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A NOTE ON ART

The artwork for this report was created by award-winning artist and founder of
the art-tech studio ARTificial Mind, Cecilie Waagner Falkenstrgm. Cecilie’s art,
which utilizes artificial intelligence, machine learning and other cutting-edge
technologies to provoke reflections about our engagement with technology,
represents the core themes of this year’s report: the perils and promise of a
not-so-distant future, the fears which spring from those unknowns, and the
infinite possibilities within reach when rights and choices for all are ensured.
In its ability to bridge the gap between the real and the imagined, this year’s
artwork encapsulates the anxieties and opportunities that future holds, and,
most importantly, underlines how we are co-creators of it.
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FOREWORD

In November 2022, the world population
eclipsed 8 billion people. For many of us, it
represented a milestone that the human family
should celebrate — a sign that people are living
longer, healthier lives and enjoying more rights
and greater choices than ever before.

The relationship between reproductive autonomy
and healthier lives is an uncontested truth: as
women are empowered to make choices about
their bodies and lives, they and their families
thrive — and their societies thrive as well.

Yet that was not the message heard by much
of the world. Instead, many headlines warned
of a world teetering into overpopulation, or
that whole countries and regions were ageing
into obsolescence. Somehow, when the
human numbers are tallied and population
milestones passed, the rights and potential of
individuals fade too easily into the background.
Over and over, we see birth rates identified

as a problem — and a solution — with little
acknowledgement of the agency of the people
doing the birthing.

This story was supposed to have changed.

In 1994, the Programme of Action of the
International Conference on Population and

Foreword

Development (ICPD) recognized that advancing
gender equality and the empowerment

of women and ensuring women'’s ability

to control their own fertility must be at

the heart of population and development-
related programmes.

This vision was articulated, in large part,
because women's movements saw both the
violations that can occur when family planning
is used as a tool for “population control” and
what empowerment and autonomous family
planning can help secure for individuals.
Today, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development expressly acknowledges that
sexual and reproductive health and gender
equality are essential for unlocking a more
prosperous and sustainable future.

Why, then, are so many women still deprived
of their bodily autonomy? The most recent
data from 68 countries show that an
estimated 44 per cent of partnered women
are unable to make decisions over health
care, sex or contraception. The result? Nearly
half of all pregnancies are unintended, an
abrogation of women’s basic human right to
decide freely and responsibly the number and
spacing of their children.



Today, climate change, pandemics, conflicts, support sexual and reproductive health

mass displacement, economic uncertainty and and rights for all — the foundation for full
other issues fuel concerns about over- and equality, dignity and opportunity. Every
under-population. Yet human reproduction is member of our human family has the
neither the problem nor the solution. right to make free and informed choices
about their health, bodies and futures.
This State of World Population report, This right should be the starting point
produced by a group of external advisers, for all conversations about population.
researchers and writers, working alongside Population is, after all, about people, about
UNFPA technical staff and editors, explores creating the conditions for all 8 billion of us
how broadening our understanding of to live freely and fully, equal in dignity and
population can lead to new solutions that rights, on a healthy, safe and prosperous
build demographic resilience and help shape planet. When we invest in people and their
a more equitable and prosperous future. potential, in their rights and choices, all of

humanity benefits.
Advancing gender equality is an often-

overlooked solution to many of these Dr. Natalia Kanem
concerns. In ageing, low-fertility countries Executive Director
with labour productivity concerns, achieving United Nations Population Fund

gender parity in the workforce is considered
the most effective way to improve productivity
and income growth. In high-fertility countries,
empowerment through education and family
planning is known to yield enormous dividends
in the form of economic growth and human
capital development.

That is why UNFPA is calling for expanded
efforts to realize bodily autonomy and

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Ours is a world of hope and possibility, a world
where the human family is larger than ever
before. It is a world in which we are collectively
living longer and, on balance, enjoying better
health, more rights and broader choices than at
any other point in human history. Ours is also
a world of anxieties: the tensions of everyday
life are rapidly accumulating amid economic
uncertainty, the existential question of climate
change, the still-rising toll of the COVID-19
pandemic and the ongoing ravages of conflict.

In November 2022, the United Nations
announced that the human population had
surpassed 8 billion people, and also that

two thirds of people were living in places
where fertility rates had fallen below the
so-called “replacement level” of 2.1 births per
woman. These trends offer a nuanced look at
demographic transition — the shift from higher
to lower mortality and fertility — as it unfolds

—implied, should therefore be fertility related.«
“Fears and fixes begin to take the form

in different countries and contexts. But the
subtleties of this story were very often lost.
“Too many” people will overwhelm the planet,
many pundits proclaimed, even as others
warned that “too few” people would lead to
civilizational collapse. Every population trend
seems to invoke its own vision of catastrophe.
Too many young people? Destabilizing.

Too many old people? A burden. Too many
migrants? A threat.

To be sure, there are many valid and pressing
concerns related to population, such as

the complex links between population size,
affluence and fossil fuel consumption, and

the challenges of budgeting for infrastructure,
health services and pension programmes. But
when we flatten out the nuance, we obscure
the very problems we need to address, burying
them beneath layers of hyperbole and blame.
Fertility rates that deviate from 2.1 are widely
treated as red flags, predictive of either
impending overpopulation or catastrophic
depopulation. The solutions, it is often said or 4 9, /




one, that population anxiety will distract us
from serious but solvable problems, and two,
that population anxiety will become a rationale
for denying the rights and bodily autonomy of
women and girls.

Population matters

The State of World Population report is
produced by a panel of external advisers,
researchers and writers, who work alongside
UNFPA technical staff and editors, bringing
the insights of leading independent experts
together on issues related to the UNFPA
mandate. This report explores how people —
the general public, policymakers, academics
and others — understand current population
trends, and how those views can impact sexual
and reproductive health and rights.

Make no mistake: population trends are real
and enormously impactful. They affect culture
and social relations, economies and political
discourse. They influence how we approach
climate change, allocate resources, respond to

,'-Eﬁﬁmg workforces and more.

But it is precisely because population trends
are so important that we must move past
the tendency to reduce all of humanity to the
threat of a population “bomb” or “bust”. These
aA’érmist narratives persist in part because they
//offer easy talking points and can be used to

/ justify simple but fallacious “fixes”, like setting
fertility targets to “correct” a population size.
Research for this report found a notable recent
uptick in governments adopting policies aimed
at raising, lowering or maintaining fertility rates.
Further, the share of countries with policies to

»

increase fertility has grown,

while the share of countries /_P
without fertility policies 3

has diminished. Policies to P
influence fertility rates are not
necessarily coercive — they
can take many forms — but
in general, the analysis finds
that efforts to influence
fertility are associated with
diminished levels of human freedoms.

In reality, there is no perfect population
size, nor any reliable way to achieve a
specific population size. Fertility rates
fluctuate for a wide variety of reasons that
stretch far beyond the reach of targets
and State policies. At times, efforts to
manipulate population even defy logic.
Responding to an ageing population by
encouraging people to have more babies,
for example, ignores the fact that this will
do little to relieve shortages of workers
and pension burdens in the short term,
and in fact will increase the need for other
large investments like education

long before the babies become
productive, tax-paying workers. _ J ‘

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023 P



Yet such approaches remain palatable in many
places — and not only among policymakers

but among politicians, commentators and
community members as well. It may seem more
achievable to focus on population numbers

and to convince women to have more or fewer
children than to tackle the climate crisis through
reducing emissions or increasing sustainable
consumption and production, or to make the
public investments needed to ensure equitable
access to quality education, employment,
health coverage and social protection. In this
way, women's and girls’ bodies are treated as
instruments to enact population ideals, a notion
made possible by their still subordinate status,
socially, politically and economically.

Of course, good intentions are often also at
work; implementing family-friendly conditions
for those who want to have children and
providing contraceptives for those who don't are
critical efforts that support reproductive rights
and gender equality. But a view of the world in
which high-fertility rates mean contraceptives
are needed, while low-fertility rates mean
family-friendly policies are needed, is also too
simplistic. Infertility is widespread in high-fertility
contexts, just as unmet need for contraception
is prevalent in low-fertility ones, and a full range
of reproductive health services and gender-
equality protections is needed in all settings.

Moreover, there is a risk that those who craft

or implement fertility policies will come to see
directing fertility rates as their main goal. We
know that when this happens, it can undermine
women's exercise of choice and diminish

their rights. The most recent Sustainable
Development Goals data reveal that, out of

68 reporting countries, an estimated 44 per cent
of partnered women are unable to make
decisions over health care, contraception or sex
(UNFPA, 2023). The most vulnerable have only
a tenuous grip on their bodily autonomy, if they
can exercise autonomy at all; this fact obliges
us to prioritize their needs, rights, choices and
dignity — including in population policies.

Towanrds rights and resilience

It is clear that the old prescriptions for
managing population change do not work,

and in the worst cases they lead to violence

and harm. The same is true of despair, which
may lead us to compromise on agreed rights.
How often have we seen fear used to separate
populations into “us” versus “them”? Why should
we work together towards a better future if all
we can imagine is a worse one?

Fortunately, countries are beginning to put
aside fear, responding to the challenges

with new solutions in order to foster truly
successful, thriving populations. In planning

for unfolding demographic changes, they are
not setting targets but aiming for demographic
resilience. This approach means that social and
economic systems stay attuned to what people
themselves say they want and need to flourish,
in times of both prosperity and peril.

Starting down this path means broadening our
understanding of population, investing in the



data collection and analyses needed to look at
— and also look beyond — total population sums
and fertility rates. A more accurate perspective
may emerge, for instance, from considering age
structure, migration, mortality trends and age at
childbearing. Data could factor in shifting social
and gender norms and fertility intentions. They
could better define demographic intersections
with gender equality, as in a recent United
Nations study, which found that greater gender
parity in the labour force would do much

more to sustain economies in ageing, low-
fertility societies than a return to higher fertility
(UN DESA, 2023a).

Equally important are the questions we ask
when using this information. Instead of asking,
for instance, whether a fertility rate is too high or
too low, we might ask whether people are able
to realize their sexual and reproductive rights,
and if not, what is required to fill the gaps? How
well is the space for choice protected? Is it
protected equally for all, with no exclusions in
principle or practice, as human rights standards
require? Are diverse voices steering the process
of inquiry and deciding the directions it takes
and the conclusions it reaches?

The 1994 International Conference on
Population and Development was a landmark

shift away from population control ideologies
and towards sexual and reproductive health
and rights. This was largely due to the powerful
advocacy of women's movements and the
willingness of policymakers to listen to their
case for rights and choices. It is time to

listen again.

This means hearing the voices of concern,
voices represented by the stories in this

report. It means heeding the voices of those
advocating for sexual and reproductive justice,
which considers not just stand-alone factors
like contraceptive access but all the conditions
needed for rights and choices, from economic
security to a clean and sustainable environment
to liberation from violence and discrimination.

These are calls for action arising from the
belief that a better future is possible, if all of
us act in concert to make it so — and that
requires action not just from policymakers
and parliamentarians, but also young people,
older persons, activists, the private sector
and civil society groups. Together, we must
create a world where everyone can exercise
their rights, choices and responsibilities. This
is essential for building a more sustainable,
equal and just world for all 8 billion of us. A
future of infinite possibilities.

The time for action is now.

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023
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Our human family now has 8 billion members,

a milestone to celebrate. It represents historic
advances for humanity in medicine, science,
health, agriculture and education. More
newborns make it through the precarious first
months of life (WHQO, 2022). Children are more
likely to grow to adulthood (Small Arms Survey,
2022), and people live longer, healthier lives.

These gains are the result of progress in public
health, nutrition, education and more, and
growing numbers of people are able to enjoy
these benefits. In recent decades, these advances
have been amplified by commitments to human
rights, universal health, sustainable development
and gender equality — made by governments,
non-governmental movements, the private
sector and many more. They include the global
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which
are at the heart of a transformative international
agenda for development for all people by 2030.
The international community has, through not
only the SDGs but also many preceding decades
of agreements, legal instruments and evolving
social norms, assured every individual has an
equal right to life, and to the highest attainable
standard of health and dignity. Every human
being sharing our planet today is owed these
human rights and the possibilities that human
rights can help them unlock.

Yet humanity has reached this population of

8 billion at a moment of multiple, overlapping
and escalating crises. The COVID-19 pandemic
has, to date, killed more than 6 million people
(with estimates as high as 21 million) (Msemburi
and others, 2022; The Economist, 2022; WHO,
2022a). The climate catastrophe (UNEP, 2022),
weakened economies, conflict, food and energy

shortages, and technology-driven disinformation

Our Human Family, 8 Billion Strong

pose threats everywhere in the world. The future
can seem bleak; according to the 2022 Human
Development Report, more than six in seven
people globally say they feel insecure (UNDP,
2022). Amid these fears, it is all too easy to
interpret the biggest demographic headlines

of the moment — 8 billion people on Earth
alongside historically low-fertility rates in many
countries (UN DESA, 2022) — as signs of
impending disaster. People are seeking answers,
and “population” can be an appealing scapegoat

for many problems.

This tendency poses risks, including laying blame
on people who look different or live differently.
We see this concern unfolding right now. It is
expressed as fears about “overpopulation” — the
perception that there are more people than the
planet can sustain. At the same time, particularly
in lower-fertility countries, it is expressed as
concerns about “underpopulation”, worries about
diminishing labour forces and the “collapse” of
communities or countries. In many places, both

fears are playing out simultaneously.

Media headlines tell part of this story. “Planet
Earth: 8 billion people and dwindling
resources’, one syndicated headline (AFD,
2022) announced as the milestone figure was
reached in November 2022. “Young women
are turning their backs on marriage and
children while elderly numbers boom”, another
news item exclaimed (Zhang, 2022), adding,
“demographer says the issue has potential to be
elevated to a national security level”. Versions
of these messages appeared worldwide: “As
climate change worsens, Egypt is begging
families to have fewer kids” (O’Grady

and Mahfouz, 2022). “South Korea spent
$200 billion, but it can’t pay people enough



to have a baby” (Hancocks, 2022). ““Without
enough Latvians, we won't be Latvia: Eastern

Europe’s shrinking population” (Henley,
2022). “A demographic time bomb is about to
reshape our world. The planet’s population is
soon expected to peak. What comes next will
be unrecognisable” (Shute, 2022).

> More newborns make it
through the precarious
first months of life.

> Children are more
likely to grow to
adulthood-

> People live longer,
healthier lives-.

Both the tone and the language of such
claims fail to reflect the complexities of
population trends and the rights and
autonomy of individuals (see box, “Using the
language of rights”). And this is not unique
to the media. From policy discussions to

radio chat shows to conversations among

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023
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friends, there is widespread acceptance of
the idea that countries or the world should
work towards an ideal population size or
composition or fertility rate. In some cases,
public policies articulate such goals, even
though history repeatedly shows the perils
of population targets. Population targets are
often implicitly coercive, pushing people
towards reproductive choices that they might
not otherwise make themselves. This process
unfolds along a spectrum, from public
campaigns and persuasion, to subtle or overt
discrimination, and even to the forced use or
denial of contraception and other sexual and

reproductive health services.

Numbers in support of rights

All human beings have the right to make choices
about when (or whether) to have children, how
many children to have and with whom to have
them. Their right to bodily autonomy means
just that: free and informed choice, unhindered
by requirements to live in service to any broader
demographic, economic, social, political,

environmental or security claims.

This is not to say that population numbers do
not matter; they do, because every human being
matters. Population data offer some of the most

reliable, forward-looking information on the

> A history of ups and downs

Population fluctuations are not new. Archaeological evidence indicates that there have
been periods of rapid population growth followed by population declines throughout

human history (Shennan and Sear, 2021) — but most historical population busts were
driven by periods of mass early mortality, induced by events such as war, famines or
epidemics. Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing HIV/AIDS epidemic remind

us that disease can continue to impact demographic trends on a large scale. Still, almost
all current cases of falling population size are attributable to declining fertility and
emigration rather than mass mortality events — trends that are a testament to advances
in science, technology and peacebuilding. Today, most experts agree: population changes
are normal, and population sizes are neither good nor bad; what is needed are resilient
systems that can respond to the needs of a population, no matter what its size. Likewise,

rising and falling fertility rates are neither good nor bad; they should, however, be an
expression of the reproductive rights and choices of individuals.

Our Human Family, 8 Billion Strong



needs that communities may have 5, 15 and even
50 years into the future. Cohorts of infants will
require investments in health care and schooling,
for instance. How these cohorts age, how they
will likely affect labour markets and pension
funds, how needs compare among cohorts
within and across communities — all of this
information offers policymakers a forecast of the
possible future and of future possibilities. These
data can enable policymakers to better prepare
for impending changes, whether that means
investing in systems that support large numbers

of students, job seckers or retirees.

Population numbers are also critical in steering
policies and programmes to achieve the SDGs,
including their inherent commitment to leave

no one behind. Population data provided by

the United Nations Population Division are

used to monitor around a quarter of the 231
SDG indicators, for example (UN DESA, n.d.).
Particularly relevant for this report, population
data can be used to quantify persistent and
ubiquitous violations of reproductive rights. Since
2015, as part of SDG Target 5.6.1, countries
have submitted data on bodily autonomy, which
show that unacceptably large populations of
partnered women and gitls continue to be denied
their fundamental right to make decisions about
whether to seek health care, whether to have sex
and whether to use contraception. In 2023, 68
countries have reported 5.6.1 data, showing that
24 per cent are unable to say no to sex, 25 per
cent are unable to make decisions about their
own health care and 11 per cent are unable to
make decisions specifically about contraception.
Together, this means that only 56 per cent of
women are able to make their own decisions over
their sexual and reproductive health and rights
(UNEFPA, 2023).

> Their right to
bodily autonomy
means just that:
free and informed
choice, unhindered
by requirements to
live in service
to any broader
demographic,
economic, social,
political,
environmental or
security claims-

The needs and rights of individuals may be
challenging to reconcile with the number
of people now sharing our planet. Much
anxiety circles around the world’s current
megatrends, tectonic shifts not only in
population size but also in the climate,
emerging disease threats and more. But no
matter the vastness of our human family,
every member has non-negotiable rights
and value. The international community
has repeatedly recognized and affirmed

— in agreements ranging from the 1994
International Conference on Population
and Development (ICPD) Programme of
Action to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development — that human rights and
gender equality are bedrock necessities for a

more peaceful and prosperous future for all.

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023
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To this end, we must aim for a world in

which the consequential act of bringing a
child into the world — including the timing
and circumstances of each birth — is an act
of agency, an affirmation of choice and an
expression of hope. Decision makers can
better build resilient populations not by
setting targets and stifling choices but by
pursuing policies that enable individuals

to realize their own reproductive ideals

and broader well-being, including through
education, health care, clean water,

opportunities and more.

Our Human Family, 8 Billion Strong

Perspectives from the public
to policymakers

To learn more about perceptions and anxieties
around population in a world of 8 billion, this
report undertook original research in the form of
a general public survey and analysis, as well as a
secondary analysis of a routine United Nations
survey of government policies.

Public survey

The public survey, commissioned by UNFPA
and conducted by YouGov, asked a representative
sample of 7,797 people across eight countries
(Brazil, Egypt, France, Hungary, India, Japan,
Nigeria and the United States) for their views

on population issues (see Technical note on
page 172 for more information). The findings
suggest that population anxieties have seeped
into large portions of the general public. In
every country surveyed, the most common

view among respondents was that the global
population was too large. In six countries (all
except Japan and India), the most common view
was that the global fertility rate was too high
(Figure 1). Between 47 per cent (Japan) and

76 per cent (Hungary) of adults believed that
the current world population was too high while
between 26 per cent (Japan) and 60 per cent
(France) believed the global fertility rate of

2.3 children per woman was too high.

Still, many people did not share this view, and
there was variety among and within countries.
Between 13 per cent (France) and 30 per cent
(Nigeria) believed the global population was
about right. Every country had appreciable
numbers of respondents who did not have

an opinion and who believed population and

fertility were too low. In Hungary and Japan,



> FIGURE 1

Views on global fertility rate held by survey respondents

Toc:igh To:ow Abm:right Don:mow
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%

Brazil Egypt France Hungary India Japan Nigeria USA

Source: UNFPA/YouGov survey 2022.

the two countries with the lowest fertility rates > Exposure to messages
of those surveyed, the majority of adults felt and rhetoric
domestic fertility rates were too low. about the world's

population appears
to be linked to
greater concern
about fertility rate
and immigration-.

Another notable finding was that exposure

to messages and rhetoric about the

world’s population — whether via media,
general conversation or other modes of
communication — appeared to be linked to
greater concern about population size, fertility
rate and immigration. In all countries, those - = =
who reported being exposed to media or

conversations about the world’s population in

the past 12 months were substantially more

likely to view the global population as being too

high. This trend was starkest in Japan, where

68 per cent of those with media or messaging
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exposure believed the world population was too
high while only 29 per cent of those without
messaging exposure believed the same.

In every country, those who had not seen
any media coverage or messaging about the

population were more likely to report “don’t

know” when asked if the population was too big,

too small or just right. Similarly, those exposed
to rhetoric or media messages about global or
domestic population size were more likely to say
the global fertility rate was too high. Although
it’s not possible to ascertain a causal relationship
(thetoric may contribute to population anxiety,
for example, but people with population anxiety

may also better recall or more actively consume

Our Human Family, 8 Billion Strong



information about population), what is clear
is the value of ensuring that rights and choices
remain central in dialogue and messaging

around population issues.

One particularly crucial finding arose when
respondents were asked to identify what issues
were of greatest importance to them when
thinking about population change within
their own countries. In all countries except
Japan, issues related to policies on sexual and
reproductive health and rights, as well as other
human rights, were a significant concern for
many (see page 46 for more information). The
centrality of rights rarely finds its way into
discourse about “over-” and “under-" population
as expressed by politicians and the media, but
it appears that rights and policies are present
in the public’s mind, as are concerns about
the economic and environmental impacts of

population change.

Secondary analysis

The secondary analysis looks at data submitted
by governments to a United Nations survey

of government policies, the Inquiry Among
Governments on Population and Development,
which has been routinely conducted since
1963. These data offer the only comparative
view into the perspectives of governments on
national populations, an utterly unique set

of data showing how governments describe

and approach critical aspects of population
change and international migration within
their borders. The analysis focused on responses
from 2015, 2019 and 2021, predating the
announcement that humanity has reached

8 billion people. Still, the responses seem to
indicate a rise in anxiety among governments

when it comes to their populations and fertility

trends. A notable uptick is evident in the
number of countries adopting fertility policies
with an express purpose to raise, lower or

maintain fertility rates.

Countries that state an intention to raise
fertility through policy and those with no stated
fertility intention have similar levels of human
development. But tellingly, those countries
without policies seeking to influence fertility
rates have much higher scores on human
freedom, as measured by the Human Freedom
Index, compared to those with fertility targets
(regardless of whether the goal is to raise, lower
or maintain fertility). These global averages
mask subnational diversity and variation among
individual countries, but generally speaking
they suggest that countries without fertility
targets do better in prioritizing people’s rights.
(For more information, see Technical note on

page 173.)

While the most recent Inquiry survey, from
2021, does not report on governments’ fertility
policies, it does allow governments to report
on whether they have any laws or regulations
that guarantee access to certain reproductive
and sexual health services, including maternity
care and various family planning services,

and whether access to these is limited by
contradictory plural legal systems or other
restrictions based on age, marital status or third-
party authorization (e.g., spousal, parental,
medical). The analysis finds no connection
between countries’ fertility rates and the
accessibility of their sexual and reproductive
health services. In other words, countries
reporting greater restrictions on sexual and
reproductive health and rights are no more likely
to have higher- or lower-fertility rates.
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However, these data also show there is a
concerning connection between restrictions in
one sexual and reproductive health domain
and those in others (Figure 2). For example,
countries curtailing access to maternity care
also tended to have more constrained access to
contraception. Greater limits on contraception
correlate with more barriers to abortion and
post-abortion care. This suggests that, while
fertility rates do not seem to be reflective of
restrictions in reproductive health services, the
restrictions certainly reflect gender-unequal
norms. Further, these norms remain tragically

> FIGURE 2

commonplace. Similarly, countries with

lower income levels were not found to have
more restrictive access to contraception and
maternity care than higher-income countries,
suggesting that political choices, not resources,

explain differences in access.

This analysis, along with the research
elaborated throughout this report, indicates
that when sexual and reproductive health
services are viewed, even rhetorically, as tools
to achieve fertility goals, the results can be

counterproductive.

Correlations between restrictions to access in sexual and reproductive

health and rights services

Average restrictions to abortion and post-abortion care
N
Average restrictions to maternity care
N

0 4 8 12 16 0

Number of restrictions to
accessing contraception

Number of restrictions to
accessing contraception

Average restrictions to maternity services

8 12 16 0 4 8 12 16

Number of restrictions to
accessing contraception

Source: United Nations Inquiry Among Governments on Population and Development, 2021.

For information on restrictions, see Technical note on page 174.
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People cannot have too many or too few children
under any definition but their own. What

can be extraordinarily good or disastrously

bad, however, are the ways we respond to
population numbers and trends. Extraordinarily
good outcomes can happen when policies are
evidence-based and human rights are affirmed,
and disastrously bad outcomes happen when we
react to the real challenges of population change
by prescribing fertility solutions that undercut
human rights — or by ignoring population

change altogether.

In many ways, population anxiety may be an
understandable reaction to the world’s many
uncertainties. But despair only diverts attention
away from the problems that need addressing

and saps motivation to manage challenges

associated with demographic change — and

these challenges can, indeed, be managed.
Countries and people can thrive in a world of

demographic change.

While people have never been more numerous
than they are today, and total population
numbers will continue to grow for several
decades, the latest United Nations projections
suggest that the raze of global population growth
has fallen, and has been at less than 1 per cent
since 2020 (Figure 3). This is largely due to
declining fertility; around two thirds of people
live in a country or area with a total fertility rate
at or below 2.1 children per woman (widely
considered the “replacement fertility” rate,

also called “zero-growth fertility” rate, an idea
explored on page 60). In some cases, falling
populations will be due to higher emigration
(UN DESA, 2022a). The population growth
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that remains largely stems from the inbuilt
momentum of current numbers of people
and improvements in life expectancy, not

fertility rates.

This report explores the mix of fears and
anxieties arising from these trends. Chapter

2 considers the view that there are simply

“too many” people, leading to climate

change and environmental destruction. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has
described growth in per capita gross domestic
product (GDP) and population growth as

the strongest drivers of emissions from fossil

fuel combustion in the last decade. Yet these

> FIGURE 3

projections are not purely about population
numbers. Growth in per capita GDP is
outstripping gains in efficiency, underlining the

critical role of consumption patterns in emissions

(IPCC, 2022).

Typically, those who are well-off and able to
consume more produce more emissions and
have a much greater impact on climate change.
And they are a minority of the human family.
Out of 8 billion people, around 5.5 billion

do not make enough money, about $10 a day,
to consume much and contribute much to
emissions, if anything at all (Kanem, 2017).
So while population numbers are essential to

World population growth rate, 1950-2021
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understanding climate concerns, fixating

on numbers alone can obscure the actions

that all countries need to take to meet these
challenges, from cutting emissions to financing
the efforts of poor communities to adapt to

climate change.

Chapter 3 addresses anxiety over shrinking
populations, fears that are increasingly
common in places where fertility is low

and where concerns either about nations
disappearing or being “taken over” by minority
or migrant groups have risen. Movements

in some European countries and elsewhere

have pushed to stop the “great replacement”

supposedly posed by increased migration, and
have called on women to have babies to shore up
population numbers instead (Goetz, 2021). Yet
history repeatedly shows that neither restrictions
on reproductive freedoms nor cultural
exhortations for women to have more children
are effective in reversing fertility declines or

increasing population numbers overall.

A related concern addressed in Chapter 3 is
population ageing, a phenomenon taking
place everywhere but felt most acutely in low-
fertility countries. The fact that people are
living longer and healthier lives than at any

time in human history should be seen as a
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>Using the language of rights

This interdisciplinary report brings together scholarship from a variety of fields and, in doing so,
finds incongruities in how various academic traditions, practitioners and political actors speak
about and understand population issues — and in particular how they speak about fertility trends
and patterns. The very same words can communicate different meanings depending on who is
talking and who is listening.

At the “macro” level, where many demographic experts and policymakers operate, fertility is

often approached as simply one of three components of population change (along with mortality
and migration), and calls to “reduce” or “boost” it are common. Policies designed to increase or
decrease fertility are seen not only as beneficial to societies but often also as rights affirming and
empowering for individuals, especially when accompanied by the caveat that such policies must
avoid coercion.

But heard from the perspectives of people who have historically been — or currently are — denied
reproductive autonomy, this same language conspicuously fails to account for the agency of
individuals. For decades, feminist academics, among others (Hartmann, 2016; Smyth, 1996), have
noted with concern that family planning programmes have been used, even promoted, as tools for
fertility reduction rather than tools by which to secure women'’s and girls’ autonomy. In this view,
neglecting to specify reproductive rights and choices as the foremost objective of any population
policy necessarily opens the door to pressure, coercion and abuse.

It is possible to bridge these gaps when we talk about fertility rates and population policies, by
making reproductive rights the starting point rather than an assumption or afterthought. This is
not a rejection of the seriousness of population concerns, which require rational, evidence- and
human rights-based population policies. Such policies must be designed and explained with care,
understanding that language is an instrument of power and that real lives are at stake.

This report uses the following terms with the following
definitions:

population control - the practice of intentionally controlling the growth, size or
distribution of a human population (this term is widely associated with measures that violate
human rights, such as forced sterilization programmes, but in some contexts it continues to
be used to describe family planning programmes without any negative connotation [Sari and
others, 2022]).

demographic anxiety - fear, whether founded or unfounded, arising from population
size, population change, population composition or fertility rates.

Our Human Family, 8 Billion Strong



demographic resilience - the quality or state of being able to adapt and
thrive amid demographic changes (see box on page 27).

population targets - numbers or number ranges of people that are the goal
of any given population policy.

fertility targets - fertility rates or fertility rate changes that are the goal of
any given population policy.

population policies - policies concerning a range of population issues,
including population size and growth, population distribution by age, fertility and
marriage, reproductive health and family planning, health and mortality, spatial
distribution and urbanization, and internal and international migration. These policies
are often not comprehensively contained within a single framework, ministry or
programme but rather touch upon the work of many different agencies and divisions
within governments.

fertility policies - policies related to fertility, most notably those related
to reproductive health services; however, in this report “fertility policies” refers
specifically to policies which countries themselves have identified as intending to
influence fertility rates (whether to maintain, reduce or increase) in their responses to
the Inquiry Among Governments on Population and Development.

high fertility - inthisreport, the term “high fertility” is used in a comparative
sense rather than as a fixed fertility threshold tied to a specific total fertility rate. While
the term, as used in the report, generally points to fertility rates that lead to population
growth — those above approximately 2.1 children per woman (see page 60) — it
recognizes that perceptions of what constitutes high fertility are subjective and
context specific.

low fertility - likewise, “low fertility” in this report is used in a comparative
sense rather than as a fixed fertility benchmark tied to a specific total fertility rate.
While the term, as used in the report, generally points to fertility rates that do not
contribute to population growth — those at or below approximately 2.1 children per
woman (see page 60) — it recognizes that perceptions of what constitutes low fertility
are subjective and context specific.
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major accomplishment, yet fears about ageing
populations are common — including worries of
diminishing national power, unsustainable public
budgets and weakening economies. Experience
shows that many of the issues associated with
decreasing population size and ageing can be
managed. One of the most impactful solutions,

in fact, is the empowerment of women

(UN DESA, 2023a).

Chapter 4 illustrates why women’s empowerment
and bodily autonomy belong at the centre of
population conversations. Too many women
around the world are unable to achieve their
reproductive aspirations. In broad strokes, many
women in high-fertility countries report having
more children than desired while many women

in low-fertility countries report having fewer

children than desired.

Yet to assume that all women in certain settings
desire fewer children while those in other settings
desire more is to erase crucial complexities. For
example, there is a tragically high prevalence of
infertility in low-income, high-fertility countries,
including in sub-Saharan Africa (Inhorn and
Patrizio, 2015). In contrast, there are persistently
high levels of unmet need and low levels of
satisfied demand for modern contraception in
many low-fertility countries, including countries
in Asia and Eastern Europe (Haakenstad and
others, 2022). Moreover, many patriarchal
assumptions about women’s reproductive wants
and roles are counterproductive for both families

and individuals.

Chapter 5 offers solutions aimed at using
family planning and gender-equality
programmes not as tools to achieve population

goals but as goals in themselves. Instead of

Our Human Family, 8 Billion Strong

focusing on whether fertility rates are “too
high” or “too low”, leaders might more
productively ask whether people are able to
choose, freely and responsibly, the number

and timing of their children, if they are able

to exercise reproductive choice and bodily
autonomy, and if they can access health
services with confidentiality and dignity. When
reproductive rights are undermined, which
people are most affected? How can their needs
be met, their voices heard and their rights
upheld? Inclusion is a core solution, at every
level, spanning a more expansive vision of what
families are and can look like, a comprehensive
array of reproductive health services, a holistic
definition of what population is, and an
inclusive vision of who is counted and who
belongs. This chapter also highlights the
importance of looking at solutions beyond
fertility and reproduction.

We have the tools and frameworks to move
beyond alarmist debates over “too many” or
“too few”. One example is the international
call for sexual and reproductive justice, which
requires addressing the diverse forms of
discrimination and injustice that people face
in realizing their rights. Applying it, as has
already been done in countries such as South
Africa (McGovern and others, 2022), implies
putting aside fertility targets and ensuring that
people, with no exceptions or exclusions, have
the best chances to make their own choices.
This means providing quality and affordable
health services, a liveable income, a clean
environment, and safety from violence and

stigma, among other core elements.



> Demographic resilience

Demographic resilience describes the ability of a system to adapt to, anticipate and thrive
amid demographic changes. As populations inevitably fluctuate, there is a growing call for
States to better understand these changes to ensure they have the skills, tools, political will
and public support to effectively mitigate potentially negative effects for individuals, societies,
economies and the environment, and harness the opportunities that come with demographic
change for people, prosperity and the planet. In contrast to reactive approaches to population
change, which seek to manipulate or control natural trends, an approach which centres on
demographic resilience attempts to prepare for such changes to ensure that the needs and
rights of everyone in a society are adequately met, regardless of its make-up. Population
change is something to be planned for, not feared. A toolkit to help countries promote

resilience amid demographic change can be found on page 132.

Another important approach is the movement
for demographic resilience, a new view of
population policies and actions where societies
anticipate changing demographic trends and
adapt and harness opportunities accordingly, all
while keeping human rights at the centre of any
intervention. This is a more balanced, positive
and comprehensive approach than piecemeal
concerns about fertility levels or population

numbers (Armitage, 2021).

In Cairo in 1994, at the ICPD, governments
agreed that the aim of any population policy
should be to ensure the reproductive rights,
choices and sexual health of people, rather
than to achieve demographic targets. Fertility
targets should not become goals in and of
themselves; rather, very high- or low-fertility
rates are often a symptom of widespread loss
of bodily autonomy and reproductive choice.

A more stable and productive social contract

would be one that avoids putting human
bodies in the service of economic, political,
security or any other national goals, and
instead upholds human rights and advances
human well-being so that all members of

a society have choices about how to live
and thrive.

In the end, population anxiety is an easy way
to avoid the complexities of the challenges we
face. For some, it offers the comfort of clinging
to the status quo. But indulging in it will do
little to move our human family forward.
Progress requires us to imagine the world not
as it is but as it could be, one in which every
individual can realize their full potential, one
in which the most consequential reproductive
choices of a person’s life — whether, when and
with whom to have a child — are made freely
and responsibly. That world is a future within

our reach; the path there is ours to make.
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It’s not about the

numben, it’s about
the quality of life

The world’s population reached

8 billion in November 2022. What
does the general public think of
this record number of people

on the planet and how does

this milestone affect them as
individuals? How does it affect
their communities and nations?

Interviews were conducted with
several individuals from the Arab
States, a region where a higher-
than-average fertility rate (2.8
births per woman compared to
the world’s average of 2.3) is
occurring in the context of water
scarcity concerns, accelerating
desertification (Abumoghli and
Goncalves, 2019) and frequent
humanitarian crises. Have

these trends affected people’s
perceptions of population growth

or influenced their decisions
about having children?

One woman, Rama (name
changed), said yes. “l don’t
want to give birth to a child
while living in these times,’ the
30-year-old Syrian explains.
“There are too many things

to worry about today: safety,
security, economic security.”

In her opinion, the population

of Syria is too large for the level
of services that are available.
Conflict has weakened the social
safety net. She adds that many
people facing hardship today

are having children without the
means to care for them. “It's
everyone’s right to have a child,
but maybe it's best to wait for the
right conditions.” Rama hopes
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to one day adopt one of the
country’s many children who have
been orphaned or abandoned.

Said (name changed), 45, says
that the population of Oman
may seem small compared to
other countries in the region,
but it's growing fast, and it
seems that people with fewer
means are the ones having
larger families. This is not a
problem, he believes, so long as
the country’s economy remains
strong enough to provide

jobs, especially for unskilled
labourers. “I worry about what
will happen if one day the
economy takes a downturn
and people lose their jobs,” he
says. “And | worry about what
a lot of unemployed young
people will mean for stability.”
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A key theme that emerged is that
anxieties about population size
are more often than not anxieties
about being able to provide a
good quality of life for everyone.

Khaled, 51, says that the
problem in his country, Yemen,
is that population growth

is outpacing “development
growth”. He says Yemen has

Photo by Nattalia Nunez on Unsplash

a large and rapidly growing
working-age population right
now, and the country could, in
his opinion, see faster economic
growth if young people were
educated, in good health and
able to find good jobs. He says
women in particular need to
participate more in the country’s
development. “So our population
can be a positive thing,” he says.

© cloverphoto
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Anxieties about population size are more
often than not anxieties about being able to
provide a good quality of life for everyone.
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Too many, too few: the long history
of population debates

Interest in population size dates

to antiquity. But no matter if
populations were seen as too large
or too small, there has been one
consistent thread: disregard for
the rights and choices of women
and girls, and the exercise of
power by some people over others.
Early philosophers, including
Confucius, Plato and Aristotle,
contemplated how the number of
people might influence the power
and prosperity of a State (Charbit,
2011). Ancient Rome penalized
childless women over the age of
24 by barring them from wearing
precious metals, and imposed a tax
on men who remained single (The
Economist, 2020).

In Europe, the end of the feudal
system spurred interest in
populations as a source of wealth,
political power and military
strength. Jean-Baptiste Colbert,
an influential French statesman,
promoted populationisme — a
doctrine favouring population
growth through high fertility or
immigration (Pal, 2021). This era
saw an emphasis on controlling and
subjugating women as obedient
reproducers of the workforce.
Social norms stressed their roles
as dutiful wives and mothers

and discouraged protest. The

transatlantic slave trade took off,
forcibly moving people from Africa
to the Americas and elsewhere;
their bodies were counted as literal
assets (Federici, 2004).

At the end of the eighteenth
century, declining living conditions
in Britain spurred concerns around
population growth. T. R. Malthus
advanced his influential theory
that unchecked population growth
results in poverty, misery and

war. His “population pessimism”
still echoes in thinking today
(Economics Onling, 2021). In
France, a century later, alarmism
flared in the opposite direction
when population decline became
the scapegoat for the defeat in the
Franco-Prussian war. Policies to
encourage childbearing were put in
place. Such views spilled over into
the growing number of colonies
held by European powers. British
Governor of Bombay Sir Richard
Temple promised his superiors in
London that he would “increase the
number of his Majesty's subjects in
India” (Randeira, 2018).

After the independence of most
Latin American countries in the
first half of the nineteenth century,
the new governments shared a
pronatalist view, summarized in
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Juan Bautista Alberdi's phrase “to
govern is to populate”. Promoting
population growth was seen as
needed to protect the emerging
countries from outside threats,
from possible invasions from
neighbouring countries and as

a way to increase the number

of workers and production. This
pronatalist view lasted uncontested
during the first six decades of

the nineteenth century (Sanchez-
Albornoz, 2014).

By the twentieth century, the

birth control movement had
emerged in some parts of

the world (MacNamara, 2018;
Engelman, 2011; Fisher, 2006;
Klausen, 2004; Grossmann, 1995;
McCann, 1994; Reed, 1984),
driven by ideas foundational to
the suffragist struggle, including
bodily autonomy and full and
participatory citizenship (Prescott
and Thompson, 2020). When
mass-produced contraceptives
became widely available in the
1920s, advocacy for contraception
in India, then a British colony,
became a moment to exert a sense
of agency and a right to self-rule
(Hodges, 2016).

Healthy mothers were seen as
the basis for a self-sufficient



nation, and contraception was
part of entering a new age of
science, innovation and progress.
In that same period, the Soviet
Union became the first country
to legalize abortions on medical
and social grounds, among other
advances. But by the 1930s,
faced with slumping population
growth, Joseph Stalin reversed
these policies and arrested the
statisticians behind the 1937
census because it showed a
population decline (Arel, 2002;
Blum, 1998).

Declining fertility rates in Western
Europe and the United States of
America in the early twentieth
century shaped the emergence

of eugenics, an ideology thought
to improve the “quality” of
populations. It encouraged fertility
among those with “desirable” traits
and discouraged fertility among
those with “undesirable” traits.
“Inferior” groups typically were
socioeconomically disadvantaged
and/or marginalized minorities and
persons with disabilities. Ideas of
racial supremacy were also invoked
in the evil ideology and policies

of Nazi Germany and the horrors
which were perpetrated; notions

of “racial purity” culminated in

the Holocaust.

Some of these ideas were adopted
- in Latin America in the early
twentieth century at a moment
when immigration was seen as

a way to increase the size and

the “quality” of the population.

Migration policies excluded
individuals who were considered

by governments to “represent a
racial, moral or political risk”. Under
these ideas, immigration from
Western Europe was encouraged
and preferred over the arrival of
other groups such as immigrants
from Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe or
the Middle East (Yankelevich, 2020;
Séanchez-Albornoz, 2014).

The second half of the twentieth
century saw many countries gain
independence, the emergence

of diverse movements to claim
human rights, and family planning
programmes and population
policies oriented around reducing
fertility around the world (Klancher
Merchant, 2017). UNFPA and
many other population-focused
organizations and family planning
programmes were founded as
leaders reacted both to fears over
the “population bomb” and to the
potential of contraception to drive
development and prosperity for
the poorest communities. Popular
narratives at the time typically
gave little prominence to the
reproductive desires of women; it
was often assumed that women
would want (or could be convinced
to want) smaller family sizes, with
development benefits for their
broader communities.

India established the first national
programme to control population
growth through family planning

in 1952. This achieved limited
success in slowing birth rates

but also resulted in instances

of excessive and even forced
sterilization (Hartmann, 2016); it
would take until the early 1990s
for leaders to shift from a target-
driven family planning programme
to one based on women's health
and rights. Mixing national and
international ideas about population
control as a road to development,
China, in 1956, adopted a policy
to regulate population growth

“for the protection of women and
children, better educating and
rearing offspring and bringing
about national prosperity”

(Yu, 1979). The notion that high
population growth would impede
development eventually culminated
in the one-child policy in 1980
(Jackson, 2012).

Some developing countries
pushed back against the idea of
population control, with ministers
arguing, “Development is the best
contraceptive” (Sinding, 2000).

In other words, overall economic
development would result in
higher levels of education and
health, including greater use of
contraception, leading to lower-
fertility levels.

In Africa, mounting international
pressure to institute policies

to control population growth,
including through development aid,
was initially met with widespread
resistance. African thinkers

argued that the problem was not
the size of their populations but
their distribution..Low population
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density complicated efforts

to develop infrastructure, for
instance. Only six African nations
had population policies in place

by the early 1970s, but by 1990, all
but two African governments had
established policies with elements
of population control, often
emphasizing contraception. This
took place as countries struggled
to gain the means to advance their
economies, develop their extensive
and poor rural areas, and empower
women (Pearce, 1994).

In Latin America, the
implementation of population
policies based on birth control

and the definition of growth
targets started in the late 1960s
and spread after the Population
Conference of Bucharest in

1974. Within the region, debate
concentrated on the way
population policies were aligned
or not with general social, health,
educational and economic policies
and on how demographic variables
were integrated into national
development strategies. Almost all
countries implemented some type
of family planning programmes,
with variations in the emphasis,
resources and relevance given by
governments, and the participation
of the public and private sectors
(Miro, 2022, 1971).

Different tendencies operated
in countries under the Soviet
Bloc. By the middle of the last

century, many were concerned

not about too many people but
about too few. Some responses
aimed at exerting a devastating
control over women's bodies,
most notably in Romania. In 1966,
the Ceausescu regime severely
restricted abortions and access
to contraception to force more
women to have babies (Socialist
Republic of Romania, 1966).

The population never reached

a planned target of 30 million,
however, peaking at 23.2 million in
1990. Until the policy was dropped
in 1989, Romania saw spiking
maternal and child mortality, and
higher rates of malnourishment
and severe physical disabilities
(Kligman, 1998).

Marginalized groups have been
especially vulnerable to population
control policies (Jean-Jacques
and Rowlands, 2018). Federally
sponsored mass sterilization
campaigns in the United States
had affected up to 42 per cent of
Native American women by the
1970s (University of Rochester,
2019). In Japan, a 1948 forced
sterilization policy for people
with disabilities (Hovannisyan,
2020) remained in place until
1996, when the Government of
Japan compensated victims of

it. In the 1980s, Singapore briefly
introduced incentives for highly
educated women to have children
and disincentives for women with
lower levels of education (Wong
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and Yeoh, n.d.). Despite pronatalist
policies in State-socialist
countries, Roma minorities in
Central and Eastern Europe

were the target of antinatalist
programmes and forced
sterilization between the 1950s
and the 1980s (Varza, 2021).

Underlying ideologies around
population control echoed
throughout international talks on
population in the latter half of
the twentieth century, although
acceptance of the human right

to decide on the number and
spacing of children gained
ground, driven by the growing
strength of women's rights
movements. First enshrined in the
1968 Teheran Proclamation, and
propelled by mounting evidence
of abuses and gaps in family
planning services, this vision was
most powerfully and successfully
advanced by feminists and

rights advocates, including civil
society groups supported by
UNFPA, at the landmark ICPD

in Cairo in 1994 (UNFPA, 1994).
The ICPD transformed the global
consensus on how to approach
population policy, moving it

from numbers and targets to

a central emphasis on human
rights. Contraception was seen
as integral to broader efforts

to improve women's health and
empowerment (Hardon, 2006).



Since then, although some
governments have maintained
population targets to increase

or decrease fertility rates, many
others have shifted the focus to
ensuring sexual and reproductive

rights and health. Still, old habits
die hard, and the language and
tools of the past continue to be
used, even in countries that have
disavowed target-based population
policies. Measures continue to be

designed and implemented to coax
individuals to increase or decrease
the number of their children
towards a fixed notion of an ideal
population size.

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023
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“Too many” people.

This phrase is uttered every day. It can be heard
among drivers sitting in traffic. It may be spoken
by shoppers in long queues for groceries and by
consumers of news about the plunder of natural
resources and rising global temperatures. From
their perspectives, a world of 8 billion human

beings is one bursting at the seams.

“Too many” is a convenient summary, a
tidy way of explaining away overloaded
infrastructure, the climate crisis, biodiversity

losses, economic instability, hunger and security

threats. It erases from public imagination the
steps needed to address such issues, including
policies to promote sustainable consumption
and production or to reduce inequality and
poverty. It obscures the responsibility of systems
and societies to find solutions to these complex
and interconnected problems while upholding
human rights. Many real challenges are waved
away with a simple, nihilistic verdict: if global
catastrophes are the result of too many people,
the logical assumption that follows is that the
number of people must be reduced, that some
unknown number of people should survive and

reproduce while others should not.




There is ample evidence from history that the
fears stirred by this false narrative lead to horrors
and inhumanity (for more, see “Too many, too
few” on pages 30-33). But there is another peril,
too — the risk that in focusing on whether

and how to subtract human beings from the
planet, we will neglect entirely the root causes
of so many global crises. Inequality, violations
of human rights and lack of sustainable
development are key drivers of the ill health,
environmental degradation, poverty, hunger and

tragedy so often blamed on “overpopulation”.

“Too many” is also a deterrent to political action,
in that it leaves citizens to lament the perceived
inevitability of overpopulation, which is often
predicted to lead to mass mortality events and
draconian restrictions on human freedoms
(Gerbrands, 2017). This thinking erodes the
optimism required for voters and consumers to
call upon governments, industries, distribution
systems and infrastructure developers to respond
productively and in good faith to the pressing
challenges related to population growth.

What else is lost with the ringing alarm of

“too many”? The real and powerful story of
progress, and the lessons of that progress. We
start to see human survival as a problem rather
than an achievement, and we retreat to ancient
divisions — us versus them — instead of
seeking common ground and solutions through

solidarity and innovation for the common good.

Yes, the choices ahead are complex and difficult.
There are real concerns, real catastrophes to
mitigate and avert — urgent and existential
issues that will not be solved when they are
expressed as problems of “too many”. This

chapter shows that fears of “too many” are

> What else is lost with the
ringing alarm of “too many"?
The real and powerful story
of progress, and the lessons
of that progress-.

indeed pervasive, and it emphasizes how the real
problems fuelling fears of overpopulation cannot
be solved by efforts to manipulate population size
or composition. It will highlight some solutions
and how we can move forward, with clear eyes and

hard evidence, to achieve a better future.

Concerns about overpopulation have deep roots,
most famously expressed by T. R. Malthus. In this
view, the appetites of humanity will inevitably
outstrip scarce resources. Today, in an age of
uncertainty, these old beliefs are rising once again
to the fore. When overpopulation alarmists talk
about the needs of the planet, they are generally
careful to avoid identifying who exactly they
believe is reproducing “too much”, but for many
listeners, the question of “who?” hangs in the air,

unspoken.

The idea that fewer people would automatically
relieve pressures on the planet and allow
ecological restoration is persistent (Cafaro and
others, 2022). For example, one Western group
of academics puts population “at the root of
grave global environmental problems, from
climate change to mass species extinction”.

Its answer: limit human numbers. It argues,

“Excessive family size sends tens of millions
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of children to bed hungry each night in the
developing world, where rapid population
growth stresses scarce water, food and
space resources beyond safe limits” (The

Overpopulation Project, n.d.).

Proponents of such thinking often link
human population size to food insecurity,

soil degradation, biodiversity loss, plastic
pollution, the increased chances of pandemics,
overcrowding, joblessness, deteriorating
infrastructure, bad governance and conflict.
These views call for “difficult conversations
about population growth” among other
policy measures like reining in consumption
patterns, in order to avoid a “ghastly future”
(Bradshaw and others, 2021). These claims
have gained traction throughout the broader
world. Famous broadcaster and naturalist
David Attenborough’s statement in 2020

that humans have overrun the planet
unleashed volumes of subsequent social media
commentary (Manavis, 2020). A survey of
Twitter comments found that the vast majority
agreed with his overpopulation claims. The
few dissenters mostly took the chance to deny

climate change (Manavis, 2020).

Yet there is surprisingly little evidence to link
demographics and conservation efforts. “There
is not, and never has been, a single, evidence-
based model that has successfully calculated
or predicted the global environmental impact
of human numbers @lone,” one expert writes
(Sasser, 2018), a point acknowledged even by
many proponents of the view that humankind

is overpopulated (Cafaro and others, 2022).

The rhetoric around overpopulation is not

harmless. Even when calls for limiting human

Too Many?

reproduction are accompanied by caveats
about respecting human rights (Crist and
others, 2022), the overarching logic continues
to allocate responsibility for reversing global
scarcity, environmental degradation and
climate change to those who have had the
least chance to access opportunities, have
contributed less to these problems given lower
levels of consumption, and whose rights

are most easily undermined. Women and
girls in particular see their bodies repeatedly
invoked as the problem and the solution

to “overpopulation”. CNN editor Eliza
Anyangwe pointed out that “identifying
population growth as the problem logically
presents population control as the solution.
This automatically transforms wombs into
legitimate sites for climate policy. In other
words, women’s rights to contraception

and education are weaponized: they are no
longer tools that help women access greater
choice, but instead this gender equality goal
is hijacked to impose someone else’s agenda”
(Anyangwe, 2021).

Additionally, marginalized communities, such
as people living in the least developed
countries and those who have experienced the
worst poverty and dislocation, tend to find
themselves on the losing side of the implied
demographic “solution”. When high rates

of population growth are identified as the
problem, it becomes impossible to ignore that
it is the poorest countries that tend to have
the highest fertility and population growth
rates. In other words, when viewed through a
global lens, much of the “problem” of global
population growth is being attributed to the
bodies of impoverished sub-Saharan Africans

and Asians who make the most minimal



contributions to global environmental > Women and girls

destruction and climate change (Bhatia and in particular
others, 2020). This dynamic exists within see their bodies
borders as well; in some countries with repeatedly invoked

low-fertility rates, poor and marginalized as the problem

and solution to
“overpopulation”.

communities have long been described
as reproducing recklessly and prolifically
(Brooks, 2021).

Yet even immediate declines in fertility
would not prevent population growth,
demographers indicate. “Two thirds of the

projected increase in global population
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Young people forge
hew paths

About one in six people in the
world today are between the
ages of 15 and 24, and the ranks
of young people are growing
rapidly, especially in sub-Saharan
Africa. Some policymakers view
this trend with alarm, seeing
nothing but potential for political
upheaval and violence. Persistent
negative stereotypes about

youth frame them as a problem
to be solved and a threat to be
contained, according to The
Missing Peace, an independent
progress study on the United
Nations Youth, Peace and
Security agenda (Simpson, 2018).

But rather than being the
problem, young people around
the world today are increasingly
part of the solution. Through
their creative actions and
“unapologetic advocacy”, young
people are challenging the status
quo in many sectors, according
to the United Nations study.
Youth creativity has reshaped
culture and the arts. Youth
movements have championed
diversity and human rights.
Energetic activism has offered
an antidote to despair.

40 Too Many?

“The momentum surrounding
the global youth agenda is
larger than ever before,” says
Idil Uner, who, at age 24,
manages a flagship initiative
of the Office of the Secretary-
General’s Envoy on Youth to
recognize exceptional young
leaders for the SDGs. Young
people everywhere are making
a difference, even though they
rarely have a seat at the table
where policy decisions are
traditionally made, Uner explains.

While almost half of the world’s
population is under age 30, the
average age of political leaders
is 62 (Office of the Secretary-
General's Envoy on Youth,
2022). In some countries, the
minimum age to run for public
office is 40. Thus, most laws are
enacted by people with a world
view fundamentally different
from those who have grown up
in the fast-moving, crisis-beset,
Internet-fuelled world of 8 billion.

“For generations before us,
power was something exclusive.
It was hierarchical, bureaucratic,
formal and institutional,” Uner

adds. But for most young people
today, she says, “Power means
transparency not secrecy.
Power is fluid, not hierarchical.
Power is in mobilization... In
many ways, young people are
already designing their own
futures by reimagining the way
our systems operate and by
demanding true power-sharing
within those systems.”

Gibson Kawago, for instance,
a 24-year-old climate
entrepreneur, radio personality
and youth mentor in the
United Republic of Tanzania,
says, “Every young person
should identify a problem in
their own society and come
up with a solution. That is
the easy way for us to create
solutions for the future.”

At age 14, he created a solar
battery to help members of his
unelectrified village. Later, with
the help of a business incubator,
he started his own company,
WAGA TANZANIA. The company
recycles lithium-ion batteries and
produces durable and affordable
battery-powered products.



Since 2019, WAGA has recycled These stories suggest the decision-making. “Ultimately

over 3,100 lithium-ion batteries scope of what young people we are the ones most
and created 32 jobs, all while can accomplish when their impacted by the choices
keeping hazardous materials talents are supported and we make, or fail to make,
out of the environment. On when they are included in today,” Uner points out.

top of that, Kawago’s can-
do spirit and empowering
messages reach a radio
audience of some 12 million.

Another youth leader, 24-year-old
Paul Ndhlovu, from Zimbabwe,
has an outsize influence. At
Zvandiri (meaning “As | am”

in the local language), an

organization that provides
peer-led support to HIV-
positive young people, he has
produced around 100 radio
shows reaching an estimated
180,000 people over a recent
10-month period. Ndhlovu
has seen policy changes
informed by the show and by
the group’s advocacy. “It's all a
collective effort,” he stresses.

For Idil Uner, young people everywhere are making a
difference despite rarely having a seat at the table.

Image courtesy of Idil Uner

“In many ways, young people are already
designing their own futures by reimagining the
way our systems openrate and by demanding
true powenr-sharing within those systems.”
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> FIGURE 4

Comparison of crude death rate
in sub-Saharan Africa with global
crude death rate, 1960-2020
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Source: UN DESA, 2022.
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through 2050 will be driven by the
momentum of past growth that is embedded
in the youthful age structure of the current
population,” the 2022 United Nations World
Population Prospects report highlights (UN
DESA, 2022). “Such growth would occur
even if childbearing in today’s high-fertility
countries were to fall immediately to around
two births per woman. Given that most
population increases until 2050 will be driven
by the momentum of past growth, further
actions by governments aimed at reducing
fertility would do little to slow the pace of
growth between now and midcentury.” Overall
fertility is projected to fall to 2.1 births per
woman — considered to be the approximate
level required for long-term zero growth in

a context of low mortality — by 2050 (for
more on the limits of this 2.1 fertility rate,

see page 60).

Focusing only on the “problem” of high
fertility, moreover, obscures the fact that
population growth is driven in significant part
by declining levels of mortality. Global life
expectancy reached 72.8 years in 2019 — an
increase of nearly 9 years since 1990, and

it is expected to reach 77.2 years by 2050,
even after considering the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on mortality (UN
DESA, 2022). The African Development
Bank notes increased survival, with mortality
declining more quickly than fertility, as a key
contributor to population growth in sub-
Saharan Africa (African Development Bank
Group, 2014). In fact, even while mortality
rates remain unacceptably high in the region,
sub-Saharan Africa has seen transformative
gains in human health and longevity since the

end of colonialism (see Figure 4).



Further, the group Survival, which works
with Indigenous peoples to protect their land
rights, notes that Africa is only a fraction as
densely populated as the United Kingdom,
for example, and that the average person

in the United States consumes 40 times as
much food, energy, consumer goods and

so on as the average African (Corry, n.d.).

It has pushed back against a global drive

to make 30 per cent of the Earth’s territory

a “protected area’, stressing that this will
continue a long colonial history of pushing
Indigenous communities off their land,
despite consistent evidence that these
communities are highly sustainable custodians
of natural resources (Mafh and Woodley,
2010; Pretty and others, 2009; Gadgil and
others, 1993).

>Extreme scenarios at work

A harmful and disturbing version of “too many” people being the problem has emerged with

the coupling of fascist movements and environmentalism, layered with White supremacism.

One of the parents of ecofascism was Finnish writer Pentti Linkola who, in 2009, called for

the “controlled pruning” of the human population and opposed reductions in infant mortality.

He suggested genocide as a solution to both environmental and cultural destruction.
Ecofascism’s deadly ambitions erupted in mass shootings in 2020 in both New Zealand
and the United States, as only two recent examples. Both killers issued manifestoes listing

environmental and White supremacist grievances (Amend, 2020).

An analysis of 22 European far-right parties that sat in the European Parliament from

May 2014 to September 2019 detected a discourse labelled “ecobordering”, which treats
immigration as a threat to the local or national environment. Borders then become a form of
environmental protection. Ecobordering depicts migrants, especially non-White migrants, as

environmentally irresponsible “hordes” that have exhausted their own natural resources, and
that threaten destination countries due to an absence of “belonging” to or “investment” in a

local area (Turner and Bailey, 2022).

In the United States, anxiety over non-White immigrants has fuelled racist conspiracy theories

dubbed the “great replacement” (discussed further in Chapter 3), which largely skips any
environmental reference points in favour of calls for immediate, violent action. “I think of
America, the great assimilator, as a rubber band, but with this — we're at the breaking point,”

said the general counsel of a think tank in the state of Minnesota. “These aren't people
coming from Norway, let’s put it that way. These people are very visible” (Darby, 2019).

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023
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Views from the population

How pervasive is the view that the world’s
population is “too high” or that fertility

rates are “too high”? In the representative
YouGov survey of 7,797 people, across eight
countries, the most commonly held view was
that the current world population was too
large (Figure 5). In six of the eight countries
surveyed (Brazil, Egypt, France, Hungary,
India and Nigeria), a majority of people —
53 to 76 per cent — held this perspective. In

> FIGURE 5

the two remaining countries (Japan and the
United States of America), this view was held
by the largest share of respondents, amounting
to just under half of all people (49 and

47 per cent, respectively). Similarly, in six of
the eight countries, the most commonly held
opinion about the global fertility rate was that
it was too high.

Of course, this does 7ot mean that the majority
of those surveyed believe that the planet is

overrun by people, nor does it mean respondents

Respondents’ views on fertility rate and population size across eight

countries surveyed

. Country fertility rates

Too high
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
Brazil Egypt France Hungary India Japan Nigeria
Too low
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
Brazil Egypt France Hungary India Japan  Nigeria

Source: UNFPA/YouGov survey, 2022.
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believe fertility rates are a tool for solving such

a problem. In fact, views about respondents’
own population sizes were much more varied:

in Brazil, Egypt, India and Nigeria, the most
commonly held opinion was that the population
in their own country was too large and fertility
rates were too high, while in France, Hungary,
Japan and the United States, the most commonly
held opinion was that their own country’s
population size was “about right”. In France

and the United States, the most commonly

held opinion was that the domestic fertility rate
was about right, while in Hungary and Japan,
the most commonly held view — representing
more than half of adults in both — was that the

fertility rate was too low.

Some of these views may be unsurprising. For
example, all four countries that view their
domestic populations as too large have indeed
experienced significant growth — more than
quadrupling in size since 1950. But the survey
also shows that population concerns cannot be

reduced to simple or single factors. They are

much more context specific.

Interestingly, five out of the eight countries
(Brazil, France, Hungary, Japan and the United
States) had more respondents saying the size of
the world’s population was too high compared
to saying the same thing about the size of their
own country’s population. This was particularly
dramatic in Hungary and Japan. Respondents
in two countries (India and Nigeria) were more
likely to say their domestic population was too
high than to say the global population was too
high. In Egypt, respondents were equally likely
to say that the population was too high on both
a national and global level. When asked about
the impact of potentially higher global fertility or
higher domestic fertility, only France, Hungary,
Japan and the United States (all members of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development [OECD]) had more respondents
viewing higher global fertility as harmful than
viewing higher domestic fertility as harmful.

>Forced sterilization

Sterilization without full, free and informed consent has been variously described by

international, regional and national human rights bodies as an involuntary, coercive and/or

forced practice, and as a violation of fundamental human rights, including the right to health,

the right to privacy, the right to information, the right to decide on the number and spacing of

children, the right to found a family and the right to be free from discrimination (OHCHR and

others, 2014). Numerous human rights bodies have recognized that forced sterilization is a

violation of the right to be free from torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment

or punishment (United Nations General Assembly, 1998).

STATE OF WORLD POPULATION 2023
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Respondents were also asked to identify which

3 out of 20 issues were of greatest importance to
them when thinking about population change in
their countries. After the authors classified these
issues into 8 thematic categories, it was found
that approximately two thirds or more of adults
named various economic issues as top concerns
for population change (Figure 6). Environmental
concerns were the second most commonly cited
priority in all countries except Hungary (where
sexual and reproductive health and rights policies
ranked as the second most commonly selected

concern, followed by environmental concerns).

> FIGURE 6

Concerns over sexual and reproductive health and
rights policies and over human rights generally
ranked as the third most commonly selected
priority in the aggregate, while issues of culture,
the impact of ethnic groups and concerns about
racism took fourth priority in the aggregate (see
Technical note on page 173 for more.)

Surveys in eight countries are not sufficient

to generalize views for all the world. Still, the
responses do make the case that demographic
anxiety is real and, in those countries surveyed,
widespread. They show that environmental

Concerns about possible changes to population in countries surveyed

@ Economic

@ cnvironmental

. Sexual and reproductive health policies and human rights

Culture, ethnicity, racism

22%
31%

Brazil Egypt France

Source: UNFPA/YouGov survey, 2022.

Hungary

@ Population decline
@ Conflict and tensions
@ other/don't know

@ Sslums and urban sprawl

India Japan Nigeria USA

Note: Proportions add up to more than 100% because respondents identified their top 3 concerns out of a list of 20 options (plus “don’t know” and
“none of these”). Authors classified these into the 8 broad categories above. More information available at www.unfpa.org/swp2023/YouGovData.
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concerns are indeed among the top causes

of population anxiety — which might make
people vulnerable to the claims of “too many”

or indicate that alarmist rhetoric about
“overpopulation” is influencing people’s views.
The responses similarly highlight how differently
people view their own country’s population and
fertility rates, and those of the world at large.

At the same time, there is enormous diversity in

what people regard as their top concern.

One takeaway lesson is that more research is
needed to understand people’s concerns and
that better communication about population
issues is needed to ameliorate these concerns.
Another is that members of the general public
can and do hold nuanced and complex views
about population, and they are disserved by
simple narratives like “too many”. Sexual and
reproductive health and rights, and human
rights more broadly, are indeed at the front of
many people’s minds when population issues are
discussed, and therefore rights can and should

have a central place in these conversations.

Views from policymakers

The United Nations Inquiry Among
Governments on Population and Development,
in its 2015 and 2019 iterations (the eleventh and
twelfth Inquiries), asked, “What is the policy of
the Government concerning the present level

of fertility?” with the optional responses “raise”,
“maintain at current levels”, “lower” and “no

official policy”.

Despite widespread anxiety about
“overpopulation”, countries with the most
wealth — those with the highest adjusted

net income per capita (gross national income

minus consumption of fixed capital and natural
resources depletion) and highest gross national
income per capita — tend to say they have

no policies to influence fertility in one way or
another (Figure 7). When countries reporting an
intention to raise domestic fertility are grouped
together, they represent the next highest level
of wealth. Both groups of countries — those
without policies to affect fertility and those
intending to raise fertility — have very high per
capita environmental impacts, as measured by

carbon dioxide emissions per capita, material

> FIGURE 7

Relationship between fenrtility
policies and net national income
per capita
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Source: United Nations Inquiry Among Governments on Population
and Development, 2019 and 2015.
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footprint per capita and consumption-adjusted

carbon dioxide emissions per capita (Figure 8).

In other words, countries with the highest levels
of wealth and consumption are either agnostic
about their own fertility rates or actively seeking
to increase those rates. This pattern is also seen
when looking at countries’ actual fertility rates,
rather than their government-specified policy
intentions. Countries are not asked in the United
Nations Inquiry survey for their views on the
size of the global population. Without these
data, there are two possible interpretations of the
above fertility policies: countries with high levels
of development and affluence are perhaps not

> FIGURE 8

deeply concerned about “overpopulation”, or they
are concerned about it but not about their own

country’s contributions to it.

In countries experiencing the highest levels of
fertility, governments do indeed express concerns
over population growth. The United Nations
Inquiry response data show countries with
high-fertility rates overwhelmingly reporting

an intention to use policy measures to reduce

fertility rates.

When looking at circumstances within these
countries, it seems likely that policies to reduce

fertility rates are largely in response to concerns

Correlation between total fertility, fertility policy and consumption-
adjusted carbon dioxide emissions per capita and population size

Countries with the highest fertility rates tend to be the lowest per-capita emitters of carbon dioxide.
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around being able to afford the needed
investments in education, health and social
services that would lead to improved welfare and
broader economic prosperity. Countries with
higher-fertility rates see a strong correlation with
lower female life expectancy (Figure 9). Many
of the drivers behind curtailed life expectancies
are directly related to reproductive health care:
people in countries with weaker health systems
experience higher barriers (including financial
and logistical) to accessing contraceptive
information and services, higher rates of
unintended pregnancy, and higher risks of
maternal, neonatal and under-5 mortality (Starrs
and others, 2018).

> FIGURE 9

> Countries with
the highest levels
of wealth and
consumption are
either agnostic about
their own fertility
rates or actively
seeking to increase
those rates.

Correlation between total fertility rate, fertility policy and other
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The reciprocity between fertility and
mortality rates plays out most starkly in
settings with the highest fertility: higher-
fertility rates very strongly correlate to higher
maternal death rates and higher adolescent
birth rates (which also carry a higher risk

of maternal injury and death), while higher
overall mortality rates could incentivize
higher fertility. For instance, one respondent
to a Kenyan questionnaire on contraception
explained, “Young men say that they want
to have many children first, then do [family
planning] later. They wonder, suppose they
get only two children and the two die, what
will happen next?” (NCPD, 2014).

According to the 2021 World Population
Policies report, 69 countries have population
policies to lower fertility; just over half are
in sub-Saharan Africa (UN DESA, 2021).
In these countries, the report notes, raising
the age of marriage or union formation,
raising the age of the mother at the time of
her first birth and increasing the interval
between successive births “are considered
to be effective means to improve sexual
and reproductive health and to help reduce
fertility levels”. All of these are important
policy and development efforts to be
applauded; they are known to support

the health, rights and empowerment of
women and gitls, with value well beyond
their impact on national fertility rates.

But problems can and do arise if such
efforts are tied to a fertility target —

either expressly in the text of policies, or
implicitly as interpreted by local officials or
service providers — rather than specifically
intending to help individuals secure their

sexual and reproductive rights.

Too Many?

To critique concerns about “too many” as
overbroad and alarmist is not the same as
dismissing concerns related to population
growth or high rates of fertility. Many concerns
are valid, including those around the impacts of
population growth when it takes place without
investments in sustainable development and
advances in human well-being. Family planning
can help address these worries and support
declining fertility, yielding “a demographic
dividend by reducing the dependency ratio,
increasing women’s participation in the paid
labor force, and allowing increased investments
in human and physical capital” (Liu and
Raftery, 2020). This paradigm has been well

known for decades.

In fact, the goals of both those concerned
with “too many” and advocates of
reproductive and human rights are aligned in
most respects. Both call for greatly expanding
access to high-quality contraceptive

services and information. Both call for
investing in girls’ education and women’s
economic empowerment. Both highlight

the development benefits that accrue to
societies and countries more broadly when
individuals are able to responsibly plan their
families, secure an education and invest in
their children. Both also note the broad
development gains that can be achieved in
the years following fertility decline (Mayhew
and others, 2020; Janetos and others, 2012).

Where these two camps diverge is in decision-
making. Who is exercising agency and

reproductive choice? This question cannot be



answered unless we ask what individuals want
for themselves. Overpopulation anxiety can
lead to proposals to manage, or even control,
human populations (Cafaro, 2012), which, in
the worst cases, can lead to forced, top-down
population policies. But even when the most
coercive practices are eschewed, the belief
that populations can or should be calibrated
by experts leads to a kind of “soft” targeting
through persuasion and incentives — “non-
coercive population control” is a term
sometimes used (Cafaro, 2012). These targets
seek to convince people of the “benefits of
investing in smaller families...[and] the ways
that a shrinking population contributes to
securing the best lives possible for future
generations everywhere” (The Population
Dimension, 2021). Promoting family
planning in this way, with reproductive
agency as a secondary consideration,

may actually undermine the acceptance

of contraception and the commitment

to reproductive rights (Nandagiri, 2021;
Senderowicz, 2020).

Marginalized groups, particularly those in
developing countries that receive donor
funds for family planning programmes, have
long expressed concerns about contraception
being imposed by government actors

for shadowy purposes. These fears see a
connection between historical policies of
eugenics (Thorburn and Bogart, 2005),
colonialism (Kaler, 2003), genocide and
modern reproductive health initiatives. “Too
close an identification of the family planning
programme with foreign donors can lead to
accusations of intended genocide,” warned a
2012 publication directed towards programme
implementers (Bongaarts and others, 2012).

These fears — that family planning is a foreign

imposition — continue to find expression
within communities (Mwaisaka and others,
2020; Thorburn and Bogart, 2005), academia
(Bendix and others, 2020; Wilson, 2018) and
even among state leaders (Anon, 2022; Yeginsu,
2014). They are exacerbated when policymakers
in more affluent countries frame family planning
programmes as a means to fix concerns about
“too much” fertility and population growth in
other countries. For example, an official from
one country noted that aid for family planning
programmes would — in addition to supporting
women’s and girls’ autonomy and health — also
help to reduce high population growth rates

in Africa, and therefore migratory pressures on
Europe (BBC, 2017; ReliefWeb, 2017). This
latter objective was widely circulated in the
media (BBC, 2017; Bergin, 2017), as it echoed
old narratives alleging that family planning was a
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tool of the “population control lobby” imposing

Western values on non-Western communities

(BBC, 2017; Pearce, 1994).

Both global and national family planning
programmes are still often evaluated mainly

by their ability to increase contraceptive

uptake and reduce fertility. Even if programmes
fully embrace the language of rights and
empowerment, there is a risk of coercion if
their ultimate goals are understood — by
administrators, service providers or others —
to be the steering of people’s choices. Studies
of contraceptive provision in low-income
countries have found women reporting biased
or directive counselling, misinformation, limited
contraceptive choices, method denial, a refusal
to remove implanted contraceptives and non-
consensual provision of long-acting methods
(Senderowicz and Kolenda, 2022; Tumlinson
and others, 2022; Senderowicz, 2019).

Family planning targets can also obscure gender-
based and other forms of discrimination. In
India, when some states proposed a two-child
policy in 2021, including financial incentives

for sterilization as well as penalties, in the form
of lost benefits and debarment from certain
government jobs and local elected office, for
those who exceeded the target family size
(Nagabhushana and Sarkar, 2022; Ellis-Petersen,
2021; Government of Assam, Health and Family
Welfare, 2017), commentators pointed out some
of the deleterious effects of such policies: “sex-
selective abortion, preference for male children,
denying the paternity of female children,
prenatal sex determination, and violence against
women for giving birth to girl children will be
on the rise” (Mishra and Paul, 2022). Other

commentators noted that such policies would

Too Many?

disproportionately affect vulnerable sectors of
society (Tyagi, 2021) and members of religious
groups with higher birth rates (Rao, 2022;
Dash, 2021; Ghosh, 2021). Emphasizing its
opposition to coercion in family planning, the
national government stated in several forums,
including in Parliament, that it did not condone
such policies, noting that they would prove to
be “counter-productive” (Government of India,
2021). In 2012, doctors in Uzbekistan spoke
out about the use of sterilization to reduce the
population rate, which included relying on
arguments to poorer patients that they could
not afford more children (Holt, 2012).

None of these concerns undermines or
invalidates the importance of voluntary

family planning programmes, which have

been foundational to many health and rights
advances in recent decades. Family planning
programmes have cut maternal mortality rates,
averting an estimated 150,000 maternal deaths
in the past year alone (FP2030, 2022), and

they are strongly associated with reductions

in adolescent pregnancy (UNFPA, 2020) and
improved educational attainment (Stevenson
and others, 2021). Declines in fertility, including
in countries that once had high rates, largely
represent the fact that more people have the
means and opportunities to exercise their rights
and choices. Indeed, economic and development
gains are worthy reasons for promoting family
planning efforts in aggregate, and may even
serve as more compelling incentives for donors

or leaders than human rights alone.

But while economic and development benefits
of family planning programmes are powerful
and laudable, they should not be secondary to

the essential goal of empowering women and



girls to exercise choice over their own bodies
and futures. Experience shows that when
contraceptives are viewed as tools for something
other than promoting individual health and
empowerment, women and girls are vulnerable
to harmful consequences. In the case of one
community in the United States in the 1960s,
fears around “Black genocide” led male leaders
to reject Government-funded contraceptive
services, a decision forcefully opposed by the
women of the community (Caron, 1998).
Similarly, injectable contraceptives were banned
in post-colonial Zimbabwe due in part to the
fact that the method was closely associated
with colonial population control strategies —
despite the high popularity of the method
among women, who often saw the injectable
contraceptive as a means of regulating their own
fertility without interference from partners and
relatives (Kaler, 1998). And reproductive rights
advocates in the United States have warned
that overzealous and targeted promotion of
long-acting reversible contraceptives could
paradoxically reduce choice for the most
marginalized women (Gomez and Wapman,
2017; Gomez and others, 2014).

Male opponents of contraception often see it
as undermining their own authority over their
partner’s sexuality and reproduction (Kabagenyi
and others, 2014; NCPD, 2014). The most
recent SDG data find that, in 68 reporting
countries, just 56 per cent of partnered women
are able to make decisions about health care,
contraception and sex (UNFPA, 2023). Given
these low levels of bodily autonomy, family
planning programmes must exercise care to
ensure that decision-making power over a
woman’s body is not simply relocated from her

partner to the State or vice versa.

Additionally, it is important to acknowledge
that family planning can encompass much
more than contraceptive information and care;
it can include supporting those who want to
become pregnant, a desire that is no less valid
when it takes place in a country with a high-
fertility rate. In fact, researchers have long noted
that developing countries with high-fertility
rates often have the paradoxical experience of
high rates of infertility (ESHRE Taskforce on
Ethics and Law, 2009), representing a loss for
those unable to realize their reproductive goals

(see page 137 for more).

Historically, the links between economic
outcomes and population were issues of debate
(Sinding, 2009) — population growth was
alternatively seen as a benefit, an obstacle and
even irrelevant in terms of economic growth
(Fox and Dyson, 2015). Some evidence suggests
that the association depends on different periods
in time, pointing to how a buoyant global
economy in the middle of the last century
obscured negative consequences from high
population growth. While the balance of studies
today shows that demographic transitions —
the movement from high to low fertility —
offer a powerful opportunity to generate an
economic and developmental gain in the form
of a so-called “demographic dividend” (UNFPA,
2018; Lee and Mason, 2006: Bloom and
Williamson, 1998), the crux of this gain is not

mechanical. It is human.

Family planning programmes must be
accompanied by other advances to human
welfare, such as increased equality, the expansion

of education and more stable employment, to
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maximize benefit (Fletcher and others, 2014)
and to continue the trend of global progress.
Family planning alone, without improving the
low status of women and girls around the world,
will likely have only a limited impact on broader

economic and social development.

In fact, the world has made great progress in
making contraceptive services and information
more available. While lack of knowledge about
contraceptives was the most commonly cited
reason for non-use in the 1980s, it is now among
the least common reasons, a heartening trend
(Sedgh and others, 2016). Still, research shows
that, in 2023, 41 per cent of partnered women
are not using modern contraception (UN DESA,
2022c¢), highlighting the importance of creating
environments that enable women to achieve
their reproductive goals. That means doing more
than distributing contraceptive commodities

but also providing comprehensive sexuality
education (inclusive of facts about human rights
and gender equality), health services that provide
gender-responsive care and the broadest possible
contraceptive method mix, and — critically —
overall improvements in gender equality to
overcome opposition to contraception that is

driven by patriarchal norms (Abbing, 2017).

In today’s world of unease and uncertainty,
we need to talk about population issues.

But we must do so in new ways that uproot
current biases and avoid perpetuating harmful
discriminatory norms and myths. Malthus
himself offers a case in point. He forecast that
a growing population would outstrip the food
supply, but missed how rapidly agricultural
productivity improved. In the end, this left

Too Many?

his prophecy unrealized (Ojeda and others,
2020). Malthus also overlooked the critical
issues of disparities in resource consumption
and inequalities, which lie at the heart of
crises such as famines as well as the climate

emergency today.

In the end, the mantra of “too many” risks
reinforcing, even unintentionally, old notions

of who is “valued” and who is not. And it

does not grapple with the broader questions of
agency, autonomy, rights or justice that surround
two core population issues: reproduction and
migration (the issue of migration is addressed in

chapter 3).

Contrary to the alarm bells about exploding
numbers, population trends everywhere point

to slower growth and ageing societies (see
Chapter 3). Just eight countries will account for
half the projected growth in global population by
2050 — the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Egypt, Ethiopia, India, Nigeria, Pakistan,

the Philippines and the United Republic of
Tanzania — while two thirds of people now live
in a country where lifetime fertility corresponds

with zero growth.

The World Bank points out that “demography
need not lead to disaster”, referring to

these trends. In countries experiencing a
demographic transition — where fertility rates
decline, life expectancy rises and workforces
grow — human capital investment can trigger
a demographic dividend, not only through
greater economic productivity but also from
more health, education and empowerment

(all of which are also associated with declining
fertility rates) (Gorvett, 2022; Canning and
others, 2015).



Other evidence has shown that higher levels of
human capital can offset environmental impacts
while improving productivity and economic
growth. In China, one study found that a steady
flow of people into urban areas has increased
environmental pressures but educational
achievements, rising at the same time, have
moderated the impact (Ahmed and others,
2020). Since urbanization is central to economic
growth, the study suggested not stopping it

but making urban sustainability central to
environmental policies. Necessary elements
include urban planning, well-orchestrated
investments in green labour markets and
industries, and workforce training to continue
building human capital.

Moving towards realistic, rights-based and
effective responses to current challenges

requires reframing how we talk and think about
population, justice, development, climate and

the relationships connecting these things. Sexual
and reproductive rights have been defined and
agreed in the ICPD Programme for Action

and various regional instruments, such as the
Montevideo Consensus and the African Protocol
on the Rights of Women. Realizing these rights
will support other forms of human progress. But
rights cannot be used mainly to meet fertility
targets or accelerate economic growth or curb
climate change. Nor can they be shunted aside
under varying conditions. The real issue may

not be so much a “ghastly future” but emerging
from a “ghastly past” that made people and
environmental resources subordinate to economies
and powerful factions of society — rather than the
other way around (Bluwstein and others, 2021).

Advocates have long called for the provision

of contraception, reproductive health care and

social policies, such as maternity leave and so on,
for reasons beyond fertility targets (Senderowicz,
2020). These efforts should continue, and can
form part of broader modern efforts to place
population, development and human rights
under a framework of sexual and reproductive
justice (Ross and Solinger, 2017). This
framework encapsulates the right to have or not
have children as well as the right to parent one’s
children in safe and sustainable environments,
and the right to sexual autonomy and gender
freedom. Sexual and reproductive rights are at
the core of the framework, but it also recognizes
and calls for action on the conditions surrounding
reproduction, including the diverse inequalities
and intersecting forms of economic, social and
environmental discrimination that systematically
limit sexual and reproductive choices. These
barriers operate and intersect at the community,
country, regional and global levels. They are
worse for people caught at the intersection

of multiple forms of vulnerability and
marginalization (McGovern and others, 2022).

In 2015, the Cabinet of South Africa included
sexual and reproductive health and rights as

a population policy priority, which has led to
broad consultations across sectors, looking at
issues of governance, service delivery, migration
and mobility, tradition, culture and language,
poverty, inequality and demography. In 2023,

a national conference is planned to highlight
priorities requiring intensified interventions.

In Nepal, after a landmark case affirming
women’s reproductive rights and right to self-
determination in all reproductive functions,

the Supreme Court ordered the Government of
Nepal to make necessary legal and policy changes
to ensure that all women can realize these rights,

including those who are marginalized and
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With covert contraceptive
use, women challenge
men’s power ovenr

childbearing decisions

On her rounds in rural Ethiopia,
health-care extension worker
Amsalu goes door to door,
delivering contraceptives to
women who would otherwise
not have access to them. The
husbands of most of her clients
know about the contraception —
but a few do not.

“These wome