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New certainties
make reducing
high fertility
central to the

war on poverty.

BY THE EMD OF THE 20TH CENTURY,
we had spent more than four decades
debating the consequences of rapid
population growth for the economies of
poor countries. The role of economists
in that debate had mostlv been to coun-
s2] moderatiocn—in interpreting relation-
ships and in advocating ways o slow
population growth.

Even if economists agreed that rapid
population growth had negative overall
consequences, they generally viewed
those consequences as small and short-
lived. At the macro level, economists
reasoned, societies tend to develop
compensating technology and institu-
ticns. Al the micro level, human behav-
iour responds to incentives and
constraints, and so human beings
adjust. For examgple, if land becomes
scarcer, the cost of schooling rises, or a
mother’s ime at work becomes more
valuable, the cost of children rizes, and
parents will naturally decide to have
fewer of them.

The logic of moderation seemed
broadly supported by technology break-
throughs, such as the high-yielding
seed varieties of the Creen Revolution
that ended the fears of famine of the
early 1960s. The adoption of modern
confraception in much of the develop-
ing world after the mid-1960s was fur-
ther evidence: it seemed to confirm that
sweeping behavioural change was
entirely possible, even in this most sen-
silive area.

The new certainty

By the late 1990s, economists had some
new analyvses of the nature and depth
of demographic change over the preced-
ing 40 years. They saw lremendous
variation in spead across countries and
regions. Assessing resulls, they reached
a new certainty: rapid population

growth generally hinders economic
growth. From that new certainty now
comes in tum a realisation that is still

not fully appreciated: that reducing fer-
tility where it is high is a critical part of
the battle against global poverty.

The verdict seems to be in: for many
of the world's poorest countries, a fail-
ure to bring down high fertility in the
next decade will greatly undermine the
chances of reaching the internatiocnally
agreed Millennium Development Goals
for 2015—not only of redudng poverty
substantially everywhere, but of reduc-
ing infant and maternal deaths, halting
the AIDS pandemic and ensuring that
all children complete primary school.!

Why is reducing high fertility criti-
cal to reducing poverty and achieving
other goals? The evidence falls into two
broad categories: the public and the
personal. At the public or macro level,
reducing population growth can stimu-
late more rapid economic growth for a
community and a society. At the family
or micro level, the right and ability to
choose fewer children is deeplv
entwined with prospects for improved
personal well-being.

The demographic bonus
Sustained economic growth is not
enough o guarantee that any country
will escape from poverty, but it is
clearly necessarv. The 40 or so coun-
tries with the worst poverty are also
those that have failed to grow economi-
cally at all in the last two decades. The
high fertility rates in Africa, Central
America, and large parts of South
Asia—and resulting rapid population
growith—have so far deprived those
areas of the "demographic bonus” that
helped the countries of East Asia enjoy
spectacular growth beginning three
decades ago.
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“Today's economic
disparity can no longer
be ignored. It is not
enough to merely state
that all human beings
must enjoy equal dig-
nity. This must be
translated into action.
We have a responsibil-
ity to find ways to
achieve a more equi-
table distribution of
the world’s resources”.

— HIS HOLINESS THE
KIv= DALAI LAMA
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In East Asia, rapid fertility decline
began in the 1960s, creating an unusu-
allv high ratio of workers to children in
the 1970z and 1980s. In Korea, Taiwan,
Singapore and then Malaysia, many
workers, combined with stable and sen-
sible economic policies, brought rapid
increases in agricultural and industrial
outpul. Rising incomes and smaller
families boosted savings rates, helping
finance high investment and growth.
Economists have attributed between
one-third and one-half of the “extra”
growth of these economies in that
period to this temporary but large
“demographic bonus™

The flip side of East Asia’s demo-
graphic bonus miracle is the demo-
graphic poverty trap elsewhere that
seems Lo have caught many poor coun-
tries for the last two decades.
Persistently high fertility levels have
combined with modest declines in mor-

tality in much of sub-Saharan Africa
and in some regions of South Asia and
Central America to ensure high rates of
population growth. This has made it

even tougher to trigger economic trans-
formation in settings that already bear

high burdens of disease, poor soils and
limited access to domestic markets, et

alone global ones.

The disease burden is most dra-
matically illustrated in Africa, where
the AIDS pandemic is devastating
most counfries’ productive capacity
and their already fragile education
and health infrastructure, The loss of
life among skilled workers, teachers
and doctors, even while high rates of
childbearing continue, is a terrible
reversal of the demographic bonus. In
those settings, rapid population
growth contributes lo stagnant or
falling agricultural productivity, grow-
ing environmental degradation, and

Fhoto by Cunt Carnem ark The World Bank.



lowr levels of investment in the health
and education of children.

Escaping the poverty trap

The resulting poverty trap has rein-
forced initial disadvantages rather
than triggering the compensating or
equilibrating mechanisms that earlier
economic models assumed. A stark
example is Haiti, where population
pressures have led to massive degra-
dation and erosion of soils through
deforestation, even though out-migra-
tion is high.

The mechanisms that raise the cost
of children (inducing parents to reduce
the number they have and invest more
in each] all ultimately depend on the
effective workings of:
® Markets, so that the poor can bor-
row from a viable capital pool to buy
land or send their children to school;
@ Covernments, so that roads and
schools are available and teachers
show up; and
® Institutions, so that property rights
exist and judicial systems support
shifts in social norms that open formal
workplaces to wormen.

It does not matter whether these
markets and institutions fail to emerge
because of bad luck, bad history or
the mistakes of past or current rulers
or political leaders. Where thev are
absent, a vicious downward cvcle
results—of poverty, high fertility and
low productivity, The society then
cannot develop the markets and
institutions on which escape from
the demographic poverty trap ulti-
mately depends.

The trap can be sprung. Policies
and programmes that help pry it open
include elimination of fiscal abuse and
corruption that reduce the gains to the
poor from their labour; land reform
and introduction of new agricultural
methods and technologies; women’'s
empowertnent via access to micro-
credit and other reforms; and new
roads opening new markets. All of

these will be far more effective far
more quickly if they are complemented
by targeted and purposeful investments
to spead the transition of communities
and societies to smaller families.

Among such investments, the most
important are education for girls and
information about and access to mod-
em family planning methods for adult
women and mern.

Rapid population growth

generally hinders

economic growth.

Reversing the cycle

The path from higher national eco-
nomic growth to less poverty is indirect
and not always reliable. In many coun-
tries, the poor have not shared equally
in society’s overall gains. However,
along with our evidence that high fer-
tility slows growth at the “macro” or
societv-wide level, we now have evi-
dence that it works at the “micro™ or
family lewvel as well.

Feeping the child count low
improves the lives of poor families—
directly and immediately. The
benefits include maximising the
income available for food and shelter,
eliminating the constant risk of poor
health and death for young mothers
and their infants, and changing the
lifetime opportunities of girls and
YOUNZ WOITET.

Studies in a number of countries
and across nations have shown that
reductions in family size lead to plum-
meting numbers of people living in
poverty. In Brazil, for example, the
proportion of the population living
below the poverty line is today some
12 percentage points lower than it
would have been if the birth rate had
not declined.

The vicious cycle of high fertility
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and poverty in all its dimensions is just
that at the family level—vicious indeed.
Low income, poor work options and
lack of security are good reasons for
poor families to have many children. At
the same time, we now know that much
high fertility is unsought and unwanted.
In some societies men dominate the
choice of number of children, without
bearing the risks and costs, while
women suffer in a culture of fear that
frowns on their use of contraception.

FERTILITY MATTERS

We also know that educating girls
can dramatically alter their marriage
age, their ability to work outside the
home, their lifetime income, their
own sense of power, the likelihood
that they will be exposed to AIDS in
an unwanted sexual relationship, and
their fertilitv choices. We have evi-
dence that women who have fewer
children and are able to space them
suffer less maternal mortality, that
fewer of their children die, and

WOMEN'S ACCESS TO HEALTH CAMPAIGN
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that more of their children go farther
in school,

What are we waiting for?

This web of good outcomes need not
await dramalic increases in income.
It can be triggered—as it was in
Bangladesh, Kenya, Indonesia,
Thailand, Brazil, Mexico, Colombia,
Tunisia, Egypt and many other coun-
tries—by the availabilitv of education
for girls and modern contraceptive
services for their parents.

Recent economic research and
analysis leads to the inescapable con-
clusion that investments that ensure
universal access to sexual and repro-
ductive health are highly cost-effec-
tive. We now know that such
investments—following through on
the Cairo and Beijing agendas—are
essential to achieving the Millennium
Development Goals, including the core
goal of poverty reduction.

While such investments cannot be
called sufficient alone to achieve the
MDGs, there is little remaining doubt
about their necessity, It is Gme we
acted on this new understanding.
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The findings and conclusions in this amde are

drawn from Mancy Birdsall, Allen C. Eelley and
Steven W, Sinding, eds.. Popalation Matters:
Demographic Charge, Eroromc Growth ard Poverty
Ir the Daveloping World (Cford: Oxford Universicy
Press, 2001).

HoTES

1 These are four of the dght Millenniom

Devel opment Goals (MDGs ) endorsed by the com-
muniry of nadons after the United Matlons
Millennium Development Summit in 2000, The
powverty targe 1s lkely 1o be met ar the global leval
becauise of rapld advances in fastgrowing China and
India, but without addidenal resources and policy
change, it is unlikely to ba met in many of the
world s poorer countries. Furthermore, the general
wlew today among development experts is that masi,
If not all, of the other quantitadve MDGs are also
unlikely to be achievad.



