


The world’s poorest countries have some of the
fastest growing populations: the population
of low-income countries, located mostly in
sub-Saharan Africa, is projected almost to double
in size between 2020 and 2050, accounting for
most of the global increase expected by the end
of the century.

POPULATION GROWTH IS BOTH A
CAUSE AND A SYMPTOM OF SLOW
PROGRESS IN DEVELOPMENT

Sustained, rapid population growth adds to
the challenge of achieving social and economic
development and magnifies the scale of the
investments and effort required to ensure that no
one is left behind.

Rapid population growth makes it more difficult
for low-income and lower-middle-income
countries to afford the increase in public
expenditures ona per capita basis thatis needed to
eradicate poverty, end hunger and malnutrition,
and ensure universal access to health care,
education and other essential services.

Lack of autonomy and opportunity among women
and girls can contribute to high fertility and rapid
population growth. Achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development, especially targets
related to reproductive health, education and
gender equality, requires empowering individuals
to make informed choices.

Today, millions of people around the globe,
mostly in low-income and lower-middle-income
countries, lack access to the information and
services needed to determine whether and when
to have children. In general, women with higher
levels of education tend to have greater autonomy
to make these decisions compared to women with
no education living in the same country (figure 2).
Ensuring that individuals, in particular women,
have the ability to decide the number of children
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2050 will be driven by the momentum of growth embedded
in the relatively youthful age distribution of the world’s
population in 2020 (figure 3).

A youthful population presents an opportunity for accelerated
economic growth on a per capita basis, if countries where
the population is growing rapidly achieve a substantial and

sustained decline in the fertility level, leading to an increased
concentration of the population in the working-age range. The
increased share of population in the working ages can support
an accelerated rise in income per capita, a phenomenon referred
to as the “demographic dividend”.
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To end poverty and hunger, achieve the SDGs related to health,
education and access to decent work, and build the capacity
to address environmental challenges, the economies of
low-income and lower-middle-income countries need to grow
much more rapidly than their populations, requiring greatly
expanded investments in infrastructure as well as increased
access to affordable energy and modern technology in all
sectors. Wealthy countries and the international community
can help to ensure that these countries receive the necessary
technical and financial assistance so that their economies can
grow using technologies that will minimize future greenhouse
gas emissions.

A path towards a more sustainable future requires demographic
foresight, which involves anticipating the nature and
consequences of major population shifts before and while they
occur and adopting forward-looking and proactive planning
guided by such analysis. In working to achieve sustainable
patterns of consumption and production and to reduce the
impacts of human activity on the environment, itisimportant to
recognize that plausible future trajectories of world population
lie within a relatively narrow range, especially in the short
or medium term. Over the next 30 or 40 years, a slowdown
in global population growth that is substantially faster than
anticipated in the United Nations projections seems highly
unlikely. Even though the pace of global population growth will
continue to decline in the coming decades, world population is
likely to be between 20 and 30 per cent larger in 2050 than in
2020.

Achieving sustainability, therefore, will
depend critically on humanity’s capacity and
willingness to increase resource efficiency
in consumption and production and to
decouple economic growth from damage
to the environment, with high-income and
upper-middle-income  countries  taking
responsibility and leading by example.
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