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INTRODUCTION

In 2022, Pakistan saw massive, deadly flooding
that claimed more than 1700 lives and
destroyed $15billion in housing and infra-
structure.' Tt will cost even more to rebuild.
Then came a cascade of health disasters:
the floodwaters stagnated, mosquitos began
breeding and dengue, malaria and other
diseases spread quickly. Hospitals lacked the
capacity and equipment to meet the need,
and the immediate loss of food combined
with long-term damage to arable land has
already left 10million children without
adequate nutrition.? It will take decades for
the country’s agricultural production to
recover, projecting a future of food insecurity
and malnutrition.

In one sense, the crisis was caused by climate
change, having begun with intense monsoon
rains and catastrophic heatwaves. But those
weather events only constituted a population
health crisis because of the density and demo-
graphic structure of the affected commu-
nities. Pakistan has more than 230million
citizens® and the highest rate of urbanisation
in South Asia, soon to be almost 50%.* Those
trends make Pakistan and other populous
nations especially vulnerable to hurricanes,
floods, fires and other climate disasters.

Inequality, too, is a risk factor. Recent prog-
ress in global health and education has been
hindered by the ‘three Cs’—climate crisis,
conflict and COVID-19—which have exposed
and exacerbated gendered, racial, economic
and social inequities. These intersecting
problems have put the United Nation’s 2030
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) out of
reach. They disproportionately affect popula-
tions and communities that have been system-
atically oppressed, driving those groups into
further marginalisation and deeper poverty.

In a world of 8billion inhabitants, we must
shift the way we tackle interactions between
the three Cs and demographic trends like

the youth bulge, ageing populations and
migration patterns. Here, I want to propose
that a useful way of framing their interde-
pendencies is placing them in the context of
population health and inequalities. Bringing
the SDGs back within reach depends on our
ability to offer everyone a society worth living
in, including, and perhaps especially, those at
the bottom of the economic ladder.

THE RISING GENERATION

Foremostamong demographic trends shaping
population health and inequality is the latent
economic potential of our rising generations.
The world is now home to 1.8billion people
between 9 and 24.° Over 90% of them are
concentrated in fast-growing cities in low and
middle income countries (LMICs), where
they face the aftermath of decades of environ-
mental degradation and neglect. Investing in
the knowledge, skills, and health that these
young people will accumulate throughout
their lives—the ‘human capital’ they repre-
sent—would enable this generation to realise
its potential as a productive force in society.
That capital must be developed through
secure and reliable nutrition, affordable
healthcare, quality education, good jobs and
skills training. These measures are crucial to
ending extreme poverty and creating more
inclusive societies. They are also the only way
we can prepare younger generations for the
deeply uncertain future they face.

However, large disparities in school enrol-
ment, retention rates and education quality
exist between girls and boys” and between rich
and poor, both within and between countries.”
The promise of education remains unful-
filled, with millions of children not meeting
basic standards for literacy and numeracy®
despite attending school. Self-harm related
to poor mental health and violence are on
the rise, and they remain among the leading
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causes of death” for older adolescents and young people.
These failures are threats to the well-being of individuals
and to the resilience of the cities and communities they
inhabit."’

It is projected that less than half'' of young people will
find formal jobs in the coming decades. That level of
disengagement can stall economic progress and decre-
ment population health, ultimately destabilising social
systems. In countries experiencing the ‘youth bulge’,
governments and the private sector must work together
quickly and at scale to provide the health and education
resources that will allow this generation to transform the
societies they inhabit.

AGING AND IMMIGRATION

The youth bulge some countries are experiencing stands
in sharp contrast to the ageing of populations elsewhere.
Over the last five decades, the global median age has risen
more than 10 years, and the proportion of people over
65 is expected to increase from 10% in 2022 to 16% by
2050."* Population growth is still observed in some parts
of Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, but low fertility
and rapid ageing are increasingly the norm, especially in
high-income countries.

In response, ageing countries will need to imple-
ment public policies that support older citizens, such as
universal healthcare, long-term care systems, social secu-
rity and robust pension schemes. These services, however,
require an active and able workforce that ageing coun-
tries are already struggling to provide.

The best and only solution is to embrace immigra-
tion. The ageing populations and slowing economies of
higher-income nations can be rescued by international
refugees and migrants, but only if those new residents
are welcomed as a necessary source of cultural and
economic vibrancy. The UN refugee agency reports
that there are more than 100million forcibly displaced
people worldwide, 27.1 million of whom are refugees."”
The vast majority—85%—are currently hosted in LMICs.
Close to half of all refugee children are not in school.
Those numbers need to change, and the resources to
change them are locked in high-income countries that
also happen to desperately need help providing mental
health support and other forms of eldercare.

East Asia is leading the way here. Japan and South
Korea both saw their workforces shrink as a result of
declining birth rates and population ageing. Both have
responded by relaxing immigration rules and opening
new, more welcoming paths to citizenship. Europe has
failed to follow suit, but recent analyses suggest that it
must do so soon."* An even more persuasive case study
is provided by the city of Detroit, where neighbourhoods
buoyed by immigration from Bangladesh, Yemen and
Central America have grown by almost 50% over the
last 20 years, while city’s overall population dropped
by 25%." More than 100 new businesses have opened
along the central street in Banglatown alone. Across

the USA, immigrants pay about $1000 more in taxes
than they receive in annual benefits and participate in
the workforce at a significantly higher rate.'® In a world
full of asylum seekers and migrants, tightening borders
is nothing short of economic self-destruction for high-
income nations facing rapidly ageing populations.

URBANISATION AND EXCLUSION
In the majority of LMICs, large flows of the rural poor are
increasingly concentrated in informal urban settlements.
Climate crises are spurring migration within countries
as well as between them. Urban growth now means the
urbanisation of global poverty, which leads to increasing
inequality—tens of millions of people are living in cities
without the resources to house, educate, feed and care
for them thanks in part to the legacy of colonialism.'” In
Sub-Saharan Africa, roughly half of the population lives
in informal settlements in and around major cities like
Accra and Lagos."®

By mid-century, 68% of the global population will live
in cities."” The scale and inexorability of urbanisation
mean that governments around the world need to focus
on building inclusive and resilient city environments.
Larger nations will need to follow the lead of smaller
ones like Uruguay, Denmark and New Zealand. Uruguay
in particular has combined a two-decade expansion of
solar and wind,” a centralised push to welcome and inte-
grate migrants through its Neighborhood Improvement
Program, a UN-sponsored climate-adaptation program
for its cities, and a remarkable national embrace of a
lower-consumption lifestyle. The result is an attainable
life that is healthy, livable and worth aspiring too—but
is also sustainable and resilient to at least some kinds of
climate crisis.”!

CONCLUSION

As populations continue to grow, move and age, our
ability to avoid catastrophic effects from climate disas-
ters is contingent on harnessing the demographic devel-
opments that are shaping our cities and communities.
Young people must be educated, must have healthcare
and reproductive freedom and must have access to
good jobs. Women and girls must have full social and
economic participation. Migrants must be welcomed
and integrated both culturally and economically. Older
adults must be cared for and supported. And those jobs,
economic programmes and social programmes all need
to be grounded in a vision of life that is both sustainable
and dignified.

The 56th annual session of the UN Commission on
Population and Development takes place this April. In
that forum, attention will turn to addressing population
trends and the SDGs, and decision-makers will rightly
observe that we lack the granular data we need to make
sound decisions about policy details for our cities and
communities in support of climate resilience. Adolescent
health and well-being are especially understudied. Too
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few datasets adequately account for the complexities of
gendered and racialized marginalisation and exclusion.
Addressing those gaps in our knowledge is critical if we
are to keep pace with shifting global demographics. Most
of all, in order to protect population health governments
must begin to treat these investments in their popula-
tions as oriented not only towards the obvious social
goods they bring—education, healthcare, quality of life
improvements—but also as strategic preparation for a
future of disruptions, natural disasters and rapid environ-
mental change.
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