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Population: The View From Cairo

Next month, an international congress will be held in Egypt’s capital to debate a plan to slow world
population growth. The plan has broad political support, but experts dispute how effective it will be

To get a sense of the next century’s popula-
tion picture, take a look at what is happening
in Cairo today. Home to about 9.5 million
people, this mega-city is growing by 200,000
people per year. Three million Cairenes lack
sewers, half a million live in rooftop huts,
and another half-million dwell among the
tombs of the “City of the Dead” in Cairo’s
eastern section. The city’s older districts hold as
many as 62,000 residents per square kilome-
ter—a population density twice Manhattan’s.
For delegates crowding into Cairo for
the United Nations International Con-
ference on Population and Develop-
ment on 5 to 13 September, the stakes
in the world effort to stem rapid popu-
lation growth could hardly be more
visible. By the year 2000, UN demog-
raphers project, there will be 21 cities
of 10 million or more, all but four in
developing countries. By 2050 the
world’s current population of 5.6 billion
will have grown to between 7.8 billion and
12.5 billion. The range of variation in these
UN projections—a reflection of uncertainty
over the most likely pace of fertility de-
cline—is as large as the world’s total popula-
tion in 1984, the date of the last UN world
population conference in Mexico City.
“The rapid pace of population growth is
everybody’s urgent business,” says Timothy
Wirth, U.S. undersecretary of state for global
affairs and chief U.S. negotiator at Cairo.
The sense of urgency is shared by members of
most of the world’s scientific establishments:
Last October 60 science academies, led by
the U.S. National Academy of Sciences and
Britain’s Royal Society, held an unprec-
edented joint meeting on world population
that ended with a statement proclaiming
that “Humanity is approaching a crisis point
with respect to the interlocking issues of popu-
lation, environment, and development.” And
a draft Programme of Action, developed by
the UN Population Fund and expected to be
approved at the Cairo conference, warns:
“The decisions that the international com-
munity takes over the next several years,
whether leading to action or inaction, will
have profound implications for the quality of
life for all people, including generations not
yet born, and perhaps for the planet itself.”
The Cairo document—drafted at a series

of preparatory meetings held over the past 2
years with extensive input from women’s
groups and other nongovernmental organi-
zations—sets out a plan for donor countries
and developing countries themselves to in-
vest at least 20% of public expenditures in
the social sector. Special emphasis is placed

on the overall emphasis of the draft plan and
on the benefits that can be expected from the
three major mechanisms it espouses for re-
ducing fertility—improved access to modern
contraceptives, reduced infant and child
mortality, and expanded school enrollment
for females. One reason for the lack of con-
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on a range of population, health, and educa-
tion programs that would improve the status
and health of women. It also calls for donor
spending on population assistance, currently
running at about $1 billion a year, to increase
from 1.4% percent of official development
assistance to 4%. These measures, the docu-
ment states, “would result in world popula-
tion growth at levels close to the United
Nations low [projection]” of a global popula-
tion of 7.8 billion by the year 2050.

Like previous efforts to draft population
policies, this one has proved controversial.
Diplomatic sparring between the Vatican
and other delegations over the draft docu-
ment’s emphasis on birth control and its sup-
port of a woman’s right to safe abortion have
dominated pre-Cairo publicity. But a qui-
eter, and ultimately more significant, scien-
tific debate has been going on over how ef-
fective the plan is likely to be in reducing
fertility rates.

Researchers remain far from a consensus

sensus is that, as political scientist Steven
Sinding, director of population sciences for
the Rockefeller Foundation, puts it: “There
are still major gaps in our understanding of
fertility change and what causes it.”

The search for an acceptable policy

Nobody is arguing that it will be easy to hold
population growth to the low end of the
UN’s projections. Although the rate of
population increase peaked in the late 1960s
at just over 2% per year and has since fallen
to 1.6%—thanks largely to a fertility drop in
the developing nations from an average of six
children per woman to below four—growth
rates throughout much of the developing
world are still high. The population “dou-
bling time” at current growth rates is just 24
years in Africa and 35 in Asia and Latin
America, compared to 98 years in North
America and 1025 in Europe. Moreover, un-
precedented numbers of women will be en-
tering their reproductive years in the next
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two decades, so that even if fertility rates
were miraculously reduced to the so-called
“replacement level” of 2.1 children per wo-
man by 1995, global population would still
climb to about 7.7 billion in 2050, according
to UN projections.

What, if any, steps should be taken to
bring down these growth rates has long been
a source of contention. Twenty years ago, at
the first UN intergovernmental conference
on population in Bucharest, representatives
of developing nations argued that rapid in-
dustrialization would provide the solution to
the population problem. Arguing that “de-
velopment is the best contraceptive,” they
insisted that a massive redistribution of
wealth from North to South must precede
population stabilization.

Underlying this argument was the now
60-year-old theory of the demographic tran-
sition. When high-fertility, high-mortality
societies first modernize, the theory holds,
improvements in standards of living, public
health, and medical technology bring mor-
tality rates down while birth rates remain
high. Population grows markedly, as it did in
Europe during the Industrial Revolution.
Eventually, however, cultural and economic
changes associated with urbanization and in-
dustrialization—for example, the increasing
net economic cost of raising children—bring
birth rates down as well, first among upper-
and middle-income classes and then among
workers. This completes the transition, leav-
ing fertility at replacement level or lower—
as has happened in North America, Japan,
and much of Europe.

But even before the Bucharest conference,
demographers had noted some odd misfirings
in the mechanism supposedly linking eco-
nomic development to declining fértility. In
a few industrializing nations like Brazil and
Mexico, fertility remained stubbornly high,
while other nations such as Colombia and
Sri Lanka saw birth rates plummet without
significant industrial development.

Over the past two decades demographers
have also taken a closer look at fertility de-
clines in the industrializing West and have
found a hodgepodge of historical patterns. In
nineteenth-century France, Germany, and
Sweden, lower birth rates actually preceded
mortality declines, and in Australia (as in
Bangladesh and Kenya today) fertility de-
clined across all socioeconomic classes at
about the same time, rather than trickling
from the wealthiest down to the poorest
members of society. “The fertility transitions
in Europe followed patterns in many places
that were only loosely related to industrial-
ization, and the same thing is true in much of
the developing world,” says Sinding.

Against the backdrop of this reassess-
ment of demographic transition theory, the
second UN population conference, held in
Mexico City in 1984, put more emphasis on
increasing access to modern family planning
technologies. The conference was, however
dominated by a rancorous dispute over the
Reagan Administration’s advocacy of mar-
ket-oriented models of development. Chief
U.S. negotiator James Buckley declared, for
example, that rapid population growth is a
“neutral factor” in the economic health of
developing countries. And the family-plan-
ning goals were undercut by the U.S. gov-
ernment’s announcement that it would cut
off funding for international groups provid-
ing abortion counseling.

The Cairo Programme of Action takes a
different tack from the ones that emerged
from the Bucharest and Mexico City gather-
ings. It supplants population planning’s old
focus on contraception and industrial de-
velopment with a new emphasis on the con-
nections between population, poverty, in-
equality, environmental decay, and the need
for “sustainable” development. The educa-
tion of women, for example, is advocated
both as a means of deflecting pressures for
large families and as a spur to income-gener-
ating activities.

And this time around, the United States
is in full support. The Clinton Administra-
tion last year restored funding for population
programs that had been cut in the Reagan
era and has consolidated population plan-
ning in Wirth’s new State Department of-
fice. Population programs, says Wirth, are
increasingly being viewed as “the basic
wedge into development programs” rather
than the other way around.

“You have three things going together—
poverty, high fertility, and environmental
degradation—affecting the production basis
of rural life,” explains Partha Dasgupta, an
economist at Cambridge University in En-
gland. Dasgupta’s studies of rural households
in India and sub-Saharan Africa find that the
depletion of natural resources like water and
fuel wood creates a need for extra hands
around the house, hence more births, hence
even fewer resources to go around. Programs
to interrupt the spiral by conserving re-
sources and providing women with cash
earnings therefore benefit the environment,
the economy, and population stability all at
the same time. Says Dasgupta, “The public
policy needs that stare you in the face are
precisely the things that you might think
were reasonable even if you weren’t worried
about population.”

This thrust is strongly supported by inter-
national women'’s groups. Former member of
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Congress Bella Abzug, speaking on behalf of
the Women’s Environment and Develop-
ment Organization—which helped shape the
Programme of Action through a series of criti-
cal papers and extensive lobbying with indi-
vidual governments—argues, for example,
that “family planning and fertility rates can-
not be seen as abstractions in themselves.”
Some members of the population re-
search establishment are, however, worried
by the document’s failure to address popula-
tion goals more directly. Charles Westoff, a
demographer at Princeton’s Office of Popu-
lation Research, notes that the plan of action
eschews quantitative fertility targets, which
are seen by Abzug and other feminists as
coercive. “You search [the Cairo document]
in vain for an explicit statement that in cer-
tain parts of the world, such as sub-Saharan
Africa, women are having a lot more chil-
dren, and want to have more children, than
is commensurate with replacement fertility,”
Westoff complains. Adds economist and de-
mographer Paul Demeny, a senior associate

at the Population Council in New York _ 45

and editor of the journal Population and
Development Review: “I think that artic-
ulating population programs simply as
yet another need-satisfying welfare pro-
gram, without invoking the rationale
that prompted these programs in the first |~
place—governments’ concern about the
harm caused by too-rapid aggregate pop-
ulation growth—greatly weakens the |
argument that these programs should |
be a high priority.” The real question,
many researchers say, is how much
each of the three major recommenda-
tions outlined in the Cairo plan can
affect demographic trends.

Contraception: Unmet needs

Between 1970 and 1990, world con-
traceptive use increased from 30%
of couples to 55%, and average
family size fell from 4.9 children
to 3.5, halfway to replacement
level, according to Sharon Camp,
former senior vice president of
Population Action Intenation-
al. Fertility declined most
sharply in countries that insti-
tuted strong, government-
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sponsored family planning programs
in the 1960s and '70s, including
China, Botswana, Kenya, Zimbabwe,
Morocco, and the now-prosperous
Eastern and Southeastern Asian na-
tions of Singapore, South Korea, Tai-
wan, and Thailand. Demographer
John Bongaarts, vice president and
director of research at the Population
Council, estimates that 40% of the
world’s fertility decline is attribut-
able to better contraceptive ac-
cess. “There’s no doubt that the
investment in family planning
has paid off,” Bongaarts says.

Sinding agrees: “Clearly [con-
traception] made the difference
between the century it took fer-
tility to decline in some of the
now-industrialized countries and
the 15 years it’s taken in places
like Taiwan and Korea,” he says.
With a confidence bred of this
apparent  success, family-
planning advocates like Sin-
ding argue that substantial
further progress can be
made toward replacement-
level fertility by meeting
the remaining “unmet
need” for reliable birth-con-
trol methods. A 1991 survey
conducted by Westoff and Luis
Hernando Ochoa for the Mary-
land-based Demographic and
Health Surveys found that ap-
proximately 120 million mar-
ried women worldwide do not
wish to have any more chil-
dren but are not currently us-
ing any modern contraceptive
method. The Cairo plan calls for the elimina-
tion of this unmet need by the year 2015.

A study published in the March issue of
Population and Development Review, however,
has touched off a spirited dispute over the
actual extent of unmet need for contracep-
tion. Lant Pritchett, a senior economist at
the World Bank, compared actual fertility
rates in 53 developing nations with various
measures of people’s desired family sizes. His
regression analyses found that approximately
90% of the differences in actual fertility be-
tween countries was attributable to differ-
ences in desired fertility and that the number
of unwanted births is no lower in regions
where people have greater access to family
planning services. High fertility in regions
like sub-Saharan Africa, Pritchett con-
cludes, is explained almost completely by a
high desire for children, not by any shortage
of low-cost contraceptives.

Pritchett also challenges the most widely
accepted version of unmet need. Westoff
and Ochoa, he says, “decide who needs
contraception and then argue that anyone
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who does not use it has unmet need.”
If women who avoid contracep-
tion for reasons other than cost or
availability are removed from the
unmet need category, Pritchett cal-
culates, then the fertility reduction
achievable through expanded access
to family planning adds up to less
than half a birth per woman—a small
improvement in African countries
like Niger, Cote d’Ivoire, or Ugan-
da, where the average woman has
7.4 children. Pritchett insists
that he is not opposed to the ex-
pansion of family-planning pro-
grams, which he says provide
many benefits for women. “The
main point of my paper is that
the demographic impact is likely
to be small.”
Westoff acknowledges that
his measures of “unmet need”
include women who say they
intentionally avoid using con-
traceptives, but he argues
that any woman who says
she wants no more children
should be counted as hav-
ing a real need. He agrees
with Pritchett, however,
that access is often not the
issue. “Meeting unmet need
is more complex than simply
providing contraceptive meth-
ods. The obstacles tend to be
things like lack of information,
concern about side effects,
religious or other fatalistic
attitudes, women concerned
about how their husbands feel,
and those kinds of things.
These require education and information.”
Whatever the actual number of couples
who want contraceptives but lack money or
easy access, says Wirth, the next leap toward
replacement-level fertility will probably be
more difficult than the last. “The easy part of
the unmet need has been done” through
family-planning programs focused on urban
areas and lower-middle-class and middle-class
individuals, Wirth says. “The much tougher
part of unmet need is ahead. That’s the very
poor in cities, and that’s the very rural.”

54%

- Africa

Latin
America

Reducing childhood mortality

Although mortality rates among infants and
young children have been significantly re-
duced everywhere since World War II, a
child’s chances of surviving past the age of 4
are still much better if he or she is born in an
industrialized nation (97% in the United
States, compared to 71% in Ethiopia, 76%
in India, and 80% in Kenya). Many research-
ers believe—and the Cairo plan reiterates—
that reducing fertility rates will be impos-
sible without further reductions in infant
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and child mortality, because only parents
who are confident that their children will
grow to support them in old age can attain
their desired family size without “overshoot-
ing.” As Julius Nyrere, the former president
of Tanzania, has said, “The most powerful
contraceptive is the knowledge that your
children will survive.”

But “we don’t really know as much as the
[Cairo] document pretends we know about
infant and child mortality,” says Sinding.
“The Cairo document says that among a wide
menu of social policies one might invest in,
this is a particularly important one because of
the effect on fertility. I would like to believe
that, but the evidence is not strong.” A re-
cent World Bank study of the neighboring
West African countries of Cote d’Ivoire and
Ghana, for example, found no statistically
significant link between child mortality and
fertility within individual households. The
study did find a link at the community level;
in Ghana, one fewer child is born for every
five who escape an early death, an effect simi-
lar to that found in some Asian and Latin
American countries. But the study pointed to
“conceptual and statistical problems” that make
it difficult to prove that low levels of child
mortality actually slow population growth.

Paul Schultz, an economist at Yale Uni-
versity’s Center for Economic Growth and
one author of the World Bank study, says he
believes “there’s nowhere in the world where
you get fertility coming down until you get
child mortality under some greater degree of
control.” But he adds that it is very difficult
to sort out the confounding factors in the
relationship between the two. “Child mor-
tality is heavily shaped by women’s educa-
tion and resources in the family. It’s very hard
to infer whether [the link between child mor-
tality and fertility] is causal or whether addi-
tional factors are influencing both. If you're a
scientist you have to say the linkage is there
but we can’t prove it, and that’s frustrating.”

Women’s education

George Moffett, a diplomatic correspondent
for the Christian Science Monitor, writes in his
new book Critical Masses: The Global Popula-
tion Challenge that “countries in which edu-
cation is least accessible to girls have the
highest fertility rates in the world, while
those that provide the greatest access have
the lowest.” In India’s Kerala state, for ex-
ample, an 87% literacy rate among women is
widely credited with helping to push the fer-
tility rate down to 2.3 children per woman,
among the lowest in the developing world.
And almost no one disputes the finding that
increases in school enrollment ratios among
females have a greater negative effect on fer-
tility than do equivalent increases among
males. “The link between greater education
and fertility is very clear and powerful and
invariant,” says Sinding. “It is as good a bet
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for public policy as social science is generally
able to provide.”

But just as with child mortality, the mech-
anisms linking education to changes in de-
sired and actual fertility are uncertain. Edu-
cated women may want to have smaller fam-
ilies in order to stretch the resources avail-
able for their own children’s schooling, or
their education may give them profitable al-
ternative uses for their own time so that the
cost of motherhood goes up. They may marry
and begin bearing children later and have
fewer children as a result, or they may be
more effective users of family-planning meth-
ods and better protectors of their children’s
health. “People have not really tried to test
which of those pathways is the main path-
way, and there is some debate about which
programs are the most effective,” says Eliza-
beth King, a senior World Bank economist.

Indeed, high levels of female education
do not always result in lower fertility. Martha
Ainsworth, another World Bank economist
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who has recently completed a study of educa-
tion, contraceptive use, and fertility in 14
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, found that
although 60% of women in Ghana are edu-
cated—half of them at the secondary level—
the effect on fertility there is no greater than
in Senegal, Togo, Mali, Niger, and other
countries where women have much less
schooling. It is often difficult to measure any
effect in regions where so few women overall
have schooling, Ainsworth says. “Sometimes
I can’t disentangle how much of what I'm
measuring is the effect of selectivity,” that is,
the fact that females who seek education are
more likely ahead of time to want smaller
families and to use contraception, she says.
In spite of these uncertainties, most pop-
ulation researchers believe that if the Cairo
plan is implemented, it may gradually shift
desired family size downward. “Cairo is a
good thing even if it’s not being guided by
the scientific evidence,” concludes Yale’s
Schultz. “This is merely a linking of various
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lobby groups that have an interest and a
confluence of logic. It’s not necessarily em-
pirically documented, but it’s plausible in
certain parts of the world.”

Michael Teitelbaum, a demographer at
the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, adds that
he has “never run into a single policy issue
that has unanimous scientific support.”
The important point, he says, is that U.S.
policymakers have “re-established a leader-
ship position” on population issues and that,
through Wirth’s new Global Affairs office
at the State Department, they are “trying
their best to make the connections” between
foreign policy and demographic trends.

As the delegates gather in Cairo next
week they would do well to bear in mind one
fact: During the 9 days they will spend debat-
ing the plan of action, the world’s population
will grow by some 2.1 million.

~Wade Roush

Wade Roush is a science writer in Boston.

Science and Math Scores Rebound

Students in elementary and secondary
schools are pulling their math and science
test scores out of the slump that hit in the
mid-1970s, according to a report released 2
weeks ago. The latest National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP) report—a
biennial spot-check that gives achievement
tests to thousands of students—says that av-
erage 1992 scores in science and math are
just about where they were in the early 1970s,
before the slide began. All the students of
the ages studied—9, 13, and 17—“made
gains in average proficiency between 1982
and 1992,” the report says.

The U.S. Department of Education,
which funds the NAEP, hailed the findings
in a press release as a “strong step forward.”
But at the same time, survey officials and
education specialists all acknowledged that
mere recovery after a disastrous education-
al interval isn’t enough. “We are retrieving
a bit of lost ground,” says education pol-
icy expert Chester Finn, an NAEP adviser

and a member of The Edison Project, a
privately sponsored school reform initiative
based in Washington, D.C. Social scientist
Bruno Manno, a senior fellow at the Hudson
Institute in Washington, D.C., agrees, say-
ing “I think the gains reported are really
insignificant.”

The NAEP has given students tests in
selected subjects every other year since 1969
and characterizes scores according to five
“proficiency levels” (see charts). The 1992
rebound effect, officials says, can be traced
to an added emphasis on math and science
in the schools. The percentage of 17-year-
olds who had studied biology in 1992 was
92%, the NAEP found, up from 88% in
1986. The figures for physics were up from
10% to 14% and for those completing 2 years
of algebra from 37% to 45%.

The good news has limits, however. For
one thing, the report finds that for African
American and Hispanic students, “progress
in closing the gaps [relative to whites] has

stalled.” The black-white gap in math, for
example, stopped narrowing in 1986. In sci-
ence, the proficiency of black 17-year-olds
was no different from the 1969 levels. In
addition, students are not becoming any
more literate. “With the exception of [an]
improvement in writing at grade 8,” the re-
port notes, “there have been no significant
improvements in reading or writing perfor-
mance since 1984.”

Finn believes that, ironically, this can
partly be laid at the door of the renewed
emphasis on science and math. The num-
ber of science courses has increased during
the past decade, he points out, while the
number of English courses has not. But the
heart of the problem, he says, is “the fact that
most people don’t do much reading.” The
survey found, for example, that 51% of 13-
year-olds—up from 39% in 1981—watched
3 to 5 hours of television a day. As NAEP
director Ina Mullis says, “There’s still a huge
discrepancy between where we are and
where we need to be.”

—Constance Holden
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