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Thematic Focus: Environmental Governance, Resource Efficiency

One Planet, How Many People? A Review of Earth's
Carrying Capacity

In-Depth Report

It is estimated that global population reached seven billion in late 2011 or early
2012. As global population has doubled since the 1960s, per capita GDP has
grown to more than ten times what it was then. The human impact has grown to
such a scale that it has become a major geophysical force. It is not surprising
that concerns about the number of people the Earth can support have re-
emerged recently. Attempts to define an upper limit of the number of people that the Earth could
support are inevitably subject to considerable uncertainty, however, the greatest concentration
estimates falls between 8 and 16 billion people — a range we are fast approaching. While there are
many ways we might reduce our per capita impact on the planet, the collective impact will always
be multiplied by global population, making population an issue which cannot be ignored.
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