
The following extracts are taken 
from a speech delivered by Robert S. 
McNamara, President of the World Bank, 
at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech­
nology, Cambridge, .·· Massachusetts,
U.S.A., on April 28, 1977, 

Short of thermonuclear war itself, popula­
tion growth is the gravest issue the world 
faces over the decades immediately ahead. 
·. Indeed, in many ways rampant popula-
tion growth is an even more dangerous
and subtle threat to the world · than .
thermonuclear war, for it is intrinsically
less subject to rational safeguards, and
less amenable to organized control.

The population growth of the planet is 
not in the· exclusive control · of a few 
governments, .but rather in the hands of 
literally hundreds of millions of individual 
parents who will ultimately determine the 
outcome. 

That is what makes the population 
threat-even more than the nuclear 
threat-diffuse and intractable. And that 
is why it must be faced-like the nuclear 
threat-for what it inevitably is: both a 
central determinant of mankind's future, 
and one requiring far more attention of the 
world community than it is presently 
receiving. 

Last year the world's total population 
passed the four billion mark. On the face of 
it, the event was not very dramatic. It 
marked, of course, the largest number of 
human beings ever to have been alive 
simultaneously on the planet-and thus 
was a record of sorts. But that particular 
record is broken every year. And will con­
tinue to be broken every year long beyond 
the life span of anyone alive today. 

Barring a holocaust brought on by man 
or nature, the world's population tonight­
as we sit here-is the smallest it will ever 
be again. 

How did it reach a population of four 
billion? 

For the first 99 per cent of man's 
existence, surprisingly slowly. For the last 
1 per cent of his history, in a great rush. 

It took mankind more than a million 
years to reach a population of 1 billion. 
But the second billion required only 120 
years; the third billion 32 years; and the 
fourth billion 15 years. If one postulates 
that the human race began with a single 
pair of parents, the population has had to 
double only 31 ti.H$�f8�W'l=Bt ft8fl!!lilse
huge total. · · · 
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. Mr .. McNamara and seni.or_ �8,nk staff visiting a family planning center in Korea. 

Country 

India 
Brazil 
Bangladesh 
Nigeria 
Mexico 

. At the current global growth rate of 
about 2 per cent, the world's population 
will add a fifth billion in about 11 years. 

But these global totals, of course, 
obscure wide demographic differences 
between the developed and developing 
countries ... 

From 1 750 · to 1850 the developed 
countries grew annually by 1.5 million 
people and the developing countries by 3 
million; from 1850 to 1950, by 5 million 
and 7 million, respectively; and from 1950 
to 1975, by 11 million and 48 million. 

It now appears that a signific;ant decline 
in fertility may have at last begun in the 

The ultimate size o·f stationary population 1

in selected developing. countries 

Pop. 1975 

620 

110 

76 

65 

62 

fin millions> 

Ultimate stationary population 

NRA' of 1.0 
achieved in Yr. 2000 

1,400 

275 

245 

200 

'175 

NRA of 1.0 
·achieved in Yr. 2020 

2,000 

390 

400 

320 

270 

Percentage 
increase 

caused by 
two decades 

of delay 

43 

42 

63 

60 

54 

Source: Tomas Freika, The Futurt1of Population Growth: Alternative Paths to Equilibrium, Population Council. New York, 

1973. ' 
1 The stationary population level will be reached about 70 years alter the date on which a NRR of t .0 is realized. 
2 Net rep roduction rate: the number of daughters a woman would have. under prevailing fertility and mortality pattarns. 
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