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ABSTRACT 
The impact of humanity on the biosphere results from both the behaviour of people and their numbers. However, within environmental discourse, influencing the scale of the future human population is often avoided entirely. Earth’s population has increased seven-fold since the Industrial Revolution, and is still increasing by a near-record 85 million per year. It is clear that this planet can’t sustain an infinite number of humans. It is also evident that coercive control of reproduction is morally repugnant, unnecessary and relatively ineffective. However, in many instances in the past, programs to promote voluntary birth reduction rapidly shifted social norms and personal preferences regarding family size, simply by raising awareness of costs and benefits. Since the 1990s, such programs have lost political favour, and the freedom to procreate has been elevated to such a level that it is taboo even to suggest that it might have negative consequences for the parents themselves, let alone their children’s generation and the rest of creation. Although most people are already choosing to have small families, larger families are becoming more fashionable, and some governments encourage them. Many people feel that it is a personal choice, somehow disconnected from other environmentally impactful personal choices, which are freely discussed, judged, encouraged or discouraged, sometimes even stigmatised in an effort to persuade ‘responsible’ choices. Should procreation be subjected to similar scrutiny? Should earth ethics enunciate a position on family size? Is lowering births only an issue for countries with high fertility? How do the ethics and realities of migration affect the relationships between family size, population and environmental protection? How should social implications of a declining population be weighed against the environmental risks of a rising population? This session will explore these and other questions, and will seek to build shared understanding on this issue.
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