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UNICEF's call to greatness-An open letter to Ms Carol Bellamy,
Executive Director, United Nations Children's Fund

M. KING, C. ELLIOTT

Dear Ms Bellamy,
We are concerned by the extent to which the United Nations
agencies, including UNICEF, will not say publicly and act on,
what so many thoughtful people, including many of their officers,
commonly say in private. They won't discuss demographic
entrapment publicly because it is officially taboo. You will
remember that when a population is demographically trapped' if
it has exceeded, or is projected to exceed the combination of:
(i) the carrying capacity of its own ecosystem, (ii) its ability to
produce goods and services which it can exchange for food and
other necessities from elsewhere in the world, and (iii) its ability
(0 migrate to other ecosystems. A severely trapped population
faces the three tragedies of entrapment in varying combination.
Depending on local cultural, political and ecological factors it
can: (i) become progressively stunted, and/or starve, (ii) die from
disease, or (iii) slaughter itself or its neighbours asit implodes into
social chaos. Whether stunting and starvation, or violence and
slaughter, are the outcomes, is likely to depend on whether there
is already tension between groups in society.

In the 1970s, UNICEF and the World Health Organization
devised the 'political direction' called Primary Health Care.' At
present there is no 'political direction'. You and the leaders of the
other UN agencies now need to devise one which is even more far-
reaching and grapples with entrapment. The major lack of a
powerful and realistic 'political direction' is shown by Rwanda,
which we believe is demographically trapped.

One of the foundations of the taboo is the link between
recognizing entrapment in the South, and excessive consumption
in the North. You will therefore have to find some way of creating
an alliance within the UN system, so that both these issues can be
tackled at the same time as part of the same overall 'political
direction' . (i) You could recognize entrapment, devise a 'political
direction' that would creatively manage the tensions that will be
generated, and provide the leadership that the world so badly
needs. The uproar that might result is the only thing that could
possibly moderate northern lifestyles and southern fertility.
(ii) You could persist with double-think and so let the chasm
between 'official reality' and the 'reality of the real world'
steadily widen. If so, UNICEF's relevance and purpose in the
world will steadily diminish. We hope that you will find a way of
challenging the current international consensus, so supinely
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accepted at the Cairo Population Conference last year, that the
'two-child paradigm' is adequate. Rwanda shows how tlawed it
is.

The 2-child paradigm is that if all the unmet need for family
planning is eventually met, and a 2 -chi Id norm eventually achieved,
no matter when this happens. (i) it will be demographically
sufficient to sustain high consumption lifestyles worldwide, and
(ii) there will be no demographic disaster, in that no account need
be taken of carrying capacity limitations or of entrapment. This is
the unstated official position of the UN agencies and orthodox
demography. Private disagreement with this paradigm is, how-
ever, widespread. Three heads of divisions in the WHO organized
an unofficial seminar at which there was a consensus that entrap-
ment is a serious risk for many countries. Africa's eminent
demographer (J. C. Cadwell, personal communication) wi II admit
that, for at least two-thirds of sub-Saharan Africa's 36 states, the
possibility of ' ... interacting economic and demographic transi-
tions is pretty bleak ... '. but neither he nor demographic ortho-
doxy dare consider the consequences of their not interacting, or
elaborate on the disasters facing the trapped, or discuss the radical
changes that are now needed to deal with them. The unorthodox
entrapment paradigm holds that there already is a demographic
disaster in Rwanda, and there will soon be much more elsewhere.
This is a potential time bomb for large sections of humanity.

RWANDA

Rwanda has exceeded its carrying capacity
Rwanda's population has increased five-fold since 1900, and had
reached 7.6 million before the recent genocide. Rwanda is the
most densely populated country in Africa averaging 3-4 people/
hectare':' and in some regions 8 or more.' An average family of
6-7~ people has only 0.8 hectare.' There is, however, a limit to the
number of people its fragile hills can carry. As early as 1929
Rwanda was considered to have trop de bouches a nourrir (too
many mouths to feed) and to be in need of extensive emigration."
In the 1960s, a study is reported to have put Rwanda's carrying
capacity at 6 million.' In 1966, another one concluded that the
agricultural potential of the country, even ifit were attained, could
not feed the population beyond 1981.x In 1969, the national
protein deficit was found to be 10-20%." In the late 1970s it was
estimated that, ifthe 7 million then projected for 1995 were to be
fed, food for 1.5 million would need to be imported by trade or
aid. III In the event Rwanda has been in receipt of food aid every
year since at least 1975." In 1985, a survey in the northern Hutu
area 12 found that 'in a rapidly increasing share of rural households,
self-sufficiency in staple foods will drop very fast within the
coming decade'. It found a population growth rate of 4.2% per
year, and 5.5 persons/hectare, which it forecast would reach 12 by
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200S. Despite impressive gains in overall grain production,
output per person declined by half between 1955 and the early
1990s.13Rwanda was therefore high on the list of the trapped;
before the present tragedy began. Elegant mathematical models
had been predicting disaster in the 1990s III and experienced
observers had been expecting it any day. What surprised them is
that it came as systematic genocide, rather than as haphazard tribal
slaughter.

The scale of the recent genocide ill Rwanda is the result of
entrapment
Two processes have certainly been at work-political tension and
entrapment. Since it is unlikely that two completely independent
processes of such magnitude would operate simultaneously, they
probably have complex links. The critical link between them is the
effect that population pressure has in promoting slaughter. It
seems most unlikely that the 'ordinary' level of slaughter endemic
in that region would have suddenly escalated ten-fold in the way
it did, if there had been ample land and jobs for everyone, andlor
opportunities for migration, or an export-oriented economy that
provided enough jobs, food and consumer goods. The fact that
slaughter reached its climax at exactly the point at which carrying
capacity was expected to be exceeded seems unlikely to have been
coincidental.

There are two aspects to genocide, and population pressure
could influence both.
1. There is 'genocidal fever', or the highly infectious social

psychopathology, that, once killing is under way, turns
apparently normal people into killers. When violence has
begun there is a considerable temptation to slaughter your
neighbour and seize his halfhectare before he does the same to
you.

2. There is the systematic planning of genocide. Politically, the
1994genocide was a planned attempt by the MRND government
to retain power by killing its opponents, but-this time on a ten
times larger scale than had been attempted in the region
previously. It was the pathological reaction of a previously
relatively benign government under acute stress, in which
severe population pressure on all resources was a major factor.
Had population pressure been less; had the coffee price not
collapsed in 1989, had Rwanda manufactured competitive
exports, or had sufficient aid continued to flow,jobs would not
have been so scarce, and pressure on the social system by the
landless unemployed would have been less intense. It is the
concurrence of all these and other factors that made population
pressure critical. It was inevitable that the pressure would
express itself by reopening the existing tribal fault line.

Rwanda '... very difficult'
At the Cairo Population Conference in 1994, there was a daily
lecture from several of the world's most distinguished demogra-
phers. One of us (MK) put the Rwanda problem to each of them
in turn. They all replied' ... very difficult'. We are locked into a
position in which demographic entrapment is taboo, and in which
further thought about what to do in Rwanda is left as ' ... very
difficult'. Rwanda has, as it were, 'fallen off the edge of the
world' , it is a point of departure, a singularity where another way
of looking at the world meets this one-a true impasse
demographique where discussion ends. It is the interface where
the 'population problem' 'out there' now increasing at the rate of
about another Mexico annually, meets reality 'down here', or
rather 'down there'-in Rwanda. The taboo on entrapment is
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maintained because it hides a view of the world that is frightening,
particularly for its implications for northern lifestyles. Faced by
the many pressures in your new job, you might want to cut your
teeth on something easier. There are indeed no easy answers, but
there is one very difficult answer that has to be given a try.

So what might be done in Rwanda 7- 'Emergency disentrap-
ment', the need for a uniquely rapid demographic transition
The slaughter of a million people has probably more or less
returned Rwanda to within its carrying capacity. With a total
fertility of 8.6 children per mother, the highest in the world, it will
not remain there long. There is little hope of increasing Rwanda's
carrying capacity, or of settling many of its people elsewhere in
Africa, where other communities are likely to be only a little less
trapped than Rwanda is itself, and proceeding in the same direc-
tion. Nor is there any real hope of Rwanda, a peasant community
landlocked in the middle of Africa, being able to compete in
manufactured exports with those of other countries. This leaves
Rwanda facing the three entrapment tragedies at the average rate
of 250 000 people a year, which is its annual population incre-
ment."

A possible alternative to the three tragedies might seem to be
indefinite food aid. Rwanda's potential need is daunting-no-
body knows how many people might ultimately need to be fed.
Rwanda has yet to start its demographic transition and its fertility
may even be rising. Ultimately its population will have to level off
at replacement fertility, and it will have to exhaust its demo-
graphic momentum. An eventual population of 50 million seems
a not impossible figure. In the light of the global agricultural
politics revealed by the GATT agreement, and the upcoming
reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy, there is no reason to
suppose that the international community will supply free food on
this scale indefinitely, especially since other countries may re-
quire even more.

If indefinite and increasing food aid is excluded, the choice
before intensely Catholic Rwanda is awesome-either I-child
families in the hope of a demographic transition of unprecedented
speed, or more slaughter, starvation and disease. Rwanda is now
too late for 2-child families. It is at the extreme of its carrying
capacity, its population is young, and its ecosystem cannot
accommodate the inherent demographic momentum of its popu-
lation. Even if all mothers were to have only 2 children, Rwanda's
population would continue to grow for at least a generation,
although at a lower rate. There remains the extraordinary option
of I-child families. This was China's response to a much milder
stage of entrapment. Rwanda's predicament is grave.

In its immediate practical form the trilemma is 'Should food
aid to Rwanda continue?' The possibilities are: (i) To stop it now.
(ii) To continue it for a time, and then stop, as stop sometime it
must. This will ultimately increase the slaughter and starvation.
(iii) To continue it 'on condition'. This is the position we take. We
argue that food aid should continue on the condition: that entrap-
ment is recognized by the UN agencies, and that the dilemma is
put to the government of Rwanda. If the Rwandan government
accepts the need for an emergency demographic transition, then
food aid should continue while this is put in hand. This requires
at least: massive international assistance; a massive publicity
campaign; the provision of all standard precoital and postcoital
family planning methods including abortion (the Roman Catholic
Church notwithstanding); acceptable incentives and penalties to
ensure I-child familities (what these are, under particular condi-
tions of entrapment, now needs urgent discussion); a huge number
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of family planning outlets; an increase of female (and male)
education and employment; the creation of many more jobs
through the aid financing of essential infrastructure; and an
extensive programme of ecological repair.

To put this into effect Rwanda now requires a new type of UN
agency in Kigali, and it is here that you and UNICEF can play the
lead role. This agency must: (i) fully grasp the reality of entrap-
ment together with the need for an urgent demographic transition;
(ii) encourage the Rwandans todo so; (iii) reach agreed objectives
in open meetings; and (iv) distribute substantial quantities of
carefully monitored funds to meet these objectives=-conditional-
ity in an extreme form. The major immediate task before UNICEF
is to put such an agency in place, and to make Rwanda a
'demonstration project' -to show that disentrapment is possible
and to encourage other trapped countries to act similarly and
disentrap themselves.

To even suggest that one of the world's most Catholic coun-
tries, with the world's highest fertility, should try to achieve the
world's lowest fertility, is indeed bizarre-but what are the
alternatives, especially with Burundi already following Rwanda,
and with Malawi, parts of Kenya and West Africa perhaps not far
behind? The pattern of the entrapment alternatives may be differ-
ent elsewhere, but their aggregate effects are likely to be similar.
African populations are still doubling about every 20 years. Much
is made of the fact that fertility is starting to fall in some
communities. The fact that it is rising in others is usually forgot-
ten. What matters is the ultimate size of a community at the end
of its demographic transition, in relation to the carrying capacity
of its ecosystem (present and future), and its ability to trade and
migrate. This is barely thought about. The reason why the num-
bers of the trapped remain conjectural is that studies of entrapment
are taboo--agencies do not want to find them, and many univer-
sities are unwilling to host them.

TIlE REST OF THE WORLD
Let's leave Rwanda to one side for the moment and see how the
lessons it offers could be applied to the rest of the world. Surely
the major lesson is that we need to be less complacent in believing
that the 2-child paradigm is adequate as the ultimate demographic
norm. We have become accustomed to think that China, with its
I-child families, is a one-off aberration with so many disadvan-
tages that it is no threat to the 2-child paradigm as a whole. We fail
to see that there are likely to be many other countries, besides
Rwanda, which need l-child families-many more 'Chinas'-
and indeed that a good case can be made for the world as a whole
needing them. If we are to counsel any community to have I-child
families, we should have them ourselves, particularly since the
average British family, for example, consumes and pollutes at the
rate of about 15-25 global families."

This is not the place to debate the probability of a world, in
which grain stocks 16 and per capita grain production" are falling,
being able to feed a population that is expected to double and
could triple. We are ourselves divided on this issue. The point is
that present mechanisms are too weak to move food and other
necessities from potential producers to poor consumers. Poor
consumers in trapped communities, who do not reduce their
fertility are therefore likely to be in a position in which they starve,
or slaughter one another.

We are thus in a situation in which the greatest threat to the
first-born in a family is more brothers and sisters, especially in
families which, as in Rwanda, expect to have eight children.
UNICEF has therefore to come-to terms with the fact that the
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greatest threat to the global child is to 000 more of himself or
herself each hour.

We have to ask you therefore: Do you accept this, or don't you?
If you don't, how can you and your staff justify your refusal to
accept it in intellectually convincing terms? We and the world
look forward to your reply in these pages.

Shifting the 2-child paradigm
The reason why thought on Rwanda ends with the words' ... very
difficult' , and why the 2-child paradigm is so hard to shift, is that
it is locked into so many interlinked ethical, political, and eco-
nomic aspects of the status quo. 17

The North realizes that if it questions Southern fertility, its own
50-fold greater per capita resource consumption will also be
questioned. The advertisement and media-dri ven market economy,
to which there is no viable alternative anywhere on the horizon,
sees entrapment as threatening the continual augmentation of
unsustainable northern lifestyles, and the employment they now
provide. The elite rich in both North and South do not want their
lifestyles questioned. The 'pro-life' movement opposes the abor-
tions that are necessary when precoital family planning methods
fail. The Holy See opposes both abortion and most methods of
family planning. The 'human rights movement' sees such rights
as absolute, and fails to realize that the ecological constraints on
man take no account of our rights or of our ethics. Orthodox
demography is strongly anti-Malthusian. The UN agencies main-
tain a fragile coalition of many of the above interests, and fear the
uproar that a change of policy might cause. Overall, there is a
widespread fatalism which feels that there is nothing to be done.
If the 2-child paradigm is to be shifted, change has to take place
in all these.

The countervailing forces are admittedly weak, however pow-
erful the intellectual case may finally turn out to be. There are
elements of civil society in the North who care about equity.
There are elements of the green movement and of idealistic youth.
There are probably many people in the South who would like
entrapment recognized. if their views could be known.

UNICEF in the North
What is wanted is the rediscovery of a genuine ethic of global
interdependence, a real change of consciousness in which eco-
logical awareness and peaceful coexistence are but two strands of
a spectrum which runs from inter-gender relationships \0 animal
rights. You and UNICEF could be a major factor in the develop-
ment of that awareness-a goal which is an order of magnitude
greater than anything UNICEF has ever attempted before.

As the Commission on Global Governance recommended."
UNICEF is going to have to generate a new set of alliances within
the UN, and itself be the major agent of change within that system.
You will have to help the specialized agencies move from their
present rather narrow multisectoral modernization roles-more
health, more education, more agricultural output-to a much
more critical awareness of what is implied by a gentle mutually-
dependent world; a world which makes the long-run survival of
the whole globe-humanity and all other living things-possible.
As a change of consciousness dawns in the world and its agencies,
it will be followed by the necessary 'nuts and bolts' -measures to
reduce energy consumption and increase equity in its use, heavy
taxes on capital transfers, arms sales and advertising.

UNICEF in the South-The courage to 'open the dialogue'
It is now necessary to ask: Should African leaders be faced with
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the question: 'If your community does not radically reduce its
fertility, it is going to starve-or face the other tragedies of
entrapment?' We think they should be. President Chiluba of
Zambia was recently asked how many children he had. He replied,
somewhat overstating his continent.' s fertility: 'I have nine, I am
just like any other African' .19 No African leaders appear to realize
what is in store-not for them, but for their communities, if
African mothers continue to have six children or more. Why don't
they realize this? Because nobody dare tell them. We reckon that
much public discussion of entrapment couLdhugely reduce fertil-
ity. This would at least mitigate the three entrapment tragedies. To
lack the integrity to recognize entrapment is to share in the
responsibility for such slaughter.

Meanwhile, slaughter has already started in Kenya, so far only
up to 20 people at a time, the Kikuyu versus the Masai at Kajiado,
and the Kalenjin at Molo, with the Kikuyu at risk being trans-
ported to camps (name of eyewitness supplied to the editor). Time
is indeed running out fast.

The world faces a dilemrna=-either it thinks seriously about
I-child families, or it accepts the tragedies of entrapment. If it is
argued that I-child families would appeal to those of an authori-
tarian bent, we argue that the other horn of the dilemma, which is
to deliberately let the status quo persist, or to Let the dilemma
decide itself by default, would appeal to those of a sadistic bent,
since it would allow the tragedies of entrapment to multiply. If it
is argued that I-child families are impractical, we argue that there
is no practicaL ideaL soLution. If there was, there would be no
dilemma. We have, however, now got to the point at which they
appear to be theoretically necessary to avoid the three tragedies.
Any substantial progress towards the I-child norm will mitigate
those tragedies. Some middle way has to be found between the
human rights abuses of Rwanda which stem in large part from no
population control. and those occasional ones'" reported from
China which are the result of too much zeal for it. UNICEF has a
role-perhaps the central one-in opening the dialogue and in
securing for the poor of the world more time to stabilize their
populations, with all the implications this has for northern lifestyles.
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It is for you, Ms Bellamy, and your staff to accept or refuse that
challenge. Either way you will bejudged by history. It is therefore
important that you be clear about why you make the decisions you
do. We wish you and UNICEF well.
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Book Reviews

Scientific Style and Format: The CBE Manual for Authors,
Editors and Publisbers. E. J. Huth (ed), Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, 1994,825 pp. Rs 1099.

Scientific editors in Europe as well as in the United States of
America have got together to form powerful and effecti ve associa-
tions, The European Association of Scientific Editors produces a
very interesting newsletter called European Science Editing which
appears three times a year and contains articles, correspondence
and an informative annotated bibliography on almost everything
to do with scientific editing. The Americans, as might be ex-
pected, have been more 'professional' and in 1957established the

Council of Biology Editors (CBEs) which aims, amongst other
things, to improve communication in the life sciences by educat-
ing authors; editors and publishers by providing efficient means
of cooperation and supporting, devising and disseminating stan-
dards for scientific style and format. It has published books on
scientific writing for graduate students and others on illustration,
ethics, peer review, financial management and journal manage-
ment. However, its most influential publication is probably Scien-
tific Style and Format which first came out in 1960and is now into
its sixth edition. The text has been written by the members of the
CBE Style Manual Committee who are all from North America
and are chaired by Ed Huth, the former editor of the AnnaLs of


