Richard Nixon: Special Message to the
Congress on Problems of Population
Growth

Special Message to the Congress on Problems of Population Growth
July 18, 1969
To the Congress of the United States:

In 1830 there were one billion people on the planet earth. By 1930 there were two billion, and by

1960 there were three billion. Today the world population is three and one-half billion persons.

These statistics illustrate the dramatically increasing rate of population growth. It took many
thousands of years to produce the first billion people; the next billion took a century; the third

came after thirty years; the fourth will be produced in just fifteen.

If this rate of population growth continues, it is likely that the earth will contain over seven billion
human beings by the end of this century. Over the next thirty years, in other words, the world’s
population could double. And at the end of that time, each new addition of one billion persons
would not come over the millennia nor over a century nor even over a decade. If present trends
were to continue until the year 2000, the eighth billion would be added in only five years and each

additional billion in an even shorter period.

While there are a variety of opinions as to precisely how fast population will grow in the coming
decades, most informed observers have a similar response to all such projections. They agree that

population growth is among the most important issues we face. They agree that it can be met only
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if there is a great deal of advance planning. And they agree that the time for such planning is
growing very short. It is for all these reasons that | address myself to the population problem in this

message, first to its international dimensions and then to its domestic implications.
IN THE DEVELOPING NATIONS

Itis in the developing nations of the world that population is growing most rapidly today. In these
areas we often find rates of natural increase higher than any which have been experienced in all of
human history. With their birth rates remaining high and with death rates dropping sharply, many
countries of Latin America, Asia, and Africa now grow ten times as fast as they did a century ago. At
present rates, many will double and some may even triple their present populations before the
year 2000. This fact is in large measure a consequence of rising health standards and economic
progress throughout the world, improvements which allow more people to live longer and more of

their children to survive to maturity.

As a result, many already impoverished nations are struggling under a handicap of intense
population increase which the industrialized nations never had to bear. Even though most of these
countries have made rapid progress in total economic growth faster in percentage terms than many
of the more industrialized nations-their far greater rates of population growth have made
development in per capita terms very slow. Their standards of living are not rising quickly, and the

gap between life in the rich nations and life in the poor nations is not closing.

There are some respects, in fact, in which economic development threatens to fall behind
population growth, so that the quality of life actually worsens. For example, despite considerable
improvements in agricultural technology and some dramatic increases in grain production, it is still
difficult to feed these added people at adequate levels of nutrition. Protein malnutrition is
widespread. It is estimated that every day some 10,000 people-most of them children-are dying
from diseases of which malnutrition has been at least a partial cause. Moreover, the physical and
mental potential of millions of youngsters is not realized because of a lack of proper food. The
promise for increased production and better distribution of food is great, but not great enough to

counter these bleak realities.

The burden of population growth is also felt in the field of social progress. In many countries,
despite increases in the number of schools and teachers, there are more and more children for
whom there is no schooling. Despite construction of new homes, more and more families are
without adequate shelter. Unemployment and underemployment are increasing and the situation

could be aggravated as more young people grow up and seek to enter the work force.
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Nor has development yet reached the stage where it brings with it diminished family size. Many
parents in developing countries are still victimized by forces such as poverty and ignorance which
make it difficult for them to exercise control over the size of their families. In sum, population
growth is a world problem which no country can ignore, whether it is moved by the narrowest

perception of national self-interest or the widest vision of a common humanity.
INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION

It is our belief that the United Nations, its specialized agencies, and other international bodies
should take the leadership in responding to world population growth. The United States will
cooperate fully with their programs. | would note in this connection that | am most impressed by
the scope and thrust of the recent report of the Panel of the United Nations Association, chaired by
John D. Rockefeller I11. The report stresses the need for expanded action and greater coordination,

concerns which should be high on the agenda of the United Nations.

1The 57-page report, dated May 1969, is entitled “World Population, A Challenge to the United Nations and Its System
of Agencies.” The report was issued by the National Policy Panel established by the United Nations Association of the
U.S.A.

In addition to working with international organizations, the United States can help by supporting
efforts which are initiated by other governments. Already we are doing a great deal in this field. For
example, we provide assistance to countries which seek our help in reducing high birthrates-
provided always that the services we help to make available can be freely accepted or rejected by
the individuals who receive them. Through our aid programs, we have worked to improve

agricultural production and bolster economic growth in developing nations.

As | pointed out in my recent message on Foreign Aid, we are making important efforts to improve
these programs. In fact, | have asked the Secretary of State and the Administrator of the Agency for
International Development to give population and family planning high priority for attention,
personnel, research, and funding among our several aid programs. Similarly, | am asking the
Secretaries of Commerce and Health, Education, and Welfare and the Directors of the Peace Corps
and the United States Information Agency to give close attention to population matters as they
plan their overseas operations. | also call on the Department of Agriculture and the Agency for
International Development to investigate ways of adapting and extending our agricultural
experience and capabilities to improve food production and distribution in developing countries. In

all of these international efforts, our programs should give further recognition to the important
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resources of private organizations and university research centers. As we increase our population
and family planning efforts abroad, we also call upon other nations to enlarge their programs in

this area.

Prompt action in all these areas is essential. For high rates of population growth, as the report of
the Panel of the United Nations Association puts it, “impair individual rights, jeopardize national

goals, and threaten international stability.”
IN THE UNITED STATES

For some time population growth has been seen as a problem for developing countries. Only
recently has it come to be seen that pressing problems are also posed for advanced industrial
countries when their populations increase at the rate that the United States, for example, must now
anticipate. Food supplies may be ample in such nations, but social supplies-the capacity to
educate youth, to provide privacy and living space, to maintain the processes of open, democratic

government-may be grievously strained.

In the United States our rate of population growth is not as great as that of developing nations. In
this country, in fact, the growth rate has generally declined since the eighteenth century. The
present growth rate of about one percent per year is still significant, however. Moreover, current

statistics indicate that the fertility rate may be approaching the end of its recent decline.

Several factors contribute to the yearly increase, including the large number of couples of
childbearing age, the typical size of American families, and our increased longevity. We are rapidly
reaching the point in this country where a family reunion, which has typically brought together
children, parents, and grandparents, will instead gather family members from [our generations.
This is a development for which we are grateful and of which we can be proud. But we must also
recognize that it will mean a far larger population if the number of children born to each set of

parents remains the same.

In 1917 the total number of Americans passed 100 million, after three full centuries of steady
growth. In 1967-just half a century later-the 200 million mark was passed. If the present rate of
growth continues, the third hundred million persons will be added in roughly a thirty-year period.
This means that by the year 2000, or shortly thereafter, there will be more than 300 million

Americans.
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This growth will produce serious challenges for our society. | believe that many of our present
social problems may be related to the fact that we have had only fifty years in which to
accommodate the second hundred million Americans. In fact, since 1945 alone some 90 million
babies have been born in this country. We have thus had to accomplish in a very few decades an
adjustment to population growth which was once spread over centuries. And it now appears that

we will have to provide for a third hundred million Americans in a period of just 30 years.

The great majority of the next hundred million Americans will be born to families which looked
forward to their birth and are prepared to love them and care for them as they grow up. The critical
issue is whether social institutions will also plan for their arrival and be able to accommodate them
in a humane and intelligent way. We can be sure that society will not be ready for this growth unless
it begins its planning immediately. And adequate planning, in turn, requires that we ask ourselves a

number of important questions.

Where, for example, will the next hundred million Americans live? If the patterns of the last few
decades hold for the rest of the century, then at least three quarters of the next hundred million
persons will locate in highly urbanized areas. Are our cities prepared for such an flux? The chaotic
history of urban growth suggests that they are not and that many of their existing problems will be
severely aggravated by a dramatic increase in numbers. Are there ways, then, of readying our cities?
Alternatively, can the trend toward greater concentration of population be reversed? Is it a
desirable thing, for example, that half of all the counties in the United States actually lost
population in the 1950’s, despite the growing number of inhabitants in the country as a whole? Are

there ways of fostering a better distribution of the growing population?

Some have suggested that systems of satellite cities or completely new towns can accomplish this
goal. The National Commission on Urban Growth has recently produced a stimulating report on
this matter, one which recommends the creation of 100 new communities averaging 100,000
people each, and ten new communities averaging at least one million persons? But the total
number of people who would be accommodated if even this bold plan were implemented is only
twenty million-a mere one-fifth of the expected thirty-year increase. If we were to accommodate
the full 100 million persons in new communities, we would have to build a new city of 250,000
persons each month from now until the end of the century. That means constructing a city the size
of Tulsa, Dayton, or Jersey City every thirty days for over thirty years. Clearly, the problem is

enormous, and we must examine the alternative solutions very carefully.
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2The report issued by the National Committee on Urban Growth Policy, an ad hoc group of Urban America, Inc., is

included in the book, “The New City,” published by Praeger and edited by Donald Canty.

Other questions also confront us. How, for example, will we house the next hundred million
Americans? Already economical and attractive housing is in very short supply. New architectural
forms, construction techniques, and financing strategies must be aggressively pioneered if we are

to provide the needed dwellings.

What of our natural resources and the quality of our environment? Pure air and water are
fundamental to life itself. Parks, recreational facilities, and an attractive countryside are essential to
our emotional well-being. Plant and animal and mineral resources are also vital. A growing
population will increase the demand for such resources. But in many cases their supply will not be
increased and may even be endangered. The ecological system upon which we now depend may
seriously deteriorate if our efforts to conserve and enhance the environment do not match the

growth of the population.

How will we educate and employ such a large number of people? Will our transportation systems
move them about as quickly and economically as necessary? How will we provide adequate health
care when our population reaches 300 million? Will our political structures have to be reordered,
too, when our society grows o such proportions? Many of our institutions are already under
tremendous strain as they try to respond to the demands of 1969. Will they be swamped by a

growing flood of people in the next thirty years? How easily can they be replaced or altered?

Finally we must ask: how can we better assist American families so that they will have no more
children than they wish to have? In my first message to Congress on domestic affairs, | called for a
national commitment to provide a healthful and stimulating environment for all children during
their first five years of life. One of the ways in which we can promote that goal is to provide
assistance for more parents in effectively planning their families. We know that involuntary
childbearing often results in poor physical and emotional health for all members of the family. It is
one of the factors which contribute to our distressingly high infant mortality rate, the unacceptable
level of malnutrition, and the disappointing performance of some children in our schools.
Unwanted or untimely childbearing is one of several forces which are driving many families into
poverty or keeping them in that condition. Its threat helps to produce the dangerous incidence of
illegal abortion. And finally, of course, it needlessly adds to the burdens placed on all our resources

by increasing population.
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None of the questions | have raised here is new. But all of these questions must now be asked and
answered with a new sense of urgency. The answers cannot be given by government alone, nor can
government alone turn the answers into programs and policies. | believe, however, that the Federal
Government does have a special responsibility for defining these problems and for stimulating

thoughtful responses.

Perhaps the most dangerous element in the present situation is the fact that so few people are
examining these questions from the viewpoint of the whole society. Perceptive businessmen
project the demand for their products many years into the future by studying population trends.
Other private institutions develop sophisticated planning mechanisms which allow them to
account for rapidly changing conditions. In the governmental sphere, however, there is virtually no
machinery through which we can develop a detailed understanding of demographic changes and
bring that understanding to bear on public policy. The federal government makes only a minimal
effort in this area. The efforts of state and local governments are also inadequate. Most importantly,
the planning which does take place at some levels is poorly understood at others and is often based

on unexamined assumptions.

In short, the questions | have posed in this message too often go unasked, and when they are

asked, they seldom are adequately answered.
COMMISSION ON POPULATION GROWTH AND THE AMERICAN FUTURE

Itis for all these reasons that | today propose the creation by Congress of a Commission on

Population Growth and the American Future.

The Congress should give the Commission responsibility for inquiry and recommendations in three

specific areas.

First, the probable course of population growth, internal migration and related demographic

developments between now and the year 2000.

As much as possible, these projections should be made by regions, states, and metropolitan areas.
Because there is an element of uncertainty in such projections, various alternative possibilities

should be plotted.

It is of special importance to note that, beginning in August of 1970, population data by county will
become available from the decennial census, which will have been taken in April of that year. By

April 1971, computer summaries of first count data will be available by census tract and an
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important range of information on income, occupations, education, household composition, and

other vital considerations will also be in hand. The Federal government can make better use of such

demographic information than it has done in the past, and state governments and other political
subdivisions can also use such data to better advantage. The Commission on Population Growth

and the American Future will be an appropriate instrument for this important initiative.

Second, the resources in the public sector of the economy that will be required to deal with the

anticipated growth in population.

The single greatest failure of foresight-at all levels of government-over the past generation has
been in areas connected with expanding population. Government and legislatures have frequently
failed to appreciate the demands which continued population growth would impose on the public
sector. These demands are myriad: they will range from preschool classrooms to post-doctoral
fellowships; from public works which carry water over thousands of miles to highways which carry
people and products from region to region; from vest pocket parks in crowded cities to forest
preserves and quiet lakes in the countryside. Perhaps especially, such demands will assert
themselves in forms that affect the quality of life. The time is at hand for a serious assessment of

such needs.

Third, ways in which population growth may affect the activities of Federal, state and local

government.

In some respects, population growth affects everything that American government does. Yet only
occasionally do our governmental units pay sufficient attention to population growth in their own
planning. Only occasionally do they consider the serious implications of demographic trends for

their present and future activities.

Yet some of the necessary information is at hand and can be made available to all levels of
government. Much of the rest will be obtained by the Commission. For such information to be of
greatest use, however, it should also be interpreted and analyzed and its implications should be
made more evident. It is particularly in this connection that the work of the Commission on
Population Growth and the American Future will be as much educational as investigative. The
American public and its governing units are not as alert as they should be to these growing
challenges. A responsible but insistent voice of reason and foresight is needed. The Commission

can provide that voice in the years immediately before us.
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The membership of the Commission should include two members from each house of the
Congress, together with knowledgeable men and women who are broadly representative of our
society. The majority should be citizens who have demonstrated a capacity to deal with important
questions of public policy. The membership should also include specialists in the biological, social,
and environmental sciences, in theology and law, in the arts and in engineering. The Commission
should be empowered to create advisory panels to consider subdivisions of its broad subject area
and to invite experts and leaders from all parts of the world to join these panels in their

deliberations.

The Commission should be provided with an adequate staff and budget, under the supervision of

an executive director of exceptional experience and understanding.

In order that the Commission will have time to utilize the initial data which results from the 1970
census, | ask that it be established for a period of two years. An interim report to the President and

Congress should be required at the end of the first year.
OTHER GOVERNMENT ACTIVITIES

| would take this opportunity to mention a number of additional government activities dealing with

population growth which need not await the report of the Commission.

First, increased research is essential. It is clear, for example, that we need additional research on
birth control methods of all types and the sociology of population growth. Utilizing its Center for
Population Research, the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare should take the lead in
developing, with other federal agencies, an expanded research effort, one which is carefully related
to those of private organizations, university research centers, international organizations, and other

countries.

Second, we need more trained people to work in population and family planning programs, both in
this country and abroad. | am therefore asking the Secretaries of State, Labor, Health, Education,
and Welfare, and Interior along with the Administrator of the Agency for International Development
and the Director of the Office of Economic Opportunity to participate in a comprehensive survey of
our efforts to attract people to such programs and to train them properly. The same group-in
consultation with appropriate state, local, and private officials- should develop recommendations
for improvements in this area. | am asking the Assistant to the President for Urban Affairs to

coordinate this project.
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Third, the effects of population growth on our environment and on the world’s food supply call for
careful attention and immediate action. | am therefore asking the Environmental Quality Council to
give careful attention to these matters in its deliberations. | am also asking the Secretaries of
Interior, Agriculture, Health, Education, and Welfare to give the highest priority to research into new
techniques and to other proposals that can help safeguard the environment and increase the

world’s supply of food.

Fourth, it is clear that the domestic family planning services supported by the Federal Government
should be expanded and better integrated. Both the Department of Health, Education and Welfare
and the Office of Economic Opportunity are now involved in this important work, yet their
combined efforts are not adequate to provide information and services to all who want them. In
particular, most of an estimated five million low income women of childbearing age in this country
do not now have adequate access to family planning assistance, even though their wishes

concerning family size are usually the same as those of parents of higher income groups.

It is my view that no American woman should be denied access to family planning assistance
because of her economic condition. | believe, therefore, that we should establish as a national goal
the provision of adequate family planning services within the next five years to all those who want

them but cannot afford them. This we have the capacity to do.

Clearly, in no circumstances will the activities associated with our pursuit of this goal be allowed to
infringe upon the religious convictions or personal wishes and freedom of any individual, nor will
they be allowed to impair the absolute right of all individuals to have such matters of conscience

respected by public authorities.

In order to achieve this national goal, we will have to increase the amount we are spending on
population and family planning. But success in this endeavor will not result from higher
expenditures alone. Because the life circumstances and family planning wishes of those who
receive services vary considerably, an effective program must be more flexible in its design than are
many present efforts. In addition, programs should be better coordinated and more effectively
administered. Under current legislation, a comprehensive State or local project must assemble a
patchwork of funds from many different sources-a time-consuming and confusing process.
Moreover, under existing legislation, requests for funds for family planning services must often

compete with requests for other deserving health endeavors.
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But these problems can be overcome. The Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare-whose
Department is responsible for the largest part of our domestic family planning services-has
developed plans to reorganize the major family planning service activities of his agency. A separate
unit for these services will be established within the Health Services and Mental Health
Administration. The Secretary will send to Congress in the near future legislation which will help
the Department implement this important program by providing broader and more precise

legislative authority and a clearer source of financial support.

The Office of Economic Opportunity can also contribute to progress in this area by strengthening its
innovative programs and pilot projects in the delivery of family planning services to the needy. The
existing network of O.E.O. supported community groups should also be used more extensively to
provide family planning assistance and information. | am asking the Director of the Office of
Economic Opportunity to determine the ways in which his Agency can best structure and extend its

programs in order to help achieve our national goal in the coming years.

As they develop their own plans, the Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare and the Director of
the Office of Economic Opportunity should also determine the most effective means of
coordinating all our domestic family planning programs and should include in their deliberations
representatives of the other agencies that share in this important work. It is my intention that such
planning should also involve state and local governments and private agencies, for it is clear that
the increased activity of the Federal government in this area must be matched by a sizeable
increase in effort at other levels. It would be unrealistic for the Federal government alone to
shoulder the entire burden, but this Administration does accept a clear responsibility to provide

essential leadership.
FORTHE FUTURE

One of the most serious challenges to human destiny in the last third of this century will be the
growth of the population. Whether man’s response to that challenge will be a cause for pride or for
despair in the year 2000 will depend very much on what we do today. If we now begin our work in
an appropriate manner, and if we continue to devote a considerable amount of attention and
energy to this problem, then mankind will be able to surmount this challenge as it has surmounted

so many during the long march of civilization.

When future generations evaluate the record of our time, one of the most important factors in their
judgment will be the way in which we responded to population growth. Let us act in such a way

that those who come after us—even as they lift their eyes beyond earth’s bounds-can do so with
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pride in the planet on which they live, with gratitude to those who lived on it in the past, and with

continuing confidence in its future.
RICHARD NIXON
The White House

July 18, 1969
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