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Introduction

S. Gunasekaran and Joseph L. H. Tan

Important interactions existing amongst popu-
lation, economic, social and technological factors
continue to be highlighted in contemporary
research. The relationships between population
and economic growth, and the broader societal
development are complex but they do appear to
be clearer and sharper in terms of relations to
labour force, employment and related human
resource development.

In 1990, statistics indicate that almost 36 per
cent of the population in developing countries
are below 15 years of age. Many of the young
people are living in the Asia-Pacific. Maturing to
be adults later, their fertility will exert a tremen-
dous impact on population growth rates and the
development process. High population growth
could slow down and even retard economic
development and affect the quality of life, causing
environmental or global resource stress and strain,
as well as producing a host of economic and
social consequences (Asian Development Bank
1991) such as the following:

1. Heightened mal-distribution of income in the
long run, as dependency ratios increase, and
labour supply increasingly outpaces employment
creation.

2. In relation to the first point, existing mass
poverty would expand and worsen with related
problems, including high infant and child
mortality, high rates of child malnutrition, poor
school performance by children, and unemploy-
ment and disguised unemployment.

3. Raising the level of urban crowding and the
attendant difficulties, through increased pressures
in the demand for various municipal services and
infrastructures.

4. Affecting investment requirements. For exam-
ple, a country with a “younger” age profile will
be forced to commit a larger share of resources to
longer-term investments in education, health and
other related social services. A country with a
relatively stable population growth has greater
capacity to concentrate on investment on job
creation activities yielding probably rapid and
better returns on investment.

5. Causing ecological imbalance, as there will
be additional quantities of natural human waste to
be managed and much more pressure on both
non-renewable and renewable natural resources.

While it is a major concern that the proportion
of the population below the age of 15 will be too
high, the problem of population ageing is a
phenomenon often not accorded sufficient
attention, worse still disregarded, in the light of
problems confronting the developing countries in
the Asia-Pacific, and globally.

The lead article by Warwick Neville in this
collection of five contributions highlights due
concern on the problem of “the dynamics of
population ageing into the 21st Century”, focus-
ing attention on all the six members of the Asso-
ciation of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN)
and four other Asia-Pacific countries. With the
exception of Japan, all these countries can be
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loosely considered as developing, although
South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore
are being differentiated a grade higher as Newly
Industrializing Countries (NICs). His revealing
analysis alerts us to the extent of changes of
the youthful age structure, and underlines the
fact that its shift towards greater maturity is well
under way in all the countries examined. His
conclusion underscores the following points:

1. The concern that the population ageing
process will generate disequilibrium “resulting in
surges of supply and demand in the human
components of production and consumption”.

2. The need, if not the urgency, for efficient
surveillance and management of resources to
ensure the suitable and sufficient provision of
support systems for the aged who will emerge as
a major component of the total population in the
foreseeable future. And this anticipatory and
“appropriate deployment of human capital both
before and during the onset of an aged popula-
tion” will, undoubtedly, yield much benefit.

The population-related problem of pervasive
urban overcrowding, which was mentioned
in general earlier, and also found in ASEAN
capital cities like Manila, Jakarta and Bangkok, is
further examined in the substantive contribution
by T.G. McGee and Charles Greenberg. However,
McGee and Greenberg do not approach their
analyses of the urban regions in ASEAN countries
from the concerns of population dynamics per se.
They are more interested in studying the
demographic patterns of the emergence of major
urban regions — conceptualized as “extended
metropolitan regions (EMRs)” — and analysing
how rapid economic development along with
the associated industrialization, construction
boom and leisure activities have produced the
EMRs in ASEAN. This rapid economic growth
has also generated various problems, including
urban overcrowding, land use conflict and
environmental degradation.

McGee and Greenberg made an interesting
observation of the relationship of technology and
its impact on population change and movement

and urban/spatial development: “... the consi-
derable advances in transport technology, parti-
cularly relatively cheap intermediate technology
such as two-stroke motorbikes, greatly facilitate
the circulation of commodities, people and
capital, creating in turn large mega-urban
regions”.

In a different light on the role of technology in
the development process, Hans Duller’s contri-
bution evaluates the efforts and successes of
some Asian countries (primarily the NICs and
secondarily the ASEAN countries) in generating,
duplicating and integrating knowledge, as
embodied in technology, as the mainsprings of
rapid economic growth. Pointing to the “crucial
role of technological innovation in the develop-
ment process”, he indicates that the continuing
success of economic growth performance for the
NICs and the ASEAN countries is predicated
upon the “upgrading of human resources, of
know-how and of capital formation”. Indeed,
the over-riding importance of population quality,
and not numbers — quality of the labour force
responsive to the needs or demands of the
changing global markets as a guarantee for
sustaining economic growth and development —
cannot be overemphasized.

Aris Ananta and Udi H. Pungut’s contribution,
unlike the thematic focus on population ageing
(Neville), demographic patterns of the emergence
of mega-urban regions (McGee and Greenberg),
and the technology development process (Duller),
takes a different approach, highlighting a country
case study of Indonesia. Their analysis of
demographic change and economic development
in their country, at the theoretical level, poses a
challenge to Oshima’s generalizations pertaining
to the relationships between demographic transi-
tion and economic change. Empirically, their
study demonstrates the likely impact of popula-
tion changes and trends on the future of the
Indonesian economy. They observe that Indon-
esia’s faster demographic transition can possibly
be advantageously exploited to stimulate faster
economic development as well.

Seemingly a country case study on Singapore,
the article by Gerard Sullivan, S. Gunasekaran
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and Sununta Siengthai is substantively a study on
international or cross-border labour migration, be-
tween Thailand and another ASEAN member
country, Singapore. Their article examines a broad
range of issues concerning economic policy and
practice, the social and political aspects of migra-
tion and labour use involving, specifically, a con-
siderable number of illegal Thai immigrants in
Singapore.

or “The Asia-Pacific Gas Market” — which were
narrower in disciplinary focus on economics. This
particular special focus issue attempts a broader
inter-disciplinary approach drawing on the diver-
sity of contributors working in the field of devel-
opment studies, who are trained professionally as
economists, demographers, sociologists, or geog-
raphers. It also reflects the substantive academic
work and complementary interests of the Social

Issues in Southeast Asia (SISEA) programme and
the ASEAN Economic Research Unit (AERU) of
the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.

This special focus issue is significantly dif-
ferent from earlier ones — “ASEAN and the
Pacific” or “Environment and Economic Growth”,
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