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POPULA~ON: THE 
GATHERING CRISIS 
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Ten years ago the United Nations sponsored the first con- 
ference of governments on global population. Held in Bu- 
charest, the conference was spearheaded by the United 
Statesand planned as a rally in support of the notion that 
population was growing too rapidly around the world and 
that the right prescription was family planning. But Bu- 
charest did not tum out as planned. Such developing giants 
as India and China questioned the cure, and the rallying 
cry became, rather, that development is the best contra- 
ceptive. The conferees produced a grandly-named World 
Population Plan of Action which, though it acknowledged 
the role of family planning and contraception, had more 
than one plan in its platform. 

After the brouhaha of Bucharest, however, the popu- 
lation establishment, led by the United Nations Fund for 
Population Activities (UNFPA), set about its business; and 
soon family planning programs and a government role in 
them became the accepted wisdom in most developing 
nations. In less than two years India, whose delegation 
leader in Bucharest was the originator of the cry for de- 
velopment as the best contraceptive, had made population 
the “top national priority and commitment.” India went 
even further, declaring that it was time for state legislatures 
to authorize compulsory sterilization. From July to De- 
cember of 1976 over six million sterilizations took place 
in India. 

Other nations, in less controversial ways, adopted and 
implemented population policies, setting targets for re- 
duced growth and encouraging the increased use of con- 
traceptives. Depending on the circumstances, efforts in the 
private sector were fostered, encouraged, or tolerated. Much 
of the cost was borne by donor nations contributing to 
UNFPA or bilaterally through programs between govern- 
ments or private agencies. There was progress in reducing 
growth rates, but not universal progress; and even though 
growth rates fell, the numbers kept adding up. The world’s 
growth rate declined from 2 per cent in 1970 to 1.7 in 
1980, while the population of the world increased in the 
same period by almost 750 million (from 3.7 to4.4 billion). 
The decline in growth rate may seem trivial, but if the 
world had been still growing at a rate of 2 per cent in 
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1980, there would have been another 13 million additions 
every year, the near equivalent of a new Australia annually. 

The decline was heavily influenced by China’s perfor- 
mance. In the year of the Bucharest Conference, China’s 
birth rate had declined to 28.1 per 1O00, down from about 
38 ten years earlier. By 1980 it had dropped below 18 per 
1O00. There was a mild reversal after 1980, but that has 
been countered by increased emphasis on family planning. 
This emphasis is often criticized, since China’s policy 
purportedly leads to pressures to abort pregnancies un- 
sanctioned by local committees, or even to forced abortions 
and, some assert, to female infanticide. Critics maintain 
that statements that such practices are not “official policy” 
fail to convince, and they do not absolve the government 
from responsibility for the consequences of pressure on 
local officials to meet their targets. 

China aside, however, the global reduction in fertility 
was far from spectacular. Regionally it was spotty. Sub- 
Saharan Africa hardly declined at all; the same was true 
for most Middle-Eastem and North African counmes. Latin 
America generally declined, and reductions in some coun- 
tries, including Mexico and Colombia, stood out. In short, 
in the decade since the Bucharest conference, family plan- 
ning has become widely accepted in the developing world, 
has been less often put into practice, and when it has been, 
has had mixed results. Government involvement has be- 
come standard practice, but voluntary organizations were 
often trend setters and important contributors. 

MEXICO CITY ’84 
The United Nations seems to have developed its own bio- 
logical clock, so that every ten years certain conference 
themes have to be played over: women, environment, hab- 
itat, population-each takes its tum. The UNFPA per- 
suaded the General Assembly to sanction a conference in 
1984 to review the “progress made since Bucharest.” Ra- 
fael Salas, the director, made it clear from the earliest 
planning stages that the World Population Plan of Action 
was still valid, though it needed some updating; some 
topics, like international migration, had taken on new im- 
portance or changed significantly. He insisted that the con- 
ference was the initiative of the developing countries. It 
was also organized so that none of the ideas that had been 
used to change the mood and direction of the U.S.-planned 
Bucharest conference would turn up as planks in the plat- 

WORLDVIEW / November 1984 4 



form of this one. 
One might have thought Providence smiled on Dr. Salas 

and his colleagues when Mexico, the head of the Group 
of 77, agreed to be the host country. After all, no country 
wants to host a failed U.N. conference. In addition, in the 
decade since Bucharest a population apparatus had devcl- 
oped in the U.N. and in donor and recipient nations to 
handle population policy, programs, and funding. Con- 
ference members and advisers who would serve on their 
countries’ delegations were bound to be more like-minded 
and predictable than a decade earlier: Interested bureaucrats 
and advocates can hardly be thought of as unguided mis- 
siles. ’ 

The UNFPA tried its level best to make things go as 
planned, and though no one can hope to control 150 gov- 
ernments met in conference, there was now a “population 
community” with firm roots. Thus the fireworks in Mexico 
City were far from spectacular. The documents hardly 
suggest the late night discussions of phrasing or the elev- 
enth hour procedural vote about whether the conference 
was competent to interpret the Geneva Convention of 1949 
on treatment of civilians in time of war. (Predictably, the 
conference declared itself competent.) There were some 
tense moments: over the United States positions about free 
enterprise and development, the new American policy 
against funding abortion with U.S. foreign aid, and the 
resolution condemning forced expulsion and settlement in 
occupied territories. One non-American remarked that it 
was curious to travel to Mexico to witness U.S. internal 
politics at work, to wit, the posturing to placate potential 
Republican supporters in view of the convention in Dallas 
in the following week. The U.S. policy statement drew 
droves of reporters to the conference site at the Mexican 
Foreign Ministry, desperate to fill the news void between 
the Democratic and Republican conventions. The UNFPA 
loved the publicity. 

The underlying reality of Mexico City, however, was 
neither Senator James Buckley, the head of the U.S. del- 
egation, nor the position he presented, but a document that 
reaffirmed the World Population Plan of Action. Its rec- 
ommendations were broadly stated and politically nuanced. 
They encouraged nations, the U.N., and non-governmental 
organizations to work to reduce population growth, to spread 
voluntary contraception, and to reduce mortality, espe- 
cially of infants, children, and mothers. They advised keep- 
ing an eye on migration, intemal and intemational-a 
troublesome issue fraught with problems of sovereignty as 
well as human rights. They urged that the status of women 
be raised and that abortion not be promoted as a method 
of family planning. Finally, they directed the U.N. Sec- 
retary General to monitor population trends and report 
about them to the United Nations. (This last point involved 
an attempt to expand the UNFPA’s mandate, to give it 
greater power and operating independence by making it a 
U. N. agency. The specification that the Secretary General 
was to monitor population trends was a setback to the 
aspirations of the UNFPA.) And so the delegates left their 
pep rally in Mexico City armed with recommendations to 
continue pursuing the goals of the World Population Plan 
and with a new Mexico City Declaration on Population 
and Development. Now that the diplomats and their dem- 
ographic advisors have returned to their capitals, what are 
the issues and problems that remain? 
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BALANCE OF GROWTH & POWER 
The most optimistic forecasts of fertility decline still leave 
the globe with a population of 6.1 billion people by the 
end of the century. Even assuming smooth declines in 
fertility to a replacement rate, and assuming that reversals 
in fertility or baby booms never occur, the world will reach 
a population of about 11.3 billion people before population 

-‘stabilizes. The point, however, is not to conjure up pop- 
ulation bombs; the world can probably absorb these levels 
of growth and even more, though not without tragedies in 
some countries. A more meaningful question is how much 
better will life be if prudent and sustained efforts are made 
to control rapid population growth as a part of the effort 
toward economic development and, assuming the success 
of those efforts, what will be the consequences of a pop- 
ulation growth that will nevertheless continue to be rapid 
by historical standards. 

In this age of technology we tend to dismiss the effects 
of sheer numbers. It is not polite to raise the issue of the 
relation of population size to power. But that there is a 
relation is obvious. One need only refer to ethnic and 
national conflicts in multi-ethnic states and the attention 
given to birth rates of segments of national populations to 
recognize the political importance of population. Lebanon, 
Israel, South Africa, and Nigeria are contemporary ex- 
amples of this. 

On a global scale, current population trends raise ques- 
tions about geopolitical shifts. China, as of 1980, is the 
world’s largest country, with about 22 per cent of the 
world’s population. India follows with about 15 per cent. 
By 2025, however, their positions will be switched. Ni- 
geria, Indonesia, Bangladesh, and Pakistan will all surpass 
the size of both the United States and the Soviet Union by 
the middle of the next century. At that same time Africa 
will contain about a quarter of the world’s population com- 
pared to the IO per cent share it now holds, and today’s 
less developed countries of Africa, East Asia (excluding 
Japan), South Asia, and Latin American will have 86 per 
cent of the world’s population, up from two-thirds in 1980. 
The developed countries of North America, Europe, the 
Soviet Union, Japan, and Oceania will have a correspond- 
ing decline from a third to 14 per cent in the same period. 
Of course there will be time for adjustment. But we, who 
will be dead by the middle of the twenty-first century, 
cannot afford to shrug off responsibility for so distant a 
future. Even without any improvement in health or med- 
icine, more than 80 per cent of the babies born this year 
will be alive in 2050. In the Third World more than 60 
per cent will be alive. We are talking, then, of the con- 
ditions of life of our own children and grandchildren. 

What are we to do about this? No one knows, but we 
cannot allow politeness to reduce us to silence on the 
subject. It is better to face the demon than to allow it to 
work in darkness. Tidal changes in the conditions of power 
ought not be ignored. Population is not, of itself, power, 
and it is possible that the role of population in providing 
national power may change. It shouldcome as no surprise, 
however, that this issue was not on the agenda at Mexico 
City, nor is it included in the justification of population 
programs of the United States and other donor nations. It 
would be simplistic to accuse the major donor nations of 
using population control to hang on to power. There are 
other more immediate concerns, including political sta- 
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bility in the Third World, stable markets and sources of 
supply, and the wish to lower the need for foreign aid and 
the demand for military support in local conflicts. 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
The quarter-century following World War I1 witnessed 
economic growth unparalleled in degree and scope in hu- 
man history, along with the accelerated population growth 
which raised such alarm. Industrial production in the world 
between the late 1940s and the early '70s grew at an annual 
rate of about 6 per cent. International trade expanded five- 
fold. Agricultural production not only kept up with but 
surpassed population growth by a comfortable margin. 
Between 1950 and 1975 income per capita grew in the 
developing countries at an annual rate of 3.4 per cent. 

Population has been assigned contradictory roles in this 
economic performance. Did coping with population growth 
educate us in ways that paid dividends in economic growth, 
or was organizational overload a hindrance to economic 
performance? We can leave the question to development 
economists. It is true that economic performance has not 
been uniform. The developed countries have not simply 
all gotten richer in per capita terms while the developing 
countries have gotten poorer. Rather, there is a developing 
stratification among Third World countries. Some are clos- 
ing the immense gap between themselves and the indus- 
trialized market economies; some are staying even; the 
poorest are collectively falling further behind. 

The table shown here summarizes the general trends in 
per capita terms. All groups of nations had more rapid 
annual growth of GNP than population between 1960 and 
1981; therefore, all groups had growth in GNP per capita 
(last column). But the upper middle-income countries, in 
World Bank terms, had the fastest growth in GNP. In the 
next tier of developing countries, GNP per capita grew as 

GNP, POPULATION, AND PER CAPITA GNP: 
SELECTED lNDICATORS FOR COUNTRY GROUPINGS 

DEFINED BY BROAD INCOME CRITERIA, 1W-1981 

Average 
Arerue A v e m e  annual 

(Do-) 
1981 1960 L981 1960-1981 1960.L981 1960-1981 

Industrial market 
economies 11,120 596 720 4.3 .9  3.4 
Upper middle- 
incomecountries 2,490 283 465 6.7 2.4 4.2 
Lower middle- 
incomecountries 850 384 664 6.1 2.6 3.4 
Low-income 
countries 251 760 1219 3.4 2.3 1 . 1  

Note: The countries in this table exclude the Soviet Union and 
other East European non-market economies (population in 1981: 
381 million). the high-income oil-exporting countries (15 million). 
and China (991 million). China and the Soviet bloc are excluded 
due to lack of comparaiive data. 

Source: Paul Demeny, "International Development and Population 
Policy," ("eo, The Population Council, n.d., p. 25). based on 
The World Bank, World Derdopmeni Repori 1983. and United 
Nations, World Population Prospecis as Assessed in 1980. 

rapidly as in the industrial market economies, and the 
relatively large gap between them and the Western nations 
held steady. The poorest countries' GNP per capita grew 
on average at 1.1 percent, which means that in this time 
of unprecedented economic growth some of those countries 
actually declined in per capita income. Since what few 
gains there were were not likely to be distributed in favor 
of the poorest of the poor, appreciable segments of the 
populations probably lost ground in terms of real in- 
come, hovering at or below subsistence levels. 

If, as is most likely, the '80s and '90s do not see a 
similar economic growth, the consequences of population 
growth will magnify the differences between nations be- 
tween now and the year 2000. The very poorest countries 
will get poorer-some absolutely so. Others will hold their 
own or gain slightly on the industrial market economies. 
As developing countries diverge more widely among them- 
selves the idea of developed and developing will become 
less applicable and less secure as a foundation for alliances. 
Whether population growth is a bracing challenge that 
spurs the economy or a hindrance because it overloads 
economic systems is a question that may be asked most 
tellingly when considering the working age population. 
Jobs have to be created, and the age group for which they 
must be created provides dramatic evidence of the increas- 
ing demographic gap between North and South and the 
formidable challenge facing developing countries in the 
next two decades. 

The countries of the North-both those with market 
economies and those with centrally-planned economies- 
experienced an increase of 58 million in the prime-age 
labor force (20-39 year-olds) between 1960 and 1980. Most 
of the growth, 43 million, took place in 1970-80 as the 
baby boom came of age. In 1980-90 this group will increase 
by about 32 million. In the final decade of this century, 
their number in the North will decline by 10 million. There 
will be fewer potential job holders in the prime-age labor 
force in 2000 than in 1990. These projections, it should 
be noted, do not require assertions about future fertility. 
The twenty-year-olds of 2000 are in nursery school today. 

Third World countries contrast sharply. The South ex- 
perienced an increase in the 20-39 year-olds of 421 million 
between 1960 and 1980, about seven times the increase 
in the North. In the current decade they will add another 
340 million, ten times the number in the North. In the final 
decade of the century they will have to accommodate 279 
million more young adults, while the North will experi- 
ence its decline of I O  million. 

How will jobs be created? How long are such increases 
sustainable? What is more problematic is that some of the 
regions of poorest economic performance face the most 
unrelenting pressure. South Asia's young adult popGIation 
grew by 60 million in the  O OS, will grow by 93 *illion 
in the '80s and another 93 million in the '90s. Sub-Saharan 
Africa had to accommodate 22 million young adults in'the 
 O OS, faces 34 million more this decade, and then an ad- 
ditional 50 million in the final decade of the century. 

Besides the fact that all these millions of people will 
make massive calls on social resources for education, med- 
ical care, and housing for themselves and the families they 
create and raise in the sixteen years left before the new 
century begins, they will also have to have jobs. 

These aggregate statistics mask important national var- 
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iations, but they starkly present some of the consequences 
of rapid population growth. Political and economic chaos 
are not inevitable, as some would have us believe. It is 
hard to see, however, how some nations will be able to 
cope, and it is almost foolhardy to believe that an indefinite 
diet of such growth in the labor force can be tolerated. 
Sharing will not lead to economic growth, though it can 
be helpful in the short term. The problem is not how to 
divide a fixed pie, but how to make the pie grow. The 
world is full of advisers advocating everything from Marx- 
ism to markets, from new international orders to old-fash- 
ioned values. What the delegates in Mexico failed to do 
was recommend, or even provide a firm basis for choosing, 
among all the varieties of advice. 

Another strong indication of the strain imposed by rapid 
population growth may be seen in the location as well as 
the growth of urban agglomerations of 10 million or more. 
In 1950 there were only two urban areas with over 10 
million people, New York and London. In 1975 there were 
seven, four in the developed world and three in the de- 
veloping. The U.N. projects that by 2000 there will be 
twenty-fivwnly five in the developed countries and twenty 
in the developing countries, including Mexico City (31 
million), Sao Paulo (26 million), Bombay (17 million), 
and Cairo (13 million). Talk of public services and job 
creation means, in reality, sanitation for Cairo, housing 
for Karachi, breathable air for Mexico City, and an at- 
mosphere of stability for these as well as the other large 
cities that fall below the class of megalopolis. 

Cities have always been untidy, both physically and 
socially; they have often seethed with a discontent that can 
either serve as a safety valve, or erupt into violent change. 
But large cities on the recent. scale, spread throughout the 
world in countries without the economic structure and po- 
tential of a Great Britain or United States of 1950, with a 
largely young and educated population and with high un- 
employment and underemployment, do not hold out the 
same promise as Athens m the fifth century BC or Ren- 
aissance Florence. And the other side of modern urbani- 
zation is rural neglect. Rural populations are also growing. 
They require attention and resources to accommodate pres- 
sure on the land, to increase food production, and to pro- 
vide marketing mechanisms to distribute food and encourage 
cultivation. 

and frequent pregnancies, she has only a fifty-fifty chance 
of surviving beyond childbearing years. 

There is a fundamental inequity in this in spite of the 
fact that we cannot expect absolute biological equality. 
We can tolerate, while we regret, some degree of pre- 
ventable differences in an imperfect world of competing 
ideologies, modes of governance, and cultural values. But 
it is a real test of creative and insensitive rationalization 
to explain why it is that because of place of birth a baby 
should be ten times more likely to die or we should be 
likely to live half again as long as our fellow human beings. 

Mortality, in short, remains a major problem. The pos- 
sibilities of public health and nutrition are still not met in 
great parts of the globe. In some places the predicted steady 
declines in mortality and increases in life-span have stalled. 
Past history, in what was thought to be a straight-forward 

MORTALITY FACTOR 
Some fruits of the economic and demographic gaps be- 
tween North and South are starkly apparent at the individual 
level, as reported by the World Bank for 1982. Among 
countries of Sub-Saharan Africa, with few exceptions, life 
expectancy at birth for women and men was below fifty. 
In the world’s lower-income countries (excluding India 
and China) infant mortality was ten times the rate in the 
developed, market-economy countries. Of every 1000 chil- 
dren born in those counties, I14 died before they were a 
year old. For lower middle-income countries, the number 
was 89 per thousand, and for the upper crust of developing 
nations, the rate was 58 per thousand-still twice the 1960 
level in the developed, market-economy counties. A child 
born in Upper Volta in 1982 could expect to live to 46 if 
it was a girl, and to 37 if it was a boy. One of every five 
children born in Upper Volta will not reach age five. In 
West Africa, if a woman follows the usual pattern of early 
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progression due to public health measures, has not been 
consistent throughout the world. Frequent childbearing and 
the failure to space children contribute to high mortality, 
but so do lack of water, absence of immunization, declines 
in breastfeeding, and the lack of access to or proper use 
of such simple technologies as rehydration salts to combat 
the slow death of repeated bouts of diarrhea. 

In many countries, a regimen of low fertility and high 
mortality would make the risks of losing offspring and 
facing a desperate old age without the support of children 
an all too likely prospect. There is little hope of reducing 
fertility as long as infant and childhood mortality remain 
high. 

INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION 
There are two kinds of international migration that capture 
the attention of the policy makers and population analysts: 
refugees and migrant workers. Refugees are a permanent 
part of the political landscape. The received wisdom is 
that each refugee movement is unique and unpredictable. 
Nevertheless the fact that the phenomenon seems perma- 
nent suggests that its causes are rooted in the political and 
economic organization of the world. 

Most of today’s refugees, some 12 million people, come 
from and remain within the developing world. About half 
are in Africa. Yet our sense of the “classical refugee” is 
derived from our experience of the European displaced 
person after a world war. These European situations were 
the model for the international agreements, organizations, 
and procedures that constitute the current apparatus of 
intemational response to refugee problems. There could 
hardly be a sharper contrast than that between the European 
refugees of the  O OS,  O OS, and ‘50s and contemporary 
refugees. 

The strains on the intemational refugee apparatus be- 
come apparent in discussions about the definition of a 
refugee or what constitutes persecution; in rapid increases 
in requests for asylum by people from poor countries, many 
of whom desire opportunity but hardly seem politically 
persecuted; and in the blurring between refugee relief and 
development assistance. 

As for migrant labor, whether legal or illegal, both send- 
ing and receiving nations have waxed hot and cold about 
the costs and benefits. In the current climate receiving 
nations question the value of temporary labor. European 
govemments generally stopped recruiting after the 1973- 
74 oil embargo and price rise, a stance that has been 
reinforced by the recent world recession and the still high 
unemployment. The United States, on the other hand, is 
mainly upset by illegal labor migration and the fear that 
it has lost control of its borders. In the Middle East some 
major labor exporters like Jordan and Pakistan are finding 
that the number of laborers abroad and the wages they 
send home are leveling off, even declining. The admission 
of fewer and more skilled people to the Arab oil-exporting 
nations has long been expected, as development moves 
beyond construction with its high demand for semiskilled 
and unskilled laborers toward more service-oriented econ- 
omies. 

It would seem that labor importers, for different reasons 
and in different degrees, are growing less favorable to 
foreign workers. At the same time, the export of labor 
seems one answer to the growth in the labor force. Labor 
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export cannot close the demographic gap between North 
and South; entrants into the labor force from the developing 
world in the next two decades cannot be absorbed by the 
developed countries. But labor migration can do something 
for nations facing crushing demands for jobs. About IO 
per cent of Pakistan’s labor growth in the past decade has 
been absorbed by labor export. Smaller Caribbean nations 
have had even higher proportions. Their remittances pro- 
vide the capital for expansion of the domestic labor force. 
Although there has been criticism that these remittances 
are not used as effectively as possible, no one claims that 
they reduce the demand for domestic labor. 

In short, despite everything, the money from migrant 
labor is too attractive for the migrants and their govem- 
ments to ignore. The labor absorbed overseas and, indi- 
rectly, the stimulus and capital formation provided by 
remittances both contribute to an adjustment of the con- 
sequences of population growth. This, however, runs head 
on into reluctance and even outright opposition of labor 
importers to increase or just to continue importing labor. 
Does the decline of 20-39 year-olds by IO million in the 
developed world in the 1990s portend a turn-around in 
attitudes, or will xenophobia win out? Domestic consid- 
erations of the labor importers will shape the answer, and 
therein lies the fate of millions and the economic perfor- 
mance-even the economic viability-of entire countries 
in the next two decades. 

WHAT NEXT? 
Recent declines in fertility in some parts of the world, the 
overall declines in the global rate of growth, and the myopia 
and high pitched laments of population doomsayers have 
generally reduced the world’s concern about population. 
Limited resources are the classical Malthusian regulator of 
population growth. That constraint, we have come to see, 
is likely to be inoperative for many decades in the devel- 
oping world. No alternative mechanism leading to stabi- 
lization is an the horizon. A population crisis can be 
postponed for a long time, if not indefinitely. A modicum 
of improvement for the poor and a developed-country stan- 
dard of living for the technological and political elites can 
keep the lid gn. This is a possible--cynics may think a 
probable-“s lution” to the population problem. 

outlined. Declining standards of living, diff- rences in mor- 
tality, migrant labor, refugees-all would persist. Any 
hope of a world whose citizens enjoy higher levels of 
material consumption and political liberty-or even a re- 
alistic prospect of achieving these goals for themselves or 
their children-will fade. Antagonisms within societies 
will increase, as well as among nations or alliances of 
nations, to protect relative privilege or in the name of 
distributive justice. 

Current demographic trends are not all favorable. It 
cannot be assumed that the world is on a straight path to 
population stabilization in the next century. Each delay 
only increases the disparities and magnifies the adjustments 
necessary to absorb rapid population growth. A growing 
danger to mankind’s future, along with enormous waste 
of life, untold suffering’by the sick, refugees, and separated 
families can be reduced. Population problems will probably 
not blow up in the world’s face, but they can debilitate us 
until hope becomes so faint that we just give up. WJJ 

Such an ev ! lution would reinforce the tendencies already 
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