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CHAPTEH 14 

Demographic Dilemnlas 

DEC-:F.MIlER 2003 

In (he LIst twenty-five years of its eXIStenCe, the Soviet Union bggeel behilJd the rc'st 

of the e1evelopeel worlel In enf{)rClIlg measnres for fighting rnorta]ity. As ~ result, Russia 

began its mnsition in /992,15 a bgg;lrel. That was its SovIet heritdge. To ttns day, no 

change' h~ve occUlTed t.o ,:drer the sItuation. so high mortality and low life expect­

,lUCy continue to be pr",dete1l11ined by the strong mertia of the SOVIet day,. 

Excessive l1lorl<lhty due to external causes is a Russian problem. bu( it IS abo an 

old problenl. The gap between RUSSIa and the Western coulltries has been In­

creasing for decades. 

The current cOl1lraction 101' population], the fourth smce 1':113. differs slgrufl­

cantil' from the preVIOIiS three. which were caused by extreme sncia! shocks­

Wadel War I and the civil w~r, f:lIl1llJe, rhe repl'essiolls aud pnrges of the thirties, 

and World War II In contrast, the curreut Joss IS cOlJdiuoned by st'lble chan~es 

In the demographic behdvior of Russians. That is why One should not expect 

that H WIll be transitlolJal and th,lt a posltJve natural growth In population \VIII be 

reestablished in the near future, lcadlllg to an inCl'ease III the Dumber of rhe 

country's res,e1ents. The Rnsslan population Will contmlle to decllrle JI1 the eu­

tllre. All of the de-mogr<,phel'5 agree on dllS p,edKtiori. 

[RussiJ] needs Immigrants. Its demograpillc sitll~tJon with rhe connulling popu­

btion loss is extreme. It IS <')50 expenencing migratory pressure- from the oll(~ide. 

Its I.lbor market does not welcome forclgJlel'5 .. , The mHJlIgJ'ants feel o:c1l1ded 

~Ild llnassimd,lted. 

DECEM£lER 2003 

DLSM: How serious. in your view, is the Rmsian demognphic SitU,lriOI1, wh.ich 

~n,llysts attribute to a ~h:trp nse III the mort:llity rate and a decline in the birthrate in 

the nmeties
' 
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VISHNE:VSKY: Russia beg;Jll tile t,venty-fll>t Centlll)1 with a ditlicult demogl-dphlc 

Slru;lCIOll. I will address the exact details of this complex legacy ;IS we talk, but I'll 

confine myself to a single conunem for now. If I were to expl.lln the current de­

mographic sltuatLon solely III tellllS of the events of the 199(h, I would end up sound­

ing hke the man on the street or the quasi-literate journahst or the politIcal agitator 

who IS seized by nostalgia-ali those who view the tecent demographic siruatlon as 

an inevitable neg;:trive pan of all that is new in Russia. By tracing the origins of 

Russia's demographic problem to its Soviet past, I will attempt to put it into Its 

proper perspective. 

DESf}l: Let's begin with the mort;t!Jty rate. 1r is abnonnaHy high ;mlOng men of 

working age, What special factors contLibuted to this statistic in the nineties' 

VISHNEVSKY: In Russi;t and beyond its borders ;tS \velL everyone is convmced 

that a huge, "unheard-of-in-peaceful-times" lise III mOltalit)' occurred II1 RUSSIa 

ll1 the 1990s, Even Ye1tsin 's opponents used this as grounds for Impeaching him, 

saymg that he lVas guilty of "the genocide of the RUSSian people." In reality, the 

sItuation is not that Simple. 

It is true ,hat in the early 1990s the mortality tate among men as well as women 

wcreased in all age groups, Ovetal!. 22 percent mOte deaths occurred in the five 

years frorn 1990 to 1994 than in the preceding five years. The increase III the mor­

tality rate for men waS 32 petcent. Life expectancy, which reached its historical 

maXiIlll1l1l lTl 1987 at 65 years for men and 74.6 years for women, declined in I~94 

to llUl'nbers unseen smce the end of the fdties, when these numbers began to be 

regularly reported. In 1~94, life expect;II1cy had slumped to 57.5 years for lllen and 

7 J yeal> for women. AU of these indicators, however. are a matter of coincidence 

and reflect the situation 1Il particular calendar years. 

DESAI: What do you me;m? 

VISHNEVSKY: These numbers are the result of ex.traordinaty economic and 

politlcal (actors that contnbuted to the distortIOn of the mortallt), calendar, mak­

lUg the number of deaths in one year either "denser" or "thinner" th,m in an­

other, Precisely such changes wete taking place in Russia bet\veen 1985 and 1995. 

GOtb;Khev '5 ancialcohol campdign, which began in 1985, sh;1rply .Iltered the evolv­

ing [1Jorrality dynamics. A tempor;1ry improvement set in, annual deaths decreased, 

and generational extinction slowed down, but tillS improvement did not lJst long. 

The first halfofthe nineties witnessed a significant lise in the deaths "del.lyed" froru 

the late 1980s. As a result. the total number ofdeaths became "demel'," resulting in 

a dr,1matic \>,/orsening of the mortahty mlllJbers. 

I say aU of this not WIth a vIew to justifyIng the rjse in the mortality r<lte Il1di­

caroAS in the first half of the nineties or fat absolving Ycltsin of the accus,ltions of 

"genOCIde." These accusanons, in effect, did not alllOllIH to Illuch. The problem, 

however, is dtfferent, 

DESAI: How is it diffetent? 
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VISHNCVSK Y: Let me fIrst ~eparate the short-term, temporary IIl0uences on 

momlltty from its long-term trend. At the very outset, the "mythology" of an UH­

fore~eell lise III mortality as a reaction to an overall detetioration of the situation in 

the country and as proof of slIch a deterioration can be used for politICal purposes. 

It certainly deOeers attenrion from an understanding of what, in reality, was hap­

pening wHh mortality 111 Russia. In fact. long-tenn mortality llldlCators had been 

deteriorating for the past forry years. 

DEsl\f: You mean for IItOSt of the Soviet period:> 

VISJ-lNEVSJ<Y: In the last twenty-five ye:m of its existence, the SOVIet Union 

Jagged behind the rest of the developed world in enforciug measures for fighting 

mortality. As a result, Russi,1 hegan its rransitionlIl 1992 as a laggard. That was it~ 

Soviet hentage. To this day. no changes have OCCUlTed to alter the situation, so 

high mortality and low life expectancy corHInue to be prederennined by the strong 

inertia of rhe Soviet days. The current low life expectancy for Rmsian men-less 

than 59 111 200 I-IS on the tr;tiectory that developed in the sixties and the seventies 

and :Jround which the sharp fluctuations of the 1980s and 'J 990s occurred. 

Thus the rC<ll chalJenge IS to get RUSSIa ofT the welJ-traveled track of worsen­

ing mortality th.lt it has been riding fOf several decades, father than focus on the 

"imagined" 1I10rtaliry nisls of the 1990s. Rmsian mortality indicators have been 

moving in completely difTerent dIrections froUl those in other developed COllnm'.'s. 

Russia, a nonparticipant in the Improving perfotmance. is paying a he;lvy price. 

DESAI: What price do you have in mind;> 

VISHNCVSK y: Let me gi ve you some numbers to illustrate my point. Suppost' 

Russian mortality, st:trting III 1966. decreased on average at the same rate as In the 

United St;jtes,Japan, and membe.· narions of the European Un.ion from )96! and 

1966. In that case, the number of deaths in Russia dUrJng the tlmty-five years of 

the last celltury, aldlQugh higher than the rates for the set llsed for comparison, would 

h3\re been 14.2 million fewer than in re:dity. In other words, the population would 

be 14.2 miJJion larger. These losses can be considered excessive. Mort' t.han half of 

these conSISted of nuddle-aged men-it's as if the country were in a constant state 

of war. 

DESAI: Which specifiC causes contribute to these higher deaths III Russia? 

VrSHNEVSKY: If you conSIder the entire populat.ion, the excessive 1l10ftalzty rate 

among RUSSians, when compared to their Western counterparts, ;u-ises from the 

diseases of the respir,1tory dnd CIrculatory systems. This IS not because RUSSians are 

more prone throughour their lives to die frOm dIseases of these types, but because 

they the from them at a mucb younger age than the Europeans, the Americans. and 

the Japanese. 

If, however, \ve foclls on the group Jt extreme risk ofmort3lity. namely lI11cldJe­

aged men, rhen the pI;nlJry causes are external: accident. poisoning, injury, mur­

der. and suiCide. Excessive mortality due to extt')"naJ causes is <I RUSSIan problem. 



but it IS .1lso an old problem. The gap between Russi.) ,1I1d the Western countnes 

has been increHing fOl" decades. The llumbers tell the swry. In 196U, the standard­

ized coeA:icient for deaths duc to these caLises in Russia was 1.5 times hIgher than 

III the United States; in 1970, the difference W~lS 1.9; in 1980, 2.8; in 1984. on the 

eve of Gorbachev's amialcohol camp;ugll. 3.1. In 1994, it WdS unprecedentcd at 

5.2. Later it declined a little but soU renl<lined lugh. 

The antialcohol calTlpaign highlighted the well-established connection between 

hIgh Illorulity and aJcohohslll in R llSsia. Perhaps thcrc 1S a silmlar link between orher 

spenfic factors and high mortality in RUS>la in the 1990s and even earlier. I would 

attl;bute tim high mortality not to specific factors but w the long-term tendencies of 

Russia's failure w reach the advanced stages of epJcknuological transition. 

DeSAI: The general impression was that the Soviet Union was qUIte advanced 

in proViding he,1Jth services to the population. 

VISHNEVSKY: The Soviet health care system more or less successfully managed 

the e,1rly stages of comb.1tlllg mortality whcll the state could successfully use pater­

nalistic 111eanS such as mass prophyl.1ctlc campaigns. ohligatory vacciJl,1tions, and 

improved hving conditions. These p<lternalistlc mcthods. however. Ivere deficient 

\vhen it came to strong activism on the part ofthc population itself. 

By the tllldslxties. the opportunities for comhating mortality through this strat­

egy were exhausted. Western countries had llloved to the ncxt stage of transition 

by developIng a nell' strategy. a new typc of preventive approach aImed at lower­

ing thc nsks of mortality from noninfectious diseases, among them heart disease 

and cancer. The ne\v sttatcgy extendcd to COlli bating other causes. such as ,1cci­

dents and violence, unrelated to these diseases. TIllS strategy dem~lncled active and 

mfonned parriclp,ltion by the public in dealing With health problems. It was also 

matched by morc government spending. The process was imeldctive. 

DESAI: [n your view, the SovIet health care system was lagglllg behind as far 

back as the e;lrty 19ROs. 

VISl-lNEVSKY: Absolutely. The new response was rnissing. As the 1970s ended. 

Sov1et nonparticipatIon in tillS novel approach of lighting 1110rLllity creJ.ted the 

Widening gap I mcntloned earlier. This was not an accidental, temporary el.llSode, 

bur ldther pointed to a deep cnsls 111 the system. The ll1adequate financing of thc 

health care systcm contnbuted to the gap with the West. Along With other "non­

productive" sectors, the health care system recei ved the meager cash left over after 

the lIulHarized "productive" indllstnes had been ahundantly proVided for. This 

rcsidual fundlllg was not adequate for safegu,lrding and teh.1bilitating pllhhc health. 

Comp,ncd to the resources devoted in the West for the purpose. it was skiIlJpy.13y 

some accounts, the average provision pet Glpita 1n 1990 was 124 ruhles. In the United 

States. it lVas a high $2,600. 

DESAI: And. as you mentioned, individual initiative was also missing. 

VISI-lNEVSKY: Absolutely. Growing socd apathy and disappointmellt III the 

umeaJized COll11l101l Idcals of SOCIalism comnbuted to the malaise. The lICW strat­
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cgy of fighting l1lorr~liry demanded rhat the public ~dopr an aCrJve role rarher than 

passi vely accepr the standard provisIons of the health service organiz~tiotJs. Neirher 

before nor auer the f;dl of the Soviet Ulllon was the Russian pubhc ,lble to alter Its 

lilestyle, ro care for its he~lth, or ro discard bad and <1dopt good habits. MeanwluJe, 

the majoriry of rhe popularion was m~rgil1~1ized by deC1des of Brezhnev-era stag­

!Ution. It found itself in :l cultural and ideological vOId. It bcked the drive to ac­

tively fight for m health-for life itself. Alcoholism alld rhe telated high momlity 

from ;lccidcnts, poisoning, ,mel injulles are rhe eilren results of this gener,J social 

l1ulaise. 

These ;lre the objective condltions that led to the cmrent redoubling of the 

mortality rate ill RUSSia. A; of this ebte, notlung h:ls changed. Russl~ is still snick 

some\vhere in the early stages of the epidenll010giol transfol111<ltJol1. 

DESAI: Let's move from the mortality problems to the tertibty picture. Is the 

dechne in the fertility rate connibuting abnortll;llly to a lower birthrate in Russia? 

How would you compare it with trends 1Il the world's developed ecol1onl1es? 

VISHNLVSKY: The JHllllber of annual births between 1973 and 1999 [twenty­

six years cornpnse a mean 1l1terval between successive generations] declIned by 

roughly eighr hundred thousand, not an IllSJgnificant number. The fertJhty level, 

measured in renm of the total fertility rate, really plutl1lneted in the nineties. 

The public associ ares the resulting population decline, wluch beg-an III 1992. 

with the socJOeconomic ctlqS of rhe "tr~nsition period. " Therefore, it hopes that. 

as soon as the crisis ends. births will start to increase. The actual situation, unfortu­

narely, is more conlplicated. There is little room for optHlllsm. 

DESAI: Why are you pessimistic abom a rebound in the fertility rate? 

VrSHNf:VSKY: Birthrates in RUSSIa have been declimng throughout the twenti­

eth century. In the miLisixries, the birrhrate for the first time fell below the replace­

ment level. Ir has continued to fall ever since. Russia:in (1Cr, \vas 1l1creaslngly moving 

toward the pattern of urbanized and industmlized countLies. which, by and large, 

are nlarked by low, and recently very low, t<:~rtJlity levels. The Russian fertilJty level. 

following its decline in the 19905, was not lower than that III lTIany European coun­

tries. Therefore, the excessively low Russi,1l1 fertility, as;tn indicltor of the overall 

systemiC crI;is at the end of the twentleth century. has no b;lSis. Even if one Vle,"s 

the Jow Rmsian fcrtllity as a CriSIS, ltS extensive presence in all indmtri,ll, urbanized 

societies doe, not nl:lke It a ,pecifically Russian malaise. It IS more lIkely a COlllmon 

nisis of the entire modern, posrindustl1al West. 

DESAI: So dechning blrthr;tres, in your opinion, are a common cliSlS of post­

industli;ll ,ck'ieties. 

VISlINEV$KY: J alll not sure dut one necessalily h,ls to view them as a Clisi;. We 

know thar dechnll1g blrthrares in postllldustrial societies accompany the changes 

that are usually interpreted ~s positive attnbutes ofmodernization: the almost com­

plete eJiminatwn ofclnld lI1orr;lJity, the emanCIpation and self-ft.dfillment of women 

:lnd an increased fi:eedom of choice lor them, [he increase in per capl(a lI1vestl1le!lt 
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in children, higher levels of educatIOn, ,lIld so on. These (hanges Il1m:lSS procre­

ation beh:lvlor and their consequence.s, therefore, do not necessarily reptesent:l cnsis 

bm Instead underscore the internal contradictions of the modernizrltion process. 

Perhaps 1ll0dernizatlOn c1nnges social life from mere quantities to berter quality. 

DESAI: In your belief. the Gl.l in fertility in RUSSIa cannot be considered in ISO­

btion from sinril:lr processes Tn developed counuies. 

VISHNEVSKY: Lately I have increasingly come to believe that tillS decline can 

:lnd shollid be VIewed in a Wider, more global. context. It call be seen as :l systemic 

reaction to a worldWIde de11l0gr:lphic cnSlS created by :l global denlographic ex­

p!osi<m pressing on the planet's limited resources. Declining femllty on a global 

scale belo\v the level of simple reproduction for a sustained period is there!ore :l 

boon. The decline in bil1:hs in RllSsia and in the West IS simply one episode in this 

glob:u transfonndtion. View'ed in thIS lIght, the low Western bjrtlll~\te is by no me:lll5 

proof of rhe negative propensity of Western civiliz.1tion, but rather evidence of its 

IHll11ense adaptIVe :lbiliry. 

All ofrnis does not rule out the [let that low fertilIty ,1nd the consequem slow'­

Hlg or halting of the population growth of the developed world IS harnltiJI, even 

d;lllgerolls. Hovvever. nothing C:ln be done :lbour thiS because the interesrs of the 

surviv:l1 of all coumnes together outweigh the interests of:l p;lrticul.lt country. 

DESAI: So yOll do not dllnk thar spn'itlc policies can raise the birthtate in RUSSIa. 

VISHNEVSKY: Let l1le b:lckrrack ~ little. As far back as a hundred years ago, 

pubLIc opinion. backed by demographics rese~rchers, sought to expblll low fer­

nlity in terms of a v~riety of fac(Ots, including a low sr~ndard of living, which 

prompted falmhes to t'aise consumption levds th:lt conflICted wi th the costs of 

h~ving more children, whieh in tllrn contributed to p:lrents' lack of intereSt in 

having children, unemployment, excessive labor force participation by wOl11en, 

unccrt~lmy abollt the furure, wornen's desJre for self-fulfillment, and the list goes 

on. However. these f:lctot>, ltmltlf:lceted ,lnd inter,leting With one another Jl1 :l 

variety of ways in ditTerem countries, have conrll1ually \cd to the same result­

dechning fertility. One can hardly expect to produce a large etTect on the blrth­

r,He by intluencing a SIngle f:lcwr, yet that is exactly what demographic pohcles 

are expected to do. 

DESAI: So you do not believe th:lt tbe Russi.lT) healrh care system can cope 

wnh the problems of lugh monallty and low bll1:hrates' 

VISHNEVSKY: The potential of the health C:lre system for influencing mortality, 

;Hid more so fertihty, IS limited. Mort:llny and fertility tendencies are fonned under 

the infJllence ofdiverse economic. SOCIal, :lnd cultllr;ll taerors. A few' of thenl :lre or 

can be under the control of the he:llth care system. 

Ofcourse, r would nor want to diminish the abihty of he:llth C:lre to influence 

the situation, bllt declining feL1:ility is not J medical problem at aH. Furthermore, 

the overly high Russian 11l0H:lhty is prim;nily morrahty from external Callses of 

absolutely healthy men. Here, preventive measures Illay deflect dangeroLls beh:lv­
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ior and lower 11l0na!iry from acCidents and ilUUI;es, but they can nor elirninate the 

root of rhe eVIl. 

DESAI: Does Russia face a drastic population decline from the CUlTent level of 

abom 145 111lJlion as a result of these del110graphic factors) Is it possible that the 

Improving economic situatIon will lower the mortality rate, hft the bIrthrate, and 

help ,Hrest the popubtloll dechne? 

VISHN IWSKY; Let Ille respond by giving you a historical per>pective. In 1913. 

rhe popuLl(Ioll of Russi~l in ItS present borders was n llIety lDilhon. R.ussia experi­

enced ;l demographic (tallSit)on in the twentieth century, 'which was generaHv ac­

companied by accelerared population growth around the globe. Bur. in R.ussia. the 

porential demographic expamion was cancelled our by the immense human losses 

suUered during the catastrophes of the 6rst half of rhe century. The chance to ap­

prenably increase the popubtioJl was permanently losr. However. the natural growth 

in population. wh.ich renlailled l11gh despite the many catastrophes the country faced, 

helped close several demogr:lphlc g:lps. As a result. the COUll try survived rhe denlO­

grapluc crisis c:lused by World War [I. In 1955. we reached rhe prewar levels of 

population. During the next ten years, through the second half of the 1<)60s, llHu­

ral growth inn'eased the popularion, allow1I1g some people ro llligt-are ro other Soviet 

republics. 

DESAI: When did the 1I1lpact of the declil1lng birrhrate ;;}(tually begll1? 

VISHN[VSKY: Soon the reafter. The n;lmral incre;;}se we;;}kened under ,he CO)l1­

bined imp:lct of dimlllishing fertility. the end of the declining mortalIty rate, and 

an agll1g population. In 1<)64. the crude r<lte of tile natural increase ofrhe pOpul.l­

tion ofKussi.l fell below 10 per thousand for the f1l:"St time, reaclung 7 per thOUsalld 

in I<)07; it never agam reached that level, Ouctuatiog from 5.5 to 6.5 per rhou­

s:lnd-rarely outside that range. These numbers fell rapidly at the end of the eIght­

ies. from 1992, when the Russian population was hlsrorically at its 11lghest with 

14R.7 million people, the natural increase bec:lme negative, leadll1g to an overall 

decline of the country's population by more than 5.2 T1111lion people. or 3.5 per­

cent in 2003. [0 contr:lst. Russia's population had IIlcreased by 8.7 million people, 

or 6.2 percent, in the preced1l1g decade. 

DESAI: How does the recent continuing decline differ from rhe e;lrher pattem 

Ul tbe ftrst half of the lasr century' 

VISHNf.V$KY; The current contractlOIJ, the fourth since 1913. differs signlft­

cantly ftOm the previous three, which were caused by extreme social shocks-World 

War I and the civd war, f.1rnine, the repressions and purges of the thirties, and World 

War ll. In contrast, the current loss is conditioned by st:lble changes in the demo­

graphic behavior of Ru~si,\I1s. Th~lr is why one should not expect that it wIll be 

transitional and that a pOSitive n;ltlH;ll population growth will be reestablIshed III 

the near futme, leading to an incre:lse 1n the number of the country's residents. 

The Russian popl.lbtion WIll conrinue to dechne in the fllture. AU of the demogra­

phers agree on thIS predicrion. According to the 2002 forecast by the United Nations. 



3 r6 Part !II FIVE POLlCY PERSPEC lIVES 

1112050 rile population of Russia will be 101.5 nuUion people, wlllch represents a 

decline of about 30 percent from 2000 levels. RUSSIan forecasts mggest sImilar 

nUlllbe rs. 

DESAI: What consequences \vill result from such a sharp pO!Julation declJlle? 

V/SHNtVSK v: Ofcourse. popubtJon docs not bave to mcrease always and every­

where. Declining population is not always a !Jroblem, nor is grovvth always a ben­

efit. Howevt'r. cOllSldering the s!JecifJC conditions in RUSSia. thIS Joss 11l populatloll 

IS unquestionably damagJng. 

Although Rlmi.l ranks among the more populated countl~es of the world. se­

rious Il1consistencies prevaJI between its population and the size of Its ten~lOry, the 

length of its borders, the vastness obts temtory that needs exploration, and the lack 

of a developed serclement network. Russia has always had a Jot of !Joor)y utilized 

land with low populatIon density. These fe~tllres were gravely distorted after the 

coUJpse of the Soviet Union in 1991, wilen Russia mherited three-fou lth, of the 

ten~tory but. only half of the population. 

The European part of Russl~ has a population denSity th,lt is comparable to 

that of rhe United States, with 27 people per square biometer, compared to 29 in 

the United SUtes. However. 1J1 companson to the industrial countries of Western 

Europe, Russia's hisroncal cemer IS thmly populated. More th,ln a quarter of Rl1S~ 

SJam are concentrated in the central federal dIstricts, which constitute Jess than 

4 percent of the ten-itory. However, even here, the densIty of the popuhtion­

more than 5B people !Jer square kilometer-is thinner, hy half. rhan that of the 

Europe,llJ Utuon, at 119 people per square kilometer. 

DESAI: lsn'r the situatlon much worse-actl1;rUy a delTlogr.lphic dlsaster-1l1 

the Asian parr of Russia? 

VISHNEVSKV: Exactly. The Asian relTltory. which represents 75 percent of the 

countty's bndmass. accounrs for only 21 percent of the population-a densiry of 

2.5 Jl1)ubitants per sqnare kilometer. The demographIC potential ofSiberia ;rnd the 

Russian Far East is totally inadequate in telation to thell' natural resources. nor only 

for rheir exploration bur also for rhe creation of a settlement strucrure thar could 

more or less cover these rerritories. 

However, there IS another problem. [n addition to the mismatch between tbe 

country's demographic potential and resource endowment. Russia's l1rb~n sert!e­

ments are few in numher and underdeveloped. Let me explain. The fraction of 

Russia's urban population at 7.') percent nutches rhat)ll the European Union and 

in the United States ,1t 75 percent and In Japan ar 77 percent. Overall. Russi,J is as 

urb;rnized as these countlles. However, Its urhan popularion IS spread out ovet a 

brge number of serdements \.vlth a thoroughly underdeveloped network of large 

cmes. 

DESAI: You mean Russia has very few large cmes. 

V1SHN£VSK y; Yes. With the (lI,solutlon of the Soviet Union. Russia acquired 

thirteen of the twenty-four Soviet cities wnh a popubtion of J mIllioJl people. The 
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current census purs them at ten at rhe start of 2002, only [WO of which are wesr of 

the Urals. Only two Russian oties have more than 2 million residents. The United 

State~ has fourteen C1UCS with a population of more than 2 lTuIlion. eight of whICh 

exceed 3 1I1illion. 

DESAI: What arc the spetiflC disadvantages of having fewer brge ciries? 

VISHNEVSK Y: This underclevdopmellr oflarge cities attesrs to Russia's regional 

underdevelopment and Its fallure to generate a large Ilumber of regional and inter­

regional capitals. The urban population. in conditions of limited demographic re­

sources, moved to the few size,lble centers. ThIS pwcess prevented the g.rowth of 

large regional metropolises, which in rurn could provide 3n impulse for the devel­

opment of their regions. 

These internal C0l11pltcatJOl1S, which RussIa faces 3S a result of rhe current 

population sborrl;llI. will intellSify :IS the numbers decline. Then aga)J1. the declIne 

creates extern:ll difficulties relating to Russia's place in the yvodd cO.l1mllllUty. 

DESAI: What do you have in (Hind? 

VISHNEVSKY: The country IS Qpidly losing irs place in the \vorld demographIC 

hiel':lrchy. [n 1913. the Russian Empire had about 8 percent of the world's popu­

lation, 4.4 percent of which lived in RUSSia proper. Even in 1950, the territory of 

Russia. though Ir had not yet reached ItS pre:Vv'ar population level, had more than 4 

percent and rhe Soviet Union 7.1 percent of the global populatIOn. Russia's cur­

rent share-2.4 percent-of (he global population IS falling rapidly. Accordlllg to 

tbe UN report I mentioned earlIer, it WII! be a mere 1.1 percent In 2050. 

In 1913 and 1950, the RUSSian EmpIre and tbe Soviet Ullion ranked behind 

CIUlla alld [neba in population. However, Russia's present borders wOllld pur It in 

fourth place-,lfter China. India, and the Umred States in 1950. Currently, it IS In 

eighth place, having been overtaken by Indonesia, Brazil, Pakistan. and Bangladesh. 

In 2050. it will move to eighteenth place. having been surpassed by several African 

and developing countries, including Mexico. Egypt. the PhIlippines. Vietnam,Japan, 

and Irail. 

DES!\[: Why are you concerned about this glohal ranking' 

VISHNF.V~KY: It is impOltlllt because, even though Rmsia IS shdlllg in rhe glo­

b;t1 population hierarchy. it composes almost 13 percent of the global (erritory­

the largest in the world, rich in nannal resources bur poorly sertled. Its neIghbors. 

by contrast, are densely popul.lted srares that from time to tiIne announce clJiI11s on 

n.ussian terntary. 

Thus, the population loss has intemal economic and external geopolitical con­

sequences that are contrary to Russia's iI1tere~ts. A larger. even J. st;lble, population 

would prove benefICial, bur. IS thar possible;> 

Cle'1l'ly RUSSia went down in the glob;ll ranking because of internal and exter­

nal factors. The fanner arOse from the low fertility and the high mortahty, which 

we talked about earlIer. The external faerors relate to the delllographlC exploslOJI 

in the developing countries, which are clearly SUJ11Jssing RUSSia and the developed 
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n:ttlQl1s. Both of these factors are beyond RLlSSi,1'S COJltrol. Perhaps arresting the 

rise In mortality can be mal1Jged. The experience of the developed counttles pro­

vIdes an answer for RUSSIan policy makers, but raismg the fertility rate is next to 

impossIble. Russia is stuck with low fertility, a negative natural population growth. 

and an aging population. It is well nigh impossible to fllld a solution out of rhis 

siruacioll without creatIng new problems. 

J)l:Si\l: Can Illlnugration from the outSIde, as In tile United States, help. or 

would Jt create new problems:> Is that ",.. hat you have In mind:> 

VISIIN\;VSKY: In prinCIple, innnigrarion can at least partially counter the con­

traction and the aging of popubt.ions in the industri,ll countnes and posttransltjon 

economies. inclucbng Russia. However, RUSSia is currently unprepared to accept a 

large number of inu11lgt',1l1ts. 

In order to keep the populatIon at 146 million people, the COUllt at the tum of 

the current century, Russia would need to accept, on average, more than 700.000 

imnugrants on a net basis and gradually Increase the inflow to 1.2 to 1.3 Ililihon by 

2035. These are, of course. ballpark figures. 

DES,\I: These are awesome numbers. 

VISHNEVSKY: Right now, these numbers fly in the face of reality. In fact, net 

llnm.igration into RUSSia is declining. From 1981 to 11)90, 8.9 millIOn people ar­

rJved in Russia trom the fonner Soviet repuhhcs: only 6.9 Jndlion people did so 

between 1991 and 2000. However, Russia has been losing people to out-migra­

tion; as a lTsult. the net addinon to its popubtion in the last decade due to migra­

tion \\',1S ollly 3.3 million. less than Germany's J.H million during the S,1me penod. 

Even if one adjusts the interstate llugratlOn numbers 111 the 19905 for their inacclJ­

r~cy, It is ddlicult to argue ,1gainst the net contI'action (as against net expansion. a~ 

is ofren believed) of the Immigrant flow into RUSSia. 

DESt\I: Why do you rhink th,lt RUSSIa is not prepared to accept signifIcant 

II1lmig<'allt j]O\vs:> 

VJSHNEYSKY: Countenng populatJon dec1me through imm.igr;ltion requires an 

active strategy for the pUl1JOse. The Russi;l1l public, however, does not supporr such 

a strareg)'. Anti-immigrant attitlldes exist in many European countnes, but they 

emerged over time as a result of the presence of a signiticant number of Jlugrants III 

these cOLJlltries. RUSSIans, in contrast, displayed a negatiYe anitude toward immj­

grants long before irm11lgratlon inflows beg,ln. Most Russiam belIeved that rhere 

were ahTady tat too many illll11igrants, ;llthough, in re~hty, then' numbers were 

dedining. They also believed rhat the presence of Immigrants inevirably entailed 

negative consequences. [n fact, Russi;1I1s currently exh.ibit a negative attitude to­

ward RUSSian and Russian-speaking iIllmigrants froIll t.he tonner Soyiet republics. 

DESI\l: YOl.lllJean that RUSSIans 1I1 Russia arc opposed to the migration of eth­

mc RUSSIans from outside:> Why:> 

VISHNr,VSKY: The locals see the outsiders as potential comperitors III the labor 

market. Perhaps reflecting public sentiment. the Law on Cltlzenshlp passed on May 
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3l, 2002, [and] mlposed severe restriccions on applications for Russian citizenship 

It was amended on November It, 2001, and restored fairness with reg;lrd to former 

citizens of the Soviet Ulllon. In re<llity, though, ic acknowledges only that they cm 

serve ,IS stopgap addicions for countering the shortages inherited from the breakup 

of the Sovler Union. Nothing more. 

DES'\l: You lllean rhe law does nor have a long-ceml perspecrive. 

VISHN[VSKY: The Lnv does not recognize migration as a straceglcally 1I1Ipor­

tant process for correcting the effects of the declining populatIon on RUSSI,1ll hfe 

borh today and In the comIng years. More impottant, ir does not deal WIth the 

pocential role in that regard of non-Slavic iml1ligrants and mIgrants with other 

religions, ro,v;\I d whom "nlIgrantophobla" is magnifIed l/lto xenophobia. These 

prejudices are so wide.,pre<ld chat an aggressive proinunigracion polIcy is politl­

call y risky. 

Shutting rhe dool> to Immigrants would lUean th,lt the populatIon WIU con­

tinue to contract and age, the J11ls11l<ltch between human tesources and terrirory 

wiU grow worse, and RUSSIa's place III rhe global demographic hler:Irchy will fur­

ther deteriorate. 

DES,\I: Do YOll not think thac RlhSJan policy makers WIll aet before the SltU,I­

tion gets out of control' 

VISHNEVSKY: You are assuming that rhe inflow of imnugrants into RussI,1 de­

pends on che declSlons of the Russi;lI1 government and thac the govetJIfllent can 

fully control the situation. Such logical thinking rescs on the possib)hty of 3 smooth 

migratory interaction becween the developed and developing worlds, which has 

already ended. In the ll1jtial, benign st:Ige oflllternatwnal rrugration, che en¢ne of 

migracOty flows was controlled by che reCipient countnes. However. as soon as these 

Oows developed, chey creaced their o\\,n momentum, Increasingly ret1ecnng the 

sHmtion in the countries that were supplying migr:Il1Cs. The developed minOrIty. 

"the golden bJUion," is losing the InitiatJve to withstand the push of the surround­

lI1g bilhons of the Third World. Some time ago there were 2 llll.hon, cben there 

were 3 bt.llion, now there are already 5 billion, and there will be more. 

DESAI: Are you ~uggesting c1uc policy makers in the developed cOllntries ne 

increasingly unable to manage the pressures of Illegal migration CroUI outside' 

VISJ-INEVSKY: Yes. When the legal routes for migration proVIded by the reClpl­

em countries became too narrow, illegal channels developed. We can see cbat 0\1(­

selves. EX<lct infonnation in Russia is h3rd to come by, but illegal nnrmgranrs ne 

reported to number in che milhom. The problem of illegal lTI1gratJon)s becom­

ing acure and is of serious concern co politiClans and public opmion 111 reCipient 

countrIes. The demographic pressure of the overpopulated Third World will only 

continue co grow. For 3 time, Improving migration conteol in the reCIpient coun­

tries will prev<lil, but it will eventually be overtaken by the ability of Illegal nu­

grants to circumvent controls. I believe thac rhe population transfer from the 

overpopulated to the depopulating countries prOVIdes an answer to demographIC 
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problems of the twenty-first century. [t will probably be the most criticil chaJlenge 

ofche new cenwry. 

DESAI: What fonns n11ght this challenge take> 

VISI-INEVSKY: Today's migration ptessure IlIay turn out to be ollly the distant 

thunder of d coming storm. Given the presence of certain critical conditions, the 

demographIC pressure of the south on the north could escalate II1to milltny ;ll1d 

pobtical pressures. leadIng co a large-scale redlstnbution of the global pohtical 

ma p. In view of that possibIlity, it might be prudent to let off some of that steam 

by allowing economic immigration fro111 the South, despite solne of its negative 

consequences. 

DCSAJ: What are the negative consequences> 

V1SHNEVSKY: These negative irnpliotions anse fi-om economic and culmral 

incongnntIes. The demographic rnasses of the two worlds are numerically incoul­

parable. The potential supply of cheap labor from developing countries IS prdoi­

cally linljrles~_ \vhereas the needs of the developed countries are }lInited. These 

ll1111ugTJnts face problems ofsocial adaptation in the recipient countries. which have 

differenr cultural traditions. In any ose. as long as the scale of immigration is lim­

Hed, lllU11IgralltS aSSIlnllate rather quickly, almost di'501ving Into the local environ­

ment Without creating intercultural issues. However, when the absolute and relative 

numhers of IIlulligrants become significant ;lr\d. more important, when they mul­

tiply rapIdly and create compact sociocultural encl8ves in the reCIpIent countries, 

the aSS)lIlI1atlOn process slows down. generating intercultural tensions, which in­

crease objeetlvely as a result of the growing social and economic inequality of the 

"locJ.1" and the "foreign" populations. These "outslders," settled in immigrant 

enclaves, battle margin,djz,ltion and cultural duality by keeping ill touch with their 

home countrIes, often turning to their tradltlOnal practices and simphfled "funm­

mentahst" ideas, which help them retall! their whole "I." Meanwhite. the process 

of asslITlllation IS blocked, and many-not all. of course-ill1ll11granrs find them­

selves maladjusted ill their adopted lands. 

DESAI: That is a ptetty negative picture. 

VISHNEV$KY: The host countries that use foreign labor begJtl to feel the IimJ­

tanons oftheir immigrant capacity, and the Impact of the cornpetition between "us" 

and "them" ill the labor force gradually escalates into debates over imm.igration 

poliCies. willch rurn into a n)ajor pJaymg card ll1 political battles. Anti-inunigration 

senti1l1ems anse In the public. ,1nd stereotypes are created. which often attract the 

ll1telleetual elite. All of thIS IS on the same level as the dJsconten t harbored by the 

seIlliliterJte. margmallzed ilnmigrants. 

DESAI: [ wonder whether the rather poJarized picture that. you have presented 

rdates to the Russi;m situatiOll. 

VISHNEVSKY: All of this apphes to Russia in fulJ measure. lr needs irnrnigt:wrs. 

[ts demographic situation WIth the cOlltirJlllng population Joss is extreme. It 15 also 

experiencing migratory pressure from rhe outSIde. It.s lahor market does not wel­



Chapter 14 ANATOLY VISHNEV~KY 321 

corne foreIgners. It IS ,1ware of its llmitations to absorb and assimibte immigrants. 

The Immigrants feel excluded ancl unassllnilated, but RUSSIa's speCIal features ren­

der its situation more complex. 

DESAI: Wh;lt speCial features do you have in rnind? 

VISHNEVSKY: These i[)c1ude vast, sparsely populated, and tesource-rich tern­

tones. arable land, fresh wdter, and energy, aU cntical attnblltes for this cennny. 

These factors not orJy create demand for more workers In Russia bur also aUrKt 

tnlgrant workers from the overpopul<lted South. Howevc'r, (i'om a geopohticdJ 

petspective, the migration outlook (or Russia is not altogether benign. [n partlcll­

br, the massive infJow of the Chinese Into the Russi,ll1 far East, if it were to take 

pbce, would not only leave them culturally separ;lte hecause of the proxnlllty of 

then massive homeland next door but also :lctivate rerntorial claims by China sooner 

or bter. Obviously. limits of Immigration capacity should not be seen as totally 

aIrtight. Russia's migr'ltory capacity can be rncredsed via speCIal poliCIes aimed at 

WIdening the narrow corndors of opportunities as in other coulltries. Such poli­

cies, however active, can only expand the boundaries of Russia's lIugratory capac­

Ity; they cannOt eliminate the problems J have outlined. 

Dr-SAl: If the bbor force canllot be replenished by imnugrants, Russi:l wiU ex­

perience a senous declme in the ratio of working-age people to retirees. TIJJS will 

have serious consequences for the RUSSian pension system. Are suitable reforms of 

the pension system being cOllSidered? 

VISH NF;VSKY: Let us comider a fe\v number;,. The proportion of elderly people 

in Rmsia who are at least sixty years old grew from 6.7 percent In 1939 to 11.9 
percent in 1970, to 18.7 percent in 2001, and it WIll contll1Lle to grow. CUITelltly, 

their sh:lre III several countnes (exceeding 20 percent) is 21.5 percent in the Euro­

pean Union and 23.7 percent inJapan. The sallie future awaItS RUSSIa. BeCHlse of 

d",cre,lslng mortality, the age pyranlld changes Inexorably: The years jived by each 

cohorr In the l11iddle- and older-:lge brackets increase, thereby contnbutIng to an 

wcrease in the cOlllbllled hfetime of each gener:ltion. 

DlS!\I: So most developed countl~es face the negative consequences ofa chang­

ing :lge pyranlld. What IS new? 

VISHNEVSKY: For decac!t's. demographers luve discussed the negative econonuc 

and social comequences of an aging population. The biggest concern anses from 

the fast growth In the numbers and the proportion of pensioners relati ve to anwe 

wage earuers. Ther'" are orh"'r problems, too, among them the aging of the labor 

force itself the slowdown in the renew,I1 of knowledge and ideas, the weakening 

of generation,d pressure for such renewal, and, above all, tbe impact of gerontonacy 

itself The negative burden of an aging population and the ~ocial dynamic of the 

"shabbying" of nations dlluinlsh th", benefIts of democratic moderniz;ltion. 

DLSAl: What is the answer to the burdens of an aging population' 

VISIINEVSKY: A~ with all changes. social insmutions must adapt to the new de­

11l0gr,lphic realities, The creation of the pension system pro\'lcled the answer ro the 
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fclst-elllerging proportIOn of seniors in the twentieth century. The current growth 

of the "senior cltizenloJd" is unguestionJble. but why should it arouse such con­

cerns, as if society )S powerless to rise to the chaJJenge? What is wrong with re­

disrributing the COlnlTlon pool of socletv's resources in favor of later and later 

generations? Having extended the hves of the maJonty to truly old age, why must 

we express concern about havmg to provide for eldt'r1y people UJltll they pass away? 

DESAI: WhJt are t.he a)lSWerS' 

VlSHNEVSKY: [n fact, the demogrJphic changes have created an economIC op­

portuIJlty and provided an Jllswer. Along \vith declining mortality, the number of 

total human years is growing In tenllS of not only consulllption but productIon as 

weJ]. The relationship bet\veen t.he years of "dependency" (in c1uldhood and old 

age] and the "period of productIon" has remained pract.ically unchanged. Viewed 

in rhis WJy, the problem of agl11g ceases co be a demographic problem. Dependent 

children an as consumer borrowers until they surt producing. By cOlltrast, the elderly 

revert to a dependent status Jfter their working lite is over. alld their consumption 

is then p;l.ld [or by lJbor they contlibuted earlier. 

DESAI: Arc you suggestIng th;H 111 Russia the flITJnctng of pension payments to 

ret.irees IS lDJnageable' 

VrsHNEvsK Y; Curremly, the issue of the destructive influence of aglllg on se­

lIior CItizens and on the overall economic conditions in the COUlltry is widely de­

bated in Russia. Note that the extreme changt's in the RUSSian age srructure did 

not occur until the end of tbe twentIeth century. The populatIon, of course, got 

older, but one should not forget that workers in the ";l.ctive phase of production" 

provide for the "free-ride periods" of old age and childhood a, well. 

DESAI: [do not understand rhe relevance of introducing rhe double burden of 

providing for the very young and the retirees in your argument. 

V/SHNCVSKY: In postwar R us"ia, the total burden ofprovidll1g for children and 

seniOrs moved in waves as a result of the speCial featLIres of the age pYI~lI111d fOllned 

under the double impact of the n,ltural evolutionary process and the desrructi ve 

trauma~ of the first half of the century. Ho\vever, despite impressions to rhe con­

trary, the RUSSian population had a favorable age compo,irion at the end of the lasr 

century, almost the best in the ennre postwar period. The burden of supporting 

semor citizens continued to nse. but the combined burden of supporting young 

dependellts and the elderly was falling and was unusu,llly low by the end of the 

century. 

DESAI: So you see a silver 11l1ing ill the emerging age composirion of the 

population. 

VlSHNEVSKY: ObViously the age structure of the Russian popuJation will con­

tinue changing: HI rhe absence of the damaging traum,lS of rhe first hJlf of the last 

cenrury. the evolutionary component Will dOll1l11ate. Therefore, Russia's popula­

tlOll will get older. However, in my view, the effects of the aging population, in­

cJudlllg economic ones, are not as threatening as the cunent demograph.ic stereotypes 
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occasionally make them out to be. The presence of more semor, comes hand in 

hand with a variety of demographic and other ch;ll1ges that create genullle oppor­

tunities for neutralizll1g the negative cOllsequences of aglllg. Let me give you the 

view of the dlsting\.1lshed American demographer <lnd econom..ist Richard Easterlin:' 

"The real issue to be (aced IS brgely political, namely, how to capwre via taxation 

the savings of households from supporting fewer youngc'r dependents, so that these 

funds can be used to meet the rise in public expenditures needed to support older 

dependents. The question of political feasibility is a serious one, but it does not 

seem insunllountable, given tbat the workers to be taxed would themselves even­

tually be beneflCianes of such taxation. "2 

DESAI: Easterlin IS suggesting a redistributive nIt via taxatIon for supporting 

the older generation. 

VISHNEVSKY: Yes. We need :In appropriate SOCIal pbilosophy that will en.lble 

us to redisnibute resources in favor of the later ph;lse ofgenenJtlonal I1fe in the context 

of the new demographic realiries. Currently, this approach is 1111Ssing, but It wiU 

emerge in the developed vvorld when it teaches ,I st:lble age pyrarn.id with a narrow 

b<lse and :I wlde top. Until then. in the absence of the necessalY policy drive. the 

incte:lse in the share of the elderly every ten years wiU aggraV;lte rhelt sicu<ltlon and 

create Hew eCOnOlTliC pressures. 

I also want to inject a note of caution from ,I global perspective, Developed 

countries, preoccupied with their own problems, denly underestimate the d,lTl­

gers of the massively young age structure of the poor countries. Taken together. 

children and the elderly in developed countries number 800 per thous;md people 

aged 20-59 years tn contrast co 1,000 or JIlore for the developing countries with 

rapidly growing popul.ltio\1s. That number is 1,450 per 1,000 for Nigena, which 

wtli SOOI) su!1nss Russia in populatIOn, 

l)J:SAI: What IS the relson for sllch divergence' 

VTSTlNl:VSKY: The contrast results fi:olll their rapIdly growing populanom \vith 

large numbers of duldren in relation to people aged 20-59 years, These ranos arc 

only 464 per 1,000 for Russi~l, in contrast to 585 for Chim, 723 for Brnd, 872 for 

Indu, and 1.339 for Nigeria_ The irnmeasur<lble difftculnes of prOViding for the 

children of these poor bnds are Ell' more serlous than the problem of the agmg IJ1 

the developed countries. 

Second. viewed in the context of world realities, the challenge of aging IS more 

than just eCOI10rnlc. 

])CSM: Wlwt is that challenge' 

VlSHNEV5KY: I mentioned e:lrher th<lt, for eVelY cleve loped-country reSIdent, 

the developing world has five. nut for people under 20. the ratio is one to sevel1, 

The developing countries have 2.1 billion children and youth under 20 in contrast 

[0300 miUion in the developed mtions. I wonder whether the wealthy, aging. med 

North can successfully handle the impact of this imbalance in the twenty-fmc cen­

[Uly Russia's t;lsk In !ll:lnaging that cllJllenge WIU be no less difficult. 
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NOTE 

ManYJ Konovalov,\ rranslalcd the intervIew from Russian into English. 

1. Richard A. EastcrllJ1, professor of economics at the University of SOllthern C.lli­

fornia and member of the NHional Academy of Sciences and t.he Amencan Acadcmy of 

Arts and SClences, cornl)IJ}es t.he v.lrious disciphncs of economics, econOl1nc history. soci­

olo~', and psychology III hJS research. His pathbreakll1g contributions include an amlysls 

of worldwidc transitlOns fi-om hIgh to low fcrtllity and morwlit),. 

2. RIChard A. Easterlin, CrorJ'fh Tnul1Jpl/(/l1l: The Twenty-First Cm/MIT 111 HIstone,,1 Prr­

SpC(!II'C (Ann Arbor: UniverSity of Nlichigan Press, 1996), 123. 


