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The New Phases of the World Population Trends
Shigemi Kono

When I participated in the meeting of the Development Assistance Committee of
OECD held in April 1990, Paris, which particularly featured the issue of population
and development, there were two background papers of substantive nature which
particularly attracted my attention. One was prepared by Léon Tabah, former
Director of the Population Division, United Nations and currently OECD Consultant
and the other by the Population Council located in New York. Especially, Léon
Tabah's paper entitled “World’s Population : A Look Ahead” was intellectually
very interesting and provocative and it evokes much of my interest to think about
the future of world demographic situations and their social and political impli-
cations. In this paper, I indicate some of my thoughts and views.

According to the United Nations population projections, the world population is
now at 5,290 million in 1990, but it would increase to 6,251 million by the year 2000
and 8,467 million by the year 2050. According to The State of World Population
1990 recently issued by the United Nations Population Fund, the world population
may grow up to 11 billion by the end of the next century, and then become stabi-
lized. This scenario is, however, based on the assumption that fertility could
decline quite rapidly in the Third World owing to quite effective spread of family
planning. The assumption is, according to Ieon Tabah, indeed debatable pertaining
to many developing countries and considerably doubtful for Sub-Saharan Africa.
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According to Tabah, the world is witnessing demographic diversification of the
Third World and I virtually concur with his view. If some of the developing
countries fail to fulfill the assumptions prepared by the United Nations, that is
considerably rapid spread of family planning practice and equally considerable
decline in fertility, the world population may become 14 billion at the end of the
next century and may not realize stabilization.

The most basic conceptual scheme underlying the United Nations and World
Bank world population projections is the theory of “demographic transition”,
according to which each region or country will experience fertility decline one by
one, not necessarily simultaneously, following precedent mortality decline, so that
eventually every country and region will attain the last stage of demographic tran-
sition, that is extremely low birth and death rates, and the population growth will
become stabilized at zero. This is a kind of convergence theory that vital rates of
every country will become homogenous and particularly fertility rate will remain at
the net replacement level. However, “the idea of a trend towards a stationary
population may be justifiable from a normative standpoint, but it lacks support
from the theoretical, empirical and historical standpoints” (Paul Demeny).
According to the actual population phenomena observed in the past and present,
such a stabilization would ke difficult io be attained and such a homogenization of
population trends among countries would be very doubtful to be realized. This
paper agrees to Tabah in explicating the fallacy of the concept of stabilization of
fertility at the net replacement level and in suspecting slender likelihood of every
region and country being converged into the stationary state of population growth
in a foreseeable future.
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