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Forty-two years ago, the biologist Paul Ehrlich warned in The Population Bomb that 

mass starvation would strike in the 1970s and 1980s, with the world's population growth 

outpacing the production of food and other critical resources. Thanks to innovations 

and efforts such as the "green revolution" in farming and the widespread adoption of 

family planning, Ehrlich's worst fears did not come to pass. 

The United Nations Population Division now projects that global population growth will 

nearly halt by 2050. And barring a cataclysmic climate crisis or a complete failure to 

recover from the current economic malaise, global economic output is expected to 

increase by two to three percent per year, meaning that global income will likely 

increase far more than population over the next four decades. 

But twenty-first-century international security will depend less on how many people 

inhabit the world than on how the global population is composed and distributed. 

In 2003, the combined populations of Europe, the United States, and Canada accounted 

for 17 percent of the global population. In 2050, this figure is expected to be just 12 

percent. The West's relative decline is even more dramatic if one also considers changes 

in income: an overwhelming proportion of the world's GDP growth between 2003 and 

2050--nearly 80 percent--will occur outside of Europe, the United States, and Canada. 

Part of the reason that developed countries will be less economically dynamic in the 

coming decades is that their populations will become substantially older. The European 

countries, Canada, the United States, Japan, South Korea, and even China are aging at 

unprecedented rates. Over the next decades, therefore, these countries will have 

increasingly large proportions of retirees and increasingly small proportions of workers. 

Even as the industrialized countries of Europe, North America, and Northeast Asia 

experience unprecedented aging, fast-growing countries in Africa, Latin America, the 

Middle East, and Southeast Asia will have exceptionally youthful populations. But many 

developing countries have few ways of providing employment to all of their young, fast-

growing populations. Would-be laborers, therefore, will be increasingly attracted to the 

labor markets of the aging developed countries of Europe, North America, and 

Northeast Asia. 

Exacerbating twenty-first-century risks will be the fact that the developing world is 

urbanizing to an unprecedented degree.  

http://www.ihavenet.com/World-The-New-Population-Bomb.html


Countries with younger populations are especially prone to civil unrest and are less able 

to create or sustain democratic institutions. And the more heavily urbanized, the more 

such countries are likely to experience Dickensian poverty and anarchic violence. 

Averting this century's potential dangers will require sweeping measures. Policymakers 

must adapt today's global governance institutions to the new realities of the aging of the 

industrialized world, the concentration of the world's economic and population growth 

in developing countries, and the increase in international immigration. 

The G-8, for example, will likely become obsolete as a body for making global economic 

policy. The G-20 is already becoming increasingly important, and this is less a short-

term consequence of the ongoing global financial crisis than the beginning of the 

necessary recognition that Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Turkey, and others 

are becoming global economic powers. International institutions will not retain their 

legitimacy if they exclude the world's fastest-growing and most economically dynamic 

countries. 

NATO must also adapt. The alliance today is composed almost entirely of countries with 

aging, shrinking populations and relatively slow-growing economies. It is oriented 

toward the Northern Hemisphere and holds on to a Cold War structure that cannot 

adequately respond to contemporary threats. The young and increasingly populous 

countries of Africa, the Middle East, Central Asia, and South Asia could mobilize 

insurgents much more easily than NATO could mobilize the troops it would need if it 

were called on to stabilize those countries. 

The aging industrialized countries can also take various steps at home to promote 

stability in light of the coming demographic trends. First, they should encourage 

families to have more children. But, more important is immigration. Correctly managed, 

population movement can benefit developed and developing countries alike. Given the 

dangers of young, underemployed, and unstable populations in developing countries, 

immigration to developed countries can provide economic opportunities for the 

ambitious and serve as a safety valve for all. Countries that embrace immigrants, such as 

the United States, gain economically by having willing laborers and greater 

entrepreneurial spirit. And countries with high levels of emigration (but not so much 

that they experience so-called brain drains) also benefit because emigrants often send 

remittances home or return to their native countries with valuable education and work 

experience. 

Never since 1800 has a majority of the world's economic growth occurred outside of 

Europe, the United States, and Canada. Never have so many people in those regions 

been over 60 years old. And never have low-income countries' populations been so 



young and so urbanized. But such will be the world's demography in the twenty-first 

century. The strategic and economic policies of the twentieth century are obsolete, and it 

is time to find new ones. 
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