Reverend Malthus and President Zardari —Nasir Abbas Mirza 
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We may or may not wake up to this reality but the Saudis and the Qataris are aware of what’s in store for humanity in the coming decades. They want to buy fertile land in poor countries like Pakistan to feed their people when half the world would be dying of hunger

Recently, I thought of Thomas Robert Malthus because our President made the good old Reverend turn and squirm in his grave. A week or so ago, the President said in Karachi, “We are making plans for Pakistan that will have a population of 250 million in the future”. Try as you might, you would not be able to make a more catastrophic statement.

Malthus, the great 19th century Victorian political economist, is going to be the most significant philosopher in this century. He became famous and controversial when he predicted that, “the power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man”. 

Granted that Malthus did not foresee the revolution in agriculture or the revolution brought about by hydrocarbon energy, but that does not change anything. He merely got his timing wrong. The beauty and power of his theory is not its timing but its inevitability.

In all likelihood, the first country to test and prove right the inevitability of this theory would be Pakistan. “QED, I rest my case”, Malthus would have said. 

In the not too distant future, we, the entire humanity, are guaranteed beyond all doubt to outrun all of the planet’s resources. The environment of Earth will crumble under the burden of far too many human beings. That’s a species-specific way of looking at things. Let me rephrase it lest you get it wrong: nothing, absolutely nothing, can happen to this planet. It has been here for billions of years and it will continue to be here for billions of years to come with or without human beings. It’s humanity that will perish, not as a whole but a huge chunk of it (more on that some other time). Right now what matters is that in this planet versus humans war, Pakistan is the ill-equipped, untrained, frontline foot soldier.

Name anything and everything that is wrong with this country. That would be a long list. The easier way would be to take out whatever little is right and club everything else in a “Problems” folder. A one-line summary of that folder would tell you that actually we have only one problem: unchecked population growth. Terrorism, poverty, lawlessness, illiteracy, financial and moral bankruptcy, governance, environmental neglect and what have you, all spring from the same seed. 

Two interrelated things are missing from the preceding list: water scarcity and hunger. If so far we have not become another Somalia, it is only because we had fertile land and abundant water and not because we are smart. Now we have been declared a water-challenged country. Our underground water reduces by several feet every year. We have dry rivers and the subsoil, which took thousands of years to form, is being depleted though overuse. All this may loom large but we still have to feed an unaffordably large population. 

We don’t even know how many we are. There is no census and there is no credible assessment of the growth rate. Lazy bureaucrats pressurised by political expediencies throw arbitrary and highly unreliable numbers at us. A good guess would be a population of 180 million and a 3 percent growth rate. At this rate, we would be 250 million in about 10 years. Out of that 162 million would be under-16 years of age. These numbers would jolt anyone but our leaders, who want to plan for this population. But why should we stop at 250 million? We will continue to breed incessantly until there is only standing room in this country. 

Look around you, do we look like citizens? Let alone at 250 million, we are a crowd, a majma, a hujoom and a lashkar even at 180 million. We actually dream of a president who would tell us that we need to decrease and stabilise the population of this country at around 80 million. Where will we grow food for 200-plus million? Where will the clean and safe energy come from for 200-plus million? Who will manage and govern the multitudes of the hungry and the angry, the unclothed and the unwashed, the illiterate and the jobless? Who will stop these hordes from being indoctrinated by furious looking false prophets?

Protecting the environment is the flavour of the decade. There are tree-huggers, anti-pollution protesters, the EPAs and the Lahore Bachao Tehreeks, all running the whole gamut on the environment. Not one of them has ever pointed out that the most unfriendly thing for the environment is not plastic bags or CFCs or carbon dioxide emissions, but human beings — far too many of them for this planet to sustain. On the contrary, they are busy cleaning up the environment so that human beings can multiply in comfort. When will we start talking about an environment-friendly population policy? 

For some really good literature and ideas, visit the website of the Optimum Population Trust (www.optimumpopulation.org), an influential think tank in the United Kingdom. The most alarming sight on that website is a digital counter ticking away at breakneck speed showing the exact pace at which the population of the world is increasing. Last time I saw this 10-digit counter, it read 6,852,708,615, and counting. Gosh! How one wants to stop it or, better still, reverse it. 

Where are our OPTs? To start with, this think tank would have a catchy acronym, OPTP (Optimum Population Trust of Pakistan). We could do with several large digital counters on public display in each city showing our population and it’s rate of increase at 10 per minute; 625 per hour; 15,000 per day and so on. Let us hear: “Hey, I just went to see a movie and by the time I came back this counter at Liberty roundabout had gone up by 2,000!” 

Let the people see for themselves the suicidal ticking away of the population bomb. No amount of developmental planning can keep pace with this counter and that’s precisely what Malthus wrote. No leader or planner in the past has been able to keep pace with it and neither will Mr Zardari with his vision of making plans for a Pakistan of 250 million. 

How could any leader talk about this when they don’t even consider this a problem? General Zia-ul Haq and Mian Nawaz Sharif had, and have, such strong links with the right-wing ultra orthodox religious parties (and countries) that their stance on this would take us to the 250 million mark and beyond sooner rather than later. Benazir Bhutto, General Pervez Musharraf and Shaukat Aziz also did not think that this population issue merited their attention.

We may or may not wake up to this reality but the Saudis and the Qataris are aware of what’s in store for humanity in the coming decades. They want to buy fertile land in poor countries like Pakistan to feed their people when half the world would be dying of hunger. But we, as they say informally, are least pushed. I don’t see any motions being put forward on any forum regarding the population menace. Absolutely no moto, neither suo- nor non-suo.
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