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Foreword

Humans have long dreamed of living in Utopia—a
perfect, trouble-free world. Well, here’s a bit of bad news: it
will never happen. There always have been problems, and
there always will be. That doesn’t mean that we can’t solve
those problems, only that we need to be aware that new issues
will arise to take the places of the ones we’ve solved. It’s a
natural part of life.

Issues of Our Age offers a snapshot of the problems
which affect our society today, in the second decade of the
twenty-first century. There’s quite a variety: some of these
problems have been around for centuries, while others are
probably younger than you are. A hundred years from now, a
person reading this book—your great-grandchild, perhaps—
might be amused by the issues described in it (“Famine? Oh,
yeah, I remember hearing about that in my history class”),
but you can be sure that he or she will have worries, even if
they're not the same as the ones we have.

Issues of Our Age is my fifth book for Kinseido. Like the
earlier ones, it’s not meant to give you a complete, detailed
look at each of the topics it covers; that would require far too
many pages and too much jargon. Like my earlier books, this
one is not meant to tell you what I think the best solutions
are. Instead, my aim in writing it is to present you with
fresh perspectives on these problems and to try to steer your
thoughts in directions which you haven't considered before.
You might decide that these new ways of looking at the world’s
dilemmas are not as good as the old ways. That’s fine. The



important thing is to explore as many different approaches to
our goal as possible before deciding which approach to take.

I hope that you enjoy Issues of Our Age. I hope that it
gives you new ideas even about the oldest problems. I hope
that it improves your English. And I hope that some day not
too long from now we will have resolved most of these issues.
Then we’ll be able to turn our attention to new issues of a new

age.

Peter Weld
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1 Seven Billion and Counting
H0LD2 -© D102

How many people live on Earth?

Warm-up questions

+ What do you think are some of the problems that overpopulation
might cause?

« Do you know any underpopulated areas in Japan?

A centimeter is about as wide as your fingernail, but
seven billion centimeters equals more than one-and-a-half
trips around the globe. A second goes by in the blink of an eye,
but seven billion seconds? That’s over two hundred twenty
years! There’s no denying it: seven billion is a big number.

In 2011, the United Nations announced that the world’s
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population had exceeded seven billion people. Of course,
nobody really knows exactly how many human beings
live on this planet; most developed countries count their
citizens in a census every five or ten years and get a pretty
good headcount—though not a perfect one—but developing
countries often don’t have anything better than a general
idea of their population. Nonetheless, even if the seven billion
figure was actually reached a few years before 2011 or is still
a few years away, it’s roughly accurate, and there’s no denying
it: seven billion is a lot of people.

So much has been written about Japan’s low birth rate
and declining population that it’s easy to overlook the fact
that the world’s population continues to grow. Japan is not the
only country in which the population is leveling off or even
going down; Germany, Singapore, and South Korea are among
the other nations in that situation. At the opposite end of the
spectrum are countries such as Niger, Mali, and Burundi,
where the average woman bears six or seven children during
her lifetime—and where hunger, poverty, and disease are all
parts of everyday life for many.

Do you see the irony in that last paragraph? In the
wealthy countries, where most people could afford to have
more children if they wanted to, fertility rates are actually
quite low; meanwhile in the poor countries many people have
to struggle just to survive from one day to the next—but they
continue to have more children.

You can surely understand that high birth and fertility
rates tend to result in a low standard of living because a
family’s resources (and the nation’s resources as a whole) have
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to be divided among more people, leaving a smaller share for
each person. But is it possible that the opposite is also true—
that a low standard of living results in high birth and fertility
rates?

Yes, it certainly is. A rich farmer can hire people to work
for him, but a poor farmer can’t. If he needs more people to
work on his farm, he’ll probably think that his only choice is
to have more children because he doesn’t have to pay them
wages in exchange for their help—and the same is true for a
shop owner in a city. Furthermore, wealthy people have more
safe, effective options when it comes to family planning and
can afford to send their children to schools, where they're
more likely to learn about the dangers of overpopulation.

What we have then is a vicious circle: a low standard
of living leading to more babies, which means more mouths
to feed and therefore a lower standard of living. Clearly we
have to break this cycle. The world’s population has more
than doubled in the last fifty years, and if it continues to grow
at that rate, a hundred years from now there will be nearly
thirty billion people packed onto the Earth.

How can we break the cycle? There is no one simple
answer; if there were, the problem would have been solved
long ago. Rather we’ll have to try a variety of approaches, in
the hope that each of them will help a little and all of them
collectively will bring us to a solution. For example, people
in developing countries need to be provided with access to
reliable methods of birth control at reasonable costs. But for
birth control to be effective, people have to want to use it
and know how to use it properly, and that’s where improved
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education is necessary: in schools and at the community level,
teachers and health workers will need to explain persuasively
how much more comfortable life can be with a smaller
population.

Improving the developing world’s health services
requires money. Improving the developing world’s educational
system requires money. And money is one of the things that
the developing countries don’t have much of. Where will the
funding for these improvements come from? From foreign aid
provided by developed nations? There’s another bit of irony:
many developed countries are busy spending their money to
try to get their own birth rates to go up!

The funding has to come from somewhere, and it has to
come soon because there are too many reasons why we need
to slow and then stop the world’s population growth—in fact,

more than seven billion reasons.



Exercises

1. Write the Japanese that corresponds to each English word or phrase.
(1) developed countries (p.2 13) =

(2) census (p.2 14) =
(3) overlook (p.2 1.12) =
(4) nonetheless P2 17) =
(5) struggle (p.2 1.25) =

IL Choose the best answer.
(1) Which of the following statements is NOT true?

(a) Most developed countries count their citizens in a census
every five or ten years.

(b) The U.N. announced that the world population had exceeded
seven billion people.

(c) The developing countries have an accurate grasp of their
population.

(2) In such countries as Germany, Singapore, and South Korea,
the population has started to
(a) decrease
(b) increase
(c) explode

(3) According to the essay, funding to help the developing countries
(a) should come from the countries themselves.
(b) should come as slowly as possible.
(c¢) should come as soon as possible.

II1. After reading, think about these questions.

(1) What do you think about the declining population in Japan?
Do you have any ideas about how to get Japan’s birth rate to go
up?

(2) How might the world’s overpopulation as a whole affect your
life in the future?



