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Cities in Asia & the Pacific

• Urbanization of unprecedented scale & pace over past few decades given rise 

to a vast system of cities in the region 

• Centers of social transformation, but also exclusion – rise middle classes co-

exists with significant pockets of poverty & vulnerability

• Centers of economic progress, but also major drivers for environmental 

degradation

• As a result vulnerable to natural disasters, climate change & other shocks & 

stresses – which disproportionally affect poor & excluded



Demographic Trends
• 2017 in Asia-Pacific over 2.2 billion people lived in 

cities – that more than half of total urban population 

of the planet

• By 2019 over 50% of region’s total population will live 

in cities 

• Over last 30 years, region’s cities grew by 1 billion 

people & expected to grow by 1 billion more by 2040

• Region dominated by 19 world’s 31 megacities – but 

only account for 15% of urban pop

• Majority in small & medium sized cities - over 40% in 

settlements below 300,000 inhabitants 

• Most rapid urbanization in less urbanized & least 

developed countries, e.g. 2000 – 2016: Lao PDR ave.

annual urbanization rate 5.6%; Nepal 3.7%

• Different sub-regional trends SEA & SSWA 

urbanization faster & larger numbers, NCA & Pacific 

slower & lower – except China



Urban Poverty

• Ave. urb. resident better off than rural, but aggregate statistics 

don’t reflect reality of urb. poverty & rising inequality, as:

• Dependence on higher order systems: land, housing, 

infrastructure & services, monetary income, security, 

governance � urban complexity

• Urban poverty multidimensional & inter-related: lack of 

income, lack of access to basic services, & lack of voice & 

power 

� not easy to measure

• Result: urban poverty under-reported: national poverty lines; USD 

1.90/day – don’t capture it & little data disaggregation within cities

• Slum population (Target 11.1) estimates as one proxy of urban 

poverty but 

� not all poor live in slums & not all who live in slums poor

• 2014, an estimated 440 million people or 26.9 % region’s 

urban population in slums/ informal settlements

• While % of slum dwellers decreasing, absolute numbers still 

increasing!



Urban Environment
Air pollution (Target 11.6): 

• risk of stroke, heart disease, lung cancer & respiratory diseases due to air pollution 

continues to rise at alarming rate, especially in the region’s low-income cities where 

concentrations of ambient particulate matter (PM2.5 and PM10) well above WHO 

recommended standards 

SWM (Target 11.6): 

• urban areas in the region generate about 1.21 million tons of municipal solid waste a 

day - by 2025 estimated to more than double to 2.65 million tons per day. 

• waste collection rates and segregation of waste streams in developing countries low, 

collected waste is often just dumped

Sanitation (Target 11.1) 

• remains persistent challenge, especially for South Asia & Pacific. 

• Palau only 16 per cent, Tuvalu only 6 per cent of the urban population access to 

safely managed sanitation in 2015

• just under half of the urban population in Turkey

• In Bangladesh in 2015 only 58 per cent of the urban population access to basic 

hand-washing facilities



Disasters affecting settlements
Disaster resilience (Targets 11.5 and 11.b):

• trend of declining casualties in many countries in the region, e.g. Bangladesh, deaths 

from tropical cyclones, which used to be in the tens of thousands per year, reduced to 9 

people in 2017, despite the concurrent increase in severity and number of storms

• There remains however, a lack of disaggregated datasets between the urban and rural 

populations preventing targeted analyses pertaining to disaster impacts on urban 

populations.

Disaster risk (Targets 11.5 and 11.b)

• The high density of people, jobs and assets that make cities so successful also make 

them extremely vulnerable to disaster risks

• Disaster related damage and losses are high, especially for coastal cities in Asia and the 

Pacific. Among the 10 cities that are projected to have the highest average annual loss 

from floods by 2050, six are located in the region (Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Tianjin in 

China; Mumbai and Kolkata in India; and Ho Chi Min City in Viet Nam)

• Disasters in cities and peri-urban areas likely to exacerbate existing inequalities in Asia 

Pacific. 

• 56% population in nine mega-cities that are located in extreme disaster risk areas live 

under medium or high levels of inequality (as noted by their Gini coefficients)



Source: Otto, UN Environment, Cities Unit 

City-level action to deliver SDGs

City-level 

action is 

critical to 

deliver against 

most SDGs

Resilient, 

resource 

efficient ,  low 

emission city 

infrastructure  

– waste, 

water, 

transport, IT

12

• Circular Economy & 

waste mngmt

• Resource efficiency

• Sustainable 

lifestyles

16

• Participatory 

governance

• Open data

6

• Access to clean 

water

• Resource efficiency

• Monitoring & 

reporting on water 

use

7

• Renewables 

(decentralised)

• Waste to energy

• District energy 

systems

• Energy efficiency in 

buildings & 

transport
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