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BEIJING: China’s population shrank last year for
the first time in 70 years, experts said, warning
of a “demographic crisis” that puts pressure on
the country’s slowing economy. The world’s most
populous nation of some 1.4 billion for decades
limited most families to one child in an attempt
to keep population growth sustainable. But since
2016 it has allowed couples to have two children
in response to concerns about an ageing society
and shrinking workforce.

The number of live births nationwide in 2018
fell by 2.5 million year-on-year, contrary to a
predicted increase of 790,000 births, according
to analysis by US-based academic Yi Fuxian. Yi,
a researcher at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, is a long-term critic of the one-child
policy and his work has previously gained trac-
tion among the country’s leadership. Enforced
through fines but notorious for cases of forced
abortions and sterilization, the one-child policy
caused birth rates to plummet after it was intro-
duced in 1979.

However childbirths have not increased as
much as forecast since the two-child policy
came into force and there has been rising spec-
ulation the government will further ease restric-
tions. Last year marked a “historic turning point
for the Chinese population”, said Yi, who studied
publicly available data on births in towns and vil-
lages across China. This downward trend may
be irreversible, he cautioned, due to factors such
as a decrease in the number of women of child-
bearing age and the reluctance of couples to
have children due to rising education, health and
housing costs.

Yi’s calculations show that the number of

deaths in 2018 was about 11.58 million and the
total population shrank by 1.27 million. “The Chi-
nese population has started to decrease for the
first time since the founding of New China in
1949, the ageing problem has accelerated, and
economic vitality has weakened,” he said. Yi’s
findings, due to appear in an upcoming research
paper co-authored with Peking University econ-
omist Su Jian, were pieced together from Na-
tional Health Commission figures.

The experts also used other official statistics
including school enrolment figures, household
registration data and government censuses to
reach their conclusions. China’s National Bu-
reau of Statistics is expected to release official
nationwide birth figures for 2018 later this
month. In the meantime, data released by some
local authorities indicate a significant drop in
births last year.

In Qingdao, a city in eastern Shandong
province-one of China’s most populous regions-
births between January and November de-
creased by 21 percent to just over 81,000
compared to the previous year. Ren Zeping,
chief economist at property developer Ever-
grande Group, wrote in a research note that
China is walking into a “demographic crisis” as
the easing of the one-child policy has failed to
boost the country’s fertility rate.

Ageing crisis 
Tracking China’s demographic changes is dif-

ficult as the figures published by the health com-
mission and statistics bureau do not always
match, said He Yafu, an independent demogra-
pher based in southern Guangdong province.

But he said Yi’s estimate of the drop in children
born in 2018 is likely to be correct. The number
of women of childbearing age is expected to fall
by more than 39 percent over the next decade
and China’s two-child policy isn’t enough to
shore up dwindling birth rates, He added.

Yi said he was skeptical of the National Bu-
reau of Statistics figures, accusing the organ-
ization of “inflating the number of births” to
account for families who may not have regis-
tered their second, third or fourth child. Local

authorities seeking more funds from the cen-
tral government have also “over-reported”
school enrolment figures and hospital live
births, he said.

Yi added that the statistics bureau may have
also under-reported the number of deaths. In
2016, Yi was invited to speak at the Boao Forum
in southwest China, an annual gathering of influ-
ential figures including politicians and business-
people-the same year Beijing announced an end
to its one-child rule. — AFP

China’s population shrinks 
despite two-child policy

Experts warn of ‘demographic crisis’ as economic vitality weakens

QINGDAO: This file picture shows people walking past a bridge adorned with rainbow-colored
arches in Qingdao in China’s eastern Shandong. — AFP 

Indian writers tell 
tales of land 
rights for kids
MUMBAI: Deadly disputes over land and indigenous
rights are not obvious themes for children’s books, but In-
dian writers are using real-life conflicts to help the next
generation understand their impact on communities across
the country. “I Will Save My Land” by Rinchin is about the
impact of coal mining on a village, while Siddhartha
Sarma’s “Year of the Weeds” novel for young adults is
based on a successful fight to save indigenous land from a
mining company.

“When people are displaced from their land, children
are also affected, but perhaps no one explains it to them,”
said Rinchin, who goes by one name, and published her
book last year. In Rinchin’s picture book, a little girl named
Mati asks her father and grandmother for her own piece
of land in the field where they work. She tends to her plot
until she hears that they will lose their land to a coal mine.

It is a common occurrence, said Rinchin, in the central
Indian state of Chhattisgarh, where coal mining has forced
tens of thousands of farmers off their land, many of whom
are Adivasis, or indigenous people. While indigenous peo-
ple have customary rights over ancestral land and forests,
the state can acquire the land for infrastructure and devel-

opment projects. Those displaced are rarely consulted or
compensated, activists say. Last week, in a rare move, the
newly elected government in Chhattisgarh said it would
give back land taken from indigenous farmers for a steel
plant more than a decade ago, but never used. “An Adi-
vasi’s right over land is so tenuous - it can be taken away
at any time by the government or an upper-caste person,”
said Rinchin, whose books are also translated into regional
languages. The story also highlights the role of caste and
gender in land rights issues, she said.

“Women do so much of the work, but have so little say,”
Rinchin told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. Women
make up nearly half the agricultural labor in India, yet own
less than 2 percent of its farmland, according to the think
tank National Council of Applied Economic Research.
About 660 disputes over land have forced millions of peo-
ple from their farms across India, according to the re-
search organization Land Conflict Watch.

Regional-language movies and children’s books are fo-
cusing on such issues that big-budget Bollywood films and
mass paperbacks generally ignore. In “Year of the Weeds”,
also published last year, Sarma tells the story of the Don-
gria Kondh tribe in Odisha state, which managed to stop
London-listed Vedanta Resources from mining bauxite in
the sacred Niyamgiri hills. Residents of 12 villages, whose
opinion the state sought for a court order in 2013, unani-
mously voted against allowing mining. “It was a rare pos-
itive story, and I decided to write it for teenagers, because
I still have hope that the younger generation will engage
with these issues and grow up to be kinder, gentler, more
humane citizens,” said Sarma. — Reuters 

Opposition boycotts 
swearing-in of new 
Bangladesh MPs
DHAKA: Opposition MPs yesterday boycotted the swearing-in of the new
Bangladesh parliament after a controversial election that was dogged by
allegations of intimidation and fraud. Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina was de-
clared the landslide winner after Sunday’s poll, marking a third term in office
for the leader accused of increasing authoritarianism and overseeing a
crackdown on the opposition.

Hasina and 290 other MPs-mainly from the ruling Awami League and its
allies-took the oath yesterday, with Hasina elected parliament leader, the
first step to her being named prime minister of the South Asian nation. But
seven opposition MPs boycotted the ceremony, calling for a re-run of the
elections-something Hasina has ruled out. Parliament spokesman Kamal
Hossain said that if the MPs do not take an oath within 90 days new elec-
tions will be held in their constituencies.

Opposition leaders and candidates from Sunday’s election, which ended
with at least 17 dead in voting-related unrest, met in Dhaka and were ex-
pected to submit an official request to the election commission for the re-
sults to be cancelled. The main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party and
its allies say that there was widespread voter intimidation and rigging of
the results. —AFP 


