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THE PHENOMENON OF URBAN GROWTH

By Kanaga Raja, Geneva, 27 June 2007



For the first time in history, as of 2008, more than half of the world's population - 3.3 billion people - will be living in urban areas, and this number is expected to swell to almost 5 billion by 2030, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) said Wednesday.

 

In its "State of the World Population 2007" report, the UN population agency said that many of the new urbanites will be poor, and their future, the future of cities in the developing countries and the future of humanity itself will depend very much on decisions made now in preparation for this growth.

 

Urbanization - the rise in the urban share of the total population - is inevitable, and could be considered a positive development, the report said. No country in the industrial age has achieved significant economic growth without urbanization.

 

While the global urban population will grow to 4.9 billion by 2030, the world's rural population is expected to decrease by some 28 million between 2005 and 2030.

 

At the global level, all future population growth will be in towns and cities, and most of this growth will be in developing countries.

 

The report said that humanity will have to undergo a "revolution in thinking" in order to deal with the doubling of the urban population in Africa and Asia by 2030. Over 30 years, the population of African and Asian cities will double, adding 1.7 billion people - more than the populations of China and the Untied States combined.

 

Meanwhile, said the report, the urban population of the developed world is expected to grow relatively little - from 870 million to 1.01 billion.

 

"What happens in the cities of Africa and Asia and other regions will shape our common future," said UNFPA Executive Director Thoraya Ahmed Obaid. "We must abandon a mind-set that resists urbanization and act now to begin a concerted global effort to help cities unleash their potential to spur economic growth and solve social problems."

 

To take advantage of potential opportunities, governments must prepare for the coming growth. "If they wait, it will be too late," warned Obaid.

 

The UNFPA report said that the vast urban expansion in developing countries has global implications, yet surprisingly, little is being done to maximize the potential benefits of this transformation or to reduce its harmful consequences.

 

An outstanding feature of urban population growth in the 21st century is that it will be composed, to a large extent, of poor people. Although most new urbanites will be poor, they must be part of the solution, said the report. Assisting them to meet their needs - for housing, health care, education and employment - could also unleash the potential of urban-dwellers to power economic growth.

 

It also requires gender analysis - the particular needs and capabilities of poor women and girls are often unaccounted for and assumed to be the same as those of poor men and boys. And, as population structures change, attention to youth and the needs of the elderly will become ever more important.

 

Urban life, the report said, offers many possibilities for women and girls, and cities are more open to women's social and political participation, and self-reliant community groups can help poor women negotiate the obstacles to empowerment and a better life.

 

It is estimated that as many as 60% of all urban dwellers will be under the age of 18 by 2030. If urgent measures are not taken in terms of basic services, employment and housing, the youth bulge will grow up in poverty.

 

Also, the number and proportion of older persons is increasing throughout the world, and urbanization in developing countries will concentrate an increasing proportion of the older population in urban areas.

 

Given the context of limited access and low coverage of social security in many countries, this increase in the numbers of older people will challenge the capacity of national and local governments.

 

The report said that between 2000 and 2030, Asia's urban population will increase from 1.36 billion to 2.64 billion, Africa's from 294 million to 742 million, and that of Latin America and the Caribbean from 394 million to 609 million.

 

As a result of these shifts, developing countries will have 80% of the world's urban population by 2030.

 

The report noted that mega-cities (more than 10 million people) are still dominant but they have not grown to the sizes once projected. Today's mega-cities account for 4% of the world's population and 9% of all urban inhabitants.

 

Although smaller cities are less often in the news, 52% of the world's urban population continue to live in settlements of less than 500,000 people. Moreover, they are expected to account for about half of the urban population growth between 2005 and 2015.

 

The report noted that China and India together contain 37% of the world's total population, thus, their approaches to urban growth are particularly critical to the future of humankind.

 

India's urban areas still hold less than 30% of the total population, but this is expected to rise to 40.7% by 2030. It is projected that in less than a decade, more than half the Chinese population, some 870 million people, will be urbanites.

 

Another main finding in the report has been that until recently, rural settlements were the epicentre of poverty and human suffering. Poverty, however, is now increasing more rapidly in urban areas than in rural areas, but has received far less attention.

 

Hundreds of millions live in poverty in the cities of low- and middle-income nations, and their numbers are sure to swell in the coming years. Slum dwellers of the new Millennium are no longer a few thousand in a few cities of a rapidly industrializing continent. They include one out of every three city dwellers - a billion people, or a sixth of the world's population.

 

Over 90% of slum dwellers today are in the developing world, said the report, pointing out that South Asia has the largest share, followed by Eastern Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America. China and India together have 37% of the world's slums.

 

According to the report, in sub-Saharan Africa, urbanization has become virtually synonymous with slum growth - 72% of the region's urban population lives under slum conditions, compared to 56% in South Asia. The slum population of sub-Saharan Africa almost doubled in 15 years, reaching nearly 200 million in 2005.

 

Describing some of the stark realities of slum life, the report pointed out for instance that sharing three toilets and one shower with 250 households is not at all unusual in cities of sub-Saharan Africa.

 

The United Nations Millennium Declaration recognized the importance of addressing the situation of slum dwellers in reducing overall poverty and advancing human development. Despite the strength of this commitment, monitoring progress on the situation of slum dwellers has been a challenge, said the report.

 

The report also noted that the space taken up by urban localities is increasing faster than the urban population itself. Between 2000 and 2030, the world's urban population is expected to increase by 72%, while the built-up areas of cities of 100,000 people or more could increase by 175%.

 

Recent estimates, based on satellite imagery, indicate that all urban sites (including green as well as built-up areas) cover only 2.8% of the Earth's land area. This means that about 3.3 billion people occupy an area slightly smaller than Japan.

 

The report said that urban growth today is land-intensive - by 2030, developing countries will triple their urban land area, and industrialized countries by 2.5 times.

 

Another main contributor to urban sprawl, according to the report, is peri-urbanization: the establishment of economic and residential activities in transitional zones between countryside and city, where land and labour are cheaper and less closely regulated.

 

Globalization, which favours large facilities on large tracts of land, encourages the process.

 

The report however said that there is no consensus about urban sprawl, except that it is not sustainable in its current forms. "The issue will not resolve itself: There is no invisible hand to order urban growth."

 

Countries may have to revive the urban and regional planning functions which structural adjustment and breakneck globalization have put on the back burner. A "city-region" approach, reaching out to, and coordinating current urban and local governments, would address social and environmental as well as economic concerns.

 

Noting that cities are highly vulnerable to natural crises and disasters, the UN population agency said that adopting the right approaches in anticipation of urban growth can also prevent many of the environmental problems linked to urbanization.

 

Between 1980 and 2000, 75% of the world's total population lived on areas affected by a natural disaster. In 1999, there were over 700 major natural disasters, causing more than $100 billion in economic losses and thousands of victims.

 

The report noted that the response of national and municipal governments to urban growth has often been to try to discourage, prevent or even reverse migration, despite the fact that migration can actually be beneficial.

 

But it is a failed policy, one that has resulted in less housing for the poor and increased slum growth. It also limits opportunities for the urban poor to improve their lives and to contribute fully to their communities and neighbourhoods.

 

City authorities and urban planners should make it a priority to provide for the shelter needs of the urban poor. They should offer the poor secure tenure on land that is outfitted with power, water and sanitation services. Those living in poor communities should have access to education and health care and should be encouraged to build their own homes.

 

Noting that most urban growth results from natural increase rather than migration, the report suggested that to reduce the pace of growth, policymakers should support interventions such as poverty reduction initiatives, investments in the empowerment of women, education and health, including reproductive health and family planning services.

 

The report said that overall, economic liberalization may have had a negative effect on poverty reduction in general and on women in particular.

 

Policymakers and planners need to harness the potential of cities to improve the lives of all.

 

In this respect, the report outlined three initiatives: accept the right of poor people to the city, abandoning attempts to discourage migration and prevent urban growth; adopt a broad and long-term vision of the use of urban space, such as providing minimally serviced land for housing and planning in advance to promote sustainable land use both within cities and in surrounding areas; and begin a concerted international effort to support strategies for the urban future. 
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