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T 
he need for family planning is 
not a recent phenomenon in 
human history. In fact, one can 

trace it to the very beginning ofMan's 
time on Earth. During evolution, 
man was equipped with a number of 
ingenious biological mechanisms for 
fertility regulation. Firstly, puberty or 
sexual maturity has been markedly 
postponed and occurs much later 
than in any other mammal. This long 
period of time afforded the chance for 
brain development and the oppor
tunity for the transmission of know
ledge and experience from one gene
ration to another before Man could 
take on the task of reproduction in a 
responsible way. Secondly, the me
chanism of lactational infertility has 
been so well developed as to allow 
adequate spacing of children, in order 
that they can be well taken care of. 
Thirdly, fertility of the human female 
has not been allowed to go beyond a 
certain age, taking into consideration 
the length of time of dependency of 
the human child. Students of biology 
believe that Man's evolutionary in
built mechanisms for fertility regula
tion were one of his strongest assets 
in the tough battle for survival. 

Throughout his history, Man has 
always added some further checks 
and put additional brakes on his fer
tility beyond those imposed biologi
cally by Nature. If a woman were to 
have a child every 15 months, she 
would produce a total of 25 children. 
Such heroic performances are, of 
course, exceptional. But the figure of 
27 confinements in the reproductive 
life-span of the first of the two wives 
of Feodor Vassilyev, as cited in the 
Guinness Book of Records is not in
conceivable. Even if we accept a rea
sonable group limit of 13 live births 
per woman, and given the age struc
ture of a relatively old population (as 
now exists in the developed world), 
13 children per woman would mean a 
crude birth-rate of slightly more than 
100 per 1,000 population per annum. 
Not only does such a fertility-level 
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exist nowhere in the world, but no 
society has ever produced even half 
of that potential. There have always 
been additional socially-imposed res
traints on human fertility. Further, re
cords of Man's crude early attempts 
to prevent conception are present in 
almost all cultures. 

The industrial revolution in the 
Western World brought a major socio
economic transformation that set the 
stage further for a low fertility set-up. 
One reason is that the improvements 
in nutrition and environmental sani
tation have resulted in much better 
chances of survival for infants and 
children. There has been less need to 
over-reproduce in order to ensure 
survival. Another is that preparing 
children to cope with the New Age 
meant a long-term investment in 
school and a major cost. 

But it has only been during this 
century and particularly over the past 
few decades, that events have begun 
to take place at a rapid pace. The need 
for family planning has assumed new 
and major dimensions. Family plan
ning became a social movement, 
though for different objectives and dif
ferent concerns. The major concerns 
were the status of women, world 
over-population, and the health of 
women and children. 

A most significant development in 
the present century has been the 
struggle of women to escape from the 
status of a socially-disadvantaged 
group and claim their God-given 
rights as men's equals. Women were 
soon to realize that, without fertility 
control, women's rights were just 
words. Women who have no control 
over their fertility cannot stay at 
school, cannot keep a job, cannot 
postpone a marriage, and cannot di
vorce a breadwinner. They really do 
not have choice. The social battle for 
the status of women and the right to 
family planning was not an easy one. 
Women faced the challenge with pio
neers such as Marie Stapes and Mar
garet Sanger leading along the tough 

path. But the battle is still far from be
ing won. The Nairobi Forward-Look
ing Strategies for the Advancement 
of Women, as adopted by the World 
Conference to Review and Appraise 
the Achievements of the United Na
tions Decade for Women, July 1985, 
still had this to say (Paragraph 156): 
"The ability of women to control 
their own fertility forms an important 
basis for the enjoyment of other 
rights. As recognised in the World 
Plan of Action and reaffirmed at the 
International Conference on Popula
tion, 1984, all couples and individuals 
have the basic human right to decide 
freely and informedly the number 
and spacing of their children; mater
nal and child health and family plan
ning components of primary health 
care should be strengthened; and 
family planning information should 
be produced and services created. 
Access to such services should be en
couraged by governments, irrespec
tive of their population policies and 
should be carried out with the partici
pation of women's organizations to 
ensure their success." 

A major dimension of family plan
ning needs has gathered momentum 
during the past few decades with the 
explosion of population growth. 
Throughout Man's history on this 
planet, population growth has shown 
an extremely long-term increase. It 
took the whole length of human his
tory until the 19th century to reach 
1 billion. It took slightly more than a 
century to add another billion. Less 
than half a century was needed to add 
the third billion. Billions have then 
followed each other with scarcely 
thirteen years apart. During this year 
(1987), world population has passed 
the 5 billion mark. The United Na
tions Fund for Population Activities 
estimates that the world population 
at present grows by 150 every minute, 
by 220,000 every day, and by over 
80 million every year, and that 90 per 
cent of this growth is in developing 
countries. The consequences of this 
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continued unchecked population 
growth could be devastating. The 
consequences are, among others, not 
only economical, but also social, eco
logical and political. The growing 
concern of governments regarding 
human population has been a dra
matic event in the past few decades. 
Today, only 6 per cent of the people in 
the less-developed countries live un
der governments with no family plan
ning programme support or no policy 
to reduce population growth. The se
riousness of the population situation 
is best expressed by the last words of 
the late Mr. Rafael Salas (Executive 
Director of the United Nations Fund 
for Population Activities) in his re
port on The State of World Popula
tion, 1987: "Beyond five million, the 
path is dictated neither by chance nor 
by rigid fate. One path leads towards a 
balance between nature and human 
beings which will build a future to 
safeguard succeeding generations. 
The other will lead to difficulties 
which might degenerate into disaster 
if fertility decline is postponed for too 
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long. Only a committed combination 
of deep personal motivation and 
strong political will can inform the 
choice." 

People generally think of family 
planning as a means to avert births. It 
is only relatively recently that there 
has been a growing realization that 
family planning also saves lives: the 
lives of women and children. A health 
rationale has been added as a major 
new dimension to family planning 
needs. Evidence has been accumulat
ing from data gathered around the 
world to show that, for biological and 
social reasons, the risk of maternal 
and infant illness or death is highest 
if the mothers are too young or too 
old, and if pregnancies are too nu
merous or too close. Safe landmarks 

Vaccine protection for a large family in 
Nepal. But family planning too protects 
lives -the lives of women and children 
put at risk by too many, too closely
spaced, pregnancies. 
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for childbearing are now scientifically 
established. 

For a given year, it is estimated that 
1 out of every 11 babies in developing 
countries will die during his or her 
first year; this adds up to 10.7 million 
infant deaths. An additional4 million 
children between the ages of 1 and 
5 will die. This annual loss of nearly 
15 million lives, a number roughly 
equal to the entire population of a 
country like the Netherlands, is a 
major human tragedy. Millions of 
these infants' and children's lives 
can be saved if births are spaced two 
or more years apart. Evidence from 
the World Fertility Survey, conducted 
in 41 countries between 1972 and 
1984, showed how effective birth
spacing could be. On average, babies 
born after an interval ofless than two 
years are twice as likely to die as babies 
born after at least a two-year interval. 
The older baby is also, on average, 
one-and-a-half times more likely to 
die if a new 5aby is born within two 
years. It has been estimated that, in 
many countries, birth-spacing alone 
could prevent 1 in every 5 infant deaths. 

About half-a-million women in de
veloping countries die each year be
cause of complications related to 
pregnancy and childbirth. One study 
based on World Fertility Survey data 
estimated that maternal deaths could 
be reduced by almost one-third per 
annum on average simply by avoid
ing births to women who desire no 
more children but who are not using 
family planning methods. 

This major new expansion in the 
needs for family planning has caught 
both science and services unpre
pared. Effective modern methods of 
contraception are now used by an es
timated number of 325 millions (217 
millions in developing countries and 
108 millions in developed countries). 
This leaves about half-a-billion wo
men of reproductive age, mostly in 
the developing world, who still lack 
ready access to safe, effective and af
fordable family planning services or 
fail to find an acceptable method 
among the choices available. The late 
Mrs lndira Gandhi, in her address to 
the World Health Assembly in 1981, 
challenged the world scientific com
munity with these words: "Family 
planning programmes are awaiting a 
big breakthrough. Without a safe, 
preferably oral, drug, which women 
and men can take, no amount of go
vernment commitment and political 
determination will avail." The chal
lenge still stands. • 
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