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Causes and Consequences of Fertility
Decline in Western Europe

SEAMUS GRIMES

Dr Seamus Grimesisalecturer inthe Department of
Geography, University College Galway.

INTRODUCTION

Whilethereiswidespread concern throughout Europe during the
current period of economic recession with high levels of
unemployment and the recent upsurge in refugee movements
associated with the serious ethnic conflict in Eastern Europe,
there is generdly less awareness of long-term demographic
developments which have been in train since the 1960s. The
underlying trend is towards low fertility, which is giving rise to
sgnificant imbalances in the population pyramid of Europe and
whichisillustrated by theincreasing ageing of the population and
the labour force. New policy measures to reverse the trend
towards population decline are being recommended. This paper
examinesthese recent trendsin the population of Western Europe,
paying particular atention to the causes and consequences of
fertility decline. Policy implications, including the likelihood of
massive immigration into Western Europe, are also outlined.

MAJOR DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS

In 1985 the population of the continent of Europe (excluding
Russia) was 492 million, which was 10% of theworld population
and equal to the population of Africa(CEC 1991). The European
Community together with East Germany constituted 70% of the
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58 SEAMUS GRIMES

total. By 2025, however, it isestimated that Europe's share of the
world population will be reduced to 6% and will be only one-third
of the population of Africa. The main reason for this downward
trend isthat the European Community hasexperienced afdl inits
birth rate of one-third during the last twenty years and is
characterised by ardatively stable death rate. Thus population
growth fdl from two million people per annum during the firgt
haf of the 1960s to 500,000-600,000 per anum during the
second hdlf of the 1980s. In the 1990s the Community' s population
is gpproaching zero growth and it will be in decline after 2000
(CEC 1991). Germany's population has been in decline since
1974, while the UK, Belgium, Luxembourg and Denmark have
experienced zero growth since the beginning of the 1980s (ESCEC
1986). The average number of children per womean (total fertility
rate) for all member states except Ireland islessthan two children
(Figure 1), and by 2000 there will be as many people aged 65 years
and over asunder 15 years of age (Eurostat 1991).

Irdland still has the highest rate of natura increasein the EC,
a 5.8 per 1,000 inhabitants, but it has been declining since the
beginning of the 1980s (Eurostat 1991). In 1989 Ireland was the
only EC country that kept its total fertility rate (2.11 children per

Figure 1. Totd fertility rate* inthe EC
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* Average number of children per woman
Source: Eurostat, Demographic Statistics 1990 (Eurostat, Statistical Office of the European
Communities, Luxembourg) and A Social Portrait of Europe (1991).
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per woman) at alevel close to the replacement threshold, but the
late Start appearsto have madethe Irish fertiUty ratefal even more
sharply: therewas an average of four children per woman until the
end of the 1960s. A consequencein these differencesinthetiming
of fetiUty decline is that Ireland is the only country with a
relatively young population in Europe, with amedian age of 27.7.
In contrast the two countries with the oldest population are
Denmark, with a median age of 35.6 and the former Federd
RepubUc of Germany (FRG) with 37.2 (Eurostat 1991).

At present only three-quarters of the number of children
needed to replace the present generation are being bom. Around
haf of all households in the EC are either one or two person
households, while households having five or more persons
congtitute only 13.3% of thetotal. Within the EC only 6.5% of
households had three or more children in 1989, and 0.6% had five
or more children; the respective vaues for Irdland were 19.1%
and 3.9% (Eurogtat 1991).

The number of marriagesin the Community feJ from 2,194,000
in 1960 to 1,941,000 in 1989, while the fragiUty of existing
marriages has increased (Figure 2). If the trends observed over
recent years in the various age groups were to hold for awhole
generation, throughout its life-cycle, marriage would ceaseto be
the norm and would involve only haf the population (ESCEC
1986). The number of divorces increased from 125,000 in 1960
to 534,000 in 1988 for the EC as awhole (Figure 3). During the
1970s Spain and Italy legdised divorce for the first time, leaving
Ireland asthe only country in the EC with no such legal provision.
The avail able data suggeststhat thefinal proportion of marriages
contracted in 1975 and ending in divorce should be morethan one
infivein France, morethan oneinfour in England and Walesand
nearly onein threein Denmark (ESCEC 1986). With the option
of divorce, the number of remarriagesincreased so that in 1987 it
was amost double the 1960 figure: 303,000 men and 278,000
women remarried in 1987 as againgt 183,000 and 146,000in 1960
(Figure 2). In addition to the growth in cohabitation, there has
been a big increase in the number of people Uving adone, as
widowers, widows or divorcees (ESCEC 1986). There has dso
been a dgnificant increase in single parent famiUes, with that
parent mogt often being the mother. The proportion of family
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Figure 22 Number of marriages in the EC (thousands)
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Figure3: Number of divorces in the EC (thousands)
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Source: Eurostat, Demographic Satistics 1990 and A Social Portrait of Europe (1991).

units which were one parent families in 1981-82 was 5.8% in
Geamany and 13.6% in Irdland (Eurostat 1991).

Since marriage has been facing competition from varioustypes
of moreinforma union, the number of birthsout of wedlock inthe
EC has increased from 4.5% of live births in 1960 to 17.1% in
1989 (Eurogtat 1991) (Figure 4). Births out of wedlock asapro-
portion of al live births varied in 1989 from a high of 45% in
Denmark to alow of 2.1% in Greece, and with Irdland having
12.6%. The decline in fertility has had a sgnificant impact on
third and subsequent births between 1960 and 1988: the extent of
decline was 77% in Portugd, 72% in Ity and 40% in Ireland
(Eurostat 1991). Sincethe 1970sthere hasbeen adight riseinthe
average age a fird marriage, and there has aso been anincrease
of one year in the average age of women at the birth of their first
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Figure4: Number of births out of wedlock in the EC (thousands)

1965 1975

1985

Source: Eurostat, Demographic Statistics 1990 and A Social Portrait of Europe (1991).

child. Among the most striking festures that have characterised
the European family in recent decades, therefore, are later child-
birth, smaller families and more children born out of wedlock.
A related sociad phenomenon, for which few dataare provided
by many EC countries, is the growth in the number of declared

Table 1: Declared legal abortions in certain EC countries

1965 1970 1975 1980

1985 1986 1987 1988

Denmark
Number

% of livebirths 5.2

Germany (FRG)
Number
% of live births

France
Number
% of live births

Italy
Number
% of live births

Netherlands
Number
% of live births

UK
Number
% of live births

5188 9375 27,884 23334
60 132 38.7 40.7

— — — 87,702
141

— — — 171,218
21.4

— — — 207,644
324

— — 15000 19,700
84 109

—91,600 147,000 168,000
101 211 224

19919 20,067 20,830 21,199
371 363 371 36.0

83,538 84,274 88540 83784
143 135 138 124

173335 166,797 162,352 162,958
226 214 211 21.1

210,192 196,969 187,618 173,010
36.4 355 340 304

17,300
9.7

180,200 182,700 184,500 194,600
24.0 242 238 247

Source: Eurostat 1990 (datanot published for Belgium, Greece, Spain, Ireland, Luxembourg

and Portugal).
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legd abortions. Table 1 providesinformation for six EC countries,
and in 1988 abortions as a proportion of live births were as
follows. Denmark (36.0%), Itdy (30.4%), the UK (24.7%),
France (21.1%) and the former FRG (12.4%). Differences between
countries can be explained to some extent in terms of changesin
the law in relation to abortion.

CAUSES OF FERTILITY DECLINE

Demographic trends indicate that most developed countries are
converging towards lower fertility rates and, while there are few
significant signsof aforeseeablereversal inthesetrends, it should
be noted that Swedish fertility rates have begun to increase
rapidly with the number of children per woman now 2.1 compared
with 16 in 1983 (Family Policy Studies Centre 1991). Swedish
women are opting in large numbersto give birth at agesthat were
previoudy regarded as high and medicdly risky for starting a
family. While other European countries may follow thistrend in
the coming decade, the evidence to date is not very promising.

A society wanting to maintain its population size, without
systematically relying on massimmigration, needsaconsiderable
number of familieswith three children. But theredlity isthat only
aminority of families are in favour of three children. It would
appear that a fundamenta change in attitudes to life and to the
family has occurred in recent decades and children are seen by
many as restricting the ability to maintain a certain standard of
living (ESCEC 1986). Having a second or third child often
requires the mother to give up her job and the loss of a second
income during the period of mortgage repayment. With the
liberalisation of contraception and abortion, many couples reject
the idea of having an unplanned child. Various influences have
contributed to thistransformation, such asthe declineinreligious
practice, increasing materialism and the unrelenting propaganda
about ‘overpopulation'.

The post-war generation has become known as 'the consumer
society' who, upon reaching child-bearing age, adopted aform of
behaviour which was quite different to previous generations
(ESCEC 1986). This was a generation which benefited hugely
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fromthe explosionin educational opportunities, but unfortunately
many have discovered that a higher level of education has not
ensured entry into the workforce. Thus in 1988 there were 12.7
million unemployed persons in the European Community,
compared with5millionin 1977 (Eurostat 1991). Y outh unemploy-
ment is particularly problematic as the following figures for the
percentage under 25 years of age who were unemployed in 1988
indicate: Spain (33.8%), Italy (32.1%), Greece (26.1%) and
Ireland (23.6%).

Associated with the rise in the level of education among
women came a significant increase in the number of women in
paid employment. Between 1983 and 1988 the European labour
force expanded by an additional six million women compared
with just under two million men. In 1988 more than half the
women in the EC were in employment: this varied, however,
between 76.2% in Denmark and 39.3% in Ireland. In Denmark's
case more than 90% of married women in the age group 25-44
were employed (Eurostat 1991). In 1988 women made up more
than half thetotal number of long-term unemployedinthe EC, but
the figure for Ireland was only 26.2%. It has been suggested that
the difficulties of reconciling the demands of a job with the
demands of being amother is one of the critical challengesfacing
thefuture of western society, and that too little emphasisis placed
on the importance of parenthood (ESCEC 1986). The concern of
policy makers about the extent of fertility decline is expressed by
Cliquet (1986) as follows:

In the light of the new opportunities and challenges people are
experiencing now, post-industrial societiesare not well enough
organised and have not yet developed a value system which
incites a sufficient number of peopleto transcend their personal
needs with respect to parenthood to such an extent that they
al so meet societal needswith respect tolong-term replacement.

CONSEQUENCES OF LOW FERTILITY

While many demographers are still quite tentative in their
discussion of the causes of fertility decline, two main consequences
of the low European birth rate since the 1960s are becoming quite
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clear, and are by no means atogether favourable: an increasein

popul ation ageing and adeclinein total population. Although the
financial impact of adrop in fertility isfavourablein the medium

term - in that it results in a reduction of certain financing

requirementsin education, heath and family benefits- in thelong
term the economic effects are definitely adverse in some sectors

and the overall effects are less beneficial than is often supposed.

Inthe early 1970s, when enthusiasm for zero population growth

had reached its peak, the general expectation wasthat areduction
in fertility would result in beneficid economic effects. The
experience, however, has been that reduced spending on youth

did not, in the countries most affected by demographic decline,

result in apositive economic response (ESCEC 1986).

Y et some Irish economists continue to be concerned about the
high ratio of dependants in Ireland relative to the economicaly
active population: compared with Denmark, which has less than
100 dependants per 100 workers, Ireland has 220 dependants per
100 workers. Thisis accounted for by the boom in births in the
1960s and 1970s, by the large proportion of married women
working inthe home and by high levelsof unemployment. While
the number of children increased until 1986, there has been a
decline of more than 20,000 a year between 1986 and 1990, and
an increase in the number of women in paid employment. Thus
the ratio of dependants to workers has started to fall. Although
many socid commentators have isolated Ireland's high level of
fertility asamagor contributing factor to the recent high unemploy-
ment levels, Walsh (1988) suggests that it is not plausible to
attribute the exceptional increasethat has occurred to an unusualy
rgpid increase in labour supply. He points out that athough
emigration diminated al the growth in thelabour force during the
1980s, the numbers of unemployed continued to increase.

In European countries where fertility decline has been longer
established, policy makers are becoming concerned about negeative
consequences such as a fdl in the number of young people
entering the labour force. While thismay belessened by arisein
the number of women a work, it isunlikely to offset thefull effect
in the long term. The growing imbalances in the population
pyramid is adso likely to lead to mgor changes in the pattern of
demand, with an expanson in demand for products specific to the
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old and a decline in products amed a younger age groups.
Sectors such as agriculture and food, building and construction
and school supplies are likdy to be badly affected by these
developments.

Among the main consequences of two decades of continuing
low fertility is an ageing of the population of the European
Community, without securing any substantia improvement in
affluence (ESCEC 1986). It isa so expected that an ageing labour
force will lead to aheavier burden on the economy. Among the
reasons suggested for thisare an upward pressure on labour costs
because of the smaler pool of younger workers, a decline in
geographical and sociad mobility, and areduction in the renewa
of the economically active population (ESCEC 1986). Associated
with these devel opments are growing doubts about the ability of
European economies to maintain their international
competitiveness partly due to the loss of a spirit of initiative and
innovativeness. It is generdly accepted that societies dominated
by 50 and 60 year olds are unlikely to be very forward-looking.

The EC's Economic and Socid Committee's 1986 report on
The Demographic Stuation in the Community concludes that
while peoplein the more densdy populated parts of Europe have
been for too long 'mesmerised by the environmenta advantages
of a contracting population’, they now must wake up to the
possible long-term disadvantages. Among these would be the
additional socid security and taxation codts associated with
ageing, and the reduced ability to master advanced technologies
and to compete in export markets.

AGEING

In 1989, Futuribles Internationa published areport on the trends
and challenges associated with Europe's ageing popul ation, which
concluded that by 2025 as many as one in four Europeans could
be 65 years or older (de Jouvena 1989). There are, however,
sgnificant differences between European countries related to the
timing of the baby boom and of fertility decline. Thus the
working-age population has dready stopped growing in West
Germany, whileit is still growing rapidly in France. The report
suggested that both the economic system and the working
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contributors could find the extra burden resulting from anincrease
in the number of people entitled to benefits difficult to bear.
Compared with both the United States and Japan, where the socia
security system accounts for 29% of GDP, Europe's exceptional ly
well-developed system accounts for 40%.

While demographic ageing is primarily caused by adeclinein
the fertility rate, an increase in the age a which people die is
accentuating the phenomenon. Between 1950 and 1980 life
expectancy for women increased by ten years in Spain, France
and Itay, largely as aresult of a fdl in infant mortality rates.
Improvementsin life expectancy among the old is dso the result
of reduced mortdlity in these age groups. The proportion of
people who are 75 years and over isincreasing steadily, asisthe
high medicd expenditureto whichitislinked (de Jouvena 1989).
In France a difference of three years in life expectancy would
mean an increase from 13.4 million to 15.4 million people aged
65 yearsand over in 2040. Because of the destruction of traditional
socia networks of solidarity, ahuge proportion of the old end up
in specia homesrather than being enabled to remainintheir own
home. It isestimated that 40% of hospitalised old peoplein France
aretherefor no health-rel ated reason, while 21% of thoselooking
for home help cannot be supplied (de Jou venal 1989).

Since per capita expenditures on the ederly substantialy
exceed those on the young, projected increases in the proportion
of elderly and very elderly dependants are likely to lead to an
gppreciably greater increaseinthe socia dependency burden than
that implied by a smple head count of the total number in the
dependent age groups (OECD1988). On average, total outlayson
the ederly in OECD countries exceed those on the young by a
ratio of 2.7, while per capita public spending on hedlth care for
those aged 65 and over is on average 4.3 times that for persons
aged under 65 (OECD 1988). Population ageing, therefore,
implies asgnificant reallocation of resources from programmes
serving the young to programmes serving the elderly. French data
suggest that by 2010 there could be two non-active persons to
every active working person. In 2040 the costs of an old person
will be shared between 14 and 2.1 adults, compared with just
under 3 adults in 1985 (de Jouvena 1989). Although most
European countries have been promoting the early retirement of
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older workers for the past two decades, a retirement age of 70
would be necessary in 2040 in France if it wished to maintain its
current active-non-active ratio. Or to put it another way, to
maintain the current retirement age and the quality of pensions,
the rate of contributions would have to increase by 50-80%.
Japan isone of the more extreme examples of an ageing popul ation:
it isestimated that theratio of pensionersto wage-earners, which
was one to eight in 1950, will rise to one to two in 2020 (de
Jouvena 1989). Some policy makersarethinking in termsof the
possihility of intergenerational conflict, and there is adready
evidence of such conflict being generated in the United States by
organised interest groups.

IMMIGRATIO'N

The record in relation to population projections in the past sug-
gests many reasons why demographers projections are usudly
hesitant and speculative. A mgor cause of error has been the
practice of hypothesising a zero migratory baance, which has
never been the case in practice. Apart from recent refugee
movements from Eastern Europe, on the whole Europe has
experienced relatively low levelsof immigration in recent decades.
Thissituation, however, isunlikely to continue. As Europe faces
the challenge of maintaining its economic dynamism in the face
of consderable population decline, there is continuing pressure
from the Maghreb countries of North Africa where trends in
Tunisia, Morocco and Algeriasuggest adoubling of the population
(from 58 million to 103 million) between now and 2025 (CEC
1991). Much of this pressure is expected to be directed against
France and to alesser extent Belgium and the Netherlands.

It has been suggested that between twenty and fifty million
Modemsfrom the countries around the Mediterranean will arrive
in Europe by 2025 (Clarke 1986). Because of itsageing population
Europe will have little choice but to open its frontiers to young
Africansand Asans. Many economists argue that Western Europe,
with its ageing population and falling birth rate, should welcome
rather than fear the injection of able-bodied and relatively cheap
[abour offered by immigration from |ess progperous nelghbouring
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countries. It is unlikely, however, that northern public opinion
will welcome such an influx, partly out of racia and cultura
prejudice, but also because of fears that such an influx would
drive down wages, create unemployment and drive up the price
of housing.

There is, therefore, a need for an EC policy in relation to
immigration levels, particularly if Europe wishesto become more
opentointernational trade. Some people wonder why acommon
immigration and asylum policy, rather than economic and
monetary union, has not been at the top of the European political
agenda. While migratory policy can play a part in short-term
sructurd adjustments, it isnot asolution which will safeguard the
long-term demographic and cultural survival of Europe. Making
good the deficit would require immigration on a massive scae,
and the experience to date suggests that immigrant populations
tend to adopt the low fertility patterns of the host society.
However, sincethe supplier countriesarelikely to be African and
Asan, thiswill add to the difficulties of integration.

There are dready Sx million people of North African originin
the EC - hdf of them in France and 800,000 (mainly illega
immigrants) in Italy - as well as large Modem communities in
Britain and Germany, of South Asian and Turkish origin
respectively (Mortimer 1991). These communities are poorly
integrated into European society. Hodtility to them, and especidly
to the idea of further immigration from their countries of origin,
has become a highly-charged political issue.

FAMILY POLICY

Because of the consequences of a prolonged period of fertility
decline, policy makers in Europe are faced with a series of very
difficult choicesin awholerange of aress, from the economic and
socid to the ethical, cultural and political. Some authors see an
irreconcilable dilemma between theingrained pattern of individua
freedom in relation to fertility regulation, the widespread desire
of femdes for paid employment and the need of society to reach
replacement fertility levels. Among the possible provisonswhich
could be adopted, however, is amore vigorous pro-birth policy.
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Research indicates that the recent fall inthe birth rateis mainly
dueto an increase in the number of couples deciding not to have
athird child. It appears that many more would be ready to have a
third child if society agreed to pay more towards bringing it up
(ESCEC 1986). It is suggested that family expenses must be off-
set by financial transfers, thus recognising the social role played
by individuals who take on the responsibility of raising and
educating future generations. Current data suggest that families
with four or more children are doomed to disappear. In the former
Federal Republic of Germany every second child grows up
without the experience of having brothers or sisters, a situation
which psychologists claim can present dangers of social
deprivation.

If the current trends are to be reversed a political response will
be necessary to enable couples to have larger families. France's
experience in the area of family policy was successful in that it
wasthe country which best resisted therecent trend towards| ower
births. From being the country with the lowest birth rate in
Western Europeintheinter-war period, France now hasoneof the
highest. Yet it should be noted that French family policy, which
had its origin in 1938, while favouring a certain recovery in the
most malthusian families, has not hindered the reduction in the
number of large families (Beaujeu-Garnier 1978). The limited
effect of French policy continued until the end of the 1960s and
can be seen in the following data: the number of couples having
one child rose by 2%, but for those with two children the rise
was 22%; for three children, therise was 6%; and for four, there
was a reduction of 2% with a continuing reduction for larger
families.

Recent data from the Family Policy Studies Centre in London
indicate that, despite child benefits in Ireland being among the
lowest in the European Community, Ireland is still top of the EC
leaguewith 2.1 births per marriage (Table 2). Regulationsguiding
the alocation of financial aid for family responsibility were
generally drawn up quite some time ago, and they are not
necessarily compatible with present-day economic and social
conditions.
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Table 2: Child benefits in certain EC countries, July 1990

Child benefits
Country per month (stgf)
Couples with one child
Belgium 52.03
Denmark 49.63
Luxembourg 31.62
UK 31.42
Ireland 14.54
Portugal 6.04
Spain 140
Couples with three children 10-15 years
L uxembourg 394.05
Belgium 274.94
France 177.36
Holland 165.17
Germany 137.29
UK 94.26
Ireland 43.61

Source: Family Studies Centre, London

CONCLUSION

Public awareness of demographic trends in Western Europe
continuesto be strongly influenced by thinking that was prevalent

in the 1970s, when the perceived 'advantages' of zero population

growth were being strongly promoted. Since then heightened

awareness of environmental problems and of high levels of

unemployment resulting from economic recession has continued

to impact on public opinion in relation to population growth.

Neverthelessthelong period of fertility declinethroughout Europe
sincethe 1960s has had anegative effect on economic devel opment,
and new policies are required to reverse this trend.

Among the more serious consequences of low fertility is the
ageing of the population and the associated imbalances in the
population pyramids of European countries. The impact of this
process varies throughout Europe because of timing differences
in the trend towards fertility decline. Negative consequences,
however, such as a shortage of young workersto renew the labour
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force and to maintain competitiveness through innovation are
beginning to be felt throughout much of Europe. The increased
burden associated with supporting an older population by fewer
workers could give rise to intergenerational conflict. Changes in
the balance between age groupsis al so affecting particular sectors
of the economy - such as agriculture and food and building and
construction - because of faling demand. Policy makers are
faced with difficult options: they must either open up the European
Community to massive immigration from African and Asian
countriesor promoteavigorous pro-birth policy. Both optionsare
likely to be pursued, but a fundamental change in attitudes
towards family policy is required before a significant impact is
made on fertility levels in Western Europe.
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