Unwanted births – a tragedy for women; a catastrophe for the Planet.
- Never underestimate Man´s capacity for irrational behaviour (Heisenberg)

 Broad substantive ignorance as well as lack of political commitment still dominate almost every aspect of demographic development.

· Present annual population increase (80 million) is unique from any historic point of view: in three years only we add to the Planet  the equivalent of the total world population by the time Jesus Christ was born – and then we already had major civilizations in China, Middle East, Rome, Central and Latin America, Africa...
· Still, mortality figures are on the rise in many quarters... water scarcity, climatic changes, malnutrition, AIDS, pollution, malaria, poverty. The many millions of unwanted births are continously overlooked. They constitute a major factor in female mortality/morbidity and increase the demand for limited natural resources. 

· Family planning has been an integral part of every known culture. Queen of Tonga: “Production and reproduction must go hand in hand”. We can learn from overcrowded islands.  Methods were traditionally harsh – infanticide and abortions common. 

· Visionary women introduced more humane, user-friendly contraception world-wide in the 1950s:  A major factor in lowering maternal mortality (WHO) and improving family well-being as well as chances for sustainable development. 

· Thanks to these efforts the Planet now has to support > one billion – > one thousand million – fewer people than would have been the case without family planning.  Some 55% of women in the Third World now use contraception, compared to only 5% in the middle of last century. Many developing countries have cut total fertility in half.

· Still – unmet contraceptive and other social needs remain staggering.  Desperate women undergo 40 – 50 million abortions every year. Many of these abortions are carried out under appauling conditions. Thus, there is no doubt that demand for more humane, user-friendly family planning remains extremely wide-spread.

· So why does it not happen? And since women now are the primary victims of HIV-infection, why not increase preventive sexual health services? Well, the sad answer lies in contiuous betrayal by the national and international community. Family planning was declared a human right in Tehran already in 1967, and reconfirmed as such in the UN World Population Conferences in 1974, 1984, 1994 plus various follow-up meetings. Also in the Womens world conferences. But donors as well as many national governments have not implemented the consensus decisions.

· There are many complex, often interrelated reasons: macho cultures, religion, and a general mix of ignorance and disregard of women and their crucial role in society. 

· Money is not really the issue – family planning is relatively cheap (never more than one – two per cent of foreign aid) and as such the single most effective cost-benefit (WHO) intervention in terms of human well-being and sustainable developmental effects.

It is remarkable that, with notable exceptions such as Al Gore and Lester Brown, climate change, energy needs, food security and sustainable development are topics discussed almost purely from a supply angle. The demand side seems to be taken for granted. As indicated above, we would have had a present world population of close to 8 billion without active population policies and family planning programmes. That extra billion people would predominantly have struggled to survive in the poorest and already most poverty-stricken lands. Almost 99% of continued population increase will take place in the very same areas. We know only too well the effects on local and global environemt. And socially -  women´s conditions, street children, environmental refugees, basic fight for survival..

Assuming a total world population of some 9-10 billion in a few decades, implies a continued neglect of women´s rights and needs and to forgo repeated promises and grandious rethorics at UN high-level meetings and gala dinners. It is a cynical betrayal with planetary suicidal implications.  No more, no less. Besides, increases in mortality/morbidity rates are hard to predict. 

The question is, do we chose to limit increases in world population by giving women everywhere reproductive choice?  Or do we continue the strategy of inaction and allow for mortality increases due to malnutrition, environmental disasters, poverty, global pandemics, linked to poverty and sexual activities?

(Interestingly, people in high-income countries have more or less stopped reproducing themselves. Sharp population decline can be seen in an increasing number of nations. It is common knowledge that animals who breed many offspring in a Zoo are well and happy. They have a healthy environment conducive to reproduction. What can we learn from our own industrialized zoo? Anyway, the Planet will not allow 8 billion OECD-consumers).

There are many national success stories to assist in shaping population policies in countries which seriously lag behind in demographic transition.  We know there is wide-spread grassroot demand for family planning; we know how to satisfy that demand; we know the cost-benefit is extremely positive in human as well as sustainable developmental terms, since the human right to control one´s fertility costs very little to implement – in fact sometimes too little for huge donor administrations to even consider. So again – where lies the problem?

Power politics - strange alliances with Bush and US Christian right groups – the Vatican and  Muslim countries such as Pakistan, Sudan and Saudi Arabia; wide-spread macho cultures; pro-natalist traditions; other religious and political influences. 

We have to return to the spirit of the visionary pioneering women from all continents, who cared for their sisters around the world and who saw their needs in a holistic, developmental framework. And to the visions of Nobel laureates such as Norman Borlaugh and Hannes Alfvén, writers/philosophers e.g. Rolf Edberg, von Wright, Harry Martinson, scientists as Borgström, Lester Brown and Palmstierna. They saw the macro, planetary implications of unabated demographic growth. Keywords are women´s rights in educational and legal terms, in health, family planning and the general running of  res publica. Equally important is solid sustainable development macro analysis, based on 50 years of  empirical experience as well as common sense.

Pioneers in industry in India (the Tatas, the Godrejs) saw that enlightened self-interest is a key to a safer future for all. They invested in family planning and women´s rights, since women are the Mothers of  Sustainable Development. Sustainable societies can only be based on sustainable individual lives. Production and reproduction are interdependent.  This simple logic was well-known throughout human history. 

We need to reinvent that wheel.    (cwahren 2008-07-31)

