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Connecting the Dots

by Radhika Sarin, Assistant Resezer

welve-year old Beatrice, who
livesin a small tovn near Nairobi, tells her
teacher that today is her last day at school.
Her mother has not been well, so Beatrice
must takecareof her six sidings

A young Brazilian man, Paulo, decidesto
leave his village and look for work in Rio de
Janed. There, hewill join hiscousin andthe
four million others living in shanty towns
hopng to fulfill their dreams and secure a
stablelivelihood.

Priyu, a mather of five, wakes up before
dawn in rural India and begins her twomile
walk in search of firenood. She hopes she will
be able to collect enough to last two days
tomorowshe would liketo usetheextratime
tovidt thenewvillagehealth center.

These stories from around the world
illuminate the complex links between papu-
lation, the environment, and the qudity of
womens lives. Revealing these connec-
tions—and educating people about the
connections—is the only way we will ever
stebilize population. The lag decade saw the
intenaiona community come together at
the United Nations Conference on
Envionment and Devdopment (Rio), the
Intenationd Conference on Population and
Deve opment (Gairo), the World Summit on
Socid Development, and the Millennium
Declaration. At each of these four confer-

ences, the connections between population,

economic development, the empowerment
of women, social justice, and helping the
environment wee afirmed.

As wedl know the population chalenge
is about so much more than just the numbers
The challenge is to educate indviduals, give
them access to information, and enable them
to make their own decisons. And it is about
under standing the underlying causes of popu-
lation growth and the impact ithas on the
planet and on the lives of pegple. The real pop-
ulation chalengeliesin “connecting the dats.”

Growing Needs Population and
Poverty

Nearly 60 percentof the 4.4 billion people
living in the devel oping world lack basc sani-
tation. Almog one-third do not have access to
clean water, while a quarter lack adequate
housing. And, while consumption expendi-
tures have more than doubled in the past 30
years, hdf of the world's people still live on
lessthan $2 a cay.

Fetility is highest in the poorest coun-
tries of thewarld, and itis estimated that the
49 |eagt-developed countries will neerly triple
in d9ze by 2050. In fact, goproximatdy 97 per-
cent of the worlds population growth takes
placeinthedevd oping countries.
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The debate over the reaionship between
population growth and poverty has often been
polarized between two camps: There are those
who argue that high fertility is the cause of
povety. Chersarguetha poverty isthecause
of highfertility. In actudity, the rea ion holds
both ways, and combating populaion growth
often goes hand in hand with combating
povety—though education, hedth care, and
improving the status of women. We have
leamed by experience tha a slower rate of
populaion growth creates opportunities for
resouces to be directed at building schools
for example. Or creating more employment
posshilities. Rapid population growth essily
ovetakes the number of jobs avalable. In
developing countries with rapidly growing
populations, 40 million jobs mug be created
each year. As a result, 800 million peoge in
these countries are unemployed or under-
employed—-merthan the entire workforce of
theindugridized world

TheRole of Women in Population
Stabilization

The link between women's status and
population growth ispowerful, direct, and has
been proved Simply put, enpowering women
with education, information, and access to a
full range of opportunitiesisthe most effective
way to reduce populaion growvth and improve
the qudity of lifeof familiesand scieties

Around the world, educaed women
choose to have smaller families One resson is
that education provides women with job
oppotunities, which often ddays the age at
which women get married or have children.
Educated women are dso better able to nego-
tide exud rdaions and dedsions regading
contraception and childbearing with their
patners They are ableto obtain and evduae
information on hedth care, disease prevention
and nutrition, and thushave hedthier infants
and children.

..Environme:

Yet, a gender gap persistsin education.
For exarmple, sixty percent of the children
without access to education are girls. Two-
thirds of 880 million illiterate adults are
women. Quite often, childbearing it<elf pre-
vents girls from staying in schod. Students
who become pregnant often drop out of
school o are expeled In Kenya done, an esti-
meted 10,000 girlsa year leave shool because
of pregnancydder girls may have to leave
school to hdp ther mothers & home fdlow-
ing the hirth of another sibling.

Woman preparing food.
Photo:Andrea Fisch

The Repoter Spring/Summer 2002/



Family going for a reproductive health and well-family check-up in Matlab, Bangladesh.

Ther are programs throughout the
world, however, that are heping to dos the
education gap for girls. Nisha and Usha attend
acamp in Indiafor girlswho have never
attended school-now they wantto take Indids
fifth-year entranceexam and continue in their
education. Their mother has even higger
dreams. “l want them to study for higher
dases and get jobs. | anin no hurryasfar as
their marriage is concerned, nor am | con-
cemed about what people will think,” their
mother sayswith confidence. Nisha and Usha,
with ther educati ons, have opportunities their
mother could nothave dreamed d.

Family Planning and Reproductive
Health

Inadequ e repioductive hedth care results
in high rates of unwanted pregnancyunsafe
abotion, and preventable maternd and infant
degths About 80 million pregnancies a year—
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one-thid of the total number of pregnancies—
arebelieved to be mi stimed or unwented.

In the Dominican Repullic, pregnancy is
the prindpd cause of death anong femdes
aged 15-19 Nearly onein four grlsin this age
group is either pregnant o has dready given
birth. Few reproductive hedth services exist
for young people in the areas surrounding
magor cities, where 64 percent of the popula-
tion lives.

In responge, sveral Dominican organiza
tionsare training adolescentsto serve as peer
counsors on $xud and reproductive hedth
matters In just two years, the project coun-
sded 9,000 young people. Beéng abletotak to
their peersabout sexudity makes abig dffer-
encein giving adol escents the education and
knowledge to take control of their reproduc
tivehedth, and, by extension, their future

On the other hand, the unmet demand
for contraception is growing. There are more

8 The Repater Spring/Summer 2002



Thee is inceasing consensus
that only an integrated agach
to the poblems of pove,
affluence, and envinmental
degradation caresult in

positive and sustainable change.

and more women—and men—acr 0ss the globe
who would like to choose the number of
childen they have but lack access to family
planning services. By 2015, contraceptive
needs in developing countries are prgected to
grow by mare than 40 percent. Until the full
range of family planning services are made
available to dl thosewho desirethem, the god
of population dahilization can never be reat
ized. The connection between population and
the empowerment of women and men to
choose is that close.

Growing N eeds Population and
the Environment

The connection between population and
the environment is complex and depends on
spedific drcurmstances On the one hand, the
pooest countries with the fastest population
growth rates face svere environmenta chd-
lenges, pecificdly il and water degradation.
On the other hand, the richest countries,
though growing at very slow rates dipropor
tionatdy impact the environment because of
their energy use and consuntion habits.

The localized impacts of population
growth on the environment are often the
most visible. For example, rapid population
growth in large tavnsalong the coast of West
Africais increasng the demand far firewood
and fish and driving the destruction of man-
grove swamps. Becau<e the poor often depend
directly on naturd resouees for survival,
populaion pressuss usually result in over-
eplatation of resouees.

But, even within deveoping countries,
higheidincome groups consume more energy
and produce more wede than the poor. High-
income households in Pakistan spend 30
times as much on fud as very low-income
househdds dthough the low-income house-
holds expend much more time and energy
gathering it.

There is inceasing consensus that only

an integrated gpproach to the problems of
povety, affluence, and environmental
degradation canesult in positive and sus

Woman bathing an infant.
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tainable change. Central to that consensus

is the ecognition that population must be

stabilized.

Twelve year-old Beatrice, from Kenya,
probably doesn't know the connection
between populaion growth and why she must
quit school to care for six young brothers and
sisters. Paulo in Brazl is concerned with
suniva and supparting his family. And Priyu
is not worried about the population connec-
tion as she sarchesdong dugy Indian byways
for scraps of firenood to feed her five children.
But the connection is just as red as the day-
to-day struggles for these people and many
others. Itis not at all clear, however, that
much-needed education, information, and
sewnices will become available for Bestrice,
Priya, and so many others in the poorest
places on thisplanet.

The Repoter Spring/Summer 2002



