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THE RISE AND FALL OF EARTH DAY:  
FROM SPONTANEOUS, SUBVERSIVE 

HAPPENING TO CORPORATE-
SPONSORED FEEL-GOOD FEST
I was a skinny sophomore at a suburban high school in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania at the time of the first Earth Day 
on April 22, 1970.  That rapidly receding, epochal event 
is now nearly half a century ago, but in the weeks leading 
up to it, I can still vividly recall our school announcements 
over the intercom as I sat in my homeroom every morning.  
Juxtaposed against ho-hum, ordinary news of how our varsity 
baseball and track & field teams had fared or upcoming 
student elections, there was an arresting litany of messages, 
day after day:  ominous warnings of how we human beings 
were abusing Mother Earth and that there would be hell to 
pay for this crime against nature. 

In essence, the solemn message I remember hearing was 
that we humans were out of control.  We were mindless rather 
than mindful.  Not only were there too many of us, but each 
and every one – at least in already affluent countries like the 
United States – was living high on the hog and living high 
on borrowed time, carrying on self-indulgent lifestyles that 
were unsustainable (although the words “unsustainable” and 
“sustainability” would not be coined for another couple of 

decades).  At the same time, the dominant Earth Day theme 
was not one of futility, fatalism, or hopelessness, but one of 
hopefulness.  Humanity was neither doomed nor preordained 
to foul its nest; we had to do better, and we could do better. 

That first Earth Day was the brainchild of U.S. Senator 
and former Wisconsin Governor Gaylord Nelson (D-WI).  
Nelson (Figure 1) initially got the idea from the protests and 
“teach-ins” against the Vietnam War that had proliferated in 
the late 1960s.  For years he had been pondering “How are 
we going to get the nation to wake up and pay attention to 
the most important challenge the human species faces on the 
planet?”  Back in 1963, Nelson had persuaded President John 
F. Kennedy to make a tour of eight states, speaking out on the 
need to conserve natural resources.  But this was an idea still 
ahead of its time; notwithstanding the dashing “Camelot” as a 
spokesman, the news media and the American public largely 
ignored the tour and its conservation theme.  

Sometime later, while reading an article about anti-
Vietnam War teach-ins held on college campuses to 
galvanize opposition to that war, it occurred to Nelson that 
this approach had potential.  Why not promote a nationwide 
“teach-in” on behalf of the Earth?  He began raising the funds 
to launch the first Earth Day.  Senator Nelson wrote letters to 
all 50 state governors and to scores of big city mayors asking 
them to issue Earth Day proclamations.  He sent an Earth 

FIGURE 1.  FATHER OF EARTH DAY, FORMER 
WISCONSIN GOVERNOR AND U.S. SENATOR 

GAYLORD NELSON (1916-2005)



Page 2 Earth Day and Population: A Missed Opportunity

Day article to all college newspapers explaining the event 
and one to Scholastic Magazine, which was distributed to 
most high schools and grade schools.

By this time, popular culture had caught up with Nelson.  
The news media and the American public were primed for 
the message behind Earth Day.  Demure nature writer Rachel 
Carson had issued a stark warning about pesticides and other 
manmade poisons unleashing a devastating “silent spring” 
without birdsong, while flamboyant biologist Paul Ehrlich 
had raised the alarm about the detonation of the human 
“population bomb.”  In 1969, a spill at an offshore oil rig 
covered beaches in scenic Santa Barbara, California with 
thick gobs of black oil and dying seabirds (Figure 2).  That 
same year, the badly polluted Cuyahoga River in Cleveland, 
Ohio caught fire, burning a bridge.  Americans were aghast 
at what we had wrought.  On January 1, 1970, 
less than four months before the first Earth Day 
celebration, President Richard M. Nixon signed 
into law the landmark National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA), dubbed the “Magna Carta” 
of America’s environmental conservation 
statues.  The Clean Air Act, Clean Water Act, and 
Endangered Species Act followed in subsequent 
years.

The environment had exploded onto 
the American scene; all of a sudden it was 
fashionable to be worried for the Earth and 
for our common future.  On Wednesday, April 
22, 1970, an estimated 20 million people 
– at the time, one out of ten Americans – 
participated in educational activities and 
community events around the United States to 

demonstrate their concern for 
the environment.  All across the 
nation, a stunning 10,000 grade 
schools and high schools, 2,000 
colleges, and 1,000 communities 
participated in Earth Day 
activities.  In Washington, D.C., 
even Congress recessed for the 
day so that House and Senate 
Members could give speeches 
about the environment and 
attend community events. 

New York City Mayor John 
Lindsay closed Fifth Avenue in 
Manhattan to automobile traffic 
and 100,000 people attended 
an ecology fair in Central 
Park.  Earth Day was a massive 
grassroots event, described by 
American Heritage Magazine as 

“one of the most remarkable happenings in the history of 
democracy.”

At an Earth Day celebration at the University of 
Wisconsin, Senator Nelson himself declared:  “Our goal 
is an environment of decency, quality, and mutual respect 
for all other human creatures and for all living creatures….  
The battle to restore a proper relationship between man and 
his environment, between man and other living creatures 
will require a long, sustained, political, moral, ethical, and 
financial commitment – far beyond any effort made before.”

 This first Earth Day had a spontaneous and slightly 
subversive quality; it was a challenge to the status quo, an 
“in-your-face” and “speaking truth to power” moment that 

FIGURE 2.  ALL THAT IS LEFT OF A HAPLESS BROWN PELICAN COATED 
WITH OIL AT SANTA BARBARA IN 1969
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sought to thoroughly reorient human relations with Mother 
Earth – from a relationship based on arrogance, exploitation, 
and neglect to one founded on love and respect.  Posters 
proclaimed boldly:  “Love Your Mother!” and “Good 
Planets Are Hard to Find!” 

Forty-seven Earth Days have now been held, and in 
2017 we will celebrate the 48th.  That very first one was a 
remarkable happening, which signaled a nation’s growing 
angst that its extraordinary progress had come at too high 
an ecological cost. 

Over the decades, it is perhaps inevitable that the 
parade of subsequent Earth Days would have lost some 
of that original innocence, zest and luster.  Now middle-
aged, pudgy, and perhaps over-the-hill, Earth Day 
has become institutionalized, bland and banal – and, 
some environmentalists would argue, co-opted by the 
establishment.  It has adopted too much of a commercial 
feel, as if it had sold out to Corporate America.  There is too 
much “greenwashing” – the spin and PR that deceptively 
promote the Big Lie that every enterprise and every product 
is now environmentally-friendly and sustainable.  We 

have green, sustainable 
oil companies; “clean 
coal;” “green growth;”  
“ s m a r t  g r o w t h ; ” 
“sustainable growth;” 
non-toxic pest poisons; 
reusable and recyclable 
plastic containers; and so 
forth… all of which are 
oxymorons. 

It was quite telling 
and compelling that one of 
the greatest greenwashing 
companies of all – British 

Petroleum (BP), responsible for the catastrophic Deepwater 
Horizon Gulf of Mexico oil spill in 2010 – had in 2000 
changed its slogan to “Beyond Petroleum” (cleverly 
matching its initials) and introduced an eye-catching bright 
green and yellow sunburst as its new logo.  Ironically, that 
horrific 2010 accident (Figure 3), which claimed 11 lives 
and subsequently became by far the worst oil spill in U.S. 
history, took place on the 40th anniversary of Earth Day.

Over time, the dominant Earth Day message has 
morphed.  The contemporary Earth Day mantra is a 
comfortable one:  we can have our cake (Earth) and eat it, 
too.  We can have it all.  Part and parcel of this evolution is 
that more challenging and controversial topics, such as 
overpopulation, have been marginalized or jettisoned 
altogether.  In the case of the population issue, this is all 
the more surprising and disheartening because population 
was a core theme in the very first Earth Day. 

THE FIRST EARTH DAY AND 
POPULATION

“We have met the enemy and he is us.”
– Cartoonist Wally Kelly’s character Pogo, 1972

More than a decade and a half ago, back in 2000, 
NumbersUSA founder Roy Beck and I co-authored a paper 
entitled “The Environmental Movement’s Retreat from 
Advocating U.S. Population Stabilization (1970-1998):  
A First Draft of History” for the scholarly publication 
Journal of Policy History (Pennsylvania State University 
Press, Arizona State University Press, and Cambridge 
University Press). By then three decades had elapsed since 
the first Earth Day, which marked the advent of a new 

FIGURE 3.  BP’S CONTRIBUTION TO THE 40TH 
ANNIVERSARY OF EARTH DAY IN 2010:  THE  

ILL-FATED DEEPWATER HORIZON DRILLING 
PLATFORM GOES UP IN FLAMES
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“environmental era” in American history – one in which, in a 
sense, both everything and nothing had changed.  Thus (with 
the caveat that neither of us was a historian but a journalist 
and an environmental scientist, respectively), we availed 
ourselves of the 30th anniversary of Earth Day to assess the 
factors behind the evident eclipse of population as a core 
environmental issue. 
Roy and I wrote:   

The years surrounding 1970 marked 
the coming of age of the modern 
environmental movement.  As that 
movement approaches its fourth decade, 
perhaps the most striking change is 
the virtual abandonment by national 
environmental groups of U.S. population 
stabilization as an actively-pursued goal.

Our long article began by painting a picture of how the 
population issue was regarded at the time of the first Earth 
Day in 1970.  Then-contemporary attitudes toward population 
growth were shaped by U.S. demographic history to that 
point:  one of rapid, unrelenting, and exponential growth 
(Figure 4).  Clustered in smallish settlements and austere, 
self-reliant farms sprinkled from Georgia to Maine along the 
Atlantic Seaboard, the 1790 population of just four million 
counted in the first official Census had exploded to more than 
200 million by 1970 – doubling more than five times in the 

process, and growing at an average annual compound rate 
of approximately 2 percent.  In 1970 many Americans were 
alarmed that in just the previous two decades alone, between 
1950 and 1970, some 52 million people were added to the 
U.S. population.  They could see the dire consequences of this 
unchecked growth:  sprawl devouring forests and farmlands, 
atrocious air pollution, rivers and lakes choked with filth 
and dead fish, disappearing wildlife.  It was sickening to the 
senses and it confronted our collective conscience.    

In 1972 the popular cartoon character Pogo (Figure 
5), a creation of former Disney animator and cartoonist 
Walt Kelly (1913-1973), summed up the emerging popular 
revulsion to this American dream-turned-nightmare with the 
quip:  “We have met the enemy and he is us.”  I saw this 
quote cited countless times in the context of discussions on 
overpopulation.  But in identifying humans as “the enemy,” 
Pogo did not specify whether he believed the problem 
was with our sheer numbers, our irresponsible conduct, 
or both.  My own view is that Kelly and Pogo meant that 
both numbers and gluttony (i.e., mindless, ever-growing per 
capita consumption of resources and production of wastes) 
were at the root of our environmental woes. 

     In the 1960s and 70s, U.S. population growth was 
widely and publicly connected to environmental ills.  In 
environmental “teach-ins” and classes across America, 
college students were taught the necessity of stopping U.S. 

FIGURE 4.  U.S. POPULATION GROWTH FROM 1790 TO 1970
CREDIT: NUMBERSUSA
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population growth in order to save the environment and 
Mother Earth from human overload and overexploitation.  
Popular folk singer Pete Seeger implored young Americans 
of child-bearing age to “stop at two.”  The nation’s best-
known population group, Zero Population Growth (ZPG) 
– founded in 1968 by biologists Paul Ehrlich (Stanford) 
and Charles Remington (Yale), and Connecticut attorney 
Richard Bowers – was motivated by avoiding the 
catastrophic effects of an ever larger human population 
on the biosphere; it was outspokenly not just a population 
group but an environmental one as well.  A number of 
America’s largest environmental and conservation groups 
had or were considering “population control” as planks in 
their environmental prescriptions for the country.

As prominent conservationist and politician Stewart 
Udall (Figure 6), who was Secretary of the Interior during 
the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, wrote in his 
classic book The Quiet Crisis:  “Dave Brower [then 
the executive director of the Sierra Club] expressed the 
consensus of the environmental movement on the subject in 

1966 when he said:  ‘We feel you don’t have a conservation 
policy unless you have a population policy.’”

The legendary David Brower – coached on population 
by his friend and neighbor, UC Berkeley professor Daniel B. 
Luten – encouraged Paul Ehrlich and his wife Anne to write 
The Population Bomb, published in 1968 and becoming 
the single best-selling ecology book of the 1960s.  All of a 
sudden everyone was talking about overpopulation, whether 
they agreed with the thesis that humans were overpopulating 
the Earth or they were defending their desire to have five 
kids rather than the “socially responsible” two.  

The Ehrlichs’ work drew and expanded upon population 
and environmental concerns raised decades earlier by 
two widely read 1948 books:  Our Plundered Planet by 
Fairfield Osborn, chairman of the Conservation Foundation, 
and Road to Survival by William Vogt, a former Audubon 
Society official who later became the national director of 
Planned Parenthood.

The emerging consensus among leaders of the 
burgeoning environmental movement was paralleled and 
fortified by widespread agreement that population was a 
serious issue among influential researchers and scholars in 
the natural sciences throughout the 1960s and 1970s.  

The importance of each country stopping its own 
population growth was not restricted to the United States.  In 
1972 Great Britain’s leading environmental magazine, The 
Ecologist, published the radical “Blueprint for Survival,” 
a manifesto of sorts supported by 34 distinguished 
biologists, ecologists, doctors, and economists, including 
Sir Julian Huxley, Peter Scott, and Sir Frank Fraser-
Darling.  With regard to population, the Blueprint stated:  
“First, governments must acknowledge the problem and 
declare their commitment to ending population growth; this 
commitment should also include an end to immigration.”

FIGURE 5.  IN 1972, CARTOON CHARACTER POGO 
CONFRONTS AN INCONVENIENT TRUTH AND 

DISCOVERS THE “ENEMY” – WE MINDLESS HUMAN 
BEINGS – WHO HAVE TURNED A FOREST INTO A 

TRASH-HEAP, AND THE EARTH INTO A WASTELAND

FIGURE 6.  
SECRETARY OF 
THE INTERIOR 

STEWART UDALL 
AND PRESIDENT 

JOHN F. KENNEDY 
IN THE EARLY 1960S.  
UDALL WAS DEEPLY 
CONCERNED ABOUT 
OVERPOPULATION, 

AS WERE MOST 
PROMINENT 

CONSERVATIONISTS 
AND 

ENVIRONMENTALISTS 
OF THE TIME
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Organizers of the first Earth Day in 1970, such as 
Nelson himself, recalled that U.S. population growth was 
a central theme.  Two months after that first Earth Day, 
the First National Congress on Optimum Population and 
Environment convened in Chicago.  Religious groups – 
especially the United Methodist Church and the Presbyterian 
Church – urged that the federal government adopt policies 
that would lead to a stabilized U.S. population for moral 
and ethical reasons. 

On July 18, 1969, President Nixon delivered a “Special 
Message to the Congress on Problems of Population 
Growth.”  Just imagine that!  And on January 1, 1970, 
when Nixon signed NEPA into law (Figure 7), Title I 
of the “Declaration of National Environmental Policy” 
began:  “The Congress, recognizing the profound impact 
of man’s activity on the interrelations of all components of 
the environment, particularly the profound influences of 
population growth….”

Later in the year, President Nixon and Congress jointly 
appointed environmental, labor, business, academic, 
demographic, population, and political representatives to 
a bipartisan Commission on Population Growth and the 
American Future, chaired by John D. Rockefeller III.  Upon 
the study’s release to the public in 1972, among the findings 
of Population and the American Future was that it would be 
difficult to reach the environmental goals being established at 
the time unless the U.S. began halting its population growth.  
Rockefeller himself wrote that “gradual stabilization of 
our population through voluntary means would contribute 
significantly to the nation’s ability to solve its problems.”

Population-oriented environmentalists envisioned 
making the transition to U.S. stabilization within a 
generation or two (Figure 8), by the time the college activists 
of that period had children or grandchildren of their own in 

college.  The Sierra Club, for example, in 1969 urged “the 
people of the United States to abandon population growth 
as a pattern and goal; to commit themselves to limit the 
total population of the United States in order to achieve a 
balance between population and resources; and to achieve 
a stable population no later than the year 1990.”  It was an 
ambitious goal that would not come close to realization; in 
fact, the U.S. population has added more than 70 million 
people since 1990.  

A large coalition of environmental groups in 1970 
endorsed a resolution stating that “population growth is 
directly involved in the pollution and degradation of our 
environment – air, water, and land – and intensifies physical, 
psychological, social, political and economic problems to 
the extent that the well-being of individuals, the stability 
of society and our very survival are threatened.”  The same 
groups committed themselves to “find, encourage and 
implement at the earliest possible time” the policies and 
attitudes that would bring about the stabilization of the 
U.S. population.  

The environmentalists’ emphasis on population attracted 
a good deal of news media coverage.  Discussions of U.S. 
population problems were featured regularly in magazine 
cover stories, on the front pages of newspapers, on the 
nightly TV news, and even on network entertainment such 
as the widely popular Tonight Show with Johnny Carson.  
Population Bomb author Paul Ehrlich himself was invited 
onto the Tonight Show as Carson’s guest almost 20 times to 
speak about overpopulation.  All of a sudden, for the first 
time in American history journalists and politicians were 
treating population growth as something that could and 
should be tamed rather than as a natural, inevitable force – 
like a hurricane or an avalanche, something beyond human 
control.

It was a promising time for realism on population:  
accepting that growth in human numbers could not and 
would not continue forever, and acknowledging that it 
was better to humanely and willingly stop and reverse that 
growth – instead of allowing nature to intervene and reverse 
it randomly and cruelly, as it would for any other species that 
had overpopulated its environment and overshot its carrying 
capacity.  American environmentalists and broader society 
evinced a dawning awareness that population growth was 
not simply a fait accompli.  We could and should ensure 
that our population was in “balance” and “productive 
harmony” with the environment.  To quote in part from 
NEPA, Americans saw that we should aim to:

…encourage productive and enjoyable 
harmony between man and his 
environment; to promote efforts which 

FIGURE 7.  PRESIDENT RICHARD M. NIXON AT THE 
SIGNING CEREMONY FOR NEPA, JANUARY 1, 1970
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will prevent or eliminate damage to the 
environment and biosphere and stimulate 
the health and welfare of man; to enrich 
the understanding of the ecological 
systems and natural resources important 
to the Nation. 

According to its “Congressional Declaration of 
Environmental Policy,” NEPA’s goal is to:  “…achieve a 
balance between population and resource use which will 
permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of 
life’s amenities….”  Alas, the promise of and the hope for 
population rationality that tentatively appeared on the scene 
nearly half a century ago were not destined to last.  And ever 
since they disappeared, both America’s environment and 
its people have been living with the consequences.  What 
do I mean by “population rationality?”  Acceptance of the 
following basic, logical propositions:    

1. Human population growth causes a rash of environmental 
problems; if other conditions remain the same, the scale 
of environmental impacts is correlated with population 
size; i.e., a larger population generates proportionately 
larger environmental impacts than a smaller population. 

2. In any case, infinite population growth in a finite 
world (or a finite portion of the world, such as our 

own country) is an “impossibility theorem;” i.e., it is 
unsustainable for environmental reasons alone (to say 
nothing of social, cultural and economic reasons). 

3. Therefore, it behooves the United States government 
(and, by extension, other national governments) to 
ultimately reverse population growth to pursue a much 
smaller and sustainable optimal population size in a 
manner that maximizes environmental benefits while 
minimizing social, cultural and economic costs.  

4. Recognizing our planet’s present state of “population 
overshoot” (exceeding ecological carrying capacity) 
in both human and animal populations, an optimal 
population size must be smaller than the current 
population.

5. Managing U.S. population size means managing both 
fertility (birth) and immigration rates, as these are the 
two drivers of national population increase.  With regard 
to fertility rates it has not been necessary to implement 
coercive policies, as Americans have voluntarily 
opted for smaller family sizes – keeping the U.S. at 
or below the “replacement level” of 2.1 children per 
woman since the 1970s.  However, to achieve a smaller 
U.S. population, it is necessary to both eliminate 
illegal immigration wherever possible and limit legal 

FIGURE 8.  THE FIRST EARTH DAY (1970) VISION OF U.S. POPULATION:  PEAKING BY MID-21ST CENTURY, 
HALTING GROWTH AND REVERSING DEMOGRAPHIC PRESSURES ON THE ENVIRONMENT 

CREDIT: NUMBERSUSA
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admission rates to levels more consistent with those 
of the 1960s.  (NPG recommends that the U.S. should 
not exceed 200,000 legal immigrant admissions per 
year, as opposed to the million-plus-per-year rates our 
nation currently accommodates as a result of the 1965 
Immigration and Nationality Act.)   

EARTH DAY AT THIRTY…  SANS 
POPULATION

It was 17 years ago when Roy Beck and I observed 
that just three decades into the modern environmental 
era, “perhaps the most striking change is the virtual 
abandonment by national environmental groups of U.S. 
population stabilization as an actively-pursued goal.”

Around the same time in April 2000, Father of Earth 
Day Gaylord Nelson was honored with a standing ovation by 
the organizers of the 30th anniversary Earth Day celebration 
on the National Mall in Washington, DC.  It was a splashy 
event that drew A-listers the likes of Vice-President Al Gore, 
actors Leonardo DiCaprio, Chevy Chase, Edward James 
Olmos, and Melanie Griffith, and musicians Clint Black, 
Carole King, James Taylor and David Crosby.  I attended 
the celebration on the Mall, with the brilliant white Capitol 
dome gleaming prominently behind, and I listened to many 
earnest and enthusiastic speeches and appeals – not one of 
which mentioned population. 

Similarly, when my colleague Roy Beck attended 
the annual conference of the Society for Environmental 
Journalists in October 1998, urban sprawl (Figure 9) was 
then a hot topic – but population was conspicuously absent 

from the proceedings.  This was not because the population 
problem was solved; far from it.  U.S. population growth 
was just as pronounced as it had been in 1970, with every 
new consumer contributing to more sprawl because of the 
need for additional housing, worksites, recreational areas, 
commerce, education, transportation, and so forth.  During 
the 1990-2000 decade alone, in spite of the hopeful Earth 
Day 1970 vision of a stabilized U.S. population by 1990, 
some 33 million Americans were added to our population 
– the largest single-decade increase in American history.  

Population growth from 1990-2000 far surpassed even 
that of the peak Baby Boom decade (1950-1960), the era 
which helped trigger the 1970-era environmental/population 
movement.  Yet by the 1990s overpopulation was entirely 
absent from most reporting on sprawl.  Strangely, it was 
even missing from a popular session at the Chattanooga 
conference in which a panel of newspaper reporters and 
editors discussed their extensive coverage of the problems 
from, the causes of, and the solutions to urban sprawl in 
different parts of the country.  These panelists opined on 
troublesome planning and zoning, government subsidies, 
consumer preferences for larger houses and yards – but 
not about the sheer land and resource requirements of the 
25-30 million new residents added each decade to the U.S. 
population.   

When Roy challenged the panel from the audience 
about this, every participant agreed that urban sprawl 
would be far less damaging without the enormous strain 
of the population growth that was occurring in America.  
They further agreed that urban life would be immensely 
different – and environmental losses immensely less – if 
some 70-80 million people had not been added to the U.S. 
population since 1970.  As in 1970, by the late 1990s the 
problems emanating from rapid, incessant U.S. population 
growth were huge news.  But unlike in 1970, the underlying 
population growth itself and its causes were being ignored.

EARTH DAY AT FORTY AND 
THE DEPARTURE OF ITS 
DISILLUSIONED FATHER

On the occasion of the 40th anniversary celebration of 
Earth Day in 2010 I was asked to write an article about the 
late Gaylord Nelson, who had passed away in 2005 at the 
age of 89, and population for the online Mother Nature 
Network.  Leading up to and during those 2010 Earth Day 
events, few if any of the hundreds of articles, exhibits, 
fairs and lectures dared – or bothered – to broach the one 
environmental issue that concerned Nelson perhaps more 
than any other:  overpopulation.  I know this firsthand 
because I collaborated with Nelson on several projects 
during the last decade of his life.  I first met him in 1990 

FIGURE 9.  SUBURBAN SPRAWL PLASTERS THE 
LANDSCAPE WITH SUBDIVISIONS, BUT BY 

THE LATE 1990S ANTI-SPRAWL ACTIVISTS AND 
ENVIRONMENTALISTS UTTERLY IGNORED OR 
DENIED THAT POPULATION GROWTH WAS AN 

IMPORTANT CAUSE OF SPRAWL
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in Albuquerque at an event sponsored by the New Mexico 
Conservation Voters Alliance, as I was then a member of 
their Board of Advisors.  In the late 1990s, I also worked 
with Nelson through my involvement with the Carrying 
Capacity Network and NumbersUSA.  

By the time of his death, Nelson had grown deeply 
disillusioned with the wholesale retreat of the Environmental 
Establishment from advocating limits to U.S. population 
growth.  A new generation of more pragmatic or expedient 
environmental activists preferred to prattle on about safer 
and more appealing topics – like tropical deforestation, 
overfishing, oil and water shortages, urban sprawl, traffic 
congestion, power plant pollution, toxic waste, marine 
“dead zones,” proliferating dams, roads and power lines, 
destruction of wildlife habitat, the extinction crisis, 
environmental justice, the benefits of veganism – and of 
course, climate change. 

Nelson and many other pioneering environmentalists 
of that original 1960s-and-70s, first-Earth-Day generation 
viewed environmental problems as symptoms of too 
many people consuming too many natural resources and 
generating too much waste.  

In an influential 1971 paper published in the 
prestigious journal Science, Paul Ehrlich and physicist John 
Holdren quantified this causal relationship with the IPAT 
equation:  Impact = Population x Affluence x Technology.  
Environmentalists of that first 1970 Earth Day era largely 
endorsed this formulation, which explicitly included the 
population factor – and even wide segments of the broader 
American public were receptive to it.  The outspoken and 
eloquent Ehrlich appeared regularly on scores of media 
venues to hammer home his “zero population growth” 
message to millions.  And for a variety of reasons the U.S. 
fertility rate plummeted by almost half, from its baby boom  
 

FIGURE 10.  BY THE 40TH EARTH DAY IN 2010, THE HOPEFUL 1970 EARTH DAY POPULATION VISION (GREEN) 
HAD BEEN SUPPLANTED BY A MUCH MORE PESSIMISTIC VISION (RED) OF RAPID U.S. POPULATION 

GROWTH WITH NO END IN SIGHT, AN EVER-INCREASING CURVE WITH DIRE ENVIRONMENTAL PORTENT
CREDIT: NUMBERSUSA
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high down to replacement level – 2.1 children per family – 
by the early 1970s.  

After two centuries of virtually constant exponential 
expansion – from a sparsely-populated four million in 
1790 to a whopping 200 million in 1970 – America 
seemed poised to voluntarily and humanely halt population 
growth before it overwhelmed our environment.  With 
U.S. population stabilization, or even “negative population 
growth” (reduction) to an even more sustainable level, our 
beleaguered environment would have breathed a sigh of 
relief from ever-increasing demographic demands for land 
and resources.

Yet this hopeful vision did not happen.  Instead of 
stabilizing, by 2010 America had already added more than 
100 million new voracious consumers – each brainwashed 
daily by powerful commercial interests that through 
conspicuous consumption we can achieve happiness, or at 
least keep up with the Joneses.  By 2010, the U.S. population 
stood at about 310 million and the Census Bureau projected 
another 130 million or so by 2050.  This would push us to 
approximately 440 million (Figure 10), at which time our 
numbers would still be escalating rapidly with no end in sight! 

Under this crushing pressure virtually every 
environmental goal would become unattainable, from 
reducing our national ecological footprint and greenhouse 
gas emissions to rescuing endangered species, ecosystems, 
and wetlands.  Achieving these would become a “mission 
impossible,” as much a pipe dream as losing weight while 
sitting on a sofa eating ice cream.   

Yet in 2010, once again environmentalist leaders 
were strangely silent in the face of our nation’s unfolding 
demographic disaster.  Why?  Because immigration – or 
“the I-word,” since environmental groups dared not utter it 
– was now pushing our population upward.  According to 
demographers at the Pew Research Center and elsewhere, 
over 80 percent of the projected U.S. population increase to 
2050 would be due directly and indirectly to immigration. 

Unwilling to risk alienating allies among progressives 
and Democratic Party elites, as well as potential members 
from minority groups among the rapidly-shifting racial 
demographic makeup of the U.S., the largely white liberal 
Environmental Establishment either opted to look the other 
way on population – denying that it is an environmental 
problem at all – or insisted that it was a “global problem 
needing global solutions,” thereby abdicating the need for 
any meaningful action on their part.  Forget that, on a planet 
dominated by sovereign nation-states, there are literally no 
realistic or effective means available to limit any country’s 
population without controlling who and how many can 
cross its borders. 

But at least one liberal, Democratic and environmentalist 
icon did not flinch, look the other way, or frame the problem 
so generally as to preclude national action:  Senator Gaylord 
Nelson.  His many speeches on environmental sustainability 
continually highlighted the U.S. population problem.  A 
newspaper article describing one Earth Day speech began:  
“Senator Gaylord Nelson spoke to a standing-room only 
audience advocating that the U.S. limit immigration before 
U.S. resources are depleted.”  At a Washington, DC news 
conference at the National Press Club in 1998, Nelson 
scoffed at the idea that limiting immigration is inherently 
racist.  In a March 2000 speech, Nelson warned that the U.S. 
could become as overpopulated as China and India.  “With 
twice the population, will there be any wilderness left?  Any 
quiet place?  Any habitat for song birds?  Waterfalls?  Other 
wild creatures?  Not much,” he said.

In early 1999, I visited Senator Nelson for about an hour 
in his office at the headquarters of the Wilderness Society in 
Washington, DC.  We spent the whole time lamenting the 
failure of America’s environmental establishment to back 
lower immigration levels.  Both of us were indignant and 
exasperated, when it was so obvious that mass immigration 
was driving the population hyper-growth – which was the 
main cause of further environmental degradation in the U.S.  
Even by the 1990s, two-thirds or more of U.S. population 
growth was linked directly or indirectly to immigration. 

California’s malignant growth was metastasizing 
throughout the stressed West, to Nevada, Arizona, New 
Mexico, Colorado, Oregon, and Washington.  Droves of 
harried Californians, both native-born and immigrant, were 
pouring into and filling up these once thinly-populated 
havens – bringing with them the traffic congestion, 
overcrowding, crime, smog, and sprawl they hoped to leave 
behind.  In turning a blind eye to worrisome demographic 

FIGURE 11.  CLEAR-CUT IN OREGON.  A LARGER 
POPULATION DEMANDS MORE FOREST PRODUCTS 

SUCH AS PAPER AND LUMBER 
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projections and a deaf ear to those sounding the alarm, 
mainstream environmental groups had copped out.  They 
were sacrificing the nation’s environment, quality of life, 
and prospects for sustainability on the altar of political 
correctness and expedience.  They had made a Faustian 
Bargain – one that perhaps gave them more political clout 
in the short term, but which over the long term sold out the 
very environment they purported to care about.   

In particular, Nelson and I expressed dismay at the 
Sierra Club’s 1998 national membership referendum on 
the Club’s policy concerning immigration and population 
growth.  After a campaign marred not just with shenanigans 
and chicanery by Club officials, but also with slanderous 
smears of “racism” and “xenophobia” against those of us 
favoring less immigration, 60 percent of Club members 
voted for the Sierra Club to maintain its official policy:  
a dubious “neutrality” on immigration levels.  Nelson 
informed me he was so disgusted that later that year, when 
a door-to-door Sierra Club campaigner knocked at his 
Kensington, MD home, he gave the young man a lecture 
rather than a donation.  When the Father of Earth Day 
tells an environmental group to take a hike, it sends a 
powerful message – but it is not one the Sierra Club 
listened to, and they’re not alone.

On yet another occasion, chatting privately with Senator 
Nelson, he startled me by declaring that when all was said 
and done he considered himself a failure because the U.S. 
was moving away from – not toward – sustainability.  And 
that mattered much more to him than the decades of acclaim 
he had received for his seminal contributions to the nation’s 
environmental policies.  Out-of-control population growth 
was a major reason why U.S. environmental sustainability 
was ever-more out of reach.

But Nelson did not fail.  His followers failed him, 
and they failed the nation’s environment they claimed 
to defend.  Why?

WHY THE RETREAT FROM 
POPULATION?

My colleague Roy Beck and I attempted to answer this 
question in our 2000 paper in the Journal of Policy History.  
We identified five key reasons for the environmental 
movement’s abandonment of population since 1970, and 
furnished evidence for each.

1. U.S. Fertility Dropped Below Replacement-Level 
Rate:  In 1972, for the first time ever, the U.S. Total 
Fertility Rate (TFR) dipped beneath the 2.1 births per 
woman that marks the replacement-level fertility rate.  
By 1976, fertility had hit an all-time low of 1.7 and 

stayed near there for some years.  Many Americans 
apparently confused replacement level fertility with 
zero population growth, with a number mistakenly 
believing the U.S. population problem had been solved.  
As a result, some of the gathering momentum and sense 
of urgency behind the population cause dissipated 
and activists shifted their efforts into feminism, other 
aspects of conservation and environmentalism, or 
different pursuits altogether.

2. Abortion and Contraceptive Politics Created 
Organized Opposition:  The U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration approved oral contraceptives for 
sale in 1960, and by the late 1960s the Vatican and 
American Catholic leadership had launched a major 
counterattack on the expanding use of contraceptives 
and the “sexual revolution” they facilitated.  Catholic 
leadership focused a considerable amount of their 
opposition on groups advocating population control, 
because most of these groups made explicit calls not 
for abstinence or celibacy, but for wider availability 
of effective contraception and sex education.  Many 
also supported legalized abortion.  Then in 1973, the 
U.S. Supreme Court legalized abortion in its landmark 
Roe v. Wade decision. That set off a much more intense 
campaign by the Catholic Church – and increasingly by 
conservative Protestants as well – against the nascent 
population control movement.  Environmental groups 
seeking membership, funds, and support from a wide 
spectrum of Americans had good reason to stay out of 
population issues altogether rather than risk offending 
the religious sensibilities of prospective supporters. 

3. Emergence of Women’s Issues as Priority Concern 
of Population Groups:  Another probable reason 
that environmental groups pulled back from U.S. 
population issues in the 1980s and 1990s was that 
the groups specializing in population issues drifted 
away from population stabilization and concomitant 
environmental protection as their primary mission.  
Those groups had played key roles in the 1970 era by 
prodding the environmental groups to join them and 
by doing the bulk of the research that was used by the 
environmentalists.  With the exception of groups such 
as Negative Population Growth (NPG), Population 
Environment Balance, and Carrying Capacity Network, 
however, that role had ended by the 1990s.  

As mentioned above, the author of the best-selling 
1948 book Road to Survival, William Vogt, was an 
official at the Audubon Society before serving as a 
national director of the Planned Parenthood Federation 
of America from 1951 to 1962 and then secretary of the 
Conservation Foundation, as well as a representative to 
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the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
and Natural Resources (IUCN).  

However, by the 1990s Planned Parenthood had ceased 
to play any role in advocating for U.S. population 
stabilization to protect the environment.  Its focus 
had narrowed to reproductive health and ensuring that 
women had full access to the whole range of options 
concerning fertility and births.  That had always been 
a primary mission of Planned Parenthood, but one of 
the earlier purposes of empowering women had been 
to reduce U.S. population growth.

This profound shift was strikingly evident by the 
1994 U.N. International Conference on Population 
and Development in Cairo, Egypt.  As Catholic lay 
theologian George Weigel observed:  “Over the long 
haul… the most significant development at the Cairo 
Conference may have been a shift in controlling 
paradigms:  from ‘population control’ to ‘the 
empowerment of women.’”  Similarly, longtime NPG 
Advisor Lindsey Grant, a former Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of State for Environment and Population 
Affairs, observed:  “The Cairo Programme contains 
hundreds of recommendations about women’s 
rights and other social issues but almost none about 
population.” 

4. Schism Between the Conservationist and New-Left 
Roots of the Environmental Movement:  Two roots 
of the conservation and environmental movements date 
back a century or more:  1) The wilderness preservation 
movement exemplified by John Muir, the National 
Parks, and, later, National Wilderness Areas, and 2) the 
natural resource conservation movement exemplified 
by President Theodore Roosevelt, his chief forester 
Gifford Pinchot, and the National Forest System.  

A third root of the modern environmental movement 
is much younger and more ambiguous, harkening 
back to the 1960s.  It grew out of what was then called 
New-Left politics with, in some cases, a strong strain 
of socialism as espoused by its guru of the 1970 era, 
Dr. Barry Commoner (Figure 12).  Commoner was 
the anti-nuclear-weapons-testing campaigner and 
environmentalist candidate for the U.S. presidency in 
1980 on the Citizen’s Party ticket.

In his influential 1971 book The Closing Circle and 
elsewhere, Commoner minimized the role of population 
growth as a cause of environmental problems – 
famously clashing with Population Bomb author 
Paul Ehrlich a decade before economist Julian Simon 
ever did.  Commoner said that the problems blamed 
on population growth were actually caused by unfair 
distribution of resources and by short-sighted private 
interests using profitable rather than environmentally 
friendly technologies.  Environmental degradation 
could be ameliorated by changing economic systems 
and by enlightened government regulation of the 
profit-driven private sector. 

It appears that the New Left green activists tried to 
keep population issues off the Earth Day 1970 agenda.  
While they lost that battle, as subsequent events have 
shown, they may have won the larger, longer war for the 
soul of the environmental movement.  Today’s Green 
Parties around the world – which either disparage 
population as a legitimate issue or ignore it altogether 
– are philosophical descendants of the 1960s’ New 
Left movement.  

5. Immigration – Protected by “Political Correctness” 
– Became the Chief Cause of U.S. Growth:  Changes 
in immigration law in 1965 inadvertently triggered 
chain migration via extended family members, 
which began to skyrocket during the 1970s.  At the 
same time that falling American fertility rates would 
have allowed for population stabilization within 
several decades, immigration rates began increasing 
rapidly.  By the 1980s, annual immigration had more 
than doubled and exceeded 500,000; by the 1990s, 
annual average legal immigration was running a 
million, plus an additional 200,000 to 500,000 (net) 
illegal aliens per year.  By the end of the 1990s, 
immigrants and their offspring were contributing 
nearly 70 percent of U.S. population growth.  In the 
2000s, aggregate legal and illegal immigration has 
exceeded one million per year, on average.  And now 
demographers at the Pew Hispanic Center project 
that immigration will be responsible for 85% of our 
nation’s population growth to 2050 and beyond.  

FIGURE 12.  BARRY COMMONER (1917-2012)
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If immigration and immigrant fertility had been at 
replacement-level rates since 1972 – as native-born 
fertility was – the U.S. population would never have 
topped 250 million.  Instead, it passed 280 million by 
2000 and is now poised at 325 million and counting.  
Moreover, the U.S. Census Bureau projects that 
current immigration and immigrant fertility will drive 
the United States to beyond 400 million soon after the 
year 2050 – and to 500 million or more by 2100.  There 
is no end in sight to the growth – no peak, crest, or 
plateau in view, and certainly no negative population 
growth to actually sustainable numbers. 

Even though rapid, unending U.S. population growth 
is making it ever-more politically and technically 
infeasible to meet environmental goals set in the 1970 
era, the environmental movement from the 1990s to 
the present is willing to sacrifice those environmental 
goals (and newer ones) for the sake of protecting a 
level of immigration that is four times higher than the 
tradition before the first Earth Day.  What has made 
environmental groups, by and large, meekly acquiesce 
to a level of immigration which clashes head-on with 
the fundamental environmental sustainability goal of 
population stabilization?  Beck and I suggested several 
factors outlined below. 

•	 Fear that immigration reduction would alienate 
“progressive” allies and be seen as racially 
insensitive.  The primary lens through which most 
environmental leaders and other progressives 
now view immigration is not an environmental 
– or labor – paradigm, but a racial one.  In this 
paradigm, immigration is about nonwhite people 
moving into a mostly white country, just as whites 
themselves did to indigenous Native Americans in 
previous centuries.  Therefore, to favor reductions 
in immigration is not regarded primarily as 
reducing job competition or population growth 
– but as trying to protect the majority status, 
demographic hegemony, and unwarranted 
privilege of America’s white population.  It is seen 
as rejecting nonwhite immigrants and is therefore 
racist and unacceptable.  

•	 The transformation of population and environment 
into global issues needing global solutions.  In 
1970, population growth was typically discussed in 
terms of its threat to local or national environmental 
resources.

In contrast, by the 1990s and continuing to the 
present, most environmental groups’ attitudes about 
population growth are that it is almost exclusively a 

global problem (Figure 13).  Under this new, avant-
garde thinking, the population size of individual 
nations is not nearly as important as the size of the 
total global population.  Furthermore, migration 
is seen as an irrelevant distraction and merely a 
symptom of overpopulation; it is simply shifting 
people from one physical location to another and 
it does not change aggregate human pressures 
on the environment.  With this errant philosophy 
driving them, the environmental groups of today 
believe that to focus on limiting migration is 
misguided because it does not address root causes 
of overpopulation, and it risks alienating allies and 
dividing the world into “us and them.” 

•	 Influence of human rights organizations.  The 
influence of human rights groups and their 
philosophies may be another part of the explanation 
for why environmental groups were unwilling to 
advocate population stabilization in the 1990s.  
Michael Hanauer, a ZPG leader who resigned 
from their national board in 1998, observed that 
environmental groups no longer addressed U.S. 
population stabilization because “much of their 
roots, associations, history, knowledge, empathies 
and even networking was within the human rights 
movement.  Offending these groups was not in the 
cards.”

•	 Fear of demographic trends.  As the population 
and percentage of immigrants and their U.S.-born 
children inexorably increased because of mass 
immigration continuing unabated, they became 

FIGURE 13.  MAJESTIC IMAGES OF THE EARTH 
FROM SPACE – “THE BLUE MARBLE” – CONTRIBUTED 

STRONGLY TO AN EMERGING CONSCIOUSNESS 
AMONG SOME THAT THE PLANET IS “ONE WORLD,” 

OR ONE BIOSPHERE WITH ONE ATMOSPHERE, 
WHERE NATIONAL BORDERS ARE MEANINGLESS 

AND ARBITRARY
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an increasingly powerful political bloc whom 
many environmental leaders feared could thwart 
environmentalist initiatives and legislation if they 
perceived environmental groups to be hostile to 
immigration.

•	 The power of money.  In the 1990s, many observers 
suggested that the shifts in population emphasis 
had more to do with the funding of environmental 
groups than any other single factor (Figure 14).

The 1998 edition of the catalogue Environmental 
Grantmaking Foundations listed 180 foundations 
that specified population as an environmental gift-
giving focus.  While this may sound like a large 
number, these and almost all other foundations 
interested in underwriting population programs had 
a distinctly global perspective and were focused 
on family planning, women’s empowerment, and 
reproductive health issues.  In the 1990s fewer than 
10 foundations in the entire country were willing 
and able to significantly fund nonprofit groups 
with a clear U.S. population stabilization agenda.

In sum, as a whole, there was compelling evidence 
that foundations and corporations did steer 
environmental groups away from any advocacy on 
U.S. population stabilization that either considered 
or embraced the need to reduce immigration rates. 
 
 
 
 

WHERE WE ARE NOW AND WHERE 
WE ARE HEADED:  MOUNTING 

NUMBERS, MOUNTING IMPACTS
Historians need to explain how an 
environmental issue as fundamental as 
U.S. population growth could have moved 
from center-stage within the American 
environmental movement to virtual 
obscurity in just twenty years.  For the 
American environment itself, the ever-
growing demographic pressures ignored 
by the environmental establishment 
showed no signs of abating on their 
own as the nation prepared to enter the 
twenty-first century.

– Roy Beck and Leon Kolankiewicz, 
2000, “The Environmental Movement’s 
Retreat from Advocating U.S. Population 
Stabilization (1970-1998):  A First Draft 
of History,” Journal of Policy History 
(Pennsylvania State University Press, 
Arizona State University Press, and 
Cambridge University Press)

The quote above consists of the very last two sentences 
in our scholarly paper in 2000, at the dawn of the new 
century and millennium.  Concerning population, the 
environment, and sustainability, it would have been 
wonderful to be able to remark that this dawn promised a 
bright new day and era, but exactly the opposite was the 
case.  Instead, our paper was more like a requiem or a lament 

FIGURE 14.  THE ALMIGHTY DOLLAR IS AN IMPORTANT DETERMINANT OF WHICH ISSUES THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL ESTABLISHMENT EMPHASIZES
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for the alternative, demographically sustainable future that 
our country tentatively embraced at the idealistic birth of 
the modern environmental movement.  America perhaps 
might have incorporated it into our ethos permanently – if 
only we’d collectively been wiser and hadn’t succumbed 
instead to the false god of Growthism.  Sadly, we turned 
away from population realism and we haven’t turned back.      

In many NPG Forum papers, David Simcox, Lindsey 
Grant, Walter Youngquist and other notable authors have 
likewise called out this bipartisan addiction to the myth 
of eternal growth at all costs.  In one 2015 NPG Forum 
Paper sub-titled “Touting More Growth with More People,” 
Simcox observed that in a State of the Union address by 
President Obama:  “the pursuit of economic growth was the 
holy grail.”  And while the Republicans who dominated both 
Houses of Congress may differ sharply as to means, growth 
was their ultimate end as well:  “Congress itself is no less 
addicted to growth – both demographic and economic.”  As 
Simcox sadly but sagely concluded:

…citizens who favor population 
reduction and ending America’s ravenous 
depletion of its own natural capital (and 
that of much of the world) will see a 
number of the President’s boasted plans 
and achievements as setbacks on the 
road to a sustainable future.

The Environmental Establishment itself, a strand 
thoroughly woven into the larger fabric of our society, is 
now deeply permeated with and blinded by the theology 
of Growthism – united by worshipping at the altar of 
perpetual growth.  Acceptance of endless population growth 
goes hand-in-hand with the belief in endless economic 
growth (and the full employment strong economic growth 
typically entails) and ever-increasing consumption as the 
keys to happiness and satisfaction – both at the level of the 
individual and of society.  

Much has happened in the past 17 years since Roy Beck 
and I wrote our requiem, but one thing that is unchanged 
is that I am still not a historian.  That said, I have been a 
close, long-term observer and participant – if a reluctant one 
– in the unfortunate devolution of America’s approach to 
the population issue.  For those of us genuinely concerned 
with long-term environmental sustainability in the United 
States, the last few decades have been deeply disappointing.  
That was certainly how the Father of Earth Day himself felt 
until his dying day; Gaylord Nelson expressed it so to me 
privately.  

The Population and Consumption Task Force of 
President Clinton’s Council on Sustainable Development 
concluded in 1996:  “reducing current immigration levels 

is a necessary part of working toward sustainability in the 
United States.”  But by then, the environmental movement 
not only refused to grasp the nettle of immigration, it could 
barely even be bothered with population concerns anymore.  

If environmental groups could be said to have gone 
AWOL on population by 2000, by 2017 some of them 
have, in effect, committed outright treason to fundamental 
environmental principles.  Not only have environmental 
groups refused to support the lower immigration levels 
needed to stop U.S. population growth, but now several of 
the major groups (especially the Sierra Club) have actually 
endorsed the “comprehensive immigration reform” that will 
inevitably lead to much higher U.S. populations and ever-
increasing demographic pressures on the environment.  

The Sierra Club sold out its environmental soul to 
the highest bidder.  In 2004, journalist Kenneth Weiss 
documented in the Los Angeles Times that multi-millionaire 
David Gelbaum had recently donated more than $100 
million to the Club.  However, Gelbaum had one key 
stipulation:  “I did tell [Sierra Club executive director] 
Carl Pope in 1994 or 1995 that if they ever came out anti-
immigration, they would never get a dollar from me.”

And the Club has surely made Gelbaum proud.  Weiss’ 
Los Angeles Times article on Gelbaum’s manipulation 
of Sierra Club policy vis-à-vis immigration was further 
evidence in support of Roy Beck’s and my contention in 
our 2000 paper – the “power of money” was a huge factor 
dictating the withdrawal of environmental groups from 
the population cause.  Gelbaum has every right to support 
mass immigration, but if the Sierra Club leadership had 
been honorable it would never have accepted his donations, 
however large, attached to his stifling stipulations.  
“Mammon” trumped commitment to environmental 
principle at the once idealistic Sierra Club.   

In the last 15 years, several other factors and underhanded 
tactics have impeded an honest appraisal of U.S. 
population, immigration, and environmental prospects:

•	 “Hate Speech” – The well-endowed Southern 
Poverty Law Center (SPLC) and other leftwing 
groups, some supported by globalist billionaire and 
master puppeteer George Soros, have managed to 
convince liberals and the mainstream news media 
that any and all groups fighting for enforcement 
of existing immigration laws – or for lower 
immigration levels generally – are “hate groups” 
or collaborators with hate groups.  

•	 Political Polarization – Many pundits have 
remarked on the marked increase in the political 
polarization of our country.  It used to be that some 
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Democratic politicians were for lower immigration, 
and that some Republican politicians were pro-
choice and generally sympathetic to the population 
and environmental causes.  No more.  Positions 
on abortion and immigration have hardened and 
essentially become litmus tests that will torpedo 
non-conformists in their respective primaries.  
The prospects for bipartisan cooperation on these 
issues are slim to non-existent, and there is no 
indication of any reconciliation on the horizon.  
We have become the Divided States of America. 

•	 Environmentalism and the Democratic Party – 
The Environmental Establishment has been co-
opted by, or perhaps driven into, the Democratic 
Party.  The roots of this go back to the overt and 
visceral hostility of President Ronald Reagan 
to environmentalists from the very start of his 
presidency in 1981.  Before Reagan, Republican 
politicians generally and Republican Presidents 
Eisenhower, Nixon, and Ford in particular had 
been moderate or even friendly toward the 
environmental cause (and of course, going back 
further, President Theodore Roosevelt was the 
greatest conservation president of all time).  After 
Reagan, the attitudes and actions of Republican 
politicians and pundits towards the environment 
and environmentalists ranged between scorched 
earth to apathy or benign indifference at best.  The 
corporate interests, religious right, and libertarians 
taking control over the Republican Party had little 
interest in the environment.  

Now, as card-carrying Democrats, environmentalist 
leaders must be team players and subordinate 
any aims that do not align with the Democratic 
Party platform, a huge plank of which is to be 
welcoming to any and all immigration – legal or 
illegal – and at high levels, because this benefits 
the party (by swelling its ranks), if not America or 
the environment.  

•	 Millennials and Population – Although American 
millennials have low birthrates that lend themselves 
to eventual U.S. population stabilization or 
reduction, they are much less well-informed about 
and engaged in the broader population issue than 
previous generations were.  This is the inevitable 
outcome of the retreat on population that has been 
underway now for several decades.  In my dealings 
with young reporters and members of the public 
on population, immigration, and the environment 
in recent years, I am continually dismayed at how 
naive the majority are about basic knowledge, facts, 

and connections.  They are neither “numerate” nor 
“ecolate.”  Many 20-somethings don’t appear to 
see any linkage at all between population growth 
and environmental degradation or natural resource 
depletion.  A complete disconnect or cognitive 
dissonance is at work.  

Furthermore, millennials are far more supportive 
of high immigration levels and open borders 
than previous generations.  They are much more 
globalist and much less nationalistic in their 
fundamental outlook on the world.  Broaching the 
topic of immigration limits in this hostile cultural 
milieu can produce howls of righteous indignation 
and accusations of bigotry, nativism, racism, and 
xenophobia.  Millennial “social justice warriors” 
(SJWs) now infiltrate many environmental 
organizations.  

•	 Have Numbers of Immigrants Reached a 
Threshold or Tipping Point?  There are now more 
than 40 million foreign-born living in the United 
States; their children, other relatives, and others 
with direct or indirect emotional or economic ties 
to immigrants number tens of millions more.  This 
is the inexorable result of nearly half a century of 
snowballing chain migration and congressional 
inaction.  It will be much harder now to slow or 
reverse this trend than it would have been back at 
the time of the first Earth Day in 1970, when there 
were fewer than 10 million immigrants living 
in the U.S. (i.e., when there was just a rolling 
snowball to stop, rather than the avalanche that 
snowball subsequently triggered).  The foreign-
born and their allies are a potent political force to 
be reckoned with – they know it, and politicians of 
both major parties know it.  

At this writing President Donald Trump has been 
in office for only a matter of weeks, and launched 
a number of ambitious endeavors and executive 
orders in an attempt to wrest control of the chaotic 
immigration mess Barack Obama left behind.  
Trump has even been willing to touch the political 
third rail of legal immigration, suggesting that 
it may need to be trimmed to protect American 
workers and not flood the labor market.  Even 
though Trump has evidenced little or no interest 
in green issues beyond the greens and fairways 
of his own golf courses, and is likely even less 
supportive of zero or negative U.S. population 
growth as an environmental goal, one can hope that 
his immigration initiatives will succeed at least in 
part.  And it is hopeful that Senators Tom Cotton 
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(R-AR) and David Perdue (R-GA) are apparently 
following Trump’s lead, introducing the Reforming 
American Immigration for Strong Employment 
(RAISE) Act, which would cut legal immigration 
by half – or 500,000 admissions per year.  But it 
is far too early to tell whether overall immigration 
rates will actually be reduced.  The outraged 
opposition Trump and the RAISE Act are facing is 
ferocious, well-organized, and well-funded.         

Barring unforeseen catastrophe, it is unlikely that nature 
will forcibly decrease U.S. population anytime soon – to say 
nothing of our nation voluntarily and proactively reducing 
it to the more environmentally sustainable level favored by 
NPG – perhaps not even by the end of this century.  Yet a 
caveat is in order:  I am hesitant to make predictions that 
far ahead because the longer the time frame, the greater the 
probability of intervention by exogenous factors, so-called 
“Black Swan” events that are unpredictable in the short term 
but inevitable over the long run.  (It is unlikely that some 
unknown cause will bring about my own demise during the 
next year, but that high probability of survival over one year 
can’t accurately be extended to a high survival probability 
over the next 50 years.)  Similarly, exponential rates of 
change in human and natural systems do not last long when 
viewed on a scale of centuries. 

If the findings of the MIT-Club of Rome’s Limits 
to Growth computer simulation modeling in 1972 and 

subsequent, similar analyses are at all accurate, one or more 
negative feedback loops (a.k.a. the Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse – death, famine, war, and conquest, Figure 
15) in the Earth’s complex global system will intercede 
far before 2100.  Mother Nature will forcibly, cruelly 
and haphazardly impose the limits that human societies, 
including our own United States, have thus far refused to 
acknowledge and voluntarily, proactively live within.  This 
is the tragic fate towards which we and our descendants are 
now headed.  

Recognizing how uncertain the future is, it is still worth 
asking what population and environmental outcomes the 
United States faces if current demographic trends were 
to continue all the way to the end of this century, the 
year 2100.  This was the aim of an Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) conducted by the NPG ally Progressives for 
Immigration Reform (PFIR) between 2013 and 2016, which 
I helped to prepare.  As part of this exercise, we extrapolated 
or projected U.S. population growth to the year 2100 under 
three scenarios, the environmental impacts of which were 
then predicted in the EIS. 

Figure 16 shows three projections of U.S. population 
to 2100 based on three alternative immigration scenarios.  
The middle curve (No Action Alternative – 1.25 million 
annual immigration) is commensurate with current 
immigration rates, and shows that if current immigration 
rates and fertility patterns (with the total fertility rate at 

FIGURE 15.  FOUR HORSEMAN OF THE APOCALYPSE, DEPICTED IN A 1887 PAINTING BY VIKTOR VASNETSOV
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slightly below replacement level) were to continue out to 
2100, the U.S. population would reach 524 million by that 
year, an increase of about 200 million from our current 
population.  The upper curve (Expansion Alternative – 
2.25 million annual immigration) corresponds roughly 
to the level of immigration that could theoretically occur 
if the expansive immigration policies embodied in the 
“Comprehensive Immigration Reform” package passed 
in the U.S. Senate in recent years and supported by the 
Obama Administration, many liberals, and the mainstream 
media were to be implemented.  This would lead to a U.S. 
population of 669 million in 2100, more than a doubling 
of today’s population size.  

Finally, the lower curve (Reduction Alternative – 
250,000 or 0.25 million annual immigration), under which 
immigration rates would be decreased to more traditional 
levels as recommended by NPG, would result in a U.S. 
population of 379 million in 2100.  While the Reduction 

Alternative would still see U.S. population increase by 70 
million from the 2010 population of 309 million, under this 
scenario our population would have almost stabilized by 
2100 – which it does in no other scenario.  Attaining the 
smaller and more ecologically sustainable U.S. population 
advocated by NPG (150-200 million) would require a still 
lower combination of immigration and fertility rates.

In addition to these three alternatives, an “open 
borders” alternative considered by the PFIR EIS assumed 
an annual immigration rate of 3.25 million.  The open 
borders projection yielded a nightmarish U.S. population 
of 814 million in 2100.  

I predict – given the complete lack of commitment 
on the part of our country and its leaders to pursuing 
genuine environmental sustainability and the halt in 
population growth this would entail, and barring economic 
or environmental calamities in the coming decades – that 
the U.S. population will surge to somewhere in the range 

FIGURE 16.  THREE POSSIBLE POPULATION FUTURES OF THE UNITED STATES ACCORDING TO THE 2016 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT ON IMMIGRATION  

CREDIT: PFIR
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of 600 million to 800 million by 2100.  That is, to above a 
level associated with current immigration rates and closer 
to that associated with the expansion alternative and open 
borders.  This is not a pleasant prospect.  

If these same rates were to be extrapolated another 
century beyond 2100, out to 2200, the magnitude of their 
sheer unsustainability becomes even more evident (Figure 
17).  By 2200, the U.S. population would reach a level 
roughly similar to that seen in today’s deeply overpopulated, 
polluted China and India.

The grim environmental futures of ever more severe 
impacts portended by the higher curves on these graphs 
are not yet written in stone, but they are definitely where 
our nation is headed.  Dark days and decades lie ahead, and 
darker centuries to follow.  

In the 1960s and 1970s, during the era of the first 
Earth Day, the emerging environmental movement and 
America as a whole had the opportunity to adopt a brighter, 
more promising, more sustainable population destiny.  It 
seemed we were on the verge of making this conscious 
and conscientious choice.  But even as this greener vision 
beckoned, other powerful pro-growth forces and factors in 
society asserted themselves and the vision flickered and then 
faded from view like a mirage.  Gradually but relentlessly 
rising immigration rates instigated by the 1965 Immigration 
and Nationality Act – in conjunction with America’s 
congenital, uncritical fixation on perpetual growth as 
a national mission – the growth fetish or Growthism, 
overpowered the inchoate “small is beautiful” ethos before 
it had a chance to fully form and take hold.  The opportunity 
was abandoned, the vision lost.

FIGURE 17.  U.S. POPULATION GROWTH PROJECTED TO 2200 UNDER THE SAME THREE IMMIGRATION 
SCENARIOS SHOWN IN FIGURE 16 

CREDIT: PFIR
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