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 I’ve been invited to speak informally from a journalist’s perspective about the 

decade that has passed since Cairo. I’m not a population expert, so I speak only for 



 

 Yet out of Cairo came no less than a revolution. The conference – the people at 

the conference, a lot of them women – effectively put an end forever to the traditional 

assumption that to tackle population growth all that was needed was to set numerical 

targets – and then look for essentially mechanical ways to meet them. The Cairo 

conference, officially and informally, seemed to acknowledge that people – women and 

men, mother and fathers – and not governments were the best judges of how many 

children to bring into the world, and where and when.  

  A broader theme that ran through the conference and into its aftermath was the 

realization that in talking about curtailing population growth and the complex 

relationships between population and development, or population and the protection of 

the environment, women had to be a central factor. We have all read the statistics. Here 

are a few from the World Bank:  

 One more year of education for adult women in a developing country correlates 

with an increase in per capita GDP of about $700 a year. That one year in school will also 

reduce the child labor force by 1.4 percentage points and lead to a 4.3 percent increase in 

girls going on to secondary education. Contraceptive use increases by 4.5 percentage 

points. Percentages of the population with access to safe water and sanitation rise 

noticeably. Both men and women live one year longer. 

 As a journalist, I went to Cairo with years of on-the-ground experience in Asia, 

periods of work in Central America and the Caribbean, and visits to a number of African 

countries. Population problems and prospects were a preoccupation almost everywhere, 

and the reality of people trying to cope with dwindling resources was evident for all to 

see. As a local family planner in India’s Rajasthan state told me, “People know there are 

not enough seats on the bus.” 

 At the Cairo conference, all these disparate images came together. And not just 

for those of us reporting the event. Participants at the Cairo conference were also learning 

from each other and that bolstered their instincts that new ideas were needed, new ways 

of looking at pressures facing their world and the world around them. 



 Cairo set goals of its own in a program of action. Many advocates of  that 

program would like to mesh its guidelines with those of the Millenium Development 

Goals, since they go so sensibly together in many ways. That could be a struggle.  

 It sometimes appears that the United Nations spawns too many lists of aims and 

targets to be achieved. If targets are missed, the U.N., not its members, is declared a 

failure. In the United States, furthermore, the U.N. has been accused of holding too many 

conferences. But what a lot of American do not understand is how important action plans 

– even unreasonably optimistic ones – can be to people in other, smaller nations. I would 

argue that no set of priorities is as important to half the world’s population – its women -- 

as the legacy of Cairo. Goals have a way of keeping momentum going. 

    

  Now we are at the point we call Cairo-plus-10. But where are we really?  

 And, given the increasing evidence that men as well as women are the 

beneficiaries of expanded female rights a



me. “But we in Egypt were one of the first who initiated the idea of family planning 

within the United Nations agenda – in 1969. We were not ashamed of hosting the 

conference. We were convinced that this is the way. I’m very proud of that achievement 

in Cairo.”  

 Now, she says, after 10 years, “we are afraid that the conservative movement will 



Bellamy, executive director of Unicef, produced some tragic findings that illuminate why 

women increasingly talk of codifying rights. Thirty-four percent of girls between the ages 

of 15 and 19 said that their first sexual experience was the result of trickery, rape or 

persuasion against their judgment. Often this has economic roots. A man who will pay 

your school fees may be difficult to refuse. In Zambia, one in eight teenaged girls said 

they had been forced into sex by a man in the previous 12 months. In several countries, 

women said overwhelmingly that decisions about their health care were not made by 

them. In several countries, significant numbers of women thought that their husbands had 

the right to beat them for reasons ranging from burning the dinner to refusing sex.  

 Women now are not afraid to insist that if too many people – call it 

overpopulation or an unsustainable density in any given place – are the cause of low 

health standards, poor education levels and the scarcity of natural resources, women have 

to be key to solutions. If they can educate themselves, send their daughters and sons to 

school, have healthier families and more choices about how many children, if any, they 

feel the family can handle, women are proving that they can “talk fertility down.” That’s 

a phrase coined by Joe Chamie, whom all of you here know well. This has happened in 

many cultures and in religious environments as different as those of Ireland, Iran and 

India. Women talk to other women. The word spreads. 

 Government policies may not the most important factor. But with or without good 

social policies, women still need direct help. 

 Thoraya Obaid knows better than most what still needs to be done. In a speech to 

the European Population Forum in January – one of a number of regional meetings called 

to reassess developments since Cairo and look to the future – she said that demand for 

family planning supplies will increase by 40 percent by 2015, yet she cannot meet even 

the demands for such services today. There is a shortfall, she said, of over $100 million 

needed to send condoms and other contraceptive supplies to the developing world. The 

pledges made at Cairo are falling $3 billion short. 

 Yet every day, 14,000 people become infected with HIV-AIDS and 1,450 women 

die of complications of pregnancy and childbirth. The World Health Organization puts 

those paternal deaths higher – at 1,600 a 



 As for the world environment, which was part of the Cairo agenda, Nafis Sadik, 

who presided over that conference and is now the Secretary General’s envoy for HIV-

AIDS in Asia, said this in 1994: “ If we had paid more attention to empowering women 

30 years ago, we might not have to battle so hard for sustainable development today.” 

  

 It should be clear by now that calls for involving women in development are no 

longer expressions of opinion. Promoting the rights of women – or, if you wish, giving 

more attention to women – is not a matter of ideology, of radical feminism, of Western 

bad examples or any other theoretical cause. The women of Africa, Latin America and 

Asia are disproving such facile explanations every day. Facts are facts. The statistics are 

there in plain view and piling up, collected by the World Bank, the United Nations 

Development Program – which published the report on the Arab world that listed the 

repression of women as one of the three great deficits of Arab societies – by Unicef, 

Unifem and so many other agencies and programs, along with scores of governments and 

hundreds of NGOs. 

 Both extremes in the debate on the role of women in crucial areas of development 

and the health and wealth of nations might do well to end their arid debates. On one side 

are those who would look for moral or theological reasons to deny women an equal as 

possible place in society. On the other side are some women’s groups that can be equally 

absolutist and uncompromising in pressing for what look like wholesale remaking of 

traditional cultures in the same of gender equality. Were they to debate their positions in 

the poorest villages on earth, they would certainly be regarded as about as relevant to 

daily life as creatures from outer space.   

 There are new ways to frame the discussion of the Cairo legacy. Practicality is 

one standard that can be applied with minimal emotional heat. If the statistically based 

conclusions of the World Bank and UNDP on the major impact of improvements in the 

lives are women are taken as a guide, programs can much more effectively meet needs 

within the contexts of varying social traditions and beliefs. What can be said about sex in 

anything-goes Thailand, for example, is very different than what may acceptable in rural 

India, where discussion may require a great deal more circumspection.  
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cities and depleted natural resources – notably farmland and water -- are more likely to 

face conflict. 

 In many troubled countries, the report also said, girls lag behind boys in 

educational attainment, women have fewer chances to work outside their homes, and 

reproductive health services and information are less readily available. The links were 

clear. 

  When the report was released, Robert Engelman, one of its co-authors said in a 

statement that “There are many benefits to societies in shifting toward lower rates of  

birth and death, but the idea that the demographic transition could actually reduce the risk 

of violent civil conflict is new to the security community.” 

 A demographic transition owes much to the ability of women to control the size 

of their own families though access to safe contraception and competent help throughout 

their reproductive lives. That should be obvious. Women have the babies. In the world at 

large, the poorest women in the poorest countries, where female status is low and health 

care minimal, will be producing almost all of this century’s population growth. From 

what I have seen and heard from women like these, they do not want to play this role by 

default. Like women anywhere, they want choices. 

 When given those choices – to choose, for example, a reliable contraceptive over 

sterilization in a filthy clinic, or a breathing space to rebuild an anemic body rather than 

deliver another unplanned child – women bring fertility down, without rhetoric or 

fanfare. Pressures on food supplies are reduced, demands for education rise. Countries do 

not produce millions of young people who live without hope and often die in conflicts 

that are the only work they can find. 

 When AIDS ravages whole countries, instability and poverty also increase. 

Orphans number in the millions, creating another tragic source of hungry, disaffected 

youthful recruits.  But preventing the wildfire spread of the virus means changing 

behavior, and that includes giving women the right to say no and the right protection for 

saying yes. There are no ways around such facts.               

 In this anniversary year, the time seems right to shift the emphasis of Cairo’s 

legacy away from what threats traditional social structures could face if women’s lives 
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