Facts of life

India needs a more informed debate, a better policy

design, to address population growth

C RANGARAJAN AND J K SATIA

THEMENTION OF a population explosion by
the prime minister in his Independence Day
speech has rekindled debate on population
growth and family planning. The responses
havevaried. Some have called for alaw to limit
family size; someothers haveasked fordisin-
centives for large families. Some have attrib-
uted the problem to specific communities.
Itis importantto understand thedynam-
icsof population growth fordesigning an ap-
propriate response. There are two major fac-
tors leading to high population growth:
One, householders wanting larger fami-
lies, particulady more than the replacement
level of a total fertility rate of 2.1 where a
mother is replaced by a daughter; two, the
population momentum, thatis,a larger num-
ber of people entering the reproductive age
groupof 15-49years compared to thoseleav-
ing this age group. This is the age-composi-
tion effect of earlier levelsofhigh fertility.
As the Economic Survey (2018-19) has
pointed out, fertility has been declining
everywhere and in every community, al-
thoughrates of decline vary. The national fer-
tility rate is estimated to be 2.2 in 2016, very
closeto the replacement level and is projected
toreachitaround 2021. However, some states
have fertility rates higher than the replace-
mentfertilitylevel Inparticular, the states of
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar have substantially
higher fertility rates at 2.74 and 3.41 respec-
tively, according to the National Family Health
Survey (NFHS4) 2015-16. In the 1990s, the
fertility rate was higher in UP than in Bihar,
but ithasdeclined faster in UP.The Economic
Survey(2018-19) has estimated that fertility
willreachthereplacementlevelin UPby 2021
andin Bihar by 2031.Thismay be somewhat
optimistic and will need appropriateaction.
To the extent the fertility decline can be
accelerated, the population growth will de-
clinefaster. Thedesired fertilityrateindicates
thelevel of fertility thatwould result if all un-
wanted birthswere prevented. Although it is
nota predse indicator of intentions, the gap
between the actual and desired fertility rate
inIndia has declined from 0.8 in 2005-06 to
04in 2015-16.This gapis09in Biharand 0.6
inUP. Therefore, family planning services, in-
cluding effective behaviour change commu-
nication, choiceof contraceptive method,and
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Do some communities have
higher fertility than others?
The total fertility rate for
Muslim communities in
2015-16 was estimated to be
2.62 (NFHS-4), similar to
the level of fertility in Hindu
communities of 2.59
(NFHS3) in 2005-06; a lag of
about a decade. Fertility has
declined faster in Muslim
communities compared to
Hindu communities during
the last decade and the gap
has been narrowing over the
years. The fertility rate has
now reached near
replacement rate in Hindu
communities. Besides
strengthened services, higher
education level of women
and other socio-economic
factors may also lead to
comparable levels in Muslim
communities by 2025.
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goodquality of careto the users of contracep-
tion to assuage theirconcerns regarding pos-
sible adverse health effects need to be
strengthened, particularly in UP and Bihar.
The government has identified 145 districts
with high fertility under “Mission Parivar
Vikas districts” and has instituted higherin-
centives for acceptors of sterilisation as well
as soughtto strengthen family planning serv-
ices in these districts. Nearly two-thirds of
these districts are in Biharand UP and much
more needs tobe done there.

Do some communities have higherfertil-
ity than others? The total fertility rate for
Muslim communities in 2015-16 was esti-
mated tobe 262 (NFHS-4), similar to the level
of fertility in Hindu communities of 2.59
(NFHS3)in 2005-06; a lagofabouta decade.
Fertility has declined faster in Muslim com-
munities compared to Hindu communities
during the last decade and the gap hasbeen
narrowing over the years. The fertility rate
has now reached near replacement rate in
Hindu communities. Besides strengthened
services, higher education level of women
and other socio-economic factors may also
lead to comparable levels in Muslim commu-
nities by 2025.

Manyseemto believe that populationwill
not grow once replacement fertility is
reached. However, most of the future popu-
lation growthin Indiawill now be because of
populationmomentum. Forinstance, fertility
rateinTamil Naduhadreached near replace-
ment levelaround the year 2000 butthe nat-
ural rate of population growth in 2017 was
still 0.83 per cent per year with birth and
death rates of 149 and 0.66 per 100 popula-
tion (Sample Registration System 2017).

Concerned withhighfertility rateof29in
year1980, Chinainstituted aone-child policy
with some exceptions for specific population
segments. Near replacement fertility was
reachedaround 1991 withanestimated pop-
ulationof 115 crore. However, the population
continued to grow, peaking toabout 140 arore
around now, nearly three decades later,and it
will soon begin to decline. It should also be
noted that once fertility declines to a lower
than desired level, itisdifficulttoarrestitsde-
cline. Forinstance, China hasrecentlyrelaxed
theone-child policybutitis notclearthatfer-

tility hasbegun toincrease.

What can be done to reduce themomen-
tum effect? To the extent couples delay their
first child and space their second, the effect
will be mitigated to some extent. Therefore,
youngcouples need tobeapproachedanden-
couraged to consciously and proactively plan
their families. This requires spedal attention.

The government hastwo schemes for this
purpose: Ensuring Spacing at Birth (ESB):
Under this scheme, ASHAS’ services are
utilised for counselling newly married cou-
plestoensurespacingof two years aftermar-
riage and couples withone child tohave spac-
ing of three years after the birthoffirst child.
Theschemeisoperational in 18 statesand has
partially been expanded to a few others.
ASHAs are paid Rs 500 foreach coupledelay-
ing the first child birth by two years after mar-
riage and Rs 500 foreachcouple spacing the
birth of the second child by three years. The
budget allocation in the National Health
Mission for the above scheme in2018-19 was
meant to cover 10 lakh couples (National
HealthMission Programme Implementation
Plans). Considering an estimated 2.5 crore
birthsin that year, this ismeagre.

The UN Population Divisionestimates that
the medium fertility variant, the most likely
scenario, willresultin apeak population of 165
crore intheyear 2061 andadedine thereafter.
In comparison, thelow fertility variantisesti-
mated to result in a peak population of 150
croreinthe year 2041, a9 per cent reduction.

What, then, are the relevant policy pre-
scriptions for the future? First and foremost,
special attention mustbe paid to UPand Bihar
tobring down thefertility rate.India hasnow
enough experience in family planning and
we need todraw lessons from our ownexpe-
rience.Second, as mentionedearlier, spacing
of childrencanmoderate the momentumef-
fect. This may be relevant particularly in the
case of states which have already achieved
the replacementlevel. However, legal actions
or significant disincentives need to be care-
fully evaluated fortheir medium to long term
consequences. Given the current scenario,
these may best be avoided.
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