oppose such access.

This approach isbased on the view that most women, if they had free choice, would be unlikely have the large families that
prevail in much of the Globa South. Some would, most would not. It arguesthat if women are able control their own fertility,
get access to education and jobs, and shed the influences of patriarchy and rdligion, fertility rateswould fal further and the
globa population would stabilise. And it would improve the lives of millions of women in the process. Itisared win-win
gtuation.

Interestingly Al Gore, in The Future, advocates thisasaway of stabilisng the globa population—as does Natalie Bennett, the
leader of the Green Party in Britain and Caroline Lucas the Green Party MP.

It means supporting women in their struggle for the contraception and abortion facilities. It means supporting their fight to lift
themsalves out of poverty, and ensuring that they get access to education and jobs. It means giving women real choice over
contraception—~by not, for example forcing them to sign up to implants or coilswhich can only be medically removed when
they givebirth.

Theseare, in any case, issuesthat have long been the demands of the feminist movement and the left. We haverightly
advocated awoman’ sright to choose in relation to abortion - the same istrue for contraception.

Does thistarget the women of the Global South?

One of the arguments deployed against this gpproach isthat snce the highest fertility ratesarein the Global South such apolicy
would beto ‘target’ the women of that region—who are not responsible for the climate crisis.

The only thing empowerment targets, however, isthe gppalling conditions the women of the Globa South face and the unmet
need for reproductive services. More than 220m in the region are denied reproductive services - which can be (and often are)
the difference between life and death. There are 80m unintended pregnancies ayear. 74,000 women die every year asaresult
of failed back-street abortions—a disproportionate number of these in the Global South. Every year, around 288,000 women
die from preventable causes related to pregnancy and childbirth—and 99% of them occur in developing countries. Itisapolicy
that hel ps the women of the Globa South and helps the planet at the same time—it iswin-win again.

According to the UN the full range of modern family-planning methods till remain unavaillable to at least 350 million couples
world wide, many of whom say that they want to prevent another pregnancy or create more space between them.

It should be stressed, however, that it isnot just a matter of contraceptive services—important asthey are. Thewhole
empowerment package is necessary for thisto be successful: contraception and abortion, lifting women out of poverty, giving
them access to education and jobs and protection from patriarchal pressure. It isthis combination of factors which can make a



change to both the birth rate and the lives of the women involved.

Doesthe carbon footprint of the Global South matter ?

Itisargued that whilst the impoverished peoples of the Globa South have higher birth rates than the affluent North they havea
much smaler carbon footprint—of around 1 metric ton ayear. The task, therefore, is not to reduce their footprint but that of
the Northern populations.

Thisistrue. Of course the high polluting populations of the Globa North are the top priority asfar asreducing carbon
emissions are concerned. But the ideathat risng population levelsin the Globa South do not matter is, in my view, mistaken.
We have to address both, North and South, because they are ultimately a part of the same problem.

In any case populations trapped in poverty today rightly aspire to change their Situation as soon asthey can. In fact some
countries with the lowest carbon footprint today have the highest economic growth rates and therefore abig potentia for such
change. China’ sfootprint is aready gpproaching 7 metric tonnes, after just 2 decades of capitdist growth. Thereislittle point in
assessing theimpact of carbon footprints over the next 50 years on the basis of asnapshot of the Situation asit istoday.

Also rising population is not just about carbon emissons but the total impact of the human population on the ecology of the
planet. Whilst the carbon footprint of the South is much smaller than that of the North if we talk about the ecological footprint
—i.e. thetotal per capitaimpact on the environment including soil erosion and depl etion, deforestation and theimpact on
biodiversty theimpact of the South becomes far more significant. Tota numbers, therefore, matter.

It isargued that women have large families in impoverished societies because they are needed to provide labour and to help
their parentsin old age. Impoverished women do indeed come under great pressure to have ever-larger families for these
reasons, but it does not necessarily ease the burdens they face. In fact women’ shealth is undermined by repested, often
annud, pregnancies and smaler familieswould improve both their health and their qudlity of life. Infact it would givethem a
better chance of reaching old age.

Every new pair of new hands, moreover, is aso another mouth to feed. Women still perform at least 80% of domestic labour.
More than athird of householdsin the Globa South are female headed, and where they are not women remain the primary
providers of support. Expanding families are forced to degrade their own environment in order to get food water and fud to
urvive

It isargued that aswomen arelifted out of poverty they will automatically have fewer children. It is not, however, an automatic
process—crucid asitis. Aswomen arelifted out of poverty they Hill face pressure from rdligion, patriarchy, and cultura
factors, which oppose the use of reproductive services. Thisvariesfrom country to country but it isa powerful factor. In
Catholic Italy for example religious strictures and laws are outweighed by other factors but in Saudi Arabiathey are dominant.

The Cairo conference
An important opportunity to promote the empowerment of women in thisregard was the International Conference on

Population and Devel opment organised by the UN September 1994. It produced a Programme of Action (PoA) which
called on governments to make reproductive services universaly available, on the basis of free choice, by 2015 or sooner.

The PoA met with bitter opposition from arange of conservative forces from the pro-life/anti-abortion lobby led by the Vatican
—onthe basisthat it supported abortion rights and the provision of contraception—and it till does. It was a so denounced on
the left asatransmission belt popul ation control—at least by some on the left, most ignored it. The implementation of the POA
requirements by governments was patchy, particularly after Bush took office in the USA and strongly opposed its decisions.

Feminists were sharply divided on it both at the conference and afterwards. Many had fought for the conference to happen and
had fought for the decisonsit eventudly took. This gpproach isreflected in Laurie Mazur’ s book A Pivotal Moment—



Population Justice, and the Environmental Challenge published in 2010. | agree with much, athough not dl, of what she
sys.

The conference, and its outcome, was denounced, most prominently, by the Indian feminist, and environmental campaigner,
Vandana Shiva

Shivahas along and distinguished record on ecologica issuesin the Globa South that can only be admired. She was dready,
however, an opponent of an empowerment of women approach to rising popul ation and she denounced the conference (falsay
in my view) for concentrating on the provision of reproductive servicesto the exclusion of development issues—and for (in her
view) paving theway for population control.

Shewas heavily critica of Western feminists, and Western women'’ s organisations, from this standpoint, regarding them as
having been duped into this process. She promoted a very unfortunate polarisation between feminists North and South at and
after the conference and her views have been in influentia the debate on population ever since.

She objected to the way the PoA linked together the issue of rising population and the provision of reproductive rights—which
she argued should be kept strictly separate. She claimed that any programme designed to give women in the South accessto
reproductive services would inevitably end up introducing coercive population control.

In her report of the Cairo conference, written immediately afterwards (in March 1995) jointly with Mira Shiva (no rdation |
understand), she attacks the POA for reducing everything to reproductive rights, which she calls * biologica reductionism’. She

putsit thisway:

“At Cairo, women’s multiple rights as full human beingsin society were reduced to ' reproductiverights’ aone. The Western
women’ s movement contributed to thisbiologicd reductionism in Cairo by failing to focus on women’ s productive roles and by
focusing exclusively on their reproductive roles, by failing to draw attention to denia of women’ s economic rights through
gructura adjustment and GATT, and dlowing ’unmet needs’ to be redefined as needs for contraceptives alone, and not needs
for food, water and livelihoods. Further, by reducing women to their biology aone, and divorcing them from the economy and
society, the western feminists have created a discourse which strengthens the hands of patriarchy based on religious
fundamentalists. Western feminists thus strengthen religious fundamentalism in the Third World.” (Her report can be found here.)

She clamed that the Cairo conference: “was dominated by Northern women obsessed with individua sexual freedom,
indifferent to society and to other freedoms.”

This, however, was a caricature of the role of Northern women at the conference. It was also a caricature of the PoA. Itis
right, of course, to point to the inadequacies of the UN and to draw attention to role of GATT and its structura adjustment
programmes—though whether Western feminists at the conference failed to do thisis another matter. It isaso right to point to
theinability of the UN to carry out what it decides. Thiskind of misrepresentation, however, of what happed and Cairo does
not clarify theissuesinvolved or advance the cause of women.

The PoA, infact, stresses throughout that it is crucial that the provision of reproductive rights do not stand alone but that they
go dongsde al the other stated objectives: lifting women out of poverty and giving them access to educetion, heath care and
employment.

The section on objectivesin the POA putsit thisway:

“The objectiveisto raise the qudity of lifefor al people through appropriate popul ation and development policiesand
programmes aimed at achieving poverty eradication, sustained economic growth in the context of sustainable development and
sustainable patterns of consumption and production, human resource development and the guarantee of dl human rights,
including the right to development asauniversal and indienable right and an integra part of fundamental human rights. Particular
attention isto be given to the socio-economic improvement of poor women in developed and developing countries. Aswomen
are generdly the poorest of the poor and at the same time key actorsin the development process, eiminating socia, cultural,
political and economic discrimination against women is aprerequisite of eradicating poverty, promoting sustained economic



growth in the context of sustainable development, ensuring qudity family planning and reproductive hedlth services, and
achieving baance between population and available resources and sustainable patterns of consumption and production.” (PoA
para3.16)

It goes on: “Widespread poverty remains the mgjor challenge to development efforts. Poverty is often accompanied by
unemployment, manutrition, illiteracy, low status of women, exposure to environmental risks and limited accessto socid and
health services, including reproductive hedlth serviceswhich, in turn, include family planning. All these factors contribute to high
levels of fertility, morbidity, and mortdity, aswell asto low economic productivity.” (PoA para3.13)

Of course any programme to provide reproductive services, organised by the UN, nationa government’s, private charities, or
anyone e se, can become corrupted and resort to coercive methods. If this happens they should be closed down.

The PoA aso stresses the issue of free choice:

“The principle of informed free choiceis essentid to the long-term success of family-planning programmes. Any form of
coercion has no part to play. In every society there are many socia and economic incentives and disincentives that affect
individua decisions about childbearing and family size. Over the past century, many Governments have experimented with such
schemes, including specific incentives and disincentives, in order to lower or raisefertility. Most such schemes have had only
margina impact on fertility and in some cases have been counterproductive. Governmenta goasfor family planning should be
defined in terms of unmet needs for information and services. Demographic gods, while legitimately the subject of government
development strategies, should not be imposed on family-planning providersin the form of targets or quotasfor the recruitment
of clients.” (PoA para7.12.)

Ancther problem with Shiva’ s gpproach isthat leadsits advocates to find objections to family planning programmes, in order
to make their case, and even to opposing reproductive services per se - under conditions where there is a desperate need to
be met.

Infact in her article “Women’ s Rights & Reproduction” written just before the Cairo conference she appears to be ambiguous
on abortion by inssting that the prevailing “ Pro-choice’ language reduces the larger issue of the well-being of women to
reproduction, and then it reduces reproduction to abortion.” She certainly has nothing positive thing to say about reproductive
rights, either contraception or abortion. She argues that the promotion of reproductive rightsis being used as an dternative to
development and that it should stop. That the POA was (and is) atransmission belt to coercive methods—evenif such
programmes started on the basis of free choice.

To oppose al such programmes, however, because some might go off the rails makes no sense. The upshot would be to deny
large numbers of impoverished women the reproductive services that they desperately need.

In my view the left should support the PoA, along with other actions and campaigns with smilar objectives, in caling on
governments to make reproductive services universaly available, on the basis of free choice, asamatter of urgency.

Such provisonisfirg and foremost the job of governments, rather than charitable organisations or megarrich individuaslike
Malinda Gates. Such provision should be readily available, free of charge, and devoid of any form of coercion or pressure.

Conclusion

The problem isthat ecologica criss has become far more acute since the debates of the 60s, 70s, and 80s, when the *
traditiond position’ of the left on this was shaped. Also the population of the planet has doubled since these debates were first
et out.

It isnow clearer than ever that climate change threatens a catastrophe of unknown proportions. Carbon emissons have
increased and globa warming has accelerated. The seas are rising, the glaciers are retreating and the deserts are expanding.
Rising population is not the main driver of climate change but it clearly compounds the problem.



The left needs to get beyond the old debates and recognise that there is a serious problem to address asfar asrising population
is concerned and that the way forward is through the empowerment of women to control their own lives. Thiswould repair a
gaping holein our andlyssof the climate criss.

We have to deegpen our approach as ecosocidigts. In fact isthat unlimited population growth cannot be sustained by the
ecosystem of the planet, even if the ravages of capitalism are removed. Thisiswhy we have to make the ecological struggle an
integral part of the struggle againgt capitalism today.



