
  
   [image: cover.jpg]
  

 
  
   Also by Paul Morland

    Demographic Engineering: 
Population Strategies in Ethnic Conflict

   The Human Tide: 
How Population Shaped the Modern World

   Tomorrow’s People: 
The Future of Humanity in Ten Numbers

   www.paulmorland.co.uk

  

  
    


    [image: ]
   

  

 
  
   To Claire, my co-pro-natalist
And to our grandchildren, Leo and Hallel
May they be the first of many

  

 
  
   Contents

   
	Part One: Extinctions and Exceptions 

	1 The Infertile Crescent – the Looming Demographic Armageddon 

	2 Paths to Low Fertility 

	3 Explaining Today’s Low Fertility 

	4 Where Fertility Persists 

	Part Two: Objections and Solutions 

	5 How about Women? 

	6 How about the Environment? 

	7 How about Immigration? 

	8 What Technology Can Do for Us 

	9 What Government Can Do for Us 

	10 What We Can Do for Ourselves 

	
  Notes
 

	
  Acknowledgements
 



   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  

 
  
   
Part One

   Extinctions and Exceptions

  

 
  
   Making the case for having children has never been more urgent.

   Making the case for having children has never been more difficult.

   Urgent – because of the impending collapse of populations in community after community, country after country, continent after continent. Overall world population continues to grow, but at an ever-slower pace. Population decline, already stalking an increasing number of the world’s nations, is now clearly in sight at a global level.

   Difficult – because of changing preferences and because of a rising tide of attitudes that are combining to persuade more and more people to have fewer and fewer children, or none at all, and are making it harder to challenge anti-natalism in a growing swathe of society. Once it was material progress that drove falling birth rates. Now, in much of the world, it is ideals and lifestyle inconsistent with family formation and populations replacing themselves generation by generation.

   The purpose of this book is to draw attention to the problem, understand its ideological and material causes and suggest what we might do about it if we want people to thrive or even to continue to exist. Nothing is more important to the future of humanity.

  

 
  
   
1

   The Infertile Crescent – the Looming Demographic Armageddon

   A spectre is haunting Europe. It is also haunting East Asia and much of North America, and before long it will be haunting most of the world. It is the spectre of depopulation. For decades this has been nibbling at the peripheries, the remote rural regions and smaller rust belt towns, and we have largely ignored it. These are not places where opinion-formers like journalists, academics or politicians tend to live, or to which they pay much attention. But now its consequences are hitting the headlines. And this is just the beginning.

   We are seeing the birth pangs of a new epoch, but it’s an epoch without birth pangs. You can trace a path in a great arc from the Straits of Gibraltar at one end of the Eurasian land mass to the Straits of Johor at the other, and travel only through countries facing the prospect of population decline in a vast infertile crescent. Included are countries with Protestant, Catholic, Muslim and Buddhist majorities, rich countries and poor countries, democracies and autocracies. For some of these places the phenomenon is new, for others it is decades old. Almost irrespective of social, economic or political characteristics, these are states and nations where population decline and its consequences are being baked into the future right now.

   ‘Russia running out of “single-use” soldiers’; ‘UK running low on fuel, truck drivers’; ‘Staffing shortage continues to disrupt Amsterdam Schiphol’; ‘China’s factories are wrestling with labour shortages’.1 The headlines cover different countries and economic sectors. Each of these labour shortfalls has its own local and specific characteristics and causes: the Kremlin’s initial reluctance to announce a draft, the UK’s withdrawal from the EU, poor handling of the Covid disruption by Dutch (and many other) airports, a growing Chinese preference for white-collar jobs over labour on the factory floor. But underlying these stories and many others is a much bigger story, a reality that is spreading across the globe like wildfire: we are running out of people. The cracks are just beginning to show.

   Whatever the particular conditions of a time and place, whatever the other causal factors, these shortages of people would not be occurring if, 20 to 30 years ago in the countries concerned, people had been having two to three children instead of one to two. The UK government’s 2023 budget, for example, focused on pension reforms to get early retirees back into the labour force, no doubt a laudable and possibly achievable goal in its own right. But the demographic imperative would not be there at all if the population of people in their early twenties still outstripped those in their late sixties by 1.6 million, as it did in the mid-1980s. Today, there are just 170,000 more people in their early twenties than in their late sixties.2 The net inflow into the workforce is therefore down nearly 90 per cent.

   The robots and other technological devices have been promised, but if we want our dripping tap fixed, our supermarket shelves filled or our elderly parents cared for, machines are not about to charge over the horizon to save us. We still need people to do things, just as we always have. We are already short of them, and it is only going to get worse.

   This seems a bold claim when the world’s population has just reached 8 billion, its highest ever level, and is continuing to grow. But scratch beneath the surface and a very different picture emerges. Yes, the number of people on the planet is still growing, but the rate of growth has halved since the 1970s and is continuing to fall. And while the overall number of people is gently peaking – the upward slope ever flatter, the impending zenith ever closer – humanity is rapidly ageing. More and more of the global rise in human numbers is about delaying death, while less and less is about the creation of new life. Reduced mortality is eclipsing new life as the driver of population growth, but death can only be delayed for so long.

   Taking a global view obscures much more dramatic occurrences at national and local levels. It is nationally and locally that people in Asia, Europe and North – and, eventually, South – America will lack everything from plumbers to surgeons. As their countryside empties out and their suburbs are abandoned, as their schools shut and their villages rot, any compensatory population growth in Burundi is of little comfort and less use. Immigration is a possibility, but its effects can at best only be partial and temporary, as we shall see. And not every country with a population shortfall is rich enough to attract or fully willing to accept large-scale immigration from those ever-rarer parts of the world where birth rates remain high.

   In a small number of countries, the total population is already falling. In a growing number of countries, the working-age population is in decline, while those reaching retirement age are ballooning in number. There are fewer and fewer young people ready to enter the workforce, now that much of the world has experienced half a century of ‘sub-replacement fertility’, which is what happens when couples have on average fewer than 2.1 children. In the UK, for example, we have not had above-replacement fertility since the early 1970s. In Russia, you would have to go back to the 1960s. Despite technological innovation, our economies continue to be addicted to endless inflows of fresh workers. When these inflows seize up, so too do the petrol supplies and the airport luggage trolleys.

   The great global population implosion will have major geo-strategic implications, just as the great population explosion had from the nineteenth century. First-off-the-blocks Britain was able to dominate vast tracts of the globe by settling them with its burgeoning number of people, transforming places from San Francisco to Sydney. The same will be true on the way down: some places will see their populations crash faster than others, and this will shape the history of the next century.

   The impact will also be felt at the most intimate level. I have recently been paying regular visits to an old-age home in London. It is almost entirely dependent on a staff of recently arrived immigrants. For those who cannot afford their services, or for countries unable to attract them, there will be nobody there to care for the elderly. And the entire economic system will creak and perhaps collapse as those too old to work grow in number while those of working age shrink. Great powers will wane. The elderly will die unattended and alone. And everything between the geopolitical and the personal will change, and not for the better.

   Stages of decline

   To maintain a stable population, the fertility rate, which is the number of children born during the lifetime of the average woman, needs to be slightly above two. Previously that number was much higher, because as many as a third of children died before the age of one, and perhaps two-thirds of people died before completing their own fertile years. But in most of the world, where a vanishingly small proportion of babies now die before the age of one, and a very small number of people die before the age of 50, slightly more than two children per woman is enough to keep things on a long-term even keel.3

   Population decline comes in three stages. First, the number of births per woman falls below replacement level. If there has been earlier population growth, there will be plenty of young women giving birth and relatively few old people dying, so population growth will continue, for a time. This is known as ‘demographic momentum’. Second, the large cohort of low child-bearers starts to die, and their own, less numerous offspring bear few children, so deaths start outstripping births.4 ‘Natural decline’ sets in, although in countries that are attractive to migrants, immigration can temporarily stave off an absolute reduction in the population’s size. In the final, third stage, the absolute number of people declines despite ongoing inflows of migrants.

   For countries that cannot or will not attract migrants, stage three is reached directly from stage one. Britain is moving from the first of these stages to the second: the margin of births over deaths remains positive but it is very small, and only immigration prevents labour shortages being even worse than they are. Germany is moving from the second to the third stage, with migration no longer high enough to offset the natural fall in population as deaths increasingly outstrip births. Russia and Japan have leaped directly from the first to the third stage, as has China, where the latest data show the population falling by 850,000 a year.5 Throughout these stages, the population ages and the number of those economically active declines.

   Self-reinforcement

   ‘Demographic momentum’ may help delay the fall in population, potentially long after the point where fertility rates have gone sub-replacement. But if fertility rates ever rise back above replacement level, the reverse effect can be felt. We might call it ‘demographic drag’. A rise in fertility rates among the current generation of people of childbearing age is the only way to reverse the decline in numbers, but it takes a long time before it actually does so. This is because the cohort of potential child-bearers is simply too small and the cohort of elderly dying is simply too large. Deaths will continue outstripping births for a time. In Japan, for example, the number of women aged 15 to 45 is down by more than a quarter from its 1990 level, so even if every woman were having the same number of children as were women at that time, a quarter fewer would be born. By the end of this century the UN estimates that there will be around half the number of Japanese women of childbearing age as there are now, so again, even if their fertility rate per woman remained unchanged, the numbers born will have halved. This is how a population can, and in many cases probably will, go into a demographic tailspin.6

   There are other ways in which low fertility rates can reinforce themselves. One, for example, is through the expectation and experience of family size.7 When people have small or no families, conditions for those with children are likely to become more difficult. Less thought will be given to accommodating the young in urban design or product design, making it harder to get about with buggies, or find suitably sized accommodation or cars. A second way is that societies with small family sizes set the expectations for future generations. Those from large families have historically been ready to adjust themselves to having small families, but not vice versa, creating a downward ratchet in family sizes.

   A third way happens when care for ageing parents features significantly in the lives of adult offspring, and there is less time to devote to child-rearing by those who are single children with no siblings to share the burden with. In China, where many of those caring for today’s elderly are only-children married to only-children with similar responsibilities themselves, the idea of having to raise their own children while simultaneously supporting their increasingly frail parents seems daunting. ‘We are struggling to take care of our mum, but at least we have siblings that we can share this burden with,’ says one middle-aged Chinese woman. ‘A couple with an only child will need to take care of old parents from both sides, which is four old persons. Can you imagine what kind of burden our generation will become to our children?’8

   The historical context

   While the public may be somewhat aware of declining birth rates, they tend to think that somewhere else, for good or ill, people are still having lots of children. There is nothing new in this. In the nineteenth century, casting anxious eyes over the Rhine, the French feared that the Teutonic woman was endlessly fertile. But the generation of Mutti Merkel (despite the name, she and many of her contemporaries are not Muttis) has proved them wrong. In fact, low German fertility rates are now a century old. While it was once the case that the Germans in turn feared the endlessly fecund Slavs, in reality, Olga bore a large family for only a few decades longer into the twentieth century than Helga did. And as for the supposedly child-oriented Italian mamma surrounded by a large brood, that’s a myth now well past its sell-by date: Italian families have long been among Europe’s smallest.

   We all know about the Chinese one-child policy, but now it is becoming clear that even when the Communist Party allows people to have more children, the Chinese don’t want them. The same is true of their ethnic Chinese sisters and brothers in places where they were never subject to the Communist Party’s population controls (in Taiwan and Malaysia, for example) and of other peoples in East Asia, from Korea to Thailand. Their family sizes fell sharply in the latter part of the twentieth century even without the coercion prevailing in the People’s Republic of China.

   A century or more ago, conscious of Asia’s demographic weight, people of European origin (then the fastest-growing people on earth and politically preponderant) spoke nervously of the ‘Yellow Peril’. More recently, people in the developed world fretted about the loss of jobs to a China replete with vast numbers of cheap labourers. But having got used to hundreds of millions of Chinese workers meeting their every manufacturing need, Europeans and North Americans might soon come to miss their abundance and how cheap their labour was. For the first time ever, China has ceased to be the world’s most populous country. And although that title has now passed to India, all is not well south of the Himalayas either. It is a surprise to many that the average woman in Kolkata has but a single child. West Bengal as a whole has a fertility rate below the UK’s. The trend is catching on across India. In fact, the only difference between the world’s two demographic giants, China and India, is time, with India just a few decades behind China in plunging into demographic deficit. As India enters into the first phase of population decline (fertility below replacement level), China is entering the third (absolute population decline). Both countries are too poor to attract mass immigration, and too big for immigration to make much difference in any case.

   First greying, then disappearing

   The future looks demographically bleak across much of the world. This is showing up most visibly in the data on ageing. Within Europe, Italy is a particularly stark case. In 1950 there were about 17 under-tens for every one person aged over 80. Today the two groups are matched roughly one-to-one. But it is not just in relatively rich, developed countries like Italy that this is the case. It is also true of countries on the path to prosperity, which have made great strides but still have a long way to go. If Italy typifies Europe, Thailand typifies developing Asia. In 1950 there were more than 70 under-tens for every one person over 80. Today the ratio has slumped to three or four to one. Within a generation the over-eighties will outnumber the under-tens.9

   The ageing of a population comes with some advantages: there’s generally less crime and a lower likelihood of going to war. But it also means a shrinking workforce and a declining tax base at the same time as there are rising demands on the state for pensions and healthcare. Those aged in their late eighties or older require six or seven times as much health spending as those in the prime of their lives. When the UK’s NHS was established, there were 2–300,000 such elderly people in the country. Today there are well over 1.5 million, and by the century’s end there will be getting on for 6 million.10 Small wonder that ever-higher spending on healthcare yields little by way of perceived improvements for individuals.

   This is why countries like Japan and Italy, with among the world’s oldest populations, have the highest government debt-to-GDP ratios in the developed world.11 The consequences of social, economic and fiscal stress are clear. The sluggish growth of the Japanese economy since its workforce peaked more than three decades ago is very evident, with not just a relative decline of the economy as a whole, but also on a per capita basis. As the country grows older, its people get relatively poorer. GDP per head in Japan was just 18 per cent below that of the US in 1990; today it is almost 40 per cent lower.12

   This is not just social change. It is complete social transformation. It has implications for everything, from crime and punishment, to war and peace, to boom and bust. Given the general shift to low fertility that seems to be almost universal, we could see rapid population decline to a quarter of the current 8 billion, or below, over the next three centuries or so. In the longer view of history, the period in which humans exceeded 2 billion people could come to be seen as a relatively brief and, in retrospect, peculiar spike.13

   According to the best estimates, Japan will have lost more than 40 per cent of its population by the end of the current century, as may China. The losses thereafter may slow, but they may continue until they leave behind ever-shrinking, isolated communities, incapable of sustaining strong nations, and less and less capable of functioning. In South Korea, at current fertility rates, each cohort is about 40 per cent of the size of the last. Run that forward for just three generations and you lose nearly 90 per cent of your people. That’s what will happen, although a bit more slowly, if fertility rates in countries as different as Malaysia and Macedonia remain at their current levels for a few more generations.

   In many places like China, stabilising the current fertility rate as opposed to letting it continue to fall will only make population decline gentler. For a perpetual decline not to set in, fertility rates will need to rise significantly, back to above replacement level, which would be more or less unprecedented. The self-induced population decline we are seeing today has never happened before in human history. It is time to start worrying about it. It is high time to start talking about it.

   But should the population grow forever?

   It might be argued that the world was a fine place with 1 billion (around 1800), 2 billion (in the 1920s) or 4 billion people (in the 1970s). Why would it matter if it went back to those kinds of levels? What would be an ideal population? Need we go on growing our numbers forever?

   Of course, the world in 1800, 1920 and even 1970 was a much poorer place than it is now. A much larger share of the population lived in penury and hunger. That might seem paradoxical: after all, there was all that extra space and all those extra resources per head when there were fewer people. But as the nineteenth-century American economist Henry George pointed out, both chickenhawks and people like chickens, but the more chickenhawks, the fewer chickens there will be, while the more people there are, the more chickens. Human inventiveness is the key to additional resources, whether it involves smarter ways to produce food or more efficient forms of capturing sunlight and wind for cheap energy. A world with more people, and specifically more educated people, which is what we are achieving, is a richer world. If plenty of space and potential resources per head were all that was required for human prosperity, our ancestors would have been immensely materially richer than us, rather than immensely poorer. Singapore, with a hundred times greater density of population, would be much poorer instead of hugely richer than Burkina Faso. And Bangladesh, with a population that has more than doubled since it gained independence more than 50 years ago, would have grown much poorer instead of much richer.

   I made this point following a recent interview during which I espoused pro-natalist views and suggested that the world would face a crisis of too few people, not too many. One of the comments on the video asked whether I had ever travelled on the trains in India, the implication being that with so many people, India’s transport system was bound to be a chaotic. I answered that I had, and that doing so in the 2010s was an infinitely better experience than in the 1980s, even though India had doubled its population in the intervening years. India has better rail transport (and much better air transport) now its population is 1.5 billion than when it was 750 million. Higher population density and prosperity have made investing in infrastructure much more viable. Go back to 1800, when India had around a tenth of its current population, and of course at that point it had no railways and no air travel at all. The assumption that things get worse as the world gets more crowded simply does not hold up. People pay a lot of money to live in the most crowded places: just think of central London or Manhattan.

   And the world is not that crowded anyway. It is estimated that through settlement, infrastructure and agriculture, humans have affected a little less than 15 per cent of the world’s surface.14 With current developments in agriculture, such as the cultivation of artificial meat and hydroponics, there is every chance that we will be able to feed an expanding population on less land, and give more fields back to nature. As people become more urban, they live at higher population densities, and not only take up less space but also consume fewer resources, for example by using more public transport and services, from the post to electricity to water, that can be more efficiently delivered when people live close together.

   The argument here is not for a population that grows and grows forever. Nothing can keep expanding without limits. But there is still plenty of space for humans to flourish, and indeed, as they do, they tend to take up less space and use it more efficiently. Eventually the human population is bound to stop growing and even to decline. The key argument in this book is that it should not do so yet. At some point in the future, we are likely to have technologies that will be able to substitute for a lot of human labour. But, as we will see in Chapter 8, we are not there yet. To aim for a smaller global population when the robots are still largely a dream is to build dysfunction into the world. The world’s population should ideally continue growing for the foreseeable future, although not at the annual 2 per cent plus at which growth peaked 50 years ago, when much of the world was still early in its demographic transition and too few people had access to contraception. For now we need the sort of gradual, steady growth that comes when the average woman has two to three children, in a society in which very few people die before the end of their fertile years. The real problems that ageing and population decline present will be more easily handled if they are gradual. Plunging fertility rates, however, mean that they will be sudden and more disruptive.

   But aiming at some absolute number of people is not really the point. ‘The world was doing fine in around 1975, when it had 4 billion people,’ it might be argued. ‘Why should it be so terrible if it returns to 4 billion?’ But what matters is the direction of travel and the consequent structure of the population. Take Japan as an example. In the mid-1960s, its total population shot upwards through the 100-million mark. Sometime in the mid-2050s, it will shoot downwards through it. The first time at 100 million, Japan had more than nine people of working age (for the purposes of this calculation, 20–65) to every one of retirement age. When it hits the same total population on the way down, three decades from now, it will have barely one and half people of working age for each retiree. If I could choose one piece of data among the many in this book to stick in your mind, it would be this one. Because the issues of the old-age dependency ratio are the most pressing.

   Dependency ratios

   Low fertility rates, particularly when combined with longer life expectancy, mean first an ageing and then a declining population. This creates great strains on national systems of social provision as dependency ratios – the share of workers to non-workers – decline, and there are too few people to keep basic services ticking over. When a problem emerges in a particular sector, like the shortage of tanker-drivers in the UK in the autumn of 2021, this can usually be dealt with by special measures such as pay rises, or relaxations of entry requirements, or the recruitment of workers from overseas. But this is something of a case of ‘whack-a-mole’. Labour can be rushed to certain sectors (easier where years of training are not required, harder in cases like medicine, where the pipeline of potential workers needs to be managed over a period of many years), but with labour being at a general premium, this only worsens shortages elsewhere.

   Shortage of labour is fundamentally a demographic issue. You can raise the retirement age, but this usually leads to a bitter and sometimes violent reaction, as both Presidents Putin and Macron have discovered.15 You can wind back the extension of tertiary education so that people start working earlier (with the potential in the long term to make your workforce less productive). But you cannot easily counteract tectonic shifts in the structure of your population.

   When I joined the workforce in the UK in the mid-1980s, there were almost two people in their early twenties for every person in their late sixties. As a result, there was a fresh inflow into the workforce outweighing the number of people leaving it. That reflected the healthy fertility rate of the UK at the end of the baby boom in the early 1960s, when women were having around three children each. Today, the numbers of people in their early twenties and of those in their late sixties roughly match. The fresh inflow, thanks to the much lower fertility rate of the early years of the current century, is very much reduced, and the result is chronic labour shortages.16 Immigration has so far been the solution for the developed world – countries like Britain have been resorting to it for decades in ever-greater quantities – but, as we will explore in Chapter 7, it has significant drawbacks, isn’t possible for all countries, and is not a long-term solution for any.

   The problem can most simply be captured by the old-age dependency ratio: the number of people of working age to those who are retired.17 The exact way to calculate the ratio depends on when people start and end their working lives, but let us assume that they start at 20 and end at 65. Changes to either of these ages could help, but will make relatively little difference. Using these ages, the number of elderly to working-age people in the UK has risen from below 20 per cent in the 1950s to over 30 per cent today, and it will be approaching 60 per cent in 2100. According to the UN’s ‘median’ estimates (there is a worse case and a better case, depending largely on fertility rates), the old-age dependency ratio will rise to 50 per cent (two workers for each retiree) in the 2050s.

   The UK is far from the worst performer in this respect. In Italy, the ratio has already risen from around 15 per cent in the 1950s to around 40 per cent today, and towards the end of the century it is expected to rise to 80 per cent, which means that not far off one worker will be required to support one retiree. Financially, to keep such societies going, tax levels will have to be expropriatory. It would be hard to see why any young worker would stay in Italy under such circumstances. And even if young workers stayed, there would be far too few of them to keep the country functioning, let alone look after all the elderly. Italy is a bad case, but others are not much better. In Japan the ratio is already over 50 per cent and will also rise towards 80 per cent by the end of the century. If you take 65 as the retirement age in Japan, there will be just three workers for every two retirees by the mid-2050s. Thailand, where today there are about five workers per retiree, will fall to a similarly low level of three workers to one retiree by around 2070, in a clear case of a country getting old before it gets rich.18

   All of this results from our laudable ability to keep people alive longer, but also from our lamentable unwillingness to reproduce ourselves. In the US, the ratio is a relatively healthy 28 per cent today (although double the level it was in the 1950s). This is thanks to the fact that fertility rates in the US have been higher than in most of the developed world for most of the last few decades. But even in the US, the old-age dependency ratio will be around 40 per cent by the mid-2040s, an enormous turnabout that will have very wide ramifications for the world’s labour market and for the US itself.

   In financial terms, the result is ballooning government debt, with more and more social expenditure required and fewer and fewer workers to pay for it. In the labour market it expresses itself in shortages of people to perform the jobs that need doing. In Chapter 8 we will consider whether and when technology might come to our assistance. But while we can anticipate dependency ratios shifting sharply over the decades to come, there are many jobs that need to be done, from installing new electric sockets to collecting the bins, where it is not obvious how, in the immediate future, technology is going to make existing human labour more efficient, never mind replace it altogether. The demographic problem is more certain than the potential technological solutions.

   With a lack of labour to meet the needs of an ageing population in the decades to come, a certain amount of work will not get done. Political priorities and economic signals will determine what this will mean in terms of crumbling buildings, failing infrastructure or elderly, incapacitated people left to their own devices.

   This demographic transition causes problems not just because of the lack of workers relative to the population, but also due to the lack of youth and creativity. As it has greyed, Japan has seen far fewer patents filed than was the case 30 or 40 years ago. At a global level, the loss of the innovation that normally flows from young people is likely to significantly reduce economic productivity. Indeed, it may already be doing so, and is perhaps partly responsible for the productivity stagnation in many advanced countries.19 It’s worth pointing out too that large communities, able to divide intellectual labour thanks to their numbers, are better at innovating. The English-speaking world produces more innovation than smaller linguistic communities because it can share its thinking so widely. The Chinese, at the cutting edge of more and more areas of invention, share a similar advantage. But can they continue to keep pumping out innovation as their younger cohorts shrink?

   Of course, the ‘dependency ratio’ – rather than just the ‘old-age dependency ratio’ – should take account of all those of working age to all those not of working age: both those over the normal retirement age and those too young to work. In a modern economy, a large share of the population is in full-time education until at least age 20, and although some argue that people could work from a younger age, it seems unlikely that a modern economy could really function successfully if fewer of its young people had the benefits of a tertiary education. As the number of children shrinks, the total dependency ratio (that is the ratio of workers to both the elderly and to children) will be slightly positively affected. Yes, more capital and labour will need to go into building old-age homes and staffing them, but fewer resources will be required by nurseries and schools. Manufacturers of children’s nappies can reallocate their plant and workers to making incontinence pads – Japan supposedly already uses more of the latter than the former each year.20

   But solving the total dependency ratio by having fewer children is clearly the worst way of addressing the problem. Children do require resources from society and don’t immediately put anything back, at least in economic terms. But they are the workers of the future. To invest in the care of an elderly person is compassionate and morally correct. To invest in the education and development of a young person is strengthening the seed corn for the future functioning of society. If we do succeed in increasing the fertility rate, the overall dependency ratio of society will initially worsen. Still, it would be far better to make that investment and commitment now, before elderly dependency ratios are so dire that adding the additional burden of looking after and educating more children simply becomes untenable. Having fewer children today so that we can deal more easily with the pressures of an ageing population ensures that these pressures will only continue to worsen in future.

   The long term is now

   For a long time, after surveying persistently low fertility rates, concerned pundits would say that ‘in the long term’ there would be problems. But the long term has finally arrived. The way it is manifesting itself, as we have seen, is through labour shortages across the economies of the developed world. The prime minister of Japan has spoken of societal collapse. Elon Musk foresees civilisation crumbling.21

   It is worth reminding ourselves just how serious the situation is by looking at a few recent news reports. In Germany (sub-replacement fertility since 1970): ‘Experts say the country needs about 400,000 skilled immigrants each year as its ageing workforce shrinks. The national labour agency said earlier this month that an annual analysis showed 200 out of about 1,200 professions it surveyed had labour shortages last year, up from 148 the previous year.’22 In Japan (sub-replacement fertility since 1958): ‘Japan to face 11 million worker shortfall by 2040, study finds.’23 In China (sub-replacement fertility since 1991): ‘The great people shortage hits China: the country’s shrinking population is a grim omen for the rest of the world.’24 The latest Chinese data suggest a fertility rate not much above one child per woman, meaning each cohort will be about half the size of the last – a phenomenon worsened by the fact that, in the childbearing age groups, women are under-represented because of selective abortions a generation ago. By the end of the century, China’s population is forecast to fall by more than 45 per cent, and its over-65s to rise from 14 per cent to 40 per cent of the population.25

   Since fertility rates have fallen in the last couple of decades, and since it takes a couple of decades for a newborn to enter the workplace, and as no general upturn is on the horizon – in fact, the opposite – we can only expect things to get worse. Labour shortages are showing up in every area, from restaurants and pubs cutting their opening hours because of a lack of staff, to children being taught by unqualified teachers due to a dearth of qualified educators, to infrastructure projects being abandoned or not even started for want of labour. This situation will continue and indeed deteriorate in the next couple of decades, because the underlying reason – too few people – is built into the system. If the fertility intentions of Generation Z are anything to go by, it is going to get worse still after that.

   It is true that labour shortages have their upsides. Those of us who recall the years of mass unemployment in the 1980s would not wish for them to return. And a shortage of workers places upward pressure on wages. It would be no bad thing if workers across much of the industrialised world were to receive a greater share of the pie after so much of the additional product has been taken by senior management and shareholders. But once inflation is triggered, there is no guarantee that real wages will rise (that is, that wages will rise faster than inflation). Companies often find it easier to raise prices than workers do to get a pay rise. And a shortage of workers also means that many key tasks simply don’t get done, which will affect everyone. In a tighter labour market, the better-off will still be able to pay for the services they require. It is those lower down the economic pecking order who will find they cannot afford a plumber or a carer in old age.

   Manifestations of the toll of labour shortages in an historically low-fertility country like Japan can already be seen. Four thousand elderly people in Japan are estimated to die alone each week, and a whole industry has emerged from the need to fumigate apartments where bodies have been found long after the end of life. This is the sad ending which invariably comes at the termination of years of loneliness and solitary struggle. ‘The way we die is a mirror of the way we live,’ laments the chairman of a residents’ council in a large housing complex outside Tokyo.26

   In terms of economic growth, it is true that for many lower-income countries, upskilling of populations and a rise in their productivity rates will to some extent compensate for falling numbers. But it is vain to think that in countries like Germany, Italy and Japan, where a huge share of the cohort already benefits from tertiary education, this is feasible. Even in China, the days when economic growth can be fuelled by upskilling the population are already numbered: almost 60 per cent of the current cohort in China is already attending a university or similar institution.27 For advanced countries the size of the working-age population seems to be the key determinant of economic growth.28 And as working-age populations are set to fall in ever larger parts of the globe, the prospects for economic growth are falling too.

   Can’t we just muddle through?

   Those worrying about the lack of children might be accused of stoking up a ‘moral panic’. Yes, fertility rates are low and getting lower in an ever-growing swathe of the world, but surely things are not that bad? Societies still seem to function. The lights have not gone out yet. Aren’t we just making a fuss about not very much? Only yesterday, we are told, the experts were worried about having too many people. Now they are stressing about too few.

   A UK-based organisation called Population Matters, condemning a politician for raising her concerns about the low fertility rate, speaks of ‘a certain amount of hysteria around these issues’. It insists that ‘we need to explore positive, creative policies to deal with ageing populations’.29 Listening to an EU official recently at a think tank session, I got the impression that it was the management of population decline, rather than its reversal, that was the goal of any demographic strategy the EU might have.

   The argument goes that we can put the issue of low fertility rates in a historical context and see how they are not really so bad. In the 1920s and 1930s, fertility rates sank across Europe, falling from around three to around two in Germany and the UK, for example. Economist John Maynard Keynes was deeply concerned about the sinking birth rate and worried that a falling population would be ‘very disastrous’.30 But to general surprise, the birth rate bounced back after the Second World War across those areas where it had been most depressed in the 1930s, and sustained a reasonably high level in most such places for a couple of decades. Perhaps that could happen again without any alarm, concern, discussion or policy.

   The first thing that makes it different this time is the depth to which fertility rates have fallen.31 Interwar fertility rates even in the most advanced and urbanised countries did not fall much below two children per woman, a long way above the fertility rates of below 1.5, or even below one, experienced in many countries today.

   Second, depressed fertility rates are much more widespread today than they were then. The US, the UK and Germany, countries that had all experienced very fast growth and early demographic transitions, were rare in a world in which fertility rates were still generally very high. In the less developed parts of Europe and in most of the world beyond, women were still having many children. Today, fertility rates of below 1.5 can be found in a vast and growing share of the world, including places as varied and far-flung as St Lucia, Spain and Singapore. (The low-fertility alliteration possibilities are endless: one could just as well have selected Puerto Rico, Portugal and Poland, or Jamaica, Jersey and Japan.)

   And third, the period over which such demographic slumps have occurred is now far longer than the relatively brief interwar interlude. The really low fertility rates of the early and mid-1930s were probably to a large extent a reflection of the particularly difficult economic circumstances of the period, when the industrial world suffered its greatest economic crisis. In the UK, surprisingly, fertility rates were back above two by 1943.32 By contrast, sub-replacement fertility has now persisted in some countries for more than half a century, and the impact of economic cycles is modest.

   The basic demography, then, is significantly worse, with the problem of too few births more acute, more widespread and more persistent than anything we have seen before. The crisis is deeper, wider and longer than anything in the past.

   Worse from here

   More alarming still, there is no end in sight. Quite the contrary. There are many reasons to think that the fertility rate of the cohort now coming to potential parenthood, Generation Z, will be lower still than that of those who preceded them.

   The first reason is based on the data. It is true that fertility rates in the most advanced countries have fallen fastest for those at young ages, and slightly recovered for older ages. Far fewer teenagers are getting pregnant in most of the world than was once the case, and more women in their forties are having children: between 2004 and 2020, the fertility rate for women aged over 40 in the UK rose by almost 60 per cent. But for women aged under 20, it fell by almost 60 per cent, and for those in their early twenties, it dropped by about 33 per cent.33 The overall effect is to depress fertility rates, since they have historically been much higher among the younger groups than the older. In the US, between 1990 and 2019, the fertility rate for teens fell by more than 70 per cent, and for those in their early twenties by more than 40 per cent. Here, too, births at older ages rose sharply, but the absolute numbers were nothing like enough to compensate for the dropping-off in the younger age groups.34

   As a society gets wealthier and more educated, many women have degrees to complete and careers to launch before they wish to focus on having children; so we have seen not only a fall in fertility rates, but also a rise in the average age of giving birth. In the decade to 2019, it rose from under 29 to over 30 in Germany, and from 25 to 27 in Romania, for example. In the US, in just over a decade it has risen from 25 to 30, an astonishing leap in so short a time.35 But this rise, it now appears, is fuelled not just by the long-term trend towards women delaying having children, but also by a sharp change in attitude to children among the youngest generation of potential parents, who, as well as delaying having children, in increasing numbers seem determined not to have them at all.

   ‘Among my friends, I was a child bride, marrying at 25 and having a first baby at 29,’ says an acquaintance of mine. ‘None of my large group of friends has children as they approach 30.’ A 2023 survey of people in the UK aged 20 to 34 found that only 55 per cent were planning to start a family at some point in the future. An astonishing 25 per cent had ruled it out altogether.36 As a representative of the polling company put it: ‘For generations, having children has just been the done thing, but it seems younger people are now deciding against this more and more.’37 The reasons for this uncovered in the poll are familiar: a desire to enjoy life with no distractions, and concern about finances and the future. In the US, 27 per cent of Gen Zers say they do not want children.38 The attitudes of the die-hard never-parents may soften over time, but equally, many of those who say they might or indeed would like to have children may never do so, for a whole host of reasons. One UK-based 23-year-old working for a theatre said she was concerned that the financial pressure of having children would mean she had to work for too long. ‘I wanted children when I was younger but had begun to have second thoughts, then Covid hit. My partner and I both lost our jobs and I realised I’d never have the financial security to raise a family without working until I dropped.’39 There is a general tendency to delay starting a family until an age at which the biology is more challenging. The most common age for childbearing for women born in the UK in 1975 was 31, compared to 22 for their mothers.40 Although fertility rates only start falling materially in the early thirties, the average age of birth of 31 suggests far more women attempting to get pregnant at a later age. Biological fertility for women is estimated more or less to halve by the mid-thirties.41

   Whatever the reasons, though, there is a generational change going on which almost guarantees that fertility rates will fall further in the coming decades rather than recover. The arrival of ubiquitous and usually free birth control certainly played its part in lowering birth rates in much of the world, but the attitude that having children at some point was the norm went largely unquestioned. Today, however, this is increasingly being questioned by the cohorts coming of age. We might consider this a good thing – people taking a more considered and reflective approach to major life events rather than just accepting previously little-questioned social norms. But if we are to avoid the problems set out in this book, it is vital for us to convey a set of pro-natal arguments.

   The demographic trilemma

   Once through the demographic transition, countries can have two but not three of the following: a low fertility rate and few children, ethnic homogeneity and economic dynamism. I call this the ‘demographic trilemma’. If they want the first two – both to have a low total fertility rate and to retain a homogeneous society without mass immigration – like Japan they will face an ever-worsening old-age support ratio and a waning economy. If nations want a low total fertility rate and a dynamic economy, or at least aspire to economic growth, they will need to keep their old-age dependency ratios down by mass immigration – which is in any case only a temporary solution, given declining global fertility rates. Only by having a high fertility rate can a country have both a dynamic economy and avoid dependence on immigration.42

   I worked with economist Philip Pilkington to turn this concept into numbers and to quantify what kind of trade-offs would be required. Looking at the UK data, we asked how bad the old-age dependency ratio would be if, while UK fertility rates continued to be depressed and heading towards East Asian levels, we were more or less to end immigration altogether. The answer was shocking: by the 2070s, there would be only two people of working age for every one person of retirement age. The crises of labour shortages and increasing government indebtedness would get worse, regardless of government fiscal and monetary policies. On the other hand, if the UK wished to retain its current (not particularly healthy) old-age dependency ratio and prevent any further rise in it, but still continued to let fertility rates slide, foreign-born residents would need to be heading towards half the population by the end of the century. This would require a more or less unprecedented level of immigration. And the same applies to almost everywhere in the developed world.43

   Market and state

   There is a view that the market will sort out all these problems, and that rising real wages in an era of labour shortages are an example of this.44 This perspective was very much in vogue on the pro-market right during the 1970s and 1980s, so it is no coincidence that I was reminded of it when sitting next to a former Thatcherite Cabinet minister at a dinner not long ago. A lively discussion was underway about immigration, with one contributor arguing that high levels of immigration were inevitable given labour shortages. The retired politician replied more or less as follows: ‘Whatever the arguments for or against immigration, it is preposterous to justify it on the basis of so-called labour shortages. Every input into the economy has a price, and if the input is scarce, the price goes up until supply is stimulated and demand dampened and there is no longer a shortage.’

   Markets are indeed a human institution of near-miraculous qualities that, as Adam Smith long ago pointed out, serve society through the efficient allocation of resources, even if none of the actors inside the system are privately pursuing that goal. The place of markets in human affairs, their strengths and their limitations, has been widely and intensively debated, and this is not the place for these arguments to be rehashed. But it is worth thinking through exactly what a market-based approach to the problems of demography would mean, and whether it could indeed contain a solution. For sure, there is a finite supply of capital and land and labour, and each will be partially or fully priced (depending on the appetite for government intervention) to reflect supply and demand. But the impact of a low supply of labour relative to the population it is serving – that is, in effect, the impact of a high old-age dependency ratio – is something relatively new. Historically we have not been used to societies or economies of this sort. And we may not like the consequences.

   Imagine we lived in the perfect market society that the former Cabinet minister perhaps aspires to. There would be minimal state support for any services: everything would be run by private corporations. A shortage of labour and a rise in its price would choke off demand for it by those with the least ability to pay. The less well-off would have no access to a doctor, a dentist, a nurse or even an ambulance. Elderly and infirm, they would find nobody to care for them, and absent family members prepared to help out, they would sit neglected, waiting for death. There would be no teachers for the children of the less well-off, nor any school buildings in which to educate them.

   Fortunately, we do not live in such a society. Far from it. We have a welfare state, where the government provides what are generally considered essential services. As societies age, they look more and more to the state. Older people consume more of the goods and services that electorates expect to be delivered by the state rather than by the market. They are more likely to require the services of doctors, nurses and carers, and to consume more household fuel, which we expect the state to provide or to subsidise either universally or for poorer individuals.45 In France, the state spends over 50 per cent of GDP, and in the UK and US, not much less.46 There are those who call for a smaller state, particularly in the Anglosphere, and promise lower taxes. But this is an unrealistic aspiration given our current demographic condition. More and more will be expected of the state as ageing populations require higher levels of social care and healthcare and a larger share of national spend through pensions. The state in the developed world, which is expected to provide a wide array of services, will find itself increasingly hard-pressed as it becomes obliged to deploy and to finance an ever-growing share of the shrinking national labour force to provide the services its electorates demand.

   The financial result of this will be a combination of rising taxes and growing government debt. We have already noted how countries with the worst and longest-standing ageing problem, like Japan, Greece and Italy, tend to have the worst levels of government debt to GDP among the rich countries. In Japan debt has reached well over 200 per cent, more than twice the level of the UK.47 What societies demand from the state, and what they are prepared to pay for this in the form of taxes, are not the same thing. Expectations both of state provision and of an acceptable level of taxation were set in an era when young taxpayers were burgeoning and those requiring pensions and intense healthcare were relatively few and far between. Although ageing changes this equation, it is not something that electorates understand, or want to understand. They still want to keep and freely spend most of their income and savings, while expecting the kind of provision outlined above. The result is that governments resort to borrowing to fill the gap.

   In some ways this works rather well. Until the rise in inflation and interest rates in the early 2020s, governments could borrow at remarkably low interest rates. The yield on Japanese government bonds in August 2023 was still negative for a year, and well below 1 per cent for ten years.48 In part this reflects the deflationary expectations of investors, a function of a demographically driven pessimism about the prospects of the Japanese economy. It also reflects the fact that Japanese investors, being old, are looking for the safest class of assets available and are happy for now to park their savings with the government rather than risk them in local equity markets that have delivered decades of lacklustre and even disastrous performance.49 The Japanese saver, at least, is prepared to fund the deficits of the Japanese government. And a great deal of Japanese government debt has simply been bought by the Bank of Japan, paid for by a long-standing and vast programme of quantitative easing.50

   But bankruptcy, as a character in an Ernest Hemingway novel famously said, happens gradually then suddenly. There is no way to be certain when the printing of money to finance debt will trigger inflation. The inflation of the early 2020s in many countries, coming after years of fast money-printing, was not generally expected. And panics over the reliability of a debtor’s creditworthiness can likewise happen quite suddenly. A UK government perceived as profligate and incompetent saw bond yields rise from a little under 2 per cent to nearly 4.5 per cent in the space of a few weeks in the late summer and early autumn of 2022.51 The result was a political crisis and a change of leadership. But these are potentially mere blips compared with the sorts of disasters that could occur if and when private and professional investors decide that they do not trust governments with their money and are no longer prepared to continue financing government debt through the bond markets.

   With the prospect of endlessly mounting government debt, such an occurrence cannot be discounted with any more certainty than its timing can be predicted. But if and when it happens, the entire economic and political system could collapse. In the summer of 2023, one of the major ratings agencies downgraded US government debt, traditionally seen as the absolute last word in risk-free assets.52 Credit rating agencies are linking a loss of faith in government finance with ageing. ‘In the past, demographics were a medium- to long-term consideration. Now, the future is with us and already hitting sovereign credit profiles,’ says a representative of Moody’s. ‘While demographics are slow-moving, the problem is becoming more urgent. We are well into the adverse effects in many countries, and they are only growing,’ says a senior executive at Fitch.53 Without doubt there are many complex reasons for this, but the underlying fiscal problems of the US and the rest of the developed world would look very different if they had the young and growing populations that characterised these countries 30 or 40 years ago.

   When the financial credibility of the banks was shot in 2008, only the action of governments, the ultimate source of creditworthiness, could save the system. If and when the financial credibility of governments collapses, there will be no final backstop available. The last time there was a meltdown on anything like such a scale, the consequence was a rising tide of communism, fascism and war. The precise form the crisis will take next time is anyone’s guess, but it is unlikely to be pleasant. Even if such a financial Armageddon never takes place, we need a population revival to return the developed countries to the kind of demographic condition they were in 50 years ago. And even if we were to fix the fertility rate tomorrow, that would not happen for decades to come.

   Getting through the bottleneck

   An alternative argument proposing that this is all a panic is to talk of this being just another population bottleneck of the sort humans and indeed other species have frequently experienced before. In the past, it was famine or war or pestilence that reduced human populations, leaving behind a smaller community that in due course regenerated itself. This time the crisis will not be kicked off by some external catastrophe but through a self-inflicted process whereby those who do not wish to have children gently disappear into history, while those inclined towards pro-natalism create the descendants to eventually take their place.

   This may turn out to be the case, but there are a number of reasons to be sceptical or concerned. First, this only works if the surviving populations have some kind of immunity to the low-fertility preferences of those whose lines have not continued. When the Black Death struck, for example, the survivors were best-placed to survive further waves of the disease through a process of natural selection, and they passed on their genes to future generations. But this analogy only works if we think that a preference for having more children is genetic – that those lacking such genes would in the past have had children anyway, due to a lack of reliable, affordable contraception, or to social pressures, so up to now such a genetic disposition has not been selected against. Free now to avoid conception and with a new social environment that no longer promotes childbearing, people lacking the pro-natal gene or gene complex will not have children and only those with pro-natal genetic predispositions will do so. Future generations would then be more likely to carry it, and fertility rates would perk up as they expressed their preferences through having more children. This could conceivably be the case, but while there is some evidence of a genetic link to early childbearing, it is neither strong nor decisive.54 So pro-natalism is unlikely to be able to rely on it.

   Alternatively, the bottleneck could be a cultural rather than a biological one. Even if there is no genetic predisposition to pro-natalism, it is the case, as we have seen, that certain groups formed around ideologies, and particularly around religions, are pro-natally disposed. The urban liberal hipsters will all die out and fail to pass on their culture, and the only people left will be those who have children and inculcate in them a desire to have their own children in turn. High-fertility cultures will produce offspring and instil in them pro-natal values that they will perpetuate, and thus the global fertility rate will rise again.

   But relying on cultural pro-natalism has its limitations. The system does not work unless the community is able to retain its own and has a low level of attrition. A religion that attracts highly pro-natal individuals and cultivates high-fertility practice but whose children do not in turn stay within the fold and have a large number of children themselves will remain forever on the demographic fringes. Only if most of each cohort stay within the religion and in turn have large numbers of children themselves will they enjoy the effect of compound growth. Indeed, this has driven up the number of Amish tenfold since the 1950s, although today the Amish are still small in number. To become a big enough group to impact the overall level of fertility within the US, they would have to grow tenfold and tenfold again, at which point they would still represent only about 10 per cent of the US population at today’s size. It will only be at that stage that their high-fertility choices will start to register at the level of national data. To do this, and multiply 100-fold from today’s level, they will have to prevent the bulk of their young drifting off to join the majority of society with its low-fertility norms. And they will have to do so over a very long period of time, perhaps 150 years, at which point the nature of the society into which they are aspiring not to assimilate will be incalculably different from today’s.

   But we have to ask whether, even if this were possible, we would really want such a society to exist in which a healthy fertility rate has only been achieved by the adherence of ever-larger numbers of people to beliefs and lifestyles that can be accommodated for minority movements but will be far more challenging if and when they become demographically predominant. Israel is already starting to wrestle with this as the number of Haredim has grown and now represents more than 10 per cent of society. These groups tend to resist the types of education and professions that allow modern societies to function. A friend of mine is a dentist in London, and most of his clients are Haredi Jews. Although there are strictly Orthodox Jews who are in medicine and allied professions, Haredim would generally prefer their children to avoid the type of biological and medical education required to become dentists themselves, so they are reliant on the services of my friend, as they are on the services of other people pursuing professions they do not wish to qualify for and practise. If such people were to become statistically mainstream, it would not be easy to keep the lights on and basic services flowing. And while I have been quite content to live in a London neighbourhood that has grown increasingly Haredi over the three decades I have been there, I am far from sure I would wish to live in a country where people with such traditional lifestyles formed the majority of the electorate.

   Besides, such groups are also better able to function when they are small minorities living under a larger liberal umbrella. If they become very numerous, they may find it difficult to maintain a society with others who have radically different attitudes. I bumped into an acquaintance recently who had left the high-fertility religious group into which he had been born. He had married at 18 and he and his wife had had two children in quick succession before he abandoned the marriage and the group. He has since been making his way in secular society, for which his education and even his language skills did not properly equip him. I told him about the book I was writing. ‘Yes, you must write such a book and spread the word,’ he said to me. ‘Otherwise only the fanatics will have children and what sort of society would we live in then?’ However much anti-natal liberals may dislike pro-natalists, the feelings are not reciprocated. On the contrary. We understand how the societies we live in are reliant on people with liberal attitudes, and their outlook, lifestyles and tolerance. Our appeal is for them to bear and rear the next generation of themselves. We need them.

   It would be sad and possibly catastrophic to lose the liberals whose norms allow us to hold together societies of extraordinary diversity. It would be heartbreaking too to lose those cultures and civilisations that, for whatever reason, are not nurturing the high-fertility communities of the future, ensuring that they will eventually cease to exist as viable nations. My knowledge and appreciation of Korean culture is limited, despite my travels in that country, but for many people, the loss of the language and civilisation that is Korea, with its unique history, would be tragic. The same goes for Japan and the Japanese. The barely 3 million people of Jamaica will not take long to find that their population is unviable at current fertility rates, meaning the loss of another culture valued for its own sake and on its own terms by its own people and many millions of others around the world. Ditto Italians. Whether K-pop, reggae or opera is your taste, so many of the multiple and diverse pieces in the glorious mosaic that is humanity stand to be lost.

   Even if we are just about to go through a bottleneck, and even if we do come out the other side with at least some nations and ethnic groups still alive, built on societies populated by child-loving people (whether for biological or cultural reasons), it will not be an easy bottleneck to traverse. Much of value will be lost in the process. To leave this problem to history to resolve would be a foolhardy gamble.

   Grounds for hope

   For me, as for so many people, having children and now grandchildren has been among the greatest joys of my life, and the good news is that in much of the world, despite shifting ideologies and preferences, people still want children, or at least say that they do. A recent survey of women in the UK aged 18–24 found that over 90 per cent wanted to have children and the average number to which they aspired was 2.25.55 The bad news is that these hopes are not being realised. Given current UK fertility rates, there is a gap between aspiration and the reality of three-quarters of a child. In the US, the gap is around half a child.56 Behind those rather weird statistics (talking of children in fractional terms seems strange but is essential for demographers) lie many disappointed hopes and much heartache. Another survey shows that, for an older cohort looking back, more than three times as many people in the UK aged 55–64 wish they had had more children than they did than wish they had had fewer.57 The personal reasons for having children – the fundamental drive to procreate, to create a family – are not dead. Societies across the world need to tap more effectively into that desire. But before we think about how they can do so, we need to understand better why, despite the continuing desire for children, fertility rates have fallen so low.
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