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Executive Summary

Pakistan's rapidly expanding population has become a major obstacle to sustainable development,
economic growth, and human well-being. With a population exceeding 250 million and a growth rate of
nearly 2 percent annually, the country is struggling to meet the rising demands for food, water, housing,
education, healthcare, and employment. This paper argues that unchecked population growth threatens
to undo development gains, intensifies poverty, worsens unemployment, and places unsustainable
pressure on natural resources. Urgent, multi-sectoral interventions are needed to stabilize population
growth and align demographic trends with the country’s development priorities.

1. Introduction

Population growth is a vital determinant of a country’s socio-economic trajectory. While a youthful
population can be a demographic dividend, in the absence of adequate planning and resources, it risks
becoming a demographic disaster. Pakistan, with one of the highest population growth rates in South
Asia, is already facing the consequences in the form of strained public services, environmental
degradation, urban sprawl, rising unemployment, and widening inequalities. The need to control
population growth is not just a public health or family planning issue, it is a critical development
imperative. The following figure shows the sustained surge in population over decades.
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Since gaining independence in 1947, Pakistan has witnessed a sharp rise in its population growth rate,
which reached alarming levels during the 1980s, crossing 4% annually —a rate among the highest in the
world at the time. This explosive growth was driven by high fertility rates, limited access to family
planning services, and low levels of female education and empowerment. Although the growth rate has
gradually declined in recent decades due to increased awareness, urbanization, and government
interventions, it still hovers around 2%, which remains significantly high for a country facing economic,
environmental, and resource constraints. For a developing nation like Pakistan, even this reduced rate
continues to place tremendous pressure on public services, job markets, and natural resources, impeding
efforts to achieve sustainable development and poverty reduction. The following graph indicates the
population growth rate since independence in 1947.
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Pakistan’s population pyramid reveals a striking demographic reality, a broad base dominated by youth.
With nearly 64 percent of the population under the age of 30, the country is experiencing a pronounced
youth bulge that presents both a tremendous opportunity and a looming challenge. This youthful
majority, if equipped with quality education, relevant skills, and meaningful employment, can drive
economic growth and innovation, turning a potential demographic crisis into a demographic dividend.
However, if left unaddressed, this same segment could fuel rising unemployment, social unrest, and
deepen cycles of poverty. The urgency lies in strategic investment in human capital to harness the energy,
ambition, and potential of this large youth cohort before it becomes a liability rather than an asset. The
following pyramid tells the rest of the story.
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The population growth rate in Pakistan remains significantly high compared to its neighboring countries,
posing a serious threat to its development trajectory. While China and India have successfully
implemented comprehensive population control measures —bringing their growth rates down to around
0.2% and 0.8% respectively —Pakistan’s rate continues to hover near 2%, one of the highest in the region.
This disparity underscores Pakistan's failure to effectively arrest its population growth despite decades
of policy efforts. Contributing factors include limited access to reproductive health services, low female
literacy, early marriages, and inadequate political commitment. As a result, the country is burdened with
mounting pressures on education, healthcare, employment, and natural resources, threatening to reverse
hard-earned development gains and trapping millions in a cycle of poverty and deprivation. The
following figure shows Pakistan’s comparison with its neighboring countries China and India.
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2. The Development Threat of Rapid Population Growth

2.1. Strain on Basic Services

The rising population outpaces infrastructure development, overwhelming public health systems,
schools, and utilities. Classrooms are overcrowded, hospitals are under-resourced, and cities are choked
with congestion and pollution.

2.2. Economic Burden and Unemployment

The labor market in Pakistan cannot absorb the millions of youths entering annually. This leads to
widespread unemployment and underemployment, especially among young people, increasing social
unrest and economic dependency.

2.3. Poverty and Inequality

More mouths to feed, coupled with limited economic opportunities, deepen poverty. Households are
forced to spend their meager incomes on basic survival, sacrificing education and healthcare, which
perpetuates intergenerational poverty.

2.4. Environmental and Climate Pressures

Rapid population growth accelerates deforestation, water scarcity, and pollution. Agricultural land is lost
to urban sprawl, and climate-induced catastrophes such as floods and droughts are made worse by
population density and poor planning.
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3. Why Current Population Policies Are Falling Short

Despite national and provincial family planning programs, contraceptive prevalence remains low,
especially in rural areas. Social taboos, lack of awareness, inadequate access to reproductive health
services, and weak political commitment hinder progress. Fragmented governance and limited
integration between health, education, and development sectors have also diluted the impact of
population stabilization efforts.

4. Policy Recommendations
4.1. Strengthen Family Planning and Reproductive Health Services
« Ensure universal access to affordable, quality contraceptives and reproductive health services,

especially in underserved rural and urban slum areas.

« Expand Lady Health Worker coverage and enhance training to improve outreach and counseling

services.

4.2. Integrate Population into Development Planning
e Mainstream population planning into all sectoral policies —especially education, health, housing,

and environment.

o Make population impact assessments mandatory for major infrastructure and development
projects.

4.3. Invest in Girls” Education and Women’s Empowerment
e Promote female education and delay age of marriage through conditional cash transfers and

community incentives.

e Create employment and microfinance opportunities for women to enhance decision-making
power and economic agency.

4.4. Engage Religious and Community Leaders
o Work with religious leaders to promote informed discourse on family planning within cultural

and religious contexts.
e Run mass media campaigns to shift social norms around ideal family size.

4.5. Strengthen Policy and Governance Frameworks
e Revive and empower national and provincial population councils for strategic coordination.

e Allocate dedicated budgets and develop data-driven monitoring systems to track demographic
trends and policy impact.

5. Conclusion

Pakistan’s growing population is not just a demographic statistic, it is a development emergency. Left
unaddressed, it will exacerbate poverty, deepen inequality, and derail progress on the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Arresting population growth through a coordinated and multi-sectoral
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strategy is essential for building a resilient, prosperous, and sustainable Pakistan. The time to act is now —
before the window of opportunity closes.
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Population growth in Pakistan has reached an alarming
pace, straining the country's limited resources and
undermining its economic and social development. With
over 240 million people and rising, this unchecked
expansion threatens to deepen poverty, widen
inequalities, and reverse hard-earned development gains
in health, education, and infrastructure. As the youth

bulge grows without corresponding job creation, the
nation faces a ticking time bomb of deprivation and social
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