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Overpopulation and China’s one child policy


One has to only look at the news to realize that overpopulation is a problem that is plaguing our world.  Just this week the world population reached 7 billion and growing.  Only a few countries have taken steps to control their population, and with the exception of China, none have been successful.  There have been a few countries that have been working towards population control in the last few years, but none of their efforts have been as successful as China.  The one child policy implemented by China in 1979 has prevented 300 million births, which is roughly the size of the US population (Meulenberg).  China’s one child policy would be effective if implemented globally.

  The one child policy would be effective globally for a number of reasons:  it would curb the pollution and decrease greenhouse gas emissions that come with our growing population, it would help to ensure adequate food and water for all the people, it would reduce or prevent increase in the vast number of people that already live in poverty, and it would allow other countries to capitalize on the enormous success that China has had through this policy’s history.  


One must first understand the details of this effective policy before accepting that it should be universal.    The one child policy is technically voluntary.   People who only have one child are entitled to many benefits, which include better housing, cash bonuses every month until the child is 14, better health care, and school priority enrollment (Meulenberg).  The Chinese government also imposes large fines on families who do decide to have more than one child.  If these fines are not paid the family can lose their land, have their houses destroyed, or have their children prevented from attending school (Hays).  In 17 provinces throughout China, people are allowed to have two children if the first child is a girl, and in a few very small wealthy communities people are allowed to have two children regardless of the sex of the first child (Hays).  This system of incentives and penalties makes having more than one child simply not possible for the vast majority of Chinese.   


The first reason why the one child policy would be effective if it was implemented globally is because the increase in pollution and greenhouse gas emissions is directly correlated to our population.  When looking at the overall picture of our global climate, it is clear that when population increases so does our pollution.   Not every person is producing the same amount of pollution, however.  Even though the highest population growth is in developing countries, the adult and child populations combined in these developing countries only produce a fraction of the greenhouse gasses that America and other developed countries produce (Campbell-Lendrum).  From this data, the conclusion can be drawn that we need to impose the one child policy globally, not just in poor countries.   This is substantiated by the fact that although developing countries with rapidly growing populations are not currently the largest contributors to increased pollution, every human being contributes to our environmental crisis.  That, combined with the ever increasing amounts of pollution that developed nations like ourselves are producing, leads one to believe that controlling our population growth in all areas is key to our environmental health.  If we are successful in helping all nations achieve a level of health, success and prosperity, one could expect the worldwide, per capita environmental footprint to increase, and therefore the long term impact on the environment to be increasingly negative if the population is left to grow at current rates.  


The second reason why the one child policy is something that would benefit our world is that we simply cannot produce enough food and water to feed the growing population. “Water demands already far exceed supplies in nearly 80 world nations”(Pimentel). Water is a finite resource which is becoming more exploited with the growth of our population.  We cannot support the world’s current population with the amount of water we have due to unequal distribution. Therefore, if the population were to keep growing at the current rate in underdeveloped countries, there will be even more people who will not have access to clean drinking water.  Implementation of the one child policy would slow down the global population growth rate, and with the decline of our population comes the ability to provide more people with fresh clean drinking water, which would increase the probability of providing those 80 countries with adequate water. Food is another scarce resource and the world is already struggling to feed the existing population.  The statistics regarding the tradeoffs between land for basic human habitation and loss of farmland are staggering. “The U.S. population is growing by more than 3 million each year and loses 3 million acres of farmland annually”(Dobbs).  With our current growth of population, the world will not have enough farmland to support the food that is necessary for everyone to receive the variety and quantity of food needed to thrive. The one child policy would drastically decline our population growth rate which would enable us not only to grow enough food, but to restore a lot of the land we have lost to creating new crop and farm lands.  


The third reason the one child policy China has would help the global population is that we already have a vast amount of people living below the poverty line, and increasing our global population will increase that number.   Providing incentives to reduce the number of children that people can have would ultimately boost the economy and lower the unemployment rate.  This would occur because people would be able to better live within their means, reduce personal debt, increase discretionary spending, and ultimately allow for a better educated, more employable population We can infer something like this by looking at the Chinese. Since the one child policy was put into place their economy has been booming.  Their gross domestic product is growing by at least 9 percent every year (Livernash).  It is reasonable to conclude that this is because there are fewer children being born into poverty and because the age structure of the country is more balanced out so there are jobs readily accessible to every generation.  


The fourth reason that I know as to why the one child policy would be effective is through looking at the tremendous success that China has achieved in balancing population growth with natural resource availability.  In the 1970s, China’s fertility rate was 4.8 children per woman.  Today it has dropped to less than 2 children per woman (Livernash).  This policy has put China in a place where they no longer need to worry about running out of resources or crop land.  “China's total land area is roughly 932 million hectares, but it has only about 100 million hectares of agricultural land”(Livernash). Along with their one child policy has also come rewards for their citizens, such as a higher standard of living, including better health care, which in turn has raised the country’s life expectancy to 71.  China is also making tremendous strides in reducing pollution into the atmosphere due to the fact that over 300 million births have been averted.  When the average person’s greenhouse gas emissions are multiplied by a prevention of 300 million births, it adds up to preventing 1.5 billion metric tons of CO2 being released into our atmosphere (Population and Climate Change).  

Many people think that having a rule restricting the number of children a couple can have severely oversteps the power of government and restricts basic human freedoms.  As a communist country, however, the Chinese expect their government to take an active role in social engineering.  In a country the size of China, with over a billion people, there are inevitably abuses.  Some of the women in China get forced into abortion or sterilization, which people in the US, particularly people who are pro-life, think is a severe violation of human rights, and in some cases considered murder.  Traditionally, baby boys have been favored over baby girls in China due to a belief that boys will grow to provide better financial support for their families.  This has led to an imbalance in the sex ratio of 120 men to every 100 women.(Meulenberg).  The cultural bias, coupled with the pressure to have a baby boy imposed by the one child policy, may have resulted in some excessive late term abortions or abandonment of female infants.


Although there are some arguments against implementing a policy such as China has in place, population control is necessary for the planet and will benefit the entire world in the long run.  Everyone does not share the thought that we would be losing our freedoms or basic human rights if a policy like this were set in place.  There are two distinct and different groups of people whose issues fundamentally need to be addressed for this to succeed. First are the people of third world countries, for whom the institution of this policy would improve overall quality of life, as well as improve access to food, water, and other necessities.  Although many of these governments would surely need outside help to effectively implement these policies, the end result would inevitably be an overall improvement for all.  The second group is the developed western world.   This group needs to start thinking in global terms for all of people instead of the selfish wants of the upper class in developed countries.  The argument that the ratio of boys to girls will be off is also becoming less important in today’s society because there are more jobs available where one doesn’t need brute strength to succeed and woman can thrive just as well as men can.  Also, with effective e birth control which is readily available in the western world, the quantity of abuses and abortions can be minimized.  It is also important to remember that in the end, this policy only encourages on child, it does not mandate.There is obviously no easy solution to overpopulation, but as it stands, China is the only country that has had any reasonable success at controlling growth. This is why one must take a closer look at just what exactly implementing this plan will mean for our planet.  


In conclusion, overpopulation is the single most important environmental issue facing our generation.  Without some regulation on the population we will surpass carrying capacity and will no longer be able to live comfortably on our planet.  China’s one child policy is the most effective solution to the problem and would be effective if implemented world wide.  Our pollution would be greatly lowered of we could get a handle on the population growth, not to mention that we don’t even have the adequate resources to even feed the current population, so if it grew we would just have more people not being fed and in poverty.  China has achieved great success through its policy, and as you now know, it would have the same success if we applied it globally. 
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