How Many People Can Earth Support?





In mid-1992, the world population reached 5.5 billion.  Assuming an annual growth rate of 1.7 %, it is expected to reach 6.2 billion by the end of the century.  Estimates of how many people the planet can support range from 2.5 billion (have we already exceeded the carrying capacity?) to 40 billion.  Why do the estimates vary so widely?


	An  estimate of 2.5 billion assumes that we maintain current levels of food production and that everyone eats as well as Americans do now, that is 30 to 40 % more calories than needed.  The estimate of 40 billion assumes that all the remaining flat land of the world can be used to produce food, although most of it is too cold or too dry to farm.  What is a realistic carrying capacity?  What  factors need to be considered to answer this question?





Food Supply





World grain production has apparently leveled off since reaching its highest levels in the mid-1980s.  The production of grain from 1984 to 1994 remained at approximately 1.7 billion tons, after rising from 631 million tons in 1950.  If the present harvest were distributed evenly and everyone ate a vegetarian diet, it could support 6 billion people.  The remarkable increase in productivity since 1950 was the result of the development of high-yielding varieties, use of chemical fertilizers, application of pesticides, and doubling of cropland acreage.  Although grain production continues to be high, as world population grows, the per-capita allotment of grain has been falling since 1984, when it stood at 346 kilograms per capita; in 1994 it had fallen to 311 kilograms per capita.





Land and Soil Resources





Almost all the usable agricultural land, approximately 1.5 billion hectares (ha) (ha= 3.7 billion acres) is already being cultivated.  An increase of 13 percent  in agricultural lands is possible but would be costly.  Per-capita land area devoted to raising crops has dropped since 1950 to 1.7 ha (4.2 acres) and will continue to drop to approximately 1 ha (2.5 acres) by
