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who was leading the debate, stated it is “a thorny but non-negotiable part of a fairer 
deal for non-human nature, yet taboo”. Many were also worried about how little 
attention the subject receives, from grassroots to the higher echelons of government; 
Margaret Nelson (@Flashmaggie) described it as “the elephant in the room” and that 
“it’s impossible to ignore; it’s relevant to our own and other species’ survival”.

How do we approach an issue like population, and make it relevant to conservationists 
in different sectors?

As BANC development officer Emily Adams (@EmCrayon) explained during our 
Twitter debate: “The name ‘conservationist’ covers such a breadth of expertise 
(from microbial ecology through to psychology/social anthropology) that it is unlikely 
everyone will engage with all debates”. Engaging with conservationists across 
the entire sector is a nigh impossible challenge, and while there are a plethora of 
opinions regarding population growth it is unclear who is engaging with the issue 
in a meaningful way. 

Joe Gray even asked whether conservationists should be involved and whether they 
should try to push population growth up the political agenda? Chair of BANC Gavin 
Saunders (@GavinBlackdowns) replied: “Yes, conservationists should be involved, 
but in an intelligent capacity, recognising it’s really about development and equity”.

Our Twitter discussion focused on who might be responsible for leading the 
change and by which means. @ginbat said: “I advocate mainstream ecoliteracy in 
education – government and society together” while others suggested that for the 
conservation sector to effectively engage with population issues, new and possibly 
previously unheard of connections are necessary. But who in the conservation sector 
would spearhead this movement? Many feel that the big conservation charities that 
arguably have the most potential are unlikely to be leaders in advocacy on this topic. 
And if it is left to education we end up with campaigns that are often hindered 
by government interference. However, as Gavin Saunders pointed out: “Education 
should not be about telling people how to live. Education equals empowerment 
and the ability to make choices”. 

Discussions around the big UK charities and their involvement in the issue often falls 
short of how influential they really are to government and policy-making streams, and 
many also agree their members do little to advocate for change. What’s more, anyone 
pushing for population control often does so at their own risk; as Margaret Nelson 
stated: “It’s political dynamite. There would be resistance to ‘being told what to do’, 
and hence it is avoided”. This was clearly highlighted in our debate with some of the 
bigger names in conservation coming under fire. When asked if Greenpeace engage 
with rising human population in every campaign Joe Gray was quick to reply: “No, they 
actively avoid the issue” and he questioned whether it’s “too scary a message for bodies 
that have adopted a ‘big business’ mentality for membership numbers and fees”.

That being said, some experts remain positive, stating many advocacy groups do 
make population growth a priority but they prove to be subtle about their activity. 

Population growth –  
a taboo topic for  
nature conservation?
In the latest of our Revitalising Conservation series of BANC Twitter debates we put the 
focus on population growth. Here we summarise the key issues facing conservationists 
on the topic of population and take a look at the issue as a whole.
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Starting in the summer of 2015, BANC took on the task of engaging its members 
and the wider world of conservation around how we can ‘revitalise conservation’, 
using the hashtag #revitalisecons to start the discussion. Through vigorous and 
sometimes heated Twitter debates, we’ve heard from conservationists on hot 
topics in the sector. To kick off 2016 we looked at population growth, considering 
how this impacts both locally and globally and posing the question ‘have nature 
conservationists noticed this subject?’

A sense of perspective on population growth 
There’s no denying that the world’s population is increasing; there are currently 
more people living on our planet today than at any one time in history. However, 
there are a number of conflicting theories about when numbers will peak and 
ultimately begin to reduce and how this affects our natural environment.

Many believe nature finds its own balance and ways of controlling population 
growth, while others suggest man-made influences such as conflicts, pollution and 
poor hygiene are the determinants of population control.

WHO’s data on population growth in rural and urban communities highlights just 
how extreme the shift has been over the past 50 years. Urban communities alone 
account for 54% of the global population, up from 34% in 1960, and are expected 
to grow by 1.84% per year for the next 5 years. Forecasts for subsequent 5-year 
periods show downward trends in urban population growth.1

It’s not just about stats and graphs; the issue of population growth impacts so much 
more. It’s about wildlife, natural environments, consumption of food, services, land 
and housing, with priorities differing between urban and rural environments, and 
low and high income countries. 

In our recent Twitter debate on population growth it was clear those in the 
conversation sector recognise over-population as an issue. Joe Gray (@EcoforestryUK), 
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Many see the population issue as not winnable in the short term, potentially a 
single lifetime, and this is surely an influential factor on government, charity and 
conservation agendas, irrespective of their resources. While this stays a serious 
conundrum, the population issue will remain the elephant in the room. 

How can conservationists keep the discussion going?
Keep tweeting BANC on the subject using the hashtag #revitalisecons. Discussions 
can continue after the formal Twitter debate. And one debate doesn’t solve the 
issue; how do we educate? How do we involve governments around the world? 
And how do we ensure conservationists both for and against the issue have an 
opportunity to share their views?

Next BANC Twitter debates
Is there a topic within conservation you would like to see debated? Please get in 
touch with suggestions at enquiries@banc.org.uk or tweet us @UKconservation.
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Recommended reading 
The following books, articles and websites were suggested during our Twitter debate:

Cafaro, P and Crist, E (eds)  (2012), Life on the Brink,  
http://www.ugapress.org/index.php/books/life_on_the_brink/ 

Bookchin, M (1987) Social Ecology versus Deep Ecology: A Challenge for the Ecology Movement,  
http://dwardmac.pitzer.edu/Anarchist_Archives/bookchin/socecovdeepeco.html 

Big Ideas Change The World, Friends of the Earth,  
https://www.foe.co.uk/page/big-ideas-change-world

Endangered Species Condoms, a project of the Centre for Biological Diversity 
http://www.endangeredspeciescondoms.com/ 

Population Growth Rate, Index Mundi 
http://www.indexmundi.com/g/r.aspx?v=24 

Holly Alsop is an editor with experience in the conservation and medical sectors; she is currently 
an editor at the National Institute of Health and Care Excellence and a Trustee with BANC. She 
tweets @ziggytalks. 
Nicola Matthews has worked in the charity sector for the last 9 years, responsible for all things 
marketing and social media, and is currently a Marketing Manager at the British Red Cross and a 
Trustee with BANC. She tweets @NicolaJayne515.

While the following was not discussed at our debate, their unwillingness to shout 
about it suggests financial implications for charities might weigh heavily on what 
they choose to make conservation priorities, potentially turning the issue into an 
ethically recalcitrant topic. 

Looking for leadership
While we seem to agree there is no clear leader on population issues, we remain 
stumped as to how populations should be managed, let alone the reasons for 
fluctuations in population. Some suggested happier communities and better quality 
of life is contributing to the rise, while others suggested threatened communities 
are the biggest factors. Some believe changing attitudes towards large families 
by making them socially unacceptable could have significant benefits in the long 
term, but how is this achievable in the short term and on a social level? One 
practical solution is to make children expensive to raise, something that will require 
government engagement with population. John Bacon (@JohnBacon19) said: “Just 
providing all women with the choice and by providing birth control is step one”. If 
we start incorporating some of these philosophies into our education programs do 
we start to toe the line of other more extreme political policies on family planning 
and risk the devastating effects it could have on human lives? However, Population 
Matters’ recently published paper2 on family planning and carbon emissions 
suggests investing in education and contraceptive methods is far cheaper than 
compensating for population growth with renewable energy sources. The savings 
made could be used to bolster public services, such as education, empowering 
women and improving agriculture and healthcare. 
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