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Ageing planet: the new demographic timebomb 

Emma Graham-Harrison and Justin McCurry in Tokyo, The Guardian, Sunday 22 January 2023  

 

In Japan even criminals are getting old. In the country’s notorious yakuza crime syndicates, 

more than half of members are now over 50, according to the national police agency. Veterans 

who have passed 70 outnumber those in their 20s by two to one, even though younger men are 

the groups’ traditional source of “muscle”. Japan is a pioneer in adjusting to the skewed 

demographics of an ageing society, with the impact of its low birthrates exacerbated by a fierce 5 

resistance to immigration. But its dilemmas are increasingly shared around the world. 

India may be on the brink of becoming the world’s most populous country, with more than 200 

million new citizens expected to be born in the next two decades. But in some parts of its more 

prosperous south, it is already greying. In the coastal state of Kerala, just 5.1% of the population 

was over 60 in 1961, below the national average. By 2025, it is expected to be one in five, with 10 

a corresponding drain on the state’s finances. As it struggles with an increasing number of 

destitute elderly, the government is planning to give the state new powers to seize property that 

parents had handed over to their children, if the older generation is not being well cared for, 

and return it. Policymakers are also grappling with how to reverse a grim trend that has turned 

Kerala into a destination for families who travel from parts of the country even less prepared 15 

for a greying population, to abandon sick elderly relatives; a scheme called “Prathyasa” (Hope) 

aims to send back them to their home states. The challenges facing Kerala and Japan are 

increasingly common across much of the world, where families are getting smaller, and people 

are living longer. 

Falling fertility and falling mortality combine to speed up overall ageing of a population. By 20 

the middle of the century, a majority of countries still enjoying the demographic dividend of 

youth will be in sub-Saharan Africa, UN figures show. 

[…]. Very few countries have started making the social, political and physical changes needed, 

even though it is not a challenge that has crept up on politicians. Demographic changes play 

out in slow motion. Data on birthrates give governments and scientists decades of warning 25 

about how their population will shift, barring major catastrophes such as war. “Purposeful 

planning would work better than after-the-fact patchwork,” said Eileen Crimmins, chair of the 

University of Southern California, Leonard Davis school of gerontology. 

Yet finding money to pay for the care of older people involves reallocating resources, which is 

usually painful – whether it is the Keralan approach of ring-fencing older people’s assets, or 30 

efforts by western governments to keep people working for longer. 

In France last week, workers took to the streets in strikes and protest over government plans to 

raise the pension age by two years, to 64. For all the deep anger, that is still younger than the 

retirement age in the UK and the US, where officials had already pushed back the age at which 

people can stop work. “The French situation appears to be an example of making things difficult 35 

for yourself,” said Crimmins. The policy change was hitting people already gearing up for 

retirement, who felt the personal impact on their life plans, she said. “In the US (which is 

certainly not an example of good policy), the retirement age for baby boomers was raised in the 
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mid 1980s when none of them cared a bit about retirement, and were not looking. Now people 

are surprised that it is not 65 when they get there.” 40 

When pensions were first introduced in the 19th century, making it to your 60th birthday was 

statistically equivalent to making it past 100 today, says Sarah Harper, professor of gerontology 

at the University of Oxford. 

Limited changes to pension age have not kept pace with that rapid increase in life expectancy, 

even in places stricter than France. Many lucky baby boomers in the UK and US with generous 45 

pensions based on their final salary have enjoyed decades of leisured retirement and good 

health. A handful of the most fortunate could spend their entire careers with one company, retire 

early, live into their 90s and thus spend more years on the HR pension roll than they did on the 

pay roll. Even today, longer lives and the prospect of early retirement could mean decades as a 

pensioner. A shrinking number of young workers cannot keep a growing pool of older retirees 50 

financially afloat. 

[…]. Recent research across 20 countries showed that “many older people actually don’t want 

to retire completely”, Harper said, because of the income, fulfilment and status that can come 

from work. What they do want and need is more flexibility, often to take on caring roles. One 

side-effect of an ageing population is the growing number of “grey” carers, older people who 55 

look after even older relatives. […] Countries where state provisions of care are weak, or that 

lack protection for carers trying to work while looking after the very young or very old, may be 

particularly vulnerable to the impact of an ageing population. 

[…] Almost universally, when women have access to education and economic opportunities, 

they choose to have fewer children. If their careers suffer, and they carry a disproportionate 60 

burden of childcare, there are likely to be even fewer babies. “We do know that if you want to 

raise the fertility rate from say 1.3 up to 1.8 [children per woman], which is the difference 

between, say, Greece and Scandinavian countries, if you provide good-quality childcare, 

women will take that leap and have that second or third child,” Harper said. 

The difference between whether women on average have one or two children can be the 65 

difference between a population that spirals downwards and one that stays relatively stable. 

[…]  Looming over questions of ageing is the role of inequality, between countries and within 

them. In the UK and the US, being wealthy adds nine healthy years to life expectancy, recent 

studies found. Advances in medical science, and the obsession some of the wealthiest in the 

west have with immortality, may exacerbate these differences further, not only within countries 70 

but across borders.  

[…] One of the obvious ways of dealing with shifting demographics is encouraging migration. 

This can lead to a dangerous brain drain – the UK has a red list of countries where it should not 

recruit health workers, because luring them to Britain devastates local healthcare systems. But 

if workers are given rights and training, it can serve as an effective way to shift both capital and 75 

expertise from rich areas to poorer ones. And in a world facing climate catastrophe and a 

worrying fall in biodiversity, that is a much better way to address the challenges of ageing 

populations in some areas, than unfettered population growth that is dangerous for both us and 

the planet. 

Additional reporting by K A Shaji in Thiruvananthapuram 80 
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1. READING COMPREHENSION 

Answer the following questions in your own words. 

 - Any passage including 3 or more words in sequence taken from the source, or 

paraphrase without citation will be penalized. 

 - 50 words minimum / question. 

 

1. What are the pros and cons of relying on migration to limit the negative consequences 

of ageing? 

2. What are the differences between France and the United States regarding the debate 

around retirement ages? 

3. What are the two main issues faced by Indian policymakers in Kerala and how are they 

trying to deal with them? 

4. What does the text say about women? What does the expert recommend and why? 

 

2. ESSAY  

Discuss the statement below (400 words, +/- 10%; use a / every 50 words). Please indicate 

the number of words at the end of your essay. 

“We are in transition across the 21st century and need to adjust to this age-structural 

transition, rather than fight it,” Sarah Harper, professor of gerontology at the University of 

Oxford said. “So that every generation, every cohort, more or less replaces itself.” 
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