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2. Urbanization 

The region is challenged by unplanned urbanization driven by globalization-led 
urban-biased development. 
 

The share of urban population in the region has 
been rising steadily for the last 25 years. At 
47.7% in 2014, the urbanization rate remains 
however below the world level of 53.6%. But 
the region is rapidly catching up and has 
maintained the second highest urban 
population growth rate of all regions (after 
Africa) with an annual growth of 2.6% since 
1990.  

Every day an estimated 120,000 people are 
migrating to cities in the Asia-Pacific region and 
by 2050, the proportion of people living in 
urban areas is likely to rise to 63% when the 
urban population could be 3.3 billion.1 The 
urban population growth rate is the result of 
natural population growth, rural to urban 
migration and the reclassification of rural areas 
into urban areas.  

The Asia and Pacific region has added nearly 1 
billion people to its urban population from 
1990 to 2014; about half of those in China 
alone (450 million). The phenomenon is part of 
a long term trend. The urban population of the 
region more than doubled between 1950 and 
1975, and doubled again between 1975 and 
2000. Yet, it is projected to almost double once 
more between 2000 and 2025. 

Urbanization in Asia-Pacific is characterized by 
the emergence of mega-cities, defined as urban 
agglomeration of 10 million people or more. In 
1970, Tokyo was the only megacity in Asia and 
the Pacific. Today 17 of the 28 world’s 
megacities are found in the region, representing 
a total population of nearly 300 million people. 
However smaller cities, cities with fewer than 
500,000 people, represent over half of the 
urban population (54.4%). 

Urbanization is often seen as a sign of 
economic development; but, in 2009, the latest 
year for which data are available, more than half 
a billion people in Asia and the Pacific 
continued to live in slums, equal to 30% of the 
urban population (a decrease from 50% in 
1990). This problem is particularly acute in low-
income economies in the region, where nearly 
two thirds of urban dwellers live in slums.   

Rapid urbanization not only poses challenges 
related to habitat, transport and other facilities, 
but also creates high expectations, especially 
among educated youth. Sense of relative 
deprivation and a mismatch between 
expectations and what is available can lead to 
social unrest and political instability. Thus, 
managing expectations is increasingly going to 
be a challenge which can be compounded by a 
lack of opportunities.2 

 In 2014, more than 2 billion people in the Asia-Pacific region lived in urban areas, 
representing about 55% of the world’s urban population. 

 The Pacific is the most urbanized subregion with around 71% of population living in urban 
areas followed by North and Central Asia (62.8%); the figure is 36% in South and South-West 
Asia, the least urbanized subregion. 

 The urban population in the region more than doubled between 1950 and 1975 and doubled 
again between 1975 and 2000. Yet, it is projected to almost double once more between 2000 
and 2025. 

 In absolute terms, the current quarter century (2000-2025) is projected to add an estimated 1.1 

billion people to the region’s urban agglomerations.
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 Of the world’s 28 megacities (cities with a population in excess of 10 million people), 17 are 
found in the Asia-Pacific region; Tokyo (37.8 mill), Delhi (24.9 mill.) and Shanghai (23 mill) 
are the three most populous cities in the world.
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