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The annual number of births in China has fallen for the first time since Beijing relaxed its one-child policy,
suggesting that the reform has failed to reverse declining fertility rates that economists warn are a long-term threat
to the country’s development.
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There were 17.23m births in China in 2017, down from 17.86m the previous year, the country’s national statistics
bureau said on Thursday.

The ruling Communist party’s policy allowing all couples to have two children came into force in 2016, leading to a
1.3m increase in births that year compared with 2015.

Analysts said that the rise in births in 2016 was probably a one-off as couples who had been waiting to have a
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second child did so as soon as the policy changed.

Whyte)??2?

Economists have warned that falling birth rates in China are leading to a rapid ageing of the population and
creating a shortage of workers. That is placing a greater burden on social services even while per capita incomes in
the country lag behind developed nations, which have struggled with declining fertility rates for decades.
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“China is experiencing problems that mostly more developed countries have experienced for a long time,” added
Mr Whyte.
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By about the middle of this century, one in every three Chinese people is forecast to be aged more than 60. Beijing
expects the country’s population to peak in about 2030 at 1.4bn, before going into a gradual decline.

Analysts say shifts in attitudes, such as a greater emphasis on investing in children’s education, are lowering the
country’s fertility rate. Some demographers say that these trends were evident even before the one-child policy
was introduced in 1979, meaning the demographic shift would have happened regardless.

To counter the falling birth rate, some Chinese commentators are advocating tax breaks and subsidies to
encourage couples to have more children.
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The introduction of the two-child policy affected China’s urban residents more than those in rural areas, mainly
because the policy was not enforced as stringently outside the cities.
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But Chinese city dwellers tend to have a preference for fewer children, partly because they perceive the costs of
raising a child as prohibitive and because women in cities are more educated. “The change disproportionately
affected urban couples who have lower fertility preference anyway,” added Mr Gietel-Basten.
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