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T
he United Nations Department of Eco-
nomic & Social Affairs has released its 
World Population Prospects 2024 report, 

and a close read shows some interesting and 
sometimes alarming statistics.  The report 
says that there are currently 8.2 billion peo-
ple sharing our spaceship Earth, and that is 
projected, based on recent trends, to go up 
to around 10.3 billion sometime in the mid-
2080s, at which point our overall population 
will start gradually declining.  

This population decline will be experi-
enced very differently in different countries.  
The report notes that 24 countries have al-
ready seen a peak population level, and will 
experience fewer citizens in the future than 
they have now.  The list, unsurprisingly, in-
cludes China and Japan, but also South Ko-
rea, Spain, Italy, Germany, Greece, Portugal, 
Hungary, Austria and Poland.  China, for ex-
ample, is projected to lose more than half of 
its current population by 2100.  The Japanese 
population is projected to drop from roughly 
125 million today to somewhere close to 80 
million by the end of the century.

Another 48 countries, representing 10% 
of the world’s current population, will expe-
rience population peaks sometime between 
now and 2054.  The countries that are pro-
jected to continue growing their population 
includes the United States, India, Indonesia, 
Nigeria and Pakistan.  

The report also says that the world is ag-
ing.  Sometime in the late 2070s, the number 
of persons age 65 or older globally will be 
higher than the number of children under 
age 18.  The report cites declining birthrates 
and increasing lifespans overall, and notes 
that the current global fertility rate is 2.25 
live births per woman, incrementally above 
the 2.1 level that would essentially lead to a 

static population.  Meanwhile, average lon-
gevity is currently 73.3 years across the world, 
and is projected to reach 77.4 years by 2054.

Once again, there are dramatic differenc-
es.  Korea, Italy and Spain are experiencing 
fewer than 1.4 births per female citizen; in 
Korea, that figure is now down to 0.75.  Chi-
na’s average and projected lifespan is roughly 
comparable with the world’s, while Koreans 
are living, on average, well into their 80s.

All of this points to a very different world 
than we see today.  One of the biggest drivers 
of economic growth in a country (and the 
world) is population growth: the growing 
number of workers and consumers.  In the 
future, we may have to give up the idea that 
our individual and global economies have 
to grow for us to be prosperous.  And when 
over-65 citizens outnumber working-age 

citizens, there will be more pressure on the 
workers to somehow economically support 
a growing number of (potentially) non-con-
tributors to the economy.  

The report talks about encouraging 
more women to give birth, more people 
of advanced age to continue working, and 
social programs that address aging demo-
graphics.  But the truth is that the world is 
sailing into uncharted territory, as our pop-
ulation declines for the first time since peo-
ple emerged from the caves.  Nobody really 
know how that will play out.

Sources: 

https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/
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R
emember the good old days when the 
U.S. economy was growing at a 2.5% 
clip, and when it accounted for 80% of 

the global economy’s growth?  When jobs 
were plentiful because the unemployment 
rate was below 5%, and prices were relative-
ly stable because the inflation rate was down 
below 3% a year?  When manufacturing 
output in America was routinely experi-
encing 1-3 percent growth, and the average 
manufacturing worker was living comfort-
ably on the equivalent (in today’s dollars) of 
$98,846, including pay and benefits.

Remember when the United States was 
routinely posting the greatest economic 
growth rate in the world—by a wide margin?  
Remember when American stock market 
performance was outpacing all other mar-
kets—by a wide margin—and the dollar was 
strong against all other currencies? 

You don’t have to have a long memory to 
recall this golden age of American prosperi-
ty, because those statistics are all from today, 
right now, the world you are living in.  U.S. 
economic growth is running at 2.5%, well 
ahead of the Japanese, Canadian, French, 
Italian, English and German growth rates 
(see chart).  Meanwhile, since 2019, the S&P 
500 index of the largest American companies 
has delivered 48% market gains, compared to 
just 10% for developed markets outside the 
U.S.  (the MSCI EAFE index.)  

The International Monetary Fund’s 
latest report notes that all countries have 
been dealing with the same challenges of 
post-pandemic inflation, but a combination 
of strong growth in the U.S. labor force and 
strong productivity growth fueled by an 
innovative corporate sector has once again 

driven America to the head of the economic 
pack.  The Peterson Foundation economists 
actually found that, ju jitsu-like, the Ameri-
can economy was able to turn the pandemic 
to its advantage, moving millions of low-
er-income workers to better jobs providing 
more income security. 

It’s a curious fact about human nature 
that we can’t see the good times in real time, 
at the moment; we only recognize and ap-
preciate them (and wish they were back) 
when we’re looking in the rear view mir-
ror after the passing of a decade or more.  
That means that sometime in the late 2030s, 
people will look back at today’s American 
economy and marvel at how good we had 
it—without knowing that most of us never 
realized this at the time.

Sources: 

https://www.marketwatch.com/story/u-s-growth-is-
exceptional-world-bank-sees-america-fueling-the-
global-economy-in-2024-0227945c#

https://www.bls.gov/cpi/

https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/unem-
ployment-rate#

https://nam.org/manufacturing-in-the-united-states/
facts-about-manufacturing-expanded/# 

https://www.axios.com/2024/01/31/us-economy-
2024-gdp-g7-nations

https://apnews.com/article/off-charts-global-mar-
kets-89ac7ec845b64e2e4cd41d6fb57f33d4 

https://apnews.com/article/off-charts-global-mar-
kets-89ac7ec845b64e2e4cd41d6fb57f33d4
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T
he headline news this week is 
that the U.S. economy grew at 
a 2.8% annualized pace in the 

second quarter, which is basically a 
continuation of two years of solid, if 
up-and-down, growth.  Consumer 
spending was (surprisingly) strong 
(up 2.3% year over year), and business 
investments rose at an 11.6% rate.  But 
behind the robust numbers is a more 
sobering picture: the size of the gains 
in some of the economic areas are 
slowing down (see graph), and econ-
omists are calling this an economic 
cooling-off period.  

Is this good or bad news?  It de-
pends on who you ask.  Faster growth 
would bring the danger that the econ-
omy will overheat and trigger a reces-
sion, and it would probably cause the 
Fed to reconsider its plan to lower in-
terest rates.  Slower growth suggests 
that the economy might be heading 
into a ditch somewhere in the near 
future.  

Perhaps the best indicator that 
the U.S. economy is on a sustain-
able, long-term path to growth is the 
rise in investment in manufacturing 
facilities.  As you can see from the 
graph created by the St. Louis Fed, 
the level of investments is very nearly 
off the charts compared with the av-

erage since 2008.  Whenever they’re 
completed, those new facilities will 
be filled with workers, and will add 
to manufacturing output overall.  
The historically low 4.1% unem-
ployment rate could come down and 
bring the American economy closer 
to full employment—which proba-
bly also means higher wages as more 
companies have to bid for workers.

And it’s helpful to remember that 
when we talk about a slowdown in 
growth, the 2.8% figure is compared 
with America’s recent past.  If we 
compare America’s economic pic-
ture with other countries, the picture 
looks a lot brighter.  The European 

Union countries experienced just 
0.5% GDP growth last year, and the 
OECD average was 1.7%.  

Sources: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/busi-
ness/2024/07/25/gdp-q2-economy/

https://www.reuters.com/markets/us/us-economic-
growth-regains-steam-second-quarter-inflation-
slows-2024-07-25/

https://www.bls.gov/cps/

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/C307RX1Q020S-
BEA

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.
MKTP.KD.ZG
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INHERITED IRA 
DISTRIBUTION 

RULES
T

here was a time, back before 2020, 
when the rules covering people who 
inherited traditional IRA accounts 

were simple.  Before the SECURE Act 
was passed, people could spread out 
their distributions from these inherited 
retirement accounts over their lifetime, 
using a simple mortality table.  (No, not 
totally simple, but…)  These were the fa-
mous ‘stretch’ provisions, which made it 
possible to reduce the annual tax bite on 
the amount received.

Then SECURE forced the IRA inher-
itors to take all the money out within 10 
years, but under the original rules, they 
could wait until the day before the 10 
years expired to take a full distribution.  
That might not be optimal from a tax 
standpoint (bunching all the distribu-
tions in a single year would put you in 
a higher tax bracket) but at least it was 
uncomplicated.  

Then came IRS interpretations, and 
the IRS has finally issued finalized rules, 
which have made the lives of some IRA 
inheritors weirdly complicated. 

Under the rules, if a person inherits an 
IRA from someone who died before he/
she was taking required minimum dis-
tributions, then that person has the flex-
ibility to take the money out at any time 
during the 10-year period—probably tak-
ing some amount each year to smooth out 

the taxes.  The requirement is that all the 
money has to come out within ten years. 

But if the deceased IRA owner had 
been taking required minimum distri-
butions, then the beneficiary would fall 
under an ‘at least as rapidly” (ALAR) rule, 
which means that the beneficiaries would 
have to continue taking annual required 
minimum distributions at least as high as 
what the previous owner had been taking.  
At the end of the 10th year, any remaining 
assets would have to be distributed in full. 

As before, the distributions are calcu-
lated as a percentage of the value of the 
IRA as of December 31 of the year pre-
ceding the calendar year for which distri-
butions are required, and must be made 
by April 1 of the following year.

The IRS conceded that the rules were 
muddled prior to the new finalized roles, 
and agreed to waive all penalties for not 
taking these distributions during the 

2021-2024 period—which essentially 
waived the requirement to take them at 
all.  People who did not take those dis-
tributions may do so, but that is option-
al--and the decision should probably be 
made in light of tax considerations.

As they weigh their options, they will 
probably wish that the account owner had 
converted their traditional IRA to a Roth 
IRA.  The Roth accounts don’t require dis-
tributions up to the 10th year, and there 
are no taxes on those distributions.

Sources: 

https://www.morningstar.com/financial-advi-
sors/irs-finalizes-rmd-regulations-key-take-
aways-10-year-rule-beneficiaries 

https://www.thinkadvisor.com/2024/07/19/what-
to-know-now-about-irs-final-regs-on-10-year-rule-
jeff-levine/

https://www.kiplinger.com/taxes/irs-ends-con-
fusion-annual-rmds-required-for-many-inherit-
ed-iras#:
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