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Low Fertility and Policy Responsesin Some Developed Countries
With Special Reference to Europe

Antonio Golini

1. Demographic Changes and Political Responses

In recent years, the attention to social policy and its interaction with em-
ployment and economic policies has increased considerably in the supranational
and national political discussion. In particular, in the European Union the analysis
of the socia situation takes on new importance in light of the “European Social
Agenda’ and the renewed concerns over social exclusion and pensions. It has
been precisely the alarm over the sustainability of the pension system and the wel-
fare system — as we have developed it in Europe starting from Bismarck’s con-
struction in the late 1800s — that has attracted the attention of politicians, and now
also of part of the public opinion, on the “demographic shock” that European
countries are undergoing or are about to undergo. Demographers had long, but to
no avail, predicted punctually the arrival of the shock and its enormous scope. But,
as it was said, it was necessary for economists and politicians to start to see its
impact on the welfare system for the demographic emergency to become a gener-
alised alarm. Also the Pope Giovanni Paolo Il speaking, for the first time in the
history on the 14™ of November 2002, to the Italian Parliament defined the birth
crisis, the demographic decline and the population ageing like a “heavy threat that
rest on the future of this country [Italy], conditioning already today its life and its
possibilities of growth” (Giovanni Paolo 11, 2002).

The growing and continuous raising of the expectation of life, the fact that
fertility is remaining at low or extremely low rates, and the consequent ageing of
the population are the phenomena which, in recent years, have most characterised
the population of the European Union, and also of many other European countries,
and are leading to the end of the growth of EU population. According to the Euro-
stat projections, most of the regions in the European Union will see their popula-
tions stagnate or decrease by 2015 (Eurostat, 2002). And thus, in recent years,
foreign immigration has become the main factor of growth of the EU population:
70% of the European Union’s population increase in the past 5 years has, in fact,
been due to the migration component.

At the same time, as an obvious consequence, major changes have taken
place in households and families. In particular, three trends are being emerged. In
the first place, the percentage of families made up of two parents and their cohab-
iting children is progressively decreasing (from 52% in 1988 to 46% in 2000). In
the second place, in the past 15 years, the percentage of children who live in one
parent families, almost exclusively with the mother, has increased significantly (in
1998, 13% of all dependent children lived with one parent, compared to a much
lower 8% registered in 1983). In the third place, the number of one-person house-
holds is increasing and the average households size is decreasing (to slightly more
than two members). In the Community area, the first stage of life as a couple is
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more and more often taking the form of cohabitation, since young people tend to
postpone marriage until they wish to have children or when they are certain that
their relationship has become stable. In 2001, 33% of all couples of young EU
citizensless than 30 years old had, in fact, chosen cohabitation (Eurostat, 2002).

In particular, it is the low — extremely low in many cases — fertility that is
the element characterising the population of Europe and its countries during this
historic period; and therefore, through the popul ation changes, one of the elements
characterising society, the economy, culture, collective psychology, and interna-
tional relations. On the average, in Europe, the Total Fertility Rate (TFR) has
dropped to 1.4, an “unimaginable” value only a few years ago. In some European
countries or regions, it has even fallen to 0.8-0.9, a value that is close to the abso-
lute minimum that can be registered for fertility in real populations of countries
that are not extremely small and which thus have a considerable population size".

In this situation — and considering that in today’ s perspective fertility does
not appear easy to change in the short term —, the questions we can ask ourselves
are: whether Europe will be short of children; and whether such low levels of fer-
tility are sustainable in the longer run as far as their social, economic, and many
other implications, at both the domestic and the international level, are concerned.
These questions arise from the fact that from the demographic standpoint, the
most important implication of low or very low fertility levels is the intense and
rapid ageing of the individuals, the families, the populations, and all the
subpopulations, starting from the labour forces. The two greatest difficulties in
countries or areas with prolonged extremely low fertility levels (characterised by a
TFR lower than 1.3 or 1.2) are connected with the sustainability, mentioned
earlier, of the pension system, and the sustainability of a labour force that is
declining rapidly and ageing intensely. On the other hand, in the countries or areas
where low fertility levels (characterised by a TFR around 1.7-1.8) is registered, the
very gradual reduction of the labour force could result in an advantage in a phase
such as this where Europe could be short of jobs’. On the basis of the results of
various simulations, it would seem, in any case, that where extremely low fertility
levels continue for 70-80 years, the deformation of the age structure would cause
such an accentuated momentum that the population decline could reach a point of
no return.

11n 1998, | attempted to evaluate how low fertility can go in a real population. Besides giving
some of the lowest TFRs observed (e.g. 0.77 in the former Eastern Germany in 1994, or around
0.80 in some Italian provinces in the first years of ‘90s), | also calculated a TFR of 0.72 by com-
bining the lowest age-specific fertility rates observed between 1990 and 1995 in national popula
tions. With respect to cohort fertility, according to the lowest fertility in Italian provinces | simu-
lated a case in which 20-30 percent of all women remain childless and the rest have just one child.
This results in 0.70-0.80 children as the lower boundary for cohort fertility. Whether such low lev-
elswill actualy be reached at national level is a different question (Golini, 1998).

2 Referring to the medium variant of the projections of the Population Division of the UN (2001),
we find that for Italy and France, who currently have a totally similar population size (58-59 mil-
lion inhabitants), the 20-39-year-old population should drop between 2000 and 2010 in Italy by 3.3
million from the current 17.3 million; on the other hand, in France it should drop by 0.9 million
from the current 16.7 million. The Italian decrease (334,000 per year) could cause a crisis in the
production system, while the French decrease (88,000 per year) is decidedly easier to manage and
could even prove to be beneficial, as has been explained in the text.
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Faced with demographic trends that may lead to a zone of unsustainability
of the trends and even to a point of no return®, which may thus become dangerous
for the future survival of the populations, it is necessary to ask what the appropri-
ate political responses may be, at what territorial level they should be adopted,
and to whom they should be directed.

From a macro standpoint, this is a problem aready at the territorial level,
because it is a question of drafting and implementing policies which, athough
they necessarily take into account the different traditions of the family policiesin
the European Union, have a common frame of reference in order to attempt a
harmonisation of European policies. These are policies that should then have a na-
tional and, especialy, local validity, with reference to homogeneous areas of in-
tervention (for example, metropolitan areas, depopulating mountain areas, etc.).

From a micro standpoint, it is possible to pose the alternative of whether
policies must privilege the family or the individual. If we were to opt for the indi-
viduals, then it would be a question of seeing what kind of priority to give: for ex-
ample, children or the elderly, women or fathers, and so on. But by privileging in-
dividuals at the micro level, there is a risk of causing an excess of individualism,
already so widespread in European societies, moreover encouraged by a growing
level of education (which, positively, tends to stress the values of the individual
qualities of each person) and the modern work activities (which, positively, are
eliminating the repetitive jobs lacking individual contributions). It should aso be
considered that from a micro point of view and looking again at the European ex-
perience, one can notice the passage of a single person through an increasing
number of families, which in turn feeds individualism. In this framework, family
IS not seen as a fundamental socia structure where a person can normally live
with satisfaction his’her whole adult life, but families are seen as transition phases
of the own individual life. But even if in his’her own life a person passes through
several families, implementing policies that support and strengthen the family
means, in any case, increasing the well-being of the individuals and social cohe-
sion. The best political response is perhaps precisely that addressing the family.

Supporting the family means, in practice, implementing a policy that at the
micro level has a holistic view of the population-related problems, and not a sec-
toral policy that, in fact, tends to privilege certain groups of individuals and thus,
almost necessarily, to be detrimental to the others. A sectoral policy which, at the
macro level, unfortunately seems to be in effect in the United Nations system,
where the problems of the population are segmented and treated separately, thus
cauii ng the unitary nature and consistency of the social policies of the sector to be
lost™.

% On the problem of the sustainability of low fertility in the long term, to measure it, it is possible
to identify (Golini, 2000) various parameters that, first of all, highlight the situation from the
demographic standpoint.

* In the United Nations system, there are: UNFPA, the United Nations Fund for Population, which
occupies itself aimost exclusively with birth control, even if seen in a broader context; UNICEF,
which deals with children, a Social Affairs Commission for older persons, UN Women, the IOM
and the UNHCFR for immigrants and refugees, the UNAIDS for HIV/AIDS, and so on, with a se-
ries of agencies, commissions, and funds that do not always succeed in communicating and col-
laborating effectively with one another.
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2. Family and Social Policies

2.1. The Different Traditions of Family Policiesin the European Union

Although the demographic trends and social changes, mentioned above
and described further in the appendix, are observable throughout the entire Euro-
pean Union, their incidence varies considerably from one Member State to an-
other. Within the European Union, there are various social policies adopted by the
Member Countries in order to organically organise government intervention in the
family sphere.

Nevertheless, in most countries of the European Union, family policy is a
concept that is not perfectly defined, used to refer to legidative and financial
measures and services addressed to families with the precise intention to improve
their well-being. Indeed, most of the countries have never developed an explicit
family policy — meant as a series of socia-policy programmes intended to reach
specific aims concerning family well-being — but instead have introduced a series
of legidative measures, monetary subsidies and services, which, within other con-
texts of the socia policy, implicitly take into consideration the family dimension
of the social policies.

In the same way, a family and a household, the subject of these policies,
are not defined clearly in time and space, since their formation and dissolution are
subject to various, profound transformations’. Precisely in order to narrow down
and define the field of analysis, already back in 1978, several scholars proposed
the inclusion within family policies of only those addressing couples with children
(Kamerman e Kahn, 1990). A complete overview of family policies is given in
Scheme 1.

® For example, it may be noted how variable the proportion of civil marriagesin the various Euro-
pean countries is, and how divorce has been provided for by the various legislations in very differ-
ent time periods. In reference to the most recent times, it can be seen how homosexual marriages
are permitted in The Netherlands; such couples in France are permitted the so-called “PAC”,
which is more simply a civil “agreement” (which may be signed also by persons who decide to
live together, for example friends, without their union being considered a “marriage’, even by
themselves). In Italy, neither of these two forms of recognised, ratified union is permitted, but only
a de facto union. These differences in legislation obviously reflect different conceptions of the
family bond and ingtitution. It is not by chance that very violent contrasting stances have been, and
continue to be, expressed at the UN every time there is an attempt to approve documents and rec-
ommendations that concern the family. And the contrast begins already with the title — family vs.
families — to be given to the chapter of recommendations.
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Scheme 1. Components of family policy

~— Core'Traditional’ components
- Direct cash transfers (e.g. family allowances,
housing benefits, educational scholarship, etc)
Narrow definition << - Indirect cash transfers (e.g. tax relief, subsi-
dies)
Maternity and parental leave & benefits
Childcare facilities

(

/ ‘Non traditional’ components

- Elder care dlowances

- Pension contribution for people with family
responsibilities

- Workplace policies (flextime, telework, etc)

Family law
- Marriage legidation
- Divorcelegidation
- Rights of cohabiting couples
- Child support legislation
- Abortion and contraception law
- Abuselegidation
- Child welfare law
- Young offenders’ law

Broad definition

Services
- Education
- Hedth
- Shelter for abused spouse and children
- Child welfare services

Other public policies
- Public transport
- Immigration laws
- Unemployment support and benefits
- Traning

Source: Gauthier A. H., 2000

The analysis of the division between the public and private sphere of the
various charges aiming to support the family makes it possible to delineate the
different conceptions at the basis of the family policies in the various countries.
Different lines of action and contents of the policies supporting families reflect the
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characteristics of the different welfare state systems. For the sake of brevity it is
possible to refer to the main family-policy elements of a “Scandinavian model”,
represented by Sweden, a “Francophone model”, represented by France, and a
“Southern model”, represented by Italy (Sgritta G. B., 1997). These three models
correspond to family policies based respectively on the accentuated independence
of theindividuals, on an explicit and programmed socia policy and on the central-
ity of the family.

Sweden, perfectly integrated into the Scandinavian model, has been char-
acterised by the centrality attributed to the question of gender equality and the at-
tention paid to children’s needs and rights, through the introduction of social
measures that allow parents to reconcile their work and family life.

France is one of those countries which have created an explicit socia pol-
icy which with time has succeeded in reconciling demographic aims®, cost of
children, and gender equality, thanks to generous forms of monetary transfers in
favour of families and services, enabling women to carry out a non-conflictual
dual role of working mothers.

On the other hand, Italy, like the other countries of the European Union’s
South, has not formulated an explicit family policy, on the contrary giving rise to
a fragmentary and inconsistent socia policy that has trandated into family trans-
fers supporting families with children that are definitely limited. In Italy, thereis
no universal system of family allowances for people who have children, and the
public services for early childhood and policies aimed at reconciling work and
family life are poorly developed; within the European Union only Spain remains
in this situation. The fascist experience in Italy and Francoist experience in Spain,
characterised by a strong government intervention in population policies, have
probably contributed to strengthening a traditional family form, creating a family
based on the solidarity of family and relatives. According to this form, the family
system functions on the basis of family and intergenerational solidarity throughout
the entire lifecycle. The basic ideais that the social-reproduction duties are almost
exclusively the responsibility of the family and only to a subsidiary extent of the
State. In this context, the latter has created for itself arole of “non-intervention”.
At the same time, within this model, the State has provided for a fiscal and social
policy, aso in line with family law, in which there is an extended definition of
family duties. These obligations extend to relatives and in-laws, and in any case
beyond the nuclear family, even in the case where the members live in different
places.

2.2. The Cost of Children

Within the European Union, as in other developed areas of the world, the fer-
tility issue is by now largely connected with the cost of children. Here “cost” re-
fers only to two elements: the responsibility for supporting children, i.e. who has
to financially shoulder the cost of children as consumers of goods and services,
the responsibility for the care, i.e. who has to shoulder the cost of children in
terms of care time. The ways of interpreting and dividing the burden of these re-

®In fact, France and Sweden were the first countries to have to deal with the fertility decrease, al-
ready at the end of the 19™ century.
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sponsibilities give rise to policies and regulations aiming to support the parents
income, concerning working mothers, parental leave, and possibly the creation
and functioning of public servicesfor children.

2.2.1. The Financial Cost of Children: Direct And Indirect Monetary Trans-
fersand the Collective Conscience of Births

Family allowances were introduced to respond to the spread of poverty, wide-
spread especially among large families, as well as to propose a solution for the
fear of the fertility decrease (between 1870 and 1920, the average number of chil-
dren per woman had halved in many European countries). Today, family allow-
ances occupy a fundamental position within the framework of the forms of mone-
tary support to families with children. In most of the countries of the European
Union, allowances are of a universal nature, i.e. envisaged for al families with
children and financed, generally speaking, through the tax administration. But
severa countries, such as Italy, envisage a selective distribution, i.e. directed only
to certain categories of families with children.

The amount of the allowance varies according to the family policy. Sweden
envisages the assignment of a high monthly allowance only starting with the 3™
child, while for the first and second it gives an alowance in line with the EU av-
erage. France envisages an amount in relation to the children’s age; in particular,
it provides for the assignment of the contribution only starting from the second
child, a contribution that becomes very sizable for the third child (as in Sweden).
Instead, in Italy allowances are differentiated on the basis of income, the number
of the family nucleus, and/or the form of family; the result is that only a very
small number of families manages to receive the alowances.

Graf. 1. Amount of allowances by number of children in some EU countries
(1999)

O 1° child @ 2° child O3° child

Germany  Netherlands UK Sweden Finland Belgium Ireland Spain Greece

Source: Naldini M, Saraceno C., 2001
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It is important to stress that family allowances are not only an important,
and sometimes fundamental, financial aid to parents, but contribute to create and
nourish a different culture, a collective conscience with regard to birth and child-
raising. In fact, they are also a tangible, directly and constantly perceptible and
perceived, measure of the interest of the collectivity in child-raising, thus contrib-
uting to giving them a dimension of a collective good, reducing that of an exclu-
sive good of the couple. Also, family allowances reduce the iniquity which, in
terms of income and savings, and therefore of wealth, is created between couples
with children (children who in the future will shoulder the burden of financing the
pension system for everyone, when it is a Pay As You Go system) and couples
who deliberately decide not to have children. On this topic we come again in the
final section of the paper.

The State contributes to the financial cost of the children also through spe-
cific tax treatments (almost always in the form of tax relief) for families. These
are indirect monetary transfers that are difficult to take into account in the evalua-
tion of social policies because of the diversities in the tax systems, and in the cal-
culation systems used to take into account the composition of the family nucleus.
This type of facility for dependent children is another form of compensation for
the monetary costs of child support and is, especialy for high-income families, a
more important benefit than family allowances themselves. It is, however, a bene-
fit that isless direct and lessimmediately perceivable.

In most EU countries, there are other monetary services to support the cost of
child support: allowances granted at the moment of birth, as services for one-
person families, alowances for child support and care during early childhood or
school age, as well as aid for housing expenses in favour of dependent children.
These forms are practically unknown in Italy.

The offering in terms of family policy, as financial support to couples, is thus
very diversified within the European Union and also within each country, since
local authorities give, in addition to or in replacement of, local-level financia
support.

2.2.2. The Cost of Childcare in Terms of Time and Opportunity: Childcare
Services and Social Measures Envisaged for Working Parents

With the intention of softening the inequalities among countries, in the early
1990s the European Union promoted reconciliation policies, i.e. aiming to draft
directives, recommendations, briefings, and suggestions to the various countries
so that they would adopt measures capable of safeguarding the possibility of rec-
onciling work and family life.

The diversitiesin the contents and policies actually adopted in the single coun-
tries reflect the different conceptions of the family and the characteristics of the
different welfare systems.
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Scheme 2: Welfare System, Family Role, and Reconciliation Policies in European
Union Countries: 3 Groups of Countries

WELFARE SYSTEM

FAMILY ROLE

RECONCILIATION POLICIES

Scandinavian
countries

SOCIALDEMOCRATIC:
Public intervention tends to
replace both the market and
the family, and aims to guar-
antee access to equal services
for all.

Emphasis on individua
citizenship rights (also for
economic and tax benefits)
and very limited family-
assistance obligations

Integrationist-type reconciliation
policies intended to reconcile work
and family, through the defence of
gender equality both in leaves and
in flexible forms of work, and in
children’s rights through the wide
availability of services for early
childhood with high-quality stan-
dards, financed with public funds

Francophone
countries

CONSERVATIVE-
CORPORATIVE:

The State is in a subsidiary
position compared to the fam-
ily; it contributes to lessening
the family burden by means
of programmed support poli-
cies

Assignment to the family
nucleus of the responsibili-
tiesfor care and assistance

Reconciliation policies based on
segregationist strategies, i.e. with a
clear separation between work for
the family and work for the mar-
ket, which take place in time se-
guence, through long leaves paid
entirely or in part, childcare ser-
vices, family allowances, and tax
benefits

Southern Euro-
pean Union
countries

LIBERAL TYPE: The State
has a subsidiary role, and
does not normally intervene
in the family sphere; female
employment is widespread,
but poorly paid and not very
qualified

Assignment to the family
nucleus of the responsibili-
ties for care and assistance.
Family solidarity is obliga-
tory, because there is no
aternative.

Consider the reconciliation be-
tween work and family life as a
private affair that women must
manage in agreement with their
employers. These policies are
based on “familyist” strategies, in
which all responsibility for child-
care rests on the shoulders of the
women of the extended family.
The labour market does not present
favourable conditions and the wel-
fare model of reference implicitly
presupposes a strong family soli-
darity, gender relations, and mar-
riage stability, but clashes with a
rapidly changing social reality.

Source: adapted from cisi A, Vinci M., 2002

for working parents must be considered.
- Public Childcare Services. The offering is particularly differentiated among

In this framework, the childcare services and social measures envisaged

European Union countries, as among the different age groups too. The public ser-
vices for children up to 3 years of age, together with parental leaves, are of strate-
gic importance for allowing working mothers to support, without disproportionate
burdens, the cost of their children. The territoria distribution of these servicesis
not high in any of the European Union countries, but is particularly low where
women’s participation in the labour market is limited, as in Italy. On the contrary,
these services are more widespread where the women’s employment rate is higher,
as in Sweden (Censis, 2001). Table 1 below shows the substantial difference that
exists between the 0-3 year and 3-6 year age groups.
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Table 1. Public childcare servicesin some European countries 1990-1995

Age at the begin- Age group of children and percentage of
ning of school children admitted to public services®
0-3 3-6 6-10°
% % %
Austria 6 3 75 6
Belgium 6 30 95+ 2
Denmark 7 48 82 623
Finland 7 21 53 53
France 6 23 99 30t
West Germany 6 2 78 5
East Germany 6 50 100 88
United Kingdom 5 2 60 <&
Greece 6 3 70 <5!
Ireland 6 2 55 <5t
Italy 6 6 91 2
Holland 5 8 71 <5t
Portugal 6 12 48 10
Spain 6 2t 84 2
Sweden 7 33 72 643

aFor public services we meant all the services where more than half per cent of the total cost is paid by public
funds: in most countries this cost is supported by public resourcesin a percentage from 75 to 100.

° Data are not referred to the compul sory education but to educational and socialization services provided for
school age children

1 gpproximate data

2 Not available information but in any case under 5%

3 to this values pupils aged 6 and over should be added

Source; European Commission 1996 in Naldini M, Saraceno C., 2001

In several countries of southern Europe, including for example Italy, the
historic reason for the limited existence of services for children of 0-3 year age
group lies in the little value attributed to this type of care compared to the
mother’s own care, and in the very high cost of this type of service. In these coun-
tries aso, where there is alack of collective services compensated for through the
recourse to the informal care of the family and, in particular, of women, there has
been an introduction of new regulations that increasingly take into account the
possibility of forms of care aternative to collective public services.

In other countries, this type of service is used very little because of a dif-
ferent conception of what the most suitable forms of childcare are. Thisisthe case
in Sweden, where it is preferred, during the first year and a half of the child slife,
to resort to care that involves both parents (this basic arrangement of Swedish
education finds legidlative confirmation in the possibility for a parental |eave).

There are also forms of individua care, in aternative to parental leave,
which are supported by public resources. In particular, France has witnessed the
public support given to non-collective childcare services increase with the passing

455



Journal of Population and Social Security (Population), Supplement to Volume 1

of time; these have mostly taken the form of tax benefits. These benefits are of -
fered to those who, for work reasons, or due to the lack of collective public ser-
vices, or else for different needs, decide to resort to a recognised nursery assis-
tance (assistante maternalle agrée), or a person who provides home childcare.

- Forms of Protection for the Mother

Women are thus protected by Community regulations and national provi-
sions against specific risks connected with their situation, at the same time pre-
venting it from being used as an excuse for on-the-job discrimination (European
Commission, 2000 e Ufficio delle pubblicazioni ufficiali della Comunita Europee,
2002). In order to ensure that, regardless of the country where they work, women
are sufficiently protected before and after childbirth, i.e. to ensure women'’s health
at the workplace, a minimum period of leave and protection from arbitrary dis-
missal have been provided.

The definition of a breastfeeding-woman worker and a woman worker who
has recently given birth refers to the national legislation of each country, thus
varying according to the country. These differences give rise to different degrees
of protection of the woman workers.

During pregnancy and breastfeeding, women are entitled to a certain level
of health and safety at work. With this in mind, the Directive 92/85/CEE states
that an evaluation of the workplace and tasks performed by pregnant workers,
new mothers, or breastfeeding mothers must be carried out.

The implementation of the directive has permitted the integration of the
provisions that already existed in all EU countries, granting legal status to several
aspects on the subject of protection of health and safety (European Commission,
1999), such as the right to periods of paid leave (where it isimpossible to change
the woman’s job or working conditions) and the right to momentary paid leaves
for perinatal check-ups. The directive also prohibits the dismissal of pregnant
workers or workers on maternity leave.

- Social Measures Envisaged for Working Parents

Considering the responsibility mothers have in the raising of their children,
especially when they are very small, and considering the increase of women's
employment, special maternity leaves have been envisaged to provide an obliga-
tory period of abstention from work to which the mother is entitled - except in ex-
ceptional cases - during the period of pregnancy and post-childbirth. Recently pa-
rental leave, i.e. the optional period of abstention from work (obviously after
childbirth) has been introduced, with both the father and the mother being entitled
to it. The differences in the duration and compensation envisaged for the mater-
nity leave are significant among the EU countries, athough they are decidedly
lower than those existing for parental leaves. For example, in the directive, the
maternity leave is envisaged for a minimum of 14 weeks in the United Kingdom,
while the maximum is 28 weeks in Denmark.

As for paternity leave, this may be taken by the father only in the event of
the death or seriousillness of the mother.
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In Sweden, where the leave was introduced in 1974, by now the prevailing
ideais that both parents must care for the child during the first year and a half of
his life. With this in mind, the legidation has provided for a fair distribution of
rightsin terms of compensation and duration of leave. Table 2 shows the situation
of parental leavesin Europe.

3. What Arethe Prospectsin Demographic Changes and Political Responses?

It may be stated that up to now, in the countries of the European Union, so-
cial policy and family policies have pursued amost all the objectives that had
been set, with particular regard for the setting-up of an equal family relationship
between spouses (Commaille J., Strobel P., Villac M., 2002). It should be stressed
that the transformations of the family and of family policies have taken place in
parallel with the condition of women.

Women's new condition — in the family, in interpersonal relations, in educa-
tion, and in employment — which by now has a firm hold in the collective con-
science, has both fed the modernisation process and drawn nourishment from it, in
a spira that has brought everything in the family and in society to change. It has
also been aided by the significant growth of women’s education and by the pro-
found and incisive changes in the production structure, in which the weight of the
heavy-industry and building sectors (in which the presence of women is certainly
more difficult and therefore rarer) has decreased, and that of the services sector
(where the presence of women is certainly easier and more in demand) has
strongly increased. This change has taken place in paralel with the availability of
easy, inexpensive and safe contraceptives that, moreover, arrived on the market
only about forty years ago. It is precisely due to these factors that within just a 50-
70-year period (i.e. in the time of just a couple of generations) a transition has
taken place from a child-oriented family, first to a couple-oriented family, and
then, especialy in Nordic countries, to an individual-oriented family, in which
children’s rights are considered in the same way as the rights of every other indi-
vidual.

The response to this revolution has been a series of family policies that, at
first, to a large extent, were still those conceived and implemented a hundred
years ago, at the time of the fear in France of the great population decline (and
then in Sweden and various European countries, too). But the population policies
of that time, and of afew decades |ater, had been obviously conceived and applied
during a period when the fertility and marriage rates were still moderately high.
The concerns arose especialy if there occurred, or there was a fear of, a slow-
down in the population growth in a country that was more accentuated than that of
countries with which there might be future military or production conflicts.

Now the concerns are, instead, connected with an “excess’ of low fertility
that, together with an accentuated fall in the mortality rate in old age, causes, as
we have said, an intense and rapid ageing, in addition to - in perspective - a popu-
lation decline. Nor can it be hoped that self-regulating driving force will be found
for a better population equilibrium, precisely because of the low/extremely low
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fertility’. The most recent family policy instruments do not, in fact, seem totally
adequate for our times, also because they have been directed towards making fam-
ily life more harmonious, balanced, and easy for al its members. Only very indi-
rectly has the objective of stimulating fertility been posed (Bagavos C., Martin C.,
2000).

| believe that today it is necessary to have a different, at least partially, ap-
proach to family policies, attacking the problem of low fertility directly®. Indeed,
it is unsustainable from two standpoints. that of the woman and the couple who,
as all surveys show, state that they want an average of two children, whereas in
reality they have dightly more than one; and that of the collectivity, which de-
mographically can survive for a very long time with a below-replacement fertility
rate, of around 1.7-1.8 children per woman, but which certainly cannot survive
with one around 1.0-1.3.

In societies with a very low fertility, often for a woman, having a child is
considered as work, and so it is possible to decide not to have one, depending on
the various circumstances of life — not only, asis obvious, the important and seri-
ous ones, but also the less demanding ones. In this situation, having a child is con-
sidered, by the woman and the couple, as merely a right to be exercised if and
when desired; but it is not considered a duty also.

But a population, a society, and an economy can survive only if both work
and having children are considered a duty at the collective level; if the sense of
these duties enters into and takes root in the collective conscience of a people.
Without prejudice, totally, to individual rights: working, and how much, or not
working; having children, and how many and when, or not having them. In order
to obtain this double level, a cultural revolution is necessary, and so should be the
first objective of a family policy that explicitly intends to achieve goals that are
also strictly demographic. Goals which, up to a short time ago, were extremely
difficult to bring out because women might consider them means for keeping
them at home. Now that the position of women is strongly and irrevocably
strengthened outside of the home, and first of all at the workplace, this risk no
longer exists.

The collective sense of duty should also imply an undertaking of responsi-
bility with regard to the entire collectivity. And in fact, as everyone's sense of re-
sponsibility is called upon for limiting births in countries with high or very high
fertility, it may be understood how it may be called upon for increasing them in
countries with extremely low fertility. The problem is that in the first case, sooner
or later, connected with the modernisation process, a community of interests al-
most always comes to be created between the interests of the collectivity and
those of the woman and the couple to fall in the birth rate, while in the second

" Of course we may, and must, rely on foreign immigration, which is absolutely necessary for
Western populations, societies, and economies. But immigration cannot completely fill the demo-
graphic deficit, because otherwise it would have to be extraordinarily massive, thus altering the
social and cultural fabric of the receiving populations.

& Also the Pope Giovanni Paolo 11, in the already mentioned speech of the 14™ November 2002,
stressed the exigency of a political response to an extremely low fertility saying: “... there are also
great opportunities for a political initiative that ... makes less hard, socially and economically, the
procreation and education of the children” (Giovanni Paolo 11, 2002).
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case this community of interests is almost ever not created; so that when the col-
lectivity is interested in raising fertility — moreover, always modest — and the
woman and the couple are interested, instead, in keeping it low, in a Western de-
mocracy it is the individual’s interest that prevails over that of the collectivity
(more than ever when the collectivity is not fully aware of it), and fertility remains
low.

Since, in order to raise the fertility rates of the collectivity from 1.1-1.3 chil-
dren per woman to 1.7-1.8°, the keystone is thase women who want to have 3 or 4
children, where it is desirable to pursue this objective, it will be necessary to make
sure that having 3 or 4 children is not only in the interest of the collectivity, but
also in the interest of the women. In order to obtain a TFR equal to 1.8, one of the
possible distributions of women by number of children may be, in fact, that of Ta-
ble 2

Table 2: Possible distribution of women by number of childrentogetaTFR =1.8

Per capita number of children 0 1 2 3 4 Total
Number of women 15 25 30 25 5 100
Total number of children 0 25 60 75 20 180

In a case such as that of the table, while for 40 percent of women who do not
want to have children or want only one, society must ensure al possible freedom
to follow their aspirations and realise their life projects (as it actually happensin
Western societies), similar freedom should be aso granted to 30 percent of
women who would and should have 3 or 4 children (asit actually does not happen
in Western societies).

In order to deal with and attempt to fight an extremely low fertility rate, and
to create a collective conscience about its necessity, possible policies to consider
would be those which:

1. Guarantee for couples with 3 or 4 children very sizable and lasting family
allowances for the third and fourth children, which would mean:

a)  Gratifying the women and couples by allowing them to have the
desired number of children;

b)  Permitting them, from the economic standpoint, to raise the desired
number of children in an adequate manner, preventing the risk of
poverty for innocent children;

c) Giving them much more trust in the long term challenge that a
child represents; assuring them that from an economic point of
view they will be not alone in the long story of bringing up their
children, even in the case of divorce;

d) Rendering explicit and tangible the interest of the collectivity for
about one third of the couplesto have 3 or 4 children;

%It is useless to stress how a TFR of 1.7-1.8 is still very low, since it is 10-15 percent below the
replacement threshold. This means that in the average-long term, it also brings about an ageing
and a population decline, but these are much more gradual, and therefore more manageable, than
those caused by afertility rate of 1.1-1.2.
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€) Not considering, from the psychological standpoint, these couples
as heterodox, or even extravagant, as, instead, is often the case in
countries with extremely low fertility;

f)  Making the situation fairer in comparison to couples who have de-
cided not to have children, or to have only one, who today have
greater opportunities of higher incomes and savings, and in the fu-
ture will have their pensions paid (in a PAY G system) precisely by
the children of the couples who decided to have children;

g) Giving procreating couples the possibility - much higher for cou-
ples who want no children - to enjoy their leisure time more and
better;

h)  Increasing the number of couples with 2 children since, simply
stated, in order to have athird and then possibly a fourth child, it is
necessary to have a second first.

2. Render the labour market more flexible so as to guarantee, among other
things, that women and men who want to devote themselves to raising
their children for a certain period of time may leave and return to their jobs
very easily. For this purpose, there could be forms of compensation and
incentives for employers;

3. Aid the bringing forward, compared to today’s situation, of the age of
leaving adolescence and starting work and procreation. If a person has his
or her first child after the age of 30, there is no longer the biological time,
social time, and psychological room to be able to consider a third or fourth
child.

4. Lighten the workload of women 40-45 years old, who procreated 3 or 4
children and who are still very busy raising their children, in the care of
their own parents, who are now about 70-75 years old and therefore may
need care and help. For this purpose, there could be forms of intergenera-
tional co-operation and solidarity between the elderly who can be caregiv-
ers and those who need care;

5. Lighten the workload of women 50-55 years old, who procreated 3 or 4
children and who are still very busy raising their children, in the care of
their youngest grandchildren. For this purpose, there could be forms of in-
centive-based volunteer work for young people, for example during the
secondary and tertiary school cycles.

These measures should join the more “classical” family policy ones, shown
in Scheme 1, because the classical tools alone are no longer sufficient. It is neces-
sary to find something more valid and purposeful for managing not only the new
family, but the entire population and society, which are so different from those of
the past.
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APPENDIX

Fertility Below the Replacement Threshold: A Comparison of Three Paths
Annalisa Busetta

1 During the past 40 years, the number of births has decreased considera-
bly in all countries of the European Union (Figures 7 e 8. Data are in table 3). In
particular, since 1960 Italy has seen its number of births drop drasticaly from
910,000 to 523,000 in 1999; at the same time, France has witnessed a decrease
from 816,000 to 744,000 in 1997, while in Sweden the reduction was by about
one fifth of the number of births (from 102,000 to 88,000 in 1999). In the current
situation, due to the widespread use of various types of contraceptives, women are
not normally fertile. In this situation, for a child to be born, the woman (on the ba-
sis of her own choice or that of the couple) must restore the condition of fertility.
The individual, and more in general the couple, must thus face a “ cascade of hier-
archical and reasonable choices’ (Dalla Zuanna G. 1996) that concern the number
of desired children, as well as the choice of the most reliable (and at the same time
least bothersome and unpleasant) contraception method, in order to avoid un-
wanted, or at least unplanned, births.

2. Starting in the 1960s, in almost all the countries of the European Union, a
slowdown in marriages was observed, in the total nuptiality rate and a postpone-
ment of the mean age at first marriage. Although the number of marriages™
(Figure 1 e 2) remains very high, the analyses by age and cohort are starting to in-
dicate in many countries, particularly in northern Europe, a slowdown in the mar-
riage trend and araising of the age at marriage (Saraceno C., Naldini M., 2001).

The 1960s mark a turning point: in France and Italy, it corresponds to the
start of the descending trend that leads to the current values (in 1999, the total
nuptiality rate was 0.57 in France and 0.62 in Italy), while in Sweden™ a sort of
trend reversal is recorded from a period of decline of the above-said rate, to a
phase of relative stability (with the exception of a peak registered in 1989) around
0.50. Infact, it isonly in recent years that the rate has started to decrease again in
Sweden (Figure 3).

From the mid-1900s, there has been a reversal of trend of a falling mean
age at first marriage (Figures 4 e 5). Indeed, in amost all the countries of the
European Union, it tends to rise continuoudy and constantly. For Italy, the drop in
marriages may be attributed to the combination of the decrease in marriages con-
tracted before 20 years of age, and the simultaneous decrease in the age at first
marriage (Santini A., 1986). It is, however, a widespread opinion among popul a-

%1 almost all countries of the European Union, the only form of legally recognised and permitted
marriageis civil marriage. An exception is Italy, where the civil rite isincluded in the religious rite,
as established by the Concordat between the Italian State and the Catholic Church.

! Sweden has a regulation of the couple relationship that has progressively ended up granting an
equal treatment to both de facto couples and married couples.
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tion researchers that if this trend were to become consolidated, a sizable propor-
tion of persons, particularly women who have reached the age of thirty and are
still single, will end up never getting married. The increase in the mean age at first
marriage recorded in France and Sweden is, instead, accompanied by a growth in
cohabitations which, in many countries of the European Union, are unions recog-
nised in many ways by legidation in terms of inheritance, access to public ser-
vices, and access to financia benefits.

3. Fall in the fertility rate has been involving the countries of the European
Union already for several decades. It is a fact that in all developed countries the
fertility is currently at its all-time low and that there is no clear and evident sign of
areversal of trend, at least for the near future (De Rose A., 1997). If we look at
Italy, France, and Sweden, it turns out that in 1999, the Total Fertility Rate
(TFR) does not go past the replacement level, standing respectively at 1.19, 1.77,
and 1.51 (Figure 10). In particular, in Italy the fal in fertility since 1960 goes
through two phases: initially there is arelatively slow decline until 1975 (the TFR
falls from 2.41 to 2.21), while later the decline becomes rapid and substantial, ar-
riving at the all-time low of 1.15 children per woman in 1998. At the same time,
in Sweden the female fertility rate has risen from 1.6 children per woman re-
corded in the late 1970sto 2.11 in 1994, then dropping again during the following
years, remaining, however, at higher levels than in the southern and continental
European countries where, on the contrary, more stable marriages and limited fe-
male employment rates™ should, theoretically speaking, give rise to a greater fer-
tility.

If we observe the cohort total fertility rate (Figure 9) trend of the genera-
tions born between 1930 and 1965, we find results that are not too far apart. Italy
saw a decrease from 2.28 in 1930 to 1.56 in 1962, while France saw its fertility
rate drop from 2.63 to 2.06 (Santini A., 1986). The decline recorded by Sweden
was decidedly slower, with the fertility descending, during the same period, from
2.12 to 1.97. In all cases, there is a situation in which the proportion of women
who pass from the postponement of the suitable time for having children to a de-
finitive renunciation is often significant (De Sandre P., Onagro F., Rettaroli R.,
Salvini S., 1997). In this context, it can be expected that the fertility will remain at
low levels or, at the mogt, that there will be a slight increase in certain countries,
such as Sweden, which could also reach the replacement level.

While Italy is one of the countries with the lowest fertility in the world,
thisindicator also reflects one of the lowest natural fertility, i.e. births out of wed-
lock, among developed countries, even if it is continuously increasing. In fact, in

2 During the 1970s, many demographers asserted the close relationship between low female em-
ployment and high fertility rates. However, since the late 1980s-early 1990s, this relationship
seems to have reversed. It is the countries with high female employment that currently have the
highest rates, while those where female employment is limited not only have reached extremely
low rates, but do not even seem to have curbed the decline yet. On the contrary, in France and the
Scandinavian countries, the fertility level has stabilised, also showing some undeniable signs of an
upswing (Saraceno, C., Naldini, M., 2001). There are various explanations for this reversal of the
ratio of female employment to fertility rate, but they always depend on the way the different socie-
ties react to the growth of female employment and schooling, the way various societies decide to
support the cost of children, and the way they promote economic autonomy.
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Italy, children born out of wedlock in 1999 account for 9.2% of al births, com-
pared to 40.0% in France™ and 55.3% in Sweden. In Italy (ISTAT, 2000), it is
marriage that marks the start of a cohabitation and procreation. Births must take
place during marriage, and an unexpected pregnancy easily leads to a marriage
before the child is born. On the contrary, in Sweden, as in France', more than
half of all births take place within relationships of cohabitation that are hard to
distinguish from marriage, or else outside of the couple relationship (these are of -
ten lone mothers, mostly of young ages) *°. The fal in the to levels below the re-
placement threshold highlights a difficulty in dealing with, in economic and or-
ganisational terms, the presence of children and, at the same time, it highlights a
change in the position that having children brings about in the unmarried and mar-
ried life.

Considerable changes are also recorded in the mean age at the birth of
the first child (Figures 11 e 12). The pattern of fertility, the role of women, their
level of education and insertion into the labour market, and the prevalent pattern
of life as a couple are changing. All this has effects on the mean number of chil-
dren ever born per woman and on the absolute number of children (indicators of
intensity of the variable) and at the same time on the traditional timing of the
unmarried and married life, which is considerably extended. The mean age at the
birth of the first child (indicator of frequency of fertility) isincreasing everywhere
in the European Union: in particular, Italy, after a slight decline recorded from
1960 t01975 which brought the mean age down from 25.8 to 24.7, has embarked
on arapid ascent, which led in 1996 to recording the birth of the first child, on the
average, at the age of 28.3 years. A similar situation exists in France, where the
decline recorded during the first period was barely worthy of note, leading in 1973
to 24.3. On the other hand, during a second period, the mean age at the birth of the
first child recorded a sizable and continuous increase up to the current value
(1996), equal to 28.4. In Sweden, the trend of the mean age at the birth of the first
child registered a different trend up until the first half of the 1970s, then changing
to conform to the Community trend just described for Italy and France. The cur-
rent value, referring to 1998, is equal to 27.8.

4. Within the framework of the procreation choices, a significant importance
is assumed by the break-up of the couple. From one society to another and from
one period to another, the degree of legitimation of divorce (Figure 16) and the
types of reasons acknowledged as legitimate for requesting it change (Barbagli M.,
Saraceno C., 1997). All scholars agree in identifying a strong relationship between
the number of divorces and the introduction of a more permissive legislation con-
cerning divorce (observed in many of the European Union’s countries in the

3 For France, the figure refers to 1997.

| esthaeghe R. sustains that in France, such asin Austria and in East Germany, “ ... extra-marital
fertility rose in tandem with premarital cohabitation to the point that 30 — 45% of all births now
occur to non-married women” (Lesthaeghe R., 2001).

5 “In Protestant countries of Northern Europe, leave the parent nest and form a new household is a
normal step of transition to the adult age, but is not necessarily connected to the building of afam-
ily through the marriage ... In Catholic countries of Southern Europe and in Ireland, children born
only within the marriage and get married is the way to build a new family” in IARD, 2001, “ Stu-
dio sulla condizione e sulle politiche giovanili in Europa’, Milano [page 12]
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1970s). It should, however, be pointed out that the passing of more permissive
laws may have been, depending on the cases, the cause or effect of cultura
changes concerning marriage and its stability (Saraceno C., Nadini M., 2001).
Divorce is, in fact, contextualised in the new scenario of couples relationships: if
people get married it is for love, so the marriage bond can be untied at any time
when the bases for the union are no longer valid. In this scenario, Italy’s case is
particular: divorce was introduced only in 1970 and consists of an initial legal
separation that, after a waiting period, leads to the right to dissolve the union. The
phenomenon is, however, rather limited™: except for an initial peak registered be-
tween 1971 and 1973 because of the then-recent introduction of the law, the total
divorce rate (Figure 17) has always recorded values lower than 0.10 per 1,000. On
the contrary, both France and Sweden have witnessed a continuous increase of the
rate in the past 40 years, reaching 0.51 and 0.35, respectively, in 1998. It should
be pointed out that in Sweden, unlike in other countries of the European Union,
including Italy, the dissolution of a marriage does not entail a situation of greater
vulnerability of the woman, for two reasons: in the first place, most women are
employed and, as such, they are financially independent, and in the second place,
there are active policies supporting female employment and a guarantee of income
for children which make it possible to compensate any financial difficulties that
may be connected with the transition from atraditional to a one-parent family.

1¢ Considering the particular Italian situation, often, to study the phenomenon, recourse is made to
the data concerning separations, which offer abetter picture of the characteristics.
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Figure 11:M ean age of women at birth of first child in Italy, France and Sweden from 1960 to
1999. Period data

29.0
28.5 A
28.0
27.5 A
27.0 A
26.5 -
26.0
255 A
25.0
24.5 -
240 +———

—I|tay —— Sweden — France

1960 1963

Source: Council of Europe 2000

1972 1975 1978 1981 1984 1987 1990 1993 1996 1999

Figure 12: Mean age of women at birth of first child in European Union countries 1999. Period
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