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Executive Summary
This report presents a political economy analysis (PEA) of fertility in four villages of the communes of Karma and Aguié, in western and central Niger. The primary purpose of the study is to test the relevance of PEA methodology for gaining a fuller understanding of development and resilience-related issues in rural Niger. As such, the approach adopted examines and compares the social, economic and political configuration of the target villages using the issue area of fertility as its study framework. After highlighting the importance and significance of the issue area, the study presents the rationale for conducting a political economy analysis in this field and argues that such an analysis brings about value added by developing complex explanations and offering new theoretical perspectives for policy interventions. In particular, the study argues that high birth rates in rural Niger are the expression of social problems fueled by a longstanding crisis of agriculture. In this context, a specific structure of incentives and disincentives with regard to having children has emerged and largely works in favor of having large families. However, this incentive structure, the study finds, does not result in hostility towards family planning. As a conclusion, the study stresses that a guiding theory is needed to develop policy interventions that take into account political and economic incentive structures while making the most of people’s openness to family planning methods. 

INTRODUCTION

This report presents and analyzes the results of a political economy study conducted in July/August 2015, in the communes of Karma (Region of Tillabéri) and Aguié (Region of Maradi). The political economy analysis (PEA) was undertaken at the request of, and was funded by USAID’s Sahel Resilience Learning (SAREL) project. Its primary aim was to test out the PEA methodology in providing a framework for understanding the drivers of fertility in rural Niger in view of exploring policies that work “with the grain” of local communities. Our choice of these two locales is related to the policy interventions that the social marketing NGO Animas Sutura conducts there. 

The NGO Animas Sutura was established in 2007 by people who were already active in the promotion of contraceptives in the 1990s, at that point with the support of USAID and the World Health Organization. USAID support was discontinued in 1996, following the coup d’état of Col. Ibrahim Baré Maïnassara that year, but its Niger Report for the fiscal year 1995 noted that “the most significant accomplishment was continued growth of the Contraceptive Social Marketing program, overcoming the attacks of fundamentalist Islamic parties (sic) that occurred late in 1994.” The report pointed out that “the Social Marketing Program showed a 70% increase in condom distribution over the previous year.
” Following USAID’s withdrawal, the social marketing program declined until 2003, when funding from the Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau (KfW)
led to the founding of the Programme de Marketing Social et de Prévention du Sida (PMSPS), which proved so successful that it was expanded into the NGO Animas Sutura in 2007. Animas Sutura has diversified and enlarged the activities and goals of PMSPS and has especially started, in 2008, a program of interventions in the rural areas targeting 400 villages in the regions of Tillabéri and Maradi, to which were later added 150 villages in the region of Tahoua (Niger has over 15,000 villages). However, as will be shown in this study, while Animas Sutura is evidently successful in its promotion of contraceptives and family planning, the impact on demographic growth rates in the target region is uncertain. This therefore offers a good laboratory case to examine the issue of the drivers of fertility in rural Niger. Animas Sutura has warmly cooperated with us in the conduct of this study.

The plan of the report is as follows: we start with a general presentation of the issue addressed by the study as well as several activities implemented by USAID in relation to it. We next define the significance of the study before describing the research protocol and presenting a number of findings. On that basis, we synthesize the results of the study in relation with our initial interrogations, offer an analysis of the issue and conclude with a tentative guiding theory for policy intervention. 

An appendix draws three lessons on the conduct of political economy analysis with a view to outlining both its practical requirements and its methodological specificity. 

I. FERTILITY IN NIGER: IT IS NOT JUST IN THE NUMBERS

In recent decades, the combination of falling rates of mortality and strong fecundity has propelled Niger’s natural population growth to heights of 3.9% per year, a rate never observed before in human history, according to demographer Jean-Pierre Guengant.
 Much of this growth is occurring in rural areas (3.5%) and at a time of difficult environmental changes, including declining and less regular rainfall and loss of tree cover and soil fertility. The numbers give the sense that Niger is a Malthusian case of exponential population growth outstripping the rate of agricultural production in the context of a non-industrialized economy. In this regard, the central worry is that the country, burdened with unsustainable population growth, will evolve into entropy, combining continuous economic decline, chronic political instability and encroaching social anomie. The cyclical famines, recurring food crises and high rates of seasonal or permanent emigration of Niger are classic symptoms of the Malthusian dilemma and the numbers would appear to support that grim assessment. For instance, Niger’s GDP per head has not increased since the early 1960s. Given that the population grew from below 3 million in 1960 to over 17 million in 2015, this means that the economy grew fast enough to maintain the per capita GDP at its 1960’s level, but not fast enough to increase it – even by a small margin. In truth, like most Sub-Saharan countries, Niger’s economy grew at a fast pace in the 1960s and the early 1970s, slowed almost to a halt in the 1980s and 1990s, and has started growing again in the 2000s. So the macroeconomic story is not just the Malthusian one of exponential population growth outstripping arithmetic economic growth, but it is close enough to warrant the troubling conclusions of demographers on the widening gap between Niger’s rising population and shrinking natural resources. 

Yet the Malthusian perspective does not tell the whole story, something which one realizes by posing the question of the causes or “drivers” of fertility in Niger.

In a Malthusian view, there is only one real driver of (rising) fertility: the easy availability of food. “Population,” Malthus writes, “could it be supplied with food, would go on with unexhausted vigour; and the increase of one period would furnish the power of a greater increase the next, and this, without limit.”
 In other words, the rise of fertility is natural, and is in no need of special explanation. This much is implicit in the concept of “natural population growth” central to modern population science. Given this and related theoretical views, demographers are essentially preoccupied with numbers, that is, with measuring the direction (negative or positive) and the rate (slow or rapid) of natural population growth in order to make “projections” on future population. To be sure, the debate on population has become much more sophisticated since the day of Malthus, but the demographer’s preoccupation with numbers has not changed. This is in part pride in one’s art. Thus, the population specialist Thierry de Montbrial enthused, in a special issue of the Cahiers de l’Ined on demography that “we all know that demographic science is the most reliable of all social sciences, the one whose statistical foundations are the most firmly established, and whose medium term projections are the most accurate.”
 In that connection, he expressed his astonishment that economists and political scientists show so little interest for the results of his discipline. Indeed, demographic structures and projections are in general absent from calculations of economic growth paths, for instance; and if there is a fashion, in a certain political science literature, to see a relationship between trends of political violence and the number of “young males” in the structure of a population, more sophisticated and analytical exploitation of demographic data by political scientists is rare – especially in Africa. 

It could be considered equally astonishing, however, that demographers show so little interest in economics and politics.
 Despite its knack for numbers, demography as a discipline offers no consensus on a theory of demographic change. The elegant, Newtonian model of a natural balance between food and mouths to be fed that would be periodically disrupted by population growth and restored by the checks of famines and epidemics (when policy does not help nature) forecasts change on the basis of statistical induction. But induction is no explanation, since, as we know, “all swans are white until we see a black swan” – or until we find the explanation of why swans are white. Moreover, while we must agree with Montbrial that demography is crucial to understanding political and economic issues, the reverse is even truer: after all, Malthus’ “science of the population” was disproved essentially by political and economic change on the cusp of the Industrial Revolution. It just might be the case that population growth, while certainly having a “natural” aspect to it, still needs to be understood with political and economic factors in mind, especially when variation is as endemic as demographers themselves recognize. Moreover, if to many Malthusianism is a bad name, it is in a good deal because it has had the basic motivations for having children wrong: people do not “proliferate,” like animals and plants (Malthus’ working analogy), because of easier access to food and lesser risk of disease, but – to the contrary – when they have little access to food and fear disease. This latter proposition is much more complicated than the Malthusian one, because it invokes non-natural factors pertaining to the organization of society and the economy as independent variables in procreative behavior. This point is perhaps worth stressing: Malthus and his followers grounded all of their policy advice in the observation that population growth came from the “poor”, but they did not analyze the correlations between poverty and population growth and naturally failed to ponder the fact that such correlations very likely meant that high population growth reflected social problems and might be foremost an issue of social justice. For all these reasons, the proposition that vulnerability fosters fertility – as a way to parry with greater risks of early death – has more potential in defining an analytical approach that will account for variation – such as, for instance, that between urban and rural areas in Niger – and suggest useful/relevant policy interventions.

II. POLICY INTERVENTIONS: BECOMING PART OF THE SOLUTION 

In Niger, it is precisely based on the understanding that factors related to the social context and power relations inside the community count that donor partners such as USAID have supported “Safe Spaces” and “Husbands’ Schools” initiatives. These activities seek to improve the welfare of the communities in which they are conducted by endeavoring to change behavior among adolescent girls and married men in relation to reproductive health. Safe Spaces aims to address the issue of fertility in rural Niger by raising adolescent girls’ awareness about reproductive health and related issues, such as early marriage and pregnancy, nutrition, and livelihood practices. In Husbands’ Schools, married men learn about maternal and child health and nutrition, the importance of pre-natal care, and family planning. In general, the two approaches work to raise awareness on reproductive health among both women and men and are bound to improve the quality of the conversation on fertility in the communities in which they are implemented. 

However, it also appears necessary to understand the context in which policy agendas like these can be carried out before they are implemented. This is not just a matter of collecting the data that are required for the building of an intervention. Policymakers often view policy interventions as a technology imported into the milieu of intervention so as to produce pre-specified outcomes. The information that is collected before the intervention is then only the information needed to reach those outcomes (defined as “goals”). Other information is neglected, including in final assessments of the intervention – since the protocols that are used are rarely equipped to capture unintended or unexpected outcomes. 

While it is useful, for practical purposes, to build policy interventions as if they were a form of technology, it is also necessary to recognize that they are, in reality, a form of social event. Programs and projects are not applied in a vacuum, but in a social field suffused with webs of individual relationships and group networks, cultural codes and trends, vertical and horizontal power relations, all embedded in a community economy that has its own rules and imperatives as well as its specific relations with other levels (local and national) of economic life. From the community point of view, policy interveners are therefore people who come into this social field with their own agenda, resources and constraints, and everyone else responds to their arrival according to his or her own agenda, resources and constraints. In other words, the entrance of policy interveners in the social field that makes up the community targeted by their intervention has an impact on that social field, independent of the objectives of the intervention. If this is not well understood, the policy intervention runs the risk of becoming part of the problem that it seeks to address. The social field is mined, and to avoid pitfalls, a map of sorts is needed when tackling problems in any specific issue area. At the minimum, policy interveners must avoid becoming part of the problem – but the optimum goal is obviously to become a significant part of the solution. A PEA of the issue area of interest, using protocols that help create the ‘map’ of the social field in which the intervention will take place, is therefore always a useful, if not a necessary step. To stress this point, this report wishes to offer a number of observations on the implications of a PEA of fertility in rural Niger, given the general view of the problem presented in the previous section. 

III. SIGNIFICANCE OF POLITICAL ECONOMY ANALYSIS IN THE FERTILITY ISSUE IN NIGER 

Niger needs to control population growth for public health and sustainable economic development purposes. It is not always clear what the specific priorities should be, but a correlation between population growth and crises in public health and the economy exists. Recognizing this, the Government has taken a number of measures to improve maternal healthcare and encourage the spacing of births. These measures rest essentially on the principle of free or subsidized services in terms of (1) information on reproductive health and contraceptives, (2) health care for pregnant women and children under the age of five, and (3) distribution of contraceptives. The policy area is, however, non-performing for two sets of reasons: first, a “political” reason regarding the “sensitivity” of the issue area of fertility; and second, penury in terms of resources (human, material and financial). Development aid is therefore needed to support Government policy, using and improving on the frameworks the Government itself has set up. Indeed, the “Safe Spaces” activity is related to point (1) of the policy area, while the organization that has assisted this study, Animas Sutura, covers both point (1) and point (3). For both the reasons for which the policy area is non-performing, political economy analysis is useful. We will here examine them in turn.

a. – In Niger, many believe population control to be a controversial and highly sensitive issue for cultural reasons. In particular, it is believed that Islam – Niger’s majority religion – is opposed to the concept while also fostering patterns of behavior that lead to high birthrates: the central role of husbands in decision-making about children and early marriages for women. On this score, the key starting point of the study is that we do not, in fact, know that the issue is as controversial and sensitive as it is believed to be. We also do not know what the exact role of Islam is in this policy area. And finally, we do not know whether there are other parameters that play even more important roles than these factors. Only empirical data collected in the context of rural Niger can give us the relevant information for assessing the point of this “political” reason. As will be shown in the next section, the study provides some unexpected answers in this regard.

b. – Despite a few policy interventions,
 there is no large-scale, coordinated policy of population control in Niger. Chad, Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali – the four Sahelian countries – have all very high population growth rates (3% and above) and historically, it was in Niger that preoccupation for the implications of this fact was first expressed at Government level. In 1988, a presidential decree allowed contraception for the first time and opened the way for the promotion of family planning, which was integrated into the standard activities of the country’s mother and child welfare centers (Centres de Protection Maternelle et Infantile). In 1992, a population control policy was adopted and was described as being “part and parcel of the country’s social and economic development policy.” It was to be implemented through a series of action plans that were to be supported by priority investment funds earmarked from the national budget and aid monies. By the mid-1990s, however, austerity measures and political instability – which often led to donor withdrawal – had put an end to the policy effort. It is only in February 2007 that population returned to the agenda of Niger’s Government, with an official policy declaration adopted in the council of ministers. This policy agenda, set to cover the period 2007-2015, focuses on the use of contraceptives and the reduction of early marriages as instruments of population control. These ends are to be achieved through “changing the reproductive health behavior” of people – a policy orientation that contrasts markedly with the theory behind the discarded 1992 policy agenda, where economic and social development were conceived as key shapers of population growth rate (and vice versa). Evidently, the action of an organization like Animas Sutura harmonizes well with such a policy orientation. Moreover, even as the earlier and the current policy agenda diverge in terms of theoretical orientation, Niger now has a legacy of nearly three decades of engagement with family planning: pregnancy spacing has long been a core policy orientation, and sensitization efforts made since the 1980s have had an incremental effect on awareness and use of modern contraceptives and on reducing somewhat the number of early marriages. On the whole, this appears a very incremental effect indeed, as in terms of contraceptives, the rate of unmet need remains among the lowest in the region: 18% in 2006, as opposed to 34% in Senegal, for instance. This means that, despite sensitization,
 most Nigerien households do not wish to have smaller family sizes than they have. Also, contraceptive use in Niger is among the lowest in the world, even though it did progress from 2.3% in 1992 to 12% twenty years later. By all standards, this is a sluggish rate of progression – barely + 0.55 percentage points per year. Moreover, Nigeriens favor short-term contraception, as 93% of female users take pills or injections. Outside of Animas Sutura intensive interventions area, the main source of access to contraceptives is the understaffed public hospitals and rural health centers, which have overworked personnel, scant equipment and little organizational support from the country’s meager public health sector. The lack of an effective policy of population control generally points to issues of political will, consensus-building and prioritization among national authorities. In this study, we have tried to understand this factor by interrogating the attitudes of local authorities in relation to this policy area.

IV. FERTILITY IN RURAL NIGER: RESEARCH PROTOCOL AND KEY FINDINGS 

This section begins with a description of the research protocol used, indicating its potential and limitations and ending with a discussion of some key findings. More details on the conduct of the research will be given as part of the presentation of the results in the next section.

At the empirical level, the objective of the research was to understand the political-economic configuration of rural communities in Niger, using the issue area of fertility as a study framework. It was an experimental research testing the ground on how to conduct such a study in Niger. The best practice method that inspired the methodology used is the UNDP’s Institutional and Context Analysis (ICA) approach, developed on the basis of that organization’s longstanding experience in implementing policy interventions. 

The “mapping” involved identifying individuals and groups according to a number of criteria:

· Their power or influence in the community as measured by the ratio of their resources and constraints, including in cultural terms

· Their attitude to family planning and reproductive health (i.e., opinions and behavior)

· The extent to which individuals cluster along the lines of such attitudes: this point is important as it may be the case that while individuals hold strong opinions about an issue, they are not necessarily aligned in groups (associations, movements, clubs, etc.) that they may use to keep the faith alive and burning, and exert pressure

· The institutions in which attitudes crystallize into policy and routines: institutions may be organizations but also regular functions such as the Friday sermon, or gathering places/occasions such as the market

This mapping was done in four villages: two in the district of Karma (commune rurale) and two in the district of Aguié (commune urbaine). These two districts are part of the regions of Tillabéri (Karma) and Maradi (Aguié), where Animas Sutura, distributes contraceptives for a nominal price. At this point, as mentioned in the Introduction, Tillabéri and Maradi are the only regions where Animas Sutura intervenes in the rural areas (the NGO is present in the country’s main towns), with new expansion targeting the region of Tahoua since 2010.
 The selection was made on the basis of the independent variable, that is, Animas Sutura’s interventions. It would have been possible to compare villages where Animas Sutura intervenes to villages where it does not, but what we wanted to observe was variation in response to Animas Sutura’s interventions in two different regions. Some key population differences between Tillabéri and Maradi are listed in the table below:

	Indicator
	Tillabéri
	Maradi

	Total pop
	2.7 m
	3.4 m

	Urban pop
	15.1%
	14.1%

	Rural pop
	84.9%
	85.9%

	Pop under 15
	48.9%
	51.9%

	Pop density
	28/km2
	81/km2

	Pop growth rate
	3.2%
	3.7%

	Fecundity index
	6.1
	8

	Infant mortality
	74/1000
	106/1000

	Poverty rate
	68.9%
	79.7%

	Adult literacy
	25.1%
	19%


Source: Institut National de la Statistique. Most figures date from the late 2000s, except for the figures for total population, which are those of the 2014 census.
While Tillabéri and Maradi are very similar in terms of being mostly rural and very young, they diverge – sometimes quite significantly – in terms of population growth rate, fecundity index and infant mortality, which are some of the key descriptors of natural population growth. Tillabéri has a slower growth rate than Maradi and a smaller population – despite being much the larger region (98,000 sq km versus 42,000). In fact, if Tillabéri were a country, its population growth rate would be lower than that of many African countries. This means that there are underlying differences between the two regions which, despite strong similarities (certainly in terms of population structure and environment), produce divergent outcomes. One of these differences is perhaps captured by the fact that Maradi is much the poorer region – in fact, Maradi is Niger’s poorest region as well as the one with the highest population growth rate. Would these intriguing data be reflected in responses to Animas Sutura’s interventions? And would the responses allow us to draw institutional and contextual maps of the regions that would also capture the finer grain of the underlying parameters that differentiate these two regions? The working hypothesis was that these parameters are rooted in the political economy of each of these regions, where political economy means the combination of the political, economic and social (including cultural) dimensions of community life in target locales.

Data collection focused on political economy parameters and attitudes to family planning. The fieldwork lasted for two weeks and was conducted in district’s administrative centers and in selected villages. In administrative centers, we interviewed the secretary general of the commune, the director and staff of the health center and Animas Sutura correspondents. We also obtained the community development plan document of each district. In the villages, we interviewed the village chief, the chief cleric and a total of 102 men and women. The latter were selected with the help of Animas Sutura correspondents and the health centers’ staff. People contacted through Animas Sutura correspondents typically were users of its products, which was not necessarily the case of people contacted through the health centers. Fieldwork was constrained by the time of the year
 and the short timeline of research. Interviews at administrative centers heads were open-ended, while those in the villages were semi-structured. Selection of villages was made using Animas Sutura’s databases: in each district, we selected two villages, one in which contraceptives sales are consistently low and another where they are consistently high. Selection was to allow comparison within as well as between districts. 

Findings will be parsed in the next section. Although we did obtain important results, they fell short of giving us the crucial information sought concerning the factors that account for the variation between villages and districts. This is due to the limitations in our methodology, which consisted in a single data collection method: interviews (both open-ended and semi-structured). This qualitative method was well suited to probing motivations and charting a context, but when the information that is sought is complex, the methodology must comprise multiple methods. Given that the research itself was conceived as exploratory and was conducted in just two weeks, a single method approach was appropriate. The results were therefore bound to be limited. At any rate, we made a number of findings and some of them are here highlighted as responses to key questions:   

Is family planning sensitive/controversial in rural Niger? This must be the first concern of the study, given that the widely-held belief that family planning is highly sensitive and very controversial is the main roadblock to policy development and implementation. We found that family planning is sensitive but not controversial. Interview responses showing the sensitivity of the issue relate to the fact that it is not openly talked about and may be a factor of tension between wife and husband. In particular, there is a consensus that wives should have “periods of rest” – i.e., practice pregnancy spacing – but the question of the length of these periods and the perception that contraceptives may hurt fecundity make this a matter of some contention. Contraceptives are also a source of suspicion in that husbands worry that wives have access to them secretly – which is sometimes the case. The worry has two sources: first, husbands are concerned that wives thus have effectively greater say on the growth of the family unit than they have, themselves; and second, in regions where seasonal or periodic emigration of men is routine, they fear that contraceptives would give wives greater incentives to have extramarital affairs while the husband is away, since they can shirk the risk of unwanted pregnancy. In general, contraceptives are seen as useful for birth spacing purposes – a practice that is generally accepted and embraced – but they also appear as a potential source of “désordre des familles” (disorder in families) to use the classic French phrase. However, there is no controversy in the sense that we did not find opposing camps entering into open conflict on this issue. This should be nuanced in the case of Karma district where the doctrinal Islamic current of the Sunnankes (‘orthodox Sunnites’ in Zarma) strongly opposes family planning on mainly ideological, rather than purely religious, grounds. However, even here the Sunnanke are mostly an outside group of people with Karma origins who settled in Lomé (Togo) and are performing mission tasks (dawa) across the district. Orthodox Sunnites are a minority in Karma and we found little trace of them in the Aguié district villages we studied. 

Therefore, the finding is that family planning is sensitive for commonsensical reasons given the context, but is generally not controversial in the areas under study.

Do power relations favor family planning or not? Rural Niger is not a site of complex sociological differentiation. Villages are still largely communal, often on the basis of ethnicity, and society is organized by status rather than by class.  In Karma district, the main ethnic communities are Songhay and Kourtey. We found that Kourtey villages are less open to Animas Sutura’s interventions than Songhay villages, but we did not determine the specific reasons for this intriguing variation. The Kourtey are an ethnicity formed by the inter-marriage among Songhay and Fulani. It is thought that the Fulani, even settled, are more conservative than other ethnic communities, due to the stringent ethnic code of the Pulaaku, and Kourtey culture is a mix of Songhay usages and Fulani customs. This might be an explanation, but we cannot affirm it. In village life, power relations are ordered by status: husband and wife, elders and youth, chiefs and subjects (the more democratic word administrés is general preferred in official communication), notables (including religious ones) and common folks (talka). Official authorities constitute a modern layer of high status-holders: the mayor, secretary general of the commune, elected councilors, and public service workers – including the staff of the commune’s health centers. There exists a local “civil society” in the sense (common in Niger) of a web of civil associations and voluntary workers: these are often local chapters of regional or national NGOs, such as Animas Sutura. 

We found that high-status holders are either in favor or do not generally oppose the family planning policy framework promoted by the Government – again, with the exception of Sunnanke notables in the district of Karma. However, as was mentioned earlier, husbands are more suspicious of family planning on grounds of the loss of power and trust that they perceive or experience with something which is viewed essentially as “women’s business.”   

What is the role of Islam? Islam in rural Niger is dominated by the contemporary Sufi ethos, under the name of Islam traditionnel. This is mostly a legacy of the Qadiri doctrine of the Sokoto Caliphate (1804-1903) which, although it did not directly control the regions that are today part of Niger, strongly influenced their practice of Islam. In the mid-twentieth century, another Sufi doctrine, the Tijaniyya, made inroads in rural Niger. A Senegalese branch of the Tijaniyya, the Niassite order, became especially prominent in Western Niger (the Zarma-Songhay dominated part that includes Karma district), importing here its knack for organization and expansion. Since the early 2000s, Orthodox Sunnites (called Yan Izala in Eastern Niger and Sunnanke in Western Niger) have become mainstream in urban areas and are trying to gain a foothold in rural areas. This is done essentially through dawa (preaching missions), wazu/wa’azi (sermons, in Zarma/Hausa) and mosque creation, or struggle to secure the imamate of key mosques. In general, Islam traditionnel, as a mixture of Qadiri and Tijani attitudes tolerant of pre-Islamic beliefs and practices, is still far more predominant in rural areas than orthodox sunnism, but the latter is more popular with the younger generations. Contemporary Sufi Islam welcomes secular change, given its view of religion where social relations and cultural expression are as important as Shari’a, the prescriptive core of Islam. The more doctrinal Sufi Muslims (especially among the Tijanis) are staunchly hostile to Orthodox Sunnites. The latter insist on the correct application of Shari’a above all else and are sensitive to ideological notions that see “Islam” as being in a deadly battle against enemies that include the West and Sufi Islam. Since the 1990s, family planning has been a battleground in which Orthodox Sunnites censure Government policy, raise fears of a Western plot to shrink Muslim population in the world and assail traditional Muslim notables (disparagingly labeled malaman zawre,
 i.e., religious sycophants) for their complicity in these dark agendas. It is very likely that the notion that the issue is “sensitive and controversial” in Niger is a throwback to the heated debates and confrontations of the 1990s, when family planning had become, from the point of view of politicians, a hot potato issue. Indeed, many respondents told us that when they were younger the issue used to be controversial, insisting, however, that they do not find it to be so, today.

We found, therefore, that while Islam is a site of controversy in which family planning risks being a casualty, religion is in fact very rarely a factor in the rejection of or non-adherence to the policy, especially in recent years.

Are people’s attitudes changing? Previous findings suggest that family planning is not (or is no longer) controversial in the areas under study; that power relations, by and large, favor the acceptance of family planning; and that religion is not a significant negative factor in that regard. Another of the findings is that most people freely admit that a large number of children in a family unit in today’s rural Niger is a source of economic hardship and that natural resources no longer support large family units. Yet population growth rates are very high and are increasing – and this, especially in the more “difficult” Maradi region – as people still want to have larger numbers of children on average than in many other developing countries, indeed, even more than they used to wish in the past. The widespread acceptance of contraceptives should be viewed in this light: they are considered to be a way of giving “rest” to women so that health problems will not endanger their fertility; they are not intended as a way to limit the number of children. Birth spacing has all the less impact on population growth rate since women continue to give birth – or to wish to give birth – in their early forties. Impact studies on the Animas Sutura’s interventions show that “in nearly all domains: family planning, HIV/Aids, excision; women living in Animas Sutura’s intensive interventions areas are better informed than those who live in all rural areas of the same region. The attitudes of women living in these areas are also more positive
 (…) The use of contraceptives… has progressed rapidly in a remarkable fashion and is now significantly more important than in all the rural areas of the regions of interest [Tillabéri and Maradi]. However, the available data suggest that there has not been (yet), in the intervention zones, any major change in terms of norms or procreative behavior, except perhaps for the fact that births come at a slightly later moment than elsewhere, while however the ideal number of children is still close or superior to ten.” (J.-P. Guengant and H. I. Maga, draft report evaluating Animas Sutura’s interventions, p. 13). This observation begs the question of whether Animas Sutura’s intervention is leading to a different sort of change than that which it is aiming for – and whether that policy intervention is not becoming part of the “problem” it intends to solve. By examining our findings and analyzing the results of the study, we propose a view of the problem that we hope makes some sense of the paradoxes highlighted in this section.

V. RESULTS AND CONCLUDING THOUGHTS: TOWARD A GUIDING THEORY

Before interpreting our results, we believe it is useful to acquire a wider perspective on the political economy of fertility in Niger, and the most practical way to achieve this is to observe Niger as a member in a group of countries that share the same characteristics and the same history in terms of population growth – that is, the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. We can use the description of these characteristics as a background against which to make initial sense of the case of Niger.

The Crisis of African Agriculture and Niger’s Demographic Paradoxes: The population of Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole grows on average at a yearly rate of 2.5%, compared to a world average of 1.2%. In other parts of the world, the decline of mortality rates was followed, over a few decades, by a decline of birth rates, leading to a slowdown in the multiplication rate of the population – something that is labeled a “demographic transition” by some theorists. Since mortality tends to decline before fecundity, this period would in fact typically start with a surge in population growth. People would quickly “realize,” however, that their children are no longer dying in great numbers at an early age, and that they could have less children and maintain the same family size they had when high mortality rates were a check on the growth of families. The sooner large numbers of people come to this “realization,” the sooner the occurrence of transition to “sustainable” population levels. Such realization – as measured by people’s behavior – has already largely happened in Asia, Latin America and North Africa, but not in Sub-Saharan Africa, where fecundity figures still correspond to those which these regions had some forty years ago. In Sub-Saharan Africa, population growth rates of over 2% yearly have been maintained over the past six decades, which, given declining mortality rates, flies in the face of the theory of demographic transition. Since the 1950s, child mortality has been divided by three in Sub-Saharan Africa, dropping from 30 to 10%, and yet there is no observable effect on fecundity – other than it has tended to increase in many countries (including Niger, as will be shown later in this section)! In that connection, a number of behavioral and practical differences between Sub-Saharan Africa and other parts of the world have been identified and include early marriages (frequent), desired number of children (very high), and contraceptives use (very low). Moreover, while national authorities in many countries – including Niger
 – are now declaring that they want fecundity to decline, rhetoric is not clearly matched by action. 
Whether Sub-Saharan Africa’s demographic transition is taking a longer time than elsewhere to settle on the path of low population growth rates, or whether the sub-region is following a unique route that defeats the demographic transition theory, the factors that are cited to account for this African exception have limited explanatory powers as to people’s motivations – hence the recurrence of terms such as “enigma” or “mystery” when presenting the issue.
 Frequent early marriages, high desired number of children and low contraceptives use in a context of falling mortality rates do “mechanically” explain high birth rates: but why do these factors persist in this region when they have dwindled away across much of the rest of the world? To start responding to this question, we need to ask: what else distinguishes Sub-Saharan Africa from the rest of the world? If our working hypothesis – that high population growth is a symptom of specific social problems – is correct, we would especially need to look for answers that would relate to the political-economic specificities of the region, and one such specificity that is especially apposite from a Malthusian perspective is the state of agriculture in the region. 

A recent study on African agriculture
 shows that while it is comparable, in value, to Asian or Latin American agriculture, it suffers from greater problems in terms of improvements in production factors (land and labor). In particular, notes the study, “a special feature of African agriculture in comparison with the rest of the world is that the sector has continued to absorb a large proportion of the working population, and will have to continue to doing so, since a very large number of young people will be entering the labor market: by 2025, it is estimated that 330 million young Africans will have entered the labor market, with limited opportunities for finding jobs in cities.” (p.8). This pressure on agriculture to provide work and, more generally, an economic base for growing number of people in Africa strongly contributes to the degradation of land and the erosion of natural capital, which in turns increases the structural fragility of African agriculture. Moreover, “more so than in other continents, Africa is dominated by family farming, which relies mainly on family labor. Africa has 33 million farms of less than 2 hectares, accounting for 80% of all farms.” This, in itself, the study does not see as problematic. But it indicts the fact that while “family farming is best placed to optimize labor use and to enable greater land use, while reducing the risk of breaching local rules governing resources,” policy-makers are more attracted to the idea of industrial farming, generally developed by overseas groups that acquire land “not always,” the study euphemistically notes, “with the greatest transparency.
” In short, agriculture is and will continue for some time to be the main economic base of the majority of people in Sub-Saharan Africa, something that distinguishes the region from other parts of the world. Additionally, African agriculture has unique political-economic problems
that are clearly connected with the region’s demographic growth: because of the growing number of mouths to feed, “from being self-sufficient in the 1960s, Africa has become a net importer of cereals. Africa imports products that compete with its own: meat, dairy products, cereals, and oil. Imports account for 1.7 times the value of exports. As a result, African agricultural exports have fallen by half since the mid-1990s.” (p.8).

When we look at the Nigerien data, they correspond in almost all respects to this general picture of Sub-Saharan Africa, and the comparison of this political-economic story with the country’s demographic data reveals something quite interesting for our purposes. Niger’s population growth was moderate (below 3%) in the 1960s, a period of good agricultural conditions for the country: rainfalls were regular, food crops were sufficient
, the cash crop (groundnut) sold well and development programs were (cautiously) optimistic. The situation changed in the 1970s, notably with the impact of the Sahel drought in the early years of that decade. Niger’s vulnerable agriculture buckled and entered a process of decline in terms of providing sufficient food for the population and an economic base for families – and this decline became more marked by the year. On the other hand, just as in the rest of Africa, Niger experienced a steady decline of mortality rates and increase 
in life expectancy in the period since independence. The country’s mortality rate was nearly 29/1000 in 1960 and had dropped to about 10/1000 by 2013, a 61% fall in 53 years. Similarly, life expectancy was 36 years in 1960 and about 59 in 2013, a 65% increase, and counting. Both of these trends stimulate natural population growth, but the graph below also implies a rather strange story. The decline of the mortality rate and the increase in life expectancy are very steady, meaning that they show regular downward and upward trends, without any break. On the other hand, the graph constructed on the basis of Niger’s demographic growth rates data shows that the growth rate was about the same – with a few spikes – through the 1960s-1980s. Then it started to rise in the early 1990s, and since then, the increase has continued year after year without interruption (the values in 2002-2003 are probably erroneous). 
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· Source: Université de Sherbrooke (Canada): Perspective Monde, compiled for study
Both Malthus and the demographic transition theory would have predicted that it was precisely at that stage that the growth rates would have started to decline: Niger’s agricultural decline had turned into a chronic crisis at that point in time, rendering the country unable to feed itself (as the African story presented above shows, this was a general event across the continent in the late 1980s). In theory, this should have been a check on population growth, especially since falling mortality rates would have reinforced the wisdom of having less children. But the data indicate that if there was a behavioral change in the late 1980s and early 1990s, it in fact stimulated birth rates. In particular, the “number of children desired,” which is a factor that implies conscious choice, has increased over time, rising from 8.2 in 1992 to 9.2 twenty years later. But the broad picture should not blind us to the urban/rural variation. Demographic studies show that the total fertility rate (the average number of children that would be born to a woman during her reproductive life under constant conditions) of women in the rural areas is significantly stronger than that of women in the urban areas, with rates in Niamey being particularly low.

	Residence
	Total Fertility Rate (TFR)
	Average number of children born alive to 40-49 year-old women

	Niamey
	5.3
	5.9

	Other cities
	5.8
	7.1

	All cities
	5.6
	6.6

	Rural
	8.1
	8.2


Source: EDSN-MICS IV, 2012

Moreover, a comparison by regions shows that the less rural the region, the lower the TFR. (The Region of Niamey corresponds to the city of Niamey; the Regions of Agadez and Diffa have a large desert environment, with less agriculture and a more nomadic and urban population):

	Region
	TFR
	Average number of children born alive to 40-49 year old women

	Agadez
	5.7
	7.1

	Diffa
	6.4
	6.3

	Dosso
	7.5
	7.7

	Maradi
	8.4
	9.0

	Tahoua
	7.3
	7.5

	Tillaberi
	7.9
	7.8

	Zinder
	8.5
	8.6

	Niamey
	5.3
	5.9


Source: EDSN-MICS IV, 2012

 So the data suggest that: 
· Starting in the 1990s, there was a behavioral change that stimulated Niger’s population growth rates

· That change affected the rural more than the urban areas

· That change affected regions with more agricultural activity

· That change affected especially the regions of Maradi and Zinder 

It appears, therefore, that people are making more children in the more rural/agricultural settings precisely as the pressures on the African model of agriculture – which prevails in Niger – has created a situation of enduring crisis in that model. These pressures originate partly in demographic growth, but their more direct expression are economic and political: the weakening and at times the collapse of the economic base of households and families, and the weakening of agriculturalists as a political force in national politics.

How are all these observable phenomena and processes related? Our findings allow us to offer a more than tentative answer – although, given the methodological limitations mentioned in the previous section, we have to make our assertions in a guarded manner. We think that rural Niger’s accelerating population growth rates are an expression of, or a response to, social problems in the countryside that worsened with the lasting crisis of agriculture and the deteriorating conditions of agricultural work. We examine this proposition in the next subsection, using the results of the fieldwork. 
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Discussion of Results: Do our results back up the proposition concluding the previous subsection? A full-fledged PEA (see appendix) would place us on surer grounds, but the present results are important steps toward supporting the proposition. We start with a brief contextualization of the fieldwork before providing a synthetic description of interview responses. This will be illustrated and discussed using an analytical table that will also help us to offer a grounded theory for future policy interventions.

We present the two districts in which we conducted fieldwork, the communes of Karma and Aguié, using their development plan paper, the Plan de Développement Communal (PDC), which also formulates the policy vision of the head of the commune – the mayor – and his team of elected councilors. Each commune is organized to include the main town (i.e., Karma and Aguié), where it is headquartered, and surrounding villages and hamlets over a 1000-1500 sq. km-wide territory. The table below lists some features of the communes, compiled from their PDCs (ND means No Data).

	Characteristics
	Karma
	Aguié

	Territory
	1313 sq. km
	1110 sq. km

	Population
	90,357
	152,788

	Pop Density
	68.81
	137.6

	TFR
	ND
	8.7

	Average household size
	ND
	9 persons

	Pop growth rate
	2.24%*
	3.7%

	Ethnic groups
	Songhay, Zarma, Fulani, Kourtey, Tuareg, Hausa**
	Hausa, Fulani, Tuareg

	Taxable pop
	41.3% of pop
	ND


Compiled from Karma and Aguié’s PDCs.

* This is the figure for the département of Kollo, in which Karma is located

** Mostly Songhay and Kourtey according to our experience during the fieldwork

Both PDCs register the classic social and environmental effects of the agricultural crisis discussed in the previous subsection, but these are clearly more serious in the case of Aguié. Most of Karma’s population lives along the valley of the Niger River, which crosses the district over 50 km. This potentially fertile part of the district’s territory is somewhat blighted by gullying and the washout of seasonal kori streams. Agricultural overexploitation of land and water erosion in the normally fertile valley and lowlands that are encased by arid hilly formations have also created patches of uncultivable glacis there. As a matter of fact, currently, the most fertile land is located in the southern part of the district, and Karma’s population tends to move there. There is also a non-quantified movement in the form of long-term or permanent migration toward Niamey and countries in the Gulf of Guinea, especially Togo and Ghana. “Although this has an impact due to the exit of substantial manpower, migration (exode) does contribute to an extent to the improvement of living conditions in many households,” note the authors of the PDC (p. 17). In this district, land is generally privately owned – by individuals, families or households – and in this context, the growing penury of cultivable land and the encroachment of Niamey (the capital is less than 40 km away from Karma commune) are leading to significant conflict over land ownership. Overall, agriculture in Karma district remains overwhelmingly rainfed, subsistence agriculture which does not produce food surplus. However, the presence of the river and associated streams, aquifers, ponds and waterholes has led to the development of fishing, rice and fruit growing and irrigation. Some farmers are financially strong enough to have embraced mechanization, and in general, Karma offers significant potential for agricultural development, but suffers from lack of investment and infrastructure decay. In Aguié district, all of the issues described in the case of Karma exist in more acute forms. The land is poorer and more vulnerable to wind and water erosion, there is less agriculture-friendly water system, and, in the highly speculative context of the Region of Maradi (the main Nigerien entry point into the Nigerian market) the market puts producers at a stark disadvantage: they generally sell off their produce and lack the income level that would allow them to organize to defend their interests or mobilize resources for investments. 

While Karma’s PDC mentions demography only twice (each time in relation to pressure on land), Aguié’s PDC refers to it twelve times, in association with words such as “load”, “explosion”, “pressure”, “push” and “galloping.” Karma and Aguié do not have the same priorities: in Karma, the first “axis” in the commune’s vision for its development agenda up to 2017 is the “improvement of production systems in agriculture, livestock breeding and fishing,” while in Aguié, the primary point on the agenda is to reduce “the proportion of households suffering from food insecurity” and to improve “the resilience of the population to climate change and to catastrophes.” Although the PDC of Aguié has insistently made of population growth the independent variable in these predicaments, its authors do not mention population control as a methodology for achieving their goals. Interviews with officials have shown that this is very much on their mind, but it is important to note its absence in the PDC, since these policy documents are also important political documents. Their drab tables tediously listing opportunities, constraints and targets can give operational legitimacy (or not) to actions pursued not only by local government, but also by NGOs and aid organizations. The absence of reference to family planning and other methods of population control in a PDC that insists so heavily on the problems posed by population growth is perhaps indicative of the fact that in Niger’s officialdoms, the old “taboo” status of this topic still remains, although it is today clearly being challenged.

As indicated in the previous section, we interviewed a total of 102 persons in four villages in the two districts: 74 from rural Aguié and 28 from Karma. 55 of the respondents were men and 47 women. This is a rather large sample for a qualitative study, but it covers four villages and we wanted a larger sample in order to detect recurrence in responses correlated with income level, occupation, ethnicity, etc. In the end, we have not detected any such correlations as interview responses tended to have the same structure. Everyone interviewed (men and women) expressed strong pro-birth views both in terms of wanting a large number of offspring and in stating a belief in the inherent goodness of having many children, something that is said to be approved by God and to come with some worldly advantages. Everyone interviewed stressed also that having a large number of children is a source of problems and a burden, and this view was supported with examples and stories. Views on birth control reflected this contradiction or conflict of perceptions. Although many respondents said that they know people who are hostile to family planning and contraceptive use, we did not meet anyone who rejected them entirely. Respondents either thought that the practice was a good thing or refrained from giving an opinion, saying that they did not find it either good or bad. Among those who thought it was a good thing, many explained that those who did not like it were victim of ignorance, and among the women, at least one who did not use any family planning method said it was a good thing (quoted below). Yet those who said they wanted fewer children were very few and far between. Family planning was universally viewed as a way to regulate birth rates in the family, never as a birth limitation method, but the structure of incentives/disincentives varied especially by gender. The synthetic observation is that: 

1) In both Karma and Aguié there is a well-acknowledged (officials and people) crisis of rural economy, one that is more serious in Aguié than in Karma; 

2) in both locales, the crisis is seen to be related to population growth; 

3) it is at the same time challenging traditional preference for large families and strengthening that preference; 

4) the response to the challenge is to regulate that preference, not to renounce it.

In this synthetic reading of interview responses, the point 3 is where the behavioral “paradox” begins. Why is it that crisis at the same time challenges and strengthens the preference for large families? Many interview responses show that a large family is seen as an asset in the face of crisis and would become a liability only under certain circumstances. The picture that emerges from response after response is that in the absence of any other type of reliable assets – financial security coming from regular income, access to credit and insurance, ownership of a business, of property, access to social security, etc. – children appear as the only remaining investment, one which comes (like any investment) with risks, but one which becomes even more important and necessary as conditions worsen. From this perspective, family planning cannot be used to limit births – i.e., to cut the investment off – but may help in regulating it – i.e., in managing the investment. The following exchange with a forty-year old woman in the district of Aguié straightforwardly illustrates this perspective:

 Q. How many children do you have?
A. I’ve had eleven but only nine are alive.

Q. Do you have good harvests?
A. No, even with fertilizer, we only manage to reap ten bundles at most, six or seven without fertilizer.

Q. So how do you get by?
A. Well, with some trade and help from the children, we manage to find some solutions. It is only when the children are small and there is no great age difference between them that there are problems.  

Q. When did you get married?
A. I have been married for 25 years, I was married at fifteen.

Q. Did you want to get married at that age?
A. Yes, we chose each other, it was I who said I liked him.

Q. Do you want to have more children?
A. No, I just wish that God preserve those I already have.

Q. How old is you youngest?
A. Five, I think.

Q. Will he be your last?
A. I don’t know. It is God who gives.

Q. Do you use contraceptives?
A. No, never done that.

Q. Do you know women who do it?
A. Yes.

Q. Why didn’t you use them?
A. I have a question. By contraceptives, you mean the pills, injections and those things?

Q. Yes.
A. That is a good thing, because there are women who give birth when they have another child who is less than two-year old. It’s better to put four to five years between children.

Q. Is having a lot of children a problem?
A. Yes, because when a woman gives birth every year, it is hard to find food for all the children. The problem is that they are all just sitting there being good for nothing. Moreover, when the older one is weaned too early, he will get sick and then the parents won’t know whom to take care of between the newborn and the older one, so imagine if there are three of them with only one year between each. That’s why, even though I am not doing family planning, I think it is important to do it.

This exchange shows that the perception is not that there is a contradiction between family welfare and a large number of offspring, but between family welfare and unregulated births. Children are seen as a resource, not a burden; but they can be a burden if they are born without proper calculation of the ratio of their contribution to family welfare with their consumption of family resources. An analytical table (below) presents a shortcut view of the perspective of the villagers. We have used the frequency in the recurrence of certain themes and concepts across male and female respondents to reconstruct the incentive structure underlying their reasoning, assigning a value to each type of factor (economic, social/personal, religious cultural) in driving people toward having more or less children. The more recurrent a theme or topic – regardless of gender – the more relevant it is in terms of value for incentivizing or dis-incentivizing people in relation to having children. A commentary of the table follows. 

	Drivers
	Factors
	Men
	Women
	Rating

	Incentives
	Economic
	· Labor in the field

· Remittance from place of migration

· The more you have, the greater the chances of having a successful one

· Help in old age

· Older ones take care of younger ones
	· Remittance from place of migration

· The more you have, the greater the chances of having a successful one

· Help in old age

· Older ones take care of younger ones
	Very Strong

	
	Social/Personal
	· Prestige

· Network
	Pride of being fertile
	Strong

	
	Religious/Cultural
	· God says “to multiply”

· It worked well in the past
	· God says “to multiply”

· Make the most of your reproductive cycle in order to “retire” (Hausa: zazage ki huta)
	Somewhat Strong

	Disincentives
	Economic
	· No/little land, farm labor not needed as before

· Costs of raising children 
	
	Strong (for men)

	
	Social/Personal
	· Shame (when poverty leads children to thievery/prostitution)

· Dependence on others to help with the children
	· Shame

· Health issues

· Intensive domestic work
	Somewhat strong (for men)

Very strong (for women)

	
	Religious/Cultural
	· Coïtus interruptus recommended by religion to control family sizes

· Conjugal sex life better (more hygienic) when there is birth spacing

· Birth spacing recommend by religion (at least three years)
	Birth spacing recommend by religion (at least three years)
	Somewhat strong


Economic factor: the greatest incentive for having more children is economic. Like all Sub-Saharan economies, the mainstay of Niger’s economy is agriculture (and livestock rearing), and the “economic model” of Sub-Saharan agriculture is largely family-based. The family and the households are therefore economic units, with members providing labor in exchange for solidarity, support and more psychological rewards (honor, pride, etc.). This model primarily had the purpose of creating wealth (food and objects) while training the young to become proficient farmers or herders as they grow into adults. Under modern and contemporary conditions, the model is no longer working in that way. Agriculturalists have emerged in the modern age – i.e., during and after colonization – as the poor in society and have accordingly adjusted their “large family” ethos: it became good to have many children because that was necessary for maintaining a suitable level of manpower at home while sending other children – preferably sons – to school or to the city for opportunities and social-climbing. Girls were seen, then as now, as a way to build connections with other families through marriage and may, therefore, not be “spared” for school or other vocational lifestyles. The rationale of having many children as a way to diversify options was recurrent in our interviews, but it is clearly the case that, at present, exit options sound more important than the workforce one. Most respondents stressed that given the fact that there is not enough land to produce food for a large number of children, the point of having many is not to cultivate the land, but to send them out of the village so that they can support their parents by working in greener pastures. Moreover, having many children increases the chances that some will be successful, and that, among the successful, some will feel a responsibility toward their parents back home. Finally, the fact of having many children means that, at some point in time, one can share the burden of the younger ones with the older ones, following the principle of family solidarity. As a result, it emerges that to cope with the cost of having a large number of offspring, it is in fact better to have an even larger family.

The economic disincentive comes mainly from the growing scarcity of land and the cost of maintaining a large family. But while we found the economic incentive to be very strong, the economic disincentive is only just strong, in our analysis. In part, this is due to the fact that the incentive works for both genders while the disincentive works mostly for men, in their role as heads of the household. In all the cases where we heard of men instructing their wife (or wives) to adopt a family planning method, it was for economic reasons. For instance, a 33 year old farmer in Doramaoua who has been married for twelve years to only one woman and has four children, told us: “I do not wish to have any more children for the moment. My youngest is a two-year old girl and I told my wife to use contraceptives, since with just four children, I am already being worn out.” An Animas Sutura worker resident in the village said that while women are attracted to family planning mostly for health reasons, men “understand when they see the rapid drop in the food stock.” 

Social/Personal: for men, children are important as a social capital, while women are keen on proving that they are useful members of society through their fertility. However, respondents also insisted on the downside of this: especially when one is unable to provide a suitable education to children due to extreme poverty, the latter can become a source of shame and disgrace (through crime and prostitution) or the cause of dependence on others. A respondent in Karma told us that his only responsibility toward his children was to feed them. Other obligations – such as to clothe them or to send them to school – fell on his brother, a successful trader in Lomé. For women, having many children can entail serious health issues and always means lots of domestic chores. These types of disincentive, we found, are somewhat strong with men but very strong with women. It is for personal reasons that women are, on average, more attracted to family planning than men. They normally need the authorization of their husband to engage in family planning, but we have heard – including from heath center’s staff – that many practice it secretly. In Karma, a health center worker told us that, with women, they often rely on the “fear factor” (with regard to health) in their sensitization efforts.

Religious/Cultural: this, we found, is consistently the weakest factor. The stock phrase “it is God who gives” that recurs when respondents affirm their wish to have more children is less important, in that regard, than the preaching of religious educators. In Aguié, in most cases, respondents told us that either clerics never talked about family planning, or when they did, it was in general favorably. They mention the fact that Islamic tradition recommends birth spacing of about three years between every child, referring in particular to the Qur’an’s Surah Al-Baqarah (v. 233), on suckling and weaning. For many, in Aguié in particular, family planning is a modern version of an old practice, including the coïtus interruptus (recommended by religious educators) and birth spacing (called rurutsa in the region). On the incentive side, others claim that God has instructed men to “multiply” and family planning is a form of westernization
that must be rejected. In our experience, such discourse came from people adhering to a certain doctrinal current of Islam, orthodox sunnism. Indeed, one man who criticized family planning did so by opposing nasaranci (westernization) to sunnanci (strict adherence to Sunnite doctrines as he understood them). Another incentivizing cultural behavior that is more correlated to women is the adjustment to the social requirement of giving children to the husband and to society by making the most of one’s reproductive period. This is described by the colorful concept zazage ki huta (“produce and rest,” where the onomatopoeic word zazage means to yield as in series and in cadence). Such a concept sheds light on the behavior that leads to high TFR in the region. However, these religious/cultural themes did not recur very often in responses and appear to be less urgent to people.

This structure of incentives and disincentives throws light on both the “paradox” identified earlier and the main findings, presented in the previous section. Rural Nigeriens are not hostile to family planning, either from a religious-cultural point of view, or for social and economic reasons. And although lack of hostility toward something does not mean aspiration for it, it does indicate that policy interventions, via local government, voluntary groups, NGOs such as Animas Sutura, and/or other methods, are viable and safe options. But it is important to understand that such interventions will be confronting a strategy of resilience that is certainly deeply problematic, but that is no less rational in its premises for being problematic. In their draft impact study of Animas Sutura’s work, Guengant and Maga have noted that “while the satisfaction of expressed needs in terms of family planning has progressed from 19% in 1992 to 47%, paradoxically, fecundity has not diminished but in fact has increased, rising from 7.1 children per woman in 2006 to 7.6 in 2012 (and from 7.4 to 8.1 in rural areas).” And, as we have seen, they observed that even though Animas Sutura was successful in promoting contraceptive uses in its “areas of intensive intervention,” robust pro-birth norms and behavior persist so far. Our own observation makes of this an unsurprising outcome. The interventions of Animas Sutura are being deployed in a context where people are endeavoring to reconcile conflicting strategies of resilience: one strategy relies on a large offspring as labor force and potential source of economic/social opportunities and old age security; and another recognizes that uncontrolled birth rates are a threat to family welfare. There is little variation on how people confront these issues because all villagers share the common condition of living on a precarious, endangered economic base. And while Animas Sutura’s message centers on changing culture and norms (mentalités) in accordance with Niger’s Government policy orientation in this issue area, people are appropriating its products to cope with their economic predicament. For both actors (Animas Sutura and the people), the result is unanticipated and, so far, rather unsatisfactory.

The case of rural Niger as we have explored it in this study indicates that discussions of population growth should not be left only to population specialists, as the issues involved are deeply political and economic. It is certainly the case that the current reproductive behavior of Nigeriens is not pointing toward a “demographic transition,” but that behavior is less worrisome than the lack of bold and consistent policies of agricultural development, which, we believe, is the root cause of the behavior observed. What the study shows is that if Niger’s geography were parsed into meaningful components (agricultural/less agricultural, rural/urban), we realize that the progress toward a “demographic transition” is discernible in some of the areas (urban, less agricultural) and apparently absent in others (more rural/agricultural). It might therefore be the case that the policy architecture needed to “manage” population growth should focus both on agricultural development and on diversification outside of agriculture. In the first instance, agricultural policy could help smallholding farmers transition into more intensive and highly productive techniques – such as are prevalent even in semi-arid parts of India, for instance – using frugal technologies; and in the second instance, policies favoring youth training and employment in urban areas will be needed for that agricultural development policy to be successful, since more intensive and productive agriculture requires less labor on the land and more labor in transport, preservation and transformation of produce and the market.
 
Moreover, rural Niger is not hostile or unreceptive with regard to family planning. Our fieldwork has shown that there is too little of sensitization and distribution infrastructure active in the area. Aguié and Karma are intensive zones of intervention for the most dynamic family planning outfit in the country – and respondents also mentioned other organizations which had apparently attracted their attention
as pursuing a positive line of action. Yet, access to information and products is still far from a level of saturation, meaning that there is much room left for progress in popularizing family planning and contraceptive use in rural Niger. If we compare this issue with that of excision, a theory might be developed to guide future efforts. Comparative studies on excision eradication exercises have shown that the more endemic the practice, the more difficult it is to start putting a dent in it; on the other hand, when it is a minority practice, it unravels more easily. Thus, while excision in Niger is a rapidly declining practice, it does not show signs of ceding ground in neighboring Mali: the key reason for this difference is that excision was practiced by less than 5% of the population in Niger, and is still practiced by 95% of the population in Mali. In relation to this type of situation, theories speculate about a threshold where a practice, after receding or advancing – as the case may be – very incrementally, suddenly catches on and spreads quickly across the board. People who have not heard of family planning will not engage in it; some people who have heard of it may not engage in it; but the more they see other people – whom they might like or respect – engage in it, the more they might feel like doing it themselves. In many of our interview responses, that is in fact how people explain their awareness that this might be a useful and positive practice in ordering their family lives. That is also how family planning, a controversial issue just twenty years ago, has become something which raises only marginal criticism. If this knock-on effect is supported by a message and a mode of action and coordination that are sensitive to the complexity of the incentive structures of people with regard to having children, then we may expect increasingly sustainable models of behavior and related trends and processes to emerge. 

APPENDIX: THE PEA: PRACTICAL REQUIREMENTS AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

Political economy is not an autonomous discipline but rather a multidisciplinary approach. It is essentially a way of studying issue areas in a multidimensional perspective – generally, at least three-dimensional, since political, economic and social aspects must be considered. The social dimension generally also involves focus on culture. As such, a PEA study is normally a team effort as issue areas must be approached from various disciplinary angles. The present study is an exploratory effort that collected data on all three dimensions and was conducted by a political scientist with expertise in political economy and research interests in political Islam, and a sociologist; but we lacked the contribution of an economist, and the fieldwork was conducted in a very short time span. As an exploratory work, I believe the results to have been appreciable, even though conclusions must necessarily be considered tentative. At any rate, this research allows us to draw a number of lessons on how to conduct a PEA study in optimum conditions in the future: 

 The PEA research must be conducted by a team: the composition of the team depends on the issue area. If this particular study were a full-scale PEA study, it would have included an economist and a socio-demographer in addition to a political scientist and a sociologist. The team effort must be coordinated by a lead researcher. Broad-based disciplinary inclusion should not be considered, however, as an absolute requirement. When it is not possible or necessary to integrate representatives from all relevant disciplines in the team, the lead researcher may construct the project so that it would be possible to consult other specialists on specific aspects of the research or of the results.

The PEA research must abide by the standards of academic research: the PEA research aims for policy-relevant answers, not academic analysis of a research problem. However, it is not a technical study either, but a genre of research on problems in an issue area. It must therefore abide by the standards of academic research in terms of methodology. This means that the PEA study must have a literature review, research questions, methodological panoply and an analytical or theoretical framework to analyze results and reach conclusions. These conclusions will be different from those of an academic research: they add not to our scientific knowledge, but to a rigorous understanding of a specific issue area.

The PEA research must take the time to be conclusive: the length of a PEA research depends on the issue area and the research project, but would normally last no less than a month, and often more than that. The amount of data to be collected for robust results requires long periods of fieldwork. Moreover, it may happen that the research protocol for a particular sequence of the study can actually not be developed before findings from another sequence of the study have been gathered. For instance, one may want to wait for the results of a qualitative phase of research on power relations before building a survey questionnaire on economic capabilities, or vice versa. 
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�“Results Reviews – R2.” USAID/Niger 1995, p. 9. 


� The “Reconstruction Credit Institute,” founded in 1948 as part of the Marshall Plan, is a German development bank owned by the German federal government (80%) and the German states (20%). In low-income countries like Niger, it provides highly subsidized soft loans for development work. 


�A demographer working with the French Institut de la Recherche pour le Développement, Guengant has written extensively on demography and social policy as it relates to demography in Sub-Saharan Africa, with a focus on French-speaking West African countries such as Niger. The specific claim that Niger’s population growth rate is such as has never been observed in human history is somewhat exaggerated in view of the higher growth rate in Oman. However, it is certainly the highest in Africa and does not show signs of abating. Some of Guengant’s conclusions are used to help in the analysis, in the third section of this report. 


�Essay on the Principle of Population, J. Johnson & T. Bensley, 1803, p. 5. 


�Preface to La Population du monde : géants démographiques et défis internationaux, Jean-Claude Chasteland et Jean-Claude Chesnais dirs., Les Cahiers de l’INED, Cahier n° 149, 2002. 


�Malthus, of course, was a political economist and the largest part of his seminal book was in fact devoted to political and economic questions. The modern discipline of demography, however, has specialized in the quantitative analysis of population considered from a more narrowly biological perspective, even if socio-demographers are also interested in patterns of sociological behavior. 


�Apart from Animas Sutura, the most notable are from USAID’s Agir pour la Planification Familiale (AgirPF) program and the United Nations Population Fund. The Government also intervenes through sensitization and distribution of contraceptives in public health centers. There is a noted impact of these interventions in the more urbanized areas.  


�The question, of course, is whether sensitization was deployed at the required scale and conducted in an efficient manner. Discussion with resource persons indicates that, for a long time, there was little sensitization effort, in part because many among those who should have worked on this did not like the idea of family planning. 


�Animas-Sutura’s expansion plans are contingent on both progress on their target objectives and level of funding – and they are interested in studies like this one in terms of securing information on the first point.


� In Niger, August is a month at the height of the rainy season, meaning that people in the rural areas were working in the fields through the day. For that reason, most of our interviews occurred toward the end of the day, but we realized that the health center was a place where we could contact especially women, since they needed to come there for child health care purposes. Therefore, while our samples were constrained, they also included a valuable element of randomness.


�The literal meaning of this Hausa phrase is “vestibule clerics,” i.e., clerics sitting in the public quarters of the houses of the powerful, waiting orders. The mordant phrase has become proverbial and is thus a success for Orthodox Sunnites in their efforts at tarnishing the reputation of their “traditional Islam” antagonists. 


�Demographic growth rates vary widely among majority Muslim countries, showing that religion is not a real determinant. According to the World Bank, the highest growth rates in the world are indeed to be found in some rich (though not economically developed) Muslim countries, in particular Qatar and Oman – all countries with small populations. In Africa, Niger has the highest population growth rate, but almost in tandem with South Sudan, a majority Christian/animist country (3.9% to 3.8%). The countries of North Africa, which are entirely Muslim for all practical purposes, have population growth rates below 2% and similar to those of some European countries such as Iceland or Italy.


�The authors (Guengant and Maga) mean here that they are more receptive to advice on contraceptives and family planning. As will be shown by our comparison with anti-excision campaigns at the end of the next section, the issue of receptivity is an important one for policy intervention. 


�Niger is a signatory of the Ouagadougou Partnership (set up in February 2011), a family planning promotion initiative grouping together the nine Francophone countries of West Africa, which, according to the partnership’s manifesto, have the highest fecundity rates and the lowest contraceptive prevalence rate in the sub-region. 


�Thus for instance the most recent (November 2015) issue of Le Monde diplomatique – a serious French news and analysis monthly – carries an essay by population specialist Henri Léridon, entitled “L’Afrique, énigme démographique.” Léridon believes that “the programs that international organizations import with little concern for local specificities have shown their limits.” We cannot agree more, although it seems that the “local specificities” Léridon wishes are better known are the usual cultural suspect rather than more crucial – in our view – political and economic factors.  


�Agriculture in Africa. Transformation and Outlook, NEPAD, November 2013.


�This particular issue is not prominent in Niger. 


�It also has unique opportunities that are left by the wayside due to the lack of coherent and committed agricultural policy in most countries, including Niger. 


�Through the first decade of independence, Niger’s had a surplus production of cereal with a first, but transient, deficit dip in 1969. Still in 1970-71, of the three West African Sahelian countries, Niger was the one that needed the least food aid: by June 1971, Upper Volta (i.e., Burkina Faso) had received 47,800 t of grains, Mali 27,000 t and Niger, only 4,600 t. (Vincent Bonnecase, La Pauvreté au Sahel: du savoir colonial à la mesure internationale, Karthala, 2011, p. 248). In 1965, Niger even gave large amounts of food aid to Mali.


�In this study, we do not examine the latter proposition. However, it is well-known that in the first decade of independence, agriculturalists – especially those in Maradi and Zinder, who produced most of the country’s cash crop, groundnut – were a political force and the principal actor in the development agenda of the “developmentalist” state of the day.   


�The idea that family planning is a Western idea comes perhaps with the “modern” trappings of family planning methods, certainly with the perception that family planning efforts are funded by “projects.” However, for most respondents, this does not mean that the thing is therefore bad. 


� Such a set of policies will become all the more necessary in the Sahel in particular when we consider the results of recent research on climate change in the Sahel, which predicts growing wet cycles with very variable precipitation on all time scales. See for instance “A unifying view of climate change in the Sahel linking intra-seasonal, interannual and longer time scales,” by Giannini, Salack, Lodoun, Ali, Gaye and NDiaye, in Environmental Research Letters, current on http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/8/2/024010/meta  


�A respondent in Aguié district mentioned Makarantar Maigida, i.e., the Husbands’ School as well as Save the Children and health centers’ staff mention USAID’s AgirPF and the UNFPA.
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