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1  I  THE POPULATION-CLIMATE CONNECTION 

The climate is changing. The message 

from the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) is clear: as a 

result of human activity, the climate is 

changing. The buildup of greenhouse 

gases in the atmosphere warmed the 

Earth’s surface by more than one de-

gree Fahrenheit over the last century, 

and the IPCC predicts another 3.1 to 

7.2 degrees of warming by 2100.2 The 

impacts are increasingly severe: wide-

spread crop failures and drought, more 

violent storms, and the spread of dead-

ly diseases.3 

More people, more emissions. The 

relationship between human numbers 

and greenhouse gas emissions is not 

straightforward, in part because per 

capita emissions vary greatly between 

(and within) countries. For example, 

the average American emits nearly 20 

tons of CO2 per year; the average 

Ugandan emits a tenth of one 

ton.4Nonetheless, in all parts of the 

world, population growth is associated 

with a proportionate increase in emis-

sions: a 10% increase in population 

generally yields a 10% increase in 

emissions.5 

The challenge:  

growing numbers,  

a changing climate, 

persistent poverty 
 

World population: 7 billion and grow-

ing. In 2011, world population soared 

past 7 billion. While the rate of growth 

has slowed in most parts of the world, 

human numbers still grow by 83 mil-

lion every year. That is the equivalent 

of adding a city the size of San Fran-

cisco every month; another Germany 

every year; another India every 15 

years.1 

 

he great challenge of the 21st century is to lift billions from 

poverty, while reducing greenhouse gas emissions and cop-

ing with a changing climate. That challenge will be easier to 

meet with slower population growth.  

 Moreover, the means to slow growth—including family 

planning and other reproductive health services—are important 

ends in themselves. Family planning empowers women, improves 

public health, reduces greenhouse gas emissions and builds resili-

ence to a changing climate.  

 The bottom line: family planning is a win-win for women 

and the planet.  
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Slower population growth could reduce fossil fuel  
emissions by an extra 1.1 billion tons of carbon per 
year by 2050—an impact equivalent to completely  
eliminating deforestation. 
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Reduce emissions by 1.1 billion tons 

of carbon per year by 2050—an im-

pact equivalent to completely elimi-

nating deforestation.11 

Other research has found that slower 

growth can help societies adapt to cli-

mate change. And the means to slow 

growth—including family planning/

reproductive health services and girls’ 

education—have been shown to im-

prove public health, economic well-

being and women’s empowerment, 

which are crucial building blocks of 

resilience.12 

Of course, slowing population growth 

is not all we must do. Prudent climate 

policy encompasses a range of strate-

gies, including conservation, techno-

logical innovation, and a transfer of 

resources from wealthier to poorer 

countries. But slower growth is an im-

portant element of the solution. 

 

The good news: we know how to slow 

population growth. A half-century of 

experience has shown that the best way 

to slow growth is to ensure that all peo-

ple can make their own decisions about 

childbearing. That means providing 

voluntary access to contraception and 

other reproductive health services, not 

coercive “population control.” It also 

means education and employment op-

portunities, especially for women. And 

it means tackling gender and economic 

inequities that are associated with rapid 

population growth.   

 

Population is growing most rapidly in 

the least developed countries. Most 

growth is taking place in the world’s 

poorest countries: fully half of the least 

developed countries expect their popu-

lations to double by 2050.6 In Africa, 

human numbers could more than triple 

by the end of the century, from one 

billion today to 3.6 billion in 2100.7 

The least developed countries are al-

ready struggling to lift billions from 

poverty, and many will also bear the 

brunt of climate change. Rapid popula-

tion growth makes those problems 

more difficult to solve.8 

Rapid population growth makes it 

more difficult for poor countries to 

cope with a changing climate. Among 

low-income countries that have drafted 

National Adaptation Programmes of Ac-

tion, more than 90 percent have ex-

pressed concern that rapid population 

growth increases vulnerability to climate 

change impacts, or reduces resilience.9 

 

Elements of a solution: slow 

growth, empower women 
 

Slower population growth can help 

the world’s nations prevent—and 

cope with--dangerous climate change. 

Leading researchers at the National 

Center for Atmospheric Research and 

the International Institute for Applied 

Systems Analysis used sophisticated 

modeling to calculate the impact of 

different population growth trajectories 

on emissions. They found that slowing 

population growth would: 

Provide 16-29% of the emissions 

reductions needed by 2050 to avoid 

dangerous climate change.10 

http://www.ncar.ucar.edu
http://www.ncar.ucar.edu
http://www.iiasa.ac.at
http://www.iiasa.ac.at
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The choices those young people 

make—and the choices available to 

them—will determine whether world 

population declines to 6 billion, or 

grows to 16 billion by the end of this 

century.13 

But too many lack the means to make 

meaningful choices about childbear-

ing. Around the world, some 215 mil-

lion women do not want to get preg-

nant but are not using contraception.14 

Addressing that “unmet need” for fam-

ily planning would have many benefits 

for women and families—and it is key 

to slowing population growth. New 

research by the Futures Group con-

firms that addressing unmet need for 

contraception would substantially slow 

population growth worldwide.15 

There is already a global agreement 

on population. The world’s nations are 

struggling for consensus on climate 

change, but we already have a U.N. 

agreement on population, endorsed by 

179 developed and developing nations 

in 1994 in Cairo. Countries at that time 

agreed on a plan to slow population 

growth through universal access to re-

productive health services, empower-

ing girls and women, and combating 

poverty. These goals were reaffirmed 

in the U.N. Millennium Development 

Goals earlier this decade.  

 

We are at a pivotal moment for world 

population. Tomorrow’s population 

size depends on today’s childbearing 

choices. Right now, the largest genera-

tion in history is coming of age. Nearly 

half the world’s population—three bil-

lion people—are under the age of 25. 



Unintended pregnancies would drop 

by more than two thirds; 

Seventy percent of maternal deaths 

would be averted; 

Forty-four percent of newborn deaths 

would be averted; and 

Unsafe abortions would decline by 

seventy-three percent.18 

 

Universal access to family planning 

and reproductive health services: the 

time is now. The challenges of the 21st 

century—providing for an ever-

growing population against a backdrop 

of climate change—are daunting. 

Those challenges will be easier to sur-

mount if human numbers are growing 

more slowly. Moreover, the means to 

slow growth, including family plan-

ning and other reproductive health ser-

vices, are good for women, families 

and the planet. 
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Family planning and reproductive 

health services are cost-effective. 

Meeting existing demand for family 

planning services, while requiring a 

substantial investment, is well within 

reach for existing aid flows and in-

country health spending. An additional 

$3.7 billion per year would provide 

services for all who need them.16 The 

total cost to provide both family plan-

ning and maternal and newborn health 

services to meet existing needs would 

be $24.6 billion, an increase of $12.8 

billion annually.17 

These  services have numerous bene-

fits for women, families and societies. 

According to the Guttmacher Institute 

and the United Nations Population 

Fund, the benefits of meeting unmet 

need for both family planning and ma-

ternal and newborn health services 

would be dramatic: 

 

Family planning has  
numerous benefits for 
women, families and  
the planet. 
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