Debate 3: Population Growth as an Underlying Cause of Environmental Degradation

Purpose:

Worldwide, human population has just surpassed six billion people. Current projections are that it may reach more than 10 billion people sometime in the next century before finally leveling off. Many people believe that the unprecedented numbers of people inhabiting the Earth represent a grave threat to the environment.  Others believe that the relationship between population growth and environmental problems is more complicated. This debate will familiarize you with the major arguments concerning population growth and its relationship to economic development, resource use, and environmental degradation.

Objectives:

1.
Gain a better understanding of the causes and consequences of a rapid population growth and the importance of this growth in transforming the environment.

2.
Gain a better understanding of the three major positions defining current debates on population: the neo-Malthusian, the cornucopian, and the neo-Marxist.

3.
Explore the following questions: Is population growth really something we should be concerned if we care about the environment? Or does it simply distract us from the real causes of environmental degradation and shift blame to poorer people?  How can we feed the increasingly large population in a sustainable fashion?  How can we develop our economy and improve people’s livelihood in a sustainable fashion? 

The Debate:

In this debate you will use the knowledge you have learned to argue for or against population control to prevent environmental degradation in front of the United States Congress. You will be assigned to one of three groups, each with a given position on this issue: the neo-Malthusian, the cornucopian, and the neo-Marxist view.  At the beginning of the debate, each group will meet to prepare an opening policy statement. The policy statement will include describe what the group perceives to be the nature of the problem (is population growth an underlying cause of environmental degradation? Or is it just one of many causes?), what they propose as proper policy measures to prevent environmental degradation and to achieve sustainable development.  

The Structure of the debate:

Group Discussion: 

5 minutes

Group Opening Statements:
2 minutes each
Individual Statement, Rebuttals/Debate:

65 minutes

Conclusion:


3 Minutes

The Groups:

Neo-Malthusians: This group argues that population growth represents a serious problem to global environment and that active measures should be taken to control population growth, particularly in the areas with the highest growth rates.

Neo-Marxists: This group argues that population control as such is not as serious an issue to environmental degradation as the mal-distribution of resources. Wealthy countries should reduce their consumption and resources should be distributed more equitably.

Cornucopians: This group argues that population growth is both good for the economy and for the environment by inventing new technologies. 

Preparation:

You are expected to write a 3-page position paper that is due at the end of class. The paper should generally represent the position you have chosen for the debate.  Each student is expected to turn in a position paper. You do not have to coordinate with your groups on the writing of the position paper.

Debate 3: Population Growth as an Underlying Cause of Environmental Degradation

Debate Role Sign-up Sheet

You can find most of these roles in the readings.  You should situate each of these roles in the three frameworks discussed above.

Neo-Malthusians:

Paul Ehrlich (author of The Population Bomb)

President of the Sierra Club 

Director of Family Planning Program in China

United Nation Fund for Population Activity

Garret Hardin

Patrick Buchanan

Nature lover Joe Smith

Director of U.S. Forest Service

Former Vice President Al Gore

Director of the Wildness Society

Fire fighter in Southern California

An average American driving a SUV

Neo-Marxists:

United Nation Research Institute for Social Development

Director of World Food Bank

Carl Marx

Farmer from India

Fidel Castro (President of Cuba)

American pediatrician for “Doctors without Borders” working in El Salvador

College Activist (UAlbany socialist party)

Professor David Harvey (Johns Hopkins University)

Barry Commoner

Refugee from Africa

UN food aid worker in Afghanistan

Subsistence farmer in Brazil 

Craig Rosebraugh, a radical environmentalist from Earth Liberation Front (ELF) 

Cornucopians:

Julian Simon (author of The Resourceful Earth)

UN World Food Program Director

Genetic crop engineer for Monsanto

CEO of an Oregon logging company

President of World Bank

President of IMF (International Monetary Fund)

Wealthy cattle rancher in Brazil

You may choose your position if you choose one of the following roles: 

Population Geographer

Environmental Studies student

Congressman 1

Congressman 2

