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the beginning of the chapter) and environmental depletion. In other words, the 
more populations expand and economic growth increases, the more natural and 
non-renewable resources need to be exploited. Inevitably, increased population 
leads to higher consumption, which has the worst impacts on those people with 
the least power.

One of the most pressing issues of population growth is food insecurity, espe-
cially in countries with limited land and water resources. The United Nations warns 
of an impending global food crisis directly related to rising population rates and loss 
of agricultural land. Although the world produces enough food to feed its entire 
population, that food is unequally distributed, causing over 1 billion people a year 
to be chronically malnourished (Pimentel et al. 1997). Research organizations across 
the globe are working on potential future solutions for limiting the impact of food 
insecurity including meatless diets, increased insect protein, vertical urban farms 
in multistory buildings, and laboratory-grown proteins.

The growth of high-income countries and their economies has the most severe 
effect on environmental resources in low-income countries. This is because most 
natural resources for products are sought outside high-income countries. For exam-
ple, as of 2017, 4.3 billion smartphone subscriptions were active throughout the world, 
a product which relies on the constant availability of parts and materials (Ericsson 
2018). To produce smartphones and other digital products, raw minerals must be 
extracted from mines across the world.

Some of these, such as tantalum, tungsten, tin, and gold, are referred to as 
conflict minerals, or minerals whose profits are used to fuel or exacerbate violence 
in the area where they are mined. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 
armed terror groups largely control the extraction of minerals. The groups, run 
by local warlords, are known for stripping land and controlling natural resources. 
Because much of their mining enterprise is illegal, other social, political, and 
economic problems accompany environmental destruction, such as arms traf-
ficking and sexual violence against women. Demand for goods in industrialized, 
high-income countries has profound effects on the lives of people producing the 
raw materials.
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Figure 12.5
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As you look at the world 
population milestones 
shown in this figure, note the 
years between milestones 
of 1 billion more people on 
Earth. Each increment of 
1 billion more people on Earth 
has come at a faster rate. 
The population growth rate 
is currently holding steady 
at about 1 billion more 
people on Earth every 12 to 
16 years.
Credit: Adapted from United States 
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www.census.gov/popclock/.
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