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World population is a favorite subject of futurists, Mal- 
thusians, and doomsayers. Statistics are quoted to support 
every theory from the Club of Rome’s projection of disaster 
in the twenty-first century to the right-to-lifers’ insistence 
that the cardinal sin is not unrestrained population growth 
but abortion. 

The United Nations is one of the organizations currently 
leading the discussion of the problems of world hunger, 
desertification, crop failures, and unemployment. The Eco- 
nomic and Social Council (ECOSOC), one of the major 
organs of the U.N., established the United Nations Fund 
for Population Activities (UNFPA) to study these problems 
related directly or indirectly to population growth. The 
UNFPA is a comparative newcomer, but “population” is 
such an explosive subject with such an extended reach into 
the environment, agricultural and industrial development, 
child care, and health that the agency has become a catalyst 
for a mass of projects-chiefly in underdeveloped coun- 
tries. 

The abortion issue in particular has recently soured re- 
lations between the United States and the UNFPA. The 
Reagan administration had threatened to cut off all contri- 
butions unless the international agency guaranteed that the 
funds were not being used to advocate or pay for abortions. 
The threat was a major issue at the International Conference 
on Population held in Mexico City, August 6-13. James L. 
Buckley, former senator from New York and a prominent 
anti-abortionist, headed the U.S. delegation. 

Ten years ago the World Population Conference in Bu- 
charest set the agenda for the UNFPA. Participants adopted 
a proposal, grandly called the 1974 World Population Plan 
for Action, but they diligently avoided specifics. The major 
goal appeared to be gathering data for international policies 
related to population and development. For example, 
UNFPA regularly issues comprehensive fact sheets on de- 
veloping countries that provide valuable information on 
census figures, birthrates, agricultural production, per cap- 
ita income, and gross national product. In 1981, ECOSOC 
expressed support for the program which, by that time, had 
gathered some momentum. Very poor countries were par- 
ticularly receptive to the project because many do not have 
the facilities to conduct a substantial census. 

To evaluate what has happened in the decade since Bu- 
charest, participants in the 1984 meeting were confronted 
with eighty-five draft recommendations dealing with, among 
other subjects, the status of women (who have something 
to say about birth), external and internal migration, and the 
changing age structure of populations. Listed as goals for 
the future were “the improvement of life expectancy at 
birth; the protection of maternal and child health; the pro- 
motion of family planning.” The last remains particularly 
controversial. 

Earlier, the agency had asked the U.N. to establish na- 
tional committees to work with UNFPA. Forty-two coun- 
tries reportedly have formed committees, including China 
and India, who make no secret of the drastic actions they 
have already taken to reduce the size of families. Prominent 
among the missing are the US., the USSR, and Great 
Britain. 
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In preparation for the conference the white House issued 
a paper in line with the Reagan administration’s opposition 
to abortion. The paper implied that the U.S. might d u c e  
or eliminate its contribution to UNFPA ($38 million cur- 
rently) if the funds were used for abortion. An official of 
the Agency for International Development said that Inter- 
national Planned Parenthood, a private group, was in dan- 
ger of losing its annual grant of $1 1 million. 

The U.S. stood virtually alone in arguing that economic 
development based upon a free market would lead to a 
greater reduction in population growth than would any pro- 
gram of population control. As one British delegate noted, 
quoted in the New York Times: “I think that, apart from the 
Holy See. they’ll be totally on their own on this one.” 

While the State Department was being pressed to soften 
its position, the World Bank issued an annual report that 
projected a doubling of the earth’s population to ten billion 
by the year 2050. An intensive analysis of population trends 
shows that most of the increase will come from poor coun- 
tries, whose economic advancement will be hampered by 
the costs of feeding and housing ever-greater numbers of 
people. Although the report does not advocate making fam- 
ily planning compulsory, China’s program is cited affirm- 
atively. The Chinese have been severely criticized by 
observers, however, for enforcing a national goal of one 
child per family, thereby raising the number of abortions. 
There also continue to be rumors of infanticide in instances 
where the baby is a girl. 

In projecting a world population of ten billion, the report 
is anticipating a 3 per cent annual growth south of the Sahara 
and in Southem Asia, the poorest areas. Overall, world 
growth now stands at 2 per cent, down from 2.4 per cent 
in the 1960s. 

The story is an ancient one: The poor have children and 
the rich get .... The World Bank report repeats what has 
become by now a sociological clichk: that poor families in 
the poorest nations have as many children as possible to 
insure themselves against a destitute old age. And in Asia 
children are put to work almost as soon as they can walk. 
Industrialized countries, on the other hand, are approaching 
zero population growth. Once again France is womed about 
declining population, despite its monthly grants to couples 
who have children. For decades the U.S. had no official 
position but supported family planning in a haphazard fash- 
ion both domestically and abroad. 

In a more recent draft, the White House tempered its 
stand somewhat by saying it had no plans to interfere with 
funding for nations who use abortion as a method of pop- 
ulation control. However, private organizations receiving 
federal funds will be required to prove that the money is 
not being used for abortions. Thus, the new draft does not 
retreat from the position that all abortions are undesirable, 
but it does recognize opposing views in other countries. 
Nonetheless, the question of family planning will continue 
to create tensions between the U.S. and the UNFPA as well 
as among organizations struggling to solve the problems 
of world population growth. 
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