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In the Same Boat as the West 

ANATOLY VISHNEVSKY 

Bmh in Russia and beyond, many people are certain that the councry is going 
through an unprecedented demogtaphic crisis, caused by the economic and 
political events of the 1990s. People are similarly convinced that the favour­
able economic transformations and a vigorous demogtaphic policy are capable 
of creating prerequisites fm solving this crisis. To what extenc are these views 
justifiable? 

It is true rhat since the firsr half of the 1990s Russia's population has been 
shrinking. By the beginning of 2007, popular ion loss in Russia had exceeded 
6 million (4.3 per cem of the historical maximum observed in 1993). All the 
major demographic indicators - ferrility, morrality and migrarion - are 
extremely unfavourable. Nevertheless, the most common cliches - 'demo­
graphic crisis', 'demographic catastrophe' - do nor by any means adequately 
reflect the demogtaphic situation as a whole. Thete ate evolutionaty compo­
nents contriburing to the demogtaphic situation which should not be inter­
pteted in a simplified mannet as purely negative, or deduced from Russia's 
specific economic and social context. These are characteristic of all developed 
economies, and thetefote it would be wrong to view them as manifestations of 
the ctisis only because events are not evolving in the way we would ptefer. At 
the same time there ate, of course, also components of Russia's demographic 
situation which cannot be referred to other than as a crisis Ot a catastrophe. 

It would be fair to speak of a specifically Russian crisis where mortality is 
concerned. But it would be wrong co date this crisis to the 1990s, since it has 
much older and deeper roOts. The most favourable morrality indices in the 
whole history of Russia were observed in 1965, and the situation has worsened 
ever since. The gap between Russia and the West has increa.sed steadily. By 
the beginning of the twenty-first century, the gap had reached the size of that 
between Tsarist Russia and the West in the early twentieth cencury: with 
respect CO males the gap grew even larger in many cases than in 1900 (see 
Table 1). 

Russia is unique in that the life expecrancy staristic is detetmined by high 
mortality in the adult population, particularly men, rather rhan by infant 
mortality as in many developing countries. The main causes of dearh ate either 
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Table 1 Russia's gap in terms of life expectancy, in comparison with othet 
countries, in the early twentieth and twenty-first cencuries (in years) 

Year From the US prom prance From Sweden 
, 

From Japan 

Males 

1900 15.9 12.7 20.3 14.5 

1965 2.2 2.9 7.2 3.1 

2005* 15.9 17.9 I 
-

19.0 19.5 

Females 

1900 16.2 14.1 20.8 13.1 

1965 0.5 1.4 2.8 -0.5 

2005* 7.7 11.4 10.0 12.9 

*Russia and France - 2005; the US, Sweden, Japan - 2003 

cardiovasculat diseases ar an unusually young age, by Western srandards, or 
'external causes', such as suicide, homicide, traffic accidents. poisoning, and so 
on, ere. of which quire healrhy people die. The high mortaliry in Russia is 
rooted in the lifestyle of the majority of population, rhar is, irs norms of 
behaviour and system of values. 

Of course, the public health care system toO is far from ideal, since it had 
never been adequately financed. However, the mortality of the adult popu­
lation does not gteatly depend on this factor. The health care system is 
relarively more efficient when ensuring lower infant morrality: in Russia, 
infant mortality is still rarher high - 11 deaths per 1,000 births, which is 
rhree times the figure in France - bur is on a continuous downward ttend. As 
for the adulr population, the reason for such high mortality lies in lifesryle 
specifics, in the face of which the health care sysrem is largely powerless. 

Nowadays, we can predin tendencies of mortality in Russia in a situation 
of great uncertainty. On rhe one hand, the fact that mortality levels ate lower 
in many countries is grounds fOt optimism: in ptinciple, the lowering of this 
level is fe-asible, and there are grounds fot hoping that, soonet Ot latet, this 
trend will also be seen in Russia, though thete are no signs of such a change 
at present. On the other hand, it would be wrong to rule OUt the probability 
that the situarion will stagnare Ot even worsen, as has been the case over the 
paSt forty years. 

Things are quite different in respect to fertility. In this case, the comparison 
wirh other developed nations is not as discouraging for Russia as jt is with in 
rhe case of monality. In terms of fertility, Russia is well within the norm fOt 
developed nations, occupying a place in the middle of the list (see Figure 1). 
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USA 2.06 
France 1.91 
Finland 1.8 

Australia 1.77 
Sweden 1.75
 

Nelherla nds
 1.73 
UK 1.63 

Canada 1.53
 

Estonia
 
Switzerland
 

Austria
 

Germany 1.36
 
Russia
 1.34 

Italy 1.33
 
Spain 1.32
 
Japan 1.29
 

Greece 1.29
 
Bulgaria 1.29
 
Hungary
 1.28 
Lithuani 1.26 

Slovenia 1.25
 
Slovakia
 1.24 

Latvia 11.2£ 
Poland 1.23 

Czech RepublIC 1.22 
UkralflB .... 1.22 
Belarus 1.2 

1.5 2 2.5 

Figure 1 Total fertility rare in some counrries in 2004 (birrhs per 1.000) 

Ir is rrue rhat rhis level of ferriliry is very low and is nor sufficiem ro keep the 
popular ion size cons rum. The facr that Russia is in rhe same club as many tich 
and successful counrries does nor alleviare the acuteness of the problem for 
Russia. Already the decline in fertiliry berween rhe mid-1950s and rhe lare 
1960s has meam rhar Russia's population scapped reproducing itself in the 
mid-1960s. The new decline in fertility in rhe 1990s, has aggravared this 
siruarion further. 

Since 2006, in the wake of Ptesidem Putin's message to rhe Federal 
Assembly in May 2006, problems of low fertiliry have been the focus of 
anemion for rhe political establishmem. Since the beginning of 2007, new 
measures ca encourage families have been introduced and oldl ones srrength­
ened. The iniriawrs of this policy arrach a special atteorion ro rhe so-ca~led 

'birth voucher' - an amouor equal roughly ro US$10,000 (and subjecr to 
indexarion) which is provided in rhe form of a special voucher upon the birrh 
or adoprion of a second or subsequeor child. The morher (and sometimes also 

1.46 

1.42 
1.42 

o 0.5 
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rhe farher) is authorized to dispose of rhis capital after rhe child has reached 
rhe age of rhree arthree years afrer rhe dare of rhe child's adoprion. The money 
can be spenr on housing, paymenr for rhe child's educarion or on a pension for 
rhe morher. 

Moreover, child care paymeors up to rhe age of eighteen moorhs have been 
increased and the range of irs recipieors expanded; rhe rerms of enritlemeor co 
maternity pay somewhat improved; the size of paymeor fot aorenaral clinics and 
mareeni ty hospi ral services, provided on rhe basis ofthe so-called' birth vouchers', 
increased; compensation for child care service charges insrituted, and so on. 

lt is assumed rhat the pro-naral measures -of the scare will lead to higher 
fertility. However, demographic experts are cautious, and express rathet 
reserved oprimism. They note rhar pushing up fertility rares is a complicated 
task which no one has managed to solve so far. True, there is a receor posirive 
example in France, where the tOtal fertility rare rose to tWO children per 
woman in 2006. But even if the curreor success of France is viewed as a result 
of pro-naralist policies there, it is also clear rhar it rook a long time to achieve 
this, while in orher European counrries considerable resources have been spenr 
on promoring a rise of ferrility wirh only insignificaor resules. 

The higb mortaliry and low fertility rares in Russia are in addirion ro rhe 
changes in rhe age composirion of rhe coumty. Russia's population is ageing. 
This general rrend for all developed coumries is aggravared by the specifically 
Russian age pyramid. The overwhelming majotity of dearhs is obviously 
among elderly people = 60 and especially 70 years, and older. Uoril the begin­
ning of che 1990s, there were comparatively few people of rhis age in Russia, 
for rhey belonged co the generarions who had endured huge losses during che 
Second World War. But then the generations born in rhe lare 1920s and lacer 
srarred co age past 60 and then 70. By the rime rhey were old enough co be 
eligible for militaty service, the war had ended: there were consequenrly more 
of them by the rime of rheir retiremem. 'Ihis could only have rhe effecr of 
causing a considerable increase in rhe absolure number of dearhs among rhe 
people in rhe previous and currem decades. And alrhough the number of 
women of child-beating age was larger chan ever in Russia ac the turn of rhe 
centuty, rhe absolute number ofbirrhs since 1992 rurned our to be lower rhen 
the number of deaths because of row fertility. Hence, natural popularion 
decrease srarted. 

It is vety difficulr to reruro co the natural rate of popularion increase in 
Russia, and ~[ is probably impossible co do so within [he next 10-20 years. 
The currenr rate of popurarion reproducrion in Russia provides for JUSt 60--{;5 
per cem of rhe replacemenr of parearal generarions with children, and any 
essemial changes in rhis rate are unlikely in the foreseeable future, even given 
rhe mosr favourable course of eveors. All demographic forecasrers for Russia 
are unanimous on rhis poine. 
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Even if the morraliry level starred to faU soon, it will be difficult to change 
sharply the negative trends of its dynamic which has been building up for ovet 
forry years and funhermore to make up for the lag bebind the West, which 
has also accumulated over the time. It will be equally as difficult to ensure a 
rapid and sustainable increase of fertility. The most optimisric Russian 
forecasts, assuming the absolute success of current pro-natal efforrs, assume 
rhar the numbet of births pet one woman will tise ftom the current 1.3 to 
1.7-1.8 pet thousand. But this is insufficient for the teplacement of 
generations even in ordinary conditions, the mme so given an expecred sharp 
decline in the number of women of child-bearing age: over sixteen years ­
ftom 1990 to 2Q05 - 6.6 million fewer girls were born (a decline of 37 pet 
cem) than within tbe pteceding sixteen years. Ar the same time, the number 
of elderly people increased, pushing up the number of deaths. ~n the post­
2005 period, cohom of the elderly will be replenished with the mOSt 
numetous pOSt-war generation: in the fifteen years from 1946 to 1960, 76 
million childten wete born into conditions of much lower infant morrality 
than the 47 million children born within the preceding fifteen years which 
included the Second World War years. So it would be possible, ar best, to 
count only on a gradual improvement of the situation, which is capable of 
slowing down the namral population decrease but incapable of terminating it. 

Under these circumstances, immigration becomes the only somce of 
population replenishment in Russia. Within the period from the start of 
natural decrease in 1992 and up to rhe beginning of 2007, immigrants 
numbered 11.8 million people. During the same period, net migration has 
numbered 5.5 million, which was not enough to compensare for the natural 
decrease, although it reduced the total population loss in Russia to 6.3 
million. True, no account was taken of unregistered, illegal migrants, whose 
amount is unknown. Bur, ro all appearances, the bulk of illegal migtants are 
guest workers, so their presence in the country can hatdly be viewed as 
compensation fot the of natural dectease of petmanent population. 

So far, it has been tepatriation that constituted the bulk of compensating 
migration - four-fifths of migrants atriving in Russia wete ethnic Russians or 
representatives of other peoples of Russia (Tatar, Bashkir, and so on) returning 
from the former USSR republics. Recently, most of them had Russian 
citizenship by the time of migration. 

This migrarion resource is gradually running our, whence a fall in the rate 
of migration increase and the smaller compensating role theteof. In 1994, 
registered migration increase was close to 1 million persons, then feU to 0.5 
million for several years running; since the beginn~ng of the currenr decade, 
it has been hoveting at around 100,000 persons a year. Thus, the virtually 
offsetting tole of repatriarion is rapidly abaring, and Russia faces the necessiry 
of turning to other sources of migtarion increase. The situation is further 
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aggravated by the fact that while to date the decline in the total number of 
Russians was accompanied by a growing number of people of working age, a 
tapid decline in theit number is expected in the next few years (ar a rate of 
roughly I million people a yeat). So, in addition to demographic arguments 
in favour of immigtation, thete ate also are economic ones. 

In 2005, Russia's ptesident said in his message to the Federal Assembly 
that Russia 'is intetested in the influx of skilled legal labout migtants' and 
rhat the country needs a 'sensible strategic immigrarion policy'. He said also 
'In the final count, each legal immigrant musr be given an oppOtwnity to 
become Russian citizen.' It is important to recognize, however, that anti­
immigration sentiments ate running very high in Russia now, and a large­
scale stream of migrants capable of offsetting the natural loss of population 
becomes increasingly problematic. Hence, there will be furrbet shrinkage of 

Russia's population. 
Formally, there is an official 'Concept of national demogtaphic development', 

approved by the Russian governmenr in 2005, which set the goal of stabilizing 
the population and creating premises for subsequent demographic growth. One 
of the casks cited is 'the regulation ofmigration streams with a view to designing 
effeccive mechanisms for natural dectease subsritution'. A new 'Concept of 
demographic policy' is being drawn up, which maintains continuity in relation 
to the ptevious concept in terms of demogtaphic development goals. 

On the basis of this logic of 'stabilization', the scale of migration would 
automaticaLly depend on the natural decrease of the population: it must not 
be lower -than the latrer. Bur rhe size of the decrease can be so considetable 
that irs real compensation at the expense of growing migration is unlikely. 
The annual natural decrease, and as was noted above, the decrease of worklng­
age population, will be around I million people in the next few years. The 
annual reception of the same number of people for petmanent residence in 
Russia is hardly possible (for different reasons). 

True economic needs can ro a considerable extent be met at the expense of 
tempor~ry guest workers, and a ftaCtion of them can be viewed as candidates 
for permanent workers with a prospecr of obtaining Russian citizenship. Bur 
this does not eliminare rhe problem of population reduction, which is as acute 

as before. 
Since the early 1990s, when the depopulation of Russia ifUrned from a 

looming threat (ptediCted by demographic forecasts back in Sovier rimes) into 
a reality, public anxiery concerning the demogtaphic future of Russia has 
intensified sharply. An expression, 'the Russian cross') meaning where the 
downward birrh-tate curve and upward death-rate curve intersect on a graph, 
has eorered the language of journalists and politicians. 

One would wonder, however, to what exteor is it justified for one lQuntry 
ro 'appropriate' this metaphor in condirions when the natural dectease of 
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population becomes more and more a widespread feature of demographic 
dynamics, ar least in Eu~rope. In 2003, for example, this 'cross' was observed 
in seventeen Emopean countries. According co rhe medium varianr of rhe 
latest UN forecasr (2006), in the period 2015-20, the rising dearh-rare curve 
wHi ineersecr rhe falling birth-rare curve for the all developed nations of the 
wodd. The size of rhe discrepancy berween the twO will keep on increasing' 
All these countries will face the same increasingly acure problems associa.ted 
with compensarory (if viewed from these cOllntries' posi tions), 0,( 

redistriburive (if viewed from a global position) migration. 
Paradoxical as it may sOillld, in spite of some exceptional features of the 

demographic situarion in Russia - that is, a very high morrality and age 
pyramid. especially heavily deformed by social shocks and wars in the first half 
of the twentieth ceneury - tbe similarity between the demographic problems 
of Russia and other developed narions is, in the long r.erm, more essential rhan 
the differences between rhem. The similarity is determined by relative 
synchrony of demographic transition in all these coum.ries, including Russia 
in tact, it starred somewhat later in Russia but nevertheless already had a 

hundred-year hiscory) as well as by its asynchrony at the global level, which 
predetermined unprecedented demographic asymmetry in the modem world. 

The demographic explosion in the developing world, largely in the global 
SOuth. which has caused this asymmetry, is giving rise in turn to a new global 
reality. The world demographic transition emered a new phase (David 
Coleman, a British demographer, speaks of 'the third demographic tran.sir.ion') 
in which international migration starts playing a quite differem role, that is, 
irs primary role as a mechanism of spatial redistriburion of population. This 
role was Largely lost ovet the past three hundted years, after the system of 
modern European states and then of colonial empires took shape, though it 
would be wrong to say that it has disappeared completely - as evidenced, for 
example, by the transoceanic migraorion of Europeans in the nineteenth and 
rwenrieth cenemies, who colonized vast spaces. Nevertheless, the Westphalian 
principles triumphed in the Euroceneric world, in particular, the principle of 
sovereign control by the srare of its borders, a conerol which is incompatible 
with the free movement of large masses of people. Bur this principle will now 
be pm to the test in conditions which are infinitely different from those of 
mid-seventeenth-ceneury Ellfope. 

The 'North-Sourh' demographic asymmetry is a very irnpofl'ane compo­
near of these conditions, though it is not unique. It manifests itself in the 
presence, on the one hand, of rich countries with a population of slightly more 
than I billion tending to population reduction and, on the other, of poor 
overpopulated countries, whose population is over 5 billion and rising. There 
IS a huge number of other economic. polirical, technological, ecological and 
other facwfS turning both groups of countries inca communicating vessels, 
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rendering rhe migrarory isolation of one part of the world from the other 
impossible. The direcr economic, and probably also demogtaphic interest of 
the North in the influx of migrancs, and of the Sourh in their ourfiow to rich 
countries, is becoming increasingly apparent. True, the quanrirarive needs of 
each side do nor balance out, but rhis only complicates rhe situarion further. 

Somehow or other, though the stare borders of the majority of Northern 
couneries remain stable (and i.n this sense the Westphalian principles remain 
in force), the migration streams, largely directed northward, are becoming so 
significant that the composition of the population in developed countries is 
srarring to change rapidly. 

Russia ran into rhis realiry larer than its western European or North 
American neighbours (and, in effect, has not yer had ro deal wiu1 it). There­
fore it is susceptible, to a greater extent that they, to an illusion that sovereign 
governments are in a position to camrol the global redistribution of popu­
Larion. Today's Russia is tOO deeply stuck in its internal prob[ems, and it ties 
,hem tOO closely to recent developments in its internal hisrory, to be fully 
aware of the much more important and deep transformarions that have occur­
red and are still occurring in the ourside world. Hence. there is a considerable 
Utopianism in terms of its vision of its demographic Future, in particulat, of 
the opportunity to avoid a large-scale influx of migrants. Bm this does not 
mean that such views are not shared by a huge number of people across Europe 
or North America. Like the majority of Russian intellectuals and politicians, 
they believe that the keys to solving the situation lie in their respective 
countries, and that those from the 5 billion people in the developing world of 
today (and 7~8 billion pf the furure) who want to come to them will behave 
themselves, depending on the decisions of European or North American 
parliaments and governments. 

This similarity of views points to the similarity of siruations across the 
countries which have experienced demographic transition, bur by no means 
serves as a proof that such unanimous views are true. Probably the situation is 
so new that it has not yet been properly recognized ,in any of these countries, 
which still cherish hopes that it is possible to rurn back the tide of hisrory, at 
least wirh respect to migration. Though in Russia, just like in Europe and the 
US, the so-called 'Hlegal migrants' are counted in millions and the number 
thereof is increasing by the year, hopes are still alive that migrant inflow can 
be halted, ar least with a new variety of China's Great Wall - a technical 
construction along srare borders or something of this kind. These hopes are 
most likely futile, and sooner or later the majority of developed nations will 
have to seek new srrategic approaches ro migration policy, guided by the 
English proverb 'what can't be cured must be endured'. 

Russia will be no exception either. It is natural that the currem dramatic 
Jemographic situation makes Russian society uneasy, pushing it to search for 
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measures which can arrest the unfavoutable ttends. As expetience is gained, 
rhe knowledge and perceprion of the fundamental causes of demographic 
change will become more profound and people will srarr ro teali~e rhat nor 
everyrhing can be changed. The elimination of the mortality-related deficit, 
accumulated by Russia, is an uncondirional imperarive, a conditio .fine qua 1/on 
for rhe successful development of rhis COUntry. As for the dynamics of ferriliry 
and migrarion, these are derermined ro a very considerable extent by complex 
global processes. It is hardly possible ro influence rhem by acring within the 
bounds of one country. Russia is at roughly the same phase of demogtaphic 
development as all rhe industrialized countries (that is, at the closing stages 
of demographic transition), and so it must, in concert with them, design 
political approaches, providing nOt only for modifying what can be changed, 
but also for adapting to what cannor be changed. 

Anatoly Vishnevsky is direcror of the Institute of Demography in the State 
University - Higher School of Economics in Moscow. 
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