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Foreign policy analysts worry today about the growing economic power of India and 

China, the assertiveness of Russia, and the conflict between the Western powers and their allies 

and Islamic terrorists.  Yet these analysts often overlook a pivotal shift in international relations 

happening slowly but inevitably before our eyes—a completely unprecedented global shift in 

demographic patterns.  European nations are entering a period, unseen for nearly four hundred 

years, of population decline.  Population aging—to a degree never known in human history—is 

occurring in Europe, Japan, and the “Asian Tigers,” soon to be followed by China.  At the same 

time, volatile populations near Europe are rapidly growing and will remain overflowing with 

young people; while urbanization rates in China, India, and Africa will soon approach the levels 

that Europe and North America reached in the 1960s.  These trends will create massive shifts in 

economic and military potential and create pressures for vast international movements of capital 

and labor.  They pose a particularly crucial challenge and opportunity for Europe:  to become a 

shrunken, poorer, and irrelevant population if clinging to isolationism, or to become the pivot for 

a richer and more integrated Atlantic/Eurasian world if Europe embraces its potential for 

globalization. 

This paper examines four major trends in global population that are likely to pose 

significant security challenges to Europe in the next two decades.  These are (1) disproportionate 

population growth in large and Muslim countries; (2) shrinkage in population and dramatic shifts 

in age structure in the European Union; (3) sharply opposing age shifts between first world 

countries and youthful third world countries, especially those close to Europe; and (4) increased 

immigration from third world to first world countries.    

For the most part, these trends cannot be altered by any reasonably practical means 

during the next several decades.   The key to understanding the implications of these trends is 



that the security and conflict problems caused by population growth are not mainly due to 

shortages of resources.  Rather, it is a problem of population distortions—in which populations 

grow too young, or too fast, or too urbanized—for prevailing economic and administrative 

institutions to maintain stable socialization and labor-force absorption (Goldstone 2002, 

Cincotta, Engelman, and Anastasion 2003, Leahy et al. 2007). 

 

I.  The Big Get Bigger, Europe Gets Smaller 

Table 1 shows expected population growth in the twenty-five largest countries in the 

world over the next four decades.  While many of these countries have only modest annual 

growth rates due to recent successes in reducing fertility, they are still feeling the consequences 

of massive growth in the decades before 2000, which have left huge cohorts of child-bearing 

women.  China, due to its one-child policy, has among the lowest fertility in the world; 

nonetheless its population is projected to grow by nearly 120 million in the next eighteen years 

before starting to level off.  Together, China and India will likely add more than 400 million 

people in the next two decades.  That is a gain of almost 1.7 million per month; during that same 

period, the European Union is expected to increase by barely 1 million per year (UN 2007, 

Giannakouris 2008).   

Thus, even as other nations are reducing their fertility closer to replacement levels, the 

unprecedented fall in Europe’s fertility to well below replacement levels means that Europe’s 

share in global population is undergoing a remarkable decline. As recently as 1950, more than 

one in five people on the planet lived in Europe (including Russia, Ukraine and Belarus); in 1975 

it was still roughly one in six.  By 2008, that had fallen to barely one in ten, and by 2050 it will 

likely be about one in twenty (UN 2007, p. 5).   Put in slightly different terms, in 2005, all of 



Europe comprised 731 million, against a global population outside of Europe of 5.8 billion.  In 

2030, however, the population of all of Europe is projected to shrink to just 707 million, against 

7.6 billion outside of Europe (UN 2008).  That is, global population outside of Europe will 

increase by 1.8 billion over these twenty-five years, while Europe’s population will decrease by 

about 20 million. 

 The impact of the shrinking demographic weight of European countries puts them on the 

horns of a dilemma.  If the economies of fast-growing developing countries do not catch up to 

those of the richer countries, then the standard of life enjoyed by the West will seem more elite 

and unfair than ever, fueling resentment of developing country populations against the developed 

West.   On the other hand, if economic growth in those countries does exceed that of the West, so 

that living standards in these countries start to close the gap between rich and poor countries (and 

between rich and poor regions in developing countries), then the combination of shrinking 

populations and lagging economies will render Europe more and more economically irrelevant to 

the world economy in the future.  Greater resentment or greater irrelevance—a difficult choice! 

 The fact that Europe’s population was shrinking relative to that of the rest of the world 

may have seemed a minor matter up the present—after all, Europe’s economies remained rich 

and growing, while the developing countries remained far poorer and were hit by recurrent 

economic crises.  Yet that situation too has suddenly changed.  In fact, since 2000 the economies 

of the leading developing countries have consistently grown faster than the developed economies 

of the West and Japan.  When very large countries with substantial population growth—such as 

India, China, Brazil, Indonesia, Mexico, and others —also have considerably greater rates of 

economic growth than Europe, the center of gravity of the world’s economy will shift rapidly in 

their direction. 



For the last quarter century, from 1980 to 2005, the total value of economic growth in the 

countries that now form the EU-27 was fully one-quarter greater than the total value of all 

economic growth in Asia (excluding the U.S.S.R.).1  Now, however, that situation has suddenly 

and dramatically altered.  In the coming decades, total economic growth in Europe will be but a 

fraction of the total growth in Asia. 

The EU-27’s GDP in 2007 was 16.8 trillion dollars (in current US dollars). Assuming 

growth in GDP per capita of 2.5 percent per year, and given that these states’ total population is 

forecast to grow by only 6 percent to 2030, the EU-27 economy would increase by 14.3 trillion 

dollars (excluding inflation) by 2030.  For Asia, 2007 GDP is still less than that of the EU, at 

14.1 trillion (again in current US dollars).  But due to modest growth in GDP per capita plus 

large population increases in most countries, total GDP is growing far more rapidly in this 

region.  Even Pakistan and Thailand have achieved recent growth rates over 5 percent per year, 

while Asia’s largest countries—India and China—have been growing by 8 percent or more per 

year. If Asia can sustain a population-weighted growth rate of total GDP of 6 percent for the 

years up to 2030, the increase in Asia’s GDP over that period would be 39.8 trillion dollars¸ or 

nearly three times the total economic growth in the European Union.  After 2030, when the EU 

population is projected to decline, the situation grows even worse.  From 2030 to 2050, even if 

growth falls to 5 percent in Asia (not implausible, as Japan and Korea sustained 5 percent per 

annum growth rates for four decades during their industrialization), then in these decades, even if 

Europe sustains a 2.5 percent per year growth in GDP/capita, total economic growth in Asia 

would be more than four times greater than growth in Europe. 

Thus the dilemma—if Asian GDP does not grow at 5 percent per year, living standards in 

Asia will not catch up to those in Europe and Japan.  Yet if Asian GDP does grow at that pace, 
                                                 
1 All the calculations in this paragraph are based on data from IMF (2008). 



then given the size of Asia versus Europe, the preponderance of economic growth on the 

Eurasian continent will be occurring outside of Europe.  That means that greater degrees of 

investment and innovation are likely to be drawn to areas outside of Europe, further weakening 

Europe’s economic strength and leadership.  In other words, we are on the cusp of a global 

tipping point, in which East and South Asia come to eclipse Europe and as the major source of 

global economic growth. 

The United States, where continuing migration and higher fertility are sustaining growth, 

will not likely be similarly affected.  The US population is expected to grow by over one-third, 

increasing by nearly 140 million to 2050, in the same time that the EU population is expected to 

grow by only 20 million. 

The Soviet Union, Ukraine, and Belarus, on the other hand, are facing an even more 

dramatic population decline than the EU.   Under current trends, these countries are likely to lose 

a quarter of their population by 2050.  Yet while this poses considerable economic threats for 

Belarus and Ukraine, this is less of a problem for Russia, which obtains much of its GDP from 

commodities.  Since the value of commodity exports does not depend very much on the size of 

the population, this demographic decline has the paradoxical effect of making Russia 

substantially richer on a per-capita basis, providing a substantial amount of “bonus” income to its 

government. 

It is also worth noting, as shown in table 1, how much global population growth in the 

coming half century is concentrated in countries with substantial Muslim populations.  Today, 

countries that are predominantly Muslim or have large Muslim minorities constitute ten of the 

world’s twenty-five largest countries.  By 2050, they will constitute fifteen of the top twenty-five 

(including Russia, which will have well over 30 million Muslims by that date), and their 



populations will have increased by 1.32 billion, while the population of the EU gains 20 million 

and that of the U.S. 140 million.  In the next half century, it is difficult to think of any foreign 

policy task more important than improving the relations among Islamic and Western peoples; for 

by mid-century Europeans will be a far smaller portion of the world’s population, and the world 

will be home to much larger Muslim populations than today. 

 

II. The Rich Get Fewer, and Older 

If a change in relative rates of population growth were all that was happening, that would 

be a major matter in and of itself.  But it is being greatly compounded by another leap into the 

unknown—an aging of populations in the richer countries (including Korea and Japan, and after 

2030 in China too) that has no precedent in human history. 

 Not only are the European countries stagnating or shrinking, their populations are rapidly 

getting older as they do so.  Table 2 (omitting only the smallest EU states) shows this pattern, 

and its consequences for the size of the work force, the retired population, and the elderly.  This 

table shows the situation expected when those children already born in 1995 reach retirement age 

in 2060.  Compared to the situation in 2008, this is how things will have changed: 

 Total population is forecast by Eurostat to have peaked in the EU-27 in 2040, and then 

decline, so that the net increase in population will be only 10 million  by 2060 (Eurostat 2008).  

However, this is based on the perhaps optimistic estimate that the EU will allow nearly 60 

million new net migrants in this period, or about 12 percent of the EU expected population.  

Without this migration, mainly to Germany, Spain, Italy, and the UK, the EU’s population would 

fall by nearly 50 million.   



 Despite the expected immigration to offset falling numbers, however, the population 

aging will be extraordinary.  The working-age population will decline in absolute terms by some 

50 million.  Declines will be especially great in Germany, Italy, and Poland; the UK and Ireland 

are the only countries expected to have a significant percentage increase in their work force.  

While the overall loss of workforce in the EU to 2060 is forecast to be a modest 15 percent, this 

masks great regional variations.  Several large countries, like the UK and France, will be 

growing or stable.  However, most other EU countries are facing a decline in workforce that can 

only be described as disastrous: declines of nearly 30 percent in Germany, Hungary, and the 

Czech Republic; losses of 40 percent or more in many eastern and central European states. 

Even more striking is the increase in the old and very old that will occur at the same time.  

Historically, the percentage of people surviving past sixty-five has been very low; usually they 

formed less than 10 percent of the population.  In most developing countries today, it is well 

under 5 percent.  Even in the richest countries, such as the United States, as late as 1990 the 

above-sixty-five group comprised only 12 percent of the population.  In recent years, the aged 

population has grown rapidly, reaching a proportion of 15-17 percent in most EU countries.  

While this is substantial, it in no way prepares us for what lies ahead.  By 2060, roughly one-

third of the entire population of the EU will be over sixty-five, and one in eight will be over 

eighty.  No large human population in history has ever had to operate with such a large portion 

of its population in those age brackets. 

 This represents a highly novel and abnormal pattern.  In the great sweep of history, there 

have been long periods in which population growth was stagnant, or even when major epidemics 

(such as the Black Death) substantially reduced populations in large areas.  However, in these 

periods the cause of population stagnation or decline was high mortality, especially among the 



young.  Birth rates remained high, and when conditions were more propitious to growth, 

population increase resumed.  In modern Europe (and other high-income countries, such as the 

US, Canada, and Japan), it is falling birth rates that have precipitated population decline, as 

people have chosen to have smaller and smaller families.  Women are marrying later, if at all, 

and having fewer children.  In seventeen of the EU-27, people have adopted a voluntary “one-

child” policy, with fertility falling below 1.5 (UN 2007, pp. 74-77). The result is an 

unprecedented aging of populations, at the very same time that their national economies can be 

expected to slow and decline dramatically as a percentage of global GDP.   

The projections in this paper are based on Eurostat’s and UN’s “medium” variant, which 

assumes an increase in fertility in those European countries with the lowest rates today (which 

has become visible since 2003), so that they converge closer to the EU average. Thus while these 

results appear extreme, they are based on moderately optimistic projections of fertility; they are 

not a “worst-case” scenario. 

 It is worth stressing how entirely new and unique this situation will be for Europe.  In the 

EU, the working-age population has steadily increased every year from 1950 to 2007 without 

any slowdown, rising by 135 million (or 40 percent).  Yet from 2007 on this trend suddenly went 

into reverse, and will in fact be completely undone:  The working-age population is likely to 

return to the same absolute number in 2050 as it was in 1950.  Moreover, in 2000 the population 

aged sixty and older—for the first time ever—surpassed the under-fifteen population, and will 

continue to grow, so that while in 1950 the zero-to-fourteen population was about double the 

over-sixty population, by 2050 this too will reverse, so that by 2050 the over-sixty population 

will be just over double the population under fifteen (UN 2008). 



 The United States will not see anything like this.  Although the US population will grow 

slightly older, its population over sixty-five is projected to stabilize in 2030 at about 20 percent 

of  the population and remain at that level until 2050, while Europe’s population over sixty-five 

reaches over 30 percent in most countries.  More importantly, the working-age population of US 

is not projected to decline, but instead to grow substantially in this period, increasing by about 50 

million or 25 percent.  

 Russia’s population will grow older as well, with those sixty and over forming about one-

third of the population by 2050.  Yet because Russia’s economy depends more on the value of 

commodity output, rather than on the productivity of its labor force, this may not affect Russia as 

greatly as the other nations of Europe.  The countries more likely to face a similar problem to 

Europe are Korea and Japan.  These nations are aging very rapidly. Their working age 

population is expected to decline by more than one-third by 2050, and their over-sixty 

populations will rise to the remarkable levels of well over 40 percent.  Indeed, in these countries 

the over-sixty population is projected to equal nearly the entire population aged from fifteen to 

fifty-nine by mid-century. 

 This slowdown in population growth in Europe (and Japan and Korea) has major 

implications for overall economic growth (Eberstadt 2001).  Stimulus to the economy from 

growing numbers of consumers and growing demands for housing will simply be absent.  The 

capital growth generated by larger generations of young people approaching their peak earning 

years and saving for retirement will cease as well.  Capital instead will drain away as retirees 

draw down their savings.    

Overall growth will likely decline. When Europe’s working-age population was growing 

at 0.6 percent per year, as it did from 1950 to 2005, even modest increases in output per worker, 



of 2.5 percent per year, provided overall growth levels of 3.1 percent per year or better.  With 

European working-age populations instead shrinking by 0.7 percent per year, as is projected to 

by 2050, the same 2.5 percent increase in real income per capita will yield only 1.8 percent in 

overall growth.  In other words, even if Europe’s productivity growth remains constant, its 

overall economic growth rate will likely be cut nearly in half, from 3.1 percent to around 1.8 

percent, for the next four decades.  

 An overall growth rate this small allows few margins for accumulation to head off 

economic downturns, or to invest for the future.  As Benjamin Friedman (2004) has recently 

argued, substantial growth rates allow more groups to share to some degree in growth, and 

provide social resources for a variety of services and investments.  Overall growth rates below 2 

percent per year, by contrast, allow for little redistribution or investment, and tend to heighten 

social conflicts over such issues as pensions, migration, and labor/employer relations. 

 At the same time, supporting elderly populations will—unless drastic steps are taken—

absorb more and more of gross output.  While the absolute numbers of those in working ages 

will be declining, the absolute numbers of those over sixty-five will be rising: for the EU-27 their 

numbers are expected to nearly double from today’s level, going from 85 million in 2008 to 151 

million by 2060 (Giannakouris 2008, p. 7). 

 To sustain its elderly population, Europe will have to spend more money on health care 

and pension support.  It is not just that an elderly population will be ill; they may be quite active.  

But they will then demand the hip and knee replacements, cornea replacements, heart transplants, 

diabetes treatments, blood-pressure treatments, and other procedures and medications necessary 

to sustain an active and healthy life into older ages.  This will occur at a time when the supply of 

new doctors and nurses will likely decline. 



 Nor is simply keeping the elderly population at work a solution.  Older workers will 

generally not welcome entry-level work at entry-level wages, nor physically demanding work.  

Those gaps in the labor force will have to be filled by younger workers.  Moreover, while older 

workers excel in experience and judgment, they are less good at thinking outside the box.  Path-

breaking innovations in science and technology overwhelmingly come from those under age 

forty-five; countries with fewer and fewer younger workers will struggle not to lose an edge in 

innovation as well. 

 In sum, Europe (and Japan and Korea as well) is facing a brave new world of declining 

labor force and dramatically increased older populations.  Without radical policies to change 

traditional paths of economic growth and income distribution, they are headed to a path of 

sharply reduced economic growth and massive increases on spending for elder care. 

Much of this is well known (Jackson and Howe 2008).  The security implications are also 

increasingly clear.  Europe (as well as Japan) will have far less income available for military 

spending.  European nations’ ability to recruit new soldiers will sharply decline, and those 

soldiers will likely be more costly as entry-level labor becomes scarce.  Whether military 

intervention calls for investment in expensive new technologies, or putting significant numbers 

of “boots on the ground,” Europe will be increasingly unable to maintain current levels of 

military strength. 

Facing these problems, many Europeans take heart from the thought that Britain, France, 

and Germany settled into a comfortable status as second-class powers after World War II, 

focused on economic reconstruction, while the U.S. took over the roles of economic and military 

leadership of the world.  In a future of declining relative population and low growth, they see a 

viable option in retreating into a kind of peaceful and prosperous retirement from world conflict 



and a focus on ecological and philosophical pursuits.  Might it not be good to shrink the rate of 

economic growth to reverse climate change?  Might older populations not be more thoughtful 

and more peaceful? 

Unfortunately, these are highly dangerous illusions.  In the aftermath of WWII, while it is 

true that Europe’s population as a whole declined relative to global population, Europe was still 

in a dynamic growth mode, both demographically and economically, compared to most other 

regions.  Europe’s work force grew steadily, its total economic growth remained strong and 

formed a major portion of global economic growth, and its elderly population was still less than 

one-sixth of its population. None of these conditions will continue to hold in the next half-

century.  Instead, the working-age population will shrink dramatically, Europe’s modest 

increases in economic output will form but a small fraction of global growth, and its elderly 

population will double both in absolute size and numbers.  Without major changes in policy to 

address these new conditions, Europe is headed toward an increasingly smaller, poorer, and far 

less potent role in the world ahead. 

 

III.  Where the Growth Is:  Europe’s Near Frontier 

As if the preceding problems were not enough, there is another striking demographic 

pattern on Europe’s borders.  While Europe will approach the mid-twenty-first century with 

populations that are abnormally tilted toward the old, much of the developing world will have 

populations that are abnormally tilted toward the young.   

 Many countries in the Near East and North Africa, as well as elsewhere in Africa, Central 

and Southeast Asia, and a few places in Latin America are stalled in the early stages of the 

demographic revolution, where death rates have fallen but birth rates remain high.  In these 



countries, both population growth and the youthfulness of the population are extraordinarily 

high. 

 Table 3 lists the fastest-growing countries in the world, and the youngest.  While some of 

the “young” countries are small, the total number of young people in these countries is not small.  

The population of the countries on this list is 750 million. Their under-fifteen population is just 

over 300 million, or about four times the under-fifteen population of the EU-27. 

 This huge pool of man and woman power would normally attract capital to put it to use.  

Unfortunately, conditions for deployment of capital are poor in many of these countries, given 

weak rule-of-law, high corruption, and poor infrastructure.  While economic growth has been 

improving along with quality of governance in these countries, it remains far too small to absorb 

this huge pool of labor.  The immediate result is high rates of un- and under-employment, 

leading to two kinds of powerful pressures.   

One is pressure on domestic patronage networks to grab available income and exclude 

outsiders, leading to civil wars and democratic breakdowns (Goldstone 2002, Khan 2005).  It is 

striking how many of the spots troubled by civil wars or mass killings in the last two decades—

Liberia, Sierra Leone, Congo DR, Somalia, Rwanda, Afghanistan, Uganda, Iraq—are on this list 

of exceptionally young countries.   

Unfortunately, since fertility rates remain high and dropping only very slowly in these 

countries, the prospects for any significant change in these conditions is low. Only two of the 

thirty-seven countries on this list of youthful countries is expected to see its under-fifteen age 

group fall below one-quarter of the population by 2050.  Indeed, current UN projections for 2050 

show seventeen countries at that date where those aged under fifteen will likely make up 30 

percent of the population, and another twenty countries where 25 percent or more of their 



population will likely be in that age group (UN 2007, pp. 61-65).  To the extent that countries at 

this stage of the demographic transition show high risks of political instability (Leahy et al 

2007), the world will continue to be less than peaceful in the coming half-century. 

The second is pressure for emigration to regions that are capital-rich and relatively labor-

poor.  Because most of the states with extremely youthful populations are in the Middle East and 

Africa, the closest such region is Europe, which cannot help but become a magnet for migration 

for this labor (see Map 1). The forces propelling this movement are like gravity, with populations 

being irresistibly drawn from high-youth-density regions to low-youth density regions to take up 

entry-level and physically demanding jobs. 

These countries are also rapidly becoming more urban, as people stream from the 

countryside to mega-cities such as Lagos, Karachi, Jakarta, and Cairo.  Because migration tends 

to happen in steps—from the countryside to cities, from smaller cities to larger ones, and from 

larger cities to international destinations—this initial uprooting will also likely increase the flow 

of international migrants heading from younger, poorer countries to Europe. 

Thus at the same time that Europe’s growth rate will shrink and its military capacity 

decline, the “mirror image” demography south and east of the Mediterranean is likely to produce 

recurrent waves of political turmoil in Europe’s near frontiers in Africa and the Middle East, 

accompanied by powerful pressures—economic, political, and humanitarian—driving migrants 

from those regions to seek to reach Europe. 

 

IV. What is to be done? 

Although there is widespread awareness of the “graying” of Europe’s population, this is 

often seen simply as a distributional problem, requiring a bit more saving now to pay a bit more 



for health care and pensions in the future.  The wholly novel character of the coming 

demographic regime in Europe, and the problems arising from its “mirror image” in the near 

frontier, are in fact a more fundamental problem and will require a more comprehensive 

approach.  Indeed, no one solution can solve a problem of this magnitude.  The best solutions, 

moreover, will deal both with the problem of the slowdown in Europe and the turmoil and 

immigration pressures from excess youth abroad.   

 There are four routes by which Europe can try to profit from this brave new world.  The 

first is to assert technical leadership and enhance its growth possibilities.  The second is to 

improve the viability and dividends from immigration.  The third is to encourage higher fertility 

within European populations.  The fourth is to foster re-balancing emigration, sending some of 

the retired-care and health-care expenses abroad, while supporting overseas political and 

economic development.   

First, Europe needs to reignite, and reinvest in, its technological leadership, ramping up 

investment in productivity-increasing technology.  An increase in productivity producing a 1 

percent greater gain in output per capita per year would more than offset the 0.7 percent decline 

in the workforce.  Increased technological prowess would also help Europe maintain its global 

economic leadership role, as companies and countries in areas of rapid growth would turn to 

Europe for technology, and in turn invest in Europe. 

 However, increasing productivity will require major changes in the way Europe’s 

economy is organized.  The most important source of productivity-increasing growth has been 

new firms and entrepreneurial enterprises (Goldstone 2006).  Europe will have to develop not 

only a more entrepreneurial culture, but also make it easier for individuals to start companies and 

to flexibly use capital and labor.   Depending on large companies and large government 



programs to drive the economy and absorb labor is unlikely to provide the kind of rapid 

productivity and output growth needed to counterbalance population stagnation and decline. 

 Universities in Europe will also have to increase their research productivity and 

collaborations with industry.  In some countries this is already being done, but in others the 

university system needs to be invigorated by more competition, and support for training and 

research in the most technically important fields of biology, materials science, and engineering.   

 Human capital will also have to lean more heavily to technical and engineering fields.  

This may mean providing incentives to individuals to seek education in those areas.  Nor can 

human capital be allowed to sit unused with relatively high unemployment rates.  In the US and 

Canada in 2004 roughly 63 percent of the population over age sixteen were employed; in the EU-

15, only 52 percent of people over age sixteen were employed.  Although some European 

countries had workforce participation rates of 60 percent or more—Denmark, the Netherlands, 

Norway, Sweden, and the UK—France, Germany and Spain were at only 50 percent, and Italy at 

45 percent (US Labor Department 2006).  Increasing Europe’s overall employment participation 

rates to North American or upper European levels would by itself offset the decline in the 

working age population for nearly a decade. 

 Globalizing the investment climate—with European firms seeking profits abroad where 

growth is greater, or foreign firms seeking to bring European design or technical know-how into 

their global product chains—is also critical.  In the future, the European market will not be self-

sustaining.  A “good” European firm will not be one that is mainly owned by Europeans and has 

a mainly European workforce and European customers; such firms will likely be niche 

companies or slow-growing firms serving stable markets.  Rather, a “good” firm for Europe will 



be any company that pays taxes in Europe, and provides jobs for workers in Europe, even if 

ownership, the bulk of the workforce, and much of the profit goes abroad.  

 The second route is to increase immigration and seek as quickly as possible to raise 

immigrants’ productivity and earnings to the average level in European countries.  This is not a 

short-term fix; integration and education of immigrants can take a generation or more.  However, 

the US, Australia, and Canada have enjoyed the benefits of making it easy for immigrants—

especially skilled immigrants—to start businesses, acquire educations, and move into the 

mainstream of life, such that the incomes of many immigrant groups exceed the national norm.  

Even low-skill migrants can raise the overall productivity of a society, if they are willing to work 

in vital jobs (construction, services) where the local labor force will not or cannot meet demand. 

 Unfortunately, both in Europe and recently in America, debates on immigration have 

expressed the fear that immigration steals wealth from the countries that attract immigrants.  This 

mistaken view is as pernicious as the idea that protecting trade through high tariffs, or blocking 

foreign investment, will preserve the prosperity of a country that builds such walls to global 

exchange around itself.  Migrants tend to self-select for entrepreneurial talent, ambition, and 

energy, and make net gains for national economies that accept them (Simon 1999).  A Europe 

that has lost much of its own demographic momentum and energy can ill afford to exclude new 

generations, even if they come from abroad, in place of the ones they are no longer producing 

themselves.   The Roman Empire survived for a thousand years by making all its peoples full 

citizens, and appointing generals and even crowning emperors who had been born in Africa or 

the Middle East.  Modern Europe needs to adopt a similar view.   

 Many Europeans worry, however, that encouraging more immigration or more 

assimilation of immigrants would threaten their cultures, or lead to a Muslim-majority Europe.  



This is, in fact, most unlikely. Stronger efforts to assimilate migrants through education, job, and 

citizenship training are likely to lead to far more secular migrant populations in the second or 

third generation.  It is only alienated children of immigrants, who do not feel wholly welcome in 

their adoptive societies, that are prone to radicalization.  American Muslims, who face little 

discrimination and do well economically, have produced no notable Islamic jihadists. 

 Moreover, even with more immigration Europe needs to pursue more aggressive pro-

natal policies that encourage larger families among the existing populations.  The current fertility 

rates in many European countries of 1.5 or less are unsustainable.  Fertility rates this low will 

lead to the loss of 75 percent of the population over six generations, and 95 percent over ten.  

This would lead to the extinction of countries or the replacement of their populations by 

immigrants.  While fertility rates this low are historically unknown, it may be that faced with 

slowing economic growth and a greater burden of support for their own elders, young people will 

be reluctant to have larger families of their own, keeping fertility low unless national policies 

give potential parents a nudge.  Pro-natalist policies in France and Sweden have been successful 

in yielding fertility rates closer to replacement.  If replacement-level fertility rates return to 

European societies, they will be able to absorb far more immigrants without any fear of losing 

national identity.  Strong pro-natalist policies thus enable wiser pro-immigration policies, and 

this two-fold approach would be a potent tool for overcoming labor shortages and economic 

strains. 

 It is interesting to note that the greatest frictions over immigration have arisen in places 

where the percentage of foreign-born is in fact relatively modest.  France, Denmark, the 

Netherlands, and the United Kingdom are all—as of 2005—below the average OECD level for 

foreign-born residents.  Canada, New Zealand, Switzerland, and Australia all have immigrant 



populations that form double or even higher proportions of their population (OECD 2008).  

There is thus room in many European nations, especially those with currently very low birth 

rates such as those in Eastern Europe, to absorb more immigrants.  

 A third policy response is to divert people and investments abroad to provide both 

financial savings to Europe and to create more jobs and opportunities in developing countries to 

absorb their youth.  Encouraging a “reverse flow” of older migrants from developed to 

developing countries could create great benefits for both.  If older migrants take their retirement 

along the southern coast of the Mediterranean, or in Latin America or Africa, it can greatly 

reduce the costs of their retirement.  Of course, it will be necessary to create and encourage the 

development of first-world quality residential and medical facilities in those countries to make 

them desirable medical and retirement destinations.  Yet that is far preferable to the constant 

drain of medical and nursing talent to rich developed countries that is taking place currently.  

Medical tourism to many developing countries has already begun as a way for developed-

country residents to obtain optional medical procedures at a lower price.  Investing in facilities 

that will make long-term retirement attractive in cheaper locales will reduce pension and medical 

cost burdens for developing countries while channeling needed jobs and investment to 

developing countries that have ample labor.   

 Such investments should be part of an overall effort at continued support for political and 

economic development in rapid-growing and volatile countries.  Political stability and economic 

growth that would absorb their young into productive jobs is the best way to create profitable 

new growth opportunities while reducing the risks of violent conflicts and the pressures for 

emigration into Europe.  Europe’s investments in foreign assistance may be one of the first 

“excess” expenses targeted for reduction in the event of falling economic growth or rising 



government expenses.  Yet that would be a grave mistake; Europe can only achieve rapid 

economic growth by investing abroad in areas with abundant labor and growing markets, neither 

of which will be found in Europe in this century.  Thus working to create such areas and making 

them viable for European investment is one of the most important tasks in sustaining Europe’s 

own economic success. 

 No doubt, a combination of all four methods will be required to offset the slowdown in 

European growth; changes in education, labor laws, business flexibility, and investments in 

research to boost productivity; higher levels of immigration of young workers from outside; 

some means to increase Europeans’ own fertility in coming decades; and an increased flow of 

pensioners, patients, and foreign assistance to developing nations. 

 Yet we should recognize that one of the biggest obstacles to several of these solutions is 

the growing antagonism between the West and much of the Muslim world.  The way forward for 

the West lies in greater openness and integrations, in greater investment in growth abroad, and 

greater integration of immigrant communities and ease of emigration to fast-growing but 

youthful societies.  None of this is possible with high levels of fear, mistrust, and antagonism 

between the West and populations of many of the largest and fastest growing countries of the 

world.  Stopping terrorism is an important, but minor aspect of Muslim/Western relations.   Of 

much more fundamental importance is realizing the degree of cooperation that is needed to 

respond to the global population trends in already in place for the next half-century.  Much more 

than terrorism, these trends will affect the long-term prosperity of the developed but stagnating 

and rapidly aging populations of the West, and the fast-growing and extremely youthful 

population of the developing and largely Muslim nations. 



 Europe has a potential future as the pivot between Asia and the Atlantic; a global point of 

conflux for people, capital, ideas, and innovation.  Yet that will require a marked shift in several 

policies to address the challenges of the new world of demographic change that we have entered. 
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Table 1: Largest Countries in the World 2007-2050 
(Population in Millions) 

 
 

   2007                2025             2050 
 
China 1,329  India 1,447  India 1,658 
India 1,169  China 1,446  China 1,409 
USA 306  USA 355  USA 402 
Indonesia  232  Indonesia 271  Indonesia 297 
Brazil 192  Brazil 229  Pakistan 292 
Pakistan 164  Pakistan 225  Nigeria 289 
Bangladesh 159  Nigeria 210  Brazil 254 
Nigeria 148  Bangladesh 206  Bangladesh 254 
Russia 142  Russia 128  Congo, DR 187 
Japan 128  Ethiopia 125  Ethiopia 183 
Mexico 107  Mexico 125  Philippines 140 
Philippines 88  Japan 122  Mexico 132 
Viet Nam 87  Philippines 116  Egypt 121 
Ethiopia 83  Congo, DR 107  Viet Nam 120 
Germany 83  Viet Nam 106  Russia 108 
Egypt 75  Egypt 99  Japan 103 
Turkey 75  Turkey 90  Iran 100 
Iran 71  Iran 88  Turkey 99 
Thailand 64  Germany 80  Uganda 93 
Congo, DR 63  Thailand 69  Tanzania 85 
France 62  France 66  Kenya 85 
UK 61  UK 65  Afghanistan 79 
Italy 59  Tanzania 60  Germany 74 
Myanmar 49  Italy  28  Sudan 73 
S. Africa 49  Kenya 57  UK 69 

 
Countries with Large Muslim Populations (Either majority of the 
population or a minority of at least 30 million) in BOLD 
Source: UN (2007) 



Table 2: Changing Age Structures in Europe,    
Projections to 2060 

 

  

         Workforce (age 15-
64) 
         in millions   

  Percent 
of 
    Pop 65+  

Percent 
of 
   Pop  
80+ 

Country  2008 2060 
    
Decline %Decline  2008 2060  2008 2060 

             
EU 27  333.25 283.29 -49.96 -15.0%  17.1 30.0  4.4 12.1 
Belgium  7.04 7.11 0.07 1.0%  17.1 26.5  4.7 10.3 
Bulgaria  5.29 2.95 -2.34 -44.2%  17.3 34.3  3.6 12.8 
Czech 
Rep.  7.35 5.17 -2.18 -29.7%  14.6 33.4  3.1 13.4 
Denmark  3.61 3.47 -0.14 -3.9%  15.0 25.0  4.1 10.0 
Germany  54.4 38.89 -15.51 -28.5%  20.1 32.5  4.7 13.2 
Ireland  3.02 3.9 0.88 29.1%  11.1 25.2  2.8 9.6 
Greece  7.52 6.16 -1.36 -18.1%  18.6 31.7  4.1 13.5 
Spain  31.14 28.42 -2.72 -8.7%  16.6 32.3  4.6 14.5 
France  40.32 41.2 0.88 2.2%  16.5 25.9  5.0 10.8 
Italy  39.23 32.75 -6.48 -16.5%  20.1 32.7  5.5 14.9 
Latvia  1.57 0.898 -0.672 -42.8%  17.2 34.4  3.6 11.9 
Lithuania  2.32 1.35 -0.97 -41.8%  15.9 34.7  3.3 12.0 
Hungary  6.91 4.83 -2.08 -30.1%  16.1 31.9  3.7 12.6 
Netherlands 11.06 9.59 -1.47 -13.3%  14.7 27.2  3.8 10.9 
Austria  5.63 5.17 -0.46 -8.2%  17.2 29.0  4.6 11.4 
Poland  27.08 16.33 -10.75 -39.7%  13.5 36.2  3.0 13.1 
Portugal  7.14 6.35 -0.79 -11.1%  17.4 22.0  4.2 12.7 
Romania  14.97 9.06 -5.91 -39.5%  14.9 35.0  2.8 13.1 
Slovenia  1.42 0.956 -0.464 -32.7%  16.1 33.4  3.5 13.8 
Slovak  
Rep.  3.9 2.4 -1.5 -38.5%  6.4 36.0  2.6 13.2 
Finland  3.53 3.05 -0.48 -13.6%  16.5 27.8  4.3 10.8 
Sweden  6.03 6.19 0.16 2.7%  17.5 26.6  5.3 10.0 

  
U. Kingdom 40.66 45.01 4.35 10.7%  16.1 24.7  4.5 9.0 

 
 
 
Source: Eurostat (2008) 



 

Table 3: Fastest Growing and Youngest Countries 2000-2005 
(At Least 1 Million People) 

   
Annual Growth Rate, % 

United Arab Emirates      4.7  
Sierra Leone       4.2  
Eritrea        4.1  
Afghanistan, Kuwait      3.8  
Chad, Palestine (occupied)     3.6 
Niger         3.5 
Burundi        3.3  
Burkina Faso, Benin, Uganda                3.2   
Gambia, Guinea-Bissau                 3.1  
Congo (Dem. Rep.), Mali, Somalia, Yemen     3.0  
Angola, Jordan, Mauritania, Togo    2.9 
Iraq, Madagascar       2.8    
Syria          2.7  
Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Senegal, Tanzania    2.6  
Guatemala, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia    2.5 
 
 
Youngest Countries (over 40% of population under 15): 
Afghanistan, Angola, Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, 
C.A.R., Chad, Congo, Cote d’Ivoire, Congo D.R., Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Gambia, Guatemala, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Iraq, Kenya, Liberia, 
Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mozambique, Niger, Nigeria, 
Palestine (occupied), Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, 
Timor-Leste, Togo, Uganda, Tanzania, Yemen 
 
 
Countries with Large Muslim Populations (Either majority of the 
population or a minority of at least 30 million) in BOLD 
Source: UN (2007) 
 
 
 



 
MAP 1:   Age Structures, 2005 
 
 

 
 
 

 Percentage of Population under 15 years old, 2005 
 

Red: 40+ Pink: 30-39 Light Blue:  20-29 Dark Blue:  <20 
 
 
Map based on data from UN (2007). 
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