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The relationship between the world’s growing population and the deterioration of the earth’s environment was first brought to the attention of the American public in 1968 by the publication of Paul R. Ehrlich’s book, The Population Bomb.  Ehrlich cites a number of examples of how, as of 1968, the environment is being polluted to the point of toxicity, referring to Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, which was published only a few years earlier.  The release of the book coincided with the Cayahuga River in Ohio catching on fire from high toxicity levels.  Such environmental awareness-raising events primed the American public for Ehrlich’s message.  

The Roman Catholic Church’s teachings against artificial means of contraception are knocked time and again, and family planning programs are categorized as useless since they leave the choice of how many children to have to couples, who cannot be trusted to act in a responsible manner.  The author speaks to those couples who use artificial contraception in spite of the Church’s formal position as ‘those enlightened Catholics.’  Ehrlich speaks bluntly of the need for ‘population control’ and favors government intervention to achieve it.  He criticizes the U.S. tax system for encouraging breeding by allowing taxpayers to claim an additional personal exemption for each child in the family, citing it paramount to paying Americans to breed, overpopulate, and pollute.

Throughout the book Ehrlich hammers home the message that the only way to reverse the decline in the environment is to get the population growth under control by bringing drastically bringing down the birth rate.  “Zero population growth” is achieved when the birth rate is equal to the death rate.

At the close of The Population Bomb, Ehrlich encourages readers to take action by writing letters to government officials and church leaders, organizing action groups, and proselytizing friends and associates.  Many readers took Ehrlich’s call to action to heart and became involved in the movement.

Paul Ehrlich, Richard Bowers (a Connecticut lawyer), and Charles Remington (a Yale University professor) founded the non-profit organization, Zero Population Growth, or ZPG, in 1968, on the heels of the publication of The Population Bomb.  The organization, which was renamed Population Connection in May 2002, received an immediate marketing boost by the success of Ehrlich’s book.  Ehrlich’s book and ZPG’s message was amazingly well received.  Dr. Ehrlich’s appearance on Johnny Carson’s evening television program on more than one occasion gave the population/environment issue a broad audience and fueled interest in membership in the organization.  The membership immediately skyrocketed from just a few hundred to over 30 thousand.

Further helping the cause was having celebrities publicly embracing the ZPG message.  Singer/songwriter Pete Seeger broadcast public service announcement about two positive steps to help the environment:  stop at two (children) and tell your friends about your decision.  He even wrote a song for ZPG entitled, “We’ll All Be A-Doubling.”

At the time that ZPG was founded the average number of children in US families was nearly four.  ZPG preached the message of limiting children to two per family.  Catchy slogans on bumper stickers were part of ZPG’s mode of getting out the message. In just a matter of years, the number of children born to young couples decreased to nearly two.  While America’s rising affluence and further shift away from the agricultural sector as its primary economic engine, The Population Bomb and the ZPG organization surely played a role in the changing trends in reproduction.

 While Ehrlich wrote of the need for population control through government intervention, ZPG worked on effecting outcomes using less coercive techniques.  By way of reference, Lawrence Lessig, author of Code and Other Laws of Cyberspace, identified four constraints or regulators that work together to influence behavior:  norms, market, architecture and the law.  It could be said that ZPG worked to influence reproductive behavior via all four constraints, as follows.

Changing the desired family size (norms) was one way that ZPG worked to affect the birth rate in the US.  Developing education programs for teachers about the relationship between overpopulation and the environment was a way for ZPG to plant the seed that fewer children per family are desirable.  The catchy slogans reinforced the ‘stop at two’ message.

ZPG opened vasectomy clinics in the 1970’s, and began dispensing condoms.  Ensuring such access to family planning tools (architecture) was one way that ZPG worked to reduce the birth rate.  Further, the organization worked tirelessly through its network to keep access to abortion and contraceptives available. 

ZPG worked to reduce the birth rate by petitioning insurance companies (the market) to cover the expense of contraceptives.  Further, the organization buttressed the message that fewer children per family were better by highlighting the cost of raising a large family as compared to a smaller one.

ZPG has a lobbying arm based in Washington, D.C. (the law) that has worked on keeping reproductive health services available to women.  According to Bill Ryerson, an individual who was involved with ZPG in the early days, the organization did an extensive amount of lobbying.  One of the results of such lobbying was for Congress to rewrite the 1873 anti-obscenity “Comstock” laws that prohibited the mailing of contraceptives in 1970.

ZPG’s focus audience was white, middle class America from the beginning.  Rather than telling people in other countries what should be done (a form of ‘gringoism’ according to Remington), the organization decided to become strictly a U.S. organization.  The reason the organization targeted the majority white middle class is because it uses a disproportionate share of the resources than the minority groups in the U.S.  Since then, the organization has broadened its message to include Americans of all walks of life.

The ZPG organization was consistent in its ‘no more than 2 children per family’ mantra for over two decades.  More recently they have backed off specifics about the ‘2’ limitation in order to gain favor with a broader base.  It is believed that the change in the organization’s name from Zero Population Growth to Population Connection last year was due to the negative connotation associated with its original name.   Others would probably agree that the organization has reinvented itself into a more politically correct one.

Demographic data shows that the birth rate in the U.S. dropped to replacement levels in the 1970’s.  The largest increase in the population growth rate in the United States occurred in the 1990’s.  This seems like a contradiction, however it can be attributed to the inflow of immigrants.  The U.S. has a positive net immigration.  Rather than relieving overcrowding through net emigration as in some developing countries, the U.S.’s highly populated cities are absorbing more and more new arrivals.  Depending on where the immigrants are coming from, some immigrants have family size desires that are much higher than 2.0 children per family.  For instance, immigrants of Hispanic descent are apt to have larger families.  California in particular has felt the ramifications of its burgeoning population and has proposed measures to limit immigration by restricting access to health care services and schooling for undocumented residents.

ZPG, or Population Connection as it is now called, has not taken a stance in regard to the immigration issue, even though it is the most obvious pressure affecting the U.S. population growth rate.  Though the membership was over 50,000 as recent as December 1998, compared to the politically active organization that ZPG once was, Population Connection is a tamer version.
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