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Introduction
Over the years, the United Nations has played a major role in increasing worldwide awareness of population problems and the need for appropriate policy responses.  In this process, the United Nations Population Inquiries, conducted by the Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat between 1963 and 1992with the Eighth Population Inquiry scheduled for 1997-1998has been an important tool.

The United Nations Population Inquiry, a questionnaire sent at periodic intervals from the Office of the Secretary-General of the United Nations to all Member and non-Member States, has gained wide visibility among policymakers and the population community as a whole over the past two decades.  In particular, the steady rise in support for family planning programmes among governments in all world regions has been widely cited.  

The paper presents a brief history of the United Nations Population Inquiries, discussing how the questionnaire has evolved and how the inquiry is conducted.  After briefly discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the Inquiry as the data source, the paper turns to the example of Africa to discuss the use of the Inquiries in evaluating Governments' implementation of family planning programmes.

Evolution of Support for Family Planning Programmes, 1974-1993
In 1974, which was declared by the United Nations to be World Population Year, the third World Population Conference was convened at Bucharest.  As is well known, a heated debate ensued, with the head of the Indian delegation asserting that "development is the best contraceptive".  A majority of third world participants agreed and were critical of the donors for placing too strong an emphasis on the supply side of fertility control, that is, on family planning services, and not enough emphasis on the underlying economic and social factors affecting the demand for children.

Nevertheless, over the next decade, a remarkable change took place, resulting in a growing consensus among third world Governments that rapid population growth and high fertility constrained development.  One of the most significant aspects of the International Conference on Population, held at Mexico City in 1984, was the turn-round in the position of the African delegations.  In contrast to their position at Bucharest, where most of those Governments had expressed optimism that Africa could easily accommodate more inhabitants because of its vast territory, low density, and abundant and rich resources, many African Governments expressed serious reservations about the consequences of continuing rapid population growth and high fertility and endorsed the adoption of family planning programmes.  

This trend appears to be continuing, not only in Africa but at world level.  Since 1976, the proportion of countries that consider fertility levels and trends to be too high and that have adopted policies to decrease fertility has increased steadily (tables 1 and 2).  According to a recent United Nations Monitoring report, as of 1993, 85.4 per cent of the population of the developing world lived in countries whose Governments considered fertility to be too high and had adopted policies to lower fertility (United Nations, 1996).  In Africa, the proportion was even higher.  As of 1993, 36 countries in Africa, with 81 per cent of the continent's population, had adopted policies to lower fertility (table 4).  

Support for family planning programmes has increased steadily over the past several decades (table 3).  At the time of the World Population Conference in 1974, 55 per cent of the world's Governments provided direct support to family planning programmes, 15 per cent provided indirect support, 22 allowed private planning organizations to operate but did not provide governmental support, whereas 2 per cent limited access to contraceptive methods.  As of 1993, 82 per cent of countries provided direct support, while 7 per cent provided indirect support and 10 per cent permitted access to family planning programmes but did not provide support; again, 2 per cent limited access to family planning programmes.  In Africa, official support for family planning programmes is even more pronounced.  Indeed, as of 1993, 87 per cent of Governments in Africa provided direct support to family planning programmes (table 5).

Chronology of the United Nations Population Inquiries
The first United Nations Population Inquiry, entitled Inquiry Among Governments on Problems Resulting from the Interaction of Economic Development and Population Changes, was conducted in 1963 in response to General Assembly resolution 1838 (XVII), in which the Secretary-General was requested "to conduct an inquiry among the Governments of States Members...concerning the particular problems confronting them as a result of the reciprocal action of economic development and population changes".  The Population Commission, at its twelfth session, "welcomed the recommendation for such an inquiry, the importance of which could not be over-emphasized in the light of the need for intensification of research on interrelationships between population changes and economic development" (United Nations, 1964).  The repliesfrom 53 of the then 120 Member Stateswere presented to ECOSOC in 1964 and were subsequently used as an input to preparations for the World Population Conference held at Belgrade in 1965.  

In 1971, at its sixteenth session, the Population Commission requested that a second population inquiry be conductedas an input to preparation of the International Development Strategy for the Second United Nations Development Decade, as well as in planning for World Population Year (1974), which had been designated by the General Assembly in 1970.  The findings of this inquirythe Second Inquiry on Population Growth and Development, which was conducted in 1972-1973were presented to the United Nations World Population Conference, held at Bucharest in August 1974 (United Nations, 1974). 

Between Bucharest (1974) and the International Conference on Population held at Mexico City in 1984, population policy research at the United Nations increased significantly both in scope and volume.  As an input to the periodic monitoring reports prepared within this ten-year period, three population inquiries were conducted, implementing the recommendation of the World Population Plan of Action (WPPA), which stated that "monitoring of population trends and policies discussed in this Plan of Action should be undertaken continuously as a specialized activity of the United Nations and reviewed biennially by the appropriate bodies of the United Nations system, beginning in 1977" (WPPA, para. 107). 

In compliance with WPPA's recommendations, the Third Population Inquiry Among Governments:  Population Policies in the Context of Development in 1976 was mined extensively for the first United Nations monitoring report.  The Fourth Population Inquiry Among Governments in 1978:  Review and Appraisal of the World Population Plan of Action was a major input to the first Review and Appraisal of progress made towards implementation of WPPA, which was conducted in 1979; the Fifth Population Inquiry Among Governments:  Monitoring of Government Perceptions and Policies on Demographic Trends and Levels in Relation to Development as of 1982 served not only as an input to the preparations for the Mexico City Conference but also to the Second Review and Appraisal, both in 1984.

  
The Sixth Population Inquiry Among Governments:  Monitoring of Government Perceptions and Policies on Demographic Trends and Levels in Relation to Development as of 1987 was a key input to the Third Review and Appraisal (1989), whereas the Seventh United Nations Population Inquiry Among Governments:  Monitoring of Government Perceptions and Policies on Demographic Trends and Levels in Relation to Development, 1992 was conducted in preparation for the International Conference on Population and Development, held at Cairo in 1994.  The Eighth United Nations Population Inquiry Among Governments, which will be conducted in 1997-1998, will be an input for the Review and Appraisal of the Cairo Programme of Action, scheduled for 1999.

Format of the Inquiries
The first and second inquiries consisted of brief outlines for Governments to follow in preparing country statements.  Whereas the first inquiry dealt only with broad interrelationships between population and socio-economic development, the second inquiry  "respectfully requested" Governments' comments "on the status and accomplishments of family planning programmes," as well as on "the likely role of family planing programmes within the context of 1970-1980 development plans" (United Nations, 1974).

Given the difficulty of comparing the results of the second inquiry74 country statements ranging in length from 2 to 136 pagesthe third inquiry was the first to be designed in a questionnaire format.  For each topic, e.g., population growth, mortality, fertility, the questionnaire followed the same sequence: the Government's perceptions, identification of the major problems, and policies (which were clarified as referring to "formulated policies" as opposed to a policy of non-intervention).  The 12 questions on fertility elicited Governments' views and policies in relation to three topics:  fertility and family well-being; fertility and population growth; and fertility and family formation.  Although the questionnaire consisted mainly of close-ended questions, Governments were invited to expand their answers with brief essays.  Undoubtedly reflecting the sensitivity of the whole family planning issue in the wake of Bucharest, no explicit mention was made of family planning programmes.  

Based on the excellent response of Governments to the Third Inquiry110 replies were received, representing 70 per cent of the then Member Statesthe fourth inquiry was somewhat more ambitious.  Reviewed by a group of high-level experts, many of whom had longstanding ties to IUSSP 1/, the fourth inquiry was divided into two parts:  the first, on review and appraisal, contained 44 close-ended and 24 open-ended questions; the second, on monitoring, contained 17 close-ended questions.  Whereas the monitoring part was very similar to the third inquiry, with the addition of a new section on fertility and women's status, the section on review and appraisal of fertility was far more detailed.  For the first time, the inquiry included questions on quantitative targets in relation to fertility levels and trends; whether the Government directly sponsored family planning programmes, and/or provided indirect support, and/or allowed non-governmental family planning programmes, or whether it restricted access to family planning programmes; whether the Government had changed its position regarding family planning during 1974-1978; and whether the Government had undertaken an evaluation of family planning programmes.    

Whether due to the fact that the Fourth Inquiry (1978) was sent out shortly on the heels of the third, or whether the questionnaire was perhaps too controversial or too complex (indeed, there was no response to 49 per cent of the open-ended questions), there was a significant drop-off in responses, with 75 countries replying, compared to 110 replies to the previous inquiry.  Nevertheless, with slight changes and revisions, the review and appraisal module on fertility from the Fourth Inquiry has remained the prototype for subsequent United Nations inquiries.  

The Fifth Inquiry (1982), which received 119 responses, added several questions: one on the legal status of diffusion of information on and access to modern methods of contraception; a specific question on quantitative targets for access to family planning facilities, and whether these targets applied to various geographical areas or target groups (e.g., younger women, women with lower levels of education).  It also invited Governments for the first time to provide the United Nations with copies of any official statements, legislation, regulations, decrees, judicial decisions, planning documents or other official documents issued since January 1980 referring to access to contraceptive methods; access to abortion and/or sterilization; controls over the advertisement of contraceptives, and so forth.  

The Sixth Inquiry, which received 108 responses, included a question on legal or administrative restrictions limiting access to various contraceptive methods (e.g., the oral pill, IUD, condom, vaginal suppositories, diaphragm, and new or recent methods, including injectables (e.g., Depo-provera) and hormone-releasing implants (e.g., Norplant).  If access to these methods was permitted, the Government was asked to indicate the level of support provided (direct support; indirect support; both direct and indirect; no support) and the level of subsidy provided (free; some subsidy; no subsidy).  The inquiry also included several questions on female and male sterilization for contraceptive purposes, and a question on whether Government programmes emphasized the safe period, rhythm, or abstinence as family planning methods in preference to other contraceptive methods such as the condom, oral pill, IUD, or sterilization.  Finally, the Sixth Inquiry included several questions on adolescent fertility, asking whether the Government had adopted any programmes addressed to the issue of adolescent fertility; whether education on methods of contraception was part of the curriculum of state-operated schools; and whether access to contraception was permitted to adolescents regardless of marital status. 

The section on fertility in the Seventh Inquiry was somewhat simplified.  The rather detailed question on restrictions on or support for various contraceptive methods was dropped, as were the more specific questions on adolescent fertility.

The Process
Typically, the draft questionnaire for each inquiry is prepared in the Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat, with input (for example, in the area of technical cooperation) from other United Nations entities.  The questionnaire is sent out through the formal diplomatic channels, accompanied by a note verbale from the United Nations Secretary-General, citing the appropriate legislative authority and emphasizing the importance that the Secretary-General attaches to the Inquiry.  Whereas the Inquiry gains an authority and prestige by being transmitted from the Secretary-General's Office, this entails a labour intensive process.  The questionnaires and accompanying note verbales are sent from the United Nations Correspondence Unit to the Permanent Representatives of the some 190 Member and non-Member States at their missions in New York.  Some weeks later, staff of the Population Division telephone all 190 Missions to determine the date on which the questionnaire was forwarded to their capital and the specific ministry to which it was sent (usually the Foreign Ministry).  A subsequent note verbale is sent to all Governments, reminding them of the deadline for completion of the questionnaire.  Follow-up letters are also sent from the Executive Director of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) to its country representatives, and from the Administrator of UNDP to its Resident Representatives.  The help of the Regional Commissions is also enlisted in obtaining replies from Governments in their respective regions.

Many months after the deadline has passed, letters are sent from the Secretariat to the specific ministries charged with completing the questionnaires (in the case of the Seventh Inquiry, multiple follow-up letters were mailed or faxed to each country that had not yet replied; in all, the Seventh Inquiry entailed as many as 1,000 pieces of correspondence).  Mission staff or visiting government representatives are also approached by Population Division staff at various meetings at United Nations headquarters and given blank questionnaires (and a "sales pitch" about the importance of their Governments completing the questionnaire).  Long after the deadline has passed, calls are made to researchers and academics, often IUSSP members, in the various non-responding countries, asking their assistance in tracking down the questionnaires.  The end result is that replies trickle in over an extended period, as long as two or more years after the deadline.  (By 1 October 1992, the deadline for replying to the Seventh Inquiry, only 4 questionnaires had been received (Chile, Jordan, Madagascar and Sierra Leone); 38 more questionnaires were received within the next few months; however, 60 questionnaires were received over the course of 1993, 25 during 1994 and 2 in 1995).  However, perseverance pays off, for even with the "inquiry fatigue" speculated to affect Member States, there were 129 replies to the Seventh Inquirythe largest number and highest proportion ever. 

What are some of the reasons for Governments not replying?  Occasionally, Governments have reported that their population policy is under discussion or is being revised and they are therefore unable to reply until a later date.  In other countries, reorganization of Government offices with responsibility for population matters has been cited as a reason for the Government not replying or submitting a late reply.  Some countries clearly have difficulty completing the questionnaire, whether due to a lack of trained personnel, budget cuts, or the fact that their staff is simply overloaded by too many requests from various inter-governmental bodies.  In the case of the Seventh Inquiry, there was confusion among a number of Member States regarding the national reports commissioned by the United Nations Population Fund prior to the Cairo conference; a number of the 31 countries that did not reply to the Inquiry but that submitted national reports apparently thought that this would fulfill their obligation vis-a-vis the Seventh Inquiry.  

Language may also be a problem.  The questionnaire is distributed in the three official working languages of ECOSOC (English, French and Spanish).  However, replies have been returned in a number of languages, including Arabic, Hebrew, Russian, and Ukrainian.  The Sixth Inquiry also was distributed in Arabic, whereas the Seventh was unable to be translated into Arabic due to budgetary constraints; there was little difference, however, in response rates; only 5 Arabic-speaking countries responded to the Sixth Inquiry, and 4 to the Seventh.  

Uses of the Inquiries
Over the years, the United Nations population inquiries have been used extensively as a data base for the United Nations Secretariat.  The vast amount of supporting material and the often thoughtful replies to the open ended questions have been mined extensively in the preparation of numerous country-level studies in addition to the monitoring reports that have been prepared and generally issued on a biennial basis (United Nations, 1996b; 1992b; 1990c; 1988; 1985; 1982; 1980; 1979).  In addition, beginning in 1987, and also continuing on a biennial basis, the Population Division has disseminated the results of its monitoring activities in a machine readable database entitled Global Review and Inventory of Population Policy (GRIPP) (United Nations, GRIPP: 1996a; 1995a; 1992a; 1989a; 1987).  At the country level, information from the inquiries was utilized in the preparation of the Population Policy Compendia, 74 country profiles that were published in the 1980s, followed by the three-volume World Population Policies.

Beginning with the Sixth Inquiry, and followed by the Seventh, the results of the inquiry were coded and a monograph was issued showing frequency distributions for each variable (United Nations, 1995b; 1990b).  Despite the availability of these publications, there is considerable material from the inquiries that has not been made available to the research community.  In recent years, a number of researchers have requested from the Secretariat and have been given country-specific tabulations on such questions as policies towards adolescent fertility, which they reported to have found very useful.  On the basis of such interest, and with the availability of user friendly software, the Population Division is in the process of developing an integrated database, including data from the Sixth, Seventh (and eventually the Eighth) Inquiries, the GRIPP files (numbers 1-5), and the volume on Trends in Population Policy (United Nations, 1990).  All replies to close-ended questions will be included, as well as a number of open-ended questions.  Given the interest shown in the POPIN networkwith some 60,000 persons a month currently accessing the website, and with the numbers steadily climbing, there will be increasing emphasis in the future on making the information from the United Nations Inquiries available to a wider audience through electronic communications media.   

Strengths of the Inquiries
According the principles guiding all of the population research conducted over the years by the United Nations Secretariat, the process of preparing, conducting, and analyzing the United Nations population inquiries has attempted to be objective (in that it does not espouse any advocacy position), comprehensive (in that it covers mortality and migration, in addition to fertility), global (in that it surveys all 193 Member and non-Member States of the United Nations), and effective (in that avoids the types of research that can be done more effectively by other institutions, such as universities and national research centres) (United Nations, 1990a).

A major strength of the United Nations inquiries and related monitoring activities is that the population policies of countries have been monitored on an ongoing and reasonably standardized basis since the mid-1970s.  From the biennial monitoring reports and databases (GRIPP), fertility perceptions and policies are available for 9 points during the period from 1974 to 1995 (1974, 1976, 1978, 1980, 1983, 1986, 1989, 1993, 1995).

Perhaps what is most valuable to policy analysts is that a high degree of consistency has been maintained within the data over two decades.  The definitions, classification, and categories of the major variables relating to perceptions and policies towards fertility have remained essentially unchanged; thus, reasonably meaningful comparisons and contrasts among countries and regions both on a cross-sectional and longitudinal basis are made possible (Finkle and McIntosh, 1994).  For example, the proportion of countries that view their fertility levels as too high and that have policies aimed at reducing those levels can be determined.  It is possible to specify the policy trends these countries have followed from the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s and to consider the evolution of individual countries' policies.  

These monitoring reports have been distributed widely over this period, allowing the data to undergo extensive scrutiny.  In addition to professional examination from within the population community, many policymakers and other government officials have had frequent opportunity to review the information in draft and published form, and to communicate omissions and errors to the United Nations Population Division (Finkle and McIntosh, 1994).  Indeed, Population Division publications such as the Global Review and Inventory of Population Policy (GRIPP) typically include a statement in the introduction, encouraging "knowledgeable persons to inform the Population Division of instances where its codings of policy appear to conflict with the current situation in the particular country" (United Nations, 1996).  Such a feedback mechanism enhances the credibility of the reported data.  

Special Problems with the Data
A fundamental problem with the United Nations population inquiries has to do with the unit of analysis.  Although obvious, it should be noted that the unit of analysis in much of the population policy research conducted by the United Nations Secretariat is not the individual, couple or household, as is traditionally the case in population analysis, but the Government (United Nations, 1990a).  The implications and consequences of this fact are generally poorly understood and raise many questions.  For example, which individual or entity best represents the official views of the Government?  This is all the more of a problem, given that the process of sending out the inquiry through formal diplomatic channels prevents the Secretariat from having any control over where or to whom it is sent.

In some countries, one part of a Government may have an "official" view or policy that differs from another.  The situation becomes quite complicated when one agency answers one inquiry and another agencywith a different "official" viewanswers a subsequent inquiry.  In such an instance, the Government may appear to have changed its policy during the interval when in fact it did not.

In most countries, responsibility for areas dealt with in the inquiriese.g., policies in regard to mortality, fertility, urbanization, international migrationare spread over a number of agencies and offices.  In ideal circumstances (and as is the case in many developed countries and in some of the more advanced developing countries), sections of the inquiry are filled out by specialists in a particular field, such as an official working in the area of family planning; the inquiry is then finalized by a central coordinating body and is returned with copies of supporting documentsproviding an accurate, comprehensive and consistent overview of the Government's population policies.  In reality, however, many questionnaires are returned only partially completed, with no replies to the open-ended questions and no supporting documents.  


 On occasion, there are apparent contradictions between known governmental positions and information contained in the questionnaire.  In such instances, the Secretariat does "fact checking," consulting other data sources, including national development plans, laws and regulations, official population statements, clippings from the world press, academic journals, consultations with technical experts, contacts within the United Nations system, and so forth.  In other words, the inquiry is merely one inputalbeit an important oneto the "monitoring process."

In other instances, the problem is not that the questionnaire is contradictory, but rather that it is determined to be not completely accurate or only partially correct, based on other reputable sources.  For example, although both the Sixth and Seventh inquiries contained detailed questions on legislation in regard to induced abortion, including grounds on which was abortion was permitted, this information was found to be not entirely reliable.  Consequently, in preparing the three-volume study: Abortion Policies: A Global Review (United Nations, 1995; 1993; 1992), replies to the inquiry were used as a point of departure, with many other research materials being consulted in preparation of the study.  

Of course, there are other more serious problems.  In a certain number of countries, population policies described in the questionnaire are not integral parts of the country's socio-economic development efforts but rather are merely "paper policies" put together for publication relations or even for funding purposes (Finkle and McIntosh, 1994; Locoh and Makdessi, 1996).  

In addition to problems on the respondent's end, there are problems on the user's end, particularly in regard to coding.  For example, with each inquiry, the Secretariat wrestles over how to interpret the absence of an articulated policy.  In some cases the Government indicates that it has no official position or that the question is not applicable; in other instances, the question is simply not answered.  In cases of non-response, the question is coded either as "questionnaire received, question applies but was not answered"; or "questionnaire not received."

Use of the United Nations Inquiries in Evaluating Governments' Implementation of Family Planning Programmes - the Case of Africa
All indications are that sub-Saharan Africa is emerging from its culture of high fertility, at least according to official statements of African governments in recent United Nations Population Inquiries.  As of 1993, 46 out of the 53 countries in Africa provided direct support to family planning programmes (table 5).  This is in sharp contrast to the situation in the late 1970s, when only half as many African countries (23) directly supported family planning programmes, and when a number of Governments were openly hostile to even the slightest discussion of the use of contraception (Locoh and Makdessi, 1996).  

The following sampling of replies from a number of African governments to the Seventh Inquiry provides a fairly consistent overall picture.  The majority of governments are committed to reducing fertility and have adopted a variety of quantitative targets, ranging from fairly reasonable targets to ones that are highly optimistic.  

Angola reported in the Seventh Inquiry that its goal was to expand family planning services to reach 50 per cent of women of reproductive age (no target date).  Botswana sought to increase the level of contraceptive prevalence to 40 per cent by 1997, reaching a TFR of 3.9 by 2016.  Burkina Faso reported that it hoped to reduce the TFR by 10 per cent every 5 years up to 2005 and to reach a level of contraceptive prevalence of 60 per cent by 2005; the national family planning strategy outlined a goal of improving the mix of contraceptive methods and contained targets for acceptance of various methods.  As an additional measure, family allowances would be limited to the first six children.

Burundi reported that it had established a Coordination Office for the National Family Planning Programme; its medium term family planning goals were to improve the contraceptive mix, and to increase the level of contraceptive prevalence from 2 to 10 per cent between 1992 and 1995, to 16 per cent by 1997 and to 21 per cent by the year 2000.  The Gambia reported that it sought to increase the level of contraceptive prevalence from the currently estimated rate of 7-10 per cent to 20 per cent by 1996 and to 30 per cent by year 2000; the Government hoped to reduce the TFR from 6.4 to 6 by 1996 and to 5 by the year 2000. 

Ghana, which was one of the first countries in Africa to formulate a population policy (in 1969) reported that it was in the process of establishing a national population council to monitor and coordinate the activities of governmental and non-governmental bodies involved in family planning; the Government reported that this was in response to studies which indicated that, as of 1988, despite the fact that 79 per cent of women in Ghana knew of modern methods of contraception, only 13 per cent were using contraception, with only 5 per cent using a modern method.  Guinea reported that it sought to increase the level of contraceptive prevalence to 25 per cent by 2010.  Guinea-Bissau sought to reach a level of contraceptive prevalence of 15 per cent in urban areas and 7 per cent in rural areas by the end of 1996.

The Government of Kenya, which like Ghana has had a longstanding family planning programme, reported that it sought to achieve a level of contraceptive prevalence of 40 per cent and a TFR of 5.2 by the year 2000.  Liberia reported that it sought to increase the level of contraceptive prevalence to 50 per cent, reducing the TFR from 6.7 to 4 by the year 2000.

Key provisions of Madagascar's National Population Law were to reduce the TFR from 6.6 births per woman in 1985-1990 to 4 by the year 2000, and to mandate that the Ministry of Health provide family planning services in all of its health care facilities, reaching a level of contraceptive prevalence of 40 per cent by 1997.  Mali identified a target of increasing the level of contraceptive prevalence to 60 per cent by 2020.  Mauritius reported that it sought to increase contraceptive prevalence to 75 per cent by the year 2000, reaching replacement level fertility by 2009. 

Senegal reported that it had adopted a Priority Action and Investment Programme for Population, with the goal of increasing the level of contraceptive prevalence from 4 to 12 per cent by 1996, and reducing the TFR from 6.5 to 5.9 over the same period.  The Government of South Africa reported that it sought to increase the level of contraceptive prevalence to 80 per cent, attaining replacement level fertility by the year 2010.  Sudan reported that it sought to increase the use of modern contraceptives from 9 per cent in 1990 to 30 per cent in 2002.  

The major goal of Tanzania's national population policy was to reduce the TFR from 6.8 children per woman in 1985-1990 to 5 by the year 2000, and to 3.5 by 2018.  Zaire reported that it sought to increase the level of contraceptive prevalence by 1 per cent per year.  Zimbabwe sought to reduce the TFR from 5.5 to 4.5 by 1996; targets were to increase the number of long term and permanent method users from 52,000 to 191,000 by 1996; and to increase users of modern contraceptive methods from 486,000 to 781,000.    

The above excerpts from the Seventh Inquiry seem to indicate that the road between declarations and the successful implementation of family planning programmes is often long.  Despite the ambitious targets announced by a large number of African governments, the reality is that, for Africa as a whole, patterns of reproductive behaviour have been slow to change.  The TFR declined from 6.6 in 1970-1975 to 5.7 in 1990-1995a decline of less than 1 per cent per annum over two decades (table 6).  Moreover, in Eastern, Middle and Western Africa, the TFR remains around 6.3-6.4 children per woman.    

The critical question is:  why has so little progress has been made to datein spite of governmental participation and declarations at world population conferences and other politically focused meetings, and in spite of the strong statements of support for reducing fertility given by many African governments in successive United Nations Inquiries.  

One explanation seems to be that public pronouncements do not appear to have created a real depth of awareness among the masses of ordinary people in Africa.  As one African expert has noted, "a growing awareness among governmental agents is not the same as that among the people (family and social groups as well as individuals) directly affected by the applications of various policy options" (Ohadike, 1996).  As is well known, the effectiveness of family planning services is weak in much of Africa and, consequently, abandonment by users is often high.  Whereas a number of African governments have announced ambitious targets for reducing fertility, the reality is that there are low levels of contraceptive prevalence in most African countries, with only a slow rate of improvement to date (table 6).  This situation, however, now appears to be changing; indeed, data for the last two years indicate that a fertility decline has begun in Africa. 

The gap between government pronouncementscontaining highly ambitious demographic and programme targetsand actual programme results is perhaps wider in Africa than elsewhere in the developing world.  In other developing regions, replies to the United Nations Inquiries more closely correspond to programme realities.  Perhaps what the Inquiry responses tell us is that African governments have indicated their intent and now need considerable assistance in reaching their programme goals.  Whereas the Cairo Programme of Action considered the possibility that developing countries themselves should assume two thirds of the financing of population assistance, this will be difficult in Africa.  Adopting resolutions is one thing, but drawing upon drastically reduced budgets to increase expenditure on family planning programmes is another (Locoh and Makdessi, 1996).

Conclusion
In some ways the United Nations Population Inquiries have developed along with the population policy field as a whole.  Replies to some of the earlier inquiries are not only of historical interest (as are the questionnaires themselves), but also present fascinating testimony to thinking in the population field only 20 to 30 years ago, and to the tremendous progress that has been made.  Malaysia, a country that has been so successful in reducing fertility that it would now like to delay the onset of replacement-level fertility until the middle of the next century, noted in the First Inquiry that, if family planning in Malaysia were to "catch on," it might have a significant impact on reducing population growth.  However, Malaysia speculated that this was unlikely to occur (United Nations, 1964).  

Among the factors contributing to the success of family planning programmes in many countries is a high level of political commitment.  One may well question whether debate over the efficacy of family planning programmes at various international fora and the periodic assessment and publication by the United Nations of how many more countries have joined the consensus in support of family planning programmes can be a catalyst for important changes in any society.  Over the years, however, the change in tone, objectives and recommendations in the documents of the various population conferences, as well as widespread dissemination of the results of the United Nations inquiries must surely have influenced some governments to join the ranks of countries that support the expansion and improvement of family planning programmes.  

However, as shown by the case of Africa, the Inquiries miss a number of key points.  Whereas they provide solid documentation of Governments' intent, they do not capture why many policies have failed to achieve their desired targets.  

Indeed, many of the aspects of family planning programmes that emerged from the Cairo process as the keys to future programme successe.g., emphasis on the quality of care, on improving the contraceptive mix, or on increasing the involvement of males, have not been addressed at all in the Inquiries.  Moreover, at a time when growing emphasis in the population field is on the role of the private sector and non-governmental organizationswith governments cast in the role of improving the regulatory environment and ensuring allocations of budgetary and administrative resourcesthese factors need to be taken into account in preparing the questionnaire for the Eighth Inquiry.  

1/  The expert group consisted of:  M. Concepcion (Phillipines); A. Isupov (U.S.S.R.); C. Miro (Panama); C. Okonjo (Nigeria); C. Taeuber (U.S.A.); and J. Thompson (U.K.).
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