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Review

Demographic transition and potential for
development: the case of Iraqi Kurdistan
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ABSTRACT The effect of population growth and demographic transition on economic development has been
well documented. The population growth in Iraqi Kurdistan is passing through a critical stage of demographic
transition. It is, in fact, extremely likely that the region will fail to efficiently move through the demographic
transition and will experience a long period in the demographic trap, i.e. the population will grow steadily
and rapidly owing to the high fertility and low mortality rates. With correct government policies in terms of
promoting family planning programmes, should the political context allow, demographic transition can pass
smoothly through this critical stage. Furthermore, if demographic transition in Kurdistan moves to the next stage,
it will provide an important window of opportunity for economic development. Proper exploitation of this
demographic window through investment in education, on-the-job training and health services, in addition to
proper and appropriate exploitation of economic resources and suitable and productive use of the labour force,
will result in significant economic development over the next few decades.

Transition démographique et potentiel de développement : le cas du Kurdistan irakien

RESUME L'effet de la croissance et de la transition démographiques sur le développement économique a été
prouvé. La croissance démographique au Kurdistan irakien est entrée dans une phase cruciale. En réalité, il estfort
probable que la région ne traversera pas aisément la transition démographique et connaitra une longue période
de « piege démographique » : la population augmentera régulierement et rapidement en raison d'un taux de
fécondité élevé et d’un faible taux de mortalité. Avec une politique gouvernementale appropriée promouvant
des programmes de planification familiale - si le contexte politique le permet, la transition démographique
pourrait traverser sans heurts cette phase cruciale. En outre, si celle-ci passe au stade suivant, elle constituera
une période tres propice au développement économique. La mise a profit de cette opportunité démographique
par l'investissement dans I'éducation, la formation en cours d’emploi et les services de santé entrainera un
développement économique important dans les prochaines décennies, si elle est associée a une exploitation
appropriée des ressources économiques et a une utilisation adaptée et productive de la population active.
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Introduction

The implication of population growth
on economic development has been
an issue of long-standing debate [1].
A number of studies have tackled this
issue, leading to the emergence of many
views and theories that have varied enor-
mously over time. Generally speaking,
there have been 3 positions regarding
such implications: one optimistic, one
neutral and the other pessimistic [2,3].
The pessimists considered rapid popu-
lation growth an obstacle to economic
development and a trap for the poor
countries where all efforts will go to
addressing the needs of the larger popu-
lation while maintaining them under
poorer and deteriorating conditions.
The proponents of the neutral posi-
tion denied any significant implications
of population growth and attributed
poverty to other factors such as govern-
ment policies and institutional defects.
The optimists went even further to em-
phasise the importance of population
growth as a stimulant for technological
progress and economic development
[1]

Population growth came onto the
agenda only around the 18th century.
Prior to this, the high fertility required
mainly for supporting agricultural ac-
tivities was counterbalanced by the high
mortality. The high mortality was due
to the effects of low level of health and
socioeconomic conditions, including
famines, unsanitary living conditions,
disease, and general poverty [4]. The
high population growth rates noticed
in the 20th century were a result of the
substantial decline in mortality and the
continued high and sustained fertility,
in particular in the developing countries
[S].

The current total fertility rate is
around 1.4 in Europe, 2.4 in Asia and
Latin America and 5.0 in Sub-Saharan
Africa [6]. Even though the total fertility
rate in Iraq significantly decreased from
7.2in 1970 to 5.9in 1990 and to 4.07 in
2007, the rate is still very high [7]. The

Iragi Kurdistan region had the same
total fertility rate (4.07) in 2007; this is
projected to be 3.32 in 2015, which is
still high [7,8].

In 2005 the global population was
around 6.6 billion and is projected to
be 9 billion in 2050; ranging from 7.7
to 10.6 billion depending on future fer-
tility [7]. Currently rapid population
growth at rates above 2% is common in
most developing countries, especially in
Africa [S]. In Iraq, the annual popula-
tion growth rate of 3% in the 1990s
has decreased to 2.62% in 2007, which
is still in the rapid growth category.
This is projected to continue at a high
level even in 20185, with an estimated
rate of 2.18% [7]. The present annual
population growth in Iraqi Kurdistan
is estimated at 2.75%, and a high rate is
projected to continue till 2015 [7,8].

This review discusses the different
views and theories on the implications
of rapid population growth on eco-
nomic development. It also attempts to
examine the experience of a number of
regions of the world regarding the im-
pact of population growth on economic
development. More specifically, it puts
greater emphasis on the situation in
Iraqi Kurdistan and tries to give an un-
derstanding of the trend in this region
through analysing the existing data and
information and comparing it with the
experience of other regions.

The specific population charac-
teristics or figures for Iraqi Kurdistan,
wherever available, have been used
throughout this review, whereas the
population estimates and projections
for Iraq as a whole have been used
in cases where specific data for Iraqi
Kurdistan were unavailable.

Population debate

Thomas Malthus, in his famous “First
Essay on Population” in 1798, argued that
population would grow more quickly
than food production and went on to

strongly suggest that rapid population
growth hinders economic development
[2,9]. The experience of the next 2
centuries revealed that Malthus’ pre-
dictions were not sustained as people
consciously managed fertility due to
changing conditions. Furthermore,
food production expanded as a result of
advances in technology [1].

Another famous contribution to
the population debate came from Ester
Boserup, who argued that population
growth increases settlement densities
and creates pressure on resources and
thus stimulates innovation and improve-
ment in agricultural technology [10].

Recent studies put more emphasis
on the impact on economic develop-
ment of factors other than population
growth alone. These studies stressed the
importance of factors like family plan-
ning, age structure, and government
policies and investment in determining
economic development [2].

Demographic transition

Demographic transition is a 4-—stage
model that describes population change
when a country moves from high to low
fertility and mortality rates as part of
economic development [11].

Stage 1 is associated with pre-
development time and is characterised
by high but approximately balanced fer-
tility and mortality rates. Consequently,
this stage results only in very slow popu-
lation growth [10].

In stage 2, the mortality rate declines
as a result of significant improvements
in public health and food supply. The
fertility rate, however, remains high or
even increases slightly. Stage 2 is charac-
terised by increasingly rapid population
growth. Subsequently, the proportion
of children will be very high and as a
result the proportion of consumers will
be higher than that of producers. At this
stage, the country needs to invest well in
the children through quality education
and training in order to prepare a highly
qualified labour force that can give a
boost to the economy in the future [ 11].
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In stage 3, substantial decline in
fertility rates moves the population to-
wards stability. This decline is mainly
related to increased urbanization,
better education and employment
among women and availability of family
planning programmes. As a result, the
proportion of children starts to decline
while the proportion of working age
people starts to rise. Stage 3 has a par-
ticular period, called the “demographic
window”, which starts about 15 years
after the decline in fertility and lasts for
around 30-40 years. The demographic
window constitutes an economic bonus
which can result in an economic boom
if the country properly absorbs and
productively employs the extra labour
force [10].

Stage 4 is characterised by popula-
tion stability and an increased propor-
tion of elderly in the age structure, and
thus increased dependency. In cases
where the fertility rate declines below
replacement level, the population may
even start to decline. This period can
again have a negative impact on eco-
nomic growth if not tackled in policy
[10,1 1].

When a country fails to efhiciently
move through the demographic transi-
tion, the population constantly grows
extremely rapidly due to high fertility
and low mortality rates. Here the coun-
try ends up spending a big share of its
resources to provide public services to
the increasing population and will be
stuck in what is called the “demographic
trap” [10,11].

Experience of different regions

Different regions of the world have
different experiences in terms of ac-
commodating population growth and
applying policies to cope with the de-
mographic transition.

East Asia entered the demographic
transition very early and moved through
it very rapidly. The decline in fertility rate
was the effect of successful family plan-
ning programmes through encouraging
contraception and providing incentives

for decreasing birth rates. The govern-
ments were successful in tackling the
baby boom through the provision of
high quality education and training es-
pecially by expanding secondary educa-
tion, which resulted in the production of
a high quality labour force [ 10].
Furthermore, the policies of East
Asia governments in encouraging
investment and trading, investment
in agriculture and industry as well as
proper use of resources resulted in
providing employment to the newly
emerged labour force. These policies
had enormous effects on reducing in-
come inequalities. The increased job
opportunities for women and decline
in fertility rate have resulted in more
women engaged in productivity, and
thus further increased the proportion
of producers. As a result, the region was
very successful in exploiting the demo-
graphic bonus and experienced high
economic growth rates, the so called
“economic miracle”. However, over the
next 1-2 decades, the dependency ratio
may increase again in the region due to
the effect of a growing proportion of
elderly people, which may negatively
affect the economic situation [12].

Latin America followed a similar
population pattern as East Asia. The
region experienced a dramatic fall in
mortality rates followed by a decline
in fertility rates. However, the region
was not able to experience economic
growth similar to that of eastern Asia.
Actually, Latin America failed in prop-
erly exploiting the demographic bonus
as a result of poor government poli-
cies, improper investment in building
high quality labour forces, improper use
of resources and lack of investment in
trade [1].

In Sub-Saharan Africa the decrease
in mortality rate was not followed by
a decline in fertility rate. As a result
the population continued to grow. In
1990, around 45% of people in sub-
Saharan Africa were living in extreme
poverty. While this proportion only
slightly increased by 2001, this meant an
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additional 87 million people in poverty
due to the effect of population growth.
The rapid population growth in the re-
gion is an important obstacle to tackling
poverty and apparently all efforts could
not even keep the numbers of people
living in extreme poverty stable [13].
While many countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa are stuck in a demo-
graphic trap, there is no good evidence
that countries that are moving through
the demographic transition will be able
to benefit from the demographic bonus.
With the existing government policies
and investments, it is quite unlikely that
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa can fol-
lowthe East Asia model. However, there
is still time for these countries to adopt
strategies to exploit such opportunities
and promote economic growth [ 10].

The case of Iraqi Kurdistan

According to the 2007 population
estimates and population projection,
Iraqi Kurdistan is at the end of stage 2 of
demographic transition and will enter
stage 3 over the next few years. This can
be concluded from the high total fertility
rate of 4.07 and the current population
age structure. According to the 2007
age structure, a very high percentage
of people are in the age group 0-14
years (39.45%), ie. dependants. On the
other hand, the workforce age group
(15-64 years) has experienced little
expansion (57.57%) [7,8]. According to
population projections, Iraq, including
the Kurdistan region, will continue to
have a high proportion of dependants
(36.3%) in 2015 [7]. This association
suggests that Iraqi Kurdistan is going to
experience a long period in the demo-
graphic trap.

There are no systematic, efficient
family planning programmes in Iraqi
Kurdistan even though the fertility
rate is very high. While there are some
programmes existing, they are actually
inefhcient, and do not sustain wide cov-
erage or effective provision of consul-
tancy or distribution of contraceptive
pills and condoms. The unmet need for
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contraception among Kurdish women
is considerably high (29.3%) leading to
high unwanted fertility [ 14]. In fact, the
government is still working with the sys-
tems and rules that were adopted in the
1980s to encourage fertility during the
Irag—Iran war, such as long maternity
leave and incentives for children [15].

In terms of the related economic
situation, the [ragi economy is domi-
nated by oil. In addition to having a high
unemployment rate, ranging from 30%
to 60%, more than 66% of the labour
force in Iraq work in service provision
sectors rather than production sectors
[16].Inthe Kurdistan region, agriculture
and tourism can contribute effectively
to economic development. Kurdistan,
in fact, has experienced an important
advance in foreign and internal invest-
mentin many sectors during the last few
years, but mainly in the oil sector [17].

Education is free in Iraq and there is
extra support and a lot of incentives in
Kurdistan towards encouraging educa-
tion at all stages of study. Even though
the education system is below interna-
tional standards, the region has expe-
rienced some changes and advances
in the system over the last few years.
However, the country is facing serious
challenges in terms of accommodat-
ing the growing generation in schools
and universities. Furthermore, most of
those who complete their studies end
up working in public service sectors,
ie. they become dependent rather than
productive.

With the current trend of high fer-
tility rate and high population growth,
Iraqi Kurdistan will most probably fol-
low the African model. However, the
level of poverty will not be as bad as in
Sub-Saharan Africa owing to the oil-
dominated economy. If the fertility rate
constantly decreased and proper invest-
mentwasmadein educationand training
with good economic investment, Iragi
Kurdistan would follow the East Asia
model of economic boom. Otherwise,
it will follow the Latin America model of
no signiﬁcant economic growth.

Discussion

Many countries have managed to ac-

commodate population growth tosome
extent and have been able to increase
the average income in spite of popu-
lation growth. Moderate population
growth can be beneficial in particular
situations. When economic growth is
accompanied by moderate population
growth, it can stimulate demand and
encourage technological innovation
and investment. Similarly, moderate
labour force growth, combined with
sufficient resources, good governance
and investment policies and increased
spending on education, can lead to eco-
nomic development [4].

Meanwhile, it is also well document-
ed that rapid population growth can
slow development in developing coun-
tries, especially when they already suffer
from the effects of poverty and food
insecurity. Similarly, high fertility can
reduce the amount of time and money
spent on children’s development at
the family level. It is also true that poor
people who have large families ben-
efit less from public services like health
and education when these cannot keep
pace with population growth. Rapid
population growth can also weaken
government potential and exhaust its
resources, making it much more difhcult
to invest in education and infrastructure
to ensure economic development.

However, studying the implications
of population growth on economic de-
velopment without considering other
factors such as fertility and mortality
patterns, age structure of the population,
and government policies would be
neither informative nor useful [9]. Ex-
amination of the context of population
changes and the effect of demography
on development should take into con-
sideration studying population along-
side the effect of other determinants of
economic development. The effect of
population growth may vary widely, de-
pending on the institutional, economic,
cultural and demographic setting [2].

Determinants related to quality of
population, age structure, political sta-
bility, government policies regarding
family planning, investment in popula-
tion and in economic means, as well as
using the demographic transition op-
portunities are more important factors
that influence economic development
than merely population growth [18].

Promotion of family planning when
the birth rate is high, as in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan, is essential to pass through the
demographic transition successfully. In
addition to its direct role in reducing
poverty, family planning will decrease
maternal and childhood deaths, leading
to women'’s empowerment and well-
being, and contribute to the provision of
better quality of services such as health
and education. Provision of compre-
hensive, accessible and modern family
planning services will eventually lead to
more opportunities for women to work
and thus contribute to increasing the
proportion of producers and also sup-
port better rearing of children [6,14].
However, adoption of strict family
planning policies in the current political
context in Iraq is not easy and there are
many challenges due to the association
of ethnic, sectarian and territorial rights
with population size.

The investment of the Kurdistan
Regional Government in health and
education of children and youth, espe-
cially during this critical period of baby
boom and demographic transition, is
crucial to obtain a high quality popula-
tion with a specialized and strong labour
force that will be an asset for economic
development during the demographic
window phase, especially since the
region is aIready experiencing some
trends of economic development.

Proper exploitation of the demo-
graphic bonus opportunity in the
Kurdistan region will ensure effective
economic development as such an op-
portunity occurs only once, and may
not recur. Adoption of policies for
strengthening the land, labour, industry,
trade and markets as well as providing
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openings for trade, foreign investment
and the creation of job opportunities
at this demographic stage will enforce
economic development [1].

Conclusion

Demographic transition is in a criti-

cal stage in Iragi Kurdistan and there

is a clear need for action in terms of
adopting appropriate family planning
policies in order to go through the tran-
sition smoothly.

As the demographic window will
appear shortly after this transition is
passed through, the Kurdistan govern-
ment needs to strengthen the policies
it has already initiated for better and
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more effective education, on-the-job
training and health services, as well as
proper investment and exploitation of
important resources like oil, agricul-
ture and tourism. However, the current
political and demographic contexts of
Kurdistan and Iraq as a whole hinder
the adoption of large-scale, strict family
planning policies.
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