TOP MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT URBAN GROWTH

· Urbanization is inherently bad

· Most urban growth is occurring in mega-cities 

· Rural-urban migration should be controlled

· The poor are a drain of the economy

· City growth inevitably hurts the environment

Urbanization is inherently bad

The current concentration of visible poverty and of the worst forms of environmental degradation in cities can easily lead people to believe that urbanization and urban growth are evils in themselves. This view is not only wrong but can lead to counter-productive or damaging policy conclusions. In fact, cities are, at least potentially, superior from an economic, social, environmental and demographic standpoint. 

Cities have long been the centres of economic growth in the great majority of the world’s countries. They account for a growing share of national economic production because of their advantages in terms of proximity, concentration and scale. In the context of globalized economic competition, these advantages are heightened. The higher intensity of economic activity in cities favours jobs and income, the starting point for improved social welfare. But proximity and concentration also make it easier and cheaper for cities to provide their citizens with basic social services, infrastructure and amenities. As a result, urban poverty rates are systematically lower than those in rural areas.

From an environmental standpoint, cities can help sustainability in the long run by concentrating the world’s large population. Finally, urbanization helps lower fertility and population growth rates simply because they provide no incentives and many disincentives for high fertility.

Most urban growth is occurring in mega-cities 

Much public attention has been centred on mega-cities (those with 10 million or more people) in recent years. There are about 20 such cities in the world today, and they are undoubtedly important. Nevertheless, they are NOT home to a large proportion of the world’s urban population, NOR are they going to absorb a significant proportion of future urban growth.

As shown in Figure 4, smaller cities (those with fewer than 500,000 inhabitants) still contain more than half of the world’s urban population. Moreover, they will continue to absorb about half of urban growth in the foreseeable future. Mega-cities, by contrast, account for only 9 per cent of the current urban population, and this is not expected to change drastically in the future.

This fact is of considerable importance for shaping policy. Indeed, one has to take a much closer look at the possibilities and difficulties of smaller cities in absorbing this enormous amount of future urban population. The good news is that smaller cities have more flexibility in terms of territorial expansion, ability to attract investments and autonomy of decision-making. The bad news is that smaller cities generally have more unaddressed problems in terms of housing, piped water, sanitation, waste disposal and other services. Moreover, smaller cities tend to have fewer human, financial and technical resources at their disposal. The combination of these characteristics makes them prime candidates for solid and focused technical and financial support.
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Rural-urban migration should be controlled

Many people think that migration is the dominant factor in urban growth. Consequently, when policymakers try to ‘buy time’ for better preparation of urban expansion, they try to prevent rural-urban migration. This is misguided, from economic, social and demographic standpoints. 

First, migrants do not generally come from the poorest social classes in rural areas. Moreover, they tend to do relatively well in urban habitats – because of their youth, their high aspirations, and other personal characteristics (for instances, people willing to migrate may be bolder or more action-oriented than those stay put). Also, attempts to control migration have had very little success, essentially because they contradict economic rationality: Workers need the opportunities cities offer, and cities need workers. Millions of migrants move to cities because they intuitively perceive the advantages of urban life. 

Attempts to prevent rural-urban migration contradict what some have recognized as ‘the right to the city’. Given the rural-urban differentials in access to services and amenities and in many dimensions of quality of life, migrants are making rational choices. Even if working and living conditions present serious difficulties, they are often perceived as preferable to the rural alternatives. This helps to explain why attempts to control migration have such a poor track record. There is no justification for restricting urban advantages to only one segment of the population. 

In demographic terms, the main cause of urban growth, in most countries, is not rural-urban migration but natural increase, that is, the difference between births and deaths. Overall, some 60 per cent of urban growth is due to natural increase, with rural-urban migration and reclassification accounting for the remainder. As urbanization advances, the contribution of natural increase inevitably becomes greater – even factoring in the usual decline in fertility that accompanies urbanization.  This is because there is a lesser pool of potential migrants in rural areas, and because the population base in the cities that contributes to natural increase is greater. For instance, the current contribution of natural increase to city growth in the Latin America and the Caribbean region is estimated to be 65 per cent. 

Country experiences vary widely. Some countries that have had exceptional anti-urban policies, such as China and Viet Nam, may have an unusually high proportion of all growth stemming from migration once controls are slackened, over short periods of time. However, over the longer term, natural increase plays an increasing role in urban growth. This has important policy implications. If policymakers are interested in slowing down urban growth and in gaining time to better prepare for the expansion of urban population, they should pay more attention to those factors that lower unwanted fertility: social development, the empowerment of women and better access to health services, including reproductive health services.  

The poor are better off in rural areas and are a drain on the urban economy

Policymakers in developing countries increasingly appear to favour the containment of poor people in rural areas. Intuitively, it may seem sensible to try to keep rural-urban migration down to a level consistent with the availability of urban jobs and services. However, a major consideration is that rural areas generally present even fewer options for gainful employment and for fulfilling minimal socio-economic aspirations. Cities are more dynamic in generating economic activity and income. They inevitably have advantages of scale and proximity in terms of providing people with infrastructure and services. The fact that urban poverty is more visible and more politically volatile, rather than more tolerable, seems to be the primary implicit rationale for keeping people out of the cities. Unfortunately, such attitudes also lead to poor governance and to the failure to capitalize on the potential advantages that cities have to offer. Ultimately, treating ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ poverty as somehow separate is a short-sighted view of the problem. Successful urban development stimulates rural development and vice-versa.

At the same time, the portrayal of rural-urban migration as a cause of urban poverty is typically based on a number of misconceptions. First, the poor, whether migrants or natives, are not a drain on the economy. On the contrary, the urban poor are increasingly recognized as being essential to the economy of cities and to national development. It is true that many work in ‘the informal sector’. But this sector is not just a messy mix of unproductive activities; much of it is competitive and highly dynamic, well integrated into the urban and even the global economies. The informal sector accounts for as much as two thirds of urban employment in many countries of sub-Saharan Africa and plays a crucial role in the response of urban households to crisis. It is also a main source of employment and income for poor urban women. Moreover, since the needs of the poor are not effectively addressed by urban administrations in poor countries, providing services for them has not generally strained budgets as much as attending the needs of the better-off population 

Measures to curb urbanization can make both rural and urban poverty worse, not better. Facilitating urbanization and increasing interaction between rural and urban areas, rather than trying to prevent or ignore it, can stimulate both rural and urban development. Mobility is a strategy that households and individuals adopt to improve lives and to reduce risk and vulnerability. 

City growth inevitably hurts the environment

Part of the problem with city growth is that this expansion often spreads over lands that are rich in biodiversity. Unmitigated urban sprawl also increases energy use in transportation, as well as air pollution. Moreover, urban areas concentrate most of the world’s most damaging production and consumption practices. 

Nevertheless, with a global population of 6.7 billion and growing, the concentration of people in cities is important for sustainability. The problems of ecologically harmful production and consumption in urban areas are derived from a given pattern of civilization, and not from the concentration of people per se. If the world’s population were more dispersed, human settlements would take up more prime land and inevitably encroach upon natural habitats. Thus, densely populated areas are ultimately essential for the protection of ecosystems. However, not all forms of urban growth are equally beneficial from an environmental standpoint. Paying attention to environmental issues in planning for future urban growth is critical to long-term sustainability. Moreover, the larger problems of sustainability related to our patterns of production and consumption will have to be faced.

