
                     

                    

              GROWING PAINS – A PLANET IN DISTRESS 

                                                         By VALORIE M. ALLEN 

A review by Dr. Vivian Pharis, former president of the Alberta Wilderness 

Association 

Some books are known to change people’s lives. Rachael Carson’s Silent Spring is 

one such book that changed many. Now, out of SW Alberta comes a book by Val 

Allen that could and should be another life changer. Growing Pains is an 

extremely timely compendium of logical, reasonable thoughts made by those who 

have clearly considered where the human obsession with growth has come from 

and where it is pushing us to go. Her work is designed to galvanize people’s 

actions on what is clearly the single most critical issue facing humankind, and the 

one underlying and under scoring most of the world’s intractable problems – that 

being too many of us demanding too much from one small planet. Anticipating a 

new global movement, Growing Pains points to possible, rational routes through 

the morass of growth that can lead the world to a stable future, but time is 

critical. Val’s book is not a doom and gloomer, rather, it’s an eye opener, and a 

very readable and compelling one too.  

Through her book, Val delves into each of the major issues confronting global 

stability, including poverty, endless wars, brinksmanship and fear, climate change, 

failure of our economic model, failure of feminism, man’s inhumanity to man, and 

the loss of biodiversity, fresh water and wilderness. She relates how each is being 

driven by uncontrolled growth, particularly of our own numbers and of our 

insatiable appetite for resources. While many of us realize we cannot continue to 

ride this escalator where we now seem trapped into always needing more, most 

of us have no idea how to jump off. Val knows though, and her ideas for change,  

 



 

 

gleaned from extensive research into the ramifications of growth, are logical, 

understandable and even doable. Growing Pains is a book of fact, explanation, 

hope and practicality. 

Through her book, a compelling case is built that entreats people to divert 

attention and efforts in a gargantuan way towards the most fundamentally vital 

of causes – the reduction of population and consumption.  As you read Growing 

Pains the realization sets in that the long and good fights by environmentalists, 

anti-poverty groups, world aid groups, and so on, are all for naught as every gain 

is soon overwhelmed by the pressures of more growth. If population and 

consumption levels could fall towards sustainability, almost all of the other major 

world problems would diminish correspondingly. Only recently the Optimal 

Population Society of Britain made the point that the most efficient and cost 

effective way to stem climate change is to increase contraception. In the words of 

Sir David Attenborough, “Instead of controlling the environment for the benefit of 

the population, maybe we should control the population to ensure the survival of 

the environment.” 

Growing Pains is full of apt quotations, but none better sums the crux of what Val 

Allen has achieved through the distilling of many thoughts on a matter so 

convoluted, controversial and crucial as growth, than Victor Hugo’s “Nothing is as 

powerful as an idea whose time has come.”  

What Val Allen has done is expose the myths and explode the taboos about our 

own devastating fecundity and bring logic and reason into play to counter it. She 

shows it is possible to take hold of the population juggernaut and wrestle it into 

reasonable order. Yes we can! This idea has legs that will carry it around the 

world! Yes, it must!  

                                                                                ~ 

 



 
 
 

FOREWORD by  Dr. Madeline Weld  --  President, Population Institute of Canada 

 

Val Allen has written a very readable book on a very serious subject—Earth’s human 

population in overshoot. Her book provides plenty of facts and data, but it does much 

more than that. It also reaches us at an emotional level and invites us to consider what 

we are destroying and to mourn the loss we are inflicting upon ourselves even as we 

decimate other life-forms. 

 

For those who will consider it and connect a very few dots, the evidence of what we are 

doing has become incontrovertible. And yet, as stated in Growing Pains, “Never before 

on this planet have so many inhabitants been so misinformed about something that is 

so important and urgent, as with the population issue.” Allen illustrates with examples 

how, at many levels, political priorities are misguided, to say the least. She also 

describes the futility of so many of the “solutions” to our environmental, social, and 

economic problems, because they ignore the Real problem—that infinite growth of 

population and consumption on a finite planet is impossible. 

 

Humankind’s most noble objectives, such as human rights for all as endorsed in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, will not be attainable in a world in which 

overpopulation is unraveling the web of life. Allen offers some rays of hope. She uses 

citations from and describes the efforts of many population activists and scientists. A 

quote from Victor Hugo reads, “Nothing is as powerful as an idea whose time has 

come.” Perhaps the increased reporting on population that is now starting to occur 

reflects the slowly dawning awareness among a critical mass of people that we humans 

are biological organisms that can and indeed have exceeded the carrying capacity of 

our environment. Val Allen’s straightforward book is a great tool to help spread this idea 

whose time has most certainly come.  

                                                              ~ 



   

 

 EXCERPT:                                                                               

PART 1: 
THE DILEMMA 
A PLANET IN DENIAL 
 

“Imagine taking a journey into uncharted territory without a compass or a guide and with 

no idea whether you have enough provisions for everyone who is going with you. Crazy,    

right?  But that’s exactly what our country is doing—lumbering into the future, poorly 

prepared, with the sketchiest of plans and perhaps not even headed in the right 

direction.” 

Zero Population Growth -  (Renamed Population Connection), 1993 

 

The dilemma is that humanity’s self-proclaimed dominance over the earth is really a 

10,000-year experiment we have unleashed that is now threatening to destroy our 

planet.  We are muddling our way through history in trial-and-error mode with little more 

understanding of the big picture than we had in the Stone Age. What is desperately 

needed at this time is a plan of action that acknowledges the folly of our ways and the 

urgency of changing our course. 

 

For most of history human population had little impact on our planet. In fact, for most of 

the 2 million years of human history, human population was less than a quarter million. 

When Columbus came to America 500 years ago, global population was still only 425 

million. If it had remained at that level, we would not be facing the high level of species 

extinction, global warming, or water shortages that are so worrisome today. 

 

 

 



 

 

It wasn’t until 1800 that the planet was host to 1 billion people. Since then, growth has 

greatly accelerated, and humans quadrupled in the twentieth century. Although this is  

an average growth rate of just 1.39 percent per year, this innocent-sounding growth rate 

produced this enormous quadrupling in just a century. 

 

That rate of growth is referred to as “plague phase” by biologists. If any other species 

had begun to multiply at this rate, governments would have instructed biologists to take 

drastic measures to bring them under control. Carrying capacity would have been 

calculated, and limits determined to bring the species into balance with its environment. 

I wonder, is it possible that these same limits could also apply to the human species, 

known scientifically as the “wise hominids”? 

 

Instead, ANTHROPOCENTRISM has guided our stewardship of the planet. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines anthropocentrism as “regarding humans as the central 

element of the universe, and interpreting reality exclusively in terms of human values 

and experience.” We have chosen to deny our natural place in the scheme of things, or 

our role in mismanaging the world’s resources. 

 

At one time humans actually thought that the earth was the center of the universe. It 

wasn’t until 1543 that Copernicus disproved this theory, causing quite a stir. This 

revolutionary new thinking caused a reemergence of atheism that lasted for almost two 

centuries. So the idea that man is not intended to be the central element of our planet, 

but rather an integral part of an ecocentric (ecology-centered) life system, is equally 

incredible today. 

 

The earth-centered solar system is like the human-centered ecology system that 

persists because of strong religious dogma. We need to make the transition to the  

 



 

 

Copernican system in which we throw off the dogma and look at the facts. We are part 

of the environment, not independent of it. 

 

We have also chosen to deny that overpopulation is the missing link in achieving 

sustainable lifestyles and bringing humanity back into harmony with our environment. 

Yet, television brings us graphic scenes of human suffering and landscapes being 

savaged by the effects of ever-growing numbers of people every day. As populations in 

these poor countries become unmanageable, the countries export their overpopulation 

problems to developed countries, where the immigrants oft en adopt our high-

consumption lifestyles, causing even greater strains on the world’s resources. It is hard 

for them to resist, with their higher wages, greater variety of products available, and 

tremendous advertising and societal pressures. 

 

Usually this is a situation of people from tropical climates migrating to countries with 

colder climates, where they will require far more resources just to survive. The basic 

necessities of food, clothing, and shelter needed to survive varying and oft en extreme 

seasonal temperatures are far greater. That is why there are greater numbers of wildlife 

and species found near the equator, and much smaller numbers found near the poles. 

For example, the Brazil rain forest is teeming with life, while diversity of wildlife in the 

Arctic is greatly reduced. 

 

In addition, when the growing number of immigrants is exposed to the “American 

Dream” mentality, it is a temptation few can resist. In many ways, the 1.5 billion people 

in developed countries are doing more damage than the 5 billion in developing 

countries. However, as incomes and technologies in the Third World continue to 

improve, the gap between consumption rates is rapidly decreasing. 

 

 



 

 

 

If we want people in developing countries to have the basic necessities they require for 

a humane existence, their standard of living will have to improve dramatically. This, of  

course, will increase their consumption rate and eventually bring it almost up to par with 

developed countries, factoring in their climate requirements. The best scenario would be  

to help people live a humane existence in their own country, rather than taking them 

away from their families and homeland in order to help them. 

 

                                                             ~ 

                          

                         ENDORSEMENTS         

 

“A valuable reference for every world citizen concerned about protecting the earth from 

rampant population growth.” 

Edward C. Hartman                 Author:  “The Population Fix” 

 

 

“Ms. Allen is passionate about the problems of overpopulation both globally and locally and she 

conveys her passion very well in this book.  She examines incontrovertible facts and their 

implications, as well as pointing out how our leaders and our societies ignore these facts.  In the 

face of these facts she points out that there are some who advocate policies that make worse 

the problems of overpopulation.  The public needs to know the facts that are presented in this 

book.” 

Albert A. Bartlett 

Boulder, Colorado 

 

 



 

 

“In a world reeling from environmental, social, political, and economic crisis, the vast majority 

of elected people, scientists, citizens and media doggedly prolong their failure to even address, 

let alone deal with, the driving force behind this turmoil – massive and escalating human over- 

population.  This book is a brave and rare effort to step into the gap and shine light on human 

kinds most critical and threatening failure.” 

Dr. Brian L. Horejsi, Wildlife Conservation Scientist, Calgary, Alberta 

(science and democracy activist) 

 

“We have waited a long time for a book like this.  In the clearest terms, Growing Pains provides 

the reasons why we need to reduce the world’s population and gives us the how-to information 

required to get on with the job.  Val Allen lists things anyone can do right now, regardless of the 

size of their family, to help humanity overcome its greatest threat.  Buy this book, read it and 

pass it on.  We should all take its message to heart.” 

Ben Gadd, award-winning naturalist and author 

 

Book Review 

"Growing Pains -- A Planet in Distress" by Val Allen 

 

    Val Allen has produced a fine, well-researched and important piece of 

work. It continually astonishes me that when one considers the 

overwhelming and myriad of difficulties Earth is facing, and how many 

of them have as their root cause human over-population, yet open 

discussion of population in many circles is an unmentionable forbidden 

topic. Because the problem of human over-population is so glaringly 

and stridently obvious to me, I am always puzzled why so many others 

not only deny the problem, but won’t even talk about it. An open 

discussion of this topic often seems to trigger anger and then 

strenuous denial that there is any problem at all. We are definitely 

in a state of denial. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

    Val Allen’s book, the text of which flows well, is filled with many 

thoughtful insights and fascinating, easy to follow, useful statistics. I 

like her style of writing. I was particularly impressed with her analysis 

of the roles of the status of women, politics, patriarchal attitudes and 

religion in influencing birth rate. Ms. Allen has also dug up lots of 

wonderful quotes on the problems of the increasing human population. Her 

comments on our dependence on the drug of consumption of consumer goods 

and the greed of those who drive this system are well made. 

 

    If politicians, policy makers and industrialists are really interested in 

the fate of their children and grand children, and of the Earth itself, 

they must read this book and take its message seriously. Every educator 

needs to take notice of Ms. Allen's impressive and elegant analysis of 

the population problem. 

 

 

David Mayne Reid, 

Professor of Botany, 

Dept. of Biological Sciences, 

University of Calgary 

 

Dr. Reid explains: 

I could see your book being put onto undergraduate "recommended" course 

reading lists in areas such as Sociology, Biology/Ecology, Geography and 

the Natural Science program. The difficulty is getting profs to do this.  

This is where the Internet might help in that you could send them web 

copies or at least summaries, table of  contents and written 

reviews/endorsements particularly from anyone with an academic title. 

Academics tend to place some faith in their own! 

 

Read more about GROWING PAINS – A PLANET IN DISTRESS   at 

www.populationinsync.net  

 

 

 

http://www.populationinsync.net/
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population was undermining these efforts to protect wildlife and improve the human condition 

that prompted her to write this book.  Val is now living on a hobby farm in southern Alberta 

(Canada) with her dog, Sadie, and four frisky felines. 

 

 

 


