Faculty of Technology / Addis Ababa University & 

Engineering Capacity Building Program (ecbp)

Engineering Towards Development and Change

TOWARDS AN URBANIZED WORLD

A challenge for urban planning and sustainable development

Eckhart Ribbeck

March 2007

World population projections

For thousands of years the world’s population has grown very slowly. In 1800 the first billion people was reached, and from then on demographic growth accelerated dramatically: 2 billion people in 1930, 3 billion in1960, 4 billion in 1975 and 6,4 billion people today. The actual UN-projection shows that the world population will rise to 8 billion in 2025. For the year  2050 the projection varies widely: from 7 to 11 billion people, with a medium figure of  9 billion (Figure 1). 
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The United Nations Population Division predicts that world
population will grow from 6 billion in 1999 to between 7.3
and 10.7 billion by 2050, depending on future fertility rates,
with 8.9 billion considered most likely.
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The maximum „carrying capacity“ of the globe is estimated to be roughly 9 billion people, considering natural ressources like fertile land and water. Thus, the worst-case-scenario would be a world population of 11 billion combined with increasing ressource consumption. The best-case-scenario is a stabilized world population of less then 8 billion, combined with efficient technologies which are able to reduce the per capita consumption of land, water, energy and other ressources. Only this provides a realistic chance for long term sustainable development. 

More than 50% of the world population is living in Asia, which is dominated by the two giants China and India. Compared with this, the population size of Europe, Africa and the Americas is relatively modest. In 2050, 75% of the world population will live in Asia and Africa, whereas in the Americas the population will grow moderately and Europe´s population will shrink.

Global urbanization 

In 1800, only 2 % of the world population lived in urban centres and in 1900 some 9 %. Today, more than 50% of the world population are urban dwellers, a figure which will rise 60% in 2030. All future population growth will be absorbed by cities, with an estimated  urban population of 5 billions in 2030. At the same time, the rural population will rise moderately to 3,4 billion people and then stagnate.

Urban geographers have described the typical West European city, the North American city, the Latin American city, the Oriental-Islamic city, the Chinese city, the West-African city, etc. Today, however, globalization seems to threaten the characteristics of traditional cities, due to modern lifestyles, international planning concepts and a commercial world-architecutre. So far it is not quite clear if cities will become increasing uniform or if new urban models and building typologies will emerge, able to take over the role of the traditional cities.

Before 1900, the European city was a dominating urban model, which was challenged in the 20th century by the uprising North American city with a different urban model. Today in Asia, Africa and Latin America new „post-European“ and „post-American“ cities are emerging with increasingly different characteristics. Nevertheless, the European city still seems to be a susccessful urban model, due to it´s compact configuration, controlled land use, and quality of public spaces. So far, European cities have been successfull to avoid the rigid social segregation as well as hard core ghettos and exclusive gated communities, which can be found in many non-European cities. Alltogether, a large variety of traditional, conventional and futuristic cities exists, including high-tech-, low-tech- and no-tech-cities. In some regions traditional cities disappear and are replaced by socially polarized cities, with exclusive gated communities for the rich and informal settlements for the poor. 

In Europe, North America and Latin America the urbaninzation process has already reached a saturation point, with 75% of the population living in urban areas, whereas Asia and Africa are „latecomers“ as far as urbanization is concerned, with less than 40% of the population living in urban areas. However, this picture will change in the near future, due to the rapid urbanization in Asia and Africa, which will reach an urbanization rate of 55% in 2030. 

The 21st century will be marked by „high-speed urbanization“ in Asia and Africa. In Africa (south of Sahara) cities are actually growing 4,6 % p.a. and in Southeast Asia 4 % p.a. The projection shows that the global urban population will rise to 5 billion in 2050, including one billion new urban dwellers in Asia and 560 million new urban dwellers in Africa. Nobody knows if it will be possible to absorb this enormeous increase of urban population and to produce such an enormeous amount of new housing, jobs and infrastructure. If this does not happen, urban growth will be increasingly chaotic in some regions and some cities might even collapse. In contrast to this, Europe will have to deal with „shrinking cities“, due to the negative demographic growth (Figure 2).
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Megacities

Megacities are the top of the „urbanization iceberg“. In the year 2000, 20 cities had a population of 10 million or more and in 2030, the number of megacities will rise to 30. The spectacular growth of very large cities has mobilized urban politicians and planners because of the complex problems of these large cities. However, we should not forget that the large marjority of urban population still lives in medium and small size cities and only 10% live in megacities with a population of 10 million or more. Both large and medium size cities are growing fast, which promotes urban deconcentration. Many medium size cities in Asia, Africa and Latin America are actually growing faster than the large cities, which creates new problems in the field of urban planning, housing and infrastructure. 

The UN-definition of megacities has changed several times: 5 million, 8 million and actually 10 million people or more. A closer look at the megacities indicates clearly the dramatic shift of global urbanization from North to South: In 1960, the ranking list of the 10 largest cities included 8 Northern metropolis, e.g. New York, London, Paris, Tokio, Rhein-Ruhr, among others. In 2000, the same ranking list is dominated by Southern megacities, e.g. Mexico-City, Sao Paulo, Calcutta and Mumbai (Bombay). In 2000, 11 megacities were located in Asia, 4 in Latin America, 3 in Europe, 2 in North America and 2 in Africa (Figure 3). 
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In the near future some Asian and African megacities will climb up to the top of the ranking list. However, the long term projection are not always correct, as the case of Mexico-City indicates. This megacity was expected to have 24 million inhabitants in 2000, a figure which was never reached. Today, Mexico-City has 19 million inhabitants, because the urban growth has slowed down considerably. 

Not only megacities are a challenge for urban management and planning, but also about 100 „emerging megacities“, i.e. fast growing cities with a population of several million, many of which will soon join the group of the „mature“ megacities. This is especially true for Africa, which has to deal with „high-speed urbanization“ in the decades to come. There are two megacities at present, Lagos (13 m.) and Cairo (11 m.), followed by 15 emerging megacities with a population of  2,5 million and more, like Kinshasa, Casablanca, Abidjan, Addis Abeba, among others.

Some megacities have already a population of more than 20 million, the largest being Tokio with some 35 million inhabitants. The UN calls these urban agglomerations „meta-cities“ or „hyper-cities“. In 2020, also Mumbai (Bombay), Shanghai, Karachi, Jakarta, Dhaka, Lagos, Delhi, Mexico-City, Sao Paulo and New York will be „Meta-Cities“.  Of course, the meta- or hyper-cities are not compact urban centres with clear boundaries, but diffuse and fragmented agglomerations, extremely difficult to manage and to control. 

Large and „small“ megacities

The term „megacity“ suggests a large population size, but also a large urban area. However, a closer look reveals that the urban areas of  rich and poor megacities can be extremely different. New York with 18 million inhabitants has an urban area of 3.500 km2, Sao Paulo with the same population has an urban area only half of this (1200 km2). An extremely „small“ megacity is Cairo, with 11 million people and an urban area of 600 km2. In spatial terms, the poor megacities are much less extensive than the rich ones. This can be easily understood when comparing the housing standards in rich and poor cities. In Germany for instance, the average housing standard is about 40 m2 p. person, whereas in Cairo the standard is less than 10 m2 p. person. The same applies to the urban area as a whole, to the street network, to the public space and urban infrastructure (Figure 4). 
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However, one has to keep in mind that in many poor cities informal urban growth plays an important role. Squatter areas and informal settlements are rarely shown in the official city map. Lagos is a good example, no map is showing the enormeous sub-urban sprawl which extents from Lagos into the region. The same happens in Jakarta and other poor megacities. Therefore, the urban area of Asian, African and Latin American megacities might often be underestimated. In general, however, satelite pictures show clearly that poor megacities are considerably smaller than rich cities with the same population size. In other words, the population density in poor megacities is 3 to 5 times higher than in rich ones. 

In some rapidly urbanizing regions large conurbations are emerging, e.g. in the  Pearl River Delta in China, where Hongkong, Shenzhen, Guangzhou and some 30 smaller cities are beginning to form a giantic urban corridor of 150 km length. The same happens with Great Jakarta in Indonesia, where a large semi-urban landscape is growing called „Jabotabek“. 

World Cities and Global Cities – a new concept

Megacities are defined by population size, whereas the term „world city“ or „global city“ refers to the functional and economic importance and particulary to the international role in the global urban network. However, world cities or global cities are not any more the dominating industrial metropolis of earlier decades, but post-industrial cities where finance- and service related activities dominate, e.g. stock markets, banks, corporate headquaters, international organizations, information industry and media, legal and financial consulting, research, higher education, cultural highlights and tourism. 

The term „world citiy“ has been used by J. Friedmann in 1970ies, in the 1990ies S. Sassen followed with a global city concept. In essence, this is a dispersion-concentration-model, which indicates on the one hand an increasing diffusion of industrial activities all over the world, and on the other the need of strong steering and control centres, located strategically in all continents and time zones, and forming large clusters of corporate headquarters, stock markets and related services. However, the global city concept is not yet consolidated, and in the case of S. Sassen it has been critizised that it´s focus is almost exclusively on  New York and London, which neglects the special characteristics of other large cities, which might be different due to another historic and cultural context.  
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There are attempts to establish a world city ranking, according to certain criteria like the number of corporate headquarters, flow of capital investments, etc.  In this concept, the world cities are ranked in „Alpha“, „Beta“ and „Gamma“-cities, according to their international role and economic power. On the top of this list are London, New York, Paris, Tokio, Chicago, Frankfurt, Hongkong, Los Angeles, Milan and Singapore. In this context, Germany provides a good example for a different view. There is no dominating world city, but a dense network of highly specialized centres like Frankfurt, Hamburg, Munich and Stuttgart which together are probably more powerful in economic and international terms than some higher ranked world cities (Figure 5). 

In any case, with disappearing national borders and increasing global competition, some world cities and city networks act as powerful „city-states“, often with a larger GNP than many small countries. Some scenarios argue, therefore, that in future a limited number of  rich world cities or privileged „urban islands“ will control the global market, whereas many other megacities will stagnate or decline due to disadvantages in the global competition, e.g. peripheral location, less profitable markets, lack of infrastructure and skilled labour.

Many megacities are struggling hard for an improved position in the global urban network, to attract foreign investment and to develope new world city functions. One spectacular case is Shanghai, which is actually is engaged in giantic urban projects in order to create a powerful financial and economic centre in East Asia. Also, Dubai, Mumbai, Mexiko-City and other megacities are involved in serious efforts to modernize their urban economy and to develop new industrial and post-industrial activities, e.g. in the information and finance sector and in international tourism. New CBDs are built for international corporations and investors, like in Pudong in Shanghai or Santa Fe in Mexico-City. Cairo, too, is a globalizing megacity, with new international buildings along the Nile river, new industrial areas and technology parks. Also, new desert towns and gated communities are built for the better-off population. Within the next 10 years, the urban area of Cairo will probably expand from 600 km2 to more than 1000 km2.  However, this is accompanied by an accelerated process of social segregation and exclusion of the urban poor, also the informal settlements are growing rapidly (Figure 6).  
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The impact of globalization is also felt in other African cities, e.g. in Lagos, Cape Town, Abidjan, Nairobi and Addis Abeba. Not all large African cities seem to be prepared for the international competition and in some cases it is hard to see how to integrate the city into the global urban network. The challenge is not only to upgrade the city according to the new world city standards, as urgent is an effective urban-poor-policy to provide job opportunities for unskilled labour and to prevent social polarization, unrest and violence. Because the majority of people still live in rural areas, it will also be necessary to promote medium and small town development and to modernize agricultural production.  

The informal sector - problem or solution ?

The UN city report of 2005 argues that one reason for the stagnating economy in some African and Latin American countries has been the rigid neo-liberal reform in the 1980ies, which led to reduced public employment and expenditure, money devaluation, foreign imports and de-industrialization. The massive loss of formal jobs has caused a boom of the informal sector and has led to an increased informalization of the city (Figure 7).
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There is a continuous discussion whether the informal „street economy“ should be considered as a mere struggle for survival or rather as a booming micro-capitalism. Some argue that the informal grass-root-economy, when assisted  with micro credits and other measures, would provide opportunities for growth and capital accumulation. This can be seen in Lima, Peru, where a complex informal transport system exists as well as a dense network of  informal markets and  production. However, others argue that the informal sector is nothing but a desperate struggle for survival, which goes along with a minimum income, self-exploitation and critical work conditions. In any case, the street economy in many large cities absorbs the majority of people who are unable to find formal jobs. 

The UN-Habitat report states that the urban population actually counts 3,2 billion people, of whom one third or one billion is living in slums. Therefore, the reduction of widespread urban poverty and slums will be the key for sustainable urban development. It seems that the urban centres, which so far have been seen as promotors of progress and development, are now increasingly invaded by poverty. It is estimated that the number of urban slum dwellers will rise up to two billion in 2030, a large scale „urbanization of poverty“ which will certainly have dramatic implications, especially among the young population of the slums. Of course, as far as slums and urban poverty are concerned, there are significant regional differences. In East Asia, Latin America and North Africa, slums are growing relatively slowly, whereas in South Asia and Africa slums continue to grow fast (Figure 8). 
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UN-Habitat defines a „slum“ as a settlement where some minimum requirements are not met, e.g. permanent housing that protects against climate, sufficient living space (not more than 3 people p. room), access to safe and affordable water, access to adequate sanitation, security of tenure that prevents forced evictions. According to this criteria, most of the informal settlements can be called slums. However, a closer look reveals that a distinction should be made between „slums of hope“ and „slums of despair“, i.e. between hard core slums and ghettos, where the population lives in critical conditions and marginalization, and many self-help settlements, where at least a chance of gradual consolidation and integration exists. A good example for the latter is Latin America, where informal settlements and self help building provide shelter for millions of urban dwellers. Many of these settlements are improved step by step, which after years might lead to housing and living conditions far better than in slums (Figure 9).
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Megacities: mega-chances and mega-risks

It is clear that megacities are a focus of economic activity and a key for national and regional development. Sao Paulo, Bankok and Mumbay are contributing 40% to the GNP, with only 10% of the population living in these cities. Large cities are nodel points of globalization and only large and complex urban centres are able to compete successfully on an international scale. Furthermore, large cities promote social and cultural transformation, capital accumulation and technological innovation.  Finally, megacities are a reservoir of abundant formal and informal labour and thus attractive for investment. 

On the other hand, megacities are vulnerable to natural and other desasters, e.g. earthquakes, rising sea level, scarcety of water and desertification, technical desasters (explosions) and  terrorism. They are the focus of political and economic crisis, urban poverty, extreme social contrast and conflict. Uncontrolled urban growth produces a critical lack of urban infrastructure and ecological problems like air and water pollution and the large scale loss of fertile land. 

Conclusion 

Considering the scale and speed of global urbanization, it will be a major challenge to achieve the UN-objective of sustainable urban development. To absorb millions of new urban dwellers requires new urban policies and urban techologies, as a UN-report states: „..global urbanization is a race against the time, which will require huge investiments and other efforts. If this does not happen, all UN-millenium goals and sustainability policies will fail…“
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