Aug 09, 2004    Population control for a democratised India 

Hridayesh Kant Gupta’s solution to stem India’s population tidal-wave, is based on a clear understanding of how new ideas take root in India. If you give them long, persuasive lectures they will sit through politely but ignore you; if you enact punitive laws, they will find ways to break them; if you use coercion they will defy youHridayesh Gupta, an IT consultant in Boston, USA, has begun to demonstrate an effective solution in a pilot project in Madhya Pradesh. As an IT professional he knows how to create systems and make them acceptable to users. He so fervently believes in his idea that he has put $40,000 of his own money to fund Project Small Family [PSF]. The kernel of his conviction is this: don’t waste money on processes—reward only results. PSF is open to young women in the age group between 18 and 35, who are willing to show up once in three months and be checked for being pregnancy-free. If found free, they are paid at the rate of Rs.250 per month. It sounds simplistic until you dig deep into its potential as a revolutionary idea. The idea has been at work since April 2003, in Seoni and Chhindwara districts of MP covering about 300 women. 

Alas, it is easy to dismiss the idea with questions like, “Isn’t Rs.50,000 as a give-away to a single person over 15 years, an enormous subsidy?”, “How do we find money for the millions?”, “How do we run it country-wide?”, or “How can Rs. 250 per month motivate people?”. Gupta has convincing answers to all these, as we shall see. For now, just note that already, the pilot project is a wild success, with a queue of women waiting to join it. Pregnancy rates have dropped dramatically in a very short time. 

The rules of the scheme are as follows: Women in that age group are finger-printed, videographed and given an ID card. They are enabled to open a bank account. PSF has several low-cost, video-conferencing kiosks in the villages. Once every three months, a woman must show up at a convenient kiosk, pay a fee of Rs.5 to the kiosk operator, be identified, examined and if not pregnant, have the reward money paid into her bank account. Each video interaction takes less than half a minute. PSF estimates they need just one paid employee per 2000 women enrolled,given the rate of monitoring at about 200 women per day. A kiosk-operator can net Rs.25,000 a month. 

If you pause here and think through, the power of the idea will reveal itself. All costs of remaining pregnancy-free accrues to the woman. She is free to choose any method, from abstinence to abortion. There is no coercion. PSF has found that in rural India Rs.250 per month is very big money. Add the fact that it goes directly to women, and you see the effect it has on gender equity. Women have gained a new esteem as money-earners and their views are heard. Husbands often escort them to kiosks. Women outcast as infertile, have suddenly become valuable. Gupta doesn’t mind paying them or paying women in an odd quarter when they may in fact be pregnant but escape detection. In the end, a pregnancy is detected whereas thousands of fake contraceptive surgeries paid for by the government are not. ; but if you combine true value with personal freedom, they will embrace the idea and make it work. 

Since the money is paid directly into an account, there are no exploiting middle-men or husbands who flick it for their drink. Most importantly, money in the hands of women helps improve nutrition, education and welfare of the family. PSF does not aim at zero-birthrate. Its goal is delaying pregnancies and limiting them to two in a life time. With that lack of radicalism and an attractive monetary incentive, it is no surprise that the pilot project has been a success. PSF has developed many markers to quantify the benefits of the program.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Is it time for Americans to start cutting our baby emissions?   By Daniel Engber      Posted Monday, Sept. 10, 2007


Oh, if we all just disappeared. According to The World Without Us, Alan Weisman's strangely comforting vision of human annihilation, the Earth would be a lot better off. In his doomsday scenario, freshwater floods would course through the New York subway system, ailanthus roots would heave up sidewalks, and a parade of coyotes, bears, and deer would eventually trot across the George Washington Bridge and repopulate Manhattan. Nature lovers can take solace in the idea that the planet will thrive once we've finally destroyed ourselves with global warming. But Weisman takes the fantasy one step further: Let's not wait for climate change, he says. Let's start depopulating right now. 

Instead of burning down our numbers with oil and gas, we might follow the advice of the founder of the Voluntary Human Extinction Movement, who tells Weisman that everyone in the world should stop having kids all at once. Weisman isn't up for quite so drastic a measure, but he makes his own pitch, moderate in comparison: Let's cut the birth rate to one child per couple, for a few generations at least. The population would dwindle by about 5 billion people over the next century, he says, ensuring the habitability of the Earth for the 1.6 billion who remained. At that point, they could all reap the rewards of a more spacious planet, sharing in "the growing joy of watching the world daily become more wonderful." It seems like a notion from the fringe, but Weisman's book has become a mainstream best seller. Could population control be the next big thing in green culture?

Nine years ago, Bill McKibben was raked over the coals for making a similar proposal in his vasectomy memoir, Maybe One. ("It's the last remaining taboo thing to talk about," he said after it was published.) Maybe times have changed. As social policy, population control seems like an infringement on fundamental human rights. That's been the case in China, where mandatory birth planning has been a ghastly failure in both moral and practical terms. But these days, we tend to think of saving the environment in terms of personal choice, rather than government programs. We're obsessed with our green lifestyles—eating local, driving hybrids, paying off our excess carbon-dioxide emissions. From that perspective, voluntary familial extinction (or at least reduction) might not be such a bad idea. If you want to reduce your carbon footprint, cutting back on kids is the best choice you can possibly make.

What's the environmental cost of having a child? In the crudest terms, you've added another version of yourself into the world, which means you're potentially doubling your carbon-dioxide emissions over the total life of your family. That's a high estimate, since our kids won't spew as much greenhouse gas as we do—automobiles, appliances, light bulbs, and everything else will become more efficient in coming generations. But these marginal improvements aren't going to make our babies carbon-neutral. They'll just contribute to global warming at somewhat lower rates than we do.

Our other green lifestyle choices can't even begin to offset the cost of adding a brand-new CO2-emitter to the population. When I ran my own numbers through Al Gore's carbon calculator, I discovered that a switch to 100 percent wind and solar power would reduce my emissions by just 1.3 tons per year. That's not even enough to account for one quarter of today's average American. Meanwhile, I'd have to do quite a bit of driving around in a Hummer H3 to mimic the environmental impact of creating another version of me. Not to mention the fact that my children might eventually decide to have their own children, who would emit even more carbon dioxide down the line.

Critics of population-based environmentalism point out that the people most likely to cut back on their baby emissions are also the ones most likely to instill their children with green values. It's the Idiocracy argument: If all the eco-conscious Americans stopped having kids, their numbers would decline. But having fewer greenies around would be a net loss for the environment only if each greenie baby did more good for the planet than harm—i.e., if the value of his or her vote exceeded the costs of his or her CO2 emissions. (If that's true, environmentalists should have as many children as possible, to stuff the ballots for Dennis Kucinich.) It's also naive to assume our children will embrace our values just because we want them to; for all our preaching, we might end up with a generation of rebellious, gas-guzzling teenagers.

What about the global picture—do we know how much population growth will contribute to climate change over the next 100 years? According to U.N. projections, the world population is likely to increase by 2.5 billion people—to a total of 9.2 billion—by the year 2050. That won't necessarily drive an equivalent percent increase in CO2 emissions, since most of the growth will be confined to the developing world, where per capita emissions are at their lowest. But we can also expect to see significant growth in the United States, where individuals do the most damage to the environment.

Overall, the increase in population over the next century won't matter quite as much for climate change as the increase in global wealth, but it's still important. In general, a country's per-capita emissions rise as it becomes more prosperous, while its fertility rate declines. In other words, fewer babies are born, but each one emits more CO2. (That's why the economic boom in China will create a massive increase in greenhouse gas emissions even if its population remains stable.) In fact, the birth of every additional child in the developed world can have a major impact on the cost of keeping global warming in check. According to studies published over the last decade, this amounts to as much as $10,000 to $20,000 per baby. Policies that promote family planning—in the United States or elsewhere—might well be more efficient than other means to reduce CO2 emissions, like a Kyoto-inspired carbon tax.

Despite these findings, Earth-advocacy groups almost never raise the issue of family size, focusing instead on lifestyle choices with more modest environmental rewards. When a group of population-control advocates tried to take control of the Sierra Club in 2004, their anti-immigration policies were decried as racist and they were voted down. (Most of the population growth in the United States comes from immigrants, who are likely to broaden their carbon footprint once they've arrived.) Even the academics on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change have shied away from direct references to population and global warming.

They have good reason to be squeamish. The anti-life implications of Weisman's book are likely to alienate some moderates, as well as any social conservatives who might otherwise be drifting green. There's already been a strong Christian backlash against the GOP defectors of the "Creation Care" movement, with their solar-powered churches and prayers over global warming. Right-wing religious groups accuse the evangelical environmentalists of being in league with tree-hugging abortionists.

Worries over population growth also give fodder to the climate-change skeptics, who are quick to reminisce over the ill-fated doomsday projections of Paul Ehrlich's The Population Bomb. Published in 1968 (just six years after Rachel Carson's Silent Spring), the book cited hockey-stick reproduction rates since the Industrial Revolution to predict an imminent global catastrophe. But dramatic improvements in agricultural technology provided enough food to forestall the crisis, and Ehrlich and his fellow Malthusians were discredited. To bring up overpopulation once again—now in the context of global warming rather than food shortages—invites the same counterargument: Science and innovation will save the day.

As a global solution for climate change, Weisman's depopulation plan may not have much of a chance. ("I knew in advance that I would touch some people's sensitive spots by bringing up the population issue," Weisman told Washington Post readers in an online chat, "but I did so because it's been missing too long from the discussion.") But that's no reason to neglect birth rates from the personal calculus of living green. With the rise of consumer-driven environmentalism, it may be that the McKibben moment has finally arrived. Whether it's eating vegetarian or wearing organic eye shadow, we're all shopping for absolution. We know that babies add more to global warming than anything else in our home. Isn't it time to cut back?
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