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IT´S THE DEMOGRAPHY,  STUPID 

THE PROBLEMS OF AFRICA CAN ONLY BE SOLVED IF THE 

POPULATION EXPLOSION IS STOPPED 

ROLF GLEISSNER  

 
Abstract 

A crucial factor regarding Africa´s problems is often omitted: The population explosion. The African 

population has quintupled since 1960 and shall again quadruple to 4,5 billion people, according to 

the UN-prognosis for 2100. 
1
 This development causes or at least aggravates poverty, starvation, 

soil erosion and hence climate change, unemployment, distribution battles, etc. Education of 

especially woman and systematic family planning should be top priorities, but have been mostly 

neglected so far. And yet there are role models, e.g. Iran and Rwanda. Only countries which are 

determined to reduce fertility and which achieve measurable goals should be supported, otherwise 

aid is hardly effective. 

 

 

1.  FA C T S  A N D  F I G U R E S  

To start with some facts and figures: In 1960 285 million people lived in Africa. Presently the 

number is 1,3 billion. Year by year the number increases by 35 million people, i.e. the population of 

Austria every three months. In 1900 Nigeria counted 16 million people, i.e. twice as many as 

Austria. At present the number is 198 million; in 2050 it is supposed to be 400 million, in 2100 even 

914 million people! The UN forecast 2,5 billion people in Africa by 2050 and even 4,5 billion by 

2100. This would be more than the population of the whole world in 1980! 

However, these forecasts assume that birth rates drop steadily. As a matter of fact, they have not 

or just barely decreased for 60 years. In Nigeria alone more children are born each year than in the 

whole Europe including Russia. On average a Nigerian woman gives birth to 5,5 children, in 

Somalia, where a civil war is raging, it is 6,3 children, in Niger even 7,2 children - in Austria the 

average is only 1,5. Since independence almost 60 years ago fertility rates have hardly decreased. 

In 1960 it amounted to 6,4 children in Nigeria. However, death rates dropped sharply ever since 

then, which means that population growth in Africa today is higher than in 1960.
2
 

 

 

 

                                                

1
 UN Population Division 

2
 http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/africa-population/ 
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Figure 1: Population of Africa and Europe, by millions 

 

Source: UN Population Division 2017 

2.  TH E  E F F E C TS  O F  PO P U L A T I O N  G RO W T H  

Whereas moderate population growth fosters economy, extreme growth as seen in Africa 

aggravates all problems: 

Poverty, unemployment: If population AND GDP grow by 3 percent, per capita income 

stagnates. In that case too few jobs are created to employ the growing number of young people.
3
 

Hunger: Food production does not keep up with population growth. The Global Hunger Index 

measures and tracks hunger by country. The ten least ranked countries are all countries with strong 

population growth, six of them are situated in Africa.
4
 

Infrastructure: Transport infrastructure, schools, the health system cannot keep up with the 

growing number of people. This is all the more true for the cities, where people move to, because 

the country does not provide enough jobs and resources. 

Conflicts: Lack of resources in combination with strong population growth results in distribution 

battles. The genocide in Rwanda and the civil wars in South Sudan and Somalia was/are not only 

about ethnic conflicts, but also about the distribution of scarce land and resources.
5
 

But it is not just a matter of resources: According to studies the probability of conflicts is higher in 

societies with a high number of young men without job perspective („youth bulge“).
6
 „Old“ societies 

tend to be more peaceful and stable. The average age of the people in African countries is between 

15 and 20 years, in Austria it is 44 years.
7
 

                                                

3
 Cf. e.g. Stephan Klasen, David Lawsen, The impact of population growth on economic growth and poverty 

reduction in Uganda 
4
 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Welthunger-Index 

5
 Impressively described in Jared Diamond, Kollaps, p 387f. 

6
 Cf. Population Action International, Why Age Structure Matters to a safer, more equitable World; Steffen 

Kröhnert, Jugend und Kriegsgefahr; Gunnar Heinsohn, Söhne und Weltmacht  
7
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_median_age 
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It is not by chance that at the bottom of the Global Peace Index – apart from the Ukraine – are 

listed only countries with a rapidly growing population, five of which are situated in Africa, the rest 

in the Middle East. For in Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq and Yemen the population likewise quintupled 

since 1960.
8
 (It is also no coincidence that the Arabic spring led to a democratization only in 

Tunisia, which is the country with the lowest birth rate and the best women´s rights situation of all 

Arabic countries.) 

Women: Women are mostly affected. Sub-Sahara-Afrika has the highest share of adolescent 

pregnancies.
9
 Early and many pregnancies endanger the health of the mothers and usually 

terminate school attendance.
10

 Due to their low social status women often cannot decide the 

number of pregnancies. 

Ecology: Overpopulation burdens the ecosystems. The forests shrink most rapidly in regions where 

the population grows quickly. 41 percent of Europe and Northern America were covered by forests 

in 2015 and rising. In sub-Saharan Africa only 27 percent were forested, and falling.
11

 Deforestation 

results in soil erosion, which is a massive problem in Africa and also affects the climate.
12

 

Biodiversity is declining steadily as is refugium for animals. 

Migration: Die abovementioned problems create an enormous and evermounting migration 

pressure. According to a global survey by Gallup 31% of sub-Saharan Africans intend to emigrate, 

i.e. 400 million people!
13

 This is the highest share of all world regions. 

All mentioned problems
14

 are complex and have diverse causes – political, economic, ethnic ones. 

However, population growth always is a contributing factor to these problems, at least it massively 

aggravates the effects and solutions, which has been confirmed lately by the head of the UN-World 

Food Programme.
15

  

All these problems already exist in Africa with a population of 1,3 billion people. How dramatic will 

poverty, unemployment, hunger, conflicts, migration and environmental degradation be, when 

according to the forecasts 4,5 billion people will live in Africa? 

3.  TH E  C A U S E S  O F  T H E  P O P U L A T I O N  E X P L O S I O N  

“May you have seven sons and seven daughters“ (traditional Malagasy wedding blessing) 

In the vast majority of countries outside of Africa a cycle of decreasing birthrates and rising 

prosperity has emerged. A smaller number of children means that more resources can be allocated 

to decent education, healthcare, etc. for every individual child. Young well-educated people and 

especially young women strengthen the economy and give birth to less children than uneducated 

women. 

                                                

8

 https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_Peace_Index 
9
 https://data.unicef.org/topic/maternal-health/adolescent-health/ 

10
 Human Rights Watch, Leave no Girl behind in Africa, Bericht unter 

https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/au0618_web.pdf 
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/maternal-mortality  
11

 FAO 2018, The State of World´s Forests; https://derstandard.at/2000079730476/In-reichen-Laendern-
wachsen-die-Waldflaechen-in-armen-schrumpfen-sie 
12

 https://www.thoughtco.com/soil-erosion-in-africa-43352; 
https://www.welt.de/wissenschaft/umwelt/article115770246/Alarmstufe-Rot-fuer-die-Boeden-Afrikas.html 
13

 https://news.gallup.com/home.aspx 
14

 One could add unequality. Prof. Peter Turchin convincingly argues, that overpopulation aggravates 
unequality, because an oversupply of labour reduces wages. Turchin, War and Peace and Ware, p261f. 
15

 Welternährungsprogramm: Große Krise in Sahelzone droht; https://orf.at/stories/3066682/ 

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_Peace_Index
https://data.unicef.org/topic/maternal-health/adolescent-health/
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/report_pdf/au0618_web.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/maternal-mortality
https://derstandard.at/2000079730476/In-reichen-Laendern-wachsen-die-Waldflaechen-in-armen-schrumpfen-sie
https://derstandard.at/2000079730476/In-reichen-Laendern-wachsen-die-Waldflaechen-in-armen-schrumpfen-sie
https://www.thoughtco.com/soil-erosion-in-africa-43352
https://www.welt.de/wissenschaft/umwelt/article115770246/Alarmstufe-Rot-fuer-die-Boeden-Afrikas.html
https://news.gallup.com/home.aspx
https://orf.at/stories/3066682/
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In most African countries this cycle has never developed. The causes are manyfold: Children still 

have the purpose of an “old-age provision” (which they often cannot fulfill, if there are no jobs or 

land available for them). Societies are predominantly patriarchally structured. The number of 

children often determines the value of a woman and the social status of a man.
16

 Contraceptives 

are lacking, unknown or even not welcome.
17

 

Political leaders see population growth as growth of their power and rule.
18

 While some countries 

have programs for family planning, which are mostly financed by foreign institutions, these 

programs are mostly ineffective, because the countries are actually not interested in success. The 

foreign funded program in Niger was led by a man with three wives and 20 children.
19

 

Furthermore, the big religious institutions traditionally oppose family planning. NGOs, UN 

representatives, journalists remain silent on this issue. The UN conference on sustainable 

Development in Rio de Janeiro ignored the topic in 2012, after the Vatican, civil rights and feminist 

groups intervened against it.
20

 The US has even stopped its payments into the UN Population Fund, 

reasoning the fonds would support abortions (although more contraception leads to less 

abortions).
21

 

4.  TH E  S O L U T I O N S
22
 

Warnings of the population explosion and the consequences are often dismissed as “Malthusian 

error”. Rising prosperity “would anyway reduce birth rates over time” as was the case in Europe. 

However, this calculation has not been working out in Africa for 60 years now – neither the income 

has risen sufficiently, nor the birth rates have fallen. Besides, time is running out, as demographic 

measures are fully effective only after one or two generations. Although China has been practicing 

its radical one-child-policy for 40 years, its population has grown ever since by more than 40% and 

shall still rise till 2030. 

Of course, economic development is important. But it will only be successful and sustainable, if it 

goes hand in hand with a quick and massive reduction of the population pressure, i.e. of fertility. 

When talking about solutions, women are mostly the key. Usually, women want fewer children and 

are in favour of family planning. According to a study of the Vienna Institute of Demography from 

2011 the world population could grow by one billion (!) people less, if all countries would invest in 

the education of girls.
23

 

Unfortunately, this has not happened so far. And yet, there are international role models (mostly in 

Asia), which all have one thing in common: The political will for a real change. It may surprise that 

the best results were not achieved by China, but by Iran. Starting in 1989 Iranian authorities, 

                                                

16
 cf. e.g. Profil, May 29, 2017 

17
 http://www.irinnews.org/report/89292/madagascar-may-you-have-seven-sons-and-seven-daughters 

18
 Museveni, President of Uganda since 1986, thinks the economic success of China is due to its big 

population. And yet the boom began at the same time when the one-child-policy was adopted. Cf. Weisman, 
Countdown, p 194 
19

 Weisman, Countdown, p 291 
20

 Weisman, Countdown, p 482  
21

 https://www.unfpa.org/data/donor-contributions; https://derstandard.at/2000055342718/USA-stoppen-
Zahlungen-an-den-UNO-Bevoelkerungsfonds 
22

 See also Karl Aiginger, Heinz Handler, European Partnership Policy, Fostering Dynamics and Fighting Root 
Causes of Flight, Policy Brief 3/2017 
23

 Wolfang Lutz, Samir KC, Global Human Capital: Integrating Education and Population, 
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/333/6042/587 

http://www.irinnews.org/report/89292/madagascar-may-you-have-seven-sons-and-seven-daughters
https://www.unfpa.org/data/donor-contributions
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media, imams in public prayers, banners in public spaces propagated: “One is good, two are 

enough.” The same happened in obligatory marriage preparation courses.
24

 

All citizens gained free access to all forms of birth control (including voluntary sterilisation) and to 

medical care. Moreover, Iran heavily invested in the education of women, namely beyond literacy, 

which for itself is not sufficient. 

The effect: Within 15 years fertility dropped from 5,5 to 1,9 births per woman. Also Thailand 

reduced its fertility from 5,6 to 2,1 by campaigns and family planning between 1970 and 1990. 

In sub-Saharan Africa not a single country approaches these figures. But there is at least one 

country, which is determined to reduce fertility quickly: Rwanda under president Kagame. This is 

not by chance, given the fact that Rwanda is the most densely populated country in Africa, which 

also contributed to the terrible genocide in 1994. The initiative for family planning
25

 has already 

reduced fertility. However, the population will still grow up to 22 million by 2050, although Rwanda 

is barely bigger than Lower Austria. There are also good approaches in Ethiopia, which have 

already reduced the birth rate.
26

 

Countries, in which fertility drops quickly, benefit mostly also economically. The so called 

“demographic dividend” is gained, if the share of the working-age population (15 to 64) is larger 

than the share of people at non-working-age, in which they must be supported. If population 

pressure stops, resources are freed up for investments in education, health and economy.
27

 

5.  CO N C L U S I O N  

The stable development of Africa is of vital interest for Europe, last but not least because of the 

staggering migration pressure which is more and more building up south of the Mediterranean.
28

 A 

stable development is only possible, if the population growth is curbed quickly and drastically. The 

European foreign policy and foreign aid should, therefore, focus on the education of women and 

family planning. However, alibi programs, which are initiated from abroad, but not actually 

supported by the political leaders and the society of the target country, are ineffective. 

To achieve results eventually, foreign aid should be made conditional on the achievement of 

measurable objectives – raising the education level of women, reduction of fertility, number of 

private startups, etc. In the end, only states should be supported, which are cooperative and 

determined to make a real change. This coincides with policy documents of  the African Union 

(strategy 2063)
29

, which contain promising approaches, and could be the USP of a new partnership 

policy 

 

                                                

24
 Weisman, p 322f. 

25
 https://www.familyplanning2020.org/rwanda 

26
 Alisa Kaps, Alexandra Reinig, Reiner Klingholz, Vom Hungerland zum Hoffnungsträger 

https://www.berlin-institut.org/publikationen/studien/vom-hungerland-zum-hoffnungstraeger.html 
27

 This is also emphasized by the UN-Report „The State of world population“, which has a “cautious wording”. 
https://www.unfpa.org/press/state-world-population-2018 
28

 https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/menschen-wirtschaft/bevoelkerungsentwicklung-die-grosse-
migrationswelle-kommt-noch-14376333.html 
29

 The Agenda 2063 of the African Union e.g. emphasizes the empowerment of woman, but does not mention 
demography. https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/3657-file-agenda2063_popular_version_en.pdf 

https://www.familyplanning2020.org/rwanda
https://www.berlin-institut.org/ueber-uns/mitarbeiter/alisa-kaps.html
https://www.berlin-institut.org/ueber-uns/mitarbeiter/dr-reiner-klingholz.html
https://www.berlin-institut.org/publikationen/studien/vom-hungerland-zum-hoffnungstraeger.html
https://www.unfpa.org/press/state-world-population-2018
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/menschen-wirtschaft/bevoelkerungsentwicklung-die-grosse-migrationswelle-kommt-noch-14376333.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/menschen-wirtschaft/bevoelkerungsentwicklung-die-grosse-migrationswelle-kommt-noch-14376333.html
https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/3657-file-agenda2063_popular_version_en.pdf
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