Our population bomb

Getting contraceptives is hard for the common people. In some cases, pharmacies do not give contraceptives to young women unless they show a marriage certificate
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Pakistan faces a plethora of problems and the so-called population bomb seems to be further aggravating these problems. Pakistan is one of the countries with the fastest population growth rate in the world. While growth rates are decreasing in most of the developed and some developing countries, that is not the case with Pakistan. In developed countries, people are enjoying longer, healthier lives and are content with one or two children but in the developing world this scenario has been reversed.

Pakistan has led the world in the fastest growth rate of 34 percent for the last 11 years. It has become the world’s fifth most populous country and if the growth rate continues at this speed, it will be the world’s fourth largest, most populous country by the end of 2050. Pakistan’s current population has been estimated to be around 190 million. By the year 2030, the population will be 244 million. According to a UN report, Pakistan’s population will hit the mark of 300 million by 2050.

Pakistan has 60 percent of its population under the age of 30, which provides it with a unique opportunity to cash in on the youth bulge but, due to no planning, this youth dividend is being wasted. Unemployed youth are a burden on the economy as the government fails to create jobs for them. This youth, with no proper employment opportunities, are involved in crime and militancy.

Pakistan’s already meagre resources come under more strain due to this growth rate. People are further pushed down below the poverty line. Sixty percent of Pakistan’s population faces food insecurity. Food shortage, polluted water, illiteracy, inflation, unemployment, health problems and climate change are grievances that are the direct result of this unprecedented population growth. Growing populations should show corresponding growth in the GDP but, sadly, our GDP growth rate cannot keep up with the population growth rate. It is an almost impossible job to allocate resources at this rate of population growth.

Public planning cannot work in this situation as, by the time planned infrastructure materialises, the population whom it is supposed to cater to doubles. Formulation of social and economic policies also faces hindrance because no census has been carried out after 1998. These policies are formed on guesswork and thus fail to deliver. Though Pakistan was the first to start family planning in Asia, now its family planning programme presents a dismal situation. Only 20 percent women use contraceptives. Studies show that more women want to have access to contraceptives but do not have the means to do so. In villages and urban areas, having five to six children is normal. This lack of family planning has its roots in illiteracy and lack of resources to afford contraceptives. Child marriage is one of the reasons behind this high population growth. Putting an end to early marriages, focusing on education and easy availability of contraceptives is what will help in controlling the population.

It is a very grave issue as all future planning depends on a controlled growth rate but our respective governments have failed to take up this issue seriously. This lack of interest by successive governments has turned the situation into a ticking time bomb. A complete overhaul of the family planning progamme is needed in order to justly divide resources among the people and control the population. For this, people’s attitudes have to change and patriarchal social norms that equate having more children with manliness have to be targeted. The practice of having more children until a male heir is born needs to be abandoned.

Free contraceptives will result in more people practicing family planning. At present, getting contraceptives is hard for the common people. In some cases, pharmacies do not give contraceptives to young women unless they show a marriage certificate. All stakeholders need to be onboard to address this issue. Community and religious leaders should be engaged in family planning campaigns as most of the people see it as a religious issue. Having religious leaders on board will clear the confusion in people’s minds regarding family planning and will make this campaign a success.

The media’s role is especially critical. So far, our media has performed the role of a lame duck when it comes to family planning. Public education through the media will play a vital role in making the concept of family planning popular among the masses.
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