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FOREWORD 

The International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in 1994 represents 
a landmark in the history of population and development issues, as the Programme of 
Action adopted at the end of the Conference exhibited an exceptional consensus among 

179 governments that people’s rights should be at the heart of development. Although the 
Conference recognized that the implementation of the Programme of Action was the sovereign 
right of each country, consistent with its national laws and development priorities, it affirmed 
sexual and reproductive health as a fundamental human right and emphasized that empowering 
women and girls is key to ensuring the well-being of individuals, families, nations and our world.

This acknowledgment that people’s rights, choices and well-being are the path to sustainable 
development was a paradigm shift in global thinking on population and development issues.  
It heralded the way from a focus on reaching specific demographic targets to a focus on 
the needs, aspirations and rights of individual women and men. The Programme of Action 
asserted that everyone counts, that the true focus of development policy must be the 
improvement of individual lives and the measure of progress should be the extent to which we 
address inequalities. 

The scope of the Programme of Action provided a foundation for the Sustainable Development 
Goals. Since its adoption, the world has seen significant improvements in poverty reduction- 
with an estimated one billion people moving out of extreme poverty-,  substantially improved 
health systems and increases in life expectancy,  and significant investments in access to 
primary education for both boys and girls. In addition, girls and adolescents today are less likely 
to experience harmful practices such as child marriage and female genital mutilation. 

"Since 1994, maternal death has declined by around 40 per cent. 
Rates of child marriage and female genital mutilation have fallen. 
Primary school is accessible to most children in the world, and 
human life expectancy has increased by seven years since 1994. Yet 
the successes we have seen are not sufficient. Millions of people 
are still waiting for the promise of the International Conference on 
Population and Development: the more than 10 million girls who will 
be married under the age of 18 in 2019, the nearly 4 million girls 
who will undergo female genital mutilation this year, the 60 per 
cent of young people in Africa who will not access secondary school, 
the more than 200 million women and adolescent girls waiting for 
modern contraception."
 

                                            Dr. Natalia Kanem
                                       Executive Director, UNFPA
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These development gains have not, however, reached everyone and significant gaps and 
inequalities remain. 

Greater efforts are needed to tackle today’s challenges and ensure that the promises of 
Cairo are fulfilled.  Today, the world faces new challenges and opportunities related to rise in 
inequality,  changing population dynamics and age structures, rapid urbanization and migration, 
and climate change. More than in 1994, national demographics are presently more diverse, 
as wealthy countries of Europe, Asia and the Americas face rapid population ageing, while 
Africa and some countries in Asia prepare for the largest cohort of young people the world has 
ever seen, and the 49 poorest countries, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, continue to face 
premature mortality and high fertility. 

 The present report celebrates the progress made and highlights the gaps in the achievement 
of the Cairo vision. It stresses key areas of synergy and provides recommendations aimed at 
addressing the gaps, the fulfillment of which requires greater innovation, better leadership, and 
more investment in the capabilities and creativity of the world’s young people. International 
cooperation and universal solidarity are also crucial in order to leave no one behind.  

Benoit Kalasa 
Director, Technical Division, UNFPA
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SUMMARY

The Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and Development, 
adopted in 1994 by 179 governments, represented a paradigm shift for population and 
development in the recognition that people’s rights, choices and well-being are the path 

to sustainable development. Twenty-five years of evidence and practice continue to support this 
consensus and to affirm the critical importance of considering prevailing population dynamics in 
the development policies of a given country.

The scope of the ICPD Programme of Action emphasized sexual and reproductive health 
and reproductive rights and promoted a vision of integrated development that foreshadowed 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Its principles underpin the Sustainable 
Development Goals, including the need for non-discrimination and universality in both 
opportunities and outcomes; the centrality of health, education and women’s empowerment 
to sustainable development; and the collective need to ensure environmental sustainability. 
The emphasis in the 2030 Agenda on leaving no one behind builds on the recognition that 
people live with multiple, simultaneous and compound inequalities, many of which are 
mutually reinforcing.

The present report, marking 25 years since the Conference held in Cairo, celebrates progress 
and identifies shortfalls in the implementation of the Programme of Action since 1994. It 
draws on the 2018 regional reviews of the Conference, which recognized the relevance and 
contribution of the ICPD agenda to advancing sustainable development in all regions. It 
highlights key areas of synergy between the fulfilment of the Programme of Action and the 
achievement of the targets of the Sustainable Development Goals and offers recommendations 
for delivering the promise of the Conference to all in order to accelerate progress towards the 
2030 Agenda.
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INTRODUCTION

1 Concerns ranged from contraceptive trials that failed to seek adequate approvals; lack of information, clinical screening or counsel; limited access to 
implant removals; and national programmes characterized by curtailed choice of contraceptive methods. 

2 MMR and IMR in 48 LDCs in 1994, compared to global means.

3 Rani Bang on women in rural India (1992 Lancet); Giza studies on rural Egypt (1993 SFP)

4 hereafter referred to as the ICPD Programme of Action

5 WHO/1996

6 cite Matlab; cite Thailand; 

7 cite Sid Schuler; Jennifer Barber

When delegates convened at the International 
Conference on Population and Development 
in Cairo, concerns over population growth 

had underpinned development aid for more than two 
decades. The global population had grown from 3.7 
billion in 1970 to 5.3 billion in 1990, and leaders feared 
that population growth would outpace development. 
Family planning was a priority of development, and 
the adoption of modern contraception worldwide had 
increased from 36 per cent in 1970 to 55 per cent in 
1994. 

Civil society, in particular the women’s health movement, 
brought to the Conference widespread concerns over 
the quality of care within family planning programmes1, 
in particular in the context of high maternal and infant 
mortality2, untreated reproductive morbidities3, and social 
and legal norms that remained highly discriminatory to 
women. The resulting Programme of Action4, adopted 
by 179 Governments, represented a paradigm shift for 
population and development, moving from a focus on 
reaching population targets to a focus on the needs, 
aspirations and reproductive rights of women and men. 
Delegates affirmed that demand for smaller families was 
widespread and increasing, but the adoption of family 
planning was highest where services were of high quality 
and provided within a context of women’s social and 
economic empowerment, reproductive health and better 
infant and child health.  

Within two years, the first Guidelines on the Medical 
Eligibility for Contraceptive Use were published5, 
improving quality standards; family planning was 
increasingly embedded within maternal and child 
health programmes6; and global population institutions 
increased attention to reproductive health and rights.  
Subsequent evidence from diverse countries confirmed 

that women’s education and empowerment improved 
their own and their family’s health and increased the 
adoption of family planning7.

The scope of the 1994 Programme of Action extended 
beyond reproductive health and rights, promoting a 
vision of integrated development that foreshadowed 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. There 
was an emphasis on principles that underpin the 
Sustainable Development Goals, including the need for 
non-discrimination and universality in both opportunities 
and outcomes (Goals 1 and 10); the centrality of health, 
education and women’s empowerment to sustainable 
development (Goals 3,4 and 5); and the collective need to 
assure environmental sustainability (Goals 7,12 and 13). 
These principles also underpin the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030, and the New Urban 
Agenda, among other recent development paradigms.

The importance of aligning development with human 
rights was also emphasized at the Conference, given 
that aggregate achievements are made possible 
through the expansion of individual human freedoms, 
choices and capabilities. There was an emphasis on 
the importance of each country aligning development 
targets with its prevailing population dynamics, including 
age distribution(s), population momentum, patterns of 
human mobility, and the geographic clustering of people. 
Such guidance remains essential to the implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda.

The past 25 years of programming and research have 
found the premises of the Conference to be sound, 
in particular with regard to the fact that women and 
couples are more likely to choose smaller families where 
children have a better chance to survive and thrive, 
where widespread access to education and economic 
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