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THE URBAN CRISIS 

Facts and trends 

During the last decades the main emphasis in com
munity health in developing countries has been on 
extending health service coverage in rural areas, but 
in more recent years health authorities throughout 
the world have become increasingly concerned with 
the public health problems emerging in the cities. 

During the last 20 years or so, a number of inter
national meetings have called the attention of deci
sion makers and researchers to the issue of urbani
zation. Among these were the United Nations confer
ence on the human environment in 1972; the United 
Nations world population conference in 1974; the 
United Nations conference on human settlements 
(Habitat) in 1976; two international conferences on 
population and the urban future in 1980 and 1986; 
the United Nations conference on large cities in 
1985; and the conference on small and medium
sized cities in 1986. 

In 1980, the Rome Declaration on Population and the 
Urban Future predicted that "in the next two dec-

'Unless otherwise specified, the figures provided in this section are 
based on the projections prepared by the United Nations Depart
ment of International Economic and Social Affairs (3}. These 
projections follow the practice of previous UN studies of not 
imposing uniform definitions on all countries and therefore using 
national definitions of what constitutes rural or urban populations. 

ades, the world will undergo, as a result of the 
urbanization process, the most radical changes ever 
in social, economic and political life". It also casti
gated the inadequacies, in most cities of the world, 
of "virtually every service, amenity and support re
quired for tolerable urban living" (1, 2). 

The total population of the world,• estimated at 
4 851 million for 1985, is expected to reach 6 261 
million by 2000 and 8 504 million by 2025, an in
crease of 29% between 1985 and 2000 and of a 
further 36% between 2000 and 2025. 

The urban population of the world, estimated at 
2 048 million for 1985, is projected to reach 3 197 
million by 2000 and 5 493 million by 2025, an in
crease of 56% between 1985 and 2000 and a further 
increase of 72% between 2000 and 2025. This in
crease may be attributed to a combination of rural
urban migration, natural increase in the urban popu
lation, reduced mortality and reclassification of rural 
lands as urban or peri-urban areas. The contribution 
of migrants to urban growth is greater than would 
appear from numbers alone: most migrants, in fact, 
are in the child-bearing age and thus have higher 
birth rates than the urban population as a whole. 

United Nations estimates suggest that, between 1975 
and 1980, 54.3% of the total population increase in 
the developing regions took place in urban areas. It 
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is anticipated that in the period 1995-2000, 71.5% of 
the increase will be in urban areas as against 28.5% 
in rural areas. 

From 1985 to 1990, the urban population of the less 
developed regions grew by 4.5% annually (Fig. 1), 
that is about 1.5 times the rate of the urban and 
rural populations combined (3.1%). This rate of 
urban growth is slightly lower than that of the 
previous 5-year period (4.6% annually), showing the 
reversal of a trend of rising urban growth rates since 
1960. The urban population growth rate of the less 
developed regions is projected to decline to 3.7% 
per year during the period 1995-2000 and to 2.2% in 
2020-2025. 

Cumulative percentage changes anticipated in the 
urban and rural population of the developing coun
tries to the year 2025 are shown in Fig. 2. 

The speed at which a population is urbanizing is 
expressed in terms of the rate of urbanization (see 
definition in Box 1). The rate of urbanization is also 
equal to the difference between the urban popula
tion growth rate and the total (urban and rural 
combined) population growth rate; it is therefore a 
sensitive measure of the intensity of the redistribu
tion of population from rural to urban areas. The 
rate of urbanization in the less developed regions 
was estimated at 2.5% during the period 1980-1985 
and 2.4% during 1985-1990. In these regions, popula
tion redistribution from rural to urban was intense 
during the 1980s, and will still be important in the 
future. 

The level of urbanization (Box 1) in the developing 
regions is expected to increase from 37% in 1985 to 
45% by the end of the century, and to 61% by 2025. 
Most major areas of the world are likely to show 
some increase in urban population in the future; in 
Africa and South Asia increases as high as 30-60% 
are expected in each decade from 1990 to 2020. 

Box 1. Definitions 

The level of urbanization is defined as the 
fraction of the total population living in the 
urban areas. 

The rate of urbanization is defined as the 
annual rate of change of the level of urbaniza
tion. 

The rate of urban population growth defines 
the change in the number of people living in 
urban areas relative to the initial number at the 
beginning of a given period. 

Of the 22 regions of the world into which the 
210 countries (or areas) have been grouped by 
the United Nations, the more developed re
gions cover five regions in Europe, Northern 
America, Eastern Asia (excluding China), Aus
tralia/New Zealand and the USSR; the less 
developed regions cover the remammg re
gions in Africa, Asia, Latin America and 
Oceania. 

The United Nations publication World urbanization 
prospects 1990 (3) shows that the growth in the 
world urban population over the period 1975-1985 
was 507 million. This growth was 53.4% in develop
ing regions compared with only 11.5% in developed 
regions. 

A significant proportion of the urban population of 
the world resides in large agglomerations. The size 
and rate of growth of urban agglomerations are 
such that they outstrip the capacity of urban 
administrations to face the growing demand for 
services with the result that large sections of the 
population live in poverty and squalor. An urban 
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agglomeration comprises a central city or several 
cities and the surrounding urbanized areas. In 1970, 
there were 62 urban agglomerations with 2 million 
or more inhabitants; by 1985 there were 99. Fifty of 
these were situated in less developed countries and 
they have been growing more rapidly than those in 
the more developed regions. 

In 1970, there were 20 urban agglomerations with a 
population of 5 million or more, of which 11 (55%) 
were in less developed countries. In 1990, there were 
34 such agglomerations, 23 (67%) of which were in 
the less developed countries. It is projected that by 
the year 2000 the agglomerations of ? 5 million 
people will number 45, of which 34 (75%) will be in 
less developed countries. 

"Mega-cities" have been defined by the United 
Nations as cities having ?8 million inhabitants. In 
1950 only 2 agglomerations in the world had 8 
million or more residents: New York City (12.3 mil
lion) and London (8.7 million). According to the 
latest estimates, 20 agglomerations have reached 
that population size in 1990, and it is expected that 
by the year 2000 there will be 28, including 22 in less 

b United Nations. Urbanization and components of urban and city 
population growth. New York, 1983 (Document IESA/P/ICP. 1984/ 
EG.11/23, prepared for the International Conference on Population, 
Mexico City, 1984). 

developed countries. The largest mega-city will be 
Mexico City, projected to reach 25.6 million inhab
itants, followed by Sao Paulo (22.1 million) and 
Tokyo (19 million). Growth rates of urban agglome
rations in the less developed regions are signifi
cantly higher than those in the more developed 
regions. This may perhaps reflect the vast dif
ferences between the two categories in terms of 
population growth rate and the pace and level of 
urbanization. 

While the developing world is undergoing urbaniza
tion at an unprecedented rate, there are major dif
ferences among countries, areas and regions (Fig. 3). 
Those with low absolute levels of urbanization, such 
as in sub-Saharan Africa and parts of Asia, are 
currently experiencing high levels of migration from 
rural to urban areas and the ensuing rapid rate of 
urban growth. It is not simply the absolute level of 
urbanization that has negative consequences, but 
also the speed at which it is increasing which causes 
the demand for facilities and services to outstrip the 
resources available.b Thus, no developing country 
can afford to ignore the phenomenon of urbaniza
tion in relation to health. Those that already have 
high rates of urbanization may well be aware that 
large numbers of their urban poor lack adequate 
health care. Those that have low rates are likely to 
find that a similar problem is developing in the 
poorest areas of their cities at an alarming and 
accelerating rate. 

FIG.3 
PERCENTAGE CHANGE IN URBAN AND RURAL POPULATION 
IN MAJOR AREAS OF THE DEVELOPING WORLD, 1950-2020 
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Despite vast differences in the degree of urbaniza
tion, regional trends also present similar features. In 
every case, urban populations are growing at a far 
higher rate than rural populations, generally at least 
3 times as fast. 

Where the urbanization level is already high, as in 
Latin America, virtually the whole of a region's 
population increase will be urban. Where it is low, 
as in sub-Saharan Africa and parts of Asia including 
China, a marked rise in the percentage of the total 
population increase is expected to take place in 
urban areas. 

The demographic trans1t1on theory postulates that 
once death rates have decreased, people will tend 
"naturally" to lower their fertility. Nonenstein's 
model (4) of the demographic transition consists of 
three stages. "During the first stage birth and death 
rates are high and the population grows only slowly. 
During the second stage living and health conditions 
improve and death rates fall: the population grows 
fast as the birth rates are still high. Finally during the 
third phase economic and social gains combine to 
reduce poverty, and will also reduce birth rates; 
these will be in equilibrium again with death rates, 
but at a lower level". 

Experience has shown that, notwithstanding the 
above, change often takes place at a very slow pace. 
In most developing countries of the Americas, for 
example, in spite of a decline in death rates, the 
situation is still one of relatively high fertility: they 
stand the risk of falling into what has been called the 
"demographic trap" (5), that is an unsustainable 
state characterized by increasing pressure on the 
available resources and a rapidly deteriorating en
vironment. King (6) points to the "ecological predi
cament" in which the huge and rapidly-growing 
cities of the world find themselves at present. These 
cities, unlike the rural areas, "are normally fed, 
watered and supplied with energy and materials 
from elsewhere. Many are fed from the grain sur
pluses of North America. Many of these cities are 
even now barely viable and the human condition of 
most of their citizens defies adequate description 
and promises to deteriorate" (6). Furthermore, there 
is the additional effect of the growth of the popula
tion under 15 and over 65 years of age and the 
related increase of the economic burden that the 
productive portion of the population must carry.c 

A 1985 United Nations report on the subject (7) 
points out that cities in selected developing coun
tries, on average, are growing more from natural 
increase than from net migration. However, because 
the migrants are mostly in the age group 15-29 
years, the role of migration in the growth process of 
cities is more important than this general finding 
seems to indicate. When the natural increase among 
migrants is added to net migration, it accounts for a 
very substantial proportion of total metropolitan 
growth. Because of their young age, migrants also 
create a demand for employment opportunities that 
few cities are able to meet. On the other hand, as 
the report states, migration, although usually con
sidered in many cases to increase social costs, may 
benefit cities economically. 

'Teller. C. H. The population dynamics of urbanization and some 
implications for the health sector. Paper prepared for the PAHO/ 
AMRO regional technical consultation on the development of health 
services and primary health care areas and big cities, Washington, 
D.C., 16-20 November 1981. 

d Bryceson, D. Urbanization and agrarian development in Tanzania 
with special reference to secondary cities. liED internal paper, 1983. 

In short, the data available indicate that urbanization: 
- is the major new factor in the demographic 

growth of the developing countries and is, in 
these countries, a severe problem; 

- is not confined to large cities, as secondary cities 
also grow rapidly and are not exempt from the 
problems affecting the main cities; 

- will not be dependent on continuing rural-urban 
migration, as already about two-thirds of urban 
growth stem from natural increase, and will 
therefore continue at a rapid pace after migration 
to cities tapers off or ceases altogether. 

Figures, however eloquent they may be, do not tell 
the whole story and "no amount of statistics or 
reports can convey the true feeling and the real 
dimension of the destitution and even abjectness 
under which large populations in many cities of the 
world are forced to live. Only exposure to that 
destitution and direct observation of it can create the 
awareness and motivation required for dedicated 
involvement" (8). 

Urban change in Africa. Africa is the continent with 
the lowest level of urbanization, but it shows the 
most spectacular increases in city populations, for 
example Khartoum, Nairobi, Abidjan and Dar-es
Salaam,d more than 6-fold; Lagos, 16-fold; and 
Nouakchott, 40-fold. Here, net migration has contri
buted more than natural increase and yet these, as 
well as other African cities, present relatively slow or 
no economic growth. 

As demonstrated by the United Republic of 
Tanzania, the reaction to the restrictions on rural
urban migration imposed during the colonial period, 
the need to build the institutional base of newly 
independent nations, and the enthusiasm for pro
moting import substitution industries may have trig
gered rapid urbanization after independence, even 
without substantial growth of national economies. 

South Africa is an exception because even in the 
presence of a market and mixed economy the con
trol on migration to large cities was maintained by 
the apartheid system. 

Urban change in Asia. Aggregate figures show that 
South and East Asia have lower concentrations of 
population in cities than Africa and Latin America. 
However, by 1985 Third World Asia had 5 of the 
world's largest urban agglomerations: Shanghai, 
Beijing, Calcutta, Bombay and Seoul, each with more 
than 10 million inhabitants. In Asia during the 1960s 
and 1970s the richer nations (Iraq, Saudi Arabia and 
the Republic of Korea) showed the highest urbaniza
tion increase, while the poorer nations (Bangladesh, 
India, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan and the Philippines) 
showed the lowest. In India most of the rapidly 
growing cities (single-industry cities or state capitals) 
had less than 500 000 people. However, for large 
metropolitan agglomerates such as Bombay, 
Calcutta and Hyderabad, cities close by but outside 
the metropolitan area often grew more rapidly than 
the metropolitan centre as a result of "polarization 
reversal", also observed in other Asian cities and in 
Latin America. Here the tendency is towards de
centralization of population and economic activities 
within the urban agglomeration. National trends, 
however, remain towards centralization. 

China's situation is complicated by the multiplicity of 
factors brought to bear on the urbanization process. 
Kirby (9) recognizes three periods: one of rapid 
urban population growth (1949-1960), one of forced 

Rapp. trimest. statist. san it. man d., 44 (1991 I 
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de-urbanization (1961-1976) by various means, and 
one of return to rapid urban growth with officially 
sanctioned return to the cities of millions of people 
previously displaced, and with net rural-urban 
migration playing a larger role than natural increase. 

Singapore, Hong Kong, the Republic of Korea and 
China (Province of Taiwan) urbanized rapidly during 
the period 1960-1982 as they developed economic
ally, while Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand showed 
smaller increases in the level of urbanization despite 
relatively rapid economic growth. It has been 
suggested that this may be due to understatements 
because of inaccurate statistics, the exclusion from 
calculations of the 1982 data for new urban centres, 
the booming agriculture that kept the work force in 
rural areas, a rapid growth of jobs and incomes in 
the rural areas, but not in agriculture, or possibly a 
combination of these. 

The political orientation may also be important as 
centrally-planned economies do not show the con
centration of urban population that prevails in 
market or mixed economies. 

As for China, the People's Democratic Republic of 
Korea and Viet Nam, the controlled de-urbanization 
imposed by governments during the period 1961-
1971 have had important effects on the cities (10, 
11 ). 

Urban change in Latin America. Some countries of 
Latin America have a high proportion of their popu
lation living in urban areas and cities which rank 
among the largest in the world: by 1985 Buenos 
Aires, Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo 
had populations of more than 10 million inhabitants. 
The largest increases in the level of urbanization 
were observed in countries with rapid growth in 
economy and manufacturing in the period 1960-
1970, such as Brazil, Colombia and Mexico. Now, 
however, urban growth rates are declining. Argen
tina, Chile and Uruguay experienced less dramatic 
recent increases in the level of urbanization and 
slow economic growth: their major urbanization im
pulse was the result of immigration from Europe at 
the end of the XIXth and the beginning of the 
XXth century. 

Peculiar to Latin America is the heavy concentration 
of productive activities and urban population in a 
few "core regions" which contain the largest cities: 
examples are the regions of La Plata-Buenos Aires
Campana Zarate-San Nicholas-Rosano-San Lorenzo, 
of Rio de Janeiro-Sao Paulo-Belo Horizonte and 
of Mexico City-Toluca-Cuernavaca-Puebla-Oueretaro. 
Here growth has taken place mostly in the suburban 
rings. 

The urban poor 

The censuses of the 1980s on which levels and 
trends of urbanization in the developing countries 
have been estimated and projected, are rather old. 
Caution must therefore be exercised when interpret-

.'Satterthwaite, D. Urban change in the Third World: recent trends, 
underlying causes, future prospects. WHO Expert Committee on 
Environmental Health in Urban Development, Geneva 17-23 April 
1990. (WHO document RUD/WP/90.3). 

' Moser, C. & Satterthwaite, D. The characteristics and sociology of 
poor urban communities. Paper prepared for a workshop on com
munity health and the urban poor, organized by the London School 
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. OXFAM and UNICEF, 7-12 July 
1985, Oxford, United Kingdom. 

Wid hfth statist. quart., 44(1991) 

ing the statistics reported and discussed in the pre
vious sections, until the results of the 1990 or 1991 
censuses are known. 

The above caveat notwithstanding, certain con
clusions are evident. The level of urbanization 
reached by cities and the speed at which they are 
expected to continue growing have different impli
cations depending on the ability of the local auth
orities to provide existing and future populations 
with adequate livelihoods, appropriate health and 
social services, protection of the environment and 
the institutional and legal structures required to 
sustain development and preserve a balance be
tween supply and demand. It is being realized that in 
most cities of developing countries local adminis
trations have been unable to meet the challenge. 

This failure to respond adequately has been the 
central problem for decades, but it has been aggra
vated recently by widespread economic difficulties. 
Poverty and its well-known array of social mani
festations, deterioration of services and degradation 
of the environment are all consequences of this 
situation .• 

The interpretation of the urbanization process has 
generally been based on the experiences of in
dustrialized countries. In this model the key ele
ments are the increasing complexity of technology 
and the shift in the demand for labour from the 
agricultural to the nonagricultural sector (12). The 
imbalance between labour demand and the geo
graphical distribution of labour supply created 
"pushes" and "pulls" between urban and rural 
areas, and a migration flow from rural to urban 
areas with a resulting rise in the proportion of 
people living in the cities. 

What happened in the developing countries may not 
easily fit this model as urbanization may be occur
ring independently of any increase in prosperity 
through industrialization. Urban growth may not be 
caused primarily by the "pull" forces of economic 
prosperity in the cities, but by the "push" forces of 
rural poverty. Even in economically stagnant socie
ties therefore, there may be significant additions to 
the urban population which are not absorbed into 
the urban economy, but remain employed in un
productive fields or totally unemployed. 

The situation may be aggravated by other events 
taking place in developing countries, such as eco
nomic recession, external debt, drought, storms and 
floods, guerilla warfare, etc., all of which contribute 
a further push to rural-urban migration and to 
poverty. Contributing factors may also be those gov
ernment policies which tend to concentrate on new 
productive investments in large cities, thus diverting 
resources away from those working in small towns 
and rural areas.1 

The population explosion experienced in the cities of 
the developing world during the last decade has 
resulted in a dramatic increase in the number of 
squatter settlements and slums. 

It is estimated that an average 50% of the urban 
population live in conditions of extreme deprivation, 
and this figure is much higher in some cities: for 
example, slum and squatter settlements account for 
79% of the population of Addis Ababa (and this 
proportion has been estimated to be as high as 
90%). Although this may be an extreme case, other 
major cities in the developing world are not far 
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behind. By the end of the century, the urban poor 
may represent a quarter of the world population. 

Unemployment, underemployment, low income, low 
education and malnutrition are closely associated 
with poor health. The unemployed in developed 
countries are estimated to number about 30 million, 
more than 70% of whom live in urban areas. It has 
been calculated that between 1970 and 1985 the size 
of the urban population living in absolute poverty 
increased by 73% (from 177 million to 306 million); 
the corresponding increase for rural populations was 
11%. 

Assuming that in the year 2000 one-half of the 
urban population is still living in conditions similar 
to present ones, at least 1 billion people will be 
counted among the urban poor. Of these, approxi
mately 56% will live in Asia, 24% in Latin America 
and 20% in Africa. These figures, translated into 
human terms, forecast harsh times ahead for most 
of the poor living in the cities and towns of the 
developing world where squatter settlements built 
of cardboard, wood and flattened kerosene cans 
have already become a common sight and even a 
permanent feature of the landscape. 

Attempts to analyse the characteristics of low
income households in urban areas bring to the fore 
the category of "women-headed households". In 
spite of scarce information on the extent of the 
problem, their growing number is generally rec
ognized. So is their condition of being the poorest 
among the poor. Women heads of households, in 
addition to being among those with the least access 
to income-earning activities, have heavy domestic 
responsibility for the management of the household 
and the care and raising of children. This generally 
happens under conditions of neglect from auth
orities and of discrimination both in the job market 
(because they are women) and in the competition for 
shelter in low-income housing schemes.1 

As many as 30% of all households in the world are 
estimated to be headed by women, with the highest 
proportions being observed in Latin American cities 
(more than 50%) (13). 

In their discussion on the causes of urban poverty, 
Moser & Satterthwate1 refer to the two stereotyped 
interpretations of the forms of social and economic 
development observed in different Third World 
nations. The first is known as the "modernization" 
approach in which Third World nations are undergo
ing a process of development similar to that ex
perienced in the past by Western nations; a dualist 
economic and social structure would become 
apparent, of which the traditional and backward 
sector would become gradually adapted and assimi
lated into the modern sector, so that by the end of 
the process the dual economy and social structure 
would cease to exist. To characterize the traditional 
and backward sector, the concept of "marginality" 
has been developed to describe particular aspects of 
the urbanization process. The people who migrate to 
the cities are labelled "socially, spatially and politic
ally marginal" to emphasize the fact that a high 
proportion are illiterate and unskilled, live on the 
periphery and are outside political organizations or 
structures. Their marginality is seen as a problem of 

• Misra, H. N. Health and habitat in popular settlements, a 
case study of Chleetpur, Allahabad. International Institute for 
Development Research, Allahabad University, India, 1985 (cited 
in'). 

adaptation and is attributed to their own short
comings rather than to a malfunctioning society 
itself. 

The alternative interpretation is that Third World 
nations, with few exceptions, could not go through a 
process of social and economic change similar to 
that undergone by Western nations because their 
societies are different and the international context 
has little in common with the one prevailing when 
the Western nations underwent rapid industrializa
tion (large empires providing cheap raw materials, 
protectionist measures, etc.). The problem of urban 
poverty may not be one of particular characteristics 
and traits (or a "culture of poverty" as in Oscar 
Lewis (14)), but the consequence of a particular type 
of economic development and the result of a lack of 
opportunities and resources. There is now an in
creasing tendency to give credit to the resourceful 
innovative behaviour of the urban poor in relation to 
their own survival strategies and to their importance 
as contributors, despite innumerable problems and 
constraints, to the social and economic development 
of the cities. 

Rural-urban migration flows can be considered as 
responses, largely dictated by necessity, to changing 
economic circumstances. Moreover, on the whole 
urban immigrants have demonstrated a remarkable 
ability to adapt to urban life in ways that are necess
ary for survival. As Moser & Satterthwaite1 point out: 

"People in urban squatter communities estab
lish their own norms of social organization. 
Unstable households and high incidence of 
single-parent households are often cited as ex
amples of the breakdown of social organization. 
But empirical studies suggest that they are more 
realistically seen as the result of economic un
certainty. Under conditions of extreme poverty, 
men may be unwilling to commit themselves to 
relatively permanent obligations. In other in
stances, women themselves may be unwilling to 
take on the liability of a permanent attachment. 
The fact that there are similarities between 
fathers and sons and mothers and daughters 
may well be the outcome of their sharing sim
ilar experiences and problems rather than the 
transmission of cultural traits. Where the under
utilization of public services such as health 
clinics by lower income groups occurs, the 
primary determinant may not be apathy or 
alienation (as so often thought) but structural 
factors such as transportation costs or avail
ability or clinic hours. Misra,9 in a study of a 
small squatter settlement in Allahabad (India) 
where illiterate, unscheduled castes made up 
most of the families, found that their under
utilization of the free hospital close by was 
essentially due to the fact that a three-to-four 
hour wait before seeing a doctor was common, 
and adults who have to work each day to sur
vive cannot afford the time to do this. Further
more, the inhabitants did not feel that the doc
tors in the hospital gave them much attention 
because of their low status-and some doctors 
were reported to tell patients that they can only 
receive treatment if they come to their private 
clinics for which they have to pay". 

Experience has shown that the poor can develop 
complex patterns of social interaction based on 
friendship, kinship, ethnicity, caste or religion or 
important mutual self-help initiatives, and develop 
mutual aid linkages with new neighbours. Such link-
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ages provide the basis for community mobilization 
to appeal to local authorities to allocate public in
vestments in infrastructure and services to the area.h 

This contradicts the concept of political marginality. 
Likewise, it is possible to argue against the concept 
of economic marginality that portrays the immi
grants as a mass of idlers, since the problem is not 
that of the unemployed poor, but of the "working 
poor" subjected to long hours of work under harsh 
conditions, and for low returns. The "informal sec
tor", by which name a large proportion of Third 
World city populations is designated because self
employed or working in small enterprises escaping 
recognition and regulation, is neither marginal to the 
city economy nor a separate sector and is functional 
in relation to the prevailing economic system. Fin
ally, the fact that squats and other low-income settle
ments are often spatially separated from the main 
city centre and better-off areas ("spatial mar
ginality") does not mean that they are not closely 
integrated into the urban economy. Squatting on 
land ill-suited to housing or on tidal swamps or on 
land prone to flooding or landslides just makes it 
easier to avoid harassment and forceful eviction. In 
fact, now that the days of unrestricted bulldozing are 
generally over, an increasing number of govern
ments are realizing that squatters and other poor 
urban populations can be functional to city econ
omies and of benefit to city governments.h It is 
therefore possible to conclude with Frankenhoffi that 
" ... it is essential to facilitate the involvement of the 
untapped resources of marginal communities into 
the process of urban development. There are politi
cal, social and economic arguments in favour of this 
option. The political argument states that increasing 
the stability of these slum communities in terms of 
jobs, housing, education and health will contribute 
to national political stability. The social argument 
states that the community which is helped to build 
itself will produce social benefits for the nation. The 
economic argument states that the slum community 
can generate significant consumer demands as well 
as capital formation. Houses, sewers, sidewalks, 
schools and clinics can be built by such a com
munity with a minimum of assistance". 

Reversing the trend 

The current urban population increase is without 
precedent since today's developed countries ex
perienced lower rates of urban population growth 
when they started to industrialize. There is great 
concern among governments about the conse
quence of rapid population increase and population 
distribution. In a survey conducted in 1978) only 3 
out of 76 respondents expressed the desire to ac
celerate rural-urban migration. Most developing 

h Moser, C. 0. N. Residential struggle and consciousness: the ex
perience of the poor in Guayaquil, Ecuador. Guides and Planning, 
Working Paper No. 1, Development Planning Unit, University 
College, London, 1985 (cited in 1). 

'Franken hoff, C. A. The need for a primary health service strategy 
for the urban poor in the less developed countries of Africa, Asia 
and Latin America. (WHO unpublished document, 1976). 

i United Nations. High level committee on the review of technical 
cooperation among developing countries, New York, 1-8 June 1981. 
Item 8 of provisional agenda: role and potential of technical 
cooperation among developing countries in rural-urban migration 
and economic development. (UN document TCDC/2/10, 1981) [This 
section is largely based on this report]. 
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countries indicated dissatisfaction with the rise and 
continuing high growth rates of their largest cities. 
Preoccupation was expressed for the overloaded 
public services, inadequate social infrastructure, 
environmental degradation and the amount of re
sources needed to deal with these problems. 

Even when migration benefits the individual immi
grant, it may impose a heavy burden on the cities. 
This has led many governments to adopt policies to 
control and regulate the flow of rural-urban 
migrants. Opponents of these policies maintain that 
they disturb spontaneous balancing mechanisms 
and contravene Article 13(1) of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights which states that 
everyone has the right to freedom of movement and 
of residence within the borders of his own state. 

Policies adopted by governments to stem rural
urban migration can be divided into the following 
four categories: 

(i) Incentive measures to reduce rural-urban migra
tion. Taking into consideration the prevailing causes 
of migration, governments have undertaken reforms 
to increase rural employment and opportunities. 
Attempts have been made to replace traditional, 
landlord-type farming with modernized farming, or 
to abolish the use of servant labourers, or to intro
duce tenancy contracts in order to increase the 
security of peasant cultivators, or to redistribute land 
by setting a maximum size of holding. Such pro
grammes have been carried out in Algeria, Bolivia, 
Chile, Cuba, Egypt, India, Mexico, Peru and the 
Republic of Korea. Although the agrarian structure 
was modified to some extent, these attempts rarely 
resulted in a large reduction in migration. Legislative 
loopholes allowed landlords to retain the more fer
tile land or keep control of equipment or irrigation 
points. Occasionally, land reform stimulated rural
urban migration because of mass eviction following 
the introduction of tenancy contracts or the inten
sification of mechanized production by landlords. 

Paradoxically, land reform also stimulated urban 
growth indirectly, leading to transfer of capital and 
other resources to urban areas because of invest
ments made by landlords in manufacturing, con
struction or other urban industrial sectors. There 
were exceptions: land reform did have some 
measure of success in Bolivia and Costa Rica, for 
example. In general, in such cases land reforms in 
order to be successful had to be backed by other 
policies relating to farm credit, rural infrastructure or 
favourable agriculture prices, among others. In many 
cases, for example in Egypt, these improvements 
never materialized. 

Moreover, rural minimum wage legislation as a 
means of improving rural employment conditions 
failed to reduce rural-urban wage differentials and 
actually stimulated rural-urban migration rather than 
reduced .it. This type of legislation was easily by
passed by paying a large proportion of the wage in 
kind, overvaluing the non-monetary elements, by 
replacing permanent labourers with unprotected 
casual workers and by accelerating labour-saving 
mechanization. Tax reform to induce land redistribu
tion was also easily evaded (especially in the ab
sence of an effective land-title system) or the burden 
was passed on to the consumer and thus contribut
ed to raise labour costs. 

Agricultural subsidies have been introduced in many 
countries but they have led to labour-displacing 
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technological innovations, more rural unemployment 
and therefore more rather than less migration. 

"Integrated rural development" as a migration
oriented policy has met with greater success, but 
has required massive government commitment to 
social services and infrastructure as in China, the 
Republic of Korea and Sri Lanka. In Cuba rural 
reform was part of an effort to transform the entire 
economy, following an unsuccessful attempt to in
dustrialize, and involved a large transfer of resources 
to the agricultural sector. 

(ii) Restrictive or coercive measures directed to 
rural-urban migrants. They consist of altering the 
distribution of the population through direct control 
of migration movement either by resettlement of 
part of the population or by legal restrictions on 
residence and employment in specific areas. In India 
such measures were difficult to implement and there 
is no evidence of impact on migration. In Manila 
(Philippines) these measures led to riots, and the 
return of displaced people to the city centre or to 
other slum areas was subsequently organized. In Rio 
de Janeiro (Brazil) eviction from favelas on hillsides 
near the city centre was combined with relocation 
assistance to low-cost housing projects, but rents 
were too high and the new housing too far from the 
work place. In Jakarta (Indonesia) a "closed city" 
policy adopted in 1970 met with limited success and 
stimulated the development of a black market for 
identification cards and residence papers. In China, 
following the big urbanization move of 20 million 
people between 1949 and 1956, a registration system 
was introduced that seems to have been effective in 
reversing rural-urban migration. In general, however, 
legal migration control must be accompanied by 
important measures favouring the economic and 
social development of the rural areas of destination. 

The largest population redistribution was carried out 
in China where, between 1969 and 1973, 10-15 mil
lion urban secondary school graduates were re
settled in rural areas. It is debatable whether the 
motivations were political or economic (urban un
employment and the need to stimulate agricultural 
production), and it is not clear whether relocation 
contributed to rural development. 

(iii) Colonization and resettlement schemes within 
rural areas. This approach consists of directing 
migrants from densely to sparsely populated rural 
areas. It is made possible, as in Latin America, by 
the availability of large quantities of unused arable 
land. 

One such colonization scheme is in progress to 
resettle part of the population of the densely popu
lated island of Java (Indonesia) to other less popula
ted islands of the same country. There have been 
gaps between the programme targets and the actual 
numbers moved because of unrealistically high tar
gets and political and administrative problems. The 
impact on relieving population pressure in Java has 
been minimal, and it was noted that the number of 
migrants to Java was 2.5 times the number of 
people resettled in the outer islands from Java. 

Another ongoing effort to resettle people is in pro
gress in the Amazon region of Brazil. Problems were 
experienced in the distribution of ownership titles 
because of inadequate organization complicated by 
the large number of people who migrated spontane
ously to the Amazon region and by the activities of 
speculators who bought and resold land plots at 

high prices. It turned out that despite the vastness of 
the Amazon region, the number of people actually 
absorbed was insufficient to have an impact on the 
overpopulated regions of northeast Brazil. 

Malaysia has carried out a successful resettlement 
scheme during the last 20 years that increased rural 
production, raised rural income and lowered rural
urban migration. This was achieved at very high cost 
(US$ 12 000 per family) and there are indications 
that the scheme will not be able to support the 
dependents (first generation) of the settlers who will 
have to seek work elsewhere. Thus a new migration 
cycle is created. 

Similar programmes are available in India, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka and also in Bolivia, Guyana and Peru. 
Altogether, the available experience on colonization 
and resettlement schemes indicates that the benefits 
have been small and costly compared to the magni
tude of the problems of population pressure, un
employment and poverty being faced. 

Furthermore, there is no guarantee that a reduction 
in population pressure will be beneficial in the rural 
areas from which the settlers are drawn. This may 
happen if the community consists mainly of inde
pendent smallholders, but not if landlords dominate 
and absorb any surplus that becomes available. 
Some would argue that high population pressure is 
a necessary stimulus to technological change and 
agricultural production. 

(iv) Policies to accommodate or redirect migrants 
within urban areas. To improve the social and eco
nomic conditions in the areas of destination of the 
migrants, low-cost housing has been constructed as 
in Caracas (Venezuela), or "sites and services" 
schemes have been developed. In Kenya minimum 
wages were set and employers were subsidized to 
hire more migrants. 

Other policies attempted to redirect migrants to 
other urban areas by building dormitory towns, 
industrial parks or satellite cities with both housing 
and industries. The town of Pekine near Dakar 
(Senegal) and the "pueblos jovenes" (young com
munities) in Lima (Peru) are relevant examples: both 
ended up with populations much greater than 
planned. Similar initiatives were taken in Mexico City 
with the creation of industrial parks at the edge of 
the city which, however, were quickly absorbed into 
the rapidly-expanding city. 

Another strategy for redirecting migration within 
urban areas is to decentralize industrialization by 
creating "growth pole schemes" on the assumption 
that congestion and unemployment in metropolitan 
cities can be relieved if industry is successfully 
located in smaller cities. This approach has been 
used in India, Malaysia, the Republic of Korea and 
Venezuela. Some success was obtained in situations 
in which large resources were available at the 
outset, as in the case of Ciudad Guyana in 
Venezuela, or where large industries were involved 
that could organize their own network of supply and 
repair services. In all cases the orderly projections of 
planners were upset by the large numbers of 
migrants flocking to the new development areas, 
which invariably and even in the absence of 
adequate infrastructure preparation ended up stimu
lating more rural-urban migration. 

While it is difficult to compare the relative merits of 
the policies described above, some conclusions 
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appear to emerge from available experience. Rural
based policies aimed to reduce migration, although 
successful in some cases, were generally insufficient 
to improve the standard of living in rural areas, 
largely because they could not be implemented as 
planned or because they were incompletely carried 
out. 

The policy to control migration through legal meas
ures, apart from possible ethical considerations, has 
only led to useful and durable results if additional 
measures were taken to improve the economic infra
structure and social services. Colonization and re
settlement schemes designed to move people from 

high-density to low-density rural areas seldom suc
ceeded in relocating the targeted number of people 
and also proved very costly. Finally, policies aimed 
at accommodating or redirecting migrants within 
urban areas, whether successful or not, tended to 
stimulate more migration from the rural areas and 
therefore aggravated urban congestion and un
employment. 

In many cases, even potentially successful policies 
failed to provide the expected results because of 
incorrect planning, lack of interministerial coordina
tion and poorly-guided execution. 

SUMMARY 

Migration from rural areas, urban growth and urban 
poverty in the developing countries have been brief
ly reviewed in this section. The world urban popula
tion is expected to reach 2.8 billion by the year 2000, 
i.e. 47% of the total world population and an in
crease of 44% over the level of 1985. Half of these 
urban people will be poor and to various extents will 
not have access to the essential services and ameni-

ties currently associated with life in the city. The 
speed of urbanization in certain regions (for ex
ample, in sub-Saharan Africa) has overwhelmed the 
capacity of city administrations to face existing and 
emerging needs. Attempts to reverse the migration 
trend and to control urban growth have generally 
met with failure. 

RESUME 

La crise urbaine 

Cette section analyse briewement le probleme de 
l'exode rural, de Ia croissance des villes et de Ia 
pauvrete urbaine dans les pays en developpement. 
D'apres les estimations, Ia population urbaine mon
diale s'elevera a 2,8 milliards d'habitants en l'an 
2000, ce qui equivaut a 47% de Ia population mon
diale totale et represente une augmentation de 44% 
par rapport a 1985. La moitie des habitants des villes 
seront pauvres et seront prives, a des degres divers, 

des services essentiels et des equipements generale
ment disponibles en ville. Etant donne le rythme de 
!'urbanisation dans certaines regions, en particulier 
en Afrique au sud du Sahara, les autorites mu
nicipales n'ont pas les moyens de faire face aux 
besoins existants et nouveaux. Les tentatives faites 
pour inverser les flux migratoires et maitriser Ia 
croissance des villes se sont en general soldees par 
un echec. 
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