Global Perspective: The Urbanization of the World’s Population

The United Nations estimates that currently about 48 percent of the world’s population lives in cities.  This is expected to increase to over 50 percent by 2005 and reach 60 percent by 2025.  The economically developed world is currently about 76 percent urban, and the less-developed world is about 41 percent urban.  Therefore, the increase in the urban population will occur primarily in the less-developed world, where resources to deal with urban problems are least available.  

Urbanization is not necessarily bad.  The economic activity of the developed world takes place primarily in cities.  Cities can be planned and managed to be healthy, interesting places to live.  Cities offer jobs, health care, schools, and other services that are usually lacking in rural areas.  Often the rural economy of a country is considered to be of low status, and young people wish to move to cities, where higher-status jobs and desirable cultural amenities are available.  


Dense populations of people have a concentrated impact on local resources.  Often water must be transported long distances, wastes are difficult to get rid of, and air quality drops as each additional person places a burden on the local environment.  Unfortunately, in the less-developed world, it is impossible to plan for growth and provide basic resources such as drinking water, sewers, transportation, and housing as fast as the population is growing.  New migrants to the cities often lack education or training for the high wage jobs available, have lost the opportunity to raise their own food, and lack the support of their family units.  Consequently, when these poor people migrate to the cities, they often live in shantytowns on the edge of the city or form squatter settlements on hillsides and other unused land.  These centers of poverty lack basic services since they are often outside the bureaucratic structure of the city.  The rich in such cities live a short distance from the poor and may be relatively isolated, but the negative environmental impact of the entire urban region (air and water pollution, transportation problems, etc.) affects all the residents.  Even the long-established urban centers of the developed world have major problems.  Many contain pockets of poverty that have led to problems of social unrest and crime. 
