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“THERE IS currently
some tendency to blame on
the population explosion all
of our social and environ-
mental ills . . . This is an
unrealistic and all too
simple explanation. Most
of these problems have their
origins in other social, eco-
nomic and political factors
and from the excessive con-
centration of our existing
population in metropolitan
arcas. But {here is no doubt
that most or all of our na-
tional ills are seriously exac-
erbated by a rapidly ex-
panding population.”

So said Dr. J. George Har-
rar, president of the Rocke-
feller TPoundation, in testi-
mony before a House sub-
commitiece on the “Effects
of Population Growth on
Natural Resources and the
Environment.”

This overview of the U.S.
nulation problem I readily
cond. Neither Dr. Harrar
nor myself would minimize
the crushing economic bur-
den of a 23-year population-
_doubling time on the poor
countrics of the world. But
we cannot compare that
problem with our 70-year
.doubling time in the context
“of our own cconomy. If we
were ready and well able to
cope with our obvious needs
for social and environmental

rehabilitation, our popula- .

tion growth would be a
small additional burden. To
{he extent thal we are not,
however, - population  in-
crease can only aggravate
our difficulties. .

THE STRIPPING of our
forests and the depletion of
our mineral resources are
among the problems said to
be closely connected with
our population growth. In
{act, the instant problem is
how to provide for an exist-
ing world population. To
match the consumption pat-
terns of the United States—
and we have far from satu-

ited what we regard as our

own needs for housing and
other durables—would re-
quire a nearly tenfold in-
crease in mining the world's
resources. .

That would have to be re-
doubled for a decade to
match our above-ground
stockpiles in existing build-
ings, rolling stock, in-
dustrial plant and so forth.
Known reserves of iron ore
and fossil fuels might barely
meet such requirements, but
the reserves of most other
metals are hopelessly inade-
quate for any such sudden
increase of demand. Mercury
and silver are already in
critical supply for the exist-
ing indusirial economy, and
the 20-year outlook for ura-
nium, nickel, tin, lead and
zinc is at least questionable.

U.S. population growth
does mnot, however, bear
heavily on this question.
Our growih in mineral use
per capita runs at about 2
per cent per year; it presses
twice as hard as the popula-
tion increase itself, The un-
derlying question is whether
the {ree enterprise price sys-
ifem can react promptly and
correctly enough {0 our real
resource needs.

FROM MANY  stand-

points, the poor countries !

now suffer from an appar-
ent glut of primary commod-
ities through the depression
of prices to levels that
hinder their economic devel-
opment. Mineral values
make up hardly more than
one per cent of our own
GNP. We might withstand a
gradual adjustment of their

prices by as much as 10 .

times without enormous
deprivation—though neces-
sarily with quite some effect
on competition between in-
dustries.

During the past decade,
the depletion of silver and
mercury has caused a price
increase of two-to threefold,
This has already resulted in
strenuous efforts to con-

serve and recycle these met-
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als. Their properties are too
special to encourage much
direct substitution in appli- .
cations like silver in conven-

tional photography. But the
shortages have impelled
strenuous efforts to find new
approaches -—— with  some
successes, like xerographic
copy making.

Competitive pressures for
minerals ‘{from a develop-
ing world may end up
with the paradoxical ben-
efit of making us recycle
our wastes and reclaim our
junked cars under simple
economic pressure. It is im-
portant that we encourage
the technological advances
that can lead to a more effi-
cient use and reuse of our
resources,

It is equally important
that we do not permit the
pressure of shrinking
reserves to justify economic
distortions in the name of
parochial sufficiency, or the
fundamentally uneconomic
wastage of the whole envi-
ronment in the name of
“Cheap” extraction of min-
erals.
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