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We Need More Babies! 
The Continent's plummeting fertility rate is a time bomb, threatening 
economic growth and social welfare. But what can governments do about 
it? How states are trying to get people to have more kids 
 
By JAMES GRAFF | PARIS 

Discrimination: Is Europe Anti–Big Family?
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When Ester Blandford was born, 18 
months ago, the Swedish state did all it 
could to ease her way into the world — 
and encourage her parents to have even 
more kids. Her mother, Therese, 29, a 
children's librarian in the small 
southern town of Nyhamnsläge, took 
15 months off work, most of it at 80% 
pay, to care for the baby, her first 

child. She now works part-time. Ester's dad, Christian, also 29, a physical therapist, 
stays home one day a week to help out. He too gets 80% pay from the state for the day 
spent with his daughter. If Ester is sick, her father or mother can stay at home for up to a 
total of 120 days a year to look after her — their lost wages are paid by the state. 
Therese and Christian would like four children and can look forward to increasing child 
allowances — from €105 per month for Ester to €190 for No. 4 — if they get that far. 
For Therese, it also helps to know her job will be waiting for her when she returns to the 
workforce. "I know I can come back to my job and get my old responsibilities back," 
she says. "I'm not discriminated against because I raise children."  
 
All that costly government support has helped boost Sweden's fertility rate from a paltry 
1.5 children per woman in 1999 to 1.71 last year — but that's still not enough to keep 
the Swedish population from declining without immigration. And Sweden is a success 
story. In much of Europe, fertility rates have plummeted over the past few decades. 
Western European women were having an average of 2.4 children each in 1970. But as 
women pursued higher education, increased their role in the workforce and started 
having babies later, that figure has fallen to 1.5 last year. In the newer member states of 
Central and Eastern Europe, the drop-off has been even deeper. That means that the 
population of the E.U. — plus candidate countries Bulgaria and Romania, expected to 
join by 2007 — could drop from 482 million today to 454 million by 2050. In the same 
period, the E.U.'s working age population is projected to drop by 18% while the number 
of those aged 65 or more will soar by 60%.  
 
Hospital maternity wards already stand empty in parts of Latvia and Slovakia, and 
schools are closing in eastern Germany for lack of pupils. Germany, in fact, is 
experiencing such a birth dearth that its population could crash from 82 million to 24 
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million by the end of the century. If the trend continues, former Dutch Prime Minister 
Wim Kok suggested in a report to the European Council earlier this month, within a 
generation spiraling pension and health costs will bust European state budgets — and 
cripple the Continent's economic growth rate.  
 
Like Sweden and its Scandinavian neighbors, Britain, Ireland, France and the 
Netherlands are faring relatively well, with fertility rates above 1.7. Yet nowhere in the 
European Union does fertility approach 2.1, the level needed to keep the population 
stable. "A people that doesn't have children, that grows old, is a people without a 
future," says Tiziano Treu, a former Italian Minister of Labor and Welfare who recently 
co-authored a bill aimed at boosting Italy's rock-bottom birth rate of 1.29.  

The problem has been looming for decades, and governments have responded with 
schemes to reform pension programs, raise retirement ages, increase labor participation 
rates and encourage the immigration of skilled workers. But politicians have been more 
bashful when it comes to urging people to have more babies. Low birth rates "will have 
a major impact on Europe's economic future," says Jonathan Grant, director of 
independent thinktank RAND Europe's Cambridge office and principal author of a 
study of European fertility released last year. "But there's a disconnect between the 
cycle of political elections and the generational cycle of demographics. That's one 
reason politicians haven't been willing to expend a lot of political capital in addressing 
it."  
 
It's not the only reason politicians have been leery. In Germany, Italy and Spain, 
nationalist or fascist regimes often glorified childbirth 
as a boon to the race. In many  
of Central Europe's nations, fertility rates have 
imploded in the past 15 years because many young 
adults worry that having kids would make them fall 
behind in their increasingly competitive post-
Communist societies. These days, asking people to 
bear children for the fatherland is only slightly less 
offensive than asking them to die for it.  
 
But the fertility crisis has reached such a dire pass that 
politicians are beginning to speak out. In a letter to 
their E.U. colleagues last month, French President 
Jacques Chirac, German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder 
and Prime Ministers José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero of 
Spain and Göran Persson of Sweden urged the Union 
to "take new action to sustain Europe's demography 
and better reconcile professional, personal and family 
life with the aim of permitting couples to have as many 
babies as they want."  
 
Ron Lesthaeghe, a demographer at the Free University 
of Brussels (V.U.B.), is happy that the taboo has been 
broken, but he says, "It's still too little, too late." 
Immigration has so far staved off population shrinkage in countries like Germany, 
where death rates already exceed birth rates, but even at numbers far beyond current 
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levels it will have scant influence on the long-term balance among generations. After 
all, immigrants get old, too (and their birth rates decline within a generation of moving 
to Europe). Lest-haeghe warns that there's no quick fix. "We need to get back to two 
children per family," he says. "But even if we were able to do that, our population 
would continue to decline for decades because we've got an old population, and that 
means a higher death rate."  
 
Last year's RAND study found that countries that invest in policies to make it easier to 
have and raise children tend to have higher fertility rates than those that don't. The 
parade example is France, which after Ireland has the highest rate in Europe, 1.89. 
"France has always had a strong family policy," says demographer Marie-Thérèse 
Letablier of the Center for Employment Studies near Paris. In its present form, that 
means women bearing their first child get a paid and job-protected maternity leave of 16 
weeks as well as a palette of allowances to help out with everything from education to 
housing to transportation; the benefits increase steeply for the third child. Partly as a 
result of policies like these, France had a net natural gain in population last year of 
211,000, while the E.U. as a whole only had a net natural gain of 200,000, not including 
immigration. 
If the experience of France suggests that spending pays, Ireland — where the fertility 
rate was 1.98 last year, the E.U.'s highest — shows it might not be that simple. "Ireland 
is not a child-friendly place," says John FitzGerald, an economics professor at the 
Economic and Social Research Institute in Dublin. "Child care is underdeveloped and 
expensive. And if women take time out from the labor force to have children, they are 
discriminated against in the workplace." If it wasn't for the high level of births to 
unmarried mothers, Ireland's fertility rate would be in trouble, says sociologist Tony 
Fahey. "In 1980, just 5% of births were to single mothers; now 1 in 3" kids are born out 
of wedlock, he says. The Catholic Church played a role in that change. In the 1970s and 
'80s, it decided that having children outside of marriage was a lesser evil than abortion. 
"Instead of berating women, they became very supportive of unmarried mothers," Fahey 
says.  
 
Low fertility rates in Italy and Spain, also 1.29, spring from high youth unemployment, 
the prevalence of short-term work contracts, a chronic shortage of affordable housing 
for young people — and a bias in the workplace against women who interrupt their 
careers to have kids. Barbara Cavuto, 35, a Rome manager at an employment services 
company who's eight months pregnant with her first child, says combining family and 
career still doesn't seem like a realistic possibility for Italian women. "Turning 35 is just 
about the limit beyond which it becomes more difficult to have and raise children," she 
says. "My company is not uncaring, but in Italy you're either seen as ambitious or not. 
And having a child is seen as a sign that you're not."  
 
Amid all the bad news, there are positive signs. For one, European Commission studies 
suggest that throughout Europe, women say they would like to have more children than 
they do. One way to make that possible is to ensure that the goals of career and 
parenthood are compatible. That seems to have been accomplished in places like 
Sweden, where women's participation in the labor force is high and so is fertility. It's an 
expensive solution — critics might call it a parenthood bribe — since the government 
pays for maternity and paternity leave, health care and education benefits. And it's a 
level of social spending some say Europe can no longer afford. But the alternative — 
too few young people to take care of the old — may be even costlier. In Spain, Zapatero 



is hoping to push his country in the Scandinavian direction by urging companies to set 
up child-care facilities, subsidizing university fees and promoting long-term 
employment over short-term contracts. More generous policies like those of France and 
Scandinavia would require higher taxes, a trade-off many European governments aren't 
willing to make.  
 
"What we need is a good cocktail," says Lesthaeghe, "more policies aimed at promoting 
flexibility between work and home — day-care centers, early schooling, flex time — 
but also a doubling of immigration rates and higher participation in the labor market for 
older people and women." But unless it becomes more palatable, affordable and even 
fashionable for families to consist of two or more children again, Europe risks 
becoming an Old World in the worst sense of the term.  

With reporting by Mairéad Carey/Dublin, Jeff Israely/Rome, Ulla Plon/Nyhamnsläge and Jane 
Walker/Madrid  

 


