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PREFACE

The Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs at the United Nations Secretariat is
responsible for providing the international community with up-to-date and scientifically objective information on
population and development. The Population Division provides guidance to the United Nations General Assembly,
Economic and Social Council, and the Commission on Population and Development on population and
development issues and undertakes regular studies on population levels and trends, population estimates and
projections, population policies, and population and development inter-relationships.

The Population Division’s work encompasses the following substantive areas: the study of mortality, fertility,
international and internal migration, including their levels and trends as well as their causes and consequences;
estimates and projections of the distribution of the population between urban and rural areas and in cities; estimates
and projections of population size, age and sex structure, and demographic indicators for all countries of the world;
the documentation and analysis of population and development policies at the national and international levels; and
the study of the relationship between socio-economic development and population change.

This report presents the results of the 2074 Revision of World Urbanization Prospects including the official
United Nations estimates and projections of urban and rural populations for major areas, regions and countries of
the world and of all urban agglomerations with 300,000 inhabitants or more in 2014. The data in this Revision are
consistent with the total populations estimated and projected according to the medium variant of the 2072 Revision
of the United Nations global population estimates and projections, published in World Population Prospects: The
2012 Revision. This Revision updates and supersedes previous estimates and projections published by the United
Nations.

Other products presenting the results of the 20/4 Revision include a Highlights publication!, a
methodological report®, two wall charts3 and a CD-ROM#, among others. A description of the CD-ROM and

an order form are available at http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/CD-ROM/OrderCD-ROM.aspx. In preparing the 2014
Revision, particular attention was given to the production of detailed documentation on the data sources and
definitions used at the country level, as well as for cities and urban agglomerations. The full metadata
compiled in this regard are accessible on the Population Division’s website.> The site also includes useful

figures and maps illustrating the results obtained.

Responsibility for the 2014 Revision rests with the Population Division. In preparing the 2014 Revision, the
Population Division relied on the collaboration of the Statistics Division of the Department of Economic and Social
Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat; its United Nations Demographic Yearbook and its accompanying
databases have provided access to official national population statistics used in the preparation of the 2014 Revision.
The Population Division also acknowledges the use of information accessible via the website citypopulation.de and
the support of national statistical offices that made available data and reports from recent censuses and surveys. The
Population Division is grateful for the contributions made by all these entities.

This report was prepared by a team led by Francois Pelletier, including Kirill Andreev, Lina Bassarsky, Patrick
Gerland, Danan Gu, Sara Hertog, Vladimira Kantarova, Mun Sim Lai, Nan Li and Hantamalala Rafalimanana, who
generated estimates and projections and/or drafted chapters. Igor Ribeiro and Chandrasekhar Yamarthy contributed
programming and data processing, and Neena Koshy provided formatting and editorial support. Barney Cohen
provided key guidance and useful comments and inputs on the draft report.

This publication may also be accessed on the website of the Population Division at www.unpopulation.org. For
further information about the 2014 Revision, please contact the office of the Director, Population Division, DESA,
United Nations, New York, NY 10017, USA; tel.: (1 212) 963-3209, fax: (1 212) 963-2147.

' World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision, Highlights (ST/ESA/SER.A/352, United Nations publication, Sales No. E.14.XIIL8).

2 World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision, Methodology Working Paper No. ESA/P/WP.237.

3 Urban and Rural Areas 2014, (ST/ESA/SER.A/360, United Nations publication, Sales No. E.14.XIII.15) and Urban Agglomerations 2014,
(ST/ESA/SER.A/359, United Nations publication, Sales No. E.14.XIII.14).

* World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision (CD-ROM Edition) (ST/ESA/SER.A/361).

* http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/index.htm
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EXPLANATORY NOTES
The following symbols have been used in the tables throughout this report:

Two dots (..) indicate that the item is not applicable.

Three dots (...) indicate that data are not available or are not separately reported.

An em dash (—) indicates that the value is zero (magnitude zero).

0 or 0.0 indicates that the magnitude is not zero, but less than half of the unit employed.

A minus sign (-) before a figure indicates a decrease.

A full stop (.) is used to indicate decimals.

Years given start on 1 July.

Use of a hyphen (-) between years, for example, 1995-2000, signifies the full period involved,
from 1 July of the beginning year to 30 June of the end year.

Decimals and percentages in tables may not add to the totals presented because of rounding.
References to countries, territories, areas and urban locations

The designations employed in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of
the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory or area or of its authorities,
or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

The designations “more developed regions” and “less developed regions™ are used for statistical convenience and do
not necessarily express a judgment about the stage reached by a particular country or area in the development
process. The term “country” as used in this publication also refers, as appropriate, to territories or areas.

More developed regions comprise all regions of Europe plus Northern America, Australia/New Zealand and Japan.
Less developed regions comprise all regions of Africa, Asia (excluding Japan), and Latin America and the
Caribbean as well as Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia. Countries or areas in the more developed regions are
designated as “developed countries”. Countries or areas in the less developed regions are designated as “developing
countries”.

The group of least developed countries, as defined by the United Nations General Assembly in its resolutions
(597209, 59/210 and 60/33, 62/97, 64/L.55, 67/L.43) included 49 countries in June 2013: 34 in Africa, 9 in Asia, 5
in Oceania and one in Latin America and the Caribbean.

The group denominated “other less developed countries” comprises all countries in the less developed regions minus
the least developed countries.

The term “sub-Saharan Africa” is used to designate the countries in Africa that exclude those in Northern Africa.

Countries and areas are grouped geographically into six major areas designated as: Africa; Asia; Europe; Latin
America and the Caribbean; Northern America, and Oceania. These major areas are further divided into 21
geographical regions.

The country classification by income level is based on 2012 GNI per capita from the World Bank.

Country names and the composition of geographical areas follow those presented in “Standard country or area codes
for statistical use” (ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/49/Rev.3), available at:http.//unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/m49/m49.htm.

Names of cities or urban agglomerations are presented in their original language, following the names used by
National Statistical Offices or the United Nations Demographic Yearbook. For cities with names in more than one
language, different names are separated by a hyphen. If the country uses non-Latin scripts, a transliteration of the
original spelling into Latin script is used. If cities have established alternative names or English names, those names
are presented in brackets. When necessary, the administrative subdivision to which a city belongs is appended to the
city name to identify it unambiguously.
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For convenience, the term “growth rate” is used in this report interchangeably with the more appropriate term “rate
of change” that is neutral in respect to either growth or decline.

The following abbreviations are used in this publication:

DESA Department of Economic and Social Affairs

GDP Gross domestic product

GNI Gross national income

GNP Gross national product

IEA International Energy Agency

LDCs Least developed countries

M.M.A. Major Metropolitan Area

MOCA Ministry of Civil Affairs

NBSC National Bureau of Statistics of China

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PAU Political-administrative unit

SAR Special Administrative Region
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CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES BY MAJOR AREA

AND REGION OF THE WORLD

Africa
Eastern Africa Middle Africa Northern Africa Western Africa
Burundi Angola Algeria Benin
Comoros Cameroon Egypt Burkina Faso
Djibouti Central African Republic Libyan Arab Jamahiriya Cabo Verde
Eritrea Chad Morocco Cote d’Ivoire
Ethiopia Congo Sudan Gambia
Kenya Democratic Republic of the  Tunisia Ghana
Madagascar Congo Western Sahara Guinea
Malawi Equatorial Guinea Guinea-Bissau
Mauritius Gabon Southern Africa Liberia
Mayotte Sdo Tomé and Principe Mali
Mozambique Botswana Mauritania
Réunion Lesotho Niger
Rwanda Namibia Nigeria
Seychelles South Africa Saint Helena’ *
Somalia Swaziland Senegal
South Sudan Sierra Leone
Uganda Togo
United Republic of Tanzania®
Zambia
Zimbabwe
¢ Including Agalega, Rodrigues, and Saint Brandon.
7 Including Ascension, and Tristan da Cunha.
8 Including Zanzibar.
xii United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division
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Eastern Asia

China'’

China, Hong Kong SAR"'

China, Macao SAR 1

Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea

Japan

Mongolia

Republic of Korea

Other non-specified areas

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

South-Central Asia’

Central Asia

Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Tajikistan
Turkmenistan
Uzbekistan

Southern Asia

Afghanistan
Bangladesh
Bhutan
India

Iran (Islamic Republic of)

Maldives
Nepal
Pakistan
Sri Lanka

Asia

South-Eastern Asia

Brunei Darussalam
Cambodia
Indonesia

Lao People’s Democratic

Republic
Malaysia'®
Myanmar
Philippines
Singapore
Thailand
Timor-Leste
Viet Nam

? The regions Southern Asia and Central Asia are combined into South-Central Asia.
' For statistical purposes, the data for China do not include Hong Kong and Macao, Special Administrative Regions (SAR) of China, and Taiwan

Province of China.

' As of 1 July 1997, Hong Kong became a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China.

" Including Nagorno-Karabakh.

13 As of 20 December 1999, Macao became a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China.

' Refers to the whole country.

"3 Including Abkhazia and South Ossetia.

"“Including Sabah and Sarawak.
"7 Including East Jerusalem.
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Western Asia

Armenia
Azerbaijan"

Bahrain

Cyprus"

Georgia®

Iraq

Israel

Jordan

Kuwait

Lebanon

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

State of Palestine'’
Syrian Arab Republic
Turkey

United Arab Emirates
Yemen
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Eastern Europe

Belarus

Bulgaria

Czech Republic
Hungary

Poland

Republic of Moldova®
Romania

Russian Federation
Slovakia

Ukraine®

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

Europe

Northern Europe

Channel Islands'®

Denmark

Estonia

Faeroe Islands*

Finland"

Iceland

Ireland

Isle of Man*

Latvia

Lithuania

Norway23

Sweden

United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern
Ireland®

'8 Refers to Guernsey, and Jersey.

Including Aland Islands.
» Including Transnistria.

2! Refers to the Vatican City State.

2 Including Crimea.

 Including Svalbard and Jan Mayen Islands.

* Including Kosovo.

3 Also referred to as United Kingdom.
% Including Canary Islands, Ceuta and Melilla.
27 Also referred to as TFYR Macedonia.

X1v
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Southern Europe

Albania

Andorra*

Bosnia and Herzegovina
Croatia

Gibraltar*

Greece

Holy See?' *

Italy

Malta

Montenegro

Portugal

San Marino*

Serbia®*

Slovenia

Spain

The former Yugoslav

Republic of Macedonia®’

Western Europe

Austria
Belgium
France
Germany
Liechtenstein*®
Luxembourg
Monaco*
Netherlands
Switzerland



Caribbean

Anguilla*

Antigua and Barbuda
Aruba

Bahamas

Barbados

British Virgin Islands*
Caribbean Netherlands***
Cayman Islands*
Cuba

Curacgao

Dominica*
Dominican Republic
Grenada
Guadeloupe®

Haiti

Jamaica

Martinique
Montserrat*

Puerto Rico

Saint Kitts and Nevis*
Saint Lucia

Saint Vincent and the
Grenadines
Sint Maarten (Dutch part)*

Trinidad and Tobago
Turks and Caicos Islands*

United States Virgin
Islands

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

Latin America and the Caribbean

Central America

Belize
Costa Rica
El Salvador
Guatemala
Honduras
Mexico
Nicaragua
Panama

28 Refers to Bonaire, Saba and Sint Eustatius.

¥ Including Saint-Barthélemy and Saint-Martin (French part).

South America

Argentina

Bolivia

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

Falkland Islands (Malvinas)*
French Guiana

Guyana

Paraguay

Peru

Suriname

Uruguay

Venezuela (Bolivarian Rep. of)
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Bermuda*
Canada
Greenland*

Saint Pierre and Miquelon*

United States of America

Australia/New Zealand

Australia®!
New Zealand

Angola
Benin
Botswana
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Cameroon
Cape Verde
Central African Republic
Chad
Comoros
Congo

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

Northern America

Melanesia

Fiji

New Caledonia
Papua New Guinea

Solomon Islands
Vanuatu

Oceania

Micronesia

Guam
Kiribati
Marshall Islands*
Micronesia

(Federated States of)
Nauru*
Northern Mariana Islands*
Palau*

Sub-Saharan Africa

Cote d'Tvoire

Democratic Republic
of the Congo

Djibouti

Equatorial Guinea

Eritrea

Ethiopia

Gabon

Gambia

Ghana

Guinea

3 Including Pitcairn.

Polynesia™

American Samoa*

Cook Islands*

French Polynesia

Niue*

Samoa

Tokelau*

Tonga

Tuvalu*

Wallis and Futuna Islands*

Guinea-Bissau Namibia South Africa
Kenya Niger South Sudan
Lesotho Nigeria Swaziland
Liberia Réunion Togo
Madagascar Rwanda Uganda
Malawi Saint Helena United Republic
Mali Sao Tomé and Principe of Tanzania
Mauritania Senegal Zambia
Mauritius Seychelles Zimbabwe
Mayotte Sierra Leone

Mozambique Somalia

3! Including Christmas Island, Cocos (Keeling) Islands, and Norfolk Island.

Xvi
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Afghanistan

Angola

Bangladesh

Benin

Bhutan

Burkina Faso

Burundi

Cambodia

Central African Republic
Chad

Comoros

Democratic Republic of the Congo
Djibouti

Equatorial Guinea
Eritrea

Ethiopia

NOTE: Countries with a population of less than 90,000 in 2014 are indicated by an asterisk (*).

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

Least developed countries

Gambia
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Haiti

Kiribati

Lao People’s Democratic Republic
Lesotho
Liberia
Madagascar
Malawi

Mali
Mauritania
Mozambique
Myanmar
Nepal

Niger

32 Samoa is no longer included in the list t of least developed countries.
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Rwanda
Samoa™

Sao Tomé and Principe
Senegal

Sierra Leone
Solomon Islands
Somalia

South Sudan
Sudan
Timor-Leste
Togo

Tuvalu

Uganda

United Republic of Tanzania

Vanuatu
Yemen
Zambia
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Andorra

Antigua and Barbuda
Aruba

Australia

Austria

Bahamas

Bahrain

Barbados

Belgium

Bermuda

Brunei Darussalam
Canada

Cayman Islands
Channel Islands
Chile

China, Hong Kong SAR
China, Macao SAR
Croatia

Curagao

Cyprus

Czech Republic
Denmark
Equatorial Guinea
Estonia

Faroe Islands

Xviil

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

High-income countries

Finland

France

French Polynesia
Germany
Greece
Greenland
Guam

Iceland

Ireland

Isle of Man
Israel

Italy

Japan

Kuwait

Latvia
Liechtenstein
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Malta

Monaco
Netherlands
New Caledonia
New Zealand
Northern Mariana Islands
Norway
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Oman

Poland

Portugal

Puerto Rico

Qatar

Republic of Korea
Russian Federation

Saint Kitts and Nevis

San Marino

Saudi Arabia

Singapore

Sint Maarten (Dutch part)
Slovakia

Slovenia

Spain

Sweden

Switzerland

Trinidad and Tobago
Turks and Caicos Islands
United Arab Emirates
United Kingdom

United States of America
United States Virgin Islands
Uruguay



Albania

Algeria

American Samoa
Angola

Argentina

Azerbaijan

Belarus

Belize

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Botswana
Brazil

Bulgaria

China

Colombia

Costa Rica

Cuba

Dominica
Dominican Republic
Ecuador

Armenia
Bhutan
Bolivia (Plurinational State of)
Cameroon
Cabo Verde
Congo

Céte d'Ivoire
Djibouti
Egypt

El Salvador
Georgia
Ghana
Guatemala
Guyana
Honduras
India

CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

Upper-middle-income countries

Fiji

Gabon

Grenada
Hungary

Iran (Islamic Republic of)
Iraq

Jamaica

Jordan
Kazakhstan
Lebanon

Libya

Malaysia
Maldives
Marshall Islands
Mauritius
Mexico
Montenegro
Namibia

Lower-middle-income countries

Indonesia

Kiribati

Lao People's Democratic Republic
Lesotho

Mauritania

Micronesia (Fed. States of)
Mongolia

Morocco

Nicaragua

Nigeria

Pakistan

Papua New Guinea
Paraguay

Philippines

Republic of Moldova
Samoa
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Palau

Panama

Peru

Romania

Saint Lucia

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
Serbia

Seychelles

South Africa

Suriname
The former Yugoslav

Republic of Macedonia
Thailand
Tonga
Tunisia
Turkey
Turkmenistan
Tuvalu
Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of)

Sao Tome and Principe
Senegal

Solomon Islands

Sri Lanka

State of Palestine
Sudan

Swaziland

Syrian Arab Republic
Timor-Leste

Ukraine

Uzbekistan

Vanuatu

Viet Nam

Yemen

Zambia
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CLASSIFICATION OF COUNTRIES (continued)

Low-income countries

Afghanistan Ethiopia Myanmar
Bangladesh Gambia Nepal
Benin Guinea Niger
Burkina Faso Guinea-Bissau Rwanda
Burundi Haiti Sierra Leone
Cambodia Kenya Somalia
Central African Republic Kyrgyzstan South Sudan
Chad Liberia Tajikistan
Comoros Madagascar Togo
Democratic People's
Republic of Korea Malawi Uganda
Democratic Republic of the Congo Mali United Republic of Tanzania
Eritrea Mozambique Zimbabwe
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since 1988 the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United
Nations has been issuing approximately every two years revised and updated estimates and projections of the
urban and rural populations of all countries in the world and of their major urban agglomerations. This note
presents the main findings of the 20714 Revision of World Urbanization Prospects which are consistent with the
size of the total population of each country as estimated or projected in the 2072 Revision of World Population
Prospects (United Nations, 2013a).

The 2014 Revision presents estimates and projections of the total, urban and rural populations of the world
for the period 1950-2050. The results are shown for development groups, six major areas (i.e., Africa, Asia,
Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern America and Oceania), income groups and 21 regions.
Data are further presented for the 233 countries or areas of the world. The 2014 Revision also provides
estimates and projections of the population of urban agglomerations with 300,000 inhabitants or more in 2014
for the period 1950-2030. Estimates of the proportion of the population living in urban areas and the
population of cities are based on national statistics. Population censuses are the most commonly used sources
of data on the proportion urban and the population of cities. However, in some countries, the data used as the
basis for estimation are obtained from population registers or administrative statistics.

Globally, more people live in urban areas than in rural areas, with 54 per cent of the world’s population
residing in urban areas in 2014. In 1950, 30 per cent of the world’s population was urban, and by 2050, 66 per
cent of the world’s population is projected to be urban. There is significant diversity in the urbanization levels
reached by different regions. The most urbanized regions include Northern America (82 per cent living in
urban areas in 2014), Latin America and the Caribbean (80 per cent), and Europe (73 per cent). In contrast,
Africa and Asia remain mostly rural, with 40 and 48 per cent of their respective populations living in urban
areas. All regions are expected to urbanize further over the coming decades. Africa and Asia are urbanizing
faster than the other regions and are projected to become 56 and 64 per cent urban, respectively, by 2050.

Close to half of the world’s urban dwellers reside in relatively small settlements of less than 500,000
inhabitants, while only around one in eight live in the 28 mega-cities with more than 10 million inhabitants.
Several decades ago most of the world’s largest urban agglomerations were found in the more developed
regions, but today’s large cities are concentrated in the global South. The fastest growing urban agglomerations
are medium-sized cities and cities with less than 1 million inhabitants located in Asia and Africa. As the world
continues to urbanize, sustainable development challenges will be increasingly concentrated in cities,
particularly in the lower-middle- income countries where the pace of urbanization is fastest. Integrated policies
to improve the lives of both urban and rural dwellers are needed.

While the high income countries have been highly urbanized for several decades, upper-middle-income
countries have experienced the fastest pace of urbanization since 1950. In the lower-middle-income countries
the pace of urbanization has been slower. Nevertheless, this group of countries is expected to experience faster
urbanization than others in the coming decades. In 2014, the proportion of the population living in urban areas
was 39 per cent in lower-middle-income countries and 30 per cent in low-income countries. By 2050, these
countries are expected to reach, on average, 57 per cent and 48 per cent urban, respectively.

Realization of these projections is contingent on the continuation of fertility reductions in the developing
world. If fertility were to remain constant at current levels and the pace of urbanization remained that projected
in the 2014 Revision, the world urban population would increase to 7.4 billion by 2050 instead of the 6.3
billion expected when fertility is assumed to continue declining in all developing regions. In many countries,
natural increase (the difference of births minus deaths) accounts for about 60 per cent of urban population
growth. Consequently, policies that facilitate the reduction of fertility by ensuring that couples have access to
the modern contraception and that they can decide freely the number of children they desire can contribute to
moderate increases in the number of urban dwellers, thereby making it easier for developing countries to adjust
to the transformations associated with growing urbanization.
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INTRODUCTION

In today’s increasingly global and interconnected world, over half of the world’s population (54 per
cent) now lives in urban areas, up from 30 per cent in 1950. The coming decades will bring further
profound changes to the size and spatial distribution of the global population such that the world’s
population in 2050 is projected to be 66 per cent urban. The global urban population is projected to grow
by 2.5 billion urban dwellers between 2014 and 2050, with nearly 90 per cent of the increase concentrated
in Asia and Africa.

Trends in urbanization are integrally linked to sustainable development. With good planning and
governance, the increasing concentration of people in urban settlements can facilitate economic and social
development, while also offering opportunities to mitigate the adverse impact of consumption and
production on the environment. However, rapid and unplanned urban growth threatens sustainable
development when the necessary infrastructure is not developed or when policies are not implemented to
protect the environment and ensure that the benefits of city life are equitably shared.

Accurate, consistent and timely data on global trends in urbanization and city growth is a key input to
better assess current and future needs with respect to urban growth and to set policy priorities to promote
inclusive and equitable urban and rural development. In order to systematically track levels and trends in
urbanization around the world, the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs
of the United Nations has issued since 1988 biennial estimates and projections of the urban and rural
populations of all countries in the world and of the populations of major urban agglomerations. This
report presents the 2014 Revision of World Urbanization Prospects, which contains the latest estimates of
the urban and rural populations of 233 countries or areas from 1950 to 2014 and projections to 2050. In
addition, this report describes the estimates of the population size of all urban agglomerations with
300,000 inhabitants or more in 2014 from 1950 to 2014 and projections to 2030. Recognizing the
importance of smaller cities and towns, this latest revision has expanded the number of cities and provides
population estimates and projections for 1,692 urban settlements, compared to 633 in the 207/ Revision.

This introductory chapter of the report is presented in three sections. The first section offers some
context for the global urban transition with a discussion of its associations with other demographic and
economic shifts, and the implications for sustainable development. The second section gives a brief
description of the data and methods used to estimate and project the urban and rural populations and the
populations of cities (a complete technical description of the data and methods can be found at
http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/Methodology/WUP2014-Methodology.pdf) (United Nations, 2014a). The
third section provides a roadmap for the chapters that comprise the remainder of this report.

A. URBANIZATION AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

The process of urbanization, or “urban transition”, describes a shift in a population from one that is
dispersed across small rural settlements in which agriculture is the dominant economic activity towards
one where the population is concentrated in larger, dense urban settlements characterised by industrial
and service activities (Montgomery et al., 2004). Historically, the urban transition has been linked closely
to economic development. In Europe and Northern America, rapid urbanization over the late-nineteenth
and twentieth centuries was observed to accompany the industrial revolution and rapid economic growth.
A similar, although generally weaker, association between urbanization, industrialization and economic
development has been observed more recently in many parts of Latin America and the Caribbean and
Eastern Asia as well.

The urban transition and economic growth have been linked in part because economic development
fuels urbanization. People are drawn to cities that offer varied opportunities for education and
employment, particularly in the industry and services sectors. Urbanization, in turn, generally has had a
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positive impact on economic development and poverty reduction. Cities concentrate diverse pools of
labour that businesses need in order to grow. Furthermore, the density of people and businesses in cities
facilitates knowledge and information sharing, fostering new enterprises and technological innovation.
As hubs of commerce, government, and transportation, cities provide crucial links with rural areas,
between cities, and across international borders. Approximately 80 per cent of global gross domestic
product (GDP) is generated in cities (Griibler and Fisk, 2013).

Recent trends in developing regions, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, have challenged long held
notions about the association between urbanization and economic growth (Fay and Opal, 1999). While a
dearth of data on urbanization in the region complicates any inference about trends (Satterthwaite, 2010),
the available evidence suggests that the urbanization process continued in sub-Saharan Africa between the
1970s and 2000, despite economic contraction in the region over that period (United Nations, 2013Db).

Demographers note that the urban transition observed in sub-Saharan Africa in recent decades, while
not consistent with economic theories of urbanization, is consistent with the demographic transition
experienced in the region (de Vries, 1990; Dyson, 2011). The demographic theory of the urban transition
explains that in the pre-transition period characterized by high birth and death rates, the population is
mostly rural and mortality rates in urban areas tend to be much higher than those in rural areas owing to
the heightened risk of death from infectious diseases that spread easily in densely populated areas with
poor sanitation. During this period, urban birth rates tend to be lower than urban death rates such that the
urban population is sustained only by continuous replenishment through rural-to-urban migration. With
improvements to public health, death rates begin to decline, faster in urban areas than in rural ones, and
eventually the number of urban deaths falls below the number of urban births such that the urban
population grows not only because of rural-to-urban migration, but due to natural increase as well. In
most regions, including in sub-Saharan Africa, the process of urbanization has tended to occur in tandem
with the declining mortality and fertility rates that characterize the demographic transition, lending
support to the notion that the urban transition is better explained as a demographic phenomenon than
strictly as an economic one (Dyson, 2011).

Whether driven by rising economic prosperity or by other demographic shifts also underway, trends
in urbanization present great opportunities for development, but at the same time give rise to formidable
challenges to social equity, environmental sustainability and governance. Indeed, where people live is a
powerful determinant of how they live with respect to employment, consumption patterns, access to basic
services such as housing, water, sanitation, education and health care, as well as their environmental
footprint and vulnerability to natural hazards.

With sufficient planning, competence and institutional capacity, Governments are able to take
advantage of the economies of scale that cities provide to supply infrastructure like roads, piped water and
electricity, as well as basic services like education and health care, to a large population at much lower
costs than would be required to reach the same number of people dispersed over rural areas. These
advantages of city life, combined with the higher incomes available in urban areas compared to rural
areas, afford numerous advantages to city dwellers: urban living is often associated with higher levels of
literacy and education, women’s status and labour force participation, as well as better health, greater
access to social services, and enhanced opportunities for cultural and political participation (Cohen,
2006).

Nevertheless, rapid and unplanned urban growth threatens sustainable development when the
necessary infrastructure is not developed or when policies are not implemented to ensure that the benefits
of city life are equitably shared. An estimated 863 million people, representing nearly one third of urban
residents in developing regions, lived in slums or informal settlements in 2012, characterized by housing
that is non-durable or overcrowded, or that lacks access to improved water and sanitation or security
against eviction (United Nations, 2014b).
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Addressing urban inequalities is key to achieving sustainable development. Slum dwellers face
greater exposure to environmental hazards, such as pollution, and suffer increased health risks as a result.
Evidence from 191 Demographic and Health Surveys conducted in countries of Africa, Asia and Latin
America undertaken over the last several years, shows that infants and children residing in slums have
substantially greater incidence of diarrhoeal illness than their urban peers and are less likely to survive to
their fifth birthdays (Fink, Gunther and Hill, 2014). The urban poor in developed countries also face
marked disparities in health and well-being.

Furthermore, much of the increase in the numbers of urban poor is taking place in locations that are
highly vulnerable to natural disasters and are expected to experience the greatest impact of climate
change, such as low-elevation coastal zones and arid regions known as dry lands (Balk et al., 2009).
Seasonal, temporary and permanent migration is already among the strategies that households utilize
when faced with food and livelihood insecurity associated with climate variability (United Nations
University, 2012), and climate-related migration could become more prevalent in the future with the
anticipated increase in frequency and intensity of adverse climate events.

The future growth of cities and concomitant appropriation of land and natural resources will
determine success towards an environmentally sustainable future. In some cities, unplanned or
inadequately managed urban expansion leads to rapid sprawl, pollution, and environmental degradation,
together with unsustainable production and consumption patterns. Today’s cities are growing twice as fast
in terms of land area as they are in terms of population (Angel et al., 2011). Consequently, projections
indicate that future trends in urbanization could produce a near tripling in the global urban land area
between 2000 and 2030 (Angel et al., 2011; Seto et al., 2012), as hundreds of thousands of additional
square kilometres are developed to urban levels of density. Such urban expansion threatens to destroy
habitats in key biodiversity hotspots and contributes to carbon emissions associated with tropical
deforestation and land use change.

Environmental sustainability is additionally challenged by the consumption patterns that prevail in
urban settings. Owing in part to their higher incomes, urban dwellers tend to consume more per capita
than rural dwellers. Today’s cities consume more than two-thirds of the world’s energy and account for
more than 70 per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions (UN-Habitat, 2011; IEA, 2008). Low-density
urban areas tend to consume more than high-density areas. Evidence from Toronto indicates that energy
consumption and greenhouse gas emissions are twice as high on a per capita basis in low-density
suburban development compared to development in the high-density urban core (Norman et al., 2006;
Hoomweg et al., 2011).

To respond to the challenges and leverage the opportunities presented by continuing urbanization,
Governments should implement forward-looking policies that prepare for a growing number of urban
dwellers with an eye towards sustainability. Sustainable urbanization requires generating better income
and employment opportunities in both urban and rural areas; expanding the necessary infrastructure for
water and sanitation, energy, transportation, information and communications; ensuring equal access to
services, like education and health care; developing sufficient quality housing and reducing the number of
people living in slums; and preserving the natural assets within the city and surrounding areas.

The outcome of the Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, “The Future
We Want”, recognized both the plight of the urban poor and the need for sustainable cities as matters of
great urgency for the United Nations development agenda. Building on that momentum, the third United
Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat III) is planned for 2016 to bring together world
leaders to review the global urban agenda and forge a new model of urban development that integrates all
facets of sustainable development to promote equity, welfare and shared prosperity in an urbanizing
world.
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B. DATA AND METHODS

The estimates of the proportion of the population that is urban and the size of urban agglomerations
presented in World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision are based for the most part on national
statistics. Population censuses are the most commonly used sources of data, although estimates obtained
from population registers or administrative statistics are also incorporated for some countries.

There exists no common global definition of what constitutes an urban settlement. As a result, the
urban definition employed by national statistical offices varies widely across countries, and in some cases
has even changed over time within a country. The criteria for what constitutes an urban setting may be
based variously on one or a combination of characteristics, such as: administrative criteria that classify
municipalities as urban; a minimum population threshold; population density; proportion employed in
non-agricultural sectors; the presence of infrastructure such as paved roads, electricity, piped water or
sewers; and the presence of education or health services. For example, Botswana considers as urban
agglomerations of 5,000 inhabitants or more where 75 per cent of the economic activity is non-
agricultural, while in France communes with 2,000 inhabitants or more living in houses separated by at
most 200 metres are considered urban. Up until the 1991 census, Uganda considered as urban population
centres with 1,000 inhabitants or more, but the minimum threshold was revised for the 2002 census to
consider as urban only those centres with 2,000 inhabitants or more.

Of the 233 countries or areas for which estimates and projections of the urban and rural populations
were produced, 125 use administrative criteria to distinguish between urban and rural areas. Sixty-five of
these countries use administrative designations as the sole criterion (table 1). In 121 cases, the criteria
used to characterize urban areas include population size or population density, and in 49 cases such
demographic characteristics are the sole criterion. However, the lower limit above which a settlement is
considered urban varies considerably, ranging between 200 and 50,000 inhabitants. Economic
characteristics were part of the criteria used to identify urban areas in 32 countries or areas, including all
the successor states of the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. Criteria related to the functional
nature of urban areas, such as the existence of paved streets, water-supply systems, sewerage systems or
electric lighting, were part of the definition of urban in 54 cases, but only in ten cases were such criteria
used alone. Lastly, in seven cases no definition of “urban” was available and in eight cases the entire
population of a country or area was considered to be urban.

In estimating the proportion urban for World Urbanization Prospects, adjustments are made to the
national estimates only when it is clear that the definitions of urban settlements used by a given country
have changed over time in ways that lead to inconsistencies in the data. No attempts have been made to
impose consistency in definitions across countries. However, several efforts are underway at different
institutions to produce globally consistent estimates of the proportion urban with uniform criteria to
define urban areas by relying, for example, on satellite imagery of land cover or night-time lights.
Nonetheless, to date, these approaches have not generated the long historical time series of urbanization
estimates required for this report.

Often, city population statistics are reported in terms of the territory delimited by administrative
boundaries that do not necessarily coincide with the extent of the urbanized territory contained in the
urban agglomeration or metropolitan region. In generating the time series of the population of cities with
300,000 or more inhabitants in 2014, estimates based on the concept of the urban agglomeration, which
refers to the population contained within the contours of the contiguous territory inhabited at urban levels
of residential density, is favoured over other concepts. Adjustments are made to the city populations
reported in national statistics only when necessary to achieve internal consistency with the city definition
and total urban population in the country.
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TABLE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF COUNTRIES ACCORDING TO THE CRITERIA USED IN DEFINING URBAN AREAS, 2014 REVISION

Used in Percentage Percentage according to
Sole conjunction with according to use in conjunction with
Number and type of criteria use other criteria sole use other criteria

I criterion  Administrative 65 60 27.9 25.8
Economic — 32 13.7
Population size/density 49 87 21.0 373
Urban characteristics 10 44 43 18.9

2 criteria  Administrative and population size/density 26 — 11.2 —
Administrative and economic — — — —
Administrative and urban characteristics 12 — 5.2 —
Economic and population size/density 14 — 6.0 —
Economic and urban characteristics — — — —
Population size/density and urban
characteristics 15 — 6.4 —

3 criteria  Administrative, economic and population
size/density 5 — 2.1 —
Administrative, economic and urban
characteristics — — — —
Administrative, urban characteristics and
population size/density 4 — 1.7 —
Economic, urban characteristics and
population size/density — — — —

4 criteria  Administrative, economic, population
size/density and urban characteristics 13 — 5.6 —
Entire population size 10 10 43 43
Unclear definition 3 3 0.9 0.9
No definition 7 7 3.0 3.0
Total number of countries or areas 233 — 100.0 —

TABLE 2. DISTRIBUTION OF COUNTRIES OR AREAS ACCORDING TO THE CRITERIA
USED IN DEFINING CITY POPULATIONS, 2014 REVISION

Used in
conjunction with
Criterion Sole use other criteria
City PIOPET ....eeueeeeeeieierieeienieeienne 89 48
Urban agglomeration .................... 79 48
Metropolitan area..........cccceeueenene 11 10
Capital is urban agglomeration; other cities
are city proper, urban agglomerations or
metropolitan areas...........ccoceeeenene 28 —
Capital is city proper; other cities are city
proper, urban agglomerations or metropolitan
ATCAS ..ot 11 —
Capital is metropolitan area; other cities are
city proper, urban agglomerations or
metropolitan areas...........ccoceeeenene 13 —
Not defined 1 1
Total number of countries or areas 232 —
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division 5
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In the 2014 Revision, the city data for 79 of the 232 countries or areas considered were based on the
concept of urban agglomeration (table 2, above). In a further 28 countries, data for the capital city were
reported in terms of urban agglomeration, whereas data for other cities referred to city proper, urban
agglomeration or metropolitan area. For an additional 89 countries or areas the city data available
reflected a definition of a city proper. In 48 countries or areas different definitions were used for different
cities. Adjustment of city data was carried out when information for a particular city had changed over
time. Where possible, the urban agglomeration concept was used. However, when recent data were based
on the concept of city proper and there was insufficient information to adjust the data to reflect the
population in the urban agglomeration, a time series based on the city proper definition was used.

The heavy reliance on census sources means that there are intercensal gaps between the national
estimates of proportion urban and city population in the time series from 1950 to 2014. To fill in those
gaps, estimates are interpolated or, for the intervals between the last data point and 2014, extrapolated
from the last data point. For years beyond 2014, the proportion urban is projected to 2050 in single year
intervals while the city populations are projected to 2030 in 5 year intervals.

The method to project the proportion urban was first used in the 1970s (United Nations, 1974 and
1980) and, although it has undergone some revisions since then, the general approach has not changed.
Basically, the method projects the most recent urban-rural growth difference observed by assuming that it
converges over a period of 25 years towards a global norm that relates the urban-rural growth difference
to the proportion urban. The method used for projecting city populations is similar to that used to project
the proportion urban. Specifically, the last observed city growth rate is assumed to converge towards an
expected value that is based on the city population and on the growth rate of the overall urban population
in the country.

The estimated and projected values of the proportion urban spanning 1950 to 2050 for each country
or area are then applied to the total population as estimated or projected in the medium variant in World
Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision (United Nations, 2013a) in order to obtain country-level
estimates of the urban and rural populations. The 2014 Revision of World Urbanization Prospects
updates and supersedes all previous estimates and projections of urban and rural populations and of urban
agglomerations published by the United Nations.

C. OUTLINE OF THIS REPORT

This report is presented in five chapters. Chapter II summarizes the levels and trends in urbanization
at various levels of aggregation, presenting the estimates and projections of the percentage urban, the rate
of urbanization and the size and growth rates of the urban and rural populations for groups of countries
classified, variously, by development group (more, less and least developed), level of income, and major
area or region. Chapter III also examines the levels and trends in urbanization at the country level so as to
assess the degree of heterogeneity in the urban transition both between and within the aggregate groups
analysed in Chapter II. Chapter IV describes the population size and growth of the world’s urban
agglomerations with at least 300,000 inhabitants in 2014, while also examining trends in the urban
hierarchy and city primacy. Chapter V lists the empirical data sources that were referenced in estimating
and projecting the urban and rural populations and the populations of urban agglomerations for each
country. The report concludes with a set of annex tables that present selected estimates and projections of
the 2014 Revision. All of data associated with the 2014 Revision, as well as country profiles, wall charts,
maps, and detailed descriptions of the methodology can be accessed at http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/.
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I. KEY FINDINGS OF THE 2014 REVISION

This chapter summarises the key findings and figures on the levels and trends of urbanization, the size
and growth of the urban and rural populations, and the size and growth of major urban agglomerations
from World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision. More detailed analyses and evidence associated
with these findings are presented in subsequent chapters of this report.

A. LEVELS AND TRENDS OF URBANIZATION

Globally, more people live in urban areas than in rural areas. In 2007, for the first time in
history, the global urban population exceeded the global rural population, and the world’s population has
remained predominantly urban thereafter (figure I.1).

The process of global urbanization has proceeded rapidly over the past six decades. In 1950,
more than two-thirds (70 per cent) of people worldwide lived in rural settlements and less than one-third
(30 per cent) in urban settlements. In 2014, 54 per cent of the world’s population was urban.

Global urbanization is expected to continue, so that by 2050, the world will be one-third rural (34
per cent) and two-thirds urban (66 per cent), roughly the reverse of the global rural-urban population
distribution of the mid-twentieth century.

Figure I.1. The world’s urban and rural populations, 1950-2050
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The number of countries that are considered to be highly urbanized has increased dramatically
in recent decades and is projected to continue to increase in the coming decades. Among 233
countries or areas, just 24 per cent had levels of urbanization greater than 50 per cent in 1950 and only 8
per cent were more than 75 per cent urban. By 2014, 63 per cent of countries were more than half urban
and one-third was more than 75 per cent urban. By 2050 more than 80 per cent of countries in the world
are projected to be at least half urban and just under 50 per cent will be at least 75 per cent urban
(figure 1.2).
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Figure 1.2. Percentage of the population residing in urban areas, 1950, 2014 and 2050
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Despite the rapid pace of the urban transition observed since 1950 in many countries, a
substantial number continue to have very low levels of urbanization. In 2014, 24 countries had less
than a quarter of their respective populations residing in urban areas, down from 106 in 1950. Of these, 9
were located in Africa, 7 in Oceania, 4 in Latin America and the Caribbean, 3 in Asia and 1 in Europe.
By 2050, just 7 countries are projected to be less than 25 per cent urban, all but one of which are small
island states or territories with well under 2 million inhabitants®.

Among those countries or areas with at least 90,000 inhabitants in 2014, the most highly urbanized
were Hong Kong, Macao and Singapore (each 100 per cent urban), followed by Qatar (99 per cent urban),
and Guadeloupe, Kuwait and Belgium (each 98 per cent urban) (table I.1). Projections to 2050 indicate
that each of the 10 most urbanized countries will be more than 97 per cent urban.

The ten least urbanized countries in 2014 were all less than 20 per cent urban (table 1.2). By 2050,
seven of the ten least urbanized are expected to be at least 25 per cent urban.

TABLE I.1. THE TEN MOST URBANIZED COUNTRIES OR AREAS IN 2014 AND 2050*

Percentage Percentage
urban in urban in
Rank Country or area 2014 Rank Country or area 2050
1 China, Hong Kong SAR 100.0 1 China, Hong Kong SAR 100.0
2 China, Macao SAR 100.0 2 China, Macao SAR 100.0
3 Singapore 100.0 3 Singapore 100.0
4 Qatar 99.2 4 Qatar 99.8
5 Guadeloupe 98.4 5 Kuwait 98.8
6 Kuwait 98.3 6 Guadeloupe 98.8
7 Belgium 97.8 7 Belgium 98.6
8 Malta 95.3 8 Japan 97.7
9 United States Virgin Islands 95.2 9 Uruguay 97.5
10 Uruguay 95.2 10 United States Virgin Islands 97.2
* For countries or areas with 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2014.
TABLE 1.2. THE TEN LEAST URBANIZED COUNTRIES OR AREAS IN 2014 AND 2050*
Percentage Percentage
urban in urban in

Rank Country or area 2014 Rank Country or area 2050

1 Trinidad and Tobago 8.6 1 Trinidad and Tobago 10.7

2 Burundi 11.8 2 Papua New Guinea 22.7

3 Papua New Guinea 13.0 3 Samoa 23.4

4 Uganda 15.8 4 Saint Lucia 25.1

5 Malawi 16.1 5 Burundi 26.3

6 Nepal 18.2 6 Antigua and Barbuda 26.3

7 Sri Lanka 18.3 7 Swaziland 28.8

8 Niger 18.5 8 Sri Lanka 30.2

9 Saint Lucia 18.5 9 Malawi 30.2

10 South Sudan 18.6 10 Micronesia (Fed. States of) 30.2

* For countries or areas with 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2014.

3 The exception is Papua New Guinea, where 22 per cent of the projected population of 13 million is expected to reside in urban
settlements in 2050.
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Levels of urbanization vary greatly across regions. In 2014, high levels of urbanization, at or
above 80 per cent, characterized Latin America and the Caribbean and Northern America. Europe, with
73 per cent of its population living in urban areas, is expected to be over 80 per cent urban by 2050
(figure 1.3). Africa and Asia, in contrast, remain mostly rural, with 40 per cent and 48 per cent of their
respective populations living in urban areas in 2014.

Figure 1.3. Urban and rural population as a proportion of total population, by major area, 1950-2050
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Over the coming decades, the level of urbanization is expected to increase in all regions, with
Africa and Asia urbanizing faster than the rest. In 2014, the proportion urban in Asia and Africa was
increasing at rates of 1.5 per cent and 1.1 per cent per annum, respectively. Nevertheless, these two
regions, which are projected to reach 56 per cent and 64 per cent urban by mid-century, respectively, are
still expected to be less urbanized than other regions of the world. Regions that already have relatively
high levels of urbanization are urbanizing at a slower pace, at less than 0.4 per cent annually (figure 1.4).

Figure I.4. Rate of urbanization by major area, 1950-2050
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Temporal patterns in urbanization since 1950 have varied across regions. In Asia, the rate of
urbanization has fluctuated widely since 1950, mainly as a result of a stagnation of the urbanization
process in China in the late 1960s and early 1970s and its subsequent upturn. Europe, Northern America
and Oceania, on the other hand, each experienced a period of stable urbanization, and overall their rates of
urbanization have been slower over the past two decades. In Latin America and the Caribbean, the rate of
urbanization has declined smoothly over the past six decades. The pace of urbanization has accelerated
recently in Africa and while the rate of urbanization is projected to decline gradually in the coming
decades, Africa is expected to be the fastest urbanizing region from 2020 to 2050.

While the high income countries have been highly urbanized for several decades, upper-middle-
income countries have experienced the fastest pace of urbanization since 1950. In 1950, a majority
(57 per cent) of the population in high-income countries already lived in urban areas (figure 1.5). Their
level of urbanization is expected to rise further, from 80 per cent in 2014 to 86 per cent in 2050. In
contrast, in the upper-middle-income countries, only 20 per cent of the population lived in urban areas in
1950, but these countries urbanized rapidly and were 63 per cent urban in 2014. This percentage is
expected to rise to 79 per cent urban by 2050. Countries such as Brazil, China, Iran and Mexico are in
this group and have experienced both rapid urbanization and rapid growth of gross national income.

In the lower-middle-income countries the pace of urbanization has been slower. Nevertheless, this
group of countries is expected to experience faster urbanization than others in the coming decades. In
2014, the proportion of the population living in urban areas was 39 per cent in lower-middle-income
countries and 30 per cent in low-income countries. By 2050, these countries are expected to reach, on
average, 57 per cent and 48 per cent urban, respectively.
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Figure L.5. Percentage urban by income group, 1950-2050
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B. THE SIZE AND GROWTH OF THE URBAN AND RURAL POPULATIONS

The world’s urban population is expected to increase by more than two thirds by 2050, with
nearly 90 per cent of the increase to take place in the urban areas of Asia and Africa. The global
urban population grew rapidly from around 700,000 in 1950 to close to 3.9 billion in 2014 and is
expected to reach 6.3 billion in 2050. Asia was home to just over half of the world’s urban population in
2014, despite its lower level of urbanization (figure 1.6). Europe had the second highest share of the
global urban population, at 14 per cent, followed by Latin America and the Caribbean with 13 per cent.
Over the next four decades, Africa and Asia will experience marked increases in their urban populations.
By mid-century, the urban population of Africa is likely to triple and that of Asia to increase by 61 per
cent so that by 2050 most of the world’s urban population will be concentrated in Asia (52 per cent) and
Africa (21 per cent).

Figure 1.6. Urban population by major area, 1950-2050
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Just a few countries are home to half of the world’s urban population. In 2014, China had the
largest urban population, with 758 urban dwellers, accounting for 20 per cent of the global total. China
was followed by India, with 410 million urban dwellers and the United States, with 263 million urban
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dwellers. These three countries, together with Brazil, Indonesia, Japan and the Russian Federation
accounted for just over half of the global urban population. The addition of another 13 countries
cumulatively accounted for 70 per cent of the global urban population in 2014 (figure 1.7).

Figure 1.7. Urban population size in 2014 and increase in urban population projected between 2014 and 2050
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Future growth of the global urban population is expected to be concentrated in just a handful of
countries. Taken together, China, India and Nigeria are projected to account for 37 per cent of the
increase of nearly 2.5 billion people in the urban population between 2014 and 2050. Just seven other
countries are expected to contribute more than 50 million each to the urban increment between 2014 and
2050 and will constitute together another 20 per cent of the total increase in urban population.

In a few countries, the urban population is projected to decline, despite projected increases in
the level of urbanization. The largest declines between 2014 and 2050 are projected for Japan, with a
decline of 12 million urban dwellers, and for the Russian Federation, with a decline of 7 million.

The rural population of the world has grown slowly since 1950 and is expected to reach its peak
in a few years. The global rural population increased from less than 2 billion in 1950 to nearly 3.4 billion
in 2014. The number of rural dwellers worldwide is projected to decline to 3.2 billion by 2050
(figure 1.8).

Figure 1.8. Rural population by major area, 1950-2050
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The world’s rural population is increasingly concentrated in the less developed countries of
Asia and Africa. Just 14 countries accounted for 70 per cent of the total rural population of the world in
2014, including only three developed countries (the United States, Japan and the Russian Federation).
While the global rural population is expected to shrink between 2014 and 2050 from 3.4 billion to 3.2
billion people, many countries—all in the less developed regions—are projected to see substantial rural
population growth in the coming decades.

Nigeria is projected to see the largest absolute increase in rural population, adding 50 million rural
dwellers between 2014 and 2050 (table 1.3). Nigeria is followed by Ethiopia, with nearly 39 million new
rural dwellers projected by 2050, and Uganda with close to 38 million new rural dwellers projected by
2050. In proportional terms, Niger is expected to experience the greatest rural population growth between
2014 and 2050, nearly tripling its rural population with the addition of 30 million rural dwellers.
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The largest rural population declines are expected in China, with a reduction of 300 million rural
dwellers, equivalent to close to one half of the rural population in 2014, and in India, where the number of
rural residents is expected to decline by 52 million, representing 6 per cent of the rural population in 2014
(table 1.4). In proportional terms, Japan is projected to have the largest rural population loss: the rural
population in 2050 will be 71 per cent smaller than in 2014 (see chapter I1I for data).

TABLE 1.3. TEN COUNTRIES WITH THE LARGEST PROJECTED INCREASES IN RURAL POPULATION
BETWEEN 2014 AND 2050 AND RELATIVE CHANGE IN RURAL POPULATION

Relative
Projected change in change in
rural population rural

between 2014 and population

Rank Country 2050 (thousands) (per cent)
1 Nigeria 50 157 53.0
2 Ethiopia 38 908 49.8
3 Uganda 37991 116.1
4 Niger 29737 196.8
5 United Republic of Tanzania 25776 73.5
6 Democratic Republic of the Congo 21181 52.6
7 Kenya 20 467 60.1
8 Malawi 14 646 103.7
9 Philippines 13171 23.7
10 Sudan 13 020 50.6

TABLE 1.4. TEN COUNTRIES WITH THE LARGEST PROJECTED DECLINES IN RURAL POPULATION
BETWEEN 2014 AND 2050 AND RELATIVE CHANGE IN RURAL POPULATION

Relative
Projected change in change in
rural population rural

between 2014 and population

Rank Country 2050 (thousands) (per cent)
1 China -300 394 -47.3
2 India -51 546 -6.0
3 Indonesia -25207 -21.2
4 Thailand -16 761 -49.1
5 Bangladesh -15 881 -15.1
6 Russian Federation -14 293 -38.5
7 Viet Nam -14 095 -22.7
8 United States of America -9334 -15.6
9 Myanmar -9257 -25.9
10 Brazil -8 548 -29.0

Urban population growth is nearly universal, but the world is split with respect to rural
population change: around two-thirds of countries will experience reductions in the size of their rural
populations between 2014 and 2050, while the remainder will see their rural populations hold steady or
grow (figure 1.9). No country will experience urban decline and rural growth. Urban growth that is
concurrent with rural growth is expected in a majority of countries in Africa (79 per cent), and will occur
in 62 per cent of countries in Oceania as well. Urban population growth that is accompanied by rural
population decline is projected for all of Northern America, 74 per cent of countries in Europe, 71 per
cent in Latin America and the Caribbean, and 63 per cent in Asia. Eleven countries in Europe—Bulgaria,
Belarus, Estonia, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, the Republic of Moldova, the Russian Federation,
Serbia and Ukraine—as well as Japan, Cuba, Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands, are each projected to
experience declines in both the urban and rural populations by 2050.
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Figure 1.9. Average annual rate of change in urban and rural populations in countries by major area, 2014-2050*
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* For countries or areas with at 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2014.

C. THE SIZE AND GROWTH OF MAJOR URBAN AGGLOMERATIONS

Megacities are notable for their size and concentration of economic activity, but are home to
only about one in eight of the world’s urban dwellers. In 1990 there were 10 cities with more than 10
million inhabitants, and these so-called “megacities” were home to 153 million people, representing less
than 7 per cent of the global urban population. By 2014, the number of megacities had nearly tripled to
28, the population they contain grew to 453 million, and these agglomerations accounted for 12 per cent
of the world’s urban dwellers (figure 1.10).

In 2014, Tokyo was the world’s largest city with an agglomeration of 38 million inhabitants, followed
by Delhi with 25 million, Shanghai with 23 million, and Mexico City, Mumbai and S2o Paulo, each with
around 21 million inhabitants. By 2020, Tokyo’s population is projected to begin to decline, although it
will remain the world’s largest agglomeration in 2030 with 37 million inhabitants, followed closely by
Delhi, whose population is projected to rise swiftly to 36 million (figure 1.11). While Osaka (Kinki Major
Metropolitan Area or M.M.A.) and New York-Newark were the world’s second and third largest urban
agglomerations in 1990, by 2030 they are projected to fall in rank to the 13™ and 14™ positions,
respectively.
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Figure 1.10. Distribution of the world’s urban population by size class of urban settlement
and number of cities, 1970, 1990, 2014 and 2030
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Large cities of 5 to 10 million inhabitants account for a small, but growing proportion of the
global urban population. In 2014, just over 300 million people lived in the 43 “large” cities with 5 to 10
million inhabitants, which include such cities as Santiago (Chile), Madrid (Spain), and Singapore. Large
cities accounted for 8 per cent of the world’s urban population in 2014. The number of such cities is
expected to grow to 63 by 2030 and house more than 400 million people, representing close to 9 per cent
of the global urban population.

One in five urban dwellers worldwide in 2014 lived in a medium-sized city of 1 million to 5
million inhabitants. While considered medium-sized by global standards, these cities were, in fact, the
largest cities in 79 countries. Examples include Sydney (Australia), Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) and
Montevideo (Uruguay). The global population living in medium sized cities nearly doubled between
1990 and 2014, and is expected to increase by another 36 per cent between 2014 and 2030, growing from
827 million to 1.1 billion.

The number of people living in cities of between 300,000 and 1 million inhabitants is expected to
grow from 521 million in 2014 to 828 million in 2030, but will continue to hold only around 16 per cent
of the global urban population.

In 2014, 43 per cent of the world’s urban population lived in settlements with fewer than
300,000 inhabitants. While this proportion is projected to shrink over time, by 2030 these small cities
and towns will still be home to around 38 per cent of urban dwellers.

Most megacities and large cities are located in the global South (figure 1.12). China alone has six
megacities and ten cities with populations between 5 and 10 million in 2014, and it will add one more
megacity and six more large cities by 2030. Four of India’s cities with 5 to 10 million inhabitants in 2014
are projected to become megacities in the coming years (Ahmadabad, Bangalore, Chennai and
Hyderabad), for a total of seven megacities projected in the country by 2030. Outside of China and India,
Asia has seven other megacities and eleven other large cities in 2014. Cairo, Kinshasa and Lagos are the
only megacities in Africa in 2014, but three more are expected to emerge by 2030, as Dar es Salaam
(Tanzania), Johannesburg (South Africa), and Luanda (Angola) are each projected to surpass the 10
million mark. The number of large cities with populations between 5 and 10 million is Africa is also
expected to increase, from three in 2014 to twelve in 2030. In Latin America, Bogota (Colombia) and
Lima (Peru) are projected to grow beyond the 10 million mark by 2030, joining the four current
megacities of the region: Buenos Aires, Mexico City, Rio de Janeiro, and Sao Paulo. Notably, there are
varying degrees of uncertainty in the projections of cities, with greater uncertainty for cities like Kinshasa
where the speed of fertility decline is still fairly uncertain and census data have not been collected or
reported in decades.

The rate at which cities grow can be influenced by a multitude of factors, such as geographic
location, climate and topography, the types of industries that characterize the city’s economy, availability
of natural resources, such as water, and proximity to and linkages with other cities in the region, to name
a few (Balk et al., 2009; Kim and Montgomery, 2012). As a result, neither major area nor city population
size is an effective predictor of city growth rates. Across all major areas and city class sizes, substantial
variation in the rates of city population growth is observed over the recent past from 1990-2014
(figure 1.13).

In Africa, median growth rates are similar — between 2 and 3 per cent per year — across all city size
classes. The same is observed in Asia, except that Asia’s megacities tended to grow at slower rates than
cities in the other size classes. In Europe, large cities with between 5 and 10 million inhabitants grew
more rapidly — at rates around one per cent per year—than smaller cities, where the median growth rates
fell close to zero owing to population decline in many medium sized and smaller cities over this period.
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Figure 1.12. The world’s cities by size class of urban settlement, 1990, 2014 and 2030
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Figure 1.13 Average annual rate of population change by size class of urban settlement
and major area, 1990-2014
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In both Latin America and the Caribbean and Northern America, median population growth rates
across smaller cities tended to be modestly faster than for larger cities and no discernible association
between city size and growth rate is evident for Oceania, due in part to the small number of cities in the
region.

Most of the world’s fastest growing urban agglomerations are medium-sized cities or cities with
less than 1 million inhabitants located in Asia or Africa. Between 1990 and 2014, the world’s cities with
more than 300,000 inhabitants grew at an average annual rate of 1.9 per cent. However, 99 cities grew
more than twice as fast, with average growth rates in excess of 4 per cent per year. Of these fastest
growing cities, 74 were located in Asia (51 in China alone), 20 in Africa, 4 in Northern America and one
in Latin America and the Caribbean. Only two had populations greater than 5 million in 1990; 23 had
between 1 million and 5 million inhabitants; and 74 were smaller than 1 million.

Some cities have experienced population decline since 1990, most of which are located in low-
fertility countries of Asia and Europe with stagnating or declining populations. Economic
contraction and natural disasters have contributed to population loss in some cities as well. In the United
States, for example, Buffalo and Detroit each experienced net losses of population between 1990 and
2014, concurrent with a loss of industry and jobs in those cities, while New Orleans experienced
population decline in the wake of the 2005 Hurricane Katrina.
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II. URBAN AND RURAL POPULATION GROWTH AND
WORLD URBANIZATION PROSPECTS

This chapter provides an assessment of urban and rural population growth and levels and trends in
urbanization globally and for groups of countries classified according to development groups, level of
income, and major area. Section A presents an overview of urbanization at the global level. Section B
contrasts the levels and trends in urban areas for the more developed and less developed regions; section
C does the same for income groups; and section D for major areas.

A. OVERVIEW OF WORLD URBANIZATION TRENDS

Between 1950 and 2014, the urban population of the world grew from an estimated 0.7 billion to an
estimated 3.9 billion (table II.1). At the end of this period, the world urban population was more than five
times as large as it was at the start. The average annual growth rate of the urban population during this
period, at 2.58 per cent, was more than 50 per cent faster than that of the world population as a whole
(1.65 per cent). Thus, between 1950 and 2014 the world population was urbanizing rapidly, with the
proportion urban rising from 30 per cent in 1950 to 54 per cent in 2014 (see box II.1 for definitions of
urbanization). The rate of urbanization between 1950 and 2014, defined as the growth rate of the
proportion urban and equal to the difference between the urban growth rate and the total growth rate, was
0.93 per cent per year on average. As a result of this rapid urbanization, the population of the world
became in 2007 more urban than rural for the first time. The urbanization process is expected to continue
for decades and an ever-increasing majority of humankind will likely be living in urban areas.

TABLE II.1. TOTAL, URBAN AND RURAL POPULATIONS BY DEVELOPMENT GROUP, SELECTED PERIODS, 1950-2050

Population (billions) Average annual rate of change (per cent)
1950- 1970- 1990- 2014- 2030-
Development group 1950 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050
Total population
World 253 3.69 532 724 842 955 1.90 1.83 1.29 0.94 0.63
More developed regions 0.81 1.01 1.15 126 129 130 1.08 0.65 0.37 0.18 0.04
Less developed regions 1.71 2.68 4.17 599 7.13 825 2.24 2.21 1.50 1.09 0.73
Urban population
World 075 135 229 3.88 506 6.34 2.96 2.63 221 1.66 1.13
More developed regions 044 0.67 0.83 098 1.05 1.11 2.08 1.06 0.69 0.45 0.27
Less developed regions 030 0.68 145 290 4.00 5.23 4.04 3.82 2.88 2.02 1.33
Rural population
World 1.78 234 3.04 336 337 321 1.37 1.30 0.43 0.01 -0.23
More developed regions 037 034 032 028 024 0.19 -047 -028 -0.58 -0.87 -1.18
Less developed regions 141 201 272 3.09 3.13 3.02 1.76 1.52 0.53 0.08 -0.17
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division 21
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BOX I1.1. DEFINING URBANIZATION

The word “urbanization” refers both to a condition at a point in time and to a process
occurring over time. The condition of urbanization, referred to as the level of urbanization, is
indicated by the percentage of a population that is living in urban areas, however defined (see
chapter VI for country-specific definitions of urban population). The process of urbanization
has been used in several ways. These include migration from rural areas to urban areas,
absolute growth in the urban population (urban growth) and urban growth that is faster than
rural growth. In this report, urbanization as a process refers to the last of these: an increase in
the level of urbanization, that is, an increase in the percentage urban. The rate of urbanization,
then, refers to the growth rate in the level of urbanization.

The growth of the world’s urban population can be put in perspective by comparing dates at which
major landmark sizes are reached (table I1.2). The urban population first reached 1 billion only in 1959. It
reached 2 billion in just another 26 years, passed 3 billion in 2002 and is projected to attain 4 billion in
2016, 5 billion in 2029 and 6 billion in 2045. It is noteworthy that the number of years taken to attain each
successive billion after 3 billion changes only slightly. As for the rural population of the world, it reached
2 billion in 1960, 3 billion in 1989, and since it is projected to begin declining after 2020, it may never
reach 4 billion. These trends in the growth rates of the urban and rural populations and in the resulting
urban-rural population distribution are certain to have important implications for the world’s economy,
for the quality of the world’s environment and for the kinds of lives the world’s population will lead.

TABLE I1.2. MILESTONES IN WORLD TOTAL AND URBAN POPULATIONS

Total population Urban population
Number of Number of
years it years it
took to took to
Population Year when  increase by Population Year when  increase by
Type of data (billions) reached one billion (billions) reached one billion
Estimates 1 1804 1 1959
2 1927 123 2 1985 26
3 1960 33 3 2002 17
4 1974 14
5 1987 13
6 1998 11
7 2011 13
Medium projection variant 4 2016 14
8 2024 13 5 2029 13
9 2039 15 6 2045 16

Although the world population is expected to continue to urbanize, the pace of urbanization is
expected to slow in the future, with both the absolute size of the urban population and the proportion
urban likely to grow less rapidly. Thus, during 2014-2030 the urban population of the world is projected
to increase at an annual rate of 1.7 per cent, much lower than in 1950-1970 (3.0 per cent), 1970-1990 (2.6
per cent) or in 1990-2014 (2.2 per cent) (table II.1, above). For the period 2030-2050, the annual urban
growth rate is expected to be even lower: 1.1 per cent. The proportion urban is also expected to rise at a
slower pace: 0.7 per cent during 2014-2030 and 0.5 per cent during 2030-2050 (table 11.3). By 2050 the
population of the world will likely be 66 per cent urban, with urban dwellers numbering 6.3 billion.
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In contrast to the rapid rise of the world’s urban population, the growth of the rural population has
been slowing markedly. In 1950, seven out of every ten people on earth—1.8 billion—Ilived in rural areas.
During the subsequent 64 years, rural population growth averaged 1.0 per cent per year, with the result
that the rural population nearly doubled, reaching close to 3.4 billion in 2014 (table II.1). The size of the
rural population is expected to peak after 2020, still below 3.4 billion, and then to begin a slow decline. It
is projected to fall to 3.2 billion by 2050, smaller than it was in 2000.

If the projections are accurate, then a// the expected world population growth during 2014-2050 will
be in urban areas. That is, during this period the urban population is expected to rise by 2.5 billion
persons, from 3.9 billion to 6.3 billion, while the total world population is projected to grow by somewhat
less, 2.3 billion, from 7.3 billion in 2014 to 9.6 billion in 2050 (table II.1). The substantial growth
expected in the urban population will be fuelled primarily by several factors: natural increase, rural-urban
migration and the geographic expansion of urban settlements through the annexation and the
transformation of rural villages into small urban settlements (see box 11.2).

TABLE I1.3. PERCENTAGE URBAN BY DEVELOPMENT GROUP, SELECTED PERIODS, 1950-2050

Rate of urbanization

Percentage urban (per cent)
1950-  1970-  1990-  2014-  2030-
Development group 1950 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050
World 29.6 36.6 429 53.6 60.0 664 1.07 0.80 0.92 0.71 0.50
More developed regions  54.6  66.7 72.4 78.0 81.5 854 1.00 0.41 0.31 0.27 0.24
Less developed regions 17.6  25.3 34.8 48.4 562 634 1.79 1.61 1.37 0.92 0.60

BOX I1.2. SOURCES OF URBAN GROWTH

The growth of cities is the result of the interplay of a limited number of factors: natural
increase—that is, the predominance of births over deaths among urban populations—
migration from rural areas, the annexation of previously rural areas and the reclassification
of previously rural areas as urban. Identifying the relative contributions of each of these
factors to urban growth can inform policy formulation. For example, a city that is growing
primarily as a result of a large influx of rural migrants will require different urban policy and
planning compared to a city where growth is driven by high fertility.

To assess the components of urban growth, the Census Survival Ratio Method (CSRM)
is commonly applied using repeated rounds of census data that provide information on the
distribution by age and sex on total population and urban population. This method estimates
two major components of urban growth: 1) natural increase; and 2) net migration together
with area reclassification. The United Nations Population Division has published three
papers examining components of urban growth. The first publication (United Nations, 1980)
presented the CRSM and some basic results using a selection of available censuses from the
1960s and 1970s. The second publication (United Nations, 2001) expanded the analysis by
including data from a larger number of developing countries for the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s.
The third publication (Stecklov, 2008) further expanded the empirical range by including
data from 248 censuses taken among 76 countries for the periods between the 1960s and
1990s.
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All three studies pointed to natural increase as the driving force behind urban growth in
developing countries: about 60 per cent of the growth of cities in developing countries was
due to natural increase, while the remainder was due to net migration and reclassification.
However, there are some differences over time and across regions. In both Latin America and
the Caribbean and Africa, the contribution of natural increase to urban growth was rising over
time, while in Asia it has diminished (figure 1). Specifically, in Asian countries such as
Armenia, Indonesia, Nepal and Thailand, the contribution of natural increase to urban growth
decreased by half over the past few decades. Whether these declines are due to a relative
increase in the role of migration from rural to urban sectors or whether they are capturing
more aggressive state policies of urban reclassification cannot be determined using the CSRM
approach. Overall, natural increase was the major factor driving city growth in Africa
(accounting for 65 per cent of urban growth in the 1990s), Asia (51 per cent in the 1990s) and
Latin America and the Caribbean (69 per cent in the 1990s).

Alternative methods that require more detailed analysis at the country level are available
to decompose the relative contributions of net migration and urban reclassification factors to
urban growth, but cannot currently be applied for most developing countries due to limited
data availability. Using censuses and detailed data from National Statistics Office of Thailand,
Pejaranonda, Santipaporn and Guest (1995) found that urban growth in Thailand from 1980
to 1990 was driven by four factors: natural increase (46.4 per cent), net migration (25.1 per
cent), expansion of existing urban boundaries (14.3 per cent) and urban reclassification (14.2
per cent). Caution must be employed when comparing the level of urbanization over time,
especially for countries with frequent changes in urban definitions, to separate political
decisions from underlying socio-economic transformations.

Percentage of urban growth due to natural increase
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B. CONTRASTING URBANIZATION TRENDS IN THE LESS DEVELOPED REGIONS
AND THE MORE DEVELOPED REGIONS

Striking differences in patterns of urbanization exist between the more developed regions and the less
developed regions. While just over half of the population of the less developed regions currently still lives
in rural areas, the great majority in the more developed regions resides in urban areas. However, the urban
population of the less developed regions has been growing considerably faster than that of the more
developed regions (figure I1.1), and as a result, its share of the world urban population has been rising. In
1950 the urban population of the more developed regions was substantially larger than that of the less
developed regions (444 million versus 302 million), so that the more developed regions accounted for
60 per cent of the world’s urban population at a time when they had just 32 per cent of the world’s total
population (table 11.4). But already in the 1950s, the patterns of growth of the urban populations of the
more developed and less developed regions were showing signs of divergence, with the former growing
more slowly. As a consequence, by 1970 the urban population of the less developed regions had
surpassed that of the more developed regions (677 million versus 673 million), and the difference
increased rapidly thereafter. In 2014, almost three times as many urban dwellers were estimated to live in
the less developed regions as in the more developed regions (2.9 billion versus 1.0 billion) (table I1.1). In
that year the less developed regions accounted for 75 per cent of the world urban population and 83 per
cent of the total world population (table I1.4). As the developing world becomes increasingly urbanized,
the difference between these two figures will decline. By 2050, with 5.2 billion urban dwellers, the less
developed regions are projected to have 82 per cent of the world urban population and 86 per cent of the
total world population. Correspondingly, with 1.1 billion urban inhabitants, the urban areas of the more
developed regions will account for only 18 per cent of the urban population of the world and 14 per cent
of the world population.

Figure I1.1. Estimated and projected urban populations of the world,
the more developed regions and the less developed regions, 1950-2050
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TABLE I1.4. DISTRIBUTION OF THE TOTAL, URBAN AND RURAL POPULATIONS OF THE WORLD
BY DEVELOPMENT GROUP, 1950, 1975,2007, 2025 AND 2050

Percentage of the world population

Development group 1950 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050
Total population
More developed regions 322 27.3 21.6 17.3 15.4 13.6
Less developed regions 67.8 72.7 78.4 82.7 84.6 86.4
Urban population
More developed regions 59.5 49.8 36.4 253 20.8 17.6
Less developed regions 40.5 50.2 63.6 74.7 79.2 82.4
Rural population
More developed regions 20.7 14.3 10.5 8.2 7.1 5.9
Less developed regions 79.3 85.7 89.5 91.8 92.9 94.1

Rapid urban growth in the less developed regions has occurred within a context of high population
growth. In these regions, sustained high fertility combined with declining mortality resulted in fast
population growth that peaked around 1970 (United Nations, 2013a). Fertility has fallen substantially
since then, and consequently so has population growth. Urban populations have experienced particularly
high growth because of natural increase, rural-urban migration and the expansion of urban localities
through the transformation of rural settlements into urban ones.

As a result of the rapid growth of urban areas of the less developed regions, they have accounted for a
rising share of the annual increment to the world urban population. The average annual increment of the
world urban population rose steadily from 25 million persons in 1950-1955 to 57 million in 1990-1995 and
77 million in 2010-2015. After 2015, it is expected to decline, falling to 62 million in 2045-2050. The annual
increment of the urban population in the less developed regions has also been increasing, from 14 million in
1950-1955 to 71 million in 2010-2015. After 2015, a decline is expected to occur so that the average annual
increment is expected to be 59 million in 2045-2050 (figure 11.2). Meanwhile, the annual increment to the
urban population in the more developed regions peaked at 12 million in 1960-1965 and has been falling
steadily since. It is expected to continue to fall through at least 2045-2050, when it will be only 3 million per
year. These differences between urban growth in the more and less developed regions have resulted in
dramatic changes in the distribution of world urban growth. In 1950-1955, the urban areas of the less
developed regions absorbed 56 per cent of the annual increment of the world urban population. By 2010-
2015 they were absorbing 92 per cent, and by 2045-2050 they are expected to absorb 96 per cent (figure 11.2).

Not only are the urban areas of less developed regions absorbing most of the population growth in the
urban areas of the world, they are also increasingly absorbing most of the growth of the entire world
population (figure 11.3). The annual increment in the world population was growing until 1985-1990,
when it reached a peak of 91 million. Since then it has fallen, to 82 million in 2010-2015 and it is
expected to continue to fall throughout the projection period. In 1950-1955 the increase in the population
of the urban areas of the less developed regions accounted for 30 per cent of the total increment to the
world’s population. By 2010-2015 that increase accounted for 87 per cent. After 2030-2035, urban
population growth in the less developed regions is expected actually to exceed world population growth
since rural populations are projected to decrease.
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Figure 11.2. Annual increment of the urban population of the more developed regions and

the less developed regions, and urban increment of the less developed regions
as percentage of world urban increment
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The contrasting trends in urban growth between the more developed regions and the less developed
regions are also apparent when population growth rates are considered. As figure 11.4 shows, the growth
rate of the urban population of the less developed regions was considerably higher than that of the urban
population of the more developed regions throughout the period 1950-2014, and the difference is
expected to remain high. Furthermore, whereas the urban growth rate of the more developed regions has
been declining fairly steadily since 1950, that of the less developed regions fluctuated during 1950-1985.
It began a steady decline in 1980-1985, when it was 4.0 per cent per year. For 2010-2015, the urban
growth rate in the less developed regions is estimated at 2.6 per cent per year, more than four times that of
the more developed regions (0.6 per cent per year). Notably, between 2014 and 2050, the urban
population of the less developed regions is expected to increase by 76 per cent, compared to only 13 per
cent in the more developed regions.

The unusual pattern of the urban growth rate of the less developed regions between 1950 and 1985 is
primarily related to fluctuations in the world’s largest country, China, which in 1985 accounted for 20 per
cent of the urban population of the less developed regions. The annual rate of urban growth in China
fluctuated markedly, from 5.2 per cent in 1950-1955 plummeting to 1.9 per cent in 1965-1970, rising back to
4.9 per cent in 1980-1985, and then declining to 3.1 per cent by 2010-2015 (table II.5). When China is
excluded from the data, the urban growth rate of the remaining countries of the less developed regions shows
no fluctuations: it basically stays at around 4.0 per cent per year between 1950 and 1980 and then declines
steadily to reach 2.4 per cent in 2010-2015 (figure IL5).

Figure I1.4. Average annual rate of change of the urban populations of the world,
the more developed regions and the less developed regions, 1950-2050
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Figure I1.5 Average annual rate of change of the urban population, China and
less developed regions excluding China, 1950-2050
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The irregular trends in China’s urban population growth rates are quite different from the
corresponding trends in the growth rates of the overall population (figure I11.6). The decline in urban
population growth rates is reflected in the virtual stagnation of the proportion urban (table II.5) during the
period of the Cultural Revolution, a programme of radical political and socio-economic reform and civil
strife accompanied by the forceful relocation of large numbers of urban dwellers to rural areas. The lack
of census information for China for the entire period 1960-1980 limits the possibility of assessing the
accuracy of the available official estimates of urban population change during this period. The census of
1982 provided the first comprehensive source of data on the urban population of China since the 1950s.
The reduction of the proportion urban in the years before that census reflects both the real effects of the
Cultural Revolution and the use of an official definition of urban that might have underestimated the
proportion urban. Starting in 1983 the official criteria to determine the geographical demarcation of cities
and towns have changed several times (Zhang and Zhao, 1998), leading to increases in the number of
localities considered as urban. Reclassification has therefore played an important role in estimates of
urbanization trends in China since 1980. This fact should be borne in mind in interpreting trends in urban
growth in China, as well as their effects on overall urban growth in the less developed regions and
globally.
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Figure I1.6. Average annual rate of change of the urban, rural and
total population of China, 1950-2050
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TABLE I1.5. PERCENTAGE URBAN AND AVERAGE ANNUAL RATE OF CHANGE
OF THE URBAN AND TOTAL POPULATION OF CHINA, 1950-2050

Percentage

Average annual rate of change

urban at the (per cent)
beginning of the Urban Total
Period period population population

1950-1955 11.8 5.21 2.00
1955-1960 13.9 4.72 1.59
1960-1965 16.2 3.99 1.79
1965-1970 18.1 1.93 2.70
1970-1975 17.4 2.30 2.30
1975-1980 17.4 3.62 1.49
1980-1985 19.4 4.87 1.53
1985-1990 229 4.75 1.85
1990-1995 26.4 4.36 1.20
1995-2000 31.0 3.63 0.68
2000-2005 35.9 3.98 0.58
2005-2010 42.5 3.55 0.62
2010-2015 49.2 3.05 0.61
2015-2020 55.6 2.30 0.44
2020-2025 61.0 1.61 0.22
2025-2030 65.4 1.06 0.06
2030-2035 68.7 0.61 -0.06
2035-2040 71.1 0.28 -0.18
2040-2045 72.8 0.12 -0.30
2045-2050 74.3 -0.02 -0.42
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As with urban population trends, the more and less developed regions also differ markedly in rural
population trends. Whereas the rural population of more developed regions has been declining during at
least the last 64 years, that of less developed regions has continued to grow (figure I1.7). The growth rate
of the rural population of the less developed regions peaked at 2.2 per cent per year in 1965-1970 and
then began to decline. By 2010-2015, the rural growth rate of the less developed regions stood at just 0.2
per cent per year. It is expected to continue to fall and will become negative by 2030-2035.

Figure I1.7. Average annual rate of change of the rural populations of the world, the more

developed regions and the less developed regions, 1950-2050
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The contrasting patterns of growth of the rural populations of the more developed and the less
developed regions have resulted in a significant redistribution of the world’s rural population. In 1950, the
369 million rural dwellers in the more developed regions constituted over 21 per cent of the rural
population of the world (figure I1.8), whereas by 2014, the number of rural dwellers in the more
developed regions (276 million) accounted for just over 8 per cent of the world’s rural population. This
share is expected to drop to just 6 per cent by 2050, as the rural population in developed countries
decreases to 190 million persons. Overall, the rural population of the more developed regions is expected
to decline by 31 per cent during the period 2014-2050. In comparison, the rural population of the less
developed regions has continued to grow, from 1.4 billion in 1950 to 3.1 billion in 2014, more than
doubling over those 64 years. The years to come, however, are expected to witness a major reduction in
rural population growth in the less developed regions, and their rural population is expected to decline to
3.0 billion in 2050.

As a consequence of the contrasting growth patterns of the urban and rural populations of the more
developed and the less developed regions, the two regions have experienced and are expected to continue
to experience different trends in the growth of the proportion urban. As previously noted, the more
developed regions were already highly urbanized by 1950, when over half (55 per cent) of their
population lived in urban areas (table I1.3). At that time, the less developed regions had just 18 per cent of
their inhabitants living in cities and towns. However, the urban population of less developed regions has
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been growing quite rapidly between 1950 and 2014 and the proportion urban in those regions more than
doubled, reaching 48 per cent. In the more developed regions, the proportion urban rose less rapidly but
reached 78 per cent by 2014. The projected proportion urban in 2050 is expected to reach 85 per cent in
the more developed regions and 63 per cent in the less developed regions. Thus, there is still ample room
for a continuing expansion of the proportion urban in the less developed regions. The more developed
regions, on the other hand, may be nearing an upper limit.

Figure I1.8. Estimated and projected rural populations of the world,
the more developed regions and the less developed regions, 1950-2050
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The contrast is made clearer by considering the rate of urbanization (i.e., the growth rate of the
proportion urban). Since 1950, the more developed regions have had a declining rate of urbanization,
falling to a low of 0.24 per cent in 1995-2000 (table I1.6). Rates rose slightly in 2000-2005 and 2005-2010
and are expected to decline in the future. In contrast, the rate of urbanization of the less developed
regions, which was above 1.5 per cent per year from 1950 to 1990 (except for 1965-1975 because of
China, as noted above), is expected to fall steadily from 1.2 per cent in 2010-2015 to 0.6 per cent in 2045-
2050, still much higher than the rate for the more developed regions.
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TABLE I1.6. PERCENTAGE URBAN AND RATE OF URBANIZATION OF THE WORLD, MORE DEVELOPED REGIONS
AND LESS DEVELOPED REGIONS, 1950-2050

Percentage urban Rate of urbanization (per cent)
Less Less
More developed developed More developed developed

Year World regions regions Period World regions regions
1950 29.6 54.6 17.6 1950-1955 1.33 1.12 2.16
1955 31.6 57.8 19.7 1955-1960 1.29 1.07 2.13
1960 33.7 61.0 21.9 1960-1965 1.08 0.96 1.82
1965 35.6 64.0 24.0 1965-1970 0.57 0.84 1.06
1970 36.6 66.7 253 1970-1975 0.60 0.60 1.28
1975 37.7 68.8 26.9 1975-1980 0.84 0.41 1.75
1980 39.3 70.2 29.4 1980-1985 0.92 0.33 1.83
1985 41.2 71.4 322 1985-1990 0.84 0.28 1.58
1990 429 72.4 34.8 1990-1995 0.81 0.26 1.41
1995 44.7 73.3 37.4 1995-2000 0.83 0.24 1.32
2000 46.6 74.2 39.9 2000-2005 1.04 0.42 1.47
2005 49.1 75.8 43.0 2005-2010 1.00 0.35 1.38
2010 51.6 77.1 46.1 2010-2015 0.90 0.30 1.23
2015 54.0 78.3 49.0 2015-2020 0.79 0.27 1.05
2020 56.2 79.3 51.6 2020-2025 0.70 0.27 0.90
2025 58.2 80.4 54.0 2025-2030 0.62 0.26 0.77
2030 60.0 81.5 56.2 2030-2035 0.54 0.26 0.67
2035 61.7 82.5 58.1 2035-2040 0.49 0.25 0.60
2040 63.2 83.5 59.8 2040-2045 0.49 0.23 0.58
2045 64.8 84.5 61.6 2045-2050 0.48 0.22 0.57
2050 66.4 85.4 63.4

C. PATTERNS OF URBAN AND RURAL GROWTH BY INCOME GROUP

Overall, higher income countries have a higher share of population living in urban areas, showing a
positive relationship between urbanization and per capita income (box II.3). Today, in high-income
countries and upper-middle-income countries, the majority of the population lives in urban areas: 80 per
cent and 63 per cent, respectively (figure 11.9). The urban transition in higher income countries started
many decades ago: 57 per cent of their population lived in urban areas in 1950. This early urbanization
was achieved partly due to the Industrial Revolution in Europe and Northern America where rural to
urban migration occurred in the 19th century (Bairoch, 1988). Their level of urbanization is expected to
rise further from 80 per cent today to 86 per cent in 2050. In contrast, upper-middle-income countries of
today started with low levels of urbanization with only 20 per cent of the population living in urban areas
in 1950. This percentage rose rapidly to 63 per cent today and is projected to reach 79 per cent by 2050.
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BOX I1.3. URBANIZATION AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

Cities are the centres of economic activities that tend to be associated with enhance
productivity. Industries and services are usually concentrated within urban areas that attract
businesses and skilled people. With financial capital and human capital in one place,
productivity is promoted through better division of labour, enhanced intra-industry
specialization, easy diffusion of knowledge and mimicry, improved economies of scale and
cheaper transport. In addition, cities incubate new ideas and technologies that can accelerate
economic progress. City dwellers can gain access to many of the benefits of urban life:
higher earnings, better schools and health care, and easy access to infrastructure and services.
Under favourable conditions, urbanization can lead to higher gross domestic product (GDP)
per capita because of higher levels of productivity (Becker,2008 and Duranton and Puga,
2004).

It is uncertain whether urbanization leads to increases in GDP per capita in all countries
and settings. A recent multivariate analysis of cross-country panel data from 1970 to 2000
and found no evidence to support that the level of urbanization affects the rate of economic
growth (Bloom et al 2008). Another study by the World Bank’s World Development Report
(2013) indicated that not all countries experienced higher levels of GDP as a larger share of
population settled in urban areas. While countries in the Eastern and South-eastern Asia such
as China, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Vietnam experienced a steady increase in GDP
per capita as people moved to cities, a similar increase in GDP per capita with urbanization
was not observed in sub-Saharan Africa. Cameroon, Liberia, Madagascar and Zimbabwe
experienced no growth or a decline in GDP per capita with urbanization, while data from
Guinea-Bissau, Ghana, and Nigeria indicated a weak positive link between urbanization and
income.

Many factors other than urbanization determine economic growth. Determining whether
urbanization causes growth or, conversely, whether economic growth causes urbanization is
very difficult to untangle. The evidence shows that there is a positive association between
urbanization and per capita income: high-income countries and upper-middle income
countries are on average 80 per cent and 60 per cent urbanized respectively, while low-
income countries are only 30 per cent urbanized. Historically, a positive association between
GDP growth and urbanization was clear among developed countries over the period 1970-
2010, but the association has been much weaker in Latin America and the Caribbean and non-
existent in sub-Saharan Africa, where urbanization has proceeded in many countries despite
slow or even negative economic growth (United Nations, 2013b).
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Figure I1.9. Percentage urban by income group, 1950-2050
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unchanged throughout the estimates and projections.

Lower-income-countries have a lower share of population living in urban areas, but such share is
projected to increase substantially in the coming decades. Lower-middle-income countries started with a
comparable level of urbanization to upper-middle-income countries in 1950 (around 20 per cent).
However, the urbanization process has been slower and the share of population living in urban areas is 39
per cent today. The share is projected to rise further to 57 per cent by 2050. On the other hand, low-
income countries started with a low level of urbanization of 9 per cent in 1950. The level has increased to
30 per cent today and half of the population is projected to live in urban areas by 2050.

Upper-middle-income countries have experienced the fastest pace of urbanization since 1970, but the
pace will slow in the coming decades. Between 1970 and 2014, the population of upper-middle-income
countries urbanized at an average rate of 1.71 per cent annually, driven by rapid urbanization in several
populous countries such as China, Brazil, Iran and Thailand, with average annual urbanization rates
between 1.6 to 3.4 per cent over that period (data not shown). However, the urbanization rate in the
upper-middle-income group is projected to slow to approximately 0.4 per cent annually, on average,
between 2030 and 2050, a comparable rate to that observed in the high-income countries between 1970
and 1990 (table I1.7).

Lower-middle and low-income countries are projected to experience the fastest urbanization rates in
the coming decades. Over the past few decades, lower-middle and low-income countries experienced
urbanization rates between 1.0 and 2.4 per cent annually. Over the coming decades, countries in these
income groups will have the highest urbanization rates that fall between 1.0 and 1.4 per cent, overtaking
all other income groups. While urbanization rates are projected to slow down in the near future in most
countries in the world, several low-income countries in Sub-Saharan Africa will have increasing rates
instead. Examples of such countries are Chad, Malawi, Mozambique, Niger, Comoros, South Sudan and
Sierra Leone.
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TABLE I1.7. PERCENTAGE URBAN AND RATE OF URBANIZATION OF THE WORLD, BY INCOME GROUP,
SELECTED YEARS AND PERIOD, 1950-2050

Percentage urban Rate of urbanization (per cent)

1950-  1970-  1990- 2014-  2030-

Major area 1950 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050

World 29.6 36.6 429 536 60.0 664 1.07 0.80 092 0.71 0.50
High-income countries 56.6 682 744 802 832 86.7 093 043 031 024 0.21
Middle-income countries 19.0 26.8 36.1 507 59.1 66.7 1.73 149 142 096 0.60
Upper-middle-income countries 19.8 295 408 626 732 793 198 1.62 1.79 0.98 0.40
Lower-middle-income countries 179 23,6 30.8 393 471 574 1.37 134 1.02 1.12 1.00
Low-income countries 9.0 145 21.8 303 382 48.1 2.39 2.02 1.38 1.44 1.16

D. PATTERNS OF URBAN AND RURAL GROWTH IN THE MAJOR AREAS OF THE WORLD

The different patterns of urbanization observed for more developed regions and less developed
regions are the result of widely varying experiences among the major areas that constitute those regions.
Europe and Northern America currently exhibit high levels of urbanization but slowing rates of urban
population growth (figure I1.10). In the developing world, Africa and Asia are still largely rural, whereas
Latin America and the Caribbean, having urbanized rapidly since 1950, already has a proportion urban
similar to that of the developed countries. Oceania is also highly urbanized largely as a result of high
levels of urbanization in Australia and New Zealand.

Despite its low level of urbanization, Asia, because of its large population, has the largest number of
persons living in urban areas (2.1 billion in 2014), followed by Europe, with 545 million urban dwellers,
Latin America and the Caribbean with 496 million, and Africa with 455 million (table I1.8). Because of
the relatively high urban population growth rates expected in the future in Africa and Asia, by 2050 those
two major areas will have the largest numbers of urban dwellers in the world—3.3 billion in Asia and 1.3
billion in Africa—even though they will still be the least urbanized major areas of the world.

Figure I1.10 present data, for all major areas of the world, on the average annual rates of change of the
urban population since 1950 and those expected in the future. Africa’s urban population growth rates have
been the highest, above 4 per cent per year during 1950-1990, and are expected to remain at or above
3 per cent per annum through 2030-2035. By 2045-2050, the growth rate of Africa’s urban population is
expected to have declined to 2.6 per cent. The urban growth rate of Latin America and the Caribbean was
close to that of Africa in 1950-1955 (4.5 per cent versus 4.9 per cent), but declined rapidly to 1.4 per cent
in 2010-2015. It is expected to continue to fall further to only 0.4 per cent by 2045-2050.

In Asia, the urban growth rate reflects the fluctuations associated with the urbanization trends
experienced by China, as discussed above. It remained over 3 percent until 1990-1995, fell to 2.5 per cent
in 2010-2015 and is projected to decline to 0.7 per cent by 2045-2050. In Europe, Northern America and
Oceania, urban population growth rates declined markedly between approximately 1960 and 1980, during
the so-called “counter-urbanization” period, and subsequently followed two different paths. In Europe,
the urban growth rate continued to fall, to 0.1 per cent during 1995-2000. It rose slightly by 2005-2010, to
0.5 per cent, and is subsequently expected to decline slowly and by 2045-2050, urban populations in
Europe, uniquely among major areas, are expected not to increase further (urban growth rate will be
below 0.1 per cent). In contrast to Europe, the growth rates of the urban population of Northern America
rose as high as 1.6 per cent in 1995-2000, then began a decline that continued through 2010-2015 (1.0 per
cent) and that is projected to continue through 2045-2050.
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Figure 11.10. Average annual rate of change of the urban population by major area, 1950-2050
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The rapid urban growth experienced by the major areas has resulted in large increases in the numbers
of urban dwellers. Africa’s urban population increased more than fourteen-fold between 1950 and 2014,
rising from 35 million to 455 million (table I1.8). The urban population of Asia increased by eight-fold,
from 245 million to 2.1 billion, while that of Latin America and the Caribbean increased by seven-fold,
from 69 million to 496 million. The number of urban dwellers in Northern America more than doubled
(from 110 million to 292 million), while that in Oceania tripled (from 8 million to 27 million). Even the
urban population of Europe, whose growth rates have been relatively low, experienced a 90 per cent
increase during that same period, from 283 million to 545 million.

Given the large differences in urban growth rates across major areas between 1950 and 2014, a
significant redistribution of the world’s urban population occurred (table II.8). Africa’s share almost
tripled, from 4 per cent in 1950 to 12 per cent in 2014; Asia’s share grew by more than 60 per cent, from
33 per cent to 53 per cent; and the share of Latin America and the Caribbean rose from 9 per cent to 13
per cent. Meanwhile, the shares of Europe and Northern America fell, with Europe’s falling by over half,
from 38 per cent to 14 per cent, and Northern America’s from 15 per cent to 8 per cent. Oceania’s small
share grew even smaller.

Over the next 36 years, the differences expected in urban population growth will accentuate the
redistribution of the urban population that occurred during 1950-2014. Africa’s urban population is likely
to triple between 2014 and 2050, while that of Asia’s is likely to increase by over 60 per cent. With 1.3
billion urban dwellers in 2050, Africa will have 21 per cent of the world urban population, while Asia,
with 3.3 billion persons, will have 52 per cent. Together, they will account for nearly three-quarters of the
urban population of the world. All other major areas are expected to see their shares of the world urban
population decline, even though their urban populations are projected to increase substantially. The urban
population of Latin America and the Caribbean will increase by more than a third, from 496 million in
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2014 to 674 million in 2050, but its share will decline from 13 to 11 per cent. The share of Northern
America is expected to decline from 8 per cent to 6 per cent, although its urban population will likely
increase by a third. The largest expected reduction is in Europe’s share, which will decrease from 14 per
cent to 9 per cent between 2014 and 2050.

TABLE I1.8. EVOLUTION OF THE URBAN, RURAL AND TOTAL POPULATIONS BY MAJOR AREA,
SELECTED YEARS AND PERIODS, 1950-2050

Population (millions) Percentage distribution

Major area 1950 1990 2014 2030 2050 1950 1990 2014 2030 2050

A. Urban population

World 746 2285 3880 5058 6339 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Africa 32 197 455 770 1339 4.3 8.6 11.7 15.2 21.1
Asia 245 1036 2064 2752 3313 32.8 453 53.2 54.4 52.3
Europe 283 506 545 567 581 37.9 22.1 14.1 11.2 9.2
Latin America and the Caribbean 69 314 496 595 674 9.3 13.7 12.8 11.8 10.6
Northern America 110 213 292 340 390 14.7 9.3 7.5 6.7 6.2
Oceania 8 19 27 34 42 1.1 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.7

B. Rural population

World 1779 3036 3364 3367 3212 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Africa 197 433 683 864 1055 11.1 14.3 20.3 25.7 32.8
Asia 1151 2177 2278 2134 1851 64.7 71.7 67.7 63.4 57.6
Europe 266 217 197 169 128 15.0 7.2 5.9 5.0 4.0
Latin America and the Caribbean 99 131 128 122 108 5.5 43 3.8 3.6 3.4
Northern America 62 69 66 64 56 3.5 2.3 2.0 1.9 1.7
Oceania 5 8 11 14 15 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.5

C. Total population

World 2526 5321 7244 8425 9551 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Africa 229 630 1138 1634 2393 9.1 11.8 15.7 19.4 25.1
Asia 1396 3213 4342 4887 5164 553 60.4 59.9 58.0 54.1
Europe 549 723 743 736 709 21.7 13.6 10.3 8.7 7.4
Latin America and the Caribbean 168 445 623 717 782 6.6 8.4 8.6 8.5 8.2
Northern America 172 282 358 403 446 6.8 53 4.9 4.8 4.7
Oceania 13 27 39 47 57 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.6

Given their high urban growth rates and their growing shares of the world urban population, Africa
and Asia account for most of the increments of the urban population. During 1950-1970, these two major
areas together accounted for 51 per cent of all the increase in the world urban population, a share that rose
to 81 per cent in 1990-2014, with 64 per cent in Asia alone (table 11.9). The share of Africa is expected to
continue to increase, to 27 per cent during 2014-2030 and to 44 per cent during 2030-2050. Asia’s share
will fall to over 58 percent, then fall to 43 per cent. Africa and Asia will together account for 87 per cent
of all new urban inhabitants between 2014 and 2050. All other major areas will see a decline in their
shares of the annual increment to the urban population. The share of Latin America and the Caribbean
will likely fall by more than half, from 16 per cent of the world urban increment in 1950-1970 and 1970-
1990 to 6 per cent during 2030-2050. For Oceania and Northern America, the magnitudes of the
reductions are smaller, while the proportion of the increment of the urban population accounted for by
Europe is reduced to one per cent by 2030-2050, compared to almost 22 per cent in 1950-1970.
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TABLE I1.9. AVERAGE ANNUAL INCREMENT OF THE URBAN POPULATION AND DISTRIBUTION OF THAT
INCREMENT BY MAJOR AREA, SELECTED PERIODS, 1950-2050

Annual increment of the urban population

(millions) Percentage distribution of annual increment

1950- 1970-  1990-  2014-  2030- 1950-  1970-  1990-  2014-  2030-

Major area 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050

World 121 187 319 236 256 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Africa 10 23 52 63 114 8.4 12.2 16.2 26.7 44.4
Asia 52 106 206 138 112 43.1 56.9 64.4 58.4 43.8
Europe 26 18 8 4 3 21.7 9.8 2.5 1.8 1.1
Latin America and the Caribbean 19 30 36 20 16 157 160 114 8.4 6.1
Northern America 12 8 16 10 10 10.1 4.5 4.9 4.1 3.9
Oceania 1 1 2 1 2 1.0 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6

Levels of urbanization have been rising among all the major areas since 1950 and are expected to
continue to increase through 2050 (figure I11.11). Among the major areas of the world, Asia was the
second least urbanized in 1950, with 18 per cent of its population living in urban settlements (table 11.10).
By 2014, after Asia experienced average annual rates of urbanization (rate of change of the percentage
urban) of 1.5 per cent per year in 1950-1990 and 1.6 per cent in 1990-2014, the level of urbanization had
more than doubled, to 48 per cent. Despite a rate of urbanization of just over 1.1 per cent per year that
Asia is expected to experience during 2014-2030 (the highest of any major area, although falling slightly
below that of Africa during the 2030-2050 period), only 64 per cent of its population is projected to be
urban in 2050, when Asia will still be the second least urbanized major area.

Figure I1.11. Percentage urban for major areas, 1950-2050
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TABLE I1.10. PERCENTAGE URBAN AND RATE OF URBANIZATION OF THE WORLD,
BY MAJOR AREA, SELECTED PERIODS, 1950-2050

Percentage urban Rate of urbanization (per cent)
1950- 1970- 1990- 2014- 2030-
Major area 1950 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050 1970 1990 2014 2030 2050

World 29.6 36.6 429 53.6 60.0 664 1.07 0.80 0.92 0.71 0.50

Africa 140 22,6 313 40.0 47.1 559 2.38 1.63 1.03 1.02 0.86

Asia 17.5 237 323 475 563 642 1.51 1.54 1.62 1.06 0.65

Europe 51.5 63.0 700 734 77.0 82.0 1.00 0.52 0.20 0.30 0.31

Latin America and the

Caribbean 413 571 705 795 83.0 86.2 1.62 1.06 0.50 0.27 0.19

Northern America 639 738 754 815 842 874 0.72 0.11 0.32 0.21 0.19

Oceania 624 713 707 70.8 713 735 0.67 -0.05 0.01 0.05 0.15

The path of urbanization in Africa has been quite similar to that in Asia. In 1950, Africa had the
lowest proportion urban of any major area (14 per cent), but it experienced the fastest rate of urbanization
by far during 1950-1970 (2.4 per cent per year) and the second fastest after Asia during 1990-2014
(1.0 per cent per year). By 2014 its urban share had risen to 40 per cent. Africa’s average rate of
urbanization over the coming years is expected to fall, thus will result in a level of urbanization of 56 per
cent by 2050. That is, by 2050 the levels of urbanization of both Africa and Asia will have long since
passed the 50 per cent mark (Asia in 2018 and Africa in 2038), making their populations more urban than
rural.

In contrast to Africa and Asia, the level of urbanization of Latin America and the Caribbean was
already relatively high by 1950, when 41 per cent of its population lived in urban areas. Although this
level of urbanization was lower than that of the predominantly urban more developed areas of Europe (52
per cent urban), Northern America (64 per cent) and Oceania (62 per cent), over the next 64 years Latin
America and the Caribbean experienced a rapid increase in the proportion urban, much faster than in
those three areas, averaging 1.6 per cent per year in 1950-1970 and 1.0 per cent per year in 1970-1990.
Consequently, its proportion urban had become essentially the same as that of Europe and Oceania by
1990, and in 2014 it surpassed that of both (80 per cent versus 73 per cent and 71 per cent, respectively).
With about three-quarters of their populations already living in urban areas, Latin America and the
Caribbean and Europe are both expected to experience declines in their annual rates of urbanization, with
the result that their proportions urban will increase slowly, reaching 82 per cent in Europe and 86 per cent
in Latin America and the Caribbean by 2050.

Oceania, the major area with by far the smallest population (barely one-tenth the population of
Northern America in 2014), was the second most urbanized major area in the world in 1950 (62 per cent
living in urban settlements), following Northern America (64 per cent). Since then, these two major areas
have experienced the lowest rates of urbanization in the world: in 1950-1970, both experienced rates of
urbanization around 0.7 per cent per year, but in the subsequent 44 years the rate more than halved in
Northern America and became marginally negative for most of the period in Oceania. Nevertheless,
Northern America, with 81 per cent of its population living in urban areas, remains the most urbanized
major area in the world in 2007; Oceania, with 71 per cent urban, ranks fourth after Latin America and
the Caribbean and Europe. Percentages urban are expected to rise to 87 per cent in Northern America and
74 per cent in Oceania by 2050.

A different perspective on trends in urbanization in the major areas of the world can be obtained by

considering the rates of urbanization over successive five-year periods (figure I1.12). There has been
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Figure 11.12. Rate of urbanization by major area, 1950-2050
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considerable variation across major areas in the rates of urbanization. Only Latin America and the
Caribbean displays a smoothly declining trend, dropping steadily from 1.8 per cent per year in 1950-1955
to 0.3 per cent in 2010-2015 and expected to fall further below 0.2 per cent in 2045-2050. In Africa,
where rates of urbanization were the highest in the world from 1950-1955 to 1970-1975, the rate declined
markedly to 0.8 per cent per year in 1995-2000 and was 1.1 per cent in 2010-2015. The rate is expected to
stabilize near just below this level until the end of the projection period.

In contrast to Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean, the rate of urbanization in Asia shows no
clear trend before 1990, fluctuating sharply, mainly as a result of changes in China, as noted in section A
above. Since China is currently home to about one-third per cent of the urban population of Asia, changes
in China distort the pattern for Asia as a whole, as is evident from comparing the rates of urbanization in
China with those of Asia excluding China (figure 11.13). Rates of urbanization in Asia without China
show a much smoother pattern but still rise and fall several times, peaking in 1970-1975 at 1.5 per cent
per year and again 2000-2005 at 1.1 per cent.

The rates of urbanization of Europe, Northern America and Oceania have been considerably lower
than those of the other three major areas (figure 11.12). In Oceania, that decline led to negative rates of
urbanization in 1975-2000. In Northern America the urbanization rate dropped to nearly zero in the 1970s
and recovered to between 0.2 per cent and 0.5 per cent per year in the 1980s and 1990s. Europe
experienced higher urbanization rates than Northern America and Oceania from 1950-1955 to 1985-1990,
but by 1995-2000 its rate of urbanization was just 0.1 per cent per year, lower than that of Northern
America. Over the projection period to 2050, both Europe and Northern America are expected to continue
to urbanize at rates ranging from 0.2 per cent to 0.3 per cent per year. Such projected values imply
continued increases in the level of urbanization of both regions. The future urbanization rates of Oceania
are expected to be lower than those of Europe and Northern America.

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division 41
World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision



Figure I1.13. Rate of urbanization, China and Asia excluding China, 1950-2050
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The reduction of the rates of urbanization of Europe, Northern America and Oceania since the 1970s
has sometimes been referred to as counter-urbanization (although, if urbanization is defined as an increase
in the percentage urban, then strictly speaking, counter-urbanization implies a decrease in the percentage
urban, and among major regions that has only occurred, as noted above, in Oceania between 1975 and
2000). Such a slowdown in the rate of urbanization can be due to a decrease in the urban growth rate, an
increase in the rural growth rate or both. In highly urbanized countries the slowdown was associated with
faster growth of non-metropolitan populations compared to those in metropolitan areas (Champion,
1989). In some countries an increase in the rural population growth rate has also been observed. As
figure 11.14 shows, in both Northern America and Oceania the trends downward in the rates of change of
the rural population were temporarily reversed after 1970 and in Europe after 1980. Since such trends in
rural population influence levels and rates of urbanization, it is worthwhile to further explore growth rates
and population size in rural areas.

In other major areas, two types of trends in population growth rates for rural areas are apparent
(figure I1.14). First, Latin America and the Caribbean has seen its rural growth rate decline fairly steadily,
so that it became essentially zero in 1985-1990 and negative thereafter. Africa and Asia, in contrast, show
early peaks and then sustained declines. Both experienced early increases in the rates of growth of their
rural populations, during 1950-1985 and 1955-1970, respectively. In the case of Africa, declining
mortality combined with sustained high fertility produced the increase in the rural population growth rate,
which reached a peak of 2.2 per cent per year in 1975-1985 and is estimated to have declined to 1.8 per
cent per year by 2010-2015. In Asia, the highest growth rate of the rural population was in 1965-1970, at
2.3 per cent per year, largely as a result of the high rural growth rate in China. Since then, the growth rate
of the rural population of Asia has been declining, and since 2000-2005 has been negative.
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Figure 11.14. Average annual rate of change of the rural population by major area, 1950-2050
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For all major areas, rural population growth rates are projected to fall through 2045-2050
(figure I11.14). By the end of the projection period, the major areas will still vary considerably in the rates
of growth of their rural populations. Thus, by 2045-2050, Europe’s rural population is expected to be
declining at a rate of 1.5 per cent per year; those of Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean and Northern
America at a rate between 0.7 and 0.9 per cent per year. Rural populations of Africa and Oceania are
projected to continue to grow even in 2045-2050 by 0.8 per cent and 0.3 per cent, respectively.

With regard to rural population size, the rural population of Africa, which increased more than three-
fold between 1950 and 2014, from 197 million to 683 million, is expected to reach 1.1 billion by 2050
(see table I1.8). In Oceania, the rural population more than doubled from 5 million in 1950 to 11 million
in 2014 and is expected to reach 15 million by 2050. In Asia, the major area with by far the largest
number of rural inhabitants, the rural population is estimated to have grown from 1.2 billion in 1950 to
2.3 billion in 2014. It is projected to decline to below 1.9 billion by 2050, the same level it first reached
around 1977. In Latin America and the Caribbean, the rural population rose from 99 million in 1950 to a
peak of 130 million around 1990 and then began to decline; it will drop to 108 million in 2050. In
Northern America, the rural population amounted to only 62 million in 1950 and 66 million in 2014; it
will likely decline towards 56 million in 2050. But Europe has seen the largest decline in rural population,
from 266 million in 1950 to 197 million in 2014, and it is likely to drop further to 128 million in 2050.
Given the downward trend in rural growth rates around the world, it is useful to identify when the size of
the rural population has peaked or is expected to peak in each major area. In Europe, the peak was
reached before 1950, in Latin America and the Caribbean the peak was reached in 1993, about 3 years
after Northern America, and in Asia the peak was attained around 2001. The peaks in Africa and Oceania
are expected not to occur before 2050.
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Changes in the size of the rural population of the major areas will result in a significant redistribution
of the rural population of the world by major area. Three major areas will show substantial declines in
their share of the world’s rural population (table I1.8). Europe’s share of the rural population has already
dropped from 15 per cent in 1950 to 6 per cent in 2014 and is expected to fall to 4 per cent by 2050.
Meanwhile, the shares of the world’s rural population accounted for by Africa and Asia will both increase
markedly. Africa’s share, only 11 per cent in 1950 and already at 20 per cent in 2014, will increase further
to 33 per cent by 2050. Although its share will fall, Asia will remain the home for the great majority of
the world’s rural population throughout the projection period. In 2014, 68 per cent of the world’s rural
population lived in Asia, and by 2050, it is expected that 58 per cent of the world’s urban population will
be living in Asia, lower than the figure for 1950 (65 per cent).

The rapid growth of the urban populations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean,
combined with the continuing declines in rural population growth in most countries (discussed further in
chapter III), has important implications for the geographical distribution of population growth. Between
1950 and 2014, the average annual increment of the urban population of Asia (28 million) accounted for
more than one-third (35 per cent) of the average annual increment of the world population growth, which
is estimated at 74 million. During 2014-2050, when the world population is expected to increase
somewhat more slowly—by 64 million persons annually—the urban areas of Asia will grow by 35
million annually, accounting for 54 per cent of the growth of the world population. Furthermore, the share
of the average annual increment to the world population accounted for by the growth of the urban
population of Africa will more than quadruple, from 9 per cent in 1950-2014 to 38 per cent of that
expected during 2014-2050. For Latin America and the Caribbean, the share of world population growth
during 2014-2050 (just over 9 per cent) will be similar to that region’s share for 1950-2014 (8 per cent).
Consequently, between 2014 and 2050, growth of the urban areas of these three regions—Africa, Asia,
and Latin America and the Caribbean—is anticipated to be equal to the world population growth.
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III. URBAN AND RURAL POPULATION SIZE AND GROWTH
AT THE COUNTRY LEVEL

The previous chapter highlighted the similarities and differences across geographic regions and income
groups with respect to the levels and trends of urbanization over the past 60 years, as well as projections to
2050. While that broad aggregate analysis provides a useful summary of the past and future patterns of
urbanization, it tends to disguise the considerable variation in the urban transition experience that exists
across countries within regions and income groups. To describe that variability, this chapter undertakes an
analysis of country-level trends estimated from 1950 to 2014 and projected to 2050. Section A addresses the
level of urbanization; section B describes the size and growth of the urban and rural populations; and section
C summarises the rate of urbanization (the average annual rate of change of the percentage urban). Results
highlight the substantial degree of heterogeneity in the past and future trends of urbanization both across and
within regions and income groups.

A. THE LEVEL OF URBANIZATION

Two types of illustrations reflect the heterogeneity of experience in the global urban transition from 1950
to the present, and the projected future course of the urban transition to 2050. The first illustration, a bubble
chart in figure III.1, plots the percentage of the population living in urban settlements at three points in
time—estimates for 1950 and 2014 and projections to 2050—for 233 countries or areas. Colours differentiate
the various major areas, bubble size corresponds to the total population as indicated in the legend, and black
bars mark the regional medians at each point in time. Note that the median reflects the median level of
urbanization across the countries that comprise each major area, not to be confused with the population-
weighted average levels of urbanization presented in the previous chapter. The second illustration, in figure
II1.2, maps the percentage urban estimated for 1950 and 2014 and projected 2050 for the 233 countries or
areas. Higher levels of urbanization are denoted by darker shading in the colour gradient.

The wide dispersion of countries with respect to the percentage urban shown in figure I1I.1 indicates that
countries have experienced very different levels of urbanization both across and within the major areas such
that the geographic location of a country is a poor predictor of the percentage urban at any point in time. In
fact, in 2014 the most urbanized countries in Africa — the least urbanized region in the world — were more
than twice as urban as the least urbanized countries in Europe — a very highly urbanized region. While the
degree of within-region dispersion decreased in Latin America and the Caribbean and “Europe and Northern
America”, as a group, between 1950 and 2014, countries in Africa and Asia became even more
heterogeneous during that period. Projections to 2050 indicate that the urbanization process will continue in
all countries, and while the degree of dispersion will shrink as the percentage urban grows in each region,
substantial heterogeneity will persist in Africa, Asia and Oceania, in particular.

Africa

The median level of urbanization across the 58 countries in Africa in 1950 was 10 per cent, but levels of
urbanization ranged from below 3 per cent in Swaziland, Rwanda and Botswana, to 51 per cent in Saint
Helena (home to around 5,000 people in 1950). Just 9 populations of Africa had levels of urbanization
greater than 25 per cent in 1950, but three of the region’s largest countries were included among these: South
Africa, where 42 per cent of the 14 million residents lived in urban settlements; Egypt, where 32 per cent of
the nearly 22 million residents were urban; and Morocco where 26 per cent of the population of 9 million
were concentrated in urban areas. Nigeria was Africa’s most populous country in 1950, with close to 38
million people, 8 per cent of whom resided in urban settlements.

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division 45
World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision



Figure I11.1. Percentage urban for all countries of the world by major area
and population size, 1950, 2014 and 2050
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Figure I11.2. Percentage of the population residing in urban areas, 1950, 2014 and 2050
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The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or
acceptance by the United Nations. Dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed
upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the parties. Final
boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined.
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Over the past 60 years rapid urbanization has taken place in many populations of Africa. Whereas in
1950 only one population was more than 50 per cent urban, in 2014 19 countries in the region housed more
than half their population in urban settlements, with Réunion (95 per cent urban) and Gabon (87 per cent
urban) observed to have the highest levels of urbanization in the region.

Urbanization has not reached such high levels in many other countries in Africa, however. In 2014, two-
thirds of the populations in the region had urbanization levels below 50 per cent, and in 9 countries less than
one-quarter of the population resided in urban settlements. The least urbanized countries in Africa in 2014
were Burundi (12 per cent urban), and Uganda and Malawi (both 16 per cent urban).

In most of Africa, the urbanization process over the last several decades occurred in tandem with rapid
population growth. For example, the United Republic of Tanzania grew from 7.6 million people in 1950 to
50.8 million in 2014 at the same time the proportion of the population residing in urban settlements increased
from 3 per cent to 31 per cent. Similarly, the population of Ghana grew from 5.0 million in 1950 to 26.4
million in 2014 while the proportion urban has increased from 15 per cent to 53 per cent.

Each of Africa’s 58 countries is projected to further urbanize by 2050, when 41 (71 per cent) will be
more than 50 per cent urban, of which 11 will be more than 75 per cent urban. However, substantial
heterogeneity in the level of urbanization is projected to persist in the region. Although no African country is
projected to be less than 25 per cent urban by 2050, 9 countries will be less than 40 per cent urban, including
some of the region’s most populous countries. Ethiopia is projected to grow from 97 million inhabitants in
2014 to 188 million in 2050 while the proportion urban is projected to increase from 19 per cent to 38 per
cent, and in Uganda, 32 per cent of the projected 104 million inhabitants in 2050 are expected to live in
urban settlements.

Oceania

The distribution in the levels of urbanization in 1950 across Oceania’s populations is much wider than in
Africa, reflecting substantial diversity among the 23 countries comprised by the region. Nauru, for instance,
has been considered to be 100 per cent urban since before 1950, while the islands of Wallis and Futuna have
been considered 100 per cent rural. Australia and New Zealand, the largest populations in Oceania in 1950
with 8.2 million and 1.9 million people, respectively, were more than 70 per cent urban, while in the third
largest country, Papua New Guinea, less than 2 per cent of its 1.7 million inhabitants were residing in urban
settlements.

The median level of urbanization in Oceania more than doubled from 23 per cent in 1950 to 56 per cent
in 2014, but the range of levels across countries in the region remains wide. The population of Australia has
nearly tripled to almost 24 million in 2014 and has become 89 per cent urban. At the other end of the
distribution, the population of Papua New Guinea has grown in size to surpass New Zealand as the second
most populous country in the region at the same time it has urbanized, such that 12 per cent of the 7.5 million
inhabitants in 2014 resided in urban settlements.

The bimodal distribution of Oceania’s populations is projected to persist to 2050, at which point the
median level of urbanization for the region will have risen to 65 per cent. Australia and New Zealand are
projected to become 93 per cent and 90 per cent urban, respectively, while the level of urbanization in Papua
New Guinea, still low from a global perspective at 23 per cent in 2050, will have nearly doubled from its
2014 level.
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Asia

While the median level of urbanization across the 51 countries of Asia in 1950 was only 27 per cent, nine
countries in the region had already reached high levels of urbanization above 50 per cent, including Japan
where 53 per cent of the population of 82 million resided in urban settlements. The levels of urbanization in
Asia in 1950 ranged from a low of 2.1 per cent in Bhutan to a high of 99 per cent in Singapore. In both China
and India, the world’s largest populations in 1950 with 544 million and 376 million inhabitants, respectively,
the proportion of residents concentrated in urban settlements was below 20 per cent.

Between 1950 and 2014, the median level of urbanization in Asia increased from 27 per cent to 57 per
cent. In 2014, 17 countries in Asia were more than 75 per cent urban, including several of the region’s most
populous countries, such as Japan (93 per cent urban), the Republic of Korea (82 per cent urban), and Saudi
Arabia (83 per cent urban). China’s population has grown to 1.4 billion people in 2014, 54 per cent of whom
resided in urban settlements. Indonesia has surpassed the 50 per cent mark as well; 53 per cent of its 253
million inhabitants resided in urban settlements in 2014. Whereas in 1950, 24 countries in Asia had levels of
urbanization below 25 per cent, in 2014 just three countries did, including Nepal and Sri Lanka (both 18 per
cent urban) and Cambodia (21 per cent urban). The population of India more than tripled since 1950 to
nearly 1.3 billion and the level of urbanization nearly doubled, reaching 32 per cent in 2014.

Projections indicate that by 2050, half of Asia’s countries will have levels of urbanization greater than 72
per cent and 45 of the 51 countries (88 per cent) will be more than 50 per cent urban. After Hong Kong,
Macao and Singapore, which are projected to remain 100 per cent urban through 2050, the most urbanized
populations in Asia will be Qatar, Kuwait and Japan. Cambodia, Nepal and Sri Lanka are projected to remain
Asia’s least urbanized countries in 2050, although they all are expected to urbanize to levels above 30 per
cent.

Latin America and the Caribbean

In general, the more populous countries of Latin America and the Caribbean tended to be more urbanized
than the less populous ones in 1950. Of the 24 countries with levels of urbanization below the median 36 per
cent for the region, 18 had fewer than 2 million residents and 8 were islands with populations of less than
100,000 inhabitants. The region’s largest country in 1950, Brazil with close to 54 million inhabitants, was 36
per cent urban, while in Mexico, the second most populous country with 28 million inhabitants, 43 per cent
lived in urban settlements. In 1950, the lowest levels of urbanization across the 48 countries of Latin
America and the Caribbean were in the British Virgin Islands (11 per cent urban) and Haiti (12 per cent
urban), while the highest levels were in Anguilla, Sint Maarten and the Cayman Islands (each 100 per cent
urban), followed by Uruguay (78 per cent urban).

In 2014, all of the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean with more than 2 million inhabitants
were more than 50 per cent urban and the median for the region overall had risen to 72 per cent. Anguilla,
Sint Maarten and the Cayman Islands remained 100 per cent urban in 2014, and were followed in terms of
the level of urbanization by Guadeloupe (98 per cent urban), the US Virgin Islands (95 per cent urban),
Uruguay (95 per cent urban), Puerto Rico (94 per cent urban), Turks and Caicos Islands (92 per cent urban)
and Argentina (92 per cent urban). Brazil’s total population remained the largest in the region and an
estimated 85 per cent of the 202 million people in 2014 resided in urban settlements. Mexico’s population
grew to 124 million in 2014 and 79 per cent lived in urban settlements.

The least urbanized countries in the Latin America and Caribbean region in 2014 were Trinidad and
Tobago, where the country-specific urban definition includes only the capital city Port-of-Spain, the borough
of Arima and the town of San Fernando, but not the surrounding suburbs or other towns, and Montserrat,
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where volcanic activity that resumed in the mid-1990s forced the population to abandon the capital city of
Plymouth.

In 2050, the median level of urbanization in Latin America and the Caribbean is projected to reach close
to 80 per cent, and all of the populations of at least 2 million will be at least 65 per cent urban. Fifteen
countries in the region will be more than 90 per cent urban, including, in order of the level of urbanization in
2050: Anguilla, Sint Maarten, the Cayman Islands, Guadeloupe, Uruguay, the US Virgin Islands, Turks and
Caicos Islands, Puerto Rico, Argentina, Chile, Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of), Martinique, Brazil,
Curagao and the Dominican Republic.

Europe and Northern America

Among the 53 countries of Europe and Northern America, the lowest levels of urbanization in 1950 were
observed in Montenegro (13 per cent) and Bosnia and Herzegovina (14 per cent), while the highest were in
Bermuda, Monaco, the Holy See and Gibraltar (each 100 per cent) followed by Belgium (91 per cent). Only
8 countries in the regional group had levels of urbanization above 75 per cent, and only one of these — the
United Kingdom, which was 79 per cent urban in 1950 — had a population greater than 10 million. The
United States of America, with 158 million people in 1950, was 64 per cent urban, while the former-Soviet
Republic that is today’s Russian Federation was home to 103 million people, 44 per cent of whom resided in
urban settlements. As in Latin America and the Caribbean, the less urbanized countries in Europe and
Northern America tended to be those with smaller populations. Of the ten countries in the region with levels
of urbanization below 25 per cent in 1950, six had populations smaller than 2 million and the remaining four
had between 2 million and 7 million inhabitants. Eight of the ten least urbanized countries in Europe in 1950
are located on the Balkan Peninsula®.

In 2014, the median level of urbanization across countries of Europe and Northern America was higher
than in all other regions, at 74 per cent, and 40 of the 53 countries (75 per cent) countries were more than 60
per cent urban. Among the countries in the region with at least 90,000 inhabitants in 2014, Belgium remained
the most urbanized, with 98 per cent of its population concentrated in urban settlements, followed by Malta,
which was 95 per cent urban in 2014, Iceland (94 per cent urban) and the Netherlands (90 per cent urban).
Thirteen countries in Europe and Northern America were less than 60 per cent urban in 2014. Romania was
the most populous among these, where 54 per cent of the nearly 22 million inhabitants resided in urban
settlements. The most populous country in the group, the United States with 323 million inhabitants, was 81
per cent urban in 2014, while the second most populous, the Russian Federation with 142 million inhabitants,
was 74 per cent urban.

By 2050, all but five countries in Europe are projected to be at least 60 per cent urban, and three of the
remaining five (Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Faroe Islands, and the Republic of Moldova) are expected to be
more than 50 per cent urban. Liechtenstein and the Channel Islands are projected to be the least urbanized
among the 53 countries, with projected levels of urbanization of 20 per cent and 41 per cent, respectively.
The median level of urbanization among the 53 countries of Europe and Northern America is projected to
rise to 82 per cent and 14 countries will be more than 90 per cent urban, including and Sweden (90 per cent
urban) and Denmark (92 per cent urban), among others®.

** Including Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro, the Republic of Moldova, Serbia, Slovenia, and TFYR Macedonia.
% In addition to the Sweden and Denmark, the other countries or areas of Europe projected to be at least 90 per cent urban by 2050 include: Belgium,
Bermuda, Gibraltar, Greenland, Holy See, Iceland, Luxembourg, Malta, Monaco, the Netherlands, Saint Pierre and Miquelon and San Marino.
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The world’s most urbanized countries

The number of highly urbanized countries has increased over time and the list has grown to include
populations from each of the major regions. Table III.1 lists the countries or areas with 90 per cent of the
population residing in urban areas in 1950, 1990, 2014 and 2050, of those with a population of at least
90,000 in 2014. Of the 201 populations considered, only three counted more than 90 per cent of their
populations living in urban settlements in 1950, including Singapore, Macao and Belgium (table I11.1)*.

In 2014, there were 17 countries with at least 90,000 inhabitants that had more than 90 per cent of their
populations residing in urban settlements. This group of highly urbanized countries was comprised primarily
of smaller populations, such as Qatar with 99.2 per cent of its 2.3 million residents concentrated in urban
settlements, and Israel, where 92.1 per cent of the population of 7.8 million lived in urban areas.
Nevertheless, a couple of large countries had moved into this category as well: 93.0 per cent of Japan’s
population of 127 million and 91.6 per cent of Argentina’s population of 42 million was concentrated in
urban areas in 2014.

By 2050, projections indicate that 32 countries with at least 90,000 inhabitants in 2014 will have become
more than 90 per cent urban and the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Chile, Australia, Venezuela (Bolivarian
Republic of), Denmark, Bahrain, Lebanon, Martinique, Gabon, Brazil, the United Arab Emirates, Curagao,
Sweden and the Dominican Republic will all join the list.

The world’s least urbanized countries

Among countries that are considered the least urbanized in the world, the proportion urban has increased
substantially. Table II1.2 lists in rank order the ten least urbanized countries, of those with at least 90,000
inhabitants in 2014, in each of the years 1950, 1990, 2014, and 2050. Of these, Papua New Guinea and
Burundi were the least urbanized in 1950 with 1.7 per cent of their populations residing in urban areas. Seven
of the ten least urbanized countries in 1950 were located in Africa.

In 2014, only one of the ten least urbanized countries had a level of urbanization below 10 per cent:
Trinidad and Tobago, where 8.6 per cent of the population resided in urban settlements. Burundi had the
second least urbanized population at 11.8 per cent urban, followed by Papua New Guinea (13.0 per cent
urban) and Uganda (15.8 per cent urban). In 2014, five of the ten least urbanized countries were in sub-
Saharan Africa (Burundi, Uganda, Malawi, Niger and South Sudan). Another two were in South Asia (Nepal
and Sri Lanka), two in the Caribbean (Trinidad and Tobago and Saint Lucia) and one in Oceania (Papua New
Guinea).

*¢ Each of the other four highly urbanized areas in 1950 shown at the top of figure III.1 was a small island or city state with population well under
90,000, including Anguilla, Holy See, Malta and Nauru.
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TABLE III.1. COUNTRIES OR AREAS WITH MORE THAN 90 PER CENT OF THEIR POPULATIONS RESIDING IN URBAN AREAS, IN 1950, 1990, 2014 AND 2050*

Percentage Percentage Percentage Percentage
urban in urban in urban in urban in
Rank Country or area 1950 Rank Country or area 1990 Rank Country or area 2014 Rank Country or area 2050
1 Singapore 99.4 1 Singapore 100.0 1 China, Hong Kong SAR 100.0 1 China, Hong Kong SAR 100.0
2 China, Macao SAR 96.9 2 China, Macao SAR 99.8 2 China, Macao SAR 100.0 2 China, Macao SAR 100.0
3 Belgium 91.5 3 China, Hong Kong SAR 99.5 3 Singapore 100.0 3 Singapore 100.0
4 Kuwait 98.0 4 Qatar 99.2 4 Qatar 99.8
5 Belgium 96.4 5 Guadeloupe 98.4 5 Kuwait 98.8
6 Guadeloupe 96.4 6 Kuwait 98.3 6 Guadeloupe 98.8
7 Puerto Rico 92.9 7 Belgium 97.8 7 Belgium 98.6
8 Qatar 92.8 8 Malta 953 8 Japan 97.7
9 Guam 90.8 9 United States Virgin Islands 95.2 9 Uruguay 97.5
10 Iceland 90.8 10 Uruguay 95.2 10 United States Virgin Islands 97.2
11 Malta 90.4 11 Réunion 94.8 11 Malta 97.2
12 Israel 90.4 12 Guam 94.4 12 Réunion 96.8
13 Iceland 94.0 13 Netherlands 96.4
14 Puerto Rico 93.6 14 Guam 96.3
15 Japan 93.0 15 Iceland 96.1
16 Israel 92.1 16 Puerto Rico 94.8
17 Argentina 91.6 17 Argentina 94.7
18 Israel 94.5
19 Luxembourg 94.3
20 Chile 93.1
21 Australia 92.9
Venezuela (Bolivarian
22 Republic of) 91.9
23 Denmark 91.9
24 Bahrain 91.8
25 Lebanon 91.7
26 Martinique 91.3
27 Gabon 91.0
28 Brazil 91.0
29 United Arab Emirates 90.8
30 Curagao 90.7
31 Sweden 90.3
32 Dominican Republic 90.1

* For countries or areas with 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2014.



TABLE I11.2. THE TEN LEAST URBANIZED COUNTRIES OR AREAS IN 2014, IN 1950, 1990, 2014 AND 2050*

Percentage Percentage
urban in urban in
Rank Country or area 1950 Rank Country or area 1990
1 Papua New Guinea 1.7 1 Rwanda 5.4
2 Burundi 1.7 2 Burundi 6.3
3 Lesotho 1.8 3 Trinidad and Tobago 8.5
4 Swaziland 2.0 4 Nepal 8.9
5 Bhutan 2.1 5 Uganda 11.1
6 Rwanda 2.1 6 Malawi 11.6
7 Nepal 2.7 7 Ethiopia 12.6
8 Botswana 2.7 8 South Sudan 133
9 Uganda 2.8 9 Solomon Islands 13.7
10 Mauritania 3.1 10 Burkina Faso 13.8
Percentage Percentage
urban in urban in
Rank Country or area 2014 Rank Country or area 2050

1 Trinidad and Tobago 8.6 1 Trinidad and Tobago 10.7
2 Burundi 11.8 2 Papua New Guinea 22.7
3 Papua New Guinea 13.0 3 Samoa 23.4
4 Uganda 15.8 4 Saint Lucia 25.1
5 Malawi 16.1 5 Burundi 26.3
6 Nepal 18.2 6 Antigua and Barbuda 26.3
7 Sri Lanka 18.3 7 Swaziland 28.8
8 Niger 18.5 8 Sri Lanka 30.2
9 Saint Lucia 18.5 9 Malawi 30.2
10 South Sudan 18.6 10 Micronesia (Fed. States of) 30.2

* For countries or areas with 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2014.
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Although urbanization levels were low relative to other countries, those listed in table II1.2 were
nevertheless urbanizing in recent decades and are expected to continue to do so into the future. In
Burundi, for instance, the level of urbanization rose from 1.7 per cent in 1950 to 11.8 per cent in 2014 and
the country is projected to become 26.3 per cent urban by 2050. In Papua New Guinea, the level of
urbanization increased from 1.7 per cent in 1950 to 13.0 per cent in 2014, and the country is expected to
become 22.7 per cent urban by 2050. The proportion urban in Uganda rose from 2.8 per cent in 1950 to
15.8 per cent in 2014, and although it was in 2014 the world’s fourth least urbanized country among those
with 90,000 or more inhabitants, it is expected to become 32 per cent urban in 2050, making it the 12th
least urbanized country in the world.

Urbanization and national income

Chapter II noted that the level of urbanization is observed to increase across groups of countries
classified by the level of income, with the population of high income countries in 2014 having a level of
urbanization that is well over twice that in the low income countries (80 per cent compared to 30 per
cent). It described the association between national income and the process of urbanization as complex,
noting that the causal relationship between the two is likely bidirectional and that effective planning and
policies are needed in order for urbanization and economic development to go hand in hand. Figure II1.3
explores the associations between urbanization and income growth using country-level estimates of the
proportion urban, urbanization rates and gross national income (GNI).

The top chart in figure I11.3 illustrates the association between the percentage urban in 2014 and the
per capita GNI in 2012 (the most recent year for which data were available for many countries). Among
the low income group, most of which are located in Africa, a majority of countries had levels of
urbanization well below 40 per cent in 2014. Although there is considerable variation in the level of
urbanization across countries with similar GNI, which can be partially attributed to variation in the urban
definition across countries, there is a clear tendency for the level of urbanization to increase as incomes
rise. Among the high income group, nearly all countries had levels of urbanization well above 60 per cent
in 2014,

While the association between national income and the /evel of urbanization is clear, an association
between national income and the rate of urbanization is far less apparent. The middle chart of figure II1.3
shows only a very weak tendency for the rate of urbanization to decline across countries with increasing
levels of national income, and again, the urbanization rates vary considerably across countries with
similar income levels, especially within the lower-middle income and upper-middle income groups.
Chapter II showed that the population of upper-middle income countries urbanized fastest over the period
1990-2014 at an average annual rate of 1.8 per cent, driven largely by rapid urbanization in China.
However, the country-level data displayed in figure 111.3 demonstrate that most of the countries with
comparatively rapid rates of urbanization were in the lower income categories. Of the 38 countries with
urbanization rates greater than 1.5 per cent per year from 1990-2014, just 9 were upper-middle income
countries; 13 were lower middle income countries; and 14 were low income countries.

The bottom chart of figure II.3 shows little evidence of an association between the rate of
urbanization and the rate of growth in national income. Several countries in Africa urbanized since 1990
despite slow or even negative income growth, while others, particularly in Asia and Latin America,
experienced rapid growth of national income concurrent with relatively slow rates of urbanization. The
absence of an apparent association here is not to say that urbanization cannot stimulate economic growth
or, conversely, that economic growth does not promote urbanization. Rather, it suggests that economic
development is neither a necessary precondition for nor a guaranteed consequence of urbanization
(United Nations, 2013b).
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Figure I11.3. Association between levels and rates of urbanization and gross national income (GNI)
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B. THE SIZE AND GROWTH OF THE URBAN AND RURAL POPULATIONS

Urban population size and growth

Just a handful of countries accounted for more than half of the world’s urban population in 2014, and
most of the growth in the global urban population to 2050 will be concentrated in a small number of
countries as well. Figure II1.4 shows the contribution of selected countries to the global urban population
in 2014, as well as the contribution to the projected incremental growth of the urban population by 2050.
The countries identified by name on the charts are those that cumulatively account for 70 per cent of the
urban population or urban increment, respectively.

In 2014, China had the largest urban population, with 758 million urban dwellers, accounting for 20
per cent of the global total. China was followed by India, with 410 million urban dwellers, and the United
States, with 263 million urban dwellers. These three countries, together with Brazil, Indonesia, Japan and
the Russian Federation, accounted for just over half of the global urban population. The addition of
another 13 countries cumulatively accounted for 70 per cent of the global urban population in 2014°.

Taken together, China, India and Nigeria are projected to account for 37 per cent of the increase of
nearly 2.5 billion people in the urban population by 2050. India will contribute most to the urban
increment with the addition of 404 million urban dwellers, nearly doubling the size of its urban
population between 2014 and 2050. China is projected to add 292 million urban dwellers, although this
increment is equivalent in size to just 39 per cent of the urban population in the country in 2014. Nigeria
is projected to have the third largest absolute increase in the size of the urban population, adding 212
million urban dwellers between 2014 and 2050, more than tripling the size of its current urban population.
Seven other countries--the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, the United Republic of Tanzania,
Bangladesh, Indonesia, Pakistan, and the United States of America--are projected to contribute more than
50 million each to the urban increment between 2014 and 2050 and will constitute together another 20 per
cent of the total increase in urban population.

While Japan and the Russian Federation had the 5th and 6th largest urban populations in the world in
2014, neither country is expected to make a significant contribution to global urban population growth to
2050. In fact, the size of the urban population in these countries is projected to decrease, despite
anticipated increases in the level of urbanization. In Japan, the urban population is projected to shrink by
12 million (10 per cent) between 2014 and 2050, while the urban population of the Russian Federation is
projected to decline by 7 million (7 per cent) over the same period. Seventeen other countries are
projected to experience a net reduction in the number of urban dwellers between 2014 and 2050,
including 11 countries in Europe: Belarus, Bulgaria, Estonia, Germany, Gibraltar, Latvia, Lithuania,
Malta, Republic of Moldova, Serbia and Ukraine. The other six countries with projected declines in the
urban population by 2050 are Bermuda, Cuba, Greenland, Puerto Rico, the Northern Mariana Islands and
the United States Virgin Islands.

Rural population size and growth

Much like the urban population, the world’s rural population in 2014 was concentrated in a handful of
countries. Figure II1.5 shows the contribution of selected countries to the global rural population in 2014,
with those identified by name cumulatively accounting for 70 per cent of rural dwellers worldwide. India
was home to the largest rural population, with 857 million, followed by China with 635 million. Together
with Indonesia, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nigeria, these countries cumulatively accounted for nearly 50
per cent of the world’s rural dwellers. Another eight countries had more than 35 million rural dwellers —
Ethiopia, Viet Nam, the United States, the Philippines, Egypt, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the
Russian Federation and Myanmar — such that 70 per cent of the global rural population in 2014 was
concentrated in just 14 countries.

*7 Including, in order of urban population size in 2014, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Germany, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Turkey, Bangladesh,

United Kingdom, France, Philippines, Italy, the Republic of Korea and Argentina.
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Figure I11.4. Urban population size in 2014 and increase in urban population projected between 2014 and 2050
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Figure I1L.5. Rural population size in 2014

Rural population in 2014

4000 -

3000 -

All other countries

Myanmar
Russian Federation
Democratic Republic of the Congo

Egypt

Philippines

United States of America
Viet Nam

2000

Ethiopia
Nigeria

Bangladesh

Rural population (millions)

50% Pakistan

Indonesia

China

1000

India

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division
World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision



By 2050, the global rural population is projected to decline from its 2014 level, from 3.4 billion to 3.2
billion, reflecting reductions in the rural populations in around two thirds of the 233 countries or areas.
The remaining one third of countries is projected to see growth of their rural populations between 2014
and 2050, and in some countries the anticipated growth is substantial. Table II1.3 lists the 50 countries
with the largest projected absolute increases in their rural populations to 2050, as well as the 50 countries
with the largest projected absolute declines in their rural populations to 2050. Nigeria will add the most
rural dwellers between 2014 and 2050 — over 50 million, increasing its rural population by 53 per cent—
followed by Ethiopia, which is projected to add 39 million rural dwellers, for an increase of 50 per cent.

In proportional terms, Niger is anticipated to experience the greatest rural population growth between
2014 and 2050, nearly tripling its rural population with the addition of 30 million rural dwellers. The rural
populations of Uganda, Burundi, Zambia, Chad, and Malawi are projected to more than double as well.
Another eight countries are expected to see growth in their rural populations of between 70 per cent and
100 per cent between 2014 and 2050, including Mayotte, Mali, Gambia, the United Republic of Tanzania,
Somalia, Comoros, South Sudan and Equatorial Guinea.

The largest rural population declines are expected in China, with a reduction of 300 million rural
dwellers, equivalent to more than one half of the rural population in 2014, and in India, where the number
of rural residents is expected to decline by 52 million, representing 6 per cent of the rural population in
2014. In proportional terms, Japan is projected to have the largest rural population loss: the rural
population in 2050 will be 71 per cent smaller than in 2014, followed by the Netherlands (64 per cent
reduction), Bulgaria (54 per cent reduction), and Belarus (51 per cent reduction). Of the 233 countries or
areas§852 are expected to see their rural populations decline by at least 30 per cent between 2014 and
20507°.

C. THE RATE OF URBANIZATION

The rate at which the percentage urban grows or declines is called the urbanization rate. It is a
function of the respective rates of change and relative sizes of the urban and rural populations in a
country. Consequently, multiple scenarios of urban and rural population change are capable of producing
rapid urbanization. Perhaps the most intuitive path to urbanization combines urban population growth
with rural population decline. This urban growth-rural decline scenario is typical of what is underway in
many countries of Europe and Northern America, as well as parts of Asia and Latin America and the
Caribbean. But urban population growth that is concurrent with rural population growth will also lead to
the urbanization of a population if the absolute increase in the urban population exceeds the absolute
increase in the rural population. This scenario is underway in most of Africa and Asia. In rare instances
like those observed in parts of Eastern Europe, urban population decline accompanies a positive rate of
urbanization because the absolute decline in the urban population is less than a concurrent absolute
decline in the rural population.

Figure I11.6 illustrates the associations between the urban and rural population growth rates and the
rate of urbanization for the period 1990-2014, by major area, for 201 countries or areas with at least
90,000 inhabitants in 2014. The average annual rates of change of the rural and urban populations are
plotted on the horizontal and vertical axes, respectively. As with earlier charts, colours designate the
major regions, and bubble sizes correspond to population size in 2014. In a departure from earlier
charges, here darker shading of the bubbles is associated with faster rates of urbanization. The dashed
diagonal line passing through the origin marks the points at which the urban and rural population rates of
change are equal.

38 Including Albania, Belarus, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, China, Costa Rica, Croatia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, El Salvador,
Falkland Islands (Malvinas), Georgia, Germany, Greece, Greenland, Hungary, Japan, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Mongolia, Montenegro,
Netherlands, Niue, Other non-specified areas, Palau, Poland, Portugal, Qatar, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia, Spain,
TFYR Macedonia, Thailand, Turks and Caicos Islands, Ukraine, United States Virgin Islands and Uruguay.
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TABLE II1.3. THE 50 COUNTRIES WITH THE LARGEST INCREASES IN RURAL POPULATION PROJECTED TO 2050

AND THE 50 COUNTRIES WITH THE LARGEST DECLINES IN RURAL POPULATION PROJECTED TO 2050

Projected Projected
change in change in
rural rural
population Relative population Relative
between change in between change in
2014 and rural 2014 and rural
2050 population 2050 population
Rank Country (thousands) (per cent) Rank Country (thousands) (per cent)
1 Nigeria 50 157 53.0 1 China -300 394 -47.3
2 Ethiopia 38908 49.8 2 India - 51 546 -6.0
3 Uganda 37 991 116.1 3 Indonesia -25207 -21.2
4 Niger 29 737 196.8 4 Thailand - 16 761 -49.1
5 United Republic of Tanzania 25776 73.5 5 Bangladesh - 15 881 -15.1
6 Democratic Republic of the Congo 21181 52.6 6 Russian Federation - 14293 -38.5
7 Kenya 20 467 60.1 7 Viet Nam - 14 095 -22.7
8 Malawi 14 646 103.7 8 United States of America -9334 -15.6
9 Philippines 13171 23.7 9 Myanmar -9257 -25.9
10 Sudan 13 020 50.6 10 Brazil - 8548 -29.0
11 Mozambique 12 471 69.2 11 Germany - 8239 -40.0
12 Chad 10 814 105.4 12 Ukraine - 6646 -48.5
13 Burundi 10416 112.6 13 Japan -6318 -71.3
14 Madagascar 9532 61.7 14 Italy - 5666 -29.8
15 Zambia 9505 106.3 15 Turkey -5141 -25.0
16 Mali 8339 86.9 16 Iran (Islamic Republic of) - 5060 -23.8
17 Afghanistan 7 850 34.0 17 Poland -4 847 -32.2
18 Burkina Faso 7270 58.8 18 Mexico -4760 -18.3
19 Angola 7091 56.5 19 South Africa -4 669 -24.6
20 South Sudan 6 800 71.2 20 Romania -3964 -40.2
21 Egypt 5462 11.5 21 France -3351 -25.0
22 Iraq 5030 472 22 Spain -3093 -31.8
23 Zimbabwe 4920 49.9 23 United Kingdom -2908 -25.9
24 Somalia 4 829 73.4 24 Other non-specified areas -2427 -44.1
25 Senegal 4788 58.1 25 Republic of Korea -2408 -27.6
26 Cameroon 4 058 38.5 26 Morocco -2334 -17.3
Dem. People's Republic
27 Papua New Guinea 3611 55.5 27 of Korea -2263 -23.0
28 Rwanda 3298 37.8 28 Algeria -2191 -18.4
29 Eritrea 3199 62.9 29 Malaysia - 1896 -24.2
30 Guinea 3076 40.3 30 Serbia - 1882 -44.6
31 Yemen 3048 18.5 31 Colombia - 1806 -15.5
32 Tajikistan 2 743 445 32 Portugal - 1656 -42.1
33 Cote d'Ivoire 2 664 27.5 33 Hungary -1276 -43.9
34 Benin 2576 43.0 34 Uzbekistan -1199 -6.4
35 Guatemala 2516 325 35 Belarus -1122 -50.8
36 Cambodia 2 155 17.6 36 Netherlands - 1080 -63.7
37 Togo 1884 44.5 37 Haiti -1036 -23.3
38 Ghana 1153 9.4 38 Cuba -1034 -39.9
39 Pakistan 1114 1.0 39 Bulgaria -1019 -53.9
40 Syrian Arab Republic 1063 11.3 40 Peru - 1002 -15.0
41 Liberia 1041 46.7 41 Dominican Republic - 992 -43.0
42 Central African Republic 823 29.0 42 Azerbaijan - 987 =227
43 Congo 811 50.8 43 Greece - 974 -39.2
44 Sierra Leone 653 17.4 44 Canada - 908 -13.9
45 Gambia 615 78.6 45 Republic of Moldova - 885 -46.4
46 Nepal 510 2.2 46 Sri Lanka - 873 -5.0
47 Mauritania 431 26.5 47 Argentina - 825 -23.5
48 Comoros 392 72.5 48 Bosnia and Herzegovina - 817 -35.4
49 State of Palestine 391 353 49 Georgia - 799 -39.7
50 Guinea-Bissau 338 37.6 50 Croatia - 766 -43.4
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Figure I11.6. Average annual rates of change of the urban and rural populations in countries

by major area, 1990-2014*
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For the period 1990-2014, most of the 201 countries or areas plotted in figure II1.6 fall within the
upper-right quadrant, reflecting the positive growth rates of both the urban and rural populations. This
pattern was observed in 93 per cent of countries in Africa, 73 per cent of countries in Asia, and 77 per
cent of countries in Oceania. In Niger, for example, the urban population grew at a fairly rapid average
annual rate of 4.4 per cent between 1990 and 2014, while the rural population also grew quickly but at a
slightly lower rate of 3.5 per cent, contributing to a positive, but modest, urbanization rate in the country
of 0.8 per cent per year. The urban population of Nigeria also grew fairly rapidly from 1990 to 2014, with
an average annual increase of 4.5 per cent, while the rural population grew slowly at a rate of 1.4 per cent,
contributing to a comparatively rapid urbanization rate of 1.9 per cent.

Distance above the diagonal in figure II1.6 corresponds to the extent to which the pace of urban
growth exceeds the pace of rural growth and thus is generally associated with faster rates of urbanization.
Rwanda, for example, falls well above the diagonal: it had the fastest urban population growth rate in the
world from 1990-2014 (9.0 per cent per year) and, because the rural population grew at a much slower
rate (1.0 per cent per year), the pace of urbanization in the country was quite rapid, with an average
annual rate of change in the proportion urban of 6.8 per cent. In contrast, in Egypt, which falls just below
the diagonal, rural growth slightly outpaced urban growth, at average annual rates of 1.7 per cent and 1.6
per cent, respectively, and the average annual rate of urbanization was just below zero, at -0.04 per cent
per year.

Compared to Africa, Asia and Oceania, the urban growth-rural growth pattern was less dominant in
other regions, characterizing just over half (55 per cent) of countries in Latin America and the Caribbean
and less than one quarter (24 per cent) of countries in Europe. Urban population growth concurrent with
rural population decline was more typical in Europe and Northern America, characterizing 48 per cent of
countries. In Portugal, for example, the urban population grew at an average annual rate of 1.4 per cent
between 1990 and 2014 while the rural population shrank at a rate of -1.1 per cent per year for an average
rate of urbanization of 1.1 per cent per year. The urban growth-rural decline pattern was also common in
Latin America and the Caribbean, characterizing 42 per cent of countries. In El Salvador the urban
population grew at 2.0 per cent per year on average while the rural population declined at -1.0 per cent
annually, contributing to an average annual rate of urbanization of 1.2 per cent.

Of the 201 countries or areas with at least 90,000 inhabitants in 2014, just 12 experienced declines in
both their urban and rural populations between 1990 and 2014. Most (10) are located in Northern or
Eastern Europe, including Bulgaria, Ukraine, Croatia, Romania, the Russian Federation, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Latvia, the Republic of Moldova, Lithuania and Estonia. The remaining two are Armenia
and Georgia, both located in Asia.

Urban decline that is concurrent with rural growth was exceptionally rare over the period 1990 to
2014. Just five countries were characterized by this scenario, including Kazakhstan, Micronesia (Fed.
States of), Poland, Saint Lucia and Slovakia. In Kazakhstan, for example, the urban population declined
slightly at a rate of -0.11 per cent per year while the rural population grew at an average annual rate of 0.4
per cent. In Micronesia (Fed. States of), the urban population declined at -0.3 per cent annually concurrent
with rural growth of 0.5 per cent. Urban decline combined with rural growth contributed to de-
urbanization in all five populations, at average annual rates ranging from -0.04 per cent in Poland to -1.9
per cent in Saint Lucia.

Notably, modest rates of urban population growth can, under certain circumstances, accompany fairly
rapid rates of urbanization. The Netherlands, for example, urbanized at a fairly rapid average annual rate
of 1.1 per cent from 1990 to 2014, despite an urban population growth rate of only 1.6 per cent per year,
owing to a substantial concurrent average annual decline in the rural population of -4.2 per cent. Japan
saw a similarly rapid decline in its rural population of -4.7 per cent per year between 1990 and 2014,
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concurrent with urban growth of close to 1 per cent, but because it was already 77 per cent urban in 1990
(compared to 69 per cent in the Netherlands), Japan’s urbanization rate was slower at an average 0.8 per
cent per year.

In the coming decades, urban population growth will continue to be nearly universal, but the world
will remain split with respect to rural population change. Around two-thirds of countries are projected to
experience reductions in the size of their rural populations between 2014 and 2050, while the remainder
will see their rural populations hold steady or grow (figure II1.7). Urban growth that is concurrent with
rural growth is expected in a majority of countries in Africa (79 per cent), and will occur in 62 per cent of
countries in Oceania as well. Urban population growth that is accompanied by rural population decline is
projected for all of Northern America, 74 per cent of countries in Europe, 71 per cent in Latin America
and the Caribbean, and 63 per cent in Asia. Eleven countries in Europe — Bulgaria, Belarus, Estonia,
Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, the Republic of Moldova, the Russian Federation, Serbia and
Ukraine—as well as Japan, Cuba, Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands, are each projected to experience
declines in both the urban and rural populations by 2050.

The association between urbanization levels and urbanization rates

The pace of urbanization in a country tends to be associated with the level of urbanization, with more
urbanized countries urbanizing more slowly than less urbanized countries. Figure II1.8 plots the average
annual rate of urbanization from 1950-1990 against the proportion urban in 1950 in the top chart, and the
average annual rate of urbanization from 1990-2014 against the level of urbanization in 1990 in the
bottom chart. Colours denote the various regions, while bubble size corresponds to the size of the
population in 1950 and 1990, respectively.

For the period 1950 to 1990, the tendency for the urbanization rate to fall with increasing levels of
urbanization is clear. The fastest urbanizing populations during this period with rates of urbanization
greater than 6 per cent were all small countries of Africa that were less than 4 per cent urban in 1950,
including Botswana, Mauritania and Swaziland. Of the 71 countries with urbanization rates between 2 per
cent and 4 per cent a year between 1950 and 1990, all were less than 41 per cent urban in 1950 and half
were less than 13 per cent urban. Of those 40 countries that were already more than 50 per cent urban in
1950, close to half of which were located in Europe and Northern America, none urbanized at an average
rate faster than 1.2 per cent per year between 1950 and 1990.

During the more recent period from 1990 to 2014, the negative association between the urbanization
rate and the percentage urban persists, although there is considerable heterogeneity in the rate of
urbanization at most levels of urbanization. For example, among the 45 countries that were between 20
per cent and 40 per cent urban in 1990, the average annual rate of urbanization between 1990 and 2014
ranged from -1.6 per cent in Antigua and Barbuda to 6.8 per cent in Rwanda. For three quarters of the
countries in this group, the urbanization rate fell between 0.05 per cent and 1.8 per cent. Among the 52
countries that were between 60 per cent and 80 per cent urban in 1990, rates of urbanization were as high
as 1.7 per cent per year and as low as -0.3 per cent per year. As countries become very highly urbanized
however, the rate of urbanization must approach zero.
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Average annual rate of change of urban population (per cent)

Figure I11.7. Average annual rate of change of urban and rural populations in countries
by major area, 2014-2050*
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Trends in urbanization rates over time

Over time, as the levels of urbanization increase in all regions, urbanization rates slow. Figure I11.9
plots the average annual rates of urbanization for all 233 countries or areas as estimated for the periods
1950-1990 and 1990-2014 and as projected for the period 2014-2050. As in earlier figures, colours
differentiate the five major regional groupings, bubble size corresponds to the population of each country
or area and black bars mark the median urbanization rate in each region for each time period.

Across the five regional groupings shown in figure I11.9, over the period 1950-1990 the median rate
of urbanization was highest in Africa at 2.9 per cent per year, followed by Asia (1.5 per cent per year),
Oceania (1.3 per cent per year), Latin America and the Caribbean (1.0 per cent per year, and, finally,
Europe and Northern America at 0.9 per cent per year. The median pace of urbanization had slowed in all
regions by 1990-2014, when the median rate of change in the proportion urban was 1.1 per cent on the
high end in Africa and 0.1 per cent on the low end in Europe and Northern America. Continued
reductions in the median rate of urbanization are projected for Africa (0.9 per cent annually over the
period 2014-2050), while slight increases are projected for the remaining regions where those countries
with negative rates of urbanization over the period 1990-2014 are anticipated to experience increases in
the proportion urban by 2050.

As with the levels of urbanization shown in figure III.1 (above), there is great heterogeneity in the
rate of urbanization across countries within regions such that the geographic location of a country is a
poor predictor of the pace of urbanization. The fastest urbanizing countries in Europe in 1990-2014 were
urbanizing at or above the median pace for Africa, for example. Also 17 countries in Asia (33 per cent)
were urbanizing at rates below the median for Europe and Northern America. The degree of heterogeneity
both within and across regions in the pace of urbanization is projected to shrink in the coming decades to
2050, over which time three quarters of countries are expected to urbanize at average annual rates
between 0.2 per cent and 0.8 per cent.

Countries with the fastest rates of urbanization

Both in the past and in the future, many of the countries with the fastest estimated and projected rates
of urbanization are located in Africa. Table I11.4 lists the ten fastest urbanizing countries among those
with at least 90,000 inhabitants in 2014, estimated for 1950-1990 and 1990-2014 and projected for 2014-
2050. For 1950-1990, seven of the ten fastest urbanizing countries were located in Africa. Botswana
urbanized the fastest over that period at an average annual rate of 6.8 percent, followed by Mauritania at
6.5 per cent and Swaziland at 6.1 per cent. The three non-African countries included among the ten fastest
urbanizing from 1950-1990 are Papua New Guinea in Oceania, which urbanized at an average annual rate
of 5.4 per cent, and Bhutan and Oman in Asia, both with urbanization rates of 5.1 per cent per year.
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Rate of urbanization (per cent)
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Figure I11.8. Rate of urbanization and percentage urban in countries by major area,
1950-1990 and 1990-2014
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Figure I11.9. Rate of urbanization in countries by major area for the periods 1950-1990,
1990-2014 and 2014-2050
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TABLE II1.4. THE TEN FASTEST URBANIZING COUNTRIES OR AREAS, 1950-1990, 1990-2014,
AND 2014-2050, BY RANK ORDER

Rate of Rate of Rate of
urbanization urbanization urbanization
(per cent) (per cent) (per cent)
Rank Country or area 1950-1990 Country or area 1990-2014 Country or area 2014-2050
1 Botswana 6.8 Rwanda 6.8 Burundi 2.2
2 Mauritania 6.5 Lao People's Dem. Republic 3.7 Uganda 2.0
3 Swaziland 6.1 Bhutan 3.5 Ethiopia 1.9
4 Papua New Guinea 5.4 Burkina Faso 3.1 Nepal 1.9
5 Lesotho 52 Nepal 3.0 Niger 1.8
6 Bhutan 5.1 China 3.0 Eritrea 1.8
7 Oman 5.1 Haiti 2.9 Rwanda 1.8
8 Mozambique 4.9 Lesotho 2.7 Malawi 1.7
9 Benin 4.8 Burundi 2.6 South Sudan 1.7
10 Togo 4.7 Indonesia 23 Burkina Faso 1.6

* For countries or areas with 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2014.

For 1990-2014, four of the 10 fastest urbanizing countries were in Africa, including Rwanda, Burkina
Faso, Lesotho and Burundi. Another five were located in Asia, including the Lao People’s Dem.
Republic, Bhutan, Nepal, China and Indonesia. The remaining country among the ten fastest urbanizing
was Haiti. Rwanda urbanized the fastest during the period 1990-2014, with an average annual increase in
the proportion urban of 6.8 per cent. Rwanda was followed by Lao People’s Democratic Republic at 3.7
per cent, and Bhutan at 2.5 per cent.

The fastest rates of urbanization over the period 2014-2050 are projected to be slower than those in
the past. Burundi is projected to urbanize fastest in the coming decades, at an average annual rate of 2.2
per cent, followed by Uganda and Ethiopia, which are projected to urbanize at 2.0 per cent per year and
1.9 per cent per year, respectively. Nine of the ten countries with the fastest projected urbanization rates
between 2014 and 2050 are located in Africa. The exception is Nepal, which is projected to urbanize at an
average annual rate of 1.9 per cent over that period.

Countries with negative rates of urbanization

Reductions in the proportion urban were unusual over the period from 1950-1990, but became more
common over the period 1990-2014. No country is expected to experience a decline in the proportion
urban between 2014 and 2050. Table II1.5 lists countries or areas with at least 90,000 inhabitants in 2014
and that experienced reductions in the proportion urban over the period 1990-2014.

From 1990 to 2014, 33 countries experienced net declines in the proportion urban as reflected in the
negative rates of urbanization. With the exception of Northern America, all of the major areas are
represented on this list, which includes nine countries each in Asia and Europe, six countries in Latin
America and the Caribbean, five in Africa and four in Oceania. Average annual rates of urbanization over
1990-2014 among the 33 countries range from -1.93 per cent in Saint Lucia to -0.02 per cent in Iraq.
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TABLE III.5. COUNTRIES OR AREAS WITH DECLINING
PERCENTAGE URBAN, 1990-2014*

Rate of
urbanization
(per cent)
Rank Country or area 1990-2014

1 Saint Lucia -1.93
2 Antigua and Barbuda -1.59
3 Aruba -0.77
4 Tajikistan -0.71
5 Papua New Guinea -0.60
6 Micronesia (Fed. States of) -0.60
7 Liberia -0.49
8 Uzbekistan -0.42
9 Mauritius -0.41
10 Samoa -0.40
11 Philippines -0.37
12 Belize -0.30
13 Swaziland -0.30
14 Armenia -0.30
15 Western Sahara -0.26
16 Kyrgyzstan -0.25
17 Kazakhstan -0.23
18 Estonia -0.22
19 Slovakia -0.21
20 Republic of Moldova -0.17
21 Guyana -0.16
22 Barbados -0.14
23 French Polynesia -0.14
24 Czech Republic -0.12
25 Georgia -0.12
26 Latvia -0.11
27 Lithuania -0.07
28 Slovenia -0.06
29 Sri Lanka -0.06
30 TFYR Macedonia -0.06
31 Poland -0.05
32 Egypt -0.04
33 Iraq -0.02

* For countries or areas with 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2014.

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division
World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision



This pageis intentionallyleft blank


Neena.Koshy
Typewritten Text
This page is intentionally left blank

Neena.Koshy
Typewritten Text

Neena.Koshy
Typewritten Text

Neena.Koshy
Typewritten Text

Neena.Koshy
Typewritten Text

Neena.Koshy
Typewritten Text


IV. PATTERNS OF CITY GROWTH

Planning and preparing for the growth of cities of various sizes is essential to maximize the benefits
of urbanization and promote sustainable development. Numerous factors can affect the size and growth of
cities and the drivers of city growth can vary tremendously both within and across countries as well as
over time. Thus, patterns of city size and growth themselves show great variation over space and time.
The estimates and projections of the populations of the 1,692 cities or urban agglomerations with 300,000
or more inhabitants in 2014 published in the 2014 Revision of the World Urbanization Prospects,
presented in this chapter, illustrate the wide diversity in city growth patterns around the world.

A. PATTERNS OF CITY GROWTH OVER TIME

Planning for efficient, sustainable and functional cities requires consideration of multiple dimensions
of city growth. Cities can be basically described according to the changing size of the population
contained within its boundaries or with respect to the extent of the built-up area that the population
occupies. While it is possible for a city population to grow without concurrent expansion of the land area,
that is built-up through increasing population density (i.e., ratio of the total population of the city to the
total urban land cover), the overall process more typically occurs with some expansion of the urban extent
to accommodate the growing number of city dwellers. Some cities have high average population densities
(for example, Dhaka, in Bangladesh or Hong Kong, SAR) while others are spread out over a broad
territory or around multiple disparate hubs (for example, Antananarivo in Madagascar, Beijing in China,
Johannesburg in South Africa, Cairo in Egypt and Mexico City in Mexico) (Angel et al 2011, UN-Habitat
2010, OECD 2012).

Population growth is one of several interacting forces that help define the unique morphology of a
city. Population growth can be both a determinant and a result of the evolution of such “urban form” over
time. A short list of contributing factors might include city location and surrounding topography (such as
coastline, mountain range, or river), economies of scale brought by agglomeration, population make-up
and cultural preferences, “pull” factors for migrants, urban planning (infrastructure, transportation, etc.),
and even the state’s institutional history with regard to the organization of its system of cities (Besussi E.
et al 2010; Kim, S. and Law, M. 2012; Batty, M. 2008).

Because a city’s distinguishing features depend on such varied processes, it is not surprising that there
is important heterogeneity in population growth at the global level. Figure IV.1 shows the distribution of
urban agglomerations across different categories of average annual rates of change for two periods. Only
urban agglomerations of 300,000 inhabitants or more at the beginning of each period were considered.

Some cities have grown quite precipitously. Of 548 urban agglomerations with 300,000 inhabitants or
more in 1970, very few cities (five per cent) have grown at high rates of 5 per cent or more per year from
1970 to 1990. Some examples are Dhaka (Bangladesh) and Lagos (Nigeria), each one with around 1.4
million inhabitants in 1970, as well as Brasilia (Brazil), with 525 thousand inhabitants in 1970. A similar
percentage was observed during 1990-2014, although the total number of cities with 300,000 inhabitants
of more had increased from 548 in 1970 to 960 in 1990%°. The cities with average annual growth rates of 5
per cent or more between 1990 and 2014 are located in Asia (36 cities) and Africa (6 cities). Of the ten
fastest growing cities over that period, with growth rates ranging from 6.6 per cent to 10.8 per cent per
year, eight are located in China (Dongguan, Shenzhen, Zhongshan, Foshan, Xiamen, Huai’an, Shantou

% Out of 1,692 urban agglomeration with 300,000 inhabitants or more in 2014, only a few cities in Africa have been projected to grow at 5 per
cent or more per year until 2030 (data not shown; for further information about the methodology used to project city populations, see United
Nations 2014).
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and Yantai), one in Nigeria (Abuja), and one in the United Arab Emirates (Dubai). All but one (Fushan)
had fewer than 1 million inhabitants in 1990.

The proportion of cities with low growth rates (of between 0 and 1 per cent) has also been relatively
stable over time, having risen only slightly from 19 per cent per year over 1970-1990 to 24 per cent per
year over 1990-2014. Most of the cities with low growth rates between 1990 and 2014 are in the more
developed regions (Europe and Northern America) and Eastern Asia; only five cities in Aftrica had these
low grow rates.

Some cities have seen their populations decline over time as a result of economic contraction, natural
disasters, deterioration of living conditions, out-migration or persistent low fertility rates. In other cases,
population declines are not clearly associated with crisis. For example, the loss of population in a number
of cities in Western Europe, Canada and New Zealand did not appear to affect negatively the quality of
living of the population (UN-Habitat 2012). In addition, smaller population sizes can actually favour
sustainable strategies, such as the control of urban sprawl or the modernization of public services, or
promote new collaborative governance with stronger citizen and local community participation
(Schlappa, H. and Neill, W. 2013, European Commission 2012).

Figure IV.1. Distribution of urban agglomerations by average annual rate
of change of the population, 1970-1990 and 1990-2014
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NOTE: For urban agglomerations with 300,000 inhabitants or more in 1970 and 1990 (548 and 960, respectively).

The percentage of cities estimated to have lost population has remained steady during 1970-1990 and
1990-2014, at around 10 per cent. During 1970-1990, 57 cities with 300,000 inhabitants or more in 1970
experienced negative growth, most of which were in the United Kingdom, Germany and the United States
of America. During the more recent period of 1990-2014, 98 cities with 300,000 inhabitants or more in
1990 experienced population decline, mainly located in the Russian Federation, Ukraine and other
European countries. These include several capital cities, such as Bratislava (Slovakia), Budapest
(Hungary), Riga (Latvia), Sarajevo (Bosnia and Herzegovina), Tallinn (Estonia), Tbilisi (Georgia), and
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Yerevan (Armenia). Shrinking populations in Central and Eastern Europe has resulted from challenging
adaptation processes after radical shifts in economic organization and performance, and changes in
political regimes or economic policy (Schlappa, H. and Neill, W. 2013, European Commission 2011). In
the United States, Buffalo and Detroit also experienced net losses of population between 1990 and 2014,
concurrent with a loss of industry and jobs in those cities, while New Orleans experienced population
decline in the wake of the 2005 Hurricane Katrina.

Cities experiencing both demographic and economic declines around the world face important
challenges for planning their urban policies, as they need to redefine their economic strategies while
developing adaptive policy instruments to address the realities of shrinkage. During 2014-2030, the
number of cities whose populations are projected to decline is expected to decrease to 45. Most of them
are located in low-fertility countries with stagnating or declining overall populations, such as the Russian
Federation, Ukraine and Japan, among others.

As mentioned above, many factors may influence the size and growth of urban agglomerations across
and within countries. Therefore, the initial size of a city is not a strong predictor of its pace of growth.
When comparing the average growth rates of different sizes classes of urban settlements, only small
differences emerge (figure 1V.2). It is worth noting, however, that a wider range of growth patterns is
observed among medium-sized and small cities, compared to bigger cities. The data indicate that this is
generally true for both 1970-1990 and 1990-2014 periods. For example, half of the medium-sized cities
with 1 to 5 million inhabitants in 1970 have had 1970-1990 average annual growth rates between 3.1 and
0.8 per cent, but other cities of the same size have experienced growth rates close to 8 per cent or negative
growth rates of up to -2.0 per cent. During 1990-2014, half of the cities with 500,000 to 1 million
inhabitants in 1990 have grown at rates varying from 2.8 to 0.5 per cent, but other cities of the same size
had approached much higher levels or even declined.

Figure IV.2. Average annual rates of population change by size class of urban settlement,
1970-1990 and 1990-2014
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The association between population growth rates and population size can also be appraised in figure
IV.3, showing two groups of selected cities during the period 1990-2014. In the upper panel, 690 cities
are shown, whose populations were between 300,000 and 1 million inhabitants in 1990.

Figure IV.3a. Average annual rate of population change in 1990-2014, for urban agglomerations
with 300,000 to 1 million inhabitants in 1990
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Figure IV.3b. Average annual rate of population change in 1990-2014, for urban agglomerations
with 1 million inhabitants or more in 1990
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The lower panel depicts 270 bigger cities, with more than 1 million inhabitants in 1990. Similar
proportions of high and low growth rates are observed in both groups. For example, around 1 in 4 cities in
each group has grown at an average annual growth rate of 3 per cent or more, while around 1 in 3 has
grown at a rate lower than 1.5 per cent per year (32 per cent of smaller cities and 38 per cent of bigger
cities). Six cities in China and Abuja in Nigeria are estimated to have grown at average growth rates
higher than 7 per cent. The relative number of declining cities is also similar; around 1 in ten in each
group has declined in the period (76 smaller cities and 22 bigger ones). Some examples of declining cities
are Riga (Latvia), Genoa (Italy) or Sarajevo (Bosnia and Herzegovina) among cities in the first group, and
Budapest (Hungary), Seoul (Republic of Korea), Saint Petersburg (Russian Federation) among cities in
the second group.

Chapter II has shown that as the levels of urbanization increased, urbanization rates have slowed
down. Consistent with this trend, and regardless of the initial size of their population, growth rates of
most cities have fallen from 1970-1990 to 1990-2014 and are expected to continue to decrease during
2014-2030. For example, among all 144 cities with 1 million inhabitants or more in 1970, 67 per cent
showed falling growth rates between 1970-1990 and 1990-2014. Among the 270 cities of the same size
class in 1990, 71 per cent showed falling rates between 1990-2014 and the projection period 2014-2030.
Similar percentages are found among smaller cities. Among 1,362 cities with less than 500,000
inhabitants in 1970, 73 per cent showed falling growth rates between 1970-1990 and 1990-2014. Among
the 1,129 cities of the same size in 1990, 76 per cent showed projecting falling rates between 1990-2014
and 2014-2030.

Rapidly growing cities tend not to sustain their growth, as shown in figure IV.4 for large and
medium-size urban agglomerations that had the highest 1970-1990 growth rates. The population growth
of these cities (four in China, three in India and the rest in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Nigeria and
the Islamic Republic of Iran) had slowed down over the 1990-2014 period, and are expected to persist
downward over the projected period until 2030. For example, Shenzhen—the only megacity in this
group— witnessed a 43 per cent reduction in its growth rate, from around 18 per cent per year in the first
two decades, to around 10 per cent in the following period and it is expected to slow down furthermore
during the projection period to 2030. The growth rate of Malappuram in India has halved, and it is
expected to decline by another half to 2030. Similarly, the pace of growth of the eight remaining cities in
this group has declined significantly until present (five of them with more than 35 per cent decline). The
growth rates of the four Chinese cities are expected to have the fastest declines in the group until 2030
(see Box IV.1 on the definition of cities in China).
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Figure IV.4. Average annual rate of population change in selected periods for the ten fastest
growing cities in 1970-1990

—_ - —_ —_ —_ N
(o] o] o N > [o)] o] o
1 1 ! 1 1 1 ! 1

Average annual rate of change (per cent)
N

N
1

1970-1990 1990-2014 2014-2030

=== Abuja (NIGERIA) 8= Cixi (CHINA) e=de==Kannur (INDIA)
== Karaj (IRAN, Islamic Rep. of) === Malappuram (INDIA) «=@==Sharjah (UAE)
«===Shenzhen (CHINA) Taian, Shandong (CHINA) Thrissur (INDIA)
=== Zhuhai (CHINA)

NOTE: For urban agglomerations with 1 million inhabitants or more in 2014. The sizes of the cities shown vary significantly,
from 10.7 million in Shenzhen to 1.2 million in Taian (Shandong) and Sharjah.

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs/Population Division
World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision



BOX 1IV.1. DEFINITION OF CITIES AND CITY POPULATION IN CHINA

Unlike many countries where a city typically represents a permanent urban residential settlement, Chinese
cities (shi) often reflect a political-administrative unit (PAU) covering an area much larger than the urban area,
which typically includes an urbanized core surrounded by extensive rural areas (Chan, 2007; Shen, 2005).
Only those PAUs at the county-level or at a higher administrative level can be granted a city status, which is
normally determined the Ministry of Civil Affairs (MOCA) based on some requirements with an approval by
the State Council.

Since the establishment of the People's Republic of China in 1949, the definition of cities has undergone
four major official revisions in 1955, 1963/64, 1986, and 1993. The 1955 definition of cities was mainly based
on population size (100,000 residents or more), the 1963 definition added the proportion of population
engaging in non-agriculture as a criterion and the 1986 definition lowered the criterion for population size but
added total GNP (Gross national product) as a criterion. The 1993 definition further added population density
as a criterion. In the latest two definitions, population and economic indicators are considered together. The
criteria were always slightly lower for minority counties, trade centres, locations of nation key projects,
military bases, and so on. In 2013, there were 659 cities, of which 4 were province-level cities (Beijing,
Chongqing, Shanghai, and Tianjin), 15 were associate-province-level cities, 271 were prefecture-level cities,
and 369 were county-level cities.

The definitions of urban areas or urban populations of a city are generally set by the National Bureau of
Statistics of China (NBSC). Six updates for the definition of urban population, mainly corresponding to the six
censuses (1953, 1964, 1982, 1990, 2000, and 2010), have been made since 1949. In the 1953 census, all
residents (i.e., agriculture and non-agriculture) in city districts of a prefecture-level city proper were considered
as urban population. In the 1964 census, urban population was defined as non-agricultural population in cities
or its subordinate towns, and so it was in the 1982 census. In the 1990 census, two criteria were employed. For
the first criterion, the urban population of a city included: (1) all residents of urban districts of a city if the city
is a prefecture-level city or above; (2) resident population of street (jiedao) committees if the city is a county-
level city; (3) population of all neighbourhood committees in subordinate towns of a city. The second criterion
excluded those who were registered by rural village committees in (1) to (3) of the first criterion. The 2000
census definition added population density and geographic contiguity into criteria. The 2010 census dropped
the population density constraint, yet the contiguity was broken down into the smallest administrative units
(i.e., Neighbourhood Committee or Village Committee).

The hukuo (or population registration) system excludes de facto residents who do not have local hukou
(mostly rural-to-urban migrants) from the regular local population counts of the city, which complicates the
understanding of city population and statistics. Fortunately, the NBSC publishes de facto population in latest
three censuses and in the China City Statistical Yearbook, which facilitates city population estimation.

Population estimates of a Chinese city in this revision of the World Urbanization Prospects mainly refer to
de facto population living in urban areas of all city districts for prefecture-level cities or above, whereas it
usually refers to de facto population living in city built-up urban areas and urban areas that are contiguous to
built-up areas for a county-level city. Population estimates of an agglomeration may include some surrounding
areas that are not necessarily contiguous to each other. Please refer to source of each city for details.
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B. THE URBAN HIERARCHY
1. World population growth by city size

Over the past two centuries, a major change has been taking place in the distribution of the world
population: the increasing and unprecedented concentration of people in highly urbanized areas known as
urban agglomerations. The largest of these agglomerations, at the top end of the urban hierarchy, are
those with 10 million inhabitants or more, and have become known as megacities. Megacities are notable
for their size and concentration of economic activity, and account for 6 per cent of the world’s total
population in 2014. The next size class is composed of large cities with 5 to 10 million inhabitants, which
concentrate another 4 per cent of the global population. A full list of large cities and megacities at
different points in time is provided for reference at the end of this Chapter (Annex IV.I). The other
categories of the urban hierarchy are defined as medium-sized cities of 1 to 5 million, cities of 500,000 to
1 million, cities of 300,000 to 500,000 and urban areas with fewer than 300,000 inhabitants, which are
home to 4, 11, 5, 4, and 23 per cent of world’s total population respectively (table IV.1).

TABLEIV. 1. POPULATION DISTRIBUTION OF THE WORLD, BY AREA OF RESIDENCE
AND SIZE CLASS OF URBAN SETTLEMENT, 1970, 1990, 2014 AND 2030

Area of residence and size class Population (millions) Percentage distribution
of urban settlement (number of

inhabitants) 1970 1990 2014 2030 1970 1990 2014 2030
Total 3691 5321 7244 8425 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Urban area 1350 2285 3880 5058 36.6 429 53.6 60.0
10 million or more 55 153 453 730 1.5 2.9 6.3 8.7
5 million to 10 million 106 157 301 434 2.9 3.0 4.1 5.2
1 million to 5 million 245 459 827 1128 6.6 8.6 11.4 13.4
500,000 to 1 million 129 202 363 509 3.5 3.8 5.0 6.0
300,000 to 500,000 87 157 258 319 24 3.0 3.6 3.8
Fewer than 300,000 729 1156 1678 1938 19.7 21.7 23.2 23.0
Rural area 2341 3036 3364 3367 63.4 57.1 46.4 40.0

NOTE: The change of the population in each size class from one year to another reflects the growth of the population in
existing cities of that size class and the incorporation of the population of new cities into that category.

In 2014, there were 28 megacities in the world with a total of 453 million people. When considering
the global urban population alone, this means that megacities are home to only about one in eight (12 per
cent) of the world’s urban dwellers (table IV.2). The population residing in megacities has been growing
quickly, reflecting both the growth of the dwellers of existing megacities and an increase in the number of
megacities from 3 in 1970 to 10 in 1990 and 28 in 2014. Indeed, the population of urban settlements
classified by any size class grows at different paces as a result of two factors: the growth of the population
in existing cities of such size class, and the incorporation of new cities into that category, that is, the
changing number of cities.

Table IV.2 and figure IV.5 include the changing numbers of cities by size class of urban settlement,
together with the population in each size class. The vertical axis of the figure shows the share of urban
population, while the columns illustrate the distribution of urban dwellers living in various city sizes in
different for years 1970, 1990, 2014 and 2030. The existing and expected number of cities is depicted in
each city size bar. The number of megacities has increased significantly: it tripled from three in 1970 to
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10 in 1990, and tripled again to 28 in 2014 (figure IV.5). By 2030, this number is projected to reach 41
and to house 730 million people, representing one in seven (around 14 per cent) of the world’s urban
population.

In contrast to megacities, urban settlements with fewer than 500,000 inhabitants are home to about
half of the world’s urban population. The share of the urban population living in small urban settlements
(the first two categories) is projected to drop slightly by 2030, and c