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Overview of the Expert Group Meeting on Completing the Fertility Transition

As requested, please find attached a brief overview of the outcome of the recently convened
Expert Group Meeting on Completing the Fertility Transition. A report of the meeting is now under
preparation and we expect it to be finished by the end of the month and made available to the meeting of
the Commission on Population and Development, from 1 to 5 April 2002.

cc: Mr. Nitin Desai
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Completing the Fertility Transition

Breaking with traditional thinking and having enormous implications, the United
Nations Population Division foresees future fertility in developing countries falling below 2-
child family norm.

Over the past few decades, fertility rates in developing countries have fallen
dramatically. Since 1965, for example, fertility in less developed regions has been halved -
from 6 to slightly under 3 births per woman. And by the middle of the 21st century, fertility
in many developing countries is likely to fall below the 2.1 children per woman, the floor
level required for long-term population replacement.

At the United Nations Expert Group Meeting on Completing the Fertility Transition,
11-14 March 2002, some forty-population experts from around the world endorsed the
proposal for fertility projections to accommodate levels below the replacement floor. "There
no longer seem to be any barriers to most countries reaching replacement level and
subsequently falling below that level," said John Caldwell, an Australian National University
professor. The experts were quick to point out, however, that even with declining fertility
levels, population growth will continue, and the world would likely add another 3 billion
persons by mid-century. Nearly all of this growth will occur in the less developed countries.

This Expert Meeting was the third of a series of technical meetings that the United
Nations Population Division has organized to consider fertility prospects in the world. The
first meeting discussed issues related to countries which have already reached fertility levels
below replacement, i.e., China and most developed countries. The second meeting examined
countries where fertility remains very high, mostly in sub-Saharan Africa. Intermediate-
fertility countries (i.e., countries where fertility has clearly declined, but remains above
replacement) are the largest group. Today there are 74 countries with intermediate level
fertility, i.e., above 2.1 and below 5 children per woman. They include some of the most
populous countries in the world, such as Bangladesh, Brazil, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Iran,
Mexico, and Philippines.

Even if below replacement levels are achieved in future, the current, moderately high
fertility levels in these countries mean that several billion additional people are expected
before population size peaks. Of course, the assumption of future below-replacement fertility
for these countries is contingent upon broad social and economic development as well as
continued increases in family planning prevalence. Nevertheless, in the long run, if these 74
countries and current low fertility countries remain below replacement fertility levels, then
their populations and that of the world as a whole will begin to decline.

The new guidelines would accommodate fertility levels below the two-child
replacement level for all but the highest fertility countries in the world, most of which are in
Africa. The new guidelines would be incorporated in the Population Division's 2002
Revision of the United Nations official world population estimates and projections.

Information, including background papers and country papers, is available on the web
site of the Population Division at www.unpopulation.org.



Note to Mr. Chamie

Population Estimates

1. Attached please find for your attention an article which appeared in the
New York Times on 10 March 2002. It would be greatly appreciated if
you could provide a brief analysis of the development described in the
article.

2. Please coordinate with Ms. Obaid of UNFPA who has been approached
separately by Ms. Lindenmayer of EOSG.

Thank you for your assistance.

o
S.IqbalRiza

22 March 2002

cc Ms. Obaid
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Population Estimates Fall as Women Assert Control
By BARBARA CROSSETTE i

U NITED NATIONS, March 8 — For decades, experts assumed that the world's \
biggest developing nations, the home of hundreds of millions hi big families, i

would push the global population to a precarious 10 billion people by the end of \
this century. \

Now, evidence is now coming in that women in rural villages and the teeming i
megacities of Brazil, Egypt, India and Mexico are unexpectedly proving those ;
predictions wrong. Next week, demographers from around the world will meet here •
to reassess the outlook and possibly lower the estimate by about a billion people j
this century. j

In India alone, by 2100 there may be 600 million fewer people than predicted. !
i

The decline in birthrates in nations where poverty and illiteracy are still widespread i
defies almost all conventional wisdom. Planners once argued — and some still do \
— that falling birthrates can only follow improved living standards and more
educational opportunities, not outrun them. It now seems that women are not
waiting for that day.

A few demographers are venturing to say that the trend may have little to do with
government policies on family planning or foreign aid.

Since the United Nations conference on population and development in Cairo in
1994, women in many countries have said that if they had control over their
reproductive lives, lower fertility rates would be a given. Women's health
organizations now say that is happening.

"From Delhi to Rio, women's health advocates have stood fast against top-down
population policies, and have stood for women's rights — and abilities — to make
decisions about their bodies," said Cynthia Steele, vice president for programs at
the International Women's Health Coalition in New York. "Whether they live in
villages or high-rises, women have always known what's best for them and their
families. Now we're seeing the results of their own choices to have fewer children."

Joseph Chamie, the director of the United Nations population division, said: "A
woman in a village making a decision to have one or two or at most three children
is a small decision in itself. But when these get compounded by millions and
millions and millions of women in India and Brazil and Egypt, it has global
consequences."
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Mr. Chamie said it had been assumed that the fertility rates in big developing
countries — the number of births, on average, per woman — would fall at best
only to what is known as replacement level. That number is 2.1, or a little more
than one child for each parent. But in big countries, even that pace would add a
huge number to an already large population base before the trend eventually
moderates.

Demographers may now be willing to go out on a limb and say that the fertility
rates in the big developing countries may even drop below the replacement level,
and sooner than most of them would have thought possible.

That would follow the trend already established in industrial countries, where the
population slowdown has caused concerns about shrinking labor forces and aging
populations.

Just as women are pushing for a larger role in economic life around the world, they
are also apparently becoming more assertive within families. "We're breaking both
the fertility floor and the glass ceiling," Mr. Chamie said.

In India, Gita Sen, professor of economics at the Indian Institute of Management in
Bangalore, said in a telephone interview that there were important cultural factors
at work.

"Fertility in India is declining and it is declining faster than many people had
expected," she said. One reason, she said, is "that with increasing awareness on the
part of women, they are being able to control their own fertility much better."

"It seems to start in one village and then spread to other places around that area,"
she said. "Attitudes are changing, and people are watching what their neighbors are
doing."

With declining infant mortality, mothers become more confident that their babies
will survive, Ms. Sen added, and so they can have fewer children. She and other
experts say that urbanization also eases some family controls on women, and
makes contraceptive pills or devices easier to find.

Both family pressure and lack of access to reproductive health care limit many
women.

Ms. Sen said a family survey in 1999 in India, where the fertility rate is still about
3.0 per woman, underlined the change in attitudes. "It was a very detailed survey
that interviewed close to 90,000 married women all across the country," she said.
"One of the most striking things in that was that even in the poorer northern states
if you ask women about the number of children that they want, it's much lower than
the number that they actually have."

In Brazil, women have reduced fertility levels without an official national family
planning policy, Ana Maria Goldani of the department of sociology and Latin
American studies at U.C.L.A. wrote in a paper for next week's conference. Brazil's
fertility rate has tumbled, to 2.27 from 6.15 in the last half century, and it continues

http://www.nytimes.com/2002/03/10/international/10POPU.hmil?pagewanted:=print 13/03/2002



to fall for reasons that Ms. Goldani says are only now being analyzed.

Gelson Fonseca, Brazil's ambassador to the United Nations, said that television was
important. Brazilians see small and apparently happy families in television
programs and think about emulating that example.

In Bangladesh, family planning experts noticed a decade ago that in some of the
remotest areas, information gleaned from satellite television was influencing
contraceptive choices. In one case, a certain intrauterine device was rejected by
many women in an area where one of them had seen it described as hazardous in a
Western television program.

There are 74 countries in what the United Nations calls the intermediate-level
fertility group, with births between 2.1 and 5 per woman.

This group includes very populous countries like Bangladesh, Brazil, Egypt, India,
Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, the Philippines and Vietnam.

Some demographers question whether any one trend will fit them all, and ask
whether it may not be as mistaken to herald a general population decline to below
replacement levels as it was to pronounce that the larger developing nations would
never reach this stage.

John C. Caldwell of the Australian National University urges caution. In a paper
prepared for next week's meeting, he writes of a "loss of fervor" in the developing
world for/further fertility decline.

Countries are not homogenous, he argued, and there are some large ones in Africa
and Asia where there will continue to be a preference for more children.

But Ms. Sen says that she is not concerned about India backsliding in the
movement toward ever-lower fertility rates, arguing that education and cultural
factors are becoming catalysts for change.

"For a very long time we've had a huge problem in terms of 50 to 60 percent of the
female population being illiterate," she said. "The most recent census, the 2001
census, shows the biggest increases in literacy happening in some of the poor
northern states — big jumps in literacy — and that means girls going to school.

"Those same girls are going to be making the fertility decisions in another 10 years
or so," she said, "and I don't think they are going to make them in the same way
that their illiterate mothers may have."
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intervene immediately and help end the daily Israeli massacres in the occupied Palestinian territories. The
plea came in a letter by the OIC Secretary-General to Kofi Annan (KOWA).

IRAQ: A senior Administration official appeared to be raising the bar on the return of UN weapons
inspectors when he said it may be a trap unless they had immediate and unrestricted access to any site.
Earlier inspections were "too limited," he said. (NYT Sat)

UN chief inspector Hans Blix's team of tough, independent professionals must be allowed to do its
job. (NYT Sun ed)

Iraq's Vice-President Tana Yassin Ramadan said Sunday, however, that his country would not
allow UN weapons inspectors to return. (INA)

ZIMBABWE: Bitter election went into an unprecedented third day Monday but witnesses said President
Robert Mugabwe's officials were defying a High Court order and refusing to accept votes (Reuter);
Opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai said Mugabe was trying to steal the election and "multitudes of
potential voters are being disenfranchised." (AFP< DPA); Unknown number of people, mostly white
farmers, were arrested last night and road blocks were set up in rural areas. (FT)

AFGHANISTAN: Twelve Iranian officials, including a General, were seized in western Afghanistan by
Afghans and turned over to the US military. Iran has been flying weapons into the area, according to a UN
official. (NYT Sat) Iran denied the charges Sunday. (NYT MON)

US troops began returning to base, declaring the battle of Shah-i-Kot valley won but not over.
Hundreds of al-Qaeda were killed , the US says, although hundreds may remain. "If I were an al-Qaeda
guy," a US Major confidently said, "I wouldn't go out for a pizza." (NYT Mon)

Afghan interim leader Hamid Karzai left for Russia today for a two-day visit. From Moscow, Karzai
will travel to Germany (Xinhua).

COLOMBIA: Colombians voted in congressional elections on Sunday amid heavy military security, but
apart from isolated guerrilla attacks aimed at sabotaging the ballot, conditions for the vote were relatively
peaceful (Reuters).

SUDAN: The government and the main rebel group in Sudan have both signed a U.S.-sponsored
agreement aimed at protecting civilians in the country's long-running civil war. (BBC)

Uganda has redeployed troops inside Sudan to counter a new attack by the rebel Lord's
Resistance Army (AFP).

INDIA: Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee, seeking an end to communal violence, pledged to stop
hardline Hindus from holding a prayer ceremony at the flashpoint holy site of Ayodhya if a court ruled
against it. A court is due to decide Wednesday. (Reuters)

FYROM: Some 300 ex-rebels of the Albanian National Liberation Army (UCK) will be freed Monday in
accordance with an Amnesty Law approved by Parliament last week (DPA)

MYANMAR: Arrests over the weekend of senior figures may be evidence of a move by hardliners against
reformers than an attempt to prevent a coup. (Reuters)

POPULATION: Women in the big cities of Brazil, Egypt, India and Mexico are defying predictions and
taking control of their reproductive lives, reducing population growth. (NYT Sun)



Note to Ms. Obaid

Population

Following a report in the "New York Times" of 10 March 2002 (copy attached),
which states that women in large cities in Brazil, Egypt, India and Mexico are defying
predictions and taking control of their reproductive lives, reducing population growth, the
Secretary-General should be grateful if you could confirm the accuracy of the report and,
if it is true, provide a briefing to SMG members.

Thank you.

Elisabeth Lindenmayer
13 March 2002




