
Birth-spacing 

W
ith 860,000 births 
per year, an average 
of 6.4 children per 
couple and an 
annual growth rate 

of 3.2 per cent (one of the highest in 
the world), Algeria's population is 
doubling every 20 years. From 12 
million in 1966, it had risen to 
almost 24 million by 1986, and is 
headed for 48 million by the year 
2006. 

The population is very young, 
with a large proportion of 
economically inactive persons, since 
73 per cent are under 30 years of 
age. Every Algerian who works is 
the breadwinner for at least four 
people, so it is becoming ever more 
difficult for the country to provide 
amenities, education and health care 
for all. 

The Algerian government has 
since 1980 been developing a pro
gramme of birth-spacing designed 
to encourage contraception which is 
"based on individual and collective 
consent" and which rules out abor
tion. After protracted discussions 

The health team advises a young 
mother that "real planning of births is 
now a possibility." 
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the Islamic Council, taking its stand 
on the Koran which emphasises that 
parents bringing children into the 
world have a duty to ensure their 
well-being and fulfilment , declared 
publicly that it was not opposed to 
the programme. 

The health authorities have 
accordingly trained a thousand 
health officers from the maternal 
and child welfare centres - in parti
cular midwives - to take charge of 
contraception. 

"It seemed easier for the women 
to bring up this delicate problem 
during pre-natal and post-natal 
visits than to go to centres specially 
created for the purpose," commen
ted Or Hadj Lakal, the physician in 
charge of preventive health care at 
the national level. He added that the 
programme is being applied at some 
340 maternal and child welfare 
centres distributed over the entire 
territory, and that around 25 per 
cent of married women now have 
access to contraception. 

But it remains to convince and 
instruct a large number of Algerian 
women, many of whom are faced 
with opposition from their hus
bands and have difficulties about 
using the pill , which is the con
traceptive method used in about 85 

per cent of all cases. 
Nearly 60 per cent of adult Alger

ian women are illiterate and come 
from peasant families in which every 
child is perceived as a pair of 
working hands and not as a burden, 
Dr Lakal pointed out. They marry 
young - at 21 on average - and may 
procreate for some 30 years. Cer
tainly family allowances are no 
incentive for big families as they are 
very small. Moreover, fewer than 
400,000 of them go out to work, 
which might otherwise act as a 
brake on their fertility. 

But the government is optimistic. 
The mass access of women to edu
cation, and thereby to emancipa
tion , will eventually make real 
planning of births a possibility. 
Fertility is already much lower 
among educated women , and 
schooling from six to 16 years of age 
will inevitably lead to a change of 
lifestyles , the health authorities 
point out. 

Many individuals, however, feel 
that the urgency of the situation 
calls for drastic measures and wider 
mobilisation of efforts to popularise 
contraception, in particular by enlis
ting the help of all the communi
cation media in support of the 
authorities' aims. • 
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