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welve-year old Beatrice, who
lives in a small town near Nairobi, tells her
teacher that today is her last day at school.
Her mother has not been well, so Beatrice
must take care of her six siblings.

A young Brazil ian man, Paulo, decides to
leave his vil lage and look f or work in Rio de
J a n e i ro. There, he will join his cousin and the
four million others living in shanty towns,
hoping to f ul f i ll  their dreams and secure a
stable l ivelihood.

Priyu, a mother of five, wakes up before
dawn in rural India and begins her two-mile
walk in search of firewood. She hopes she will
be able to collect enough to last two days;
t o m o rrow she would like to use the extra time
to visit the new vil lage health center.

These stories from around the world
illuminate the complex links between popu-
lat ion, the environment, and the quality of
w o m e n ’s l ives. Reveali ng these connec-
tions—and educat ing people about th e 
connections–is the only way we will ever 
stabilize population. The last  decade saw the
i n t e rnational community come together at
the United Nations Confer ence on
E n v i ronment and Development (Rio), the
I n t e rnational Conference on Population and
Development (Cairo), the World Summit on
Social Development, and the Mi llennium
Declaration. At each of these four confer-
ences, the connections between population,
economic development, the empowerm e n t
of women, social justice, and helping the
environment were affirmed.

As we all know, the population challenge
is about so much more than just the numbers.
The challenge is to educate individuals, give
them access to information, and enable them
to make their own decisions. And it is about
understanding the underlying causes of popu-
lation growth and the impact it has on the
planet and on the lives of people. The real pop-
ulation challenge lies in “connecting the dots.”

Growing Needs: Population and
P o v e r t y

Nearly 60 percent of the 4.4 bill ion people
living in the developing world lack basic sani-
tation. Almost one-third do not have access to
clean water, while a quarter lack adequate
housing. And, while consumption expendi-
t u res have more than doubled in the past 30
years, half of the world’s people stil l l ive on
less than $2 a day. 

F e rt il i ty is highest in the poorest coun-
tries of the world, and it is estimated that the
49 least-developed countries will nearly triple
in size by 2050. In fact , approximately 97 per-
cent of the world’s population growth takes
place in the developing countries. 

P o p u l a t i o n … Wo m e n … E n v i r o n
Connecting the Dots
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The debate over the relationship between
population growth and poverty has often been
polarized between two camps: There are those
who argue that high fertil ity is the cause of
p o v e rt y. Others argue that poverty is the cause
of high fert i l i t y. In actuality, the relat ion holds
both ways, and combating population gro w t h
often goes hand in hand with combat ing
p o v e rt y — t h rough education, health care, and
i m p roving the status of women. We have
l e a rned by experience that  a slower rate of
populat ion growth creates opportunities for
re s o u rces to be directed at building schools,
for example. Or creating more employment
possibilities. Rapid population growth easily
o v e rtakes the number of jobs available. In
developing countries with rapidly gro w i n g
populat ions, 40 mill ion jobs must be cre a t e d
each year. As a result, 800 mill ion people in
these countries are unemployed or under-
e m p l o y e d – m o re than the entire workforce of
the industrialized world.

The Role of Women in Population
S t a b i l i z a t i o n

The link between women’s status and
population growth is powerful, direct, and has
been proved. Simply put, empowering women
with education, information, and access to a
full range of opportunities is the most eff e c t i v e
way to reduce population growth and impro v e
the quality of l ife of families and societies. 

A round the world, educated women
choose to have smaller families. One reason is
that educat ion provides women with job
o p p o rtunities, which often delays the age at
which women get married or have childre n .
Educated women are also better able to nego-
tiate sexual relations and decisions re g a rd i n g
cont raception and childbearing with their
p a rtners. They are able to obtain and evaluate
i n f o rmation on health care, disease pre v e n t i o n
and nutrition, and thus have healthier infants
and children. 

Yet , a gender gap persists in education.
For example, sixty percent  of the childre n
without access to educat ion are girls. Tw o -
t h i rds of 880 mil l ion il l i t erate adults ar e
women. Quite often, childbearing it self pre-
vents girls from staying in school. Students
who become pregnant often drop out of
school or are expelled. In Kenya alone, an esti-
mated 10,000 girls a year leave school because
of pre g n a n c y. Older girls may have to leave
school to help their mothers at home follow-
ing the birth of another sibling.

… E n v i r o n m en t … F a m i l y …

Woman preparing food.
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T h e re ar e pr ograms throughout the
world, however, that are helping to close the
education gap for girls. Nisha and Usha attend
a camp in India for  gir ls who have never
attended school–now they want to take India’s
fifth-year entrance exam and continue in their
education. Their mother has even bigger
d reams. “I  want them to study f or higher
classes and get jobs. I am in no hurry as far as
their marriage is concerned, nor am I con-
c e rned about what people will think,”  their
mother says with confidence. Nisha and Usha,
with their educations, have opportunities their
mother could not have dreamed of . 

Family Planning and Reproductive
H e a l t h

Inadequate re p roductive health care re s u l t s
in high rates of  unwanted pre g n a n c y, unsafe
a b o rtion, and preventable maternal and infant
deaths. About 80 mill ion pregnancies a year—

o n e - t h i rd of the total number of pre g n a n c i e s —
a re believed to be mistimed or unwanted. 

In the Dominican Republic, pregnancy is
the principal cause of death among females
aged 15-19. Nearly one in four girls in this age
g roup is either pregnant or has already given
b i rth. Few re p roductive health services exist
for young people in the areas surro u n d i n g
major cities, where 64 percent of the popula-
tion lives. 

In response, several Dominican org a n i z a-
tions are training adolescents to serve as peer
counselors on sexual and re p roductive health
matters. In just two years, the project coun-
seled 9,000 young people. Being able to talk to
their peers about sexuality makes a big di ff e r-
ence in giving adolescents the education and
knowledge to take control of their re p ro d u c-
tive health, and, by extension, their future. 

On the other hand, the unmet demand
for contraception is growing. There are more

Family going for a reproductive health and well-family check-up in Matlab, Bangladesh.
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and more women–and men—across the globe
who would like to choose the number of 
c h i l d ren they have but lack access to f amily
planning ser vices. By 2015, contracept ive
needs in developing countries are projected to
g row by more than 40 percent. Until the full
range of family planning services are made
available to all those who desire them, the goal
of population stabilization can never be re a l-
ized. The connection between population and
the empowerment of women and men to
choose is that close.

Growing Needs: Populat ion and
the Environment

The connection between population and
the environment is complex and depends on
specif ic circumstances. On the one hand, the
p o o rest countries with the fastest population
g rowth rates face severe environmental chal-
lenges, specifically soil and water degradation.
On the other hand, the richest count ries,
though growing at very slow rates, dispro p o r-
tionately impact the environment because of
their energy use and consumption habits. 

The l ocalized impacts of populat ion
g rowth on the environment are often the
most visible. For example, rapid populat ion
g rowth in large towns along the coast of We s t
Africa is increasing the demand f or fire w o o d
and fish and driving the destruction of man-
g rove swamps. Because the poor often depend
d i rect ly on natural re s o u rces for survival, 
populat ion pre s s u res usually result in over-
exploitation of re s o u rces. 

But, even within developing countries,
h i g h e r-income groups consume more energ y
and produce more waste than the poor. High-
income households in Pakistan spend 30
times as much on fuel as very low-income
households, although the low-income house-
holds expend much more time and energ y
gathering it. 

There is increasing consensus that only
an integrated approach to the problems of
p o v e rt y, aff luen ce, and envir o n m e n t a l
degradation can result in positive and sus-
tainable change. Central to that consensus
is the recognition that population must be
stabilized. 

Twelve year-old Beatrice, from Kenya,
p robabl y doesn’t  kn ow the connect ion
between population growth and why she must
quit school to care for six young brothers and
sisters.  Paulo in Brazil is concerned with 
s u rvival and supporting his family. And Priyu
is not worried about the population connec-
tion as she searches along dusty Indian byways
for scraps of firewood to feed her five childre n .
But the connection is just as real as the day-
to-day struggles for these people and many
others. I t is not at all clear, however, that
much-needed education, informat ion, and 
s e rvices wil l become available for Beatrice,
Priya, and so many others in the poore s t
places on this planet.

There is increasing consensus

that only an integrated approach

to the problems of poverty, 

affluence, and environmental

degradation can result in 

positive and sustainable change.
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