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This book is dedicated to three special people who all left this
crowded planet behind in 2007–2008. Before they left, each one in
his or her own way encouraged me to write this book and share my
story with the world …
To my partner, Blaine
To my mother, Doris
To my dear friend, Marvis
“I think of death as some delightful journey that I
shall take when my tasks are done.”
Ella Wheeler Wilcox, 1850–1919
American writer and poet
These three special people urged me to write a book that would
appeal to the average person, not just to scientists and academics.
So I have tried to create a book that includes opinions from people
of all walks of life, a variety of races and ages, and a wide range of
views. Although there are a lot of statistics, I have endeavored to
write a book that most people can easily read and understand. After
all, when it comes to the population crisis, it is imperative that every
human being be part of the solution.
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FOREWORD

Val Allen has written a very readable book on a very serious
subject—Earth’s human population in overshoot. Her book
provides plenty of facts and data, but it does much more than
that. It also reaches us at an emotional level and invites us to
consider what we are destroying and to mourn the loss we are
inflicting upon ourselves even as we decimate other life-forms.
For those who will consider it and connect a very few dots, the
evidence of what we are doing has become incontrovertible. And
yet, as stated in Growing Pains, “Never before on this planet have
so many inhabitants been so misinformed about something that
is so important and urgent, as with the population issue.” Allen
illustrates with examples how, at many levels, political priorities
are misguided, to say the least. She also describes the futility
of so many of the “solutions” to our environmental, social, and
economic problems, because they ignore the Real problem—that
infinite growth of population and consumption on a finite planet
is impossible.
Humankind’s most noble objectives, such as human rights for all as
endorsed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, will
not be attainable in a world in which overpopulation is unraveling
the web of life. Allen offers some rays of hope. She uses citations
from and describes the efforts of many population activists and
scientists. A quote from Victor Hugo reads, “Nothing is as powerful
as an idea whose time has come.” Perhaps the increased reporting
on population that is now starting to occur reflects the slowly
dawning awareness among a critical mass of people that we humans
are biological organisms that can and indeed have exceeded the
ix
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carrying capacity of our environment. Val Allen’s straightforward
book is a great tool to help spread this idea whose time has most
certainly come.
Dr. Madeline Weld
President, Population Institute of Canada

x

INTRODUCTION

It was 1966. Dr. Zhivago was playing in local movie theaters, and we
were listening to the hits of the Supremes and Simon and Garfunkel
on our record players.
It was a calm spring afternoon when I looked out the window and was
amazed by what I saw in the garden, sniffing through the vegetable
scraps we had thrown out that morning. Its luxuriant, reddish-gold
coat shimmered in the sunlight, and its bushy tail swept the ground
like a feather duster.
My mother said that it was a red fox, seldom seen in town. This was
my first sighting of such a magnificent wild creature close up. My
heart was pounding like a tribal drum, and so began my lifelong love
affair with wildlife and the places they call home. Soon pictures of
foxes and wolves started to appear on my bedroom wall alongside
posters of the Beatles and the Bee Gees. Even at the tender age of
twelve, I instinctively knew that there was something special about
the kinship between man and beast. It was a symbiotic relationship as
ancient as mankind and as compelling as our fascination with fire.
When I turned fourteen, I got my first camera, an inexpensive Kodak
that captured my cat’s many antics and many a luring rainbow.
Later I would use it to record the black bears eating garbage at our
town dump and the beautiful butterflies that dropped in to visit our
garden.
That was also the year that I met my high school sweetheart, and
together we explored the many special places in the backcountry.
At that time wildlife was still comparatively abundant in our area,
and frogs and salamanders could still be found in nearby ponds. We
xi
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were young and carefree and had no inkling that this would all be
changing soon.
In the spring of 1971 I was busy sewing my graduation dress and
pondering life after high school. The music of the Beach Boys
and the Mamas and Papas lulled me into a romantic reverie of the
California lifestyle and a longing to travel. I vowed to visit those
sandy beaches some day. Later I would travel and witness firsthand
some of the destruction our species was causing on this planet.
Then one day in class we were studying world affairs, and the topic of
overpopulation came up. This was a “light bulb moment” for me, as
in the blink of an eye many of the world’s problems suddenly made
perfect sense to me. That very day I decided not to have children,
as I wanted to become part of the solution rather than part of the
problem. Little did I know that three decades later “Childfree”
groups would be starting up all over the world.
I also felt very fortunate that I had the freedom and opportunity to
choose to not have children, since I had read that millions of women
around the world had no access to family planning programs. They
often had no choice but to have one child after another, only to
watch them slowly starve to death. I couldn’t even imagine how
heartbreaking that would be.
At that time the primary industry in my small community of the
Crowsnest Pass (Alberta, Canada) was coal mining. Recently, the
mining companies had brought in hundreds of immigrants to work
in the underground mines. It struck me then that multinational
companies relied heavily on overpopulated countries for their cheap
labor. These companies, often more powerful than empires or
countries, would not look favorably on any attempts to reduce their
cheap labor force. I realized then that there would be a great deal of
resistance to any attempts to curb the excessive population growth.
Thus began a thirty-year quest to find ways to help stop the insanity
of overpopulation and its resulting environmental destruction,
which has brought me to this point. The crafting of this book is a
global citizen’s passionate appeal to humanity to change our destiny
xii
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for the sake of future generations and the other critters with which
we share this planet. It may very well take a global revolution to
convince our masses to make a U-turn at this dead-end impasse we
are now facing.
The rich require an abundant supply of the poor.
Voltaire
Things will be better after the revolution.
Marjorie Taggart,
Wildlife Activist, 2007
The future of everything we have accomplished since
our intelligence evolved will depend on the wisdom
of our actions over the next few years. Like all
creatures, humans have made their way in the world
so far by trial and error: unlike other creatures, we
have a presence so colossal that error is a luxury we
can no longer afford. The world has grown too small
to forgive us any big mistakes.
Ronald Wright
A Short History of Progress
It can be said with a great degree of certainty that it would be a
serious mistake to continue to ignore the population crisis that is
swallowing up and fouling our natural ecosystems. Unfortunately,
human population size and growth remains a taboo topic in the
media and even in the environmental community. It is not “politically
correct” to voice our concerns about the role of population pressure
in causing, exacerbating, and multiplying many of the troubles of
mankind.
In his recent book The Treason of the BBC, Jack Parsons describes
how in forty years of correspondence with the BBC, he failed to
get it to include a mention or discussion of the probable role of
overpopulation in exacerbating many of the political, economic,
xiii
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social, and environmental troubles it was vividly portraying in its
documentary programs. Similar attempts have been made by myself
and others to get the CBC to include a meaningful discussion on
population, with no success.
Of course, there have been many brave souls over the years who have
defied the powers that be and tackled this seemingly overwhelming
issue. I would like to start by expressing my humble thanks and
gratitude to these pioneers of the population movement for their
foresight and wisdom.
As an advocate and activist for the environment, I think we
need to decide what kind of world we want for our children and
grandchildren. Do we want a balanced healthy society, living in
harmony with the natural world? Do we want sustainable economies
and communities?
In order to achieve sustainable lifestyles, it is essential to develop
a strategy to achieve sustainable population and consumption
rates. While the global warming issue and the human footprint
concept have triggered an attempt to reduce our consumption rates,
population rarely gets a mention—as if the staggering number of
people consuming our resources had no relevance to how great our
footprint is on this planet.
In this book I will demystify, with brutal honesty, the causes and
consequences of our disturbing population dilemma. I will explore the
solutions, some surprisingly simple and practical, that everyone can
begin implementing right now. If we fail to recognize the important
role overpopulation is playing in our ecological, social, and financial
predicament, we may soon find that the destruction is irreversible.
Note: Many of the quotes I have used come from a variety of quote
sites that give only the name of the author, since they are considered
to be well-known to most readers. Also, I have quoted some groups
that have changed their names, so I have used the name given at the
time the quote was made. For example, Zero Population Growth
changed their name to Population Connection, and I have used both
names often throughout this book.
xiv
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GROWING PAINS
I chose the title Growing Pains for this book because in a sense the
malady affecting this planet is not so different from the malady
that affects many of our children as they are growing, often causing
them great pain. Growing pains have been described as a medical
condition where the bones are growing faster than the muscles
and connective tissues around the bones. As this support system
struggles to keep up with the bones, it often goes through a painful
stage of adjustment.
This reminded me of our situation on earth at the present, where the
human population is growing too fast for our life-support system
to keep up. This is causing tremendous growing pains, at both a
population and personal level, as all life-forms are trying frantically
to adjust. Unfortunately, many species have already been destroyed
in this difficult struggle.
The only sure way to alleviate growing pains is to stop growing. Just as
the human body cannot continue growing indefinitely, neither can
the human population.
But the problem is actually two-fold. First, there is this physical, or
biological, growing that is taking place far too rapidly. On the other
hand, in an intellectual and personal sense we are not developing
nearly as quickly as our situation demands. We are at a point in our
evolution where, as individuals, we need to take a little time out for
some soul-searching and decide what is really of value in our lives.
Are material things and large families truly making us happy, or do
we really find our greatest comfort in the natural world that is so
quickly disappearing?
Tanis Helliwell, founder of the International Institute for
Transformation, uses the butterfly as a symbol of transformation
in our path to consciousness. She explains, “The four stages that
the butterfly undergoes in its transformation are ones that we also
undergo in our journey from unconsciousness (dominated by
personality) to consciousness (partnered by the soul).”
xv
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These are similar to the stages of human involvement/awareness
that have been identified by sociologists and psychologists as well.
Helliwell outlines the four stages:
1. Individuals in the egg stage of transformation are
unconscious. Never questioning the rules, they‘re at the
mercy of their environment. Because they are passive, others
control them, and their careers are usually unplanned.
2. The second stage is that of the caterpillar, and these people are
further along the path because they do make choices. Our
world and organizations have been run by caterpillars with an
insatiable appetite who have destroyed their environment.
3. The third stage, cocooning, is an inner time, often a time
of rest and seclusion when people reflect on their life’s
purpose.
4. In their fourth stage butterflies, feeding on nectar and water,
are creatures of beauty who destroy nothing in their path.
Formerly, these men and women were often found on the
fringes of society living alternative lifestyles. Often they
were the craftspeople, artists, writers, environmentalists,
social activists, healers, and teachers who brought beauty,
love, and wisdom into the world.
Helliwell believes that at this time in our evolution, many individuals
are going through the cocoon stage, and that the number of butterflies
is increasing. They are creative people, who act as catalysts for new
personal growth. As we enter the fourth cycle of human evolution,
these individuals are the forerunners and the way-showers of the
principles of interconnectedness and sustainability.
It seems to me that this symbolic transformation in our personal
growth is exactly what is needed at this time. It is this soul-searching
exercise that will lead to a clearer understanding of our situation and
a vision of what is needed to rectify it. As this new awareness reaches
the critical mass, we will intuitively know that we must deal with
the population crisis that is facing our planet. An understanding of
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our place in the scheme of things is imperative if we are to create a
meaningful partnership with the earth.

A CHILD’S LEGACY
There is no human circumstance more tragic than the
persisting existence of a harmful condition for which a
remedy is readily available. Family planning, to relate
population to world resources, is possible, practical
and necessary. Unlike plagues of the dark ages or
contemporary diseases we do not yet understand,
the modern plague of overpopulation is soluble by
means we have discovered and with resources we
possess. What is lacking is not sufficient knowledge
of the solution but universal consciousness of the
gravity of the problem and education of billions who
are its victims.
Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. (May 1966)
We may find that we are leaving our children and grandchildren a
planet greatly diminished in resources, beauty, and social benefits.
Will the growing concern for children’s well-being lead to a global
movement to stabilize population and improve the quality of life for
the world’s children?
In 1993 Zero Population Growth released the Children’s Stress
Index, the most comprehensive study ever made of children’s wellbeing in the United States. More than 800 metropolitan areas,
counties, and cities were evaluated using seventy population-related
indicators that affect the lives of children. Data was gathered and
analyzed in ten categories: population change and crowding,
family economics, maternal and child health, education, crime, air
quality, water resources, toxic releases and sewage, and energy and
transportation.
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Their conclusion? Bigger is clearly not always better. ZPG found
a strong correlation between the size of a community and the
level of “children’s stress.” Communities across the country are
increasingly plagued by population-related problems from pollution
to overcrowding to crime. And unfortunately, this has become a
worldwide epidemic.
The world’s youngest citizens suffer disproportionately from poverty,
malnutrition, and disease. Also, their young, growing bodies are
most vulnerable to widespread environmental hazards, such as air,
soil, and water pollution.
In its 1994 report, The State of the World’s Children, the United
Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF) emphasized that population
stabilization is a prerequisite to ensuring the health and well-being
of children everywhere, noting, “There is an obvious and profound
connection between the mental and physical development of children
and the social and economic development of their societies.”
As children are better spaced through family
planning, it has a tremendous impact on the health,
the education and the general well-being of children.
And as child health and education—particularly of
girls—improves markedly, more families actively
seek family planning and have smaller families.
James P. Grant
Executive Director of UNICEF
Of course, in 1994 the world was already beyond a sustainable
threshold, so population sustainability, versus reduction, was
even then no longer an option. One would hope that improving
children’s living conditions would be the powerful motivator needed
to convince authorities that population is an urgent issue that needs
immediate attention.
ZPG’s Children’s Report clearly indicated at that time, and that was
fifteen years ago now, that it was essential to achieve population
stabilization sooner rather than later. Yet, since then funding to
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many of these family planning programs has been cut rather than
increased. The only encouraging action has been Obama’s recent
executive order reversing the Bush administration’s restriction on
funding family planning programs.
That restriction was a travesty, since concern for the world’s children
goes beyond the realm of compassion or economic and political
decisions. True concern for the world’s children incorporates
a vision of a “quality future” based on a clear understanding of
population impacts. These children, by default, are depending on us
to create that quality future
Carl Jung, one of the fathers of psychology, famously remarked,
“People cannot stand too much reality.” Perhaps that explains
why warnings about overpopulation from many of our most
respected authorities are being ignored. To find the real reasons,
the operational reasons, you must look to the power of religion
and corporate economists and their “growth at any cost” ideology.
Let’s consider a few of the warnings:
•

“There is no single thing more significant for the future of
the world than the fact of human population growth …
There will not be an environment left to worry about unless
we get the population crisis under control.”

John Adams,
Executive Director of the Natural Resources Defense Council, 1997
•

“Population growth is the primary source of environmental
damage.”
Jacques Cousteau

•

“Achieving and maintaining a sustainable relationship
between human populations and the natural resource base
of the earth is the single most critical long-term issue facing
the peoples of the world and this issue will increasingly be
the focus of international affairs for the foreseeable future.”
Russel E. Train, World Wildlife Fund
xix
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So how did we get to this desperate state of global destruction that is
now threatening our planet? After all, the human species is the most
advanced, intelligent, reasonable species on earth, right? Then how
is it that we have allowed ourselves to spread over our planet like a
plague, causing tragic human misery, wiping out other species, and
destroying habitat without even a second thought?
It seems to me that this is a situation that desperately needs a hero.
We need a champion for the planet who will lead a movement to
defend our homeland against this senseless human onslaught. And
we need an army of defenders, a billion strong, to rally behind this
movement if we are to save what remains of our life-support systems
for our benefit and that of future generations.
In 1968, Stanford University biologist Paul Ehrlich warned about
runaway population growth in his thought-provoking book, The
Population Bomb. Unfortunately, his warnings went unheeded,
and since then global population has grown by over 2.5 billion.
At the time, some thought that he was merely an alarmist, but his
predictions have proven to be quite accurate. Of course, little did
he know that science and technology would be willing to break all
boundaries in order to accommodate and facilitate the growing
numbers.
Our governments, corporate leaders, and economists have continued
to push for growth at any expense. As President Eisenhower stated
after WWII, “We have to make consumption a way of life, and
convince Americans that buying things makes them happy.”
We have submitted to the growth lobby’s powerful influence, many
of us very willingly, allowing our food and water to be contaminated
with pesticides, fertilizers, antibiotics, and growth hormones. We
have allowed smog and indoor pollution to sicken us with asthma,
cancer, and lung disease. We have knowingly stood by and watched
as one species after another has been decimated, and people in
poverty have perished.
Yes, we are a very accommodating species, very good at adapting
to almost any situation. The example of our ability to adapt that Al
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Gore used in his documentary, The Inconvenient Truth, would be very
appropriate here. He pointed out that a frog that jumped into a pail
of boiling water would quickly jump back out. However, if the frog
jumped into a pail of warm water that was gradually heated to boiling,
the frog would stay in the water until it died. I think it is safe to say
that the population crisis is getting pretty heated at this point.
It is clear that the time has come for a new consciousness, a global
revolution of sorts!
Although this is not a new idea, this is the first time in our evolution
that the stakes have been so high and the folly of our ways has been
so evident. We are at the point of no return, and if we don’t take
action now there will be no hope for future generations.
Mark Hume outlined the problem quite well in the 1994 Vancouver
Sun,
In laboratory experiments with Norway rats,
behavioral scientists have observed a disturbing
phenomenon. Allowed to breed at will, the rats
multiply until they reach a point where they just
can’t stand it any more. When the overcrowding
becomes too great, they stop breeding and start
killing each other.
Aprodicio Laquian is the scientist who conducted this study. As he
ponders the behavior of the rats and the alarming rate at which the
human population is growing, he can’t help but wonder if the rats
are warning us about our future. “What happens with the rats is
not too far-fetched a scenario for humans. We are just biological
creatures, after all,” he says.
In fact, isn’t this already occurring, especially in our overcrowded
cities? A person can be killed for his fifty-dollar sneakers, gangs
are fighting for their turf, and road rage has become a common
occurrence. Governments perpetuate wars all over the world to gain
power over land, water, or natural resources. Millions of women are
raped or killed by their partners or stalkers every year in a struggle
for power and dominance. We are a species at war with each other
xxi
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and the planet, yet the critical role that population undoubtedly
plays is rarely mentioned.
This all must sound very grim, but the good news is that it doesn’t
have to be this way. We possess the means and ability to turn things
around, as I will outline in Part 4.

Comic used with permission from Mike Keefe
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PART 1:
THE DILEMMA
A PLANET IN DENIAL
Imagine taking a journey into uncharted territory
without a compass or a guide and with no idea
whether you have enough provisions for everyone
who is going with you. Crazy, right? But that’s
exactly what our country is doing—lumbering into
the future, poorly prepared, with the sketchiest of
plans and perhaps not even headed in the right
direction.
Zero Population Growth
(Renamed Population Connection), 1993
The dilemma is that humanity’s self-proclaimed dominance over
the earth is really a 10,000-year experiment we have unleashed
that is now threatening to destroy our planet We are muddling
our way through history in trial-and-error mode with little more
understanding of the big picture than we had in the Stone Age.
What is desperately needed at this time is a plan of action that
acknowledges the folly of our ways and the urgency of changing our
course.
For most of history human population had little impact on our
planet. In fact, for most of the 2 million years of human history,
human population was less than a quarter million. When Columbus
came to America 500 years ago, global population was still only 425
million. If it had remained at that level, we would not be facing the
high level of species extinction, global warming, or water shortages
that are so worrisome today.
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It wasn’t until 1800 that the planet was host to 1 billion people. Since
then, growth has greatly accelerated, and humans quadrupled in the
twentieth century. Although this is an average growth rate of just
1.39 percent per year, this innocent-sounding growth rate produced
this enormous quadrupling in just a century.
That rate of growth is referred to as “plague phase” by biologists. If
any other species had begun to multiply at this rate, governments
would have instructed biologists to take drastic measures to bring
them under control. Carrying capacity would have been calculated,
and limits determined to bring the species into balance with its
environment. I wonder, is it possible that these same limits could
also apply to the human species, known scientifically as the “wise
hominids”?
Instead, ANTHROPOCENTRISM has guided our stewardship of
the planet. The Oxford English Dictionary defines anthropocentrism
as “regarding humans as the central element of the universe,
and interpreting reality exclusively in terms of human values and
experience.” We have chosen to deny our natural place in the scheme
of things, or our role in mismanaging the world’s resources.
At one time humans actually thought that the earth was the center
of the universe. It wasn’t until 1543 that Copernicus disproved this
theory, causing quite a stir. This revolutionary new thinking caused
a reemergence of atheism that lasted for almost two centuries. So the
idea that man is not intended to be the central element of our planet,
but rather an integral part of an ecocentric (ecology-centered) life
system, is equally incredible today.
The earth-centered solar system is like the human-centered ecology
system that persists because of strong religious dogma. We need to
make the transition to the Copernican system in which we throw off
the dogma and look at the facts. We are part of the environment,
not independent of it.
We have also chosen to deny that overpopulation is the missing link
in achieving sustainable lifestyles and bringing humanity back into
harmony with our environment. Yet, television brings us graphic
2
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scenes of human suffering and landscapes being savaged by the
effects of ever-growing numbers of people every day. As populations
in these poor countries become unmanageable, the countries export
their overpopulation problems to developed countries, where the
immigrants often adopt our high-consumption lifestyles, causing
even greater strains on the world’s resources. It is hard for them to
resist, with their higher wages, greater variety of products available,
and tremendous advertising and societal pressures.
Usually this is a situation of people from tropical climates migrating
to countries with colder climates, where they will require far more
resources just to survive. The basic necessities of food, clothing,
and shelter needed to survive varying and often extreme seasonal
temperatures are far greater. That is why there are greater numbers
of wildlife and species found near the equator, and much smaller
numbers found near the poles. For example, the Brazil rain forest is
teeming with life, while diversity of wildlife in the Arctic is greatly
reduced.
In addition, when the growing number of immigrants is exposed to
the “American Dream” mentality, it is a temptation few can resist. In
many ways, the 1.5 billion people in developed countries are doing
more damage than the 5 billion in developing countries. However, as
incomes and technologies in the Third World continue to improve,
the gap between consumption rates is rapidly decreasing.
If we want people in developing countries to have the basic necessities
they require for a humane existence, their standard of living will
have to improve dramatically. This, of course, will increase their
consumption rate and eventually bring it almost up to par with
developed countries, factoring in their climate requirements. The
best scenario would be to help people live a humane existence in
their own country, rather than taking them away from their families
and homeland in order to help them.

3

Valorie M. Allen

How Many Is Enough?
Why is it that our numbers
Tend to double and to triple?
Like a pebble in the pond
The waves just want to ripple
Who will ask the question
How many is enough?
How many can earth handle?
Aren’t times already tough?
To make more room for humans
We’ve cut down most our trees
And wiped out many species
That once were wild and free
We’ve polluted all our waters
And fouled our soil and air
We’ve encroached upon our critters
But no one seems to care

We’ve fished out most our rivers
Our oceans and our seas
And we’ve done it in a lifetime
Please tell me, can that be?
If our numbers keep on growing
What will there soon remain
But a planet full of people
On a barren, empty plain?

By Val Allen, 1994
Sketch courtesy of Gerri Elder, 2009
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