Earth Day 2000: Population and Global Warming

The United States has higher per-person emissions of globe-warming carbon dioxide than all but four small countries, in a new ranking of 165 countries released by Population Action International (PAI) [http://www.populationaction.org/] for Earth Day 2000. Multiplied by its large population, the high individual use of fossil fuels meant that in 1996 the United States, with just 4.7 percent of the world's people, contributed more than 22 percent of all global emissions of carbon dioxide.

According to the new PAI ranking:

· One fifth of the world's population is responsible for 62 percent of carbon emissions, while another fifth contributes just 2 percent.

· The high-emitting fifth live mostly in the United States and other industrialized countries, but also in such developing countries as South Africa and Libya. 

· The low-emitting fifth of the population live in such least-developed countries as Somalia, Nepal and Haiti. 

Growth in both world population and per-capita use of fossil fuels accelerated the accumulation of CO2 in the atmosphere worldwide during the mid-1990s.  While global per-person emissions have fluctuated up and down within a narrow range since 1970, world population has risen by more than 60 percent since then, helping to fuel a comparable increase in CO2 emissions. 

While growth is slowing, the world's population now stands at just over 6 billion people, up from 5 billion in 1987. Population is expected to continue to grow by roughly 80 million people annually for the next few years. How fast it grows after that will depend in large part on actions taken today by couples and individuals, governments, and non-governmental organizations.  An end to world population growth won't itself stop global warming, but it's an essential ingredient for a stable atmosphere and climate.

The ranking is part of a forthcoming PAI report, People in the Balance: Population and Natural Resources at the Turn of the Millennium.  For more information, contact Leslie Isom Raabe of PAI at 202/557-3419, or via e-mail at lisom@popact.org.
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