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India is rapidly industrializing and urbanizing. Its population is currently less
urbanized than China’s (29% compared to 37%), and while China’s population is
forecast to grow by 10% between 2006 and 2050, the forecast for India is 45%,
taking its population to 1.6bn and making it the most populous country in the world
by 2050. Taking Africa as a whole, the continent is currently 37% urban, and the
population is forecast to more than double between 2006 and 2050, from just
under 1bn to almost 2bn. By 2030, the towns and cities of the developing world
will make up 81% of urban humanity.

The UNFPA stresses the importance of three policy initiatives regarding this
forecast growth.

First, preparing for an urban future requires, at a minimum, respecting the rights
of the poor to the city. Secondly, cities need a longer-term and broader vision of the
use of urban space to reduce poverty and promote sustainability. Thirdly, population
institutions and specialists should play a key role in supporting community
organizations, social movements, governments, and the international community in
improving the nature and form of urban expansion, and thus enhancing its power to
reduce poverty and promote environmental sustainability.

Megacities

Rome was the first city to have a population of 1M people, around AD 250, but it
later contracted to around 30 000. In 1800 there were two “million-cities”, London
and Beijing, and by 1900 there were four, Tokyo and Delhi having reached that
status. A century later, the number of “million-cities” had increased to 200, with a
further 100 having between 1M and 10M inhabitants, and 19 megacities with
populations exceeding 10M11 (Table 2).

Much attention in the past half-century was given to the rise of megacities.
Some regard them as the “global urban future”13, but in 2007, less than 9% of the
world’s urban population lived in megacities, and this proportion is forecast to be
little more (<10%) in 20252. This means that less than 5% of the world’s total
population live in megacities (Fig 6).

Eight more megacities - Kinshasa, Lagos, Jakarta, Guangzhou, Lahore, Chennai
(formerly Madras), Shenzhen, and Paris - are projected to emerge over the next two
decades, making the total 27 by 2025, with 18 of them in developing countries.

Tokyo is by far the world’s largest city region, with
a population of 35.7M. By 2025 its population is
forecast to be little more, at 36.4M, with the next
largest becoming Mumbai with 26.4M2.

Attention has focused on megacities because
they represent an extreme, but there are not as
many, nor are they as big, as was forecast.
For example, in the 1970s it was projected that by
the year 2000 there would be 27 megacities and
that the population of Calcutta would be 40-50M
and Mexico City 31M. Sâo Paulo, Rio de Janeiro,
Seoul, Chennai, and Cairo are among the many
other large cities that, by 2000, had several million
fewer inhabitants that had been predicted15.

The reasons for these predictions not
materializing are unclear. There is much debate
about whether cities have a “natural maximum size”,
and whether there is an optimum size for urban
areas in terms of environmental impact,
sustainability, and quality of life.

Table 2. Rankings and populations in 2007 of
 megacities2.

Tokyo 35.7M

New York–Newark 19.0M

Cuidad de México (Mexico City) 19.0M

Mumbai (Bombay) 19.0M

Sâo Paulo 18.8M

Delhi 15.9M

Shanghai  15.0M

Kolkata (Calcutta) 14.8M

Dhaka 13.5M

Buenos Aires 12.8M

Los Angeles–Long Beach–Santa Ana 12.5M

Karachi 12.1M

Al-Qahirah (Cairo) 11.9M

Rio de Janeiro 11.7M

Osaka-Kobe 11.3M

Beijing 11.1M

Manila 11.1M

Moskva (Moscow) 10.5M

Istanbul 10.1M
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6. Megacities as a proportion of total population14.

5. With a population of 35.7M, Tokyo is by far the world’s largest megacity.
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A brief history of urban areas11

Human settlements are generally thought to have originated with hunter-gatherer
bands setting up temporary camps or occupying caves in areas where fruits, nuts,
fish, or game were plentiful.

The beginnings of farming go back to around 10 000 BCE. The emergence of
settled living, with tens or even hundreds of people inhabiting a shared space, was
only possible through the deliberate concentration of food production - a clear
departure from nomadic hunting and gathering.

The first sedentary farming villages emerged around 8500 BCE, with
concentrations of people living in one space by growing crops on clearly-defined
areas of land, and fishing in rivers, lakes, or the sea. It is disputed whether early
towns were built in coastal locations during the last Ice Age (23 000-12 000 BCE)
and subsequently inundated by rising sea levels.

The earliest town to have been excavated so far is Jericho, considered to have
been founded about 8000 BCE. Jericho’s fortifications enclosed about 4ha of
land with space for a permanent population of some 1200 people. Others would
have lived outside and sought protection within its walls in times of siege.
The destruction of Jericho is dated at around 1400 BCE.

Çatal Hüyük, 1000m above sea level in Anatolia (a peninsula of Western Asia),
is regarded as the world’s first substantial town, its 13ha site thought to have had a
population of some 6000 people. It dates back to 7100 BCE and existed for some
1500 years. Towns like Çatal Hüyük set a new trend in human endeavour. In Iraq,
Greece, and Italy, fully-developed agricultural and trading settlements started to
appear between 6400 and 5800 BCE.

Archaeology indicates that the first complex urban societies originated in
Sumeria, southern Mesopotamia (today’s southern Iraq), about 3500 BCE.
Within a few hundred years, dozens of cities including Uruk and Ur emerged there.
They owed their sustenance to another invention – irrigation-based farming
systems, which seem to have originated about 6000 BCE. Uruk was criss-crossed
with navigable canals, and here archaeologists have also discovered the earliest
recorded remains of wheels. During the third millennium BCE, Ur had up to
360 000 inhabitants. Early cities like it had a substantial environmental impact,
depending on ever more resources from an ever larger hinterland as they grew.

The eventual demise of Ur and other Sumerian cities was linked to use of
irrigation water that led to the salinization of farmland, with catastrophic
consequences for food supply. Hostile invasions also played a role in their downfall,
with jealousies and wars over wealth. As the cities of Sumeria declined, Babylon in
northern Mesopotamia took over as the dominant city-state. From 3000 BCE
onwards, cities had also been built in the Nile Delta in Lower Egypt and the valley
of the Nile in Central and Upper Egypt.

Cities arose in Greece from about 750 BCE. Urbanization here, as elsewhere,
was made possible by the bio-productivity of forests and farmlands outside the
cities. But the hilly terrain was not very fertile and easily eroded, so with a growing
population, Greece needed to diversify its economy, exporting pottery, wine, and
olive oil in exchange for grain. The success of Greek cities was achieved at
considerable environmental cost in terms of deforestation.

The story of Rome also starts around 750 BCE, when it was a small village.
Rome thrived because it straddled a trade route and was on the banks of a river.
It grew to a population of some 1.2M in about 1000 years, becoming, as already
noted, the first “million city” around AD 250. Most Roman citizens chose to live in
the city, with its paved roads, aqueducts, schools, temples, libraries, markets,
arenas, and public baths. The majority lived in apartment blocks shared by several
families. There were around 45 000 such blocks, some rising 10 storeys.

To meet the needs of the growing city, Rome had to keep improving its water
supply system, and nine separate aqueducts were built as demand grew.
Its armies’ conquests gave Rome access to a great variety of trade goods that
contributed to affluence and luxury, but it also relied on forests for timber and fuel.

With its massive use of resources, the city
pioneered a highly-developed economy that also
caused major environmental problems as a result
of deforestation.

Between AD 500 and 1000, Rome contracted in
size to a town of just 30 000 people. There were
many reasons for its decline and fall – invasions,
punitive taxes in the colonies, civil wars, corruption,
famines, plagues – but there is little doubt that
environmental factors like deforestation, soil erosion,
and salinization also played a major part in the
drawn-out demise of the Roman Empire.

This brief look at the earlier history of urban
areas shows that many of the issues and problems
associated with urbanization today, such as how to
provide urban populations with water and with food,
are nothing new. Likewise, the environmental
degradation arising from urban areas obtaining
resources from a growing hinterland, with
consequences such as deforestation, is not
a new problem.

The difference now is the scale on which such
problems are happening. The next sections look at
some of these issues in some more detail in the
context of current urbanization, including urban
agriculture, the urban ecological footprint, and the
relationship between urbanization and the climate.
Influences on urban growth, such as the role of
employment, are also discussed.

7. Complex urban societies, from the earliest times to later
civilizations such as the Assyrians, had substantial
environmental impacts.
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Urban agriculture

The development of urban areas was made possible through the concentration of
food production to create a surplus, but many cities have now come to depend on
highly unsustainable supplies for the bulk of their food. In Britain, for example, the
components of a typical Sunday lunch for four people travel a total of something in
excess of 24 000 miles11.

In many cities, particularly in the developing world, urban agriculture -
the practice of growing, raising, processing, and distributing food in and around an
urban area - contributes significantly to urban food supply and household food
security, particularly among low-income groups8. Shanghai is one of the world’s
fastest-growing cities, yet half the 630 000ha administered by the authorities has
been set aside for urban agriculture11.

This can also be a more sustainable way of providing food, by reducing the
energy and environmental costs. Cuba has become a world leader, with food
production decentralized from large mechanized state farms to urban cultivation
systems. In Havana, more than half the fresh produce consumed is grown within
the city11. There are some concerns about the quality and safety of food produced
in urban or peri-urban areas where soil and water contamination levels are higher
than in rural areas - but research has shown there are ways of dealing with
contamination. Demand for local produce in cities is likely to increase, so future
urbanization is likely to require land to be set aside for food production.

Urban footprint

The ecological footprint measures humanity's demand on the biosphere and it is
referred to in terms of global hectares (gha) per capita, this being a hectare with
world-average ability to produce resources and absorb wastes. In 2003 the world’s
biocapacity was 11.2bn gha, equivalent to 1.8gha per person based on then
current population numbers - however the average global footprint was 2.2gha per
person. In practice, this “overshoot” means that it took approximately a year and
three months for the Earth to produce the resources used and absorb the wastes
generated in that year16. The more urbanized parts of the world have significantly
larger ecological footprints – whilst the average in Africa is 1.1gha, in North America
it is 9.4gha per person (Fig 8).

Two-thirds of the world's ecosystems are now severely damaged, with most of
this impact being due to global urban consumption and waste disposal. It is widely
assumed that urbanization will continue, but the growing scarcity of water and the
high cost of the energy invested in transporting it over long distances may begin to
constrain urban growth. For example, some 400 cities in China are already facing a
chronic water shortage17, while in the US the cases of Los Angeles and Las Vegas
have received much publicity. (That said, water shortage shows few signs yet of
actually curtailing urban growth either in the US or China.) The annual report by the
Water Services Association of Australia found that after a decade of punishing
drought, authorities in all of Australia's mainland capital cities will need to find new
ways to provide water, such as desalination and recycling, in the next 5-10 years18.
In a world of land, water, and energy scarcity, the value of each resource may
increase substantially, shifting the terms of trade between rural and urban areas.

Urban areas and the climate

Urban areas are both subject to, and an increasing component of, regional climate
change19. Most of the increase of CO2 in the atmosphere is attributable to energy
consumption in the world’s cities. The highly urbanized developed regions of the
world generate by far the greatest proportion of CO2.

While many countries are putting in place reforms to limit CO2, emissions are on
the rise in the industrializing cities of Asia. With CO2 emissions increasing to record
highs, global warming will soon reach the point of no return; 11 of the last 12 years
(1995 - 2006) rank among the 12 warmest years in the instrumental record of
global surface temperature (since 1850)20.

There is growing consensus that the populations,
infrastructure and ecology of cities are at risk from
the impacts of climate change. Water and food
shortages and an influx of “climate refugees” are
just some of the impacts of climate change likely to
occur unless drastic action is taken to reduce the
emission of greenhouse gases. Rising sea levels
due to global warming will take a heavy toll on cities
because many are located on low ground close to
the sea; 40% of the world's population lives within
65km (40 miles) of the sea. Many non-coastal cities
would also face problems of flooding as they are
beside rivers or in foothills of mountains in locations
vulnerable to intense rainfall or snowmelt.

Large cities can also disturb weather patterns,
creating a microclimate called an urban heat island
(UHI). Urban areas can have UHIs that may be up to
5-6˚C warmer than the surrounding countryside.

Compared with vegetated surfaces, building
materials retain more solar energy during the day,
and have lower rates of radiant cooling during the
night. Urban areas also have lower wind speeds,
less convective heat losses and evapo-transpiration,
yielding more energy for surface warming.

Artificial space heating, air conditioning,
transportation, cooking and industrial processes
introduce additional sources of heat into the urban
environment causing distinct weekly cycles in
UHI intensity19.

UHIs are considered to have only a negligible
effect on climate change, but the local effects are
real. In addition, as the impact of rising
temperatures is likely to be more severe in major
cities, this will exacerbate the urban heat island
effect, and the associated health impacts. The heat
wave in Europe in August 2003 was considered to
be responsible for some 35 000 deaths21.

8. Ecological footprint of selected countries and their levels
of urbanization15.
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Employment and globalization

Employment and economic opportunity are key factors driving urbanization,
attracting people from rural to urban areas. In many developing countries,
particularly in Africa and Asia, the formal employment sector has not been able to
provide adequate jobs for rapidly growing urban populations, leading to more than
half of those economically active being employed in the informal sector.

Approximately 85% of all new employment opportunities around the world
are created in the informal economy22, characterized by local resources,
family property, and small-scale operations, with a lack of legal protection, no
minimum wages, low standards of security and hygiene, and no environmental
controls. Unemployment was described as the “top urban concern” at the 1997
UNDP Colloquium23. High youth unemployment, particularly within marginalized
ethnic minorities, can create urban unrest, as demonstrated by the Parisian riots
in late 2005.

Employment is also a primary reason for immigration. In 2005 there were more
than 191M international migrants in the world, the highest number ever, equating to
one person in 35. The country that attracts the most people from abroad is the
United States (35M), followed by Russia (13.3M) and Germany (7.3M). China sees
the most people leave, followed by India and the Philippines. In Doha, capital of the
Gulf state of Qatar, more than half of the population are migrant workers -
mostly cleaners and builders24.

Cities are the great engines of economic growth. Over the last 50-100 years
most growth in economic activities in all parts of the world has been in urban
centres. Economic globalization has resulted in changes to employment structures,
with fewer workers employed in agriculture and manufacturing, and more employed
in services. Today, around 65% of the world's economically active population

work in industry and services, mostly in urban
areas. Many cities owe their prosperity to their roles
within the increasingly global production and
distribution system. In some parts of the world
however, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, cities
have grown without an associated expansion of
economic activity.

Increasingly, urban growth is influenced by
continued global economic integration. Sir Peter
Hall, a renowned expert on urban trends, predicts23

that the 21st century will see a resurgence of
economically powerful global cities in Asia,
specifically Beijing, Shanghai, and Mumbai.
The globalization process has had a very uneven
impact across the world, with both positive and
negative impacts on cities. The positive include
rising prosperity, the enduring importance of urban
cores, and increased democracy, while the negative
consist of sharpening imbalances, increased social
disorder, and greater citizen expectations.

The urbanization of poverty

The link between urbanization and socioeconomic
development is rarely disputed - but in many cities
of both the developed and the developing world,
economic growth has not resulted in prosperity for
all. Instead, intra-city inequalities have risen as the
gap between rich and poor has widened.

UN-HABITAT states8 that many cities are now
effectively two cities within one - one part of the
population has all the benefits of urban living, but
the other, the poor, are in slums and squatter
settlements (globally these are now home to 1bn
people), often in worse conditions than their rural
relatives. The problem is not urbanization per se,
but the fact that it has not resulted in greater
prosperity or more equitable resource distribution.

Sub-Saharan African countries have some of the
world's highest levels of urban poverty, extending to
more than 50% of the urban populations in Chad,
Niger, and Sierra Leone. In Asia, India has the
highest urban poverty levels, at 30%8.

While rural areas are currently home to most of
the world's poor, World Bank estimates indicate
that by 2035 cities will have become the
predominant sites of poverty8. The high costs of
items such as transport, health, education, and
water, coupled with poor living conditions including
inadequate housing and poor access to basic
services, adversely impact the ability of the urban
poor to rise out of poverty. The Executive Director of
the UN Human Settlements Programme, Anna
Tibaijuka, has described the urbanization of poverty
as the “weakest link” in sustainable development25.

9. Sub-Saharan Africa has the world’s highest poverty levels overall8.
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Two decades ago, the Brundtland Commission report
“Our Common Future”32 challenged policy-makers to
consider the interrelationships of environmental,
economic, and social issues in when attempting to solve
global problems. The report examined emerging global
challenges in population and human resources, food
security, species and ecosystems, energy, industry,
and urbanization.

When it was published, the world’s population was some
5bn people, with an urban population of 41% (just under
2bn). The more-developed regions were 71.5% urban
and the less-developed regions 31.2%. The report noted
that projections put the urban challenge firmly in the
developing countries, and drew attention to “the crisis in
Third World cities”, as illustrated by the following quotes:
“In most Third World cities, the enormous pressure for
shelter and services has frayed the urban fabric.”
“A growing number of the urban poor suffer from a high
incidence of diseases.” “The uncontrolled physical
expansion of cities has also had serious implications for
the urban environment and economy.” “In general, urban
growth has often preceded the establishment of a solid,
diversified economic base to support the build-up of
housing, infrastructure and employment.”

The urban challenge in developing countries was set out
in terms of the need for national urban strategies,
strengthening local authorities, self-reliance and citizen
involvement, housing and services for the poor, tapping
more resources, co-operation among developing
countries, and international support… “given
urbanization trends in most developing countries, there is
no time to wait for slow and uncertain programmes”.

In October 2007, the United Nations Environment
Programme published GEO-433, which assesses the
current state of the global atmosphere, land, water and
biodiversity, describes the changes since the 1987
Brundtland report, and identifies priorities for action.
GEO-4 is the most comprehensive UN report yet on the
environment, prepared by about 390 experts and
reviewed by more than 1000 others across the world.
It notes the significant pressure that urbanization can
exert on the environment, and draws attention to the
critical issue of urban air pollution in particular. Table 4
shows some of the links between human well-being and
urban expansion.

As far as sustaining a common future is concerned,
the reports selects key priority issues for its seven GEO
regions. The urban aspects of these issues in six of the
regions are as follows:

• Africa: land degradation and the world’s highest rate
of urbanization

• Asia and the Pacific: rapid urban development and
urban air quality

• Europe: urban air quality

• Latin America and the Caribbean: growing cities (in the
most urbanized region in the developing world) and
urban air pollution

• North America: urban sprawl

• West Asia: urban management, as intense urbanization
has overstretched urban infrastructure.

The seventh is the Polar regions, where the key priority
issues are climate change, persistent pollutants, the
ozone layer, and development and commercial activity.

Rapid urbanization of the coastal fringe is highlighted
as a particular area of concern in terms of the human
dimension. Problems include danger to lives and material
assets from floods and landslides, health being at risk
from poor sanitary conditions when urbanization is
unplanned, and strong distributional impacts.

Four scenarios for the world to the year 2050 are
explored, and the implications examined at both the
global and regional level. The scenarios are: (1) markets
first, (2) policy first, (3) security first, and (4) sustainability
first. Overall, they point to both risks and opportunities.
Of particular significance are the risks of crossing
thresholds, the potential of reaching turning-points in the
relationship between people and the environment, and
the need to account for interlinkages in pursuing a more
sustainable path. Common to all four scenarios is that
the long-term unfolding future depends very much on
the decisions individuals and society make today.

GEO-4 affirms that 20 years on from the Brundtland
Commission report, its findings are more pertinent than
ever. The concluding chapter “From the periphery to the
core of decision-making – options for action”, sets out
two tracks for the new environmental policy agenda for
the next 20 years and beyond:

(1) expanding and adapting proven policy approaches to
the more conventional environmental problems,
especially in lagging countries and regions

(2) urgently finding workable solutions for the emerging
environmental problems before they reach irreversible
turning points.

In GEO-4’s own words: “Alternative development paths
that protect the environment are available. Human
ingenuity, resilience and capacity to adapt are powerful
forces from which to draw to effect change”.

Table 4. The links between human well-being and urban expansion.

Environmental impact

Material needs

Human health

Safety

Socio-economic

Disruption of hydrological and biological cycles; loss of habitat and biodiversity; 
concentration of pollutants; solid and organic wastes; urban heat islands.

Increased access to food, water and shelter; increased choice, but satisfaction
of material needs highly dependent on income.

Respiratory and digestive tract diseases due to air pollution, poor water
supply and sanitation; higher incidence of stress- and industry-related diseases;
higher incidence of heat stroke.

Increased exposure to crime; traffic and transport hazards; increased risk of
flooding caused by soil sealing and occupation of hazardous sites.

Increased opportunity for social and economic interaction and access to
services; increased competition for financial resources; diminished sense of 
community; increased sense of isolation.

From Brundtland
to GEO-4

10. Rapid urbanization of the coastal fringe is highlighted as a particular area of concern.
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Urbanization and the growth of slums

A slum household is defined by the UN8 as a group
of individuals living under the same roof in an urban
area who lack one or more of five conditions (Table
3). Alongside the criteria are some current statistics.

The problems of poor-quality housing are
exacerbated by the fact that 75% of the world’s
population lives in areas affected at least once by
an earthquake, a tropical cyclone, floods or
drought, between 1980 and 2000. Poor people in
developing countries are particularly vulnerable to
disasters as they are more likely to live on
dangerous floodplains, river banks, steep slopes
and reclaimed land, and their housing is less likely
to survive a major disaster. For example, an
investigation into the 2003 earthquake in Bam, Iran,
found that most of the 40 000 people killed lived in
housing that was built in the traditional mud-brick
style without the necessary supportive structures to
withstand tremors8.

Given the forecast growth in urbanization in less-
developed countries, problems such as non-durable
housing and lack of security of tenure are likely to
become exacerbated.

Governance

Some contemporary prognoses are far from
positive. The American urban theorist and historian,
Mike Davis, has written26: “Thus, the cities of the
future, rather than being made out of glass and
steel as envisioned by earlier generations of
urbanists, are instead largely constructed out of
crude brick, straw, recycled plastic, cement blocks,
and scrap wood. Instead of cities of light soaring
toward heaven, much of the 21st century urban
world squats in squalor, surrounded by pollution,
excrement and decay. Indeed, the 1bn city-dwellers
who inhabit post-modern slums might well look
back with envy at the ruins of the sturdy mud
homes of Çatal Hüyük in Anatolia, erected at the
very dawn of city life 9000 years ago.”

Nonetheless, it remains true that urbanization
can offer significant opportunities to reduce poverty
and gender inequality, as well as promote
sustainable development. But without effective
preparation for the massive increase in the number
of poor people, slums will multiply and living
conditions will continue to deteriorate. In view of
this, it is increasingly clear that improved urban
governance (ie government responsibility and civic
engagement) is essential if cities are to avoid
calamity and make the most of their opportunities.

For humankind to benefit from the urban
transition, leaders must first accept it as both
inevitable and important for development.
However, three-quarters of all governments have
reported27, 28 that they are dissatisfied with the

spatial distribution of their populations, and almost three-quarters of developing
countries have enacted policies to reduce the flow of persons moving to urban
areas. These have included the following strategies:
• policing measures - returning rural-urban migrants to their home or other

rural areas and prohibiting migration to cities (through population registration,
resident permits and charges, food and other material rationing, etc, as in
China’s permit system)

• incentives measures - to keep population in rural areas; reducing the flow of
migrants at source through rural development measures, land reform, etc

• new areas measures - promoting the development of alternative urban centres,
redirecting migrants to intermediate “growth poles” or “new cities” (eg Brasilia)27.

Rather than attempt to prevent urban expansion, planners must examine the
available policy options for addressing it and building on its possibilities.
Examples of the differences made in some cities by mayors in recent years highlight
some of the possibilities. The potential for strong political leadership can come with
urbanization, and such leadership can in turn strengthen a city’s position. In Curitiba
in Brazil, for example, the leader of the winning team of a masterplan competition
held in the 1960s to develop the city was subsequently elected as mayor three
times, and is credited with transforming Curitiba into a city considered one of the
best examples of urban planning world-wide29.

In Bogotá, a series of co-ordinated actions by successive mayors has turned a
once-violent, car-dominated city facing dramatic levels of in-migration from its rural
hinterlands into a calm and well-managed city - with an efficient rapid transit bus
system, a network of cycleways, public parks, and urban plazas that have changed
life for the city’s inhabitants, improving its quality and reducing crime.

In Barcelona three successive mayors have undertaken over the last 20 years a
series of visionary urban projects that have had a lasting impact on its economy.

During the 1990s, London, Tokyo and Seoul all elected mayors for the first time
in modern history30. The strong political leadership of London’s mayor resulted in
the introduction within two years of a charging scheme that reduced congestion in
the city centre significantly31.

Table 3. Defining conditions for slum dwellings.

Durable housing: a house is considered
“durable” if it is built on a non-hazardous 
location and has a structure permanent and 
adequate enough to protect its inhabitants 
from the extremes of climatic conditions, such
as rain, heat, cold and humidity.  

Sufficient living area: a house is considered to
provide sufficient living area for the household
members if not more than three people share 
the same room.

Access to improved water: a household is
considered to have access to improved water 
supply if it has a sufficient amount of water for
family use, at an affordable price, and
available to household members without being
subject to extreme effort, especially on the
part of women and children. 

Access to sanitation: a household is
considered to have adequate access to
sanitation if an excreta disposal system, either 
in the form of a private toilet or a public toilet
shared with a reasonable number of people, is
available to household members. 

Secure tenure: the right of all individuals and 
groups to effective protection against forced 
evictions. People have secure tenure when 
there is evidence of documentation that can
be used as proof of secure tenure status or 
when there is either de facto or perceived 
protection against forced evictions.

1

2

3

4

5

18% of all urban housing units are 
non-permanent structures.

Some 20% of the developing world’s
urban population live in houses that 
lack sufficient living area.

Only two-thirds of the world’s urban
population gets water from a tap.

Over 25% of the developing world’s
urban population - 560M city residents
- lack adequate sanitation.

Non-empirical evidence from
UN-HABITAT indicates that 30-50% of
urban residents in the developing
world have no legal document such as 
title deed or a contract to prove tenure
security, and without such documents, 
forced urban evictions can result.
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Many politicians and planners regard slum formation as temporary - the less
intervention, the better - but forecast increases in the world's urban population will
require significant infrastructure provision. Rapid population growth severely hinders
the capacity of poorer cities to increase infrastructure per head, to provide an
adequate number of homes or school places. Many urban neighbourhoods in less-
developed countries lack any effective infrastructure for water supply, sewage
disposal, and waste management, resulting in health-threatening environments.

The cost-effectiveness of infrastructure investment is greatly reduced once
informal settlements have been allowed to proliferate; if they are not provided with
basic services like water and sewerage, pollution problems arise and retrofitting
such services is both difficult and expensive. Spontaneous development tends to
take place at city peripheries. It is rarely possible to provide public transport once a
settlement has developed, so workers face long, inconvenient, and congested
journeys. Uncontrolled physical expansion destroys natural landscapes that should
be preserved as parks, reserves, or open space – and once open area is built up,
it is very difficult and expensive to remedy its lack. Public space is the only place
where all citizens meet as equals in cities, and, as such, can be regarded as
the great equalizer.

Some low- or middle-income countries (eg Brazil, Colombia, Philippines,
Indonesia, South Africa and Sri Lanka) have managed to prevent some slum
formation by anticipating and planning for growing urban populations. They have
achieved this by expanding economic and employment opportunities for the urban
poor, by investing in low-cost affordable housing for the most vulnerable groups
and by instituting pro-poor reforms and policies that have had a positive impact on
low-income people’s access to services.

The absence of effective governance structures results in a lack of planning,
development control, and infrastructure provision. In an increasingly urbanized
world, effective planning policies are needed for both urban and rural areas.

Conclusion

Population and urban forecasts have not always materialized, and it is important to
recognize that forecasts are just that – forecasts. The population in 2050 may not
reach over 9bn people, and it may be that not as many as 70% of the world’s
population will be living in urban areas. However, what does seem to be beyond
doubt is that for the foreseeable future, urban population is set to increase.

There is clear evidence that urbanization can play a positive role in social and
economic development. Historically, the statistical association between urbanization
and economic growth has been strong. Today, cities generally have greater
potential than rural areas for reducing poverty, and there is growing recognition that
by concentrating half the world’s population on less than 3% of its land area10,
urban settlements and demographic concentration give sustainability a better
chance. However, in many cities in both the developed and the developing world,
economic growth has not resulted in prosperity for all. Instead, intra-city inequalities
have risen as the gap between rich and poor has widened.

Cities also draw together many major environmental
problems - population growth, pollution, resource
degradation, waste generation – but while some
statistics linked to urbanization are depressing, it is
important to understand the negatives and see
these in terms of opportunities and chances to do
things differently in the future. The potential benefits
far outweigh the disadvantages.

The key issues are the scale of urban growth
and where it is taking place. Every week for the next
30 years, the equivalent of a new million-city is
needed to accommodate the doubling of the urban
population of developing countries from some 2bn
to 4bn8. While new towns and cities will play a role,
the importance of existing, and expanding, urban
areas is fundamental. China and India together
contain 37% of the world’s population; their
approaches to urban growth are particularly critical
to humankind’s future.

Long-term planning for urban areas needs to be
looked at holistically. Any town or city has many
components or “urban ingredients” (Fig 11), and
there are complex relationships between them:
the facilities, in terms of physical infrastructure;
the systems and utilities that an urban area needs
to function; the services that urban residents
require; and the attributes that it is desirable for an
urban area to have. Considering, comprehending,
and balancing all these urban ingredients requires
the input of many disciplines, as well as respect for
the local environment, both geographically and
culturally, and its people.

11. Some “urban ingredients”.
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12. Bogotá, a once-violent, car-dominated city, became calm
and well-managed, with an efficient rapid transit bus
system, a network of cycleways, public parks, and urban
plazas that have changed life for the city’s inhabitants,
improving its quality and reducing crime.
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