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From the days of the Russian Empire until the collapse of the

Soviet Union, the sheer size and population of the territory

governed from Moscow helped to guarantee its place among

the world’s great powers. The U.S.S.R. was not only physically

larger than any other country in the world, but it was also the

t h i rd most populous for most of its history, behind only Chi-

na and India. Such circumstances fed a legacy of Soviet gigan-

tism and widespread views that a large population contributed

to military strength. 

Times have changed. While the Russian Fe d e ration is phys-

ically still the largest state in the world, it is only the seventh

most populous nation, trailing China, India, the United

States, Indonesia, Brazil, and Pakistan. Moreover, recent and

projected population losses caused by a number of deaths

nearly double that of births will push Russia further down the

ranks of the most populous nations. In the past decade alone,

the Russian population has decreased by three million; over

the next ten years, it is projected to decrease by another thre e

million. By 2020, Bangladesh and Nigeria are projected to

surpass Russia in population; by 2040, should current pro-

jections prove accurate, the Democratic Republic of the Con-

go, Mexico, and the Philippines will do so as well.
1

Russia’s options for maintaining its security and stability are

limited by its demographic circ u m s t a n c e s .
2

Russia is not the

Baby Boom or Baby Bust?



only country to confront these problems,

but it has fewer alternatives for mitigating

the negative effects of population loss

than do wealthier states. At the same time,

Russia’s role in the world, its nuclear

arsenal, and its geostrategic location make

its security a concern beyond its bord e r s ,

particularly in this age of interre l a t e d

t ransnational threats, such as organized

crime, proliferation, terrorism, and tra f-

ficking in people and illegal materials.
3

O minous Numbers . At the core of

Russian population losses are a declining

number of births and a rising number of

deaths. After peaking at 2.5 million in

1987, the annual number of births fell to

1.4 million in 1993 and is now about 1.3

million. The annual number of deaths

has generally been increasing since 1960,

and is now about 2.3 million. The annu-

al number of deaths has exceeded the

annual number of births since 1992,

resulting in cumulative natural popula-

tion losses since then of nearly  9 million

persons, although, as we will see, these

losses have been somewhat offset by

i m m i g ra t i o n .
4

The full impact of these staggering

losses has yet to be felt. The difficulties of

supporting an aging population will be

especially problematic for Russia in the
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Table 1: Estimated and Projected Populations for the 15 Most Populous Nations in 2003,

2020, and 2040.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, International Data Base, http://www.census.gov/ipc/www/idbnew.html (as of April 19, 2003).



coming years. The pension-age popula-

tion in Russia (males at least 60 years of

age and females at least age 55) is cur-

rently about 30 million and is projected

to grow to 37.4 million by the year 2020,

or from 21 to 27 percent of the popula-

tion. This aging population will be

i n c reasingly more difficult for the work-

ing-age population (males 15 to 59 and

females 15 to 54) to support since the

working-age population is projected to

d e c rease from 91.4 million to 77.9 mil-

lion, or from 63 to 56 percent of the

population by 2020.

Russian public health is another cause

for concern. Between 1992 and 1994,

Russian life expectancy fell more than two

and a half years for females and nearly

four and a half years for males. Neither

has yet to recover completely. In 2001,

Russian female life expectancy at birth was

72.3 years, while that for males was only

5 9 . 0 .
5

This differe n c e — m o re than 13

years—is one of the largest in the world.
6

Male life expectancy in Russia in 2001 was

lower than that in Bangladesh (61.9),

Egypt (65.3), Guatemala (63.6), Indone-

sia (64.4), the Philippines (64.2), and

Vietnam (66.9), among others.

Among males 15 to 64 years of age,

mortality has been increasing since the

mid-1960s, or well before the fall of the

Soviet Union (Fi g u re 1). While there have

been some fluctuations coinciding with

social and economic conditions (e.g.,

i n c reased mortality in times of economic

decline, decreased mortality coinciding

with an anti-alcohol campaign in the

mid-1980s), current mortality is not

much different from what might be pre-

dicted from a long-term trend line

(indicated by dotted line in Fi g u re 1).
7

Much of the increase in Russian mor-

tality stems from the inability of the health

system to control diseases prevalent in the

West, such as cancer, cardiovascular dis-

ease, and those stemming from alcohol

and tobacco use. The most recent data

show that the amount spent on health care

for each Russian is only 3 percent the

amount spent on health care for each

American, while Russian working-age

male mortality from external causes,

many of which are related to alcohol use,

is nearly eight times the U.S. rate, and

that from circulatory and re s p i ratory dis-

ease is nearly four times the U.S. one.
8

Declining educational standards may

a g g ravate the public health situation, giv-

en survey findings on the salutary effects

of education on health (independent of

the effects of income on health).
9

M o re

g e n e rally, the effects of declining educa-

tion may also be felt for years to come.

Since the collapse of the U.S.S.R., Rus-

sia’s schools have suffered from chronic

under-funding, causing large wage

a r rears for teachers and leading fewer

w o r kers to enter or remain in the field of

e d u c a t i o n .
1 0

Who Will Serve? An important and

i l l u s t rative implication of these demo-

g raphic changes is their impact on the

Russian military. Whether Russia main-

tains a predominantly conscript military

or moves to a volunteer force over the

coming decades, its armed forces will

continue to rely on youth—but demo-

g raphic trends suggest a dearth of desir-

able soldiers in the future. 

The 15-to-24-year-old population in

Russia—the population in or near military

age—has actually grown since 1991, pri-

marily due to a large number of births

during the 1980s. This boom resulted in

part from the many babies born in the late

1950s and early 1960s, who reached their

childbearing years in the 1980s. It was also

a result of pro-natal incentives that
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included extended maternity leave and

benefits for families with three or more

c h i l d ren. While such policies boosted fer-

tility rates temporarily, they were not

enough to reverse the broader declining

t rend. As the number of births has fallen

by about half in the past fifteen years, so

the number of 15-to-24 year-old persons

is expected to decrease by nearly half in

the next fifteen years, or from 23.7 mil-

lion to 13.5 million in 2018.
1 1

Even with the current, tempora r i l y

high number of persons in or near mili-

tary ages, the Russian military is facing

problems filling its ranks. Not only is

reporting for conscription call-ups low,

but, by some accounts, large numbers of

Russian draftees are deemed unfit for

service because of poor health.
1 2

Fo r

example, a Russian Defense Ministry

official stated recently that not only are 31

p e rcent of young men of conscription

age unfit for service, but that 30 perc e n t

of the privates who do serve are subse-

quently placed under medical supervi-

sion—often due to being underweight.
1 3

Members of the Russian military face

many of the same health problems

afflicting the general population.

Comparing the mortality of Russian

military-age males with that of military-

age males in the United States illustra t e s

the health problems of Russia’s youth. In

1999, Russian males 15 to 24 years of age
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Figure 1: Mortality Rates by Sex for Russians 15 to 64 Years of Age, 1965 to 2000.

Sources: France Meslé, Vladimir M. Shkolnikov, Véronique Hertrich, and Jacques Vallin, Tendances récentes de la mortalité par cause en Russie

1965-1994, and electronic data diskettes (Moscow: Centre de Démographie et d’Écologie Humaine, 1996). World Health Organization Mortality

Database, http://www3.who.int/whosis/mort/table1.cfm?path=whosis,mort,mort_table1&language=english (as of April 2, 2002).



had a rate of death (322 per 100,000)

nearly three times that of U.S. males (116

per 100,000) of a similar age. Russian

young male adult mortality is growing as

well, nearly doubling in the 1990s (from

209 per 100,000 in 1990 to 351 in

2000). Russian young male mortality

rates (Fi g u re 2) are particularly high for

infectious and parasitic diseases (the ra t e

of death is nine times that for U.S. males

15 to 24), circulatory and re s p i ratory dis-

eases (four times the comparable U.S.

rate), and external causes (e.g., acci-

dents, homicide, and suicide—nearly

t h ree times the comparable U.S. ra t e ) .
1 4

Contributing to the potential problem

in the supply of soldiers is the re p o r t e d

ability of many Russian youths to avoid

military service through bribing others to

have their health declared too poor for

service. Those that cannot afford bribes

or other mechanisms tend to be from the

s t rata of society with less access to medical

c a re—and thus in poorer health. 

Russian officials have also expre s s e d

concern about the deteriorating educa-

tion of those whom they are able to

muster into the military.
1 5

Aside from the

student deferments that traditionally

allow those pursuing higher education to

avoid the draft, those who can afford to

supplement their public education with

private tutoring or schools are also those

who can afford to pay the bribes to ke e p

their sons out of military service—leaving

the military to choose from a less well-

educated re m a i n d e r .

What Is To Be Done . I m m i g ra t i o n

has somewhat helped allay Russian pop-

Summer/Fall 2003 [2 1 ]

DAVAN Z O, OLIKER,  & GRAM M I C H Baby Boom or Baby Bust?

Figure 2: Rates of Death by Cause for Males 15 to 24 Years of Age in Russia and the United

States, 1999.

Source: France Meslé, World Health Organization Mortality Database,

http://www3.who.int/whosis/mort/table1.cfm?path=whosis,mort,mort_table1&language=english (as of April 18, 2003).



ulation losses. In 1994, for example,

Russia had a natural population loss of

about 870 thousand but net immigra-

tion that year of more than 810 thou-

sand helped to limit the total population

loss to less than 60 thousand.
1 6

C o n c e i v-

ably, immigration could serve as a sourc e

of Russian population growth, but it is

not clear whether Russia can attract the

level of immigration needed to sustain

its current population size. Historically,

Russia has not been a destination for

i m m i g ra n t s — b e f o re 1975, emigra n t s

from the territory now comprising Rus-

sia exceeded immigrants by about 100

thousand per year—and in recent years

annual net immigration has decreased to

less than 75 thousand.
1 7

By contra s t ,

a c c o rding to one estimate, Russia would

have to attract more than a half million

i m m i g rants annually (or more than it

has admitted in nearly every year of its

history) in order to maintain its curre n t

population size.
1 8

I m m i g ration could

also raise new security concerns, partic-

ularly if that by non-ethnic Russians,

which has been growing as a percent of

all immigration, were to increase in total

numbers as well.
1 9

Alternatively, Russia could rely on

m o re female soldiers. Currently, women

a re not subject to conscription in Russia,

but they do constitute a growing propor-

tion of contract soldiers. In March 2001,

an estimated 100,000 women were serv-

ing in the Russian armed forc e s .
2 0

Fe m a l e

enlisted personnel tend to serve longer

than their male counterparts and are

often deemed more reliable workers by

senior personnel. Russian women have a

long history of military success, includ-

ing as fighter pilots in World War II.

They also appear as willing as men to

fight for their country if necessary.
2 1

Nevertheless, attitudes towards women in

the military remain hostile in many ways.

Women are a minute percentage of the

officer class, and they are banned from a

variety of roles, including, re p o r t e d l y ,

senior ranks in the navy.
2 2

A gre a t e r

reliance on female military personnel

would re q u i re significant cultura l

changes that will not occur quickly.

Yet another option would be for Rus-

sia to make do with a smaller military,

one that its shrinking population can

better support. There are strong military

and strategic arguments to be made that

the Russian military force size is too large

for its needs and its capacity, and should

be downsized re g a rdless of the numbers

of young men available to it.
2 3

S m a l l e r ,

b e t t e r - t rained forces can in some cir-

cumstances be even more effective than

larger forces, but would re q u i re gre a t e r

capital and technology. Many European

states have experienced declines in their

military-age populations, but have miti-

gated this loss by investing more in capi-

tal and technology, both alone and in

concert with allies.

Even though security, demogra p h i c s ,

and economics all argue for a smaller

f o rce, attaining that goal poses consid-

e rable challenges for Russia, which lacks

the re s o u rces and alliances that could

help it finance a substitution of capital

and technology for troops. While it has
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Russia is likely to have an incre a s i n g l y

ineffective and inefficient military forc e .



plans to reduce its force to about thre e -

fourths its current size, and to better

equip and train this smaller forc e ,

implementation of these plans has

lagged (see “The False Dawn of Russian

Military Reform” in this issue). There

is broad opposition within the military

establishment to any true reform, and

little money in Russia’s budget to sup-

port it. Although the Russian military

has already reduced its size consider-

ably, it has done so without the com-

p rehensive restructuring needed for

g reater effectiveness. Rather, the

reduction has, to a large extent, been

one of becoming an ever-smaller, ever-

less-capable, ever-deteriorating shadow

of the old Soviet force. This is in large

part because, while reform would be

cost-effective in the long term, it is

expensive in the short term. The re s u l t-

ing dilemma means that Russia is like l y

to have an increasingly ineffective and

inefficient forc e .

Russia’s recent economic growth may

lead to some improvement in this situa-

tion, providing more funding for capital

investments that can support a smaller

military. In order to effect real invest-

ment in the military, however, this

growth must not only be sustained over

the long term, but it must also be allocat-

ed to the military budget. To date, this

does not appear to be happening. Even if

Russia were to begin significant invest-

ment in its military infra s t r u c t u re, it

would take years, maybe even decades, for

these investments to improve the capaci-

ty of its fighting forces. Meeting critical

demands for health and social services

could also constrain the funds available

for defense. Even in the best scenario,

Russia could find itself in a race between

d e m o g raphic decline and economic

investment, hoping that no real security

t h reats emerge before it can build a more

capable forc e .

Further Security Implications.
The problems of the military are illustra-

tive of the broader security challenges

that Russian demographic trends pre-

sent—which extend far beyond the capac-

ity of its military to maintain a cre d i b l e

and capable force. A shrinking workforc e

with declining health and educational

s t a n d a rds bodes ill for Russian economic

growth. Moreover, Russia today faces a

wide range of threats, and the military is

a possible solution to only a few of them.

Transnational threats, such as drugs,

crime, terrorism, human smuggling, and

p r o l i f e ration, are of global concern, but

most of the states of the former Soviet

Union, Russia included, have particular

reasons to be worried. These states face

these problems on a regular basis, as are a s

of operation for criminal groups, as pos-

sible sources of materials and human

beings for illegal transport, and as routes

for the transit of those people and mate-

rials. The very existence of the former

Soviet states is threatened by the rising

impact of these problems on economies

and politics.

Russia and its neighbors appear to re c-

ognize these emerging threats. Report-

edly, Russia is cooperating with other

post-Soviet states, as well as the European

Union, to combat transnational terror

and crime. The effectiveness of its mea-

s u res, however, is questionable. Russian

b o rder controls and police along the

nearly 20,000 kilometers of land bor-

ders (the longest border of any country

in the world), much passing through

sparsely populated areas, are weak, and

reports of corruption are common.
2 4

The demographic trends that will hinder

the military in staffing its ranks are also
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l i kely to hinder police forces, bord e r

g u a rds, and other services and organiza-

tions that must combat transnational and

domestic threats. At the same time, weak-

ening health and education sectors may

m a ke Russian youth more prone to the

use of illegal narcotics, further feeding a

growing HIV/AIDS crisis, and incre a s i n g

the work of agencies that combat such

t rends—while further decimating the

ranks of those who might staff such agen-

c i e s .
2 5

The result could be a cycle of

decline that makes Russia dangerous not

only to itself, but also to its neighbors

and others around the world. Its failure

to police crime, drugs, terror, and the

weapons trade on its own territory will

lead to the movement of these problems

e l s e w h e re .

This is particularly critical given Rus-

sia’s nuclear capabilities and proximity to

other states that have the potential to pose

p r o l i f e ration concerns. Further decline

in police, border guards, and other

internal security sectors could there f o re

be even more hazardous than that in the

military. Unfortunately, Russian capacity

for reform in these areas is also con-

s t rained. Little has been done to re f o r m

powerful internal security organs; in fact,

these security services have gained influ-

ence during the presidency of Vladimir

Putin. Perhaps Putin’s presidency will

mean greater central control and effec-

tiveness for these organs. Absent re f o r m

of their structures and greater tra n s-

p a rency, however, it is also possible that

the continued strengthening of these

groups will bring with it its own dangers,

those of an increasingly authoritarian

and secretive system.

I ssues and Options for Russia .
Russian demographic trends have impli-

cations far beyond Russian bord e r s .

Beyond the obvious danger they pose for

Russia in defending its huge landmass,

d e m o g raphic trends may adversely affect

Russia’s ability to respond to the rise and

s p read of transnational threats within

and across its territory. This thre a t e n s

the security of not just Russia’s neigh-

bors, but of the entire global communi-

ty. Moreover, this is a problem that goes

far beyond whether or not capital

improvements and modernization

efforts in the Russian military keep pace

with personnel reduction or not.

Russia on its own can do little. While

traditional security threats may be

d e t e r red through greater capital invest-

ment or increased reliance on weapons of

mass destruction, transnational thre a t s

re q u i re not only a broader strategy within

Russia, but also comprehensive coopera-

tion with neighbors and others around

the world. Such threats are not limited to

one country, and neither can the

response be. Russia, facing the pre s s u re of

its demographic challenges in coming

years, will be particularly vulnerable. This

means that the rest of us will as well.

Russia will need assistance in the short

term with responding to a range of

t ransnational threats. It is in the intere s t s

of the United States and European states

to cooperate with Russia in defining and

implementing responses, as is alre a d y

being done on export control and bord e r

integrity issues. Given the effects of

health and education on Russian security

and vulnerability, aid programs should

be given priority for both humanitarian

and security reasons. Finally, global

recognition that Russian economic

growth and development is in both the

security and economic interests of its

neighbors and trade partners may suggest

a more concerted effort on their part to

help support Russian development.
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All of these policies will have to be

weighed against other priorities, of

course, but their full security implica-

tions must be a part of that calculus. The

fact is that if the United States and others

do not help alleviate Russian problems,

they, too, will feel their effects. 
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