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U.S. relinquishes leadership on global population control 
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Forty years ago, the U.S. Congress approved its initial grants for international population and family planning efforts -- arguably the most cost-effective overseas development assistance. 
As early as the 1950s, when linkages between rapid population growth and erosion in development were clearly identified, such major U.S. private foundations as Rockefeller and Ford were supporting family planning programs in less developed countries. Potential donor governments, concerned about opposition to the efforts on religious and cultural grounds, were slower to respond.

European nations, including Sweden, Germany, the United Kingdom, Norway and Denmark, however, began to fund family planning as well as censuses and other demographic activities for developing nations. The United States, starting in 1965 with a relatively modest $2.1 million grant, $1.2 million of it earmarked for Latin America, eventually became by far the largest contributor to overseas population assistance.

As the director of the U.S. Agency for International Development Office of Population, Reimert Ravenholt, a dynamic visionary, launched large-scale programs to provide family planning services in developing countries.

Assuming a substantial unmet need for contraception, Ravenholt, an epidemiologist who had been working in the King County public health department in Washington, was convinced that poor and illiterate people, when well informed and offered family planning services, would use them.

His detractors, primarily schooled in the social sciences, maintained that he was too quick to dismiss interventions beyond access to contraceptives as distracting and counterproductive. They derided his epidemiological approach to high birth rates as "supply-side" family planning. But Donald Bogue, a University of Chicago sociologist and distinguished population communications expert, takes issue with that characterization. He defends USAID's methods as "unmet need-side" family planning.

Acknowledging that Ravenholfs aggressive style had "numerous critics," Bogue asserts that the U.S. population initiative was much more than a single-minded supply effort, but rather "a balanced program well suited to the problems and the international situation of the time." Bogue points out that the Ravenholt strategy included public information, education and communications; research on contraceptive technology; evaluation of all program components and training of family planning personnel.

Even Ravenholt's principal detractor, Steven Sinding, who succeeded him as the director of the Office of Population and now heads the International Planned Parenthood Federation, agrees that the Ravenholt-crafted USAID program's "greatest assets -- clarity of purpose, simplicity of design, and consistency ... also produced the greatest impact of all international efforts to address the population explosion."

Since the '60s, total world fertility has declined from six children per woman to fewer than three and more than 20 developing countries, from Costa Rica to Tunisia to Thailand, have reached replacement-level fertility. Several others -- among them, Brazil, Turkey and Indonesia -- have made encouraging progress in voluntarily reducing birth rates. These accomplishments, in no small measure a tribute to Ravenholt's foresight, ingenuity, energy and leadership, are likely to be remembered as the indispensable nexus to world population stabilization.

There are still, however, more than 80 countries that have adopted official policies stating that their fertility rates are too high. There are still 350 million women who want to control their own fertility but lack the means or access to the means to do so.

The U.S. leadership that Rei Ravenholt fought to achieve has been shamefully relinquished in more recent years as the Bush administration and the U.S. congressional leadership have prioritized blind fealty to religious fundamentalism at the expense of the needs of poor couples throughout the world. As a consequence, social and economic development for some of the poorest countries is unnecessarily and unconscionably postponed even while terrorist recruitment pools, thriving on poverty, deprivation and hopelessness, dangerously multiply.

Werner Fornos, a United Nations Population Award recipient, is the president of the Population Institute, a Washington, D. C, non-profit organization.
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