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sustainable development

Summary

January 2016 sees the launch of the
sustainable development goals (SDGs), a set
of 17 objectives that will guide international
development until 2030, and the
International Conference on Family Planning
(ICFP) in Indonesia.

Events such as the ICFP are intimately linked
to the success of the SDGs because
movements to increase global access to
family planning are essential to slowing the
global population growth that makes
development goals difficult, if not
impossible, to achieve. Despite its
importance, aid funding for family planning
is only a small percentage of total aid
spending and has been falling since the mid-
90s. This briefing highlights how almost all of
the SDGs are negatively impacted by rapid
population growth and how the entire SDG
framework could be made achievable by
universal access to family planning services.

Global population growth

Total world population is expected to increase
by one billion by 2030 and four billion by
2100.' The majority of this increase will be in
developing countries, many of which will see
their populations double by 2050."

The UK All-Party Parliamentary Group on
Population, Development and Reproductive
Health (APPGPDRH) reviewed extensive
evidence submitted by development
academics, professionals and organizations on
the impact of this growth on development.
They concluded that, much like the failed
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
before them, the SDGs would be difficult, if

Family planning: the key to sustainable development

not impossible to achieve at current levels of
population growth. i

The good news is that there are many positive
steps that can be taken to slow population
growth such as preventing child marriage,
enhancing women’s empowerment and
encouraging smaller families. One of the most
important methods of slowing population
growth is providing access to contraception
and other methods of family planning.
Countries across different continents, with
very different cultures, religions, resources
and histories have all managed to rapidly
reduce fertility rates in recent years through
this method."

State of family planning provision
Currently there are over 200 million women
around the world who lack access to safe
methods of family planning.’ It is estimated
that it would cost approximately $6.7 billion
per year to provide universal access to family
planning.” This is a fraction of total aid
spending and, according to UNICEF, “family
planning could bring more benefits to more
people at less cost than any other known
technology.”""

The following are areas of sustainable
development which are severely impacted by
rapid population growth and which could
benefit greatly from increased access to
family planning services:

Economic growth and employment
(SDG 8)

Marie Stopes international (MSI) has found
that even a five per cent increase in access to
contraception can boost a small sub-Saharan
African country’s GDP per capita by 35 per
cent.”" There are many reasons for this. For
example, access to family planning means

that women have greater control over when,
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or whether, they have children and thus they
have greater ability to participate in the
workforce and the economy.

Lower population growth as a result of
greater access to contraception also helps
redirect government and household spending
away from providing basic services to a
continuously expanding population and
towards more productive investments that
can boost economic productivity. According to
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA):
“Where rapid population growth far outpaces
economic development, countries will have a
difficult time investing in the human capital
needed to secure the well-being of its people
and to stimulate further economic growth.””
This is why for every $S1 invested in increasing
access to family planning services, it is
estimated that governments can expect a
return of up to $120 in total overall economic
benefits.

High population growth can also significantly
limit opportunities for employment. Between
now and 2050, the labour force in the
developing world will increase by 33 thousand
persons per day in countries where already
about 80 per cent of the work force is
unemployed, underemployed or are only
vulnerably employed.” It would require
unprecedented economic growth to provide
jobs for all these people and this seems highly
unlikely in a world where the number of
people unemployed globally has increased by
54 million since 1990." A much more feasible
solution would be to slow population growth
through increased investment in family
planning services.

Poverty and Hunger (SDG 1,2)
Economic growth has historically been the
main driver of poverty reduction globally and
therefore when high population growth
inhibits economic growth it can have a
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negative impact on poverty reduction and
hunger. Many countries that have managed to
significantly reduce fertility rates have
experienced significant economic growth and
poverty reduction.™

Fewer job opportunities as a result of rapid
population growth also negatively impacts
poverty and hunger. This is not only because
people without jobs will find it harder to
provide for themselves and their families but
also because the increased supply of labour
reduces wages for jobs that are available.

These factors help explain why the Overseas
Development Institute predict that the
numbers of people living in extreme poverty
in sub-Saharan Africa will increase by 50
million over the next 15 years and why the UK
Department for International Development
(DFID) has recognised that population growth
represents at least a big a threat to poverty
reduction as HIV/AIDS. ™"

Gender Equality (SDG 5)

Lacking access to contraception means that
hundreds of millions of women worldwide
lack the autonomy to decide when, or
whether, they have children. This means that
much more of their lives will be spent rearing
unintended children and risking death or
disability through pregnancy or childbirth
related complications. This limits their ability
to work outside of the home, to pursue
education and to participate in public life.*"
The UN has found that women’s
empowerment rises as fertility rates fall and
MSI has found that even a small increase in
access to contraception in a country can have
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positive effects on gender equity.
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Water, sanitation, energy

(SDG 6,7)

Rapid and relentless population growth forces
governments to direct limited resources to
continuously expanding basic services. Most
developing countries already struggle to
provide clean water, sanitation and energy to
their people and this task is made almost
impossible by the addition of one billion more
people by 2030. Thus reducing demand for
these services is a much more feasible
approach than continuously expanding
supply.

Not only does slowing population growth
make it easier to provide these services, it
also frees up government resources that can
be used for more productive investments that
could boost economic growth, thereby
increasing the wealth of the economy and its
capacity to provide critical services.

Education (SDG 4)

The UN claims that progress made in
increasing school enrolment in sub-Saharan
Africa is under threat due to the rapid growth
of the primary school age population, as
governments are struggling to provide
sufficient schools and teachers - a problem
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experienced even in wealthy nations.

The UN has also identified household
resources as a key determinant in school
attendance in poor countries.™ Thus low
fertility rates and smaller families make it
more likely that parents will have the
resources to be able to send children to
school. Studies have also shown that, when
poor parents are forced to decide which
children go to school, it is often daughters
that are kept at home, which negatively
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affects gender equality.
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Health (SDG 3)
Healthcare is severely impacted by rapid
population growth. Lack of access to safe
family planning methods and high fertility
rates mean that hundreds of women die every
day from pregnancy or childbirth related
complications and this number is likely to
increase alongside population growth.™"

High fertility rates can also affect HIV/AIDS
prevalence as the disease is often spread from
mother to child during pregnancy. DFID argue
that family planning thus offers an effective
way of reducing the number of cases of
disease transmission.™"

High fertility rates can also affect infant and
child mortality, as children in larger families
are less likely to both receive appropriate
Women
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nutrition and to be immunize
with larger families are also less likely to be
educated and this is associated with higher
infant and child mortality. ™"

The spread of communicable diseases is also
affected by population dynamics. One of the
key factors in the unprecedented scale of the
2014 Ebola outbreak was the fact that disease
made it to urban areas with high population
densities. ™"

Increased access to family planning services
can positively impact the above areas but it
will also help reduce the need to expand
health services, thereby saving governments
money that can be invested into better
healthcare and better quality of life for the
already existing population. Even in
developed countries family planning has huge
benefits for the healthcare system. It is
estimated that every £1 spent in the UK on
family planning saves the National Health
Service £12.50.”™ Moreover, in a world where
many live without adequate healthcare it
seems implausible that the SDG target of
universal health coverage by 2030 is possible
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when global populations is expected to
increase by one billion people over that same
period.

Slum growth (SDG 11)

By 2050, seven out of 10 people are expected
to live in urban areas and a significant
percentage of these people will be living in
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slums.”™ A rapidly growing population means
that governments that seek to tackle slum
growth must either somehow continuously
provide more housing or they can investin a
cost effective solution like family planning,
which can lower the demand for housing and
which comes with all the other outlined

benefits for people and the economy.

Sustainable consumption and
protection of the environment
(SDG 12, 14, 15)

As population levels have increased since
1990, global carbon emissions have increased
by 50%, marine fish stocks have fallen by 20%,
5.2 million hectares of forest have been lost
every year since 2000 and a substantial
proportion of animal and plant species have
declined in both population numbers and
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distribution.™ It will be very difficult to
adequately change these patterns of
consumption, production and waste in a
world with one billion more people
demanding food, fuel and other natural
resource. Therefore reducing demand

through family planning services is vital.

Conflict and migration (SDG 16)
Factors resulting from unsustainable
population growth such as diminishing job
opportunities, poverty, large youth
populations and increased competition for
resources have all been identified as playing
key roles in conflict, extremism and political
instability. ™" These factors can be
observed in many current conflicts, for

example the Boko Haram insurgency in
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Nigeria. Some studies have even found that
the risk of conflict is proportional to a
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country’s population.”™" This is very
concerning when a region such as sub-
Saharan Africa is already ravaged by conflict
and its population is expected to double by
2050. This will have devastating human costs
for the continent but it will also be extremely
negative for economies. The World Bank
claims that it takes, on average, 14 years for
countries that have experienced conflict to
return to pre-conflict economic growth
trajectories, meaning that population
growth’s affect on conflict will have dire
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consequences for poverty reduction.

Population growth will also have negative
consequences for global migration patterns.
The same factors that cause conflict also
cause people to move in search of better lives
and therefore, the addition of one billion
more people over the next 15 years will likely
have a significant impact on the refugee and
migrant crisis that Europe is currently facing.
This mass migration will in itself have
significant implications for population and
sustainability across the continent.

Since 2001, the significant majority of global
aid spending has been directed towards
enhancing security in developing countries
and this spending is dwarfed by global
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defense budgets.”" For a fraction of global
security spending, governments could tackle
the problems of conflict and migration at
source, while also providing a desperately
needed service that will have positive

consequences for almost every other SDG.

Climate Change (SDG 13)

The greater the numbers of people on the
planet, the greater our collective carbon
emissions. Therefore, confronting climate
change will be increasingly difficult in a world
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where population levels are increasing by 80
million people annually.

Developing countries, where most population
growth is located, produce significantly less
carbon dioxide than developed countries. This
fact leads some to argue that population
growth is not a major factor in climate
change. The problem is that developing
countries deserve the right to grow
economically and to increase their
consumption and this has historically been
associated with huge rises in carbon
emissions. A recent example of this is China’s
huge increase in meat consumption and
associated greenhouse gas emissions
alongside its impressive economic growth.
Thus slowing population growth though
increased access to family planning services is
central to long-term reduction of carbon
emissions.

Research commissioned by Population
Matters in partnership with Lancaster
University has found that family planning is
also the most cost effective method of
abating carbon emissions — costing only $1.1
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per tonne. These figures do not include
the fact that family planning also abates the
carbon that would have been emitted by a
non-existent person’s non-existent
descendants in perpetuity as well as the other
many additional benefits that come with

family planning services.

Conclusion

Global population levels have been increasing
rapidly for decades. This trend significantly
limited the success of the MDGs and
threatens to do the same for the SDGs. ™"
Therefore increasing access to family planning
services is vital to sustainable development.

There are few, if any, development
interventions or technologies that can have as
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transformative an impact on countries,
economies and lives as family planning
services. Universal access to family planning
services could be provided for a fraction of
total global aid spending and can, among
other things, help to reduce mortality,
improve women’s empowerment, boost
economic growth and slow unsustainable
population growth.

Yet funding for family planning services is
inadequate and has been falling for decades.
We are calling for policymakers to learn from
the mistakes of the MDGs and to increase
funding for family planning and sexual and
reproductive health services to 10 per cent of
total official development assistance (ODA).
Meeting the unmet need for family planning is
not only a pragmatic approach to achieving
the SDGs, it is absolutely critical to their
success.
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