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Springfield, VA – Perhaps the greatest long-term threat to maintaining the lifestyle and well-being of much of civilization as we currently know it is not climate change, but rather something for which there is a known, and do-able, solution.  I am talking about population growth.
For much of my lifetime much discussion about population has concerned the threat of too many humans occupying our planet.  This explosion of people would, it was argued, consume increasingly dangerous levels of not only food, but also raw materials, leading to mass starvation and/or wars over the dwindling resources.  This is certainly not a new idea.  It was popularized by Thomas Robert Malthus, who in his 1798 work, Essay on the Principle of Population predicted, “Famine seems to be the last, the most dreadful resource of nature.  The power of population is so superior to the power of Earth to produce subsistence for man that premature death must in some shape or other visit the human race.”  His writings generated a school of economics in his name, the Malthusian Theory. This school of thought declared that population growth will inevitably outpace increases in the means of subsistence because of the mathematical “fact” that population grows at a geometric rate while food supply grows at an arithmetic rate.     
As a young adult I frequently heard variations of this theme, particularly with respect to fossil fuels, namely that reserves would be totally depleted in the next 30 years.  But it never happened.  Today the world is so awash in oil and natural gas that we are closing coal mines still full of available energy because the other hydrocarbons are less expensive and have less polluting effects. In fact, when taking U.S. inflation into account, gasoline  which cost 33 cents a gallon in 1955 would now cost $3.09 today – but guess what, it is selling around the corner from our home at $3.05/gallon – with considerably more taxes included than 63 years ago!!  In other words, the dire predictions concerning petroleum products have not come true.  Most food items are also more available and less expensive now in terms of real dollars than in 1955, or 65, or 75.  A whole chicken fryer, for example, which could be purchased for 29 cents a pound then, should, due to inflation,  cost $2.72, but is available at my local supermarket for considerably less now.  The explanation is simple:  science and engineering continually make advances which allow new discoveries of both petroleum sources and vastly improved agricultural practices.
What has really crushed Malthusian Theory is the dramatic decline in the birth of children.  Not only are populations in many societies not geometrically increasing, they are now declining due to low birth rates.  Here are three headlines of newspaper articles within the last week:
China’s Birth Rate Threatens Growth
Can the U.S. avoid Japan’s demographic disaster?

Orban pushes big tax breaks to persuade Hungarian women to have more babies

What Malthus and his followers have not anticipated is the confluence of several factors unimaginable to them at the time, namely widely available family planning products coupled with an affluence and life-style which has made large families far less attractive to many millennials around the world.   Compounding the economic consequences of too few babies to grow up to be workers for our aging population, many countries have social security type programs based on the premise that future workers will be available to pay taxes to provide funding for the retirees.  Again math is the culprit.  Just 40 years ago, there were 16 workers paying taxes to support one retired person.  The ratio of workers to retirees has been steadily declining to its current level of 4.6.  By the end of this century it will be 1.9, long after the U.S. Social Security system is broke.
These ratios are not limited to the U.S.  A study published just five months ago in Scienceexpress shows equal plummets for all of Europe, China, Brazil, India, and even most African countries.  The authors state that “the slopes are not downward, but more like cliffs.”

For years, the U.S has for been intentionally taking steps to alleviate the lack of young workers by promoting mass immigration, mostly illegal, while giving lip service to tightening border and visa overstay policies.  These steps have had the enthusiastic approval of the business community (via the U.S. Chamber of Commerce) which desperately needs both skilled and unskilled labor.
I believe that the Hungarians are onto something.  Bribe citizens to have more babies, in this case via public policy.  In his annual state of the nation address, the Hungarian Prime Minister promised that women who have four or more children “will never have to pay income tax again.”  Other nations, I predict, will inevitably follow suit with their own version of “making babies attractive” policies.  Of course, another route will be to import workers and young families, but as these demographic trends begin to take effect in every country, each nation will want to hold onto its own citizens for its survival.  The result could well be an international bidding war for babies.  You heard it here first.
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