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The United Nations has projected that sometime this year, for the first time in hundreds of
years, China will no longer be Earth’s most *populous country; India will *surpass it. Even
before China’s one-child policy was instituted in 1980, its birth rate had been declining. The
country’s *incomparable economic growth expandéd education and career opportunities for
women, and more have chosen to delay or *forge motherhood even as the number of women of
*childbearing age has dropped.

Although people in China are living longer, its population—now about 1.4 billion—has
started to decline. The workforce that made China the world’s factory has already been
shrinking for a decade. By 2050, China could see 500 million people older than 60. This
*imbalance between young and old will be China’s great challenge.

A continent away, things look different. Nigeria’s *median age is just 17, less than half that
of China. The *fertility rate there is falling, too, but remains about five times as high as in
China. The country’s population, now about 224 million, could more than triple by the end of
the century. About a third of Nigerians live in extreme poverty, nearly half the number of people
living in extreme poverty in India, which has a population more than six times as large. Hunger
is already a concern: Millions in Nigeria are at risk of *starvation.

How will we navigate the *simultaneous *booms and *busts? None of these projections
*adequately account for the potential strain on Earth’s *finite resources. Fish and wildlife are
already disappearing quickly, and climate change is becoming the greatest threat in history to
*biodiversity, food security, and access to water for drinking and farming.

Yet as extreme heat, rising seas, and severe weather promise to increase migration, our
population trends, too, could injtiate more movement between countries as those with
*dwindling workforces *desperately seek labor from outside their borders. In high-income
countries such as the United States, *immigration will drive population growth.

In 1968, when Earth had just 3.5 billion people, biologist Paul Ehrlich, in his famously *dire
book The Population Bomb, *fretted about overpopulation causing hundreds of millions to die
from *famine. Instead, a green revolution—the *widespread adoption of *fertilizers,
mechanization, and high;yield crops—transformed agriculture. We are still *hurtling toward a
future with far more people-—but in some places also far fewer. Will human *ingenuity, and the
billions more brains at our disposal, find ways to cope with this new reality? Nigeria and China

may be our biggest tests,



(Craig Welch, “Earth’s Exploding, Shifting Population”, National Geographic, pp.39-42,
April 2023, — 45k Z5)
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