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Human Population 
It is estimated that 10 000 years ago there were only 10 million people on earth. The population 
remained fairly constant due to high death rates: 

 People died from starvation and disease 

 Infant mortality rates were very high 
 
However, in the last 1000 years, the population growth has increased exponentially. The human 
population now is just over 6.8 billion people (July 2009). It is increased by about 216 000 people 
each day, an annual increase of 83 million people. Most of this growth comes from developing 
countries. 
 
Causes of this exponential growth 
The recent growth of the human population is mainly due to the fact that humans have: 

 Reduced environmental resistance 

 Increased the carrying capacity of the world’s food-producing regions 
 
This has been done in two ways: 

1. Substantial increase in food production due to: 

 More land being cultivated 

 Improved methods of food production such as artificial fertilizers 
2. Improvement in methods of treating disease 

 This means more people have stayed alive to reproduce 
 
Differences between countries 
Countries can be divided into two broad groups: 

1. More-developed countries (MDCs) 

 Slow population growth 

 High standard of living 
2. Less-developed countries (LDCs) 

 Rapid population growth 

 Lower standard of living 
 
The future 
It is thought that over the next 150 years, human population growth will be less exponential and 
take a more logistic type of growth form. MDCs have stable populations as population growth has 
begun to decline. This is because birth rates have fallen due to late marriages, birth control and 
sexual abstinence. LDCs populations will continues to grow as improved medical treatments have 
enabled women to live longer and thus have more babies. 
 
MDCs and LDCs effect on the environment 
Human population growth is placing extreme pressure on resources and the environment as: 

 Environmental pressure are mainly due to MDCs as they are mostly industrialised 

 MDCs are responsible for more pollution and consumption than LDCs 

 MDCs account for 22% of the world’s population, yet they produce 90% of hazardous waste 
and use the more resources 

 
Population pyramid 
A population pyramid, also known as an age-sex pyramid, is a bar graphs that shows the composition 
of a nations population through age and gender. A population contains three major age/ sex groups: 
Pre-reproductive ; Reproductive ; Post-reproductive. The age structure of a population is determined 
by what proportion of the population falls into each of these age groups. 
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Structure of a population pyramid 
The graph consists of two back-to-back bar graphs, with the population numbers plotted on the 
horizontal axis, and age on the vertical axis. The top of the vertical axis shows the older population, 
which the bottom shows the younger population. The number of males is shown on the left, and 
females on the right. 
 
Different pyramid shapes 
The shapes of population pyramids show three types of population growth: 
 
Rapidly growing population 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

High birth rate; rapid fall in each upward age group due to high death rates. Most LDCs have a 
population pyramid that looks like this. 
 
Stable population 

 
Declining birth rate; low death rate; more people surviving until old age. Most MDCs population 
pyramids have this shape. 
 
Declining population 

  
Low birth rate; low death rate; higher dependency ratio; longer life expectancy as found in affluent 
countries such as Sweden and Norway. 
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Purpose of population pyramids 
Population pyramids are useful as it conveys a large amount of information in one picture, they can: 

 Provide a quick way to assess whether how rapidly a population is increasing or falling 

 Show if a country is more-developed or less-developed 

 Show how many people of each age group live in a country 

 Be helpful in determing the number of economic dependents1 being supported 
 
Factors that cause the make-up of a population to change 
The quickest and most dramatic changed in the make-up of a populationcan be due to: 

 HIV/AIDS causing the deaths of many secually active young men and women, mainly in LDCs 

 Large proportions of young immigrants being rapidly abosrbed, or losses due to emigration 
of adults able to work 

 Losses due to wars 

 Reduced birth rates during times of economic crisis 
 
Survival of the human explosion 
The human population has exploded in the last 1000 years, this means that more resources are 
being used by us, but whether the Earth can survive this is in question. At the moment the human 
population’s ecological footprint is too high. It has been recently discovered that: 

 Many MCDs have ecological deficits, with footprints larger than their ecological capacity. 

 MCDs have the largest ecological footprints, larger than LDCs even though MDCs have lower 
populations 

 LDCs use very little of the world’s resources, but their populations are growing as well as 
their standard of living. They are consuming more resources. 

 If ecological footprints continue to increase, then resources will be come depleted and the 
planet will be permanently damaged 

 
Human needs and Conservation 
As human population and living standards rise, more resources are needed to maintain the existence 
of humans. Natural habitats, more and more, are bing converted to agriculture, forestry, mining 
activities and human settlements: 

 Towns and cities generate wealth and are centres of human development and settlement, 
but they take up large areas of agricultural land and use up large amounts of resources while 
generating waste and pollution 

 Agriculture, forestry and mining are also important for growth and development, but they 
alter the environment and cause tremendous environmental degradation 

 
Aims and responsibilities 
The government, by law, is commited to the basic principles of sustainable development2. This 
currently is not happening, but South Africa has set itself a goal of increasing land under formal 
conservation from 5.4% in 1994 to 8% in 2010, as well as its marine protected areas from 11% to 
20%. 
 

                                                           
1
 Those under 15, and those over 65 form economic dependents. 

2
 Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the needs of future generations 


