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The key issue for every society with a low birth rate is whether, as one generation dies, it should be replaced
by means of births in the same country or by means of immigration from abroad. It can be mathematically
proven that the sum of the burdens imposed on the middle generation by the tasks of caring for the
generations on either side of them - their children and their parents - is smallest at a birth rate of two
children per woman. In this case, no immigration is needed in order to prevent the population from
shrinking. This alone is enough to demonstrate that immigration is not the best way of solving Europe’s
demographic problems. However, experience shows that, in politics, straightforward mathematical proofs
of this kind tend to fall on deaf ears. Those proofs will not be repeated here, therefore.! Instead, this study
will focus on the arguments suggesting that increasing the birth rate is the best solution.
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Causes of the low birth rate and political countermeasures

Europe has a lower birth rate than any other continent.? It is important to increase it, for two
very different reasons. Firstly, it is desirable to safeguard Europe’s ability to exert political and
economic influence in the globalisation process and in the face of international competition,
and curb the adverse impact of a shrinking and ageing population. Secondly, the prime
constitutional principle of any democracy - equality before the law - is breached if society
becomes divided into two separate groups - one with descendants and the other without -
and if those who remain childless are treated more favourably in that they enjoy the same
entitlements to care despite not bringing up any children; those children’s subsequent
payments into State pension funds, health insurance funds and long-term care insurance
schemes will be needed to enable childless people as well to receive care in old age.

As the example of Germany shows, the main cause of a low birth rate lies in the fact that, in
recent decades, the proportion of people who remain childless in each annual cohort has
increased from less than 10% to between one quarter (in Germany as a whole) and more
than a third (in the old Lander). The proportion pf childless people is greatest among people
with high professional qualifications and lowest among the unskilled.? As the general trend
towards higher levels of education is continuing from one cohort to another, the proportion
of childless people is likewise constantly growing. In contrast, the birth rate among people
who have any children at all has remained constant for decades; it stands at the ideal figure
of around two children per woman.* For decades, the national average birth rate in Germany,
aggregating the figures for people both with and without children, has been around 1.4 live
births per woman. The low birth rate is due primarily to the large number of childless people
in the population as a whole, and only to a lesser extent to the declining proportion of large
families with three, four or more children.

The assertion that the one-child family is the typical family unit in Germany and therefore
the main cause of the low birth rate is erroneous. The most common family unit is that with
two children, which people generally regard as the ideal. Once people have embarked upon
parenthood by having a first child, the likelihood of their having a second child and further
children is relatively strong. The most effective way of raising the birth rate, therefore, is to
reduce childlessness, not to increase the number of children in families that have children.
It is important that political measures to increase the birth rate should be tailored to the
number of children families in the target group already have. The nature and intensity of
such measures should therefore also be varied, the most important group being those who
are (so far) childless. This vital principle underpinning family and population policies has so
far been ignored everywhere. The impact of measures taken to increase the birth rate has
therefore been slight.

Childlessness is most prevalent in countries with very dynamic economies and high per
capita incomes, and the birth rate is lowest there (= demographic/economic paradox)®.
These countries pay a high price for their economic performance and productivity in the form
of an erosion of their demographic fabric. In these countries, people are forced to subordinate
their personal lives to the requirements of the labour market, initially by deferring fulfilment
of the wish to have children, and, beyond a certain age, completely abandoning the idea of
doing so. In Germany and Austria, the result has ultimately been that, for many people, the
wish to have children does not even develop and a life without children is regarded as normal.
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The economic virtues of a high degree of professional mobility and flexibility, which are
expected of people, are at odds with the needs of people starting a family. They undermine
people’s willingness and ability to enter into long-term personal commitments in the form
of attachment to a partner and assumption of lifelong parental responsibility for children -
virtues which reduce people’s competitiveness on the labour market.

In order to ease the tensions between the requirements of the economy, on the one hand,
and the preconditions for starting a family, on the other, economic policy and population
policy should be brought more closely into line by introducing a new principle: whenever
a job vacancy is filled, if two candidates are equally well qualified, priority should be given
to the one who has family responsibilities. An approach of this kind does not conflict with
the constitutional principle of equal treatment, because that does not require everyone, but
only those whose circumstances are the same, to be treated uniformly, while those whose
circumstances differ may be treated differently.

Any family policy measure to increase the birth rate will as a rule have a different impact on
people depending on whether or not they have children. The writer has empirically analysed
the impact of the childcare allowance introduced in Germany in 1986 and the impact of the
recognition of child-raising periods in parents’ pension schemes on the birth rate among
women in certain annual cohorts and concluded that: (1) The impact of these measures
on the birth rate was greater the more children the women in question already had. (2) The
impact lasted for only a few years, after which it could no longer be empirically demonstrated.
(3) Among childless women (and men), the measures had absolutely no demonstrable
impact on the likelihood that they would embark upon parenthood by having a first child.

In general, people come to take new family policy measures for granted within only a few
years: theirimpact has been only brief in every country where this has been researched. In the
former GDR, which in the first half of the 1970s introduced a series of measures to raise the
birth rate, the birth rate per woman initially rose rapidly, but then in the 1980s fell back to its
previous level. Similar schemes in other countries in the former Eastern Bloc and in Western
European countries have produced similar results.

Summarising

Among women with children, the birth rate in all the ﬁndings, the
cohorts is around two per woman, which, as stated, is B
conclusion has to be

the ideal figure. The polarisation of the population into that th .
two groups - those with and those without children - is Al i BERIEREL EE I

particularly marked in Germany and is becoming even for the low birth
more so. This is the main reason why the mean birth ~I*ate per womamn in
rate for the population as a whole is significantly lower Germany lies in the
than for example in France, where lifelong childlessness high proportion of
is only about half as prevalent as in Germany. women who have

Political failure remained childless

inalllikelihood, the trend towards lifelongchiidiessness 1T lifie = around one
will continue, because its cause - the incompatibility  dUiarter to one third
of economic virtues with family values - will persistin ™= ainMoNg the younger
future and even become more marked. The division ecohorts sinece 19635.
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without, will become more marked as a result. The associated unconstitutional injustice
experienced by families with children because of the privileges accorded to childless people

in the pension, health insurance and care insurance systems, which are funded on a pay-as-
you-go basis, is in danger of assuming proportions which will jeopardise social stability and
discredit demography as the basis of shared life in society.
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This catastrophic demographic trend is ignored by politicians in Germany, although the
Federal Constitutional Court has called, in several judgments, in particularly that of 2001 on
long-term care insurance, for the privileges enjoyed by the childless to be ended by means
of an overhaul of the entire system of statutory social insurance. Given the extent of the
reforms required, the Court set 2004 as the deadline for their completion. By means of this
judgment, the highest German court not only cleared the way for social justice for families
with children to be restored, but, as a result, also created the preconditions for a return
to a higher birth rate. So far, however, politicians have irresponsibly spurned this historic
opportunity by ignoring the judgment.

In a further extremely important court case in the autumn of 2015, the Federal Social
Court in Kassel was asked to rule on the issue of whether families with children enjoy such
great advantages over childless people in the statutory health insurance system, because
their children are insured together with them contribution-free, that compensation for the
financial burdens of bringing up children in the form of reduced contributions is not justified.

In its judgment of 30 September 2015, the Federal Social Court dismissed the application

for such compensation. This was a spectacularly misguided judgement,® for the following

reasons:

* Families do not derive any advantage at all over childless people from the free insurance
of their children under the statutory health insurance system, because their children’s
free health care benefits all children, including those who will later themselves remain
childless.

* Per capita expenditure on healthcare for older people is around 10 times’ higher
than that on young people, and older people’s contributions to the statutory health
insurance scheme do not by any means cover the expenditure incurred in providing
them with healthcare. The shortfall is made up by the contributions and tax paid by
younger adults, in other words by the descendants of those people who have brought
up children, children who subsequently go on to pay contributions. In this way, people
who have remained childless benefit in old age from the generosity of contributors to the
cost of whose upbringing they themselves have not contributed. The fact that childless
people are required to pay higher rates of tax is of less importance, as parents are also
disadvantaged by the pensions and long-term care insurance schemes.®

* As in the case of the free statutory health insurance of children, the following point
is generally overlooked when comparing the situations of people with and without
children: even if some children will themselves remain childless in later life, everybody
benefits from the measures to promote families during their own childhood, as has
been illustrated here, taking health insurance as an example. Yet the ‘billions’ allocated
to supporting families are customarily seen as benefiting only families, not childless
people, although when the latter were children themselves they benefited in the same
way from measures to promote families, even if they have subsequently had no children
themselves.

e [fthis simple point is taken into account, the sum of €200 billion which is bandied about
in public as being the annual amount spent on subsidising families, and as supposedly
only benefiting families and not childless people, is shown to be illusory. In any case, the
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Stiftung, Gitersloh 2015.


















