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By Lindsey Grant
If over the past three decades the United States had deliberately set out to create unemployment, it could 

hardly have done a more thorough job.  The sources of the problem lie in our immigration policy, foreign trade 
policy, the failure to deal with rising productivity, and our reliance on public and private debt.  I will suggest 
specific solutions.  They require a fundamental change in our national thinking to recognize that go-go economic 
growth is no longer possible at this stage in history.

Our present unemployment problem is not transitory, and it is not confined to the United States.  It is much 
more intense in many countries, particularly the poorest ones, and that in turn will lead to more intense migratory 
pressures.  The more prosperous countries – not just the United States – will need the discipline to match their 
populations and their policies to their job opportunities, their resources and their food supply.  They will need to 
develop and enforce effective controls over migration, trade and debt to survive amidst unprecedented challenges.

THE UNITED STATES:  A 
LITANY OF ERRORS 

Unemployment is the most corrosive and most 
desperate aspect of economic downturns such as the 
Great Depression or the current Great Recession.  It 
affects all other economic activity.  Beyond that, it 
destroys the very identity, the sense of confidence and 
purpose, of the people it strikes.  It is worth asking 
ourselves: what has led to the present situation, and what 
can be done about it?  

The immediate cause of our present employment 
problem was the financial collapse of 2008.  Economists 
are grinding out a whole literature of efforts to explain 
the particular financial arrangements and failures that led 
to that collapse.  I will not try to enter that arcane jungle 
but will instead start from the premise that the system 
was a house of cards that collapsed in 2008, and try to 
identify the underlying sources of the weakness.  

Blame is frequently put upon the national drug 
addiction, or failed schools, or the breakdown of family.  
Perhaps so, but those things are as much the result as 
the cause of unemployment.  I think a much better case 
can be made against our immigration policy (or lack of 
one), our commitment to free trade, and the shrinkage of 
employment that comes from rising productivity.  The 
“school” solution to unemployment – public stimulus 
programs to revive economic growth – becomes less and 

less effective as we grow beyond our natural means.  And 
our huge Federal debt has made such programs fiscally 
dangerous.  

Mass Immigration in an Era of Unemployment.  
The most important thing about mass immigration to 
the United States is that it drives our population growth, 
because of the sheer numbers of immigrants and because 
of their relatively high fertility.  More immediately, it 
is (along with trade policy) the most pervasive force 
depressing wages and exacerbating unemployment.  Most 
of the immigrants compete for unskilled and semi-skilled 
jobs – the most vulnerable sector of the work force.  
Those two aspects of immigration are interconnected.  An 
immigration policy that addresses unemployment would 
also address population growth.  Yet all the political 
debate about immigration, now and in the past three 
decades, has been about secondary issues, and there has 
been near-total silence on both those issues. 

Paradoxically, the best measure of unemployment 
is the number employed.  It is more comprehensive than 
the narrowly defined official figure for unemployment 
(which stood at 8.9% in 2011).  Employment peaked at 
146 million in 2007 and dropped to 139 million in 2010 
– a net loss of seven million jobs in the U.S. economy.  
It recovered only 805 thousand of those jobs in 2011.  
Meanwhile, the total adult (16+) U.S. civilian population 
rose by 7.75 million.  The proportion employed declined 
from 63% to 58.4%, which suggests a growth of about 11 



Page 2 The Sources of Unemployment 

million people who need jobs.1 That is a remarkable loss 
of jobs in a very short time.  Employment will fluctuate, 
but there is no evidence to suggest that it is going to 
reach the 2007 ratio in the foreseeable future.  

Immigration contributed to the stagnation of U.S. 
wages since the 1970s.  It became a critical problem 
with the sudden contraction of employment in 2008.  
Immigration totaled some 8.7 million people in the 
1980s, 13.2 million in the 1990s, and 13.9 million in 
the 2000-2010 decade.  In the 1990s, they moved into 
a growing job market.  In the past decade, the market 
peaked and collapsed.  Most of those 13.9 million (plus 
various aliens working here on “non-immigrant” visas) 
are competing for jobs in that smaller market, and not 
always successfully.  Immigrant unemployment in 2009 
was somewhat higher than the overall official U.S. rate.  
They continue to come because conditions here are 
still better than where they came from, and because the 
migratory pattern is now well established.  There are 
family and friends here to help the newcomers adjust.  
Net immigration may have declined in 2009 and 2010 
because of the poor job market, but tentative figures for 
2011 suggest that the decline has stopped.2 

The drive for more immigration comes from big 
businesses (“multinationals” or “MNCs”), commercial 
farmers, the construction and hospitality industries 
seeking cheap labor.  They are assisted, unwittingly, by 
well-meaning people who believe that others should 
have the opportunity to come here, as our ancestors did.  
I sympathize with those feelings but believe that they are 
misguided.  We owe something to our own unemployed 
and to future descendants, and unlimited immigration is 
a sure way to impoverish our own country.3  

Growth in the labor force would not be a problem 
if they could be accommodated.  The central feature of 
this past decade has been the accumulation of evidence 
that we have overstrained our natural support systems.  
I have summarized the evidence before and will simply 
direct the reader to two of the relevant papers.4   Growth 
as we have known it is coming to a close as fossil energy 
runs down, natural resources grow scarcer and less 
accessible, and the growth of food production is reversed 
by shortages of fertilizers and water, desertification, loss 
of arable land and an increasingly hostile climate.  If our 
“leaders” and their economists would study the evidence, 
I hope they would realize that further growth of the labor 
force promises only greater unemployment and poverty.  

What Can Be Done?  I believe the remedy is 
apparent: make immigration policy serve the broadest 
national interest, not the interests of the powerful.  In 
part, that would be achieved simply by enforcing the 
laws on the books.  We need to enforce broader rules 
requiring employers to check social security numbers to 
weed out illegal aliens in the work force.  We need to weed 
out “sanctuary” cities that protect illegal immigrants.  
We need to change our immigration law to reduce the 
numbers in times of high unemployment, as some other 
countries do. 

Most important, since most immigration is legal 
immigration, we must bring the annual numbers down 
from nearly a million to about 200,000.  NPG has listed 
a number of measures that would bring immigration 
under control.5

This is all relatively simple, in theory.  In practice, 
however, it has not happened because of a hopelessly 
divided nation’s unwillingness to take action.  The first 
need is to educate ourselves – and particularly our 
political “leaders” – as to the real consequences of mass 
immigration.  

... a formidable task, given the power of the interests 
who seek cheap labor.  Money talks to politicians.  
Without deliberate policies to restrict immigration, we 
can only hope that the paucity of jobs will itself cause 
migration and fertility to decline, as it did in the Great 
Depression. 

“Free trade” in an Unbalanced World.  Our 
pursuit of free trade is second only to our immigration 
policy as a source of our unemployment problems.  
Immigration increases the demand for jobs.  Free trade 
sends the jobs abroad.  

It took a masterpiece of bad policy to go from the 
producer of half the world’s goods just after World War II 
– with full employment and a trade surplus that we could 
keep in balance only by giving away massive aid – to 
our present situation as the world’s leading mendicant, 
deep in debt to China, Japan, and the rest of the world.  
Free trade was a major part of that policy.   Advocated by 
multinational corporations (MNCs) intent on expanding 
their profits by finding cheaper labor and wider markets, 
it was sold on the basis that we would retain the higher-
paying high tech jobs.  That didn’t happen.  It has nearly 
demolished the United States as a producer of real goods, 
as that work goes abroad.  Employment in manufacturing 
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has declined 37% since 1980.  Our foreign trade surplus 
turned negative in the 1970s.  We ran an annual deficit 
over $600 billion in most of the past decade.  In 2010, 
after the 2008 crash, it was $500 billion, or 21% of our 
total imports of goods and services. 
 

I raised the question in 1996:  “How do we maintain 
our living standards in a world with free movement of 
capital, technology, management, marketing systems, and 
goods?  The multinationals can produce where the labor 
is cheap and docile, and then sell the goods back here.  
Eventually, we won’t be able to afford them, but then 
the MNCs will find something else to do.  Any proposal 
to address the problems of joblessness and alienation 
is dead on arrival if we do not take another look at the 
American free trade shibboleth.”6 

Sixteen years have reinforced that conclusion.  

What Can Be Done?  We should tone down our free 
trade rhetoric – which we already ignore when national 
or corporate self-interest dictates.  We should review our 
tax code to avoid encouraging the out-sourcing of jobs.  
We should enforce the rules against dumping, and write 
labor standards into our trade agreements, plus such 
protections as a compensatory tariff to help equalize the 
labor costs in the participating countries.  That will not be 
an easy task.  Such agreements are dictated by the MNCs 
that seek them, and they will not be at all interested in 
protections for U.S. labor.  

Our “free trade” agreements such as NAFTA 
devote more space to assuring the access of U.S. MNCs 
to the other countries than they do to free trade.  We 
should systematically re-examine them to see whether 
either objective serves our national interest.  President 
Obama in his 2012 State of the Union message called for 
changing our tax code and subsidies to reward companies 
for keeping employment here, rather than for outsourcing 
it abroad.  That is a beginning. 

The Penalties of Rising Productivity.  There is 
a subtler but still important way in which our present 
economic policies cause unemployment.  Our “leaders” 
seem to think that rising productivity is always a 
good thing.  Historically, it has been good because, 
in successful economies, it has generated a rising 
standard of living.  But, as Wassily Leontief pointed out 
decades ago, we have reached a point where we cannot 
mobilize the resources that modern productivity at full 
employment could use, or make use of all the services that 

it can generate.  Leontief advocated a massive transfer 
of money from the employed to the unemployed, but 
permanent public support of a large fraction of able-
bodied but idle people is neither an attractive prospect 
nor politically possible.   

Modern productivity helps us to deal with the 
aging of the population that is integral to modernization.  
Properly managed, it can assure that the old have enough 
to live on.  But it condemns a fraction of working age 
people to unemployment.  The present so-called recovery 
from recession is a case in point.  Employers have 
resorted to investing in machinery to produce additional 
goods, rather than rehiring the people they laid off.  That 
is why massive unemployment persists in the face of 
rising GDP. 

Part of the rise in productivity is real.  Part of it is 
illusory.  We have moved from producing real goods 
and services into more nebulous “services”.  We have 
dodged Leontief’s dilemma by employing more people 
in those sectors even as employment has plummeted in 
manufacturing and stalled in agriculture.  The “leisure 
and hospitality” sector has doubled since 1980.  It 
is now larger than manufacturing, but with average 
earnings only about one-third of those in manufacturing.  
Employment in the “financial activities” sector has grown 
52%, particularly in private investment banking and 
speculation, which produce very little social good and 
which generated the crisis from which we are trying to 
escape.  We need banks, but how much of that activity 
do we need? 

To make matters worse, the profits of rising 
productivity since the 1970s have gone exclusively 
to management and capital, while hourly wages have 
stagnated.  This is directly contrary to the U.S. historical 
experience, when labor shortages enabled working people 
to demand a share in the growth of labor productivity.  
We need to get back to that situation. 

Eventually, we may again want to increase 
productivity.  Its future is murky. Technology and the 
digital revolution will tend to drive it up, but the decline 
of cheap energy will tend to require more labor to 
replace energy in agriculture and other “real” sectors, 
driving labor productivity down.  The prevalence of 
unemployment itself suggests that we are not there yet.

What Can Be Done?  It is dangerous for modern 
politicians to be seen as anti-technology “Luddites”.  
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Government is not likely to restrain the growth in 
productivity and thus encourage the creation of jobs.  
Indeed, that would be an intrusion into corporate 
management that would go against the American mindset.  
I don’t believe that a direct attack on productivity is wise.  
Be it noted, however, that my earlier proposal to restrict 
mass immigration would stop the growth of the work 
force.  That at least would help to drive unemployment 
down, and wages up, whatever happens to productivity.  

Debt as a Non-Solution.  At every level, from 
government to entrepreneurs and speculators, to 
households, we have come to rely increasingly on debt.  
A rising national debt is not a cause of unemployment so 
long as it works, but at some point – now – it becomes 
a danger rather than a convenience.  It ties our hands as 
we try to deal with the unemployment crisis.  U.S. fiscal 
policy has gotten us so far in debt that “fiscal stimulus” 
programs to generate employment, or long term help 
to the unemployed, risk driving inflation if economic 
activity does rise, and it could get away from us.  

The country went off the gold standard in 1933 and 
substituted  “managed currency“ – i.e. fiat money.  When 
capitalism found ways to encourage growth by generating 
paper money, it couldn’t stop.  The United States’ federal 
debt has grown from $116 billion in 1930 to $15.27 
trillion now – a 130-fold expansion.  It seemed to work 
for a time because of inflation – we pay interest on the 
debt in depreciating dollars.  (A dollar now is worth less 
than 7 cents in 1930 dollars.)  And because of economic 
growth during the energy boom.  

... but not forever.  We lecture Europe about its debts 
and temporize about our own.  Our debt was 18% of GDP 
in 1930; it has now passed 100%.  Compare that to the 
percentage figures for the ostensible fiscal malefactors:  
Japan at 240%, Greece at 143%, Italy at 119%, Portugal 
at 93%, Spain at 60%.  France, at 82%, has just been 
downgraded by credit rating agencies, to join us.  (The 
Maastricht Treaty sets a maximum of 60% for European 
Union members but cannot enforce it.) 

Policy makers pretend they are practicing Keynesian 
economics.  It is a false claim.  Keynes envisaged a 
cyclical pattern of budget surpluses in good times and 
deficits to encourage growth in recessions.  Since 1960, 
the Federal budget has showed a surplus only in the last 
three years of the Clinton administration. 

 The electorate went along.  As a nation, we want the 
Government to do everything for us, but we don’t want 
to pay for it.  There are good things we can’t afford, like 
Medicare, unless we are willing to raise taxes.  There are 
bad things we can’t afford, such as the Vietnamese war 
and “nation building” in Afghanistan and Iraq.  

Government takes the easy path.  In good times, 
it is hard to pass austerity measures or higher taxes.  
“Why rock the boat?”  In bad times: “this is no time for 
austerity.” 

Well-meaning Democrat-leaning economists such 
as Paul Krugman seem also to have forgotten Keynes’ 
advice.  They are calling for looser money, to revitalize 
the economy, promote economic growth and mitigate 
unemployment.  Their hearts are in the right place, but 
their thinking is in the wrong century.  Fifty years ago, 
that would have been good advice, but that was when 
our debt was far lower, and we were in the midst of 
the oil boom.  Now, as our Federal expenditures (at 
$1.3 trillion) outrun income by 50%, our national debt 
passes $15 trillion, and food and commodity prices rise, 
we don’t have that option.  We have reached a point on 
the planet where physical growth is constrained by the 
unavailability or increasing cost of the resources on 
which we depend.  Pouring paper money into a limited 
physical system raises the price of the resources.  If 
we continue an expansionist fiscal policy in pursuit of 
the illusion of limitless economic growth, we run the 
risk of generating uncontrollable inflation and soaring 
interest rates, instead.  Paper money, unbacked, is worth 
as much or as little as people think it is worth.  Even 
now, the dollar holds its value because we are the only 
game in town – aside from some limited havens such 
as Switzerland.  Money is unlikely to take flight to the 
Euro, right now.  

Meanwhile, the Federal Reserve can increase the 
supply of money without limit.  The Fed is the final 
arbiter and creator of dollars.  It has nearly quadrupled 
its holdings of public and private debt, and perhaps much 
more, since 2007.7 

Investment banks have been making loans with 
little or no backing, thereby expanding the credit in the 
system.  Banks that loan $5 for every dollar they own 
(5:1 leverage) were considered prudent.  By 2007, some 
investment banks and funds were operating with leverage 
of 35:1.  They invented “securitized” mortgage packages 
a few years ago.  It was a fraud because they bundled 
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dubious mortgages – debts – into saleable packages 
and called them assets.  And that further multiplied the 
fictitious assets in the system.  Competition drove the 
excesses, as well as greed.  In a competitive market, 
leverage pays, and those who don’t keep up lose their 
investors.   

And then they came running to Treasury and the 
Fed to save them.  The total money supply (M1) includes 
demand accounts based on those loans, along with 
rising Federal stimulus spending and debt.  It grew at 
an unprecedented pace, nearly 60% from 2007 to 2011.  
That is a lot of new money chasing resources, goods and 
services.  Right now, people are cautious, and money 
velocity is low, but that money means more inflationary 
pressure when we get more rambunctious.  And the 
prospect is about nil that that new money can be retired 
in the foreseeable future, given our fiscal prospects.   

A structure built on debt is inherently unstable 
because of the snowball effect when enough debtors 
cannot keep up their payments.  In a more solid structure, 
investment would be based on prior earnings. 

What Can Be Done?  I do not propose a return to the 
gold standard.  It would be too inflexible a strait jacket 
for a modern economy.  But we must learn other ways to 
discipline ourselves.  This is a subject for the financial 
experts, but I believe we need  

• a return to reliance more on savings and less on 
debt to finance new investment, 

• a requirement for a balanced Federal budget 
over the business cycle, 

• enforceable guidelines that relate money growth 
to real growth (or decline), 

• the return to a separation of investment banking 
from commercial banking (as the Glass-Steagall 
Act of 1933 used to require, and former Federal 
Reserve Chairman Paul Volcker advocates.) 

• and tight controls over leverage, particularly in 
investment banks.   

At this point in history, debt-financed economic 
growth will not cure unemployment.  We must reduce 
unemployment by reducing the demand for jobs, which 
means reducing immigration and, over the longer term, 
reversing population growth.  

Such a turnaround will not come easily. 

The Perpetual Growth Myth and the Economics 
of Greed.  The driving force behind current policies is a 
state of mind.  Forgive me for returning to an old theme:  
There are two warring paradigms or world views in 
conflict today.  The dominant one is the belief in unending 
economic growth, beloved by entrepreneurs because it 
serves their immediate interest.  The second one is the 
finite Earth paradigm, which recognizes the limits to 
growth in any finite system.  Some sectors may grow, 
as technology and demographics change, but the overall 
scale will be depressed by resource limits.  

The first paradigm is, at some point, a mathematical 
absurdity, but post-Keynesian economics assumes that 
unlimited resources and wealth are available for the 
taking, and that it is up to the ambitious and capable 
to appropriate and expand them.  It is a theory built on 
unrestrained individualism and on greed, as its inventor 
John Maynard Keynes himself admitted.  The problem 
is that greed is not self-limiting.   We are living through 
the consequences of that belief right now.  

A certain level of inflation serves that mindset.  It 
erodes the savings of the prudent, as the currency loses 
value.  But entrepreneurial gamblers – and debt-ridden 
governments – like it, because it enables them to pay the 
interest on their debts with cheaper money.  The Federal 
Reserve Bank likes a 2% annual inflation rate.  Other 
central banks set it as high as 4%.  That is a dangerous 
game.  At 4% inflation, money loses half its value in 17 
years, destroying savings.  Runaway inflation destroys 
jobs and eventually the economy, as Germany learned 
in the 1920s.  

It was like a gigantic Ponzi scheme built on 
growing debt, a collaboration between government 
and private financiers, to the benefit of politicians and, 
particularly,  financial speculators.  Until now, the 
wage earning classes have gone along with it, partly 
because they didn’t understand it, partly because they 
hoped to join in the bonanza, and partly because they 
themselves were prospering as they rode the petroleum 
wave, until the 1970s.  Wages were rising, and more and 
more wives were joining the paid labor force.  Perhaps 
most important psychologically: we were living in an 
increasingly egalitarian society.  In 1928, the top 1% 
of income earners received 23.9% of all income.  That 
declined steadily for decades, until in 1975 the figure 
was down to 8.9%.  In other words, wage earners were 
getting more of a growing pie.  It was a quiet, massive 
social revolution, started by the New Deal.  That turned 
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around in the Reagan years, and by 2007 the top 1% were 
back up to 23.5% of total income.8  

When real hourly wages stagnated, many working 
people (now euphemistically called “the middle 
class”) tried to support their new consumption habits 
by increasing their mortgage debts – until the housing 
bubble burst.  

schemes, it collapsed.   

What Can Be Done?  We cannot solve our 
employment problem, or the stagnation of wages, or the 

until as a society we stop pursuing the myth of perpetual 

passed its capacity to support our demands.  We must 
adjust the demands, not try to force growth. Our task is 
to bring our system around to that mindset. 

The Inchoate Revolution.  Labor is coming to 
  .dah gnieb si ti taht ,yaw etaohcni llits a ni ,ezingocer

The current Republican primaries are helping to educate 
the electorate by showing how little the rich pay in 
taxes.  Recent news stories are showing us that Apple 
– the investors’ darling – produces its iPhones overseas 
(often in very bad labor conditions) and contributes 
very little to American employment.  The Occupy Wall 
Street movement showed that many people have begun 
to realize that the astonishing growth in the wealth of 

divinely ordered.  They are angry, but not yet focused. 

We are mired in controversy.  The Republicans 
  .ytilauqeni erom dna ,sexat rewol ,tnemnrevog ssel kees

Their right wing would sharply reduce immigration, but 
the money interests don’t agree.  The Democrats profess 
to be worried about unemployment, but they propose to 
reduce unemployment by means we cannot afford, and 

  .noitargimmi fo slevel gnikaerb-drocer enodnoc yeht
Clearly, they think they are courting the “Hispanic vote”, 
but they may be wrong.  So-called Hispanic leaders, 
many of them unelected, call for more immigration, 

9  
In New Mexico, the new Governor is the daughter of 
Mexican immigrants, but she ran on a platform calling 
for  denying driver’s licenses to illegal immigrants, and 

  .cinapsiH flah ylraen si taht etats a ni – ylidnah now ehs
       

Centrists predict a “revolution from the center”, 
but few of them identify the real problems or their 

formulated into a coherent program by any political party 
or political organization.  I imagine that that will change, 
but it is likely to be lost in the tumult of sharpening class 
antagonisms.  The current scene does not look propitious 
for the emergence of sane policies.10  

Only a few small countries seem to have been able 
to develop a social consensus around a recognition 
of limits.  Perhaps they could teach us something, or 
perhaps they can do it precisely because they are small 
and homogeneous.  That is hardly applicable to the 
United States.  

THERE IS MORE TO COME 

“Shifting Shares” and Population Change.  The 

for the United States is, even more, sauce for Europe and 
Japan.  They have aging, high wage labor, long vacations, 

labor desperate for jobs.  They are less given to extolling 
the joys of mass migration and free trade than we are, 
and more protectionist, and for good reason.  They are 
perhaps better prepared than we are, psychologically, to 
adopt policies to protect employment and their national 
interest, but they are more crowded and less endowed 
with the energy and raw materials that have moved into 
short supply.  

U.S. population has quadrupled since 1900, but we 
are still among the most favored of nations in terms of 

  .atipac rep secruoser ygrene dna slarenim ,dnal elbara
We have a better base on which to maintain employment 
than do most countries.  The situation is generally worst 
among the poorest countries, and it is there, because of 
population growth, that the future is bleakest.  

The UN Population Division calculates that 2.9 
billion people (42% of world population) are in countries 
presently below replacement level fertility.  If it lasts, 
that low fertility will lead to smaller populations – IF 
immigration does not drive their population up.  Another 
2.8 billion people (40% of world population, including 
the United States) are in countries with average fertility 
within 50% of replacement level.  We don’t yet know how 
far or how fast their populations will need to decline to 
stay in balance with food and other resources, or whether 
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they can muster the will to do it, or will have the time, but 
  .noitulos a fo ecnahc emos evah tsael ta seirtnuoc esoht

  .enola ton era seirtnuoc esoht taht si melborp ehT
The 58 “most fertile” countries pose an insuperable 
problem.  The UN Population Division expects them to 
grow from 1.2 billion now to 4.2 billion in 2100, and 
from 18% to 42% of the world’s population.  That is 
called shifting shares.  The fertile replace the infertile.   

They won’t get there.  I have pointed out that the 
Population Division fails to recognize the limits to food 
production when it thinks they can get there.11 Those 
countries cannot feed themselves now.  They cannot 
hope to feed 4.2 billion people.  The future has already 
come to Africa, and the wars we call tribal are driven by 
the competition of growing populations for dwindling 

  .dnalmraf rieht pu yub seirtnuoc rehcir sa dna – ni
Modern commercial fertilizers have just started reaching 
many of those countries, but they are becoming scarce 
and expensive, and that makes the situation even more 
desperate.  Most of those countries cannot compete for 
them, even while they are still available.  

Women in those most fecund societies average 4.9 
children.  That number has declined only 27% since 
1965-1970.  The UN projects a 57% decline between now 
and 2100, but even that would be far from enough.  If they 
are hungry now, they need to get back to a population 
less than the present 1.2 billion – and very swiftly, before 

ravage their present scant resources.  Only a calamity 
could lead to such a reversal.  The fertility decline in most 

  .elcarim a ot esolc sa nopu dekool si aciremA nitaL fo
It has dropped from 5.9 to 2.2 since 1960 – 64% in 50 
years.  But Africa needs a bigger miracle.  Most of Latin 
America was less crowded to start with, it is still above 
replacement level fertility, its population has nearly 
quadrupled and has yet to stop.  That is no solution for 
Africa, or Bangladesh.  

We can continue to try to help the “most fertile” 
countries to address their fertility, but many of them are 
corrupt and failed states, unable even to provide minimal 
government to most of their territory.  Fertility cannot 
decline enough in time to save them.  Mortality will rise, 
and population growth will be stopped by starvation 
and disease.  It is a terrible prospect, but one we cannot 
control from afar.  

What will the people do?  They will migrate.  People 
  .nac yeht fi liomrut dna ytrevop morf yawa evom lliw

Add to that the continuing migration of people – even in 
stabilizing countries – to where they have learned they 
can earn more.  Mexico and the United States offer such 
an example.  A pattern has been established that will 
probably continue, even though Mexican fertility has 
declined to just above replacement level, and population 
growth will eventually stop.  Right now, the migration is 
probably somewhat down because U.S. unemployment 

so long as the differential in wages exists.  Unless we do 
something about it. 

Those migratory pressures threaten to vitiate efforts 
in the less fertile societies to bring their population into 

  .gnineppah ydaerla si sihT  .secruoser rieht htiw ecnalab
The United States would be on the way to losing 
population now if it were not for immigration.  The 
U.K. is experiencing record immigration levels, and it 
expects its population to grow by 13% to 70 million in the 
next few years, even though its fertility has been below 
replacement level since 1970.  Because of immigration, 
the population of Italy is 9% higher than the UN thought 
that it would be by now, and it is rising rather than falling, 

  .0891 ecnis tnemecalper woleb raf etar ytilitref a etipsed

A Vanishing Window of Opportunity.  The 
pressures on the system are mounting.  I have suggested 
the desperation of the “most fertile” societies.  For 
them, emigration may seem the only solution, but it is 

employment and wages, food supplies, and indeed to the 
very identity of the receiving countries.  The problems 
will increase with population growth, rather than go 
away.  The proposals I have made to deal with current 
unemployment in the United States are simply part of 
the measures that we and other societies must take to 
address the problems posed by population growth in the 
era of resource scarcity, climate change and the fossil 
energy transition.12 It is a time of stringencies and rising 
competition.  Only by envisaging and enforcing effective 
immigration controls, by protecting domestic labor from 
a world in which too many people are competing for too 
few jobs, and by learning to live sustainably without 
rising debts, can the U.S. and the less fecund societies 
hope to preserve their own future.  Triage is not a pleasant 
prospect, and it may not succeed, but the alternative is 
clear: desperation for the fertile and infertile alike, until 
we learn to come into balance with our planet.

Ω
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NOTES

1. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Household Data, Historical, 
Table A-1. Employment status of the civilian 
noninstitutional population 16 years and over, 1977 to 
date.  

2. Data from Center for Immigration Studies Backgrounder 
“A Record-Setting Decade of Immigration: 2000-
to 2010”, by Steven Camarota, October 2011, from 
Census and Bureau of Labor Statistics data.  Because of 
emigration and deaths of immigrants, the 13.9 million 
immigrants represented a net gain of perhaps 9 million 
from 2000 to 2010.  Migration data are notoriously 
inexact, because of poor data, illegal immigration, 
non-immigrant visa overstayers, our failure to count 
emigrants, and differing terminology among the 
statistical agencies. 

3. See my NPG FOOTNOTE, 2-2012: “Two White Hats”. 
4. See my booklet Valedictory: The Age of Overshoot 

(Note 11) and follow-up NPG FORUM paper The 
Apocalypse is on Schedule (NPG March 2011.) 

5. See www.npg.org, “Proposed National Population 
Policy”, under  “What NPG Stands For.”  

6. Juggernaut: Growth on a Finite Planet (Santa Ana, CA: 
Seven Locks Press, 1996) p.181. 

7. Bloomberg Market Magazine online Nov. 27, 2011 
calculated that by March 2009 the Fed had committed 
$7.77 trillion, including emergency short term credits 
and other measures such as loan guarantees to shore up 
the financial sector, without publicly reporting them.  

8. Former Labor Secretary Robert B. Reich, “The Limping 
Middle Class”, New York Times 9-13-2011, from 
Bureau of Labor Statistics data. 

9. See my NPG FORUM article “It’s The Numbers, 
Stupid”, Nov. 2003.  Polls regularly show that a 
majority of respondents, including Hispanics, want less 
immigration.  Polls sponsored by the Chicago Council 
on Foreign Relations show – among other things – that 
most of the general public wants less immigration, but 
the “elite” want more.  In a remarkably candid quote, 
U.S. Senator Tom Davis told the Senate that a proposed 
bill increasing immigration was not popular, but that 
Silicon Valley executives wanted it, and they are major 
political contributors.  The bill passed 93-1. 

10. For a more detailed discussion, see my NPG FORUM 
“November’s Lessons”, November 2010. 

11. See UN Population Division, World Population 
Prospects, the 2010 Revision, and my June 2011 NPG 
FORUM, “The UN 2010 Population Projections: A  
Proposal”. 

12. In the booklet Valedictory: The Age of Overshoot (NPG, 
2007), I catalogued the measures that I believe are 
needed to address the multiple issues facing humanity as 
it wrestles with overpopulation.  (Available from NPG or 
at www.npg.org.  See the italicized starred paragraphs.)
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