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Chinese Fertility Trends 1979~ 2000: A Comparative Analysis of Birth Numbers and School Data
Thomas Scharping, professor and director of Modern China Studies, University of Cologne, Germany

This paper studies Chinese fertility trends from the beginning of the one— child policy in 1979 to the last census in
2000. For this purpose, it undertakes a comparative analysis of both retrospedive data from the Chinese fertility
surveys and the annual population surveys of China’ s Natioanl Bureau of Statistics form the fourth and fifth popu-
lation censuses, birth data form the annual reports of the Birth— Planning Commisson and birth records from the
Ministry of Education’ s household registration are also compared. In view of the large discrepancies between these
sources, the paper then analyzes school data from the Ministry of Education with indired links to birth numbers
and the definitional and procedural problems posed by them. On this basis, age— specific data on primary school
students are used in order to assess China’ s fertility level during 1979~ 1997 and the reliability of other mater+
als. As the fertility trends calculated from school data surpass most figures from other sources, the analysis hints at
wide— spread underreporting of births. Nevertheless, the birth number calculations for 1996 and 1997 are lower
than revised figures from the National Bureau of Statistics. Despite the serious problems of underreporting, the anak
ysis confirms that ever since 1992 fertility has been below replacement level. China’ s total fertility rate as calculat

ed from school data has declined to circa 1. 6 children per woman in 1997.
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