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1 What are 
global issues?

Right now, astronauts are living and working 400 kilometres 
above us in space − and the world looks very different from 
up there. Astronauts can see how beautiful Earth is, and 
when they look at the lights of the world’s great cities at 
night, they know that for many people, this is a wonderful 
time to be alive.
 But astronauts can also see how our world is changing. 
They look down and see the dirty waters of great rivers like 
the Mississippi, and fires from trees burning in the Amazon 
and Indonesia. Over time, their photographs from space 
show us how the world’s great forests are becoming smaller, 
how some of the hottest countries are becoming drier, and 
how every year there is more plastic in the ocean.
 Astronauts can see how we are changing the environment, 
but there are many other problems that they cannot see from 
space. They cannot see how many people go to bed hungry 
every night and do not have clean water to drink. They 
cannot see the millions of children who are not able to go 
to school, or the animals that are dying because their homes 
are disappearing.
 These problems, which are important for people and 
countries all around the world, are called ‘global issues’. So, 
what are the biggest global issues today, and why do we need 
to know about them? What is happening to our world, and 
is it in danger? 
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2 A changing world

The world has begun to change very fast – and as it changes, 
the global issues that are important in our lives change, too.

Globalization
In Utrecht, in the Netherlands, a Dutch boy opens a 
package. Inside, there is a T-shirt which the boy has been 
waiting for. On the T-shirt, it says Made in Bangladesh, but 
the T-shirt was not only made in Bangladesh. The material 
for the T-shirt came from cotton plants which grew on a 
farm in Arkansas, USA. Later, the cotton went to Mexico. 
There, factory machines from Japan and Germany made 
it into material. The material then went by ship to Dhaka 
in Bangladesh, and there it was made into a T-shirt. From 
Dhaka, it travelled to Guangzhou in China. A Chinese 
company sold the T-shirt on the internet and sent it out to 
the Netherlands.
 One hundred years ago, many companies only made 
and sold things in their home country. But in today’s global 
economy, companies produce and sell things all over the 
world. It is becoming easier and easier to travel from one 
place to another, and to do business with people who live 
thousands of kilometres away. This is called ‘globalization’. 
Because of globalization, when something happens in one 
part of the world, there are changes for countries and people 
everywhere. So in 2008, for example, problems with some 
of the banks in the USA caused an economic crash around 
the world.
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Population
In 1950, the world had a population of 2.6 billion people, 
but today, there are more people than that just in China and 
India. By 2016, there were 7.5 billion people in the world − 
and that number was growing by about one million every 
five days! By 2050, there will probably be about 9.5 billion 
people on Earth.
 The world’s population is growing fastest in some of the 
countries that have the least money. For example, Malawi 
and Burundi in Africa are two of the countries where the 
population is growing fastest, but they are also two of the 
poorest countries in the world. In places like these, it is 
already difficult for many people to get good food, clean 
water, and healthcare, and to find a safe home. With bigger 
populations, these problems may become worse.
 Some other countries have the opposite problem: their 
populations are getting smaller. For example, the population 
of the Cook Islands, in the Pacific, is falling every year. This 
is because people are having fewer children than before, and 
because many are leaving the islands to go to bigger places 
like New Zealand.
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 Populations also fall when countries are at war, and 
people leave to escape the fighting, or are killed. After a war 
started in Syria in 2011, millions of people left their homes 
there, and the population of the country became smaller 
and smaller.
 If a country’s population becomes smaller, it can be a 
problem. For example, shops cannot sell many things, and 
businesses and universities cannot find enough workers or 
students.
 Another important change in the world’s population is 
that today there are more and more older people. In many 
parts of the world, healthcare is much better now, so people 
are living longer. They are having fewer children, too. 
In Japan, more than a quarter of the population is now 
over sixty-five, and by 2055, people think that 40% of the 
Japanese population will be in their late sixties and seventies.

Japan’s population  
is getting older.
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Growing cities
As the world population grows, and more and more people 
move away from their homes to look for work, cities are 
getting bigger. In 1950, only 30% of the world’s population 
lived in cities, and Tokyo was the only ‘megacity’ (a city with 
more than ten million people). But today, more than half of 
the world’s population lives in cities and towns, and there are 
megacities all over the world, like Delhi, Beijing, Istanbul, and 
São Paulo. In the next one hundred years, some megacities 
may be home to between 50 and 100 million people!

São Paulo
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Inequality
The UK is one of the richest countries in the world, and 
in 2015, there were nearly one million British millionaires 
(people who had more than one million UK pounds). But in 
that same year, more than half a million people in the UK 
used food banks – places where food is collected and given 
to those who do not have enough money to buy what they 
need. In many countries, there is this problem of inequality: 
the lives of the richest people are very different from the 
lives of the poorest. And this problem is becoming bigger 
all the time. In 2017, there was a report on inequality by 
Oxfam, a group of organizations which work with people in 
some of the poorest countries. The report said that eight of 
the richest people in the world own the same wealth as the 
poorest 3.6 billion.
 Inequality between people in the same country is a 
problem, and inequality between countries is a problem, 
too. Most of the world’s wealth is in rich countries. Life 
can be easier for people in rich countries because these 
places usually have good modern hospitals, schools, cities, 
and roads. But most of the world’s population lives in 
developing countries  – places that have much less wealth, 
like the countries of sub-Saharan Africa.

In Nigeria, sub-Saharan Africa
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 Think how much your family spends every day on food, 
drink, clothes, and your home. Nearly half of the people in 
our world live on less than US$2.50 a day. They do not have 
enough food or water, and often have to live on the streets or 
in slums – dirty, noisy places with bad buildings.

Slums in Haiti 
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3 Water and food

Although the world’s population is growing very fast, there 
is enough food and water for everybody – but today, about 
800 million people are hungry, and about one in ten people 
do not have clean water near to their home.
 When families do not have enough money, it is difficult for 
them to buy good food and eat well. This is bad for everyone 
in the family – but it is very dangerous for children, because 
children need the right food to grow and be strong.

Water
The United Nations – an important organization which 
works to protect people’s human rights – said in 2010 that 
every person in the world should have 50–100 litres of water 
a day for drinking, cooking, and washing. The United 
Nations also said that water should be safe and easy to get 
(taking less than thirty minutes to collect).
 But in developing countries, millions of people die from 
diseases because they do not have enough good drinking 
water, or because there is not enough water to keep themselves 
and their homes clean. Nearly one billion people – most of 
them women – have to walk several kilometres to get water 
every day.
 There are water problems all around the world. Water 
can become dirty in many different ways, for example from 
pollution, rubbish, floods, and bad pipes. In the city of Flint, 
in Michigan, USA, there were very bad problems after the 
city began getting its water from the Flint River in 2014. 
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The river is very polluted, and  there were also dangerous 
chemicals in the water from old water pipes.
 In many places, there are also problems with wasted water. 
Water is lost every day, in rich countries and developing 
countries, because pipes are old and breaking. Many 
countries also have less water now because people have built 
on wetlands – areas of land that were full of water.

Women carrying water in India

FF3 Global Issues SO.indb   10 12/03/2018   14:35



Water and food 11

Food waste
People in many parts of the world are hungry every day, but 
in some places, a lot of food is thrown away. Food is wasted 
when farmers cannot sell their crops, or when restaurants 
and supermarkets make or buy more food than they need – 
but most food waste happens at home, and the problem is 
biggest in rich countries.
 Every year, people and businesses in the USA waste about 
60 billion kilograms of food – 33% of all the food in the 
country. Companies use a lot of energy when they make 
food and move it from place to place to sell – so when food 
is not used, energy is wasted and pollution is produced, 
for nothing. Food decomposes – it breaks into smaller and 
smaller pieces, and goes back into the land. But when it 
decomposes, it produces strong gases that are very bad for 
the environment.

Food waste
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Where our food comes from
A lot of our food comes from very far away. People in Italy 
can buy coffee from Brazil and fish from Spain – and in shops 
in Japan, there is meat from the USA and vegetables from 
China. But some people think that when food is moved across 
the world, this wastes energy and causes pollution.
 Even when people eat food that was grown in their 
country, it has probably travelled far. Until recent times, 
sugar cane, the plant that produces sugar, grew on the island 
of Maui, in Hawaii – but the sugar from Maui travelled to 
San Francisco, where it was made into white sugar, and then 
to New York, where it was packaged, before it came back to 
Maui. So the sugar that people ate in Maui had grown a few 
kilometres away, but had travelled about 16,000 kilometres.

The future of food
Because the world’s population is growing, people are now 
thinking about how we will be able to make or grow enough 
food for everyone in the future. We may need to eat other 
food that we can get easily, and which we can produce in 
a way that does not use a lot of energy, land, and money. 
For example, two billion people in the world already eat 
insects, but more people may start eating them, because they 
are easier to produce than farm animals. They also give us a 
lot of energy, and are very healthy. Sea plants may become a 
more popular food in the future for the same reasons.

Insects Sea plants
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 Scientists are looking at new ways of making food, too. 
They have found a way to grow meat from animal cells – the 
smallest living parts of animals. Some people think that if 
we grow meat in this way in the future, we will not need to 
keep farm animals any more.
 Some companies are also now making ‘GM’ (genetically 
modified) foods. GM foods are made when scientists add 
DNA from other species to food plants like fruits and 
vegetables, to change them. For example, they can make the 
plants bigger and stronger, and easier to grow. Some GM 
crops can grow well even in droughts  – times when there 
is no rain at all – and other GM crops do not get diseases. 
Because of this, some people think that GM foods will be 
important in the future.
 But many people are worried about changing food in this 
way. They think that growing GM crops may damage the 
environment, and they also think that eating GM foods may 
be bad for our health.

GM crops
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