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1. Introduction

Demographic change became topical in Europe when fertility started to decline rapidly. This fertility decline to below replacement level occurred in the late 1960ies and in the 1970ies in most member states of the Council of Europe. In the so called West, policy-makers and the media lost interest when fertility stopped to decline in the mid-seventies or later. In the 1970ies and 1980ies, Governments of several socialist countries in the East, however, launched comprehensive population policies to reverse fertility decline. Most efforts produced only fluctuations or at best succeeded to stabilise cohort fertility.

In Central and Eastern Europe after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the transition from centrally planned to market economies, a renewed and dramatic fertility decline aroused interest and concern at all levels of society. After the year 2000 and the accompanying endeavours to look into the future, including population projections, also the Western European governments wondered how to best cope with population ageing, by reforming old age security systems, by increasing immigration, or by encouraging people to have more children.

When the interest in demographic change -as an alleged synonym for fertility decline- faded in the seventies and in the eighties the public obviously was not aware that fertility decline and sustained below replacement fertility has important consequences. Falling and low fertility necessarily produces population ageing, it is its most important determinant. The faster fertility declines, the longer it remains low, the more and faster a population is ageing. The consequences for social policies are simply evident: pension systems, health sector, long-term care have to be prepared that the number of elderly will grow while the number of persons in working age and in particular children and youth, later young adults, will become less. This imbalance of the age structure is a first-star demographic challenge for social policies for all European countries.

Many observers believe that immigration can solve the problem of population ageing. This unfortunately is not correct, except with migration streams that would clearly exhaust integration capacities of societies as inter alia the UN study on “Replacement migration” demonstrated. Of course, immigration can mitigate population ageing. But migrants need to find employment in the first labour market in order to stabilise the old age security systems with their taxes and contributions. However, migrants are ageing too, and if they acquire rights to the old age security systems they stop to alleviate it in the long term.

The European Population Committee was delighted to co-organise this European Population Conference. The European Population Committee ever since is foundation has jointly prepared the annual demographic yearbook entitled “Recent demographic developments in Europe”. It is a very up-to-date collection of demographic trends and facts, and we proudly consider it our flagship. In addition, the European Population Committee has published monographs on a large variety of demographic topics in the “Population Studies Series”. In my capacity as current president I gladly prepared a book to summarise the main findings of our publications for this conference. In addition, former and current presidents of the European Population Committee will serve as moderators for the sessions, and consultants have prepared background papers and will present their findings.

The European Population Committee is particularly grateful for the encouragement of the Parliamentary Assembly to co-organise this Conference, and the engagement of many parliamentarians to chair our meetings and/ or to discuss demographic change. Members of the European Population Committee and our consultants will serve as resource persons to this European Population Conference. With our demographic input we hope to attract the attention and engagement of policy-makers.

Let me now introduce to our working sessions from a demographic and a statistical point of view.

2. Policy implications of changing family formation

In the first Working Session Ms. Linda Hantrais will give an introduction to the theme changing family formation and its policy implications. Features and characteristics of low fertility with increasing age at first birth, increasing age at first marriage, increasing childlessness, the impact of a slackening propensity to marry, increased divorce, living alone, living in a one-parent family will be highlighted. Most of these data can be found in the Demographic Yearbook. These statistics depict, like all statistics, mass phenomena, often averages. To understand fertility change it should be born in mind that the number of births is the statistical result of hundreds or thousands of personal decisions of couples and individuals. Every single decision has to be respected because it is a basic right to decide freely, informed and responsibly about the number of children and the time of their birth. Every couple has its own reasons or constraints to decide for or against a baby. Not the whole population decides on fertility, not governments. To have a baby or not is a most private decision. Family change seems to be rather policy-resistant.

And yet, there are many determinants and circumstances that matter to have a child or not. Just statistical data are not enough to analyse low fertility. Without knowing the determinants of fertility change policy-makers will not be able to provide a framework that enables couples and individuals to have the number of children they desire. Demographers here have to offer sociological, psychological and economic theories and survey results to understand fertility as a statistical indicator of a child- and family-friendly or less friendly society. The circumstances do matter. Unfortunately there is not just one single reason of low fertility but many different determinants.

In many countries the percentage of population living in a family in the so called family sector is declining leading to a polarisation to the increasing number of persons living without children that is in the so called non-family sector. What does it mean for society if this polarisation continues? What can be done to encourage people to have the number of children they desire? Which political measures promise the most child-friendly living conditions? These are the questions the panelists, but also participants from the floor will like to discuss.

3. Population ageing and its challenges to social policies

The second Working session will provide an introduction by Ronald Schoenmaeckers on population ageing and its challenges to social policies. He will show the dimensions of demographic ageing, the increase of the number of seniors and in particular of the oldest old. He will also speak of the ageing of the population in working age and the decrease of the number of children and youth. He will assess consequences for pensions, health expenditures and long-term care.

How reliable are population projections? Demographers claim that population projections are a quite trustworthy statistical procedure. The backbone is the age structure of the already living population, of children, youth, young, middle-aged, old and very old persons. This age structure becomes older every year as every individual does. The number of future potential parents is known for approximately 30 to 40 years; with this age structure the number of birth is determined only by the assumption on the level of fertility. There should be plausible reasons to assume a rising fertility. Indeed, the main demographic factor of population ageing is low fertility. Mortality also matters in projections. Europeans may expect to live long and only few die before they are 60 years old. Life expectancy is assumed to further increase and leads to additional ageing, to more very old persons. Immigration and emigration also shape the age structure. Immigration, however, only mitigates population ageing because immigrants mostly are no babies, and immigrants are ageing too.

Future population ageing is reliably predictable. If fertility remains low and life expectancy further increases, it is safe to say population ageing is unavoidable. There are, of course, numerous options of political and economic nature to reduce or avoid undesirable consequences of population ageing.

The issues to be addressed are manifold: Which social security system is demographically sustainable? Which reforms can be done? Will the population in working age be ready to pay higher contributions or to work longer? Will governments come into problems to be re-elected if they reduce benefits for pensioners? Will there be a conflict between generations? What is the future role of families in long-term care? How successful will be the concept of active ageing?

4. Impacts of migration on society and policies

In Working session 3 Mr. John Salt will introduce the migration and integration issue. Facts will include the differences in migration streams as to the countries of origin and destination and types of migrants. For the Central and Eastern European countries emigration and transmigration will gradually be replaced by immigration as their economies develop and grow and their populations age. Traditional intra-European migration will be accompanied, if not superseded, by non-European immigration. The economic and political imbalances between Europe and its periphery south and south-east the Mediterranean will attract immigration. The motivation of migrants is to find a job, a better living, protection in mature democracies. Again, there are personal reasons to migrate. Migrants do not consult population projections and statistics to embellish the demographic situation.

Another issue is the integration of migrants. In their countries of destination, many migrants find it difficult to find adequate jobs and housing and to have promising schooling for their children. Unemployment hits them harder than the native population. Among the relevant points of discussion are: What are the rules of immigration for qualified workers, for highly qualified personnel, for family members, for students? What about brain drain versus remittances or return migration for the society and economy of the home country of migrants? What can be done to improve education chances of the second and third generation? What about naturalisation? Is there an “ethnic revival” of migrants?

5. Population issues and social cohesion

The fourth working session will be a round table to put the three population issues: -low fertility, -resultant population ageing, -and immigration as a remedy,- in context with social cohesion. The discussion will be launched by Mr. Robert Cliquet. Issues to be considered are priorities of action. Obviously, it would be desirable to solve all demographic dilemmata, to have a family-friendly society with more children born, with that a less rapid population ageing, to make immigration and integration of migrants a success to all concerned. And yet, budgets are tight everywhere. Indeed, present and future pensioners rightly demand security of income and health care provisions. A demographic process is not easily changed. Already existing population structures are the sum of individual life courses and expectations. A rise in fertility requires a change of living conditions and of motivations of those who consider to have a or another child. Even a successful family- and child-friendly policy will only gradually boost the number of children, the future working generations. Population ageing entails many challenges, reforms of our grown social security systems on which the middle-aged and older generations relied when they were younger. Abrupt system changes must be avoided, gradual change requires a period of adaptation. Also, aiming at improving immigration and integration policies has to consider the needs of already present migrants, of future immigrants and of the native population and their attitudes.

In all these three demographic fields desirable and feasible action will lead to questions such as, what can be done, what must be done, are there best practices to maintain social cohesion. Special protection for vulnerable population groups, such as the elderly living alone, parents with many children, one-parent families and their risk of social exclusion will require due consideration.

6. Conclusions

Finally the chairman of the joint organising committee, Mr. Raimondo Cagiano de Azevedo will wrap up the findings of this European Population Conference and present his conclusions. Let me express my hope that this conference will be a forum to not only study population change but to transform knowledge into sustainable policies that meet the demographic challenges for social cohesion.
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