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WORLD POPULATION COLLAPSE:

LESSONS FOR THE PHILIPPINES

Rev. Fr. Gregory D. Gaston, STD

ABSTRACT: A hundred countries today face increasing economic, socio-cultural, political and security problems while their populations age and start to decline, a result of Total Fertility Rates (TFR’s) falling below replacement levels since the 1960’s. As their population pyramid gradually becomes inverted, their ageing workforce, which foresees little replacement, needs to support a growing number of elderly. To resolve these difficulties, their governments desperately encourage their citizens to raise more children. If ever they succeed, their few working people in the future will be doubly burdened, as they must support not only the many elderly they already have, but also the many children they wish to have.

All this the Philippines will also have to experience after its fertility rate sinks to levels below replacement by 2025, brought about by today’s general trend of parents bearing less children, coupled with increasing emigration of individuals and families. It would be pointless to abandon the normal population pyramid we still have today, and then, like rich countries at present, wish to regain it by all means.

A serious study of the latest world demographic data will reject population control as a quick-fix solution to poverty in the Philippines, and hopefully encourage efforts towards good governance, both in the public and the private sectors: steps that will allow the Philippines to take full advantage of its rich human resources, which it can share to ageing countries desperately in need of them.
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I.  The World Demographic Picture

[1] Widespread use of contraceptives in the 1960’s and the general preference for having fewer children pushed the fertility rates of developed countries below replacement levels between 1965 and 1975. The population control program began in the Philippines around 1970 through the use of the mass media, legislation, government policies, population and sex education modules in schools, and the promotion of contraceptives. This program has succeeded in bringing down Philippine fertility rates during the past three and a half decades, principally by persuading people to have smaller families.

B.  Worldwide Decline in Total Fertility Rate (TFR)

[2] Newsweek’s cover of September 27, 2004, shows a baby in a stroller looking at other empty strollers beside him. The title reads, “Baby Bust. For more and More Countries, The Problem Isn’t Having Too Many People But Having Too Few.” The report, “Birth Dearth,” has this introduction: “Remember the population bomb? The new threat to the planet is not too many people but too few.”
 After describing daily news, warnings, and “proofs” of overpopulation, the author writes:

Yet this is not the full story. To the contrary, in fact. Across the globe, people are having fewer and fewer children. Fertility rates have dropped by half since 1972, from six children per woman to 2.9. And demographers say they’re still falling, faster than ever. The world’s population will continue to grow—from today’s 6.4 billion to around 9 billion in 2050. But after that, it will go sharply into decline. Indeed, a phenomenon that we’re destined to learn much more about—depopulation—has already begun in a number of countries.

Welcome to the New Demography. It will change everything about our world, from the absolute size and power of nations to global economic growth to the quality of our lives.

A host of similar headlines and articles at the start of the new millennium attest that indeed, overpopulation has been but a myth, now in its final moments of existence.
 Gone were the days when the mass media overwhelmingly advanced the doctrine of world overpopulation—a quasi-dogma in public opinion that turned out to be nothing more than a well-crafted heresy.

[3] What is “fertility rate”? What does its decline foretell? How does it relate with the process of population ageing and impending collapse taking place in a hundred countries today? Simply stated, the “Total Fertility Rate” or TFR refers to the average number of children a woman will bear over her lifetime of reproduction (that is, from 14 to 49 years, although some would include only those from 15 to 45 years).
 In general, a TFR of 2.1 children per woman is necessary to replace a country’s population. The TFR computation includes not only married women, but all women. Hence, since many women bear zero or one child, the rest should bear more than 2.1 if the population is to be replaced. The replacement level TFR is actually higher than 2.1 in less developed countries, where mortality rates are higher: in the Philippines, it is estimated to be around 2.29.

What is the world’s TFR scenario today? According to the United Nations Population Division’s World Population Prospects. The 2004 Revision: Highlights,
 it has gone down to half in the past 50 years, and will be below replacement level in another 50 years. “In 2000-2005, fertility at the world level stood at 2.65 children per woman, about half the level it had in 1950-1955 (5 children per wom[a]n). In the medium variant, global fertility is projected to decline further to 2.05 children per woman [by 2050].”
 The situation is worst in developed countries, with some having a TFR half of the world’s figure:

Fertility levels in the 44 developed countries, which account for 19 per cent of the world population, are currently very low… Fifteen, mostly located in Southern and Eastern Europe, have reached levels of fertility unprecedented in human history (below 1.3 children per woman). Since 1990-1995, fertility decline has been the rule among most developed countries.

[4] When a country’s TFR is below replacement level we say that its population will no longer be able to replace itself. Does this mean that the country’s population will start to decline immediately? Not necessarily. Considering that populations increase or decrease because of births, deaths and net migration, we shall now briefly examine how, in a country with a very low number of births per woman (as reflected in its low TFR), its population could still grow temporarily, because of population momentum, reduced deaths and immigration.

First of all, as to the number of births, the effect of a below-replacement TFR on the population count could be somewhat cushioned if there are relatively many women of reproductive age. In this scenario, each woman gives birth to only one or two children; but since there are proportionally many women doing so (relative to the population), the total number of children born would still be many. This temporary phenomenon is called “population momentum.”
 Later on, when these many women go beyond the reproductive age, there will be fewer women to replace them (a consequence of a low TFR), and the new births will be unable to replace the number of deaths.

Secondly, as to the number of deaths, better medical attention has greatly lowered infant and child mortality. At the same time, life expectancy increases as proportionally less people die from diseases, accidents, wars, hunger and natural calamities, and as people live longer due to better diet and health care. Hence, in a country with below-replacement TFR, the population may continue to increase if the low number of deaths helps offset the low number of births.

The third factor contributing to population change is net migration. In a country with below-replacement TFR, the population may still increase if many adults are drawn into it, a phenomenon known as immigration. For example,

in 2000-2005, net migration in 28 countries either prevented population decline or doubled at least the contribution of natural increase (births minus deaths) to population growth. These countries include Austria, Canada, Croatia, Denmark, Germany, Italy, Portugal, Qatar, Singapore, Spain, Sweden, the United Arab Emirates and the United Kingdom.

The UNPD further reports the following trends:

At the country level, during 1990-2000, 32 of the 44 developed countries have been primarily net receivers of international migrants. This group includes traditional countries of immigration such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States of America, most of the populous countries in Northern, Southern and Western Europe as well as the Russian Federation and Japan. The movement of people from less developed regions to more developed regions has dominated the world migration patterns for almost half a century, but these flows have not been exclusively unidirectional. Several countries or areas in the less developed regions have been attracting migrants in large numbers, including Hong Kong (China SAR), Israel, Kuwait, Malaysia, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Africa and the United Arab Emirates. During 2000-2010, the major countries of origin of migrants are China, India, Indonesia, Mexico and the Philippines.

Immigrants can increase the receiving country’s population size not only by their mere presence, but also by increasing its TFR, since many of them are of reproductive age. “Over time, however, the fertility of migrants tends to converge to that of natives, as migrants adapt their preferences and behaviour to those of the host society.”

[5] We have just seen that even if the TFR falls below replacement levels, population momentum, decrease in infant and child mortality, increase in life expectancy, and immigration can prevent a country’s population from collapsing. But this will not be for very long. The country will eventually lose its population momentum, as the bulk of its women age, lose their reproductive capacity and are replaced with less numerous women in the reproductive age bracket. Mortality and life expectancies depend much on the medical sciences’ capacity to reduce deaths and prolong life, but these have their limits. Improvement in health care will not be unending. When the period of improvement ceases, that is, when infant and child mortality has been lowered to the minimum, and health care can no further extend life expectancy, the large number of deaths among the by then immense elderly population will contribute to population decline. Such population decline can take place two or three generations still after the TFR goes below replacement level. This means that for countries that went below replacement TFR between 1965-1975, their population would start to decline between 2005-2015, as did Japan’s in 2005.

Migration on the other hand can be more flexible. Governments can develop policies to encourage or discourage migration, whether immigration or emigration, although they cannot always control these movements easily. By allowing immigration, countries can help prevent their populations from collapsing and even help them grow.
 But at this point in time, this seems true in theory, but not in practice. The UN Economic and Social Council stated that,

… given the low fertility levels prevailing in the more developed regions, net migration has become the major driving force behind their population growth, accounting for half of that growth in 1990-1995, two thirds in 1995-2000 and three quarters in 2000-2005. If current trends continue, between 2010 and 2030 net migration will likely account for virtually all the population growth in more developed regions. Thereafter, a net migration gain of 2.2 million migrants annually is not expected to counterbalance the excess of deaths over births projected for the more developed regions.

It adds:

Although international migration can play a role in slowing population ageing and forestalling population reductions, it cannot reverse these processes unless its volume increases markedly. Net migration to Europe, for instance, would have to increase fourfold to maintain constant the size of the working-age population.

[6] All this leads to the conclusion that while below-replacement TFR will not immediately lead to population decline if it is compensated by population momentum, decreased mortality, longer life expectancy, and immigration, such compensations will tend to be temporary because of their limits. Hence, if governments wish to maintain or increase their populations, they will have to try to increase the TFR by motivating the citizens to have more children, mainly through political decisions affecting the economic and social conditions of the country. But sad to say, as will be seen later, they cannot easily succeed in this attempt.

To simplify our discussion, other factors affecting population increase or decrease are not expounded upon here, such as the proportion of women of reproductive age; decreased male fertility possibly due to drugs, alcoholism or pollution; the impact of wars, famines and epidemics; urbanization and economic growth, etc. Deaths due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic tremendously affect population trends in some countries,
 but not in the Philippines, where condom use to supposedly control the epidemic has never been widely accepted.

C.  Consequences of the Quintupling of the Oldest-Old Population and Population Collapse

[7] The UNPD states, “The primary consequence of fertility decline, especially if combined with increases in life expectancy, is population ageing, whereby the share of older persons in a population increases relative to that of younger persons.”
 Another Newsweek cover story has the following title: “What To Do With Granny? The Cost of Taking Care of the Elderly.” It describes how “by 2050, for the first time in human history, the elderly will outnumber children, posing a problem of how to look after this new generation of seniors, without going back to the extended family for care.”

In Europe, Japan, Singapore, and many other countries, decline in TFR due to the widespread use of contraceptives and the systematic option of having few children started four decades ago is today taking its toll in terms of a rapidly ageing population. Sad to say, this is nature’s way: having only a few births today will lead to having more coffins than cradles two generations or so later. Developed countries at present already have more elderly persons (over 65’s) than children (below 15’s), and by 2050 they will have two elderly persons for every child.
 Some say that in 2050 some parts of Italy will only have one child below 5 years old for every 20 persons above 65.

“Globally, the number of persons aged 60 years or over is expected almost to triple, increasing from 672 million in 2005 [that is, 10.34% of world population] to nearly 1.9 billion by 2050 [that is, 20.88% of world population].”
 “An even more marked increase is expected in the number of the oldest-old (persons aged 80 years or over): from 86 million in 2005 to 394 million in 2050,”
 an increase of almost five times.

[8] A population with an above-replacement TFR (that is, with 2.1 or more children per woman) will have a pyramid-shaped “population pyramid.” In this scenario, the economically active persons support their children and a small group of elderly dependents.
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The relatively normal-shaped population pyramids of the Philippines in 1980 and 2006 reflect TFRs above the replacement level, as seen in the following approximate figures:
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India and Nigeria also have population pyramids with bases wider than the upper segments:
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Note that at the lower part of the Philippines’ 1980 population pyramid, and of Nigeria’s in 2006, each segment is noticeably wider than the one immediately above it. This reflects a TFR way above the replacement level (as well as declining infant mortality): many more were born and survived in the last five years than in the previous five years. Such observation is less pronounced in the case of the Philippines and India in 2006, in that the lowest segments are only slightly wider than the ones above them: this reflects an on-going decline in their TFR.

[9] What will happen if the TFR goes below replacement level? What used to be a pyramid, with a large base, would have continued to have the figure of a pyramid, had there been no decline in TFR to below-replacement level. But because there were fewer children born each year, the wide bases, which rise in the graphs as the persons age, have been replaced by narrower bases each year. The population pyramid’s lowest segments will progressively become narrower than the ones above them, ultimately leading to a diamond-shaped figure:
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Hong Kong and Japan, for example, both have a diamond-shaped population pyramid in 2006, reflecting a fall of their TFR below replacement levels some 30-40 years ago:
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This diamond-shaped scenario means that the economically active persons will have to support a relatively few children and a relatively few (but rapidly increasing in number) elderly. This condition contributes to their present economic boom, since the workers will get to keep a big share of their earnings, instead of spending them for the needs of children and the elderly. This is the situation that those in favor of population control want us to foresee; they explain that the Philippines will become well-off when it reaches this stage. But they never explain what will happen beyond this stage. They never explain what will happen next, saying that we will just “cross the bridge when we get there.” What will happen next, as we shall see now, and to say the least, is disaster.

[10] If the TFR of a certain country remains below replacement levels, the fewer women of reproductive age will give birth to still fewer children than their mothers did, further narrowing the base of the pyramid, and causing the graph’s bulging portion (that is, the segments representing the most number of people) to rise. The diamond-shaped population pyramid’s base will continue to narrow, while the wide middle part will continue to rise, resulting in a figure shaped like a toy top:
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This will be the stage of many countries by 2050. For example, Italy’s population pyramid had a low bulging part in 2000, will be diamond-shaped in 2025, and toy top-shaped in 2050 (left to right):
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Spain’s population pyramids of 2000, 2025 and 2050 look similar to Italy’s:
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Japan, whose population started to decline in 2005, also manifests this trend:
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[11] If the trend continues, countries with low TFR’s will end up having an inverted population pyramid, resulting in a demographic collapse.
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In both a toy top-shaped and an inverted population pyramid, a huge number of elderly have to be supported by a smaller number of working people. That these countries’ working (economically active) population is relatively big today contributes to their economic prosperity. Meanwhile, the number of infants and children continuously decreases: they should not be seen only as young dependents needing care (and hence, the lesser they are, the better for the economy, as population control advocates say), but also as the future labor force which will support the growing elderly population. There will be less economically active persons in the future. And to make the situation even worse, the average age of workers (that is, the average age within the economically active group) likewise increases.

[12] Ageing countries experience what is called the “demographic winter,” where all is cold, without life. Like endangered species, unless their TFR returns to above replacement levels, a very difficult task, they will reach the inverted pyramid stage within decades. “Nations cannot have a future this way and will suffer a tragic loss of population that constitutes, as has been said, suicide,” Card. López Trujillo explains.
 These nations urgently come up with measures to hopefully bring back the springtime into their lands, to have more children, more life, more resources. If they fail, they will become extinct.

With the prevailing consumerism, value-free sex education and the general preference for having few children, the ageing countries today will probably need one or two generations to convince their citizens to have more children. And they will have to wait for another generation for these children to grow up and be eventually incorporated into the labor force. Meanwhile, the number of elderly will increase.

There is no doubt that we Filipinos truly love and care for the elderly. However, from an economic perspective (that is, from the perspective supposedly taken by those pushing for population control in the Philippines), an older national population leads to extreme economic burden. Families with only a few members will find it more difficult to care for the elderly than those with more members, unless they are extremely rich or have access to homes for the elderly, an institution yet uncommon in the Philippines.

[13] Another point to consider is that the increasing number of beneficiaries in proportion to contributors gradually overburdens the pension fund and the social security system. To lighten this burden, ageing countries will have to require two or three more years of service before retirement eligibility, a move that will delay potential retirees from claiming money from the pension system, and at the same time make them continue to contribute to the pension fund for two to three more years. Simultaneously, governments will be forced to increase taxes, and decrease pension and health care benefits. In short, from the perspective of the individual citizen working for a living, burden will be increased and benefits decreased; this scenario is becoming a more frequent trigger of workers’ strikes in Europe.

Having fewer children will result in a decline in the number of new workers. The labor force will be older, less efficient and less capable of learning new procedures and equipment with the latest technologies. With the decrease in local manpower, immigration will be necessary, but which, if not managed well, could lead to social instability and other security concerns.
 Immigration supplies not only workers, but also live bodies to add to the population. If ever the TFR is maintained or increases in many of the developed countries today, it is because of immigrants, who, in many cases, have bigger families (though perhaps not for long, as they quickly adopt the small family size mentality prevalent in the country welcoming them). “For the developed world, such a level of net migration will largely offset the expected excess of deaths over births during 2005-2050, which amounts to a loss of 73 million people.”

Having fewer and older people means a smaller market, especially for certain sectors such as baby food, clothing, vaccines and certain other medicines, sports facilities, office equipment, education, etc.—products and services the elderly employ less. It is said that the Spaniards have developed fields for so many cows to produce so much milk, but now they have no children to drink the milk.

[14] The number of children adults in ageing countries have to feed has been decreasing in the last three decades, hence, parents are able to lavish them with more material goods. But little did these children know that when they, few as they are, become adults 30 years later, they would have to care for an immense number of elderly: their parents and their grandparents, who would, besides, eventually live much longer compared to their great grandparents. Those kids’ parents had many brothers and sisters helping each other support their elders, and few children to raise. In contrast, many kids today have only one or two siblings (if any) to call upon for help later to support their ageing and long-living elders. The situation seems worst in China, with the country’s one-child policy that started around 25 years ago: the lone child is lavished with the love and care of six persons, that is, of two parents and four grandparents; when the child’s turn to work comes, the child will have to support, all by himself or herself, those same six persons (or if the child marries, the two spouses will have to support twelve persons)–plus their own children.

An extreme example from a Scottish paper provides a bleak picture of their country’s future if the TFR remains below replacement level:

The population of Scotland will fall below five million by 2009, according to a recent article. More worrying than the fact the population is getting smaller, is that it’s also getting older as the birth rate falls significantly. All this suggests that by the year 3573, there’ll be two people left in Scotland, probably a married couple in their 90s living in Bearsden.

D.  Babies Desperately Needed

[15] Because of the consequences of having an elderly and a collapsing population, governments in many developed countries now encourage families to have more children. Dr. Joseph Chamie, former UNPD Director, said to the Population Association of America that,

In attempting to raise birth rates, governments are seeking to address the underlying causes of low fertility and adopting polices, programs and incentives to encourage couples, in particular women, to increase their child bearing. Tax breaks, maternity and paternity leave, childcare, after school programs, part-time employment, job security, cash allowances and other financial incentives are among the measures adopted or being carefully reviewed by governments.

Dr. Chamie asks, “What responses can governments take to raise low fertility rates closer to replacement levels? The following is a non-exhaustive enumeration of 25 options or measures that governments have taken or could take to raise or maintain fertility levels:

1. Restrict or limit contraception

2. Restrict or limit abortion

3. Restrict or limit education of girls

4. Restrict or limit employment of women

5. Facilitate early marriage

6. Match making to encourage marriage

7. Public relation campaigns for marriage, childbearing and parenthood

8. Make child-raising a financial option for women (e.g., paid job)

9. Strengthen the economic security of motherhood within the family

10. Paid maternity leave

11. Paid paternity leave

12. Cash bonus for birth of child

13. Cash payments for dependent children

14. Prenatal, antenatal health care and infertility treatments

15. Infant and child care facilities

16. Pre-school and after school care facilities

17. Tax benefits or deductions for dependent children

18. Pensions, social security and elder-care services related to childrearing

19. Part-time work opportunities for parents

20. Flexible working hours

21. Shared parental responsibilities between mothers and fathers

22. Shared housework among males and females

23. Changed traditional roles of males and females so men take on more female roles at home

24. Preferences for parents with dependent children, e.g., priorities in mortgages, housing, loans, government services and benefits, etc.

25. Political/legal system more responsive to couples with children, e.g., granting extra voting rights to adults with minor children”

[16] France gives as much as 800 Euros for every child born.
 In an extreme scenario, a city in southern Italy near Naples offers 10,000 Euros for each new baby, according to the article, “Where have all the bambini gone?”:

Back in Laviano, the mayor doesn’t have any plans to change the attitudes of the men in his village. He can only hope that his 10,000 Euro award will persuade the women of the village to have more babies. But only one child has been born in the first three and a half months of 2004. “We have to get the birth rate up to 15 babies a year,” he says. “If we don’t, the schools will have to close, and . . .” he pauses to give a shrug, “... and that will be it.”

Other cities or provinces provide a 200 Euro or more monthly subsidy to mothers for every child or second child below two years old, financially assist corporations to create day care centers in their premises, set up match-making agencies for young men and women to hopefully find a spouse,
 offer tax breaks
 and so on. Many advertisements today depict pregnant women in a very positive way, as if hoping that many others would imitate them.

[17] But efforts to correct the economic problems by reversing population decline among the native citizens of these ageing regions will succeed only after a generation or two, since the babies have to grow to adulthood first. And this is assuming that they meet a prior condition: that they in fact reverse the people’s mentality of having as few children as possible. Though this might seem not to be an impossible task, considering that some recent studies show that young parents actually have a fewer number of children than the number they desire, statistics show that government programs pushing for increased fertility have not succeeded so far:

Based on national experiences during the past quarter century, it appears that government policies that promote childbearing, reduce the costs of childrearing, facilitate working couples, especially women, encourage greater male involvement in parenting and preferences to couples with children, may be able to influence fertility in an upward direction. Such policies have been observed to have noticeable effects on period total fertility (Hoem 2001, Lestheage 2001, McDonald 2001a and 2001b, Milligan 2002). Some demographers, while recognising that the wish to have children does not lend itself to precise scientific measurement, say that experience, available evidence and intuition point to a link between fertility rates and public aid to families (e.g., Doroozynski 2003, McDonald 2003, Milligan 2002, Morgan 2003). However, many of these rises in fertility tend to be short lived, usually less than five years. In response to government incentives and programmes, couples may elect to temporarily modify their fertility behaviour by having births earlier than they may have desired. These changes in timing plans may give rise to short-term increases in period rates; afterwards, however, the fertility of many of these cohorts appears to return to the longer-term low fertility levels.

[18] But still, if ever governments in dire need of population growth were able to increase fertility rates, what will be the foreseeable effect? At the rate TFR’s are decreasing today, the question might end up being nothing more than theoretical, depicting a situation impossible to attain in practice. But assuming it will eventually be possible, will increasing TFR’s and thus having more babies in these ageing countries actually solve their economic problems? What might be the scenario?

As seen earlier, the relatively small working population (the product of low TFR since when they were born some 30 years ago) in these countries today has to feed and care for an overwhelming number of elderly. If ever those countries succeed in increasing birthrates some generations from now, their workers will have to care not only for their big population of elderly dependents, but also for the increasingly big batches of children they want to have, the young dependents. This will mean a double economic burden for them. Their population “pyramid” will then have the shape of an hourglass:
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Hence, ageing countries are today in a serious predicament, in a sort of “damn if you do, damn if you don’t” situation: continued economic woes and the nation’s extinction if you don’t produce more children, doubled economic woes if you do. They will probably need to weather through this situation until their planned big batches of babies reach working age, and until the big elderly population declines, for their economy to finally pick up again.

[19] In short, what is the demographic scenario ageing countries wish for, by encouraging their citizens to have more babies? Simply stated, they hope to return to the scenario they were in 50 years ago: to have many babies who would eventually replace the work force, and in turn care for both the young and the elderly dependents. That is, they seek a normal population pyramid, shaped like a real pyramid, with a wide base and a narrow tip, and not like a diamond, a toy top, an inverted pyramid, or an hourglass. They want to revert to the pyramid they had 50 years ago, the pyramid that the Philippines still has today, but which can eventually lose if its TFR continues to decline. Within a few decades, our country can easily fall into the same trap where ageing countries find themselves in and want to escape from right now.

II.  Lessons for the Philippines
[20] Demographic trends are like icebergs. They move slowly but surely. The effects of an increase or a decrease in the TFR can be felt only decades later, and similarly, the situation can be reversed only decades later. And what is visible at present is, like the iceberg’s tip, but a small part of the whole reality, which, in the case of demography, has massive implications for the future.

B.  The Need to Avoid the First World Scenario

[21] What can the Philippines learn from the current rapid population ageing and imminent decline in developed countries today? Or do we have nothing at all to learn, and thus have the option of pushing for population control today, then cross the bridge of population ageing and decline when we get there?

A quick summary of the preceding discussions is in order. The process of population decline in many developed countries started some 40 years ago, when their TFR went below replacement levels. Today they have few children and a growing population of elderly, leading to serious economic difficulties that are just beginning, and which will worsen in the coming decades. To solve those problems, they encourage their citizens to have more children, and need immigrants to replace their labor force and the population itself. If ever they succeed in reversing the trend of an ever-declining TFR and actually raise more children two or three generations from now, their relatively small and ageing labor force will have to support not only the big elderly population they will continue to have, but also the growing population of children that they intend to have.

[22] The UNPD figures indicate that it is not an exaggeration to say that as early as now the Philippine TFR is already dangerously low. Whereas in the early 1970’s the average Filipina had six children, today she has around three, and in another 20 years, only two. Shortly after 2020, or just fifteen years from now, the Philippine TFR will sink below its replacement level of around 2.29,
 as shown in the following table:


YEARS

PHILIPPINE TFR

1970-1975

6.00


2000-2005

3.22


2015-2020

2.34


2030-2035

1.87


2045-2050

  1.85

In a 2002 note to correspondents, the UNPD stated that “over the past decade, more and more developing countries have joined developed countries in seeing their fertility levels fall below this replacement fertility floor, challenging the assumption that there is some inherent magnet drawing populations to a replacement-level equilibrium.”
 Hence,

In a break with traditional thinking, and one with enormous implications, the United Nations Population Division is proposing new guidelines for projecting fertility... [that would] envision that countries currently in the midst of the transition from high to low fertility – the ‘intermediate-fertility’ countries – will reach fertility levels below replacement before 2050.

As discussed earlier, the experience of many countries in the past decade shows that such a decline in TFR cannot be reversed overnight. The Philippines’ declining TFR is at dangerously low levels today.
 It will be too late and useless to wait for the TFR to go below replacement level and then try to raise it up again. The only solution would be to try to prevent its further decline today—an effort that will probably not be successful within a few decades, but will hopefully at least lessen the impact of an ageing population.

If approved, the so-called “Two-Child Policy Bill” and all other bills promoting population control will certainly plunge the Philippines’ TFR further down. The replacement TFR assumes an average of 2.29 children for all women in the Philippines; the Bill on the other hand proposes 2.0 children not for all women, but for women who have families. Assuming that 95% of all Filipinas raise a family while the other 5% remain single, what the Bill proposes roughly speaking is a TFR of 2.0 x 95%, or 1.9, which is way below the replacement level. This computation furthermore assumes that the families will actually have two children. Experience in other countries shows that when the target is to have two children, the tendency is to have less (one or even zero child) rather than more children. This will send the country’s TFR further down.

[23] The first consequence of lowered fertility rates, population ageing, will undoubtedly hit the Philippines, sooner rather than later, it seems, for, “population aging, which is becoming a pervasive reality in developed countries, is also inevitable in the developing world and will occur faster in developing countries.”
 The discussions on Philippine population frequently overlook the fact that the median age (that is, half of the people are below this age, and half above) is rapidly rising. In 1950, the Philippines’ median age was 18.2 years old, in 2000 it was 22.2, and in 2050 it will be 37.9,
 roughly Europe’s current median age. In other words, while 50 years ago the country’s median age was that of a college student, today it is of a young professional, and 50 years from now, of one approaching midlife.

The Philippine population pyramids of 2000, 2025 and 2050 reflect this trend:
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The country’s 2050 population pyramid’s lowest segments will be progressively narrower than the ones above them. From this projection, it can be reckoned that the country’s population pyramid will be diamond-shaped towards the third quarter of the 21st century, and could later be inverted. We can no longer sit back, relax and think of “just crossing the bridge when we get there,” because we have already reached the bridge. We have started crossing it, not safely in the middle, but at the border, where the risk of falling is great. Some confidently state that there is no need to be extremely paranoid, or to exaggerate the facts for the sake of discouraging the people from using contraceptives and thus committing mortal sins. But absolutely no paranoia or exaggeration is involved here, just hard facts. At the rate its TFR is declining, the Philippines will, within 20 years from now, join the other countries that have fallen into the river. It will be a point of no return, or at least, of extremely difficult return. Why go there in the first place?

We must furthermore remember that fertility decline in developed countries started when they were already well-off; the Philippines on the other hand has a struggling economy today. When in the future the Philippines faces the same economic problems brought about by TFR decline faced by rich countries today, the Philippines will surely suffer a whole lot more.

[24] It has to be stressed that the Philippine TFR will probably reach below replacement levels within two decades even without additional population control efforts. The truth is that until now, the Philippines’ contraceptive prevalence rate is much lower than that of many other less developed countries, although it is gradually rising; therefore it can be said that other factors aside from contraceptive use contribute greatly to the country’s fertility decline. Filipinos now marry later in life, marital unions have become less stable, emigration to urban centers makes rearing children more difficult, emigration to other countries is on the rise, decisions on how to spend money have left having more children out, and the mass media greatly influence more and more spouses to have less and less children.

Population control has succeeded so far, not simply through the distribution of contraceptives, but more effectively, by changing the people’s mentality and convincing them to raise less children. Perhaps the factors contributing to the decline in fertility are already in place and will push fertility down even if we remove all “family planning” (read: “family reduction”) programs. Imposing additional population control efforts in the country will only speed up this process and the onset of the economic, social and strategic problems rich countries face today.

C.  Emigration, a Strong Population-Reducing Factor

[25] In search of greener pastures to allow them to take care of their families better, millions of Filipinos have gone abroad since the 1970’s. Developed countries “pull” migrants towards them, basically to fuel their economies by providing cheap labor. The money sent home by migrants to their families is one of the country’s greatest sources of revenue today. How does emigration of Filipinos affect the country’s population?

First, the sheer number of workers leaving the country subtracts numbers from the population. It is estimated that 489 thousand Filipinos left the country annually between 1990-1994, 746 thousand annually between 1995-1999, and 867 thousand annually between 2000-2003.
 “From January 1 to November 21 this year [2006], a total of 1,011,148 land- and sea-based Filipino workers have been deployed for work abroad,” that is, 12.4 percent more than over the same period last year, and easily meeting the Department of Labor and Employment’s target of sending one million workers abroad each year.
 The year 2006’s rate translates to more than 3,000 Filipinos leaving the country everyday, or at least 11 million in ten years, and will not seem to decrease in the near future.

Secondly, if the migrant is still single and settles abroad, he or she might probably raise a family there. The migrant will thus contribute to the population growth not of the Philippines, but of the host country.

Thirdly, due to less physical proximity, spouses separated by emigration tend to have less additional children. Furthermore, experience sadly shows that separation of spouses in many of these cases have led to infidelity and consequent family breakdown. In such situation, the physical separation has given rise to marital separation, leading the spouses not to have more children. On the other hand, the partner in the infidelity, if not married, could bear a child and remain a single parent, another situation that tends to limit the number of children.

Fourthly, through emigration, the Philippines will lose its young workers of reproductive age. If this trend continues—and there are no signs to the contrary, at least for now—the country will have less and less replacement for older workers retiring from the labor force. At the same time, losing many child-bearing members will further contribute to a slowing down of the country’s TFR.

Fifthly, losing a high proportion of skilled personnel can be detrimental to the development prospects of our country. To compensate for this loss, the country has to maintain contact with these skilled workers to stimulate the transfer of technology and capital.

Sixthly, a relatively new phenomenon is starting in the Philippines. While in the past it was normal to emigrate alone, today more and more emigrate with their families. Cases abound in which schools, hospitals or companies abroad entice Filipino teachers or nurses
 with a package allowing their families to migrate as well within a few months or even weeks. Hence, the Philippines will be losing not only individuals, but whole families. Host countries today need not only a supply of labor force, but also a supply of young, warm bodies, to replace their ageing and imminently collapsing population. From a pastoral point of view, this replacement migration by families would be more acceptable than migration involving separation of spouses and of parents from their children, which hopefully will now be minimized. But from the economic point of view, which is the perspective supposedly taken by those pushing for population control in the Philippines, emigration of whole families is detrimental to the country since if their spouse and children are already with them, overseas Filipino workers no longer send to the country as much money as before. Instead, they tend to spend, save and invest more in the country where they live.

In summary, emigration will hasten the ageing and decline of the Philippine population by physically subtracting members from the country, especially those of reproductive age, and by reducing the number of children those left behind beget.

D.  Conclusion: Rule Out Population Control

[26] The Philippines is not exempted from the global trend of decreasing TFRs and increasing life expectancy, which cause world population today to age and later to decline. The economic, social, security, and other implications of this trend are forcing many governments to encourage citizens to have more babies for the sake of the nation, and to facilitate immigration to have more laborers and to bodily replenish their population. Meanwhile, in the Philippines, which will probably experience the same problems within decades, many (short-sighted) legislators and agencies still push for intensified population control. Population control is done not only through the distribution of contraceptives, but worse, by creating a mentality that goes against large families in sex education modules and in the mass media, and by creating an atmosphere less and less conducive to larger families.

Will an intensified population control program today actually eradicate poverty? The TFR is in fact already decreasing, even without intensifying population control. But the effect desired by population controllers, the slowing of population growth, will not immediately take place, due to population momentum, decreased mortality and longer lifespan. By the time population growth will have slowed down, the TFR will be way below the replacement level, and the average population age will be extremely high. In other words, the solution proposed to solve poverty, that is, population control programs, will just create more economic difficulties in the long run.

Nor may one say that we should limit population growth now, hope for rapid economic development, and finally try to solve whatever problem might come up in the future. It will simply be too late by then.
 Countries that were already rich 30 to 40 years ago when their TFR’s started to decline, and are now ageing, encounter extreme difficulty in solving their economic problems today. Their efforts to encourage their citizens to produce more children have not yielded acceptable results after a decade. They depend on immigration to maintain their population growth. The Philippines is not a rich country today, and may or may not be rich within 50 years. How will it support its ageing population? Will it also invite workers from other countries to replace its dwindling workforce? How will it attract immigrants if it has no jobs to offer to its people in the first place? Even if it becomes rich by then, it will have to face the same problems rich countries face now, and will have to tell the people to raise more children. We simply cannot afford to fall into the trap rich countries have fallen into 30-40 years ago, and from which they desperately try to escape today. Graphically speaking, we cannot afford to have in the future a population pyramid like theirs now, and then, like them today, wish to regain the population pyramid we have now.

[27] Population control has to be ruled out as a solution to poverty. To clarify this statement, does “ruling out population control” mean that we should tell the people to have as many children as they can, to uncontrollably “go forth and multiply,” as some claim the Church teaches? No. Since population control involves encouraging (or even forcing—physically, economically, morally or otherwise) people to have few children, “ruling out population control” simply means not encouraging people to have few children, which is entirely different from telling them to have all the children they can possibly produce.

Parents should instead be guided and supported to attain the number of children they can generously and responsibly raise and educate. For some spouses, this means having one child or two; for others, five, ten, twelve, fifteen or even more. Neither the government nor the Church may compel, instruct, or encourage spouses to raise a specified number of children, as what population control programs definitely try to do, either through massive propaganda, or through deceptive and coercive policies. Rather, the government and the Church should form and guide the people to reflect on their actual circumstances, and to freely, generously and responsibly decide whether to have another child now, or not to have another child for the time being or indefinitely. This is one aspect of responsible parenthood, which the Church has always taught, and which takes into account both the real capacities of individual spouses and the national demographic situation.

[28] This paper has attempted to show that world and Philippine demographic trends, as well as peculiar Philippine conditions such as emigration of young professionals and of whole families, rule out population control as a quick-fix solution to poverty. On the contrary, any economic, social or political policy proposed to solve poverty should take advantage of, rather than suppress, our abundant human resources. As Dr. Gary Becker, 1992 Nobel Prize winner in economic science, explains, “human capital,” which refers to the skills, education, health and training of individuals, comprises around 80% of the wealth of advanced countries, and hence “can be neglected [only] at a country’s peril.”

Any solution to poverty furthermore has to take into account, support and promote our closely knit family ties, the time and dedication parents give to their children, the care children and extended families give to the elderly whom we truly love, the moral principles and holistic training children receive from their parents, and all the other values that the Filipino family has until now maintained, in spite of the pressures exerted upon it by secularism.
 The contribution to the national economy of these services and values that find their dynamism within the family is impossible to calculate, but they provide a key—the most important one—to good governance in the public and private sectors, a condition sine qua non to attain stability in society, reach economic development and diminish poverty.
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