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Introduction

Since the dawn of the 21st century, the repercussions of rapid urbanization on the environment in

which we live have gradually become more noticeable. With cities turning into a powerhouse for

environmental degradation and the promise of an urban financial prosperity revealing itself to be faux,

the effects of global, rapid urbanization are now all encompassing. Despite these negative occurrences,

however, the move from rural areas to urban areas are still at a rise, and it seems this trend is nowhere

near over.

Prompted largely by the Industrial Revolution of the 18th century, the influx of humans to urban

areas, or cities, has been attributed to a wide range of factors. To begin with, cities tend to offer the

promise of a financially secure and environmentally sound life to prospective migrants. It is believed by

most that residing in cities paves the way for a more sustainable life and simultaneously provides

socioeconomic amenities for citizens as a result. While this may have been true in the early periods of

urban history, accelerated industrialization and the uncontrolled activity of capitalist systems, combined,

have brought about irrevocable damage to urban environments and financial stability in cities. These

range from cases of artificial pollution caused majorly by humans to the depletion of the financial

resources that are necessary in preventing pollution. As of December 2021, more than 4.2 billion of the

human population lives in urban areas tainted by similar environmental conditions, and two thirds of the

population is projected to live in cities by 2050. Such high numbers serve as an emergency call for

elaborate and sustainable measures to be taken against the environmental downfall that rapid

urbanization brings with itself.

Definition of Key Terms

Urbanization

The process by which large numbers of people become permanently concentrated in relatively small
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areas, forming cities, and the way society and the environment respond to this change. The United

Nations does not have a set definition of what constitutes an urban area.

Mega cities

Metropolitan areas with a total population of more than 10 million people. The 2018-dated “World

Urbanization Prospects'' document of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social

Affairs, as well, defines a mega city as one with over 10 million inhabitants. There are currently 28

megacities around the world, as reported by the United Nations in April 2021.

Artificial pollution

Pollution that occurs as a byproduct of human actions such as consumption, waste disposal,

industrial production, transportation and energy generation. It differs from natural pollution in that

natural pollution is not man-made, but rather driven by substances of natural origin, such as volcanic

ash or ground-level ozone.

Noise pollution

Unwanted or excessive sound that can have adverse effects on human health, wildlife, and

environmental quality. Examples include consistent noise generated by traffic, industrial facilities, or

construction sites.

Light pollution

The excessive or inappropriate use of outdoor artificial light, especially during nighttime, which

affects human health, wildlife behavior, and the ability to observe stars and other celestial objects. In

the long-term, the consequences of light pollution, caused by wasted light energy, range from

permanent decrease in the visibility of the galaxy to the unaided eye and shifts in the migrational

patterns of many animal species.

Waste management

The collecting, transporting, treating, and disposing of material that is discarded because it has

served its purpose or is no longer useful. Effective waste management by regional authorities is one

of the key steps of mitigating artificial pollution, especially solid waste pollution.
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Ruralization

Also known as counterurbanization, ruralization is a reaction to inner-city deprivation of resources.

As part of ruralization, humans move from urban areas to rural areas, the exact opposite of the

process of urbanization. Ruralization is thought to be an effective method for rural regeneration and

overcoming the environmental impact of urbanization.

Background Information

The promise of jobs and prosperity, among other factors, pulls people to cities- but in cities two of

the most pressing problems facing the world today meet: poverty and environmental degradation.

Poor air and water quality, insufficient water availability, waste disposal problems, and high energy

consumption are exacerbated by increasing population density and demands of urban environments.

Trends of urbanisation

Urbanisation is the growth in people living in towns and cities. It occurs mainly because people

relocate from rural areas to urban ones, and this results in growth in the size of the urban population and

urban areas. These changes in population have led to shifts in how land is used, the economic activity

and culture.

Historically, urbanisation has been associated with significant economic and social changes, for

example, urban living is linked with higher literacy and education rates, better health, lower fertility and

longer life expectancy, greater access to social services as well as better opportunities for cultural and

political participation. However, environmental damages caused by rapid urbanisation result in poor

infrastructures such as inadequate housing, water and sanitation, transport and health care services.

In 1960, the global urban population was 34%, however, by 2014 the urban population accounted for

54% of the total, and that percentage continues to grow. By 2050, it is expected to reach 66%.
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Urban and rural population of of the world, 1950-2050

The process of urbanisation affects all types of settlements, so villages gradually grow into small towns,

then larger towns and eventually cities. This trend has led to the growth of mega cities which are urban

areas of more than 10 million people. Rapid expansion of city borders, driven by increases in population

and development of infrastructure, leads to the expansion of city borders that spread out and swallow up

neighbouring urban areas forming these mega cities. In 1970 there were only 3 mega cities across the

globe, but by 2000 the number had risen to 17 and by 2030 it is estimated to have risen to 41.

Biggest mega-cities of the world 1970, 2000 and 2030
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Threats of urbanisation

Problems caused by urbanisation include: the ongoing intensive urban growth leading to greater

poverty- with local governments being unable to provide services for all people, concentrated energy use

leading to greater air pollution with significant impact on human health, automobile exhausts producing

elevated lead levels in urban air, large volumes of uncollected waste creating multiple health hazards,

urban development magnifying the risk of environmental damages such as flash flooding, pollution and

physical barriers promoting less urban tree cover and animal populations being inhabited by toxic

substances, vehicles, and the loss of habitat and food sources.

Curbing the economic consequences of environmental damage in urban areas

The world's most urban countries tend to be the richest and have the highest human

development. Because of this urbanisation looks very favourable for all countries trying to increase their

economic prospects. However the fastest growing cities tend to have fewer financial resources than the

average city and their annual population growth rate has been found to negatively correlate with the per

capita income. Their limited resources cannot keep up with the need for urban infrastructure.

Social systems

Ongoing rapid urbanisation does help create economic prosperity and have the potential

to improve the well being of societies. Moreover, although only half of the world’s population live

in cities, they generate more than 80% of the Global Domestic Product (GDP) according to the

world bank. Cities also tend to be home to younger, working age adults as opposed to working

areas making them pivotal places to capture demographic dividends. In these cities initiatives are

being introduced aimed at tackling poverty, improving infrastructure and lowering pollution levels.

Furthermore according to UN habitat, 1600 cities worldwide are now mapping pollution scores

and implanting measures to improve air quality.

However, while economic prosperity above is a positive of urbanisation, urbanisation places

added pressure on existing social services and infrastructure. Crime, prostitution, drug abuse and

street children are all negative effects increased by urbsanisation. Parents are usually very hard

working but poor so there is a lack of support for their children in education and home settings,

which creates fertile ground for violence to develop. Violent crimes can be more visible in the

cities than in rural areas and it creates a sense of insecurity for inhabitants, affecting their

everyday life, movements and use of public transport. This unsafe feeling highlights the divide

between higher and lower income in residential areas, which in turn reduces the sense of

community.
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Essential infrastructure

Urbanisation presents many environmental and human development challenges. Nearly

40% of urban expansion is in slums, exacerbating economic disparities and unsanitary

conditions. Rapid urbanisation is also linked to an increase in natural disasters such as cyclones

and earthquakes. And due to the poor urban infrastructure- such as congested roads and poor

public transport, unreliable power systems, inefficient ports and inadequate schools, cities

competitiveness and economic prospects are significantly reduced.

By 2050 more than two-thirds of the world's population is projected to be living in urban areas.

This rapid increase will take place in mainly developing countries. Africa and Asia- 2 regions still

less urbanised than others, will have the fastest urban growth rates. It is projected Africa’s urban

population will jump from 40% today to 56% by 2050, and Asia’s from 48% to 64%. In order to

accommodate this increase in urban dwellings, experts estimate that 57 trillion USD in global

infrastructure development will be needed by 2030 alone. It is also estimated that new homes for

3 billion people will have to be built by 2030 due to the more than 1 billion people currently living

in housing below minimum standards for comfort and sanitation.

By investing in essential infrastructure it is hoped it will propel growth and human development

forward. Good planning and sound management will be needed to manage this. National and

local governments will need to be strategic in responding to the full range of challenges posed by

rapid urbanisation. A national urbanisation strategy may need to be formed in order to identify

urban development properties, shape plans and better coordinate actions taken by all, including

the private sector. However each strategy will need to be unique depending on a variety of

factors, such as scale, speed and source of urbanisation, the size of cities and stage of urban

development. Intergovernmental relations will be key and national, regional and city governments

will need to be connected and share similar visions.

As cities and economies grow, governments will need to cater to rapidly growing demands for

public services and infrastructure. Currently this is not happening, for example almost 700 million

urban slum dwellers lack appropriate sanitation, and along with the lack of safe drinking water

there has been a large increase in communicable diseases, particularly among children. The

income and opportunity disparities created by urbanisation are highlighted not only between rural

and urban areas but also in cities, among socio-economic groups.

Healthcare inequalities

Although urbanisation can have positive effects on health systems, such as easier access

to hospitals and clinics which improves emergency care and general health, and easier access to
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sources of public health information, for example women living in urban areas are more likely to

be informed about family planning which reduces birth rates in turn benefiting the health system

due to cities multifaceted roles in society, the heart of economic growth in a nation can also serve

as a breeding ground for poverty, inequality, environmental hazards and communicable diseases.

The influx of people, particularly the poor, such as rural migrants bringing their families and

animals- both pets and livestock, leads to the circulating of communicable diseases. Furthermore,

those living in slums, as most of the poorer urban population do, are unregulated in congested

conditions, overcrowding and usually near open sewers and near dangerous geographical areas,

such as hillsides, riverbanks and water basins which are prone to environmental hazards like

landslides and flooding. All these factors lead to a growth in major health problems, including

poor nutrition, pollution related health concerns and spread of communicable disease,and

conditions resulting from poor sanitation and housing conditions. These have a direct impact on

the individuals quality of life as well as straining public health systems and resources.

Due to the lack of financial resources, individuals amongst the urban poor lack nutritious diets

which leads to illness and loss of appetite, furthermore the unhygienic conditions can lead to

outbreaks of food-bourne illnesses. Due to a lack of physical space and recreational activity

infrastructure the prevalence of obesity is also high, this affects all urban citizens due to the

mainly sedentary nature of urban work. For example, in China urbanisation in the past 30 years

has led to a change in dietary patterns which has increased obesity rates.

Urbanisation may also influence behaviour that affect the risk of being diagnosed with infections

like HIV, behaviours including drug and alcohol abuse, as well as sexual activity. As the

disparities between rich and poor can be so stark in these urban environments, individuals such

as migrants coming from less privileged socioeconomic backgrounds may typically be at higher

risk. According to the UN, there were 2.6 million new cases of HIV in the world in 2009, 1.8

million of these cases were detected in sub-Saharan Africa, in these sub-Saharan African

countries like Zambia and Kenya, HIV rates were more prevalent in 15-49 living in urban areas

than those in rural areas. The poor conditions of slums also put individuals at higher risk, as well

as the lack of opportunities which lead to higher rates of people entering the commercial sex work

industry.
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The prevalence of HIV infection in urban and rural areas of sub-Saharan Africa

Taking measures against man-made and artificial pollution caused by urbanisation

Urbanisation affects land, water, air, and wildlife because of the number of people, the amount of

building and construction, and the increased amount of resources required. It impacts the physical

environment in several ways.

Water pollution

Urbanisation has been linked to the degradation of urban waterways. Due to the high

prevalence of slums in urban areas, especially in not yet fully developed countries, many rivers

contain high levels of raw sewage. This lack of sanitation and sewage infrastructure has a

dramatic impact on urban watercourses, raising the risk of flash floods and mudslides. Individuals

use rivers to dispose of their waste from homes, industries and, commercial businesses.

Wastewater from human settlements contains organic material and nutrients and industrial waste

water contains many different types of toxins, which pollute the water and make it unsafe for

human uses such as, drinking and irrigation- as well as harming fish and other plants and animals

living in the water. All changes in quality to the surface water also harms the ground water as they

are connected within the processes of the water cycle. This means pollutants from the surface

infiltrate down and contaminate the soil and groundwater as well.

In the Citarum river in Indonesia, 30 million residents are reliant on the water for agricultural,

personal and domestic use. However since the 1980s the unregulated factory growth due to the

country's industrialisation and subsequent urbanisation has meant the water has become

increasingly polluted with human and industrial waste- it is now claimed to be the most polluted

river in the world. In 2014 the UN expressed their concerns at the lack of sanitation facilities and
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lack of subsequent improvement in these facilities. They noted the general deterioration in

sanitation in urban areas.

Solid waste pollution

Many towns and cities waste management infrastructure is insufficient or non-existent.

Proper solid waste infrastructure collects, transfers, recycles and disposes all solid waste thrown

away by people, this includes plastics, paper, food waste, electrical waste, and more. It also

includes industrial, hospital and institutional waste which often contains pathogens as well as

hazardous and toxic chemicals which need specialist disposal methods.

Urban waste often ends up in illegal dumps on streets, open spaces, wastelands, drains or rivers.

This can lead to water pollution which may be used as a source of drinking water. In most urban

areas there are legal waste disposal sites but often these are not properly managed to protect

against pollution. The burning of waste if there is no affordable waste disposal infrastructure

creates yet another environmental problem as it contributes hugely to air pollution.

Air pollution

Air quality in densely populated urban cities is often very poor as a result of air pollution

from a number of sources. These include: vehicle exhausts, smoke from domestic fires, factory

chimney outputs, diesel-powered generators, as well as dust from construction works and city

streets. Poor air quality has a significant impact on the health of many urban residents as well as

leaving a damaging layer of dust on plants, buildings and other surfaces.

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), the concentration of suspended particles

should be less than 90 micrograms per cubic metre. However in cities all across the world the

concentration is above this recommended number. For example in China only 8 out of 74 of the

biggest cities passed the 2014 basic air quality test. This high concentration of particles is

damaging to human health causing a range of respiratory diseases and increasing the risk of

heart disease. Studies have shown a stark correlation between increased pollution levels and

deaths caused by respiratory illness. It is estimated that $1.2 billion a year is lost in working time

due to respiratory illness related to poor air quality and 18,000 premature deaths occur.

The people at highest risk are urban dwellers in developing countries, especially India and China.

In 2014 India admitted that New Delhi matched Beijing figures for air pollution affecting public

health after the WHO declared New Delhi the dirtiest air in the world.
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China’s urban population rate in 1990, 2010 and 2025

Air quality is getting worse as urbanisation is increasing the demands for energy and with

countries like China relying on coal for energy, more emissions will be released into the

atmosphere.

Natural habitat decline

There is a strong correlation between the increase in urbanisation and the decline in

biodiversity. The increasing population, which is leading to the expansion of urban areas,

increases the need for natural resources such as fossil fuels and timber which inevitably results in

the destruction of habitats. In the United Kingdom it was found that 35% of scarce plant species

had become extinct as a direct result of their increasing human population density and increase

of urban development.
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Major Countries and Organizations Involved

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DECA)

Formed in 1948, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs is responsible for

working with Member States on building their capacity for the achievement of economic, social, and

environmental goals and analyzing socioeconomic trends over given periods of time. The department is

particularly an important actor when it comes to the outlining and promotion of global policies on such

subjects. The Population Division of the Department, specifically, is more active on the topic of

urbanization, generating yearly reports on global urbanization data and publishing technical papers on

world cities’ respective safeties.

Logo of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DECA)

Timeline of Events

Date Description of Event

1600 It is estimated that less than 5% of the world’s population lived in an urban setting.

1800 Over 90% of the world's population lived in rural areas.

1950 64% of the population in the United States of America lived in urban areas. This reached
80% by 2000.

1960 2 billion people were living in rural settings while only 1 billion were situated in urban
areas
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2000 The number of megacities in the world grew to 17, from only 3 in 1970. It is estimated
that by 2030, 24 more megacities will be added.

2007 Urban and rural populations were almost exactly equal at 3.33 billion each.

2016 The urban population reached 4 billion for the first time, while the rural population was
only 3.4 billion.

2018 Japan's capital city Tokyo reached the largest population of all the world’s capital cities
at over 37 million people. This was followed by Delhi, India at 28 million, Mexico
City,Mexico at 21 million and Cairo, Egypt at 20 million.

2019 As of 2019, there is a world population of 7.6 billion and 4.2 billion of those people are
living in urban areas with 3.4 billion living in rural areas. By 2050 it is estimated two
thirds of the world's population will be living in urban areas.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

● Population Distribution, Urbanization, Internal Migration and Development, 2008 (A/RES/2008/1)

● Implementation of the outcome of the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements

(Habitat II) and strengthening of the United Nations Human Settlements Programme

(UN-Habitat), 15 December 2015, (A/RES/70/473)

● New Urban Agenda, 23 December 2016 (A/RES/71/256)

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue
The majority of the previous efforts with regards to this issue have been conducted by the

Population Division of the UN Department of Social and Economic Affairs. The Population Division’s

attempts have ranged from the annual publication of key datasets, such as “World Urbanization

Prospects” and “World Population Prospects,” to the organization of multinational events like the 2021

Virtual International Population Conference. Although the former provides crucial information about

urbanization around the globe, it is still very difficult to translate these databases to a decisive platform

and prompt Member States to act on the statistics being obtained. It should also be noted that a World

Urbanization Prospects report has not been published since 2018, hinting at a potential inadequacy of

the Population Division of the UN when it comes to voicing consistent concerns on this matter and
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having a tangible effect on how Member States exercise control over urbanization.

Possible Solutions
As outlined in the Background Information, one of the leading reasons behind the environmental

downturn of urbanization is the lack of necessary infrastructure in dealing with the natural outputs of

uncontrolled rises in city demographics. In the majority of examples provided through Member States,

the common trend is that there is usually a missing state-based agent, or a steady, sustainable line of

communication is not present between the various governmental branches responsible for mitigating

pollution, which was also the case with the recent inactivity of the Population Division. It is thus of utmost

importance that Member States, perhaps with the support of the United Nations Department of Economic

and Social Affairs, seek out to detect the failures in their environmental protection systems.

As for the economic consequences of this situation, although the establishment and subsequent

improvement of infrastructural systems is still essential, a more economic approach could also be

considered. Bearing in mind that the increasing population parallels the demand for natural resources, a

higher number of job opportunities that focus on finding sustainable alternative resources to such could

be generated. Similarly, occupations that emphasize and/or utilize the non-waste of energy sources

could be provided with more job openings by the regional governments within Member States. In this

manner, increasing urbanization rates could be properly acknowledged and accounted for by a more

environmentally cognizant microeconomic decision.
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Appendix or Appendices

I. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/cities/documents

II. https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/
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