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Sustainable Urbanization in the South Asia Region:  

From Quantity to Quality  



‘the struggle for global sustainability 
will be won or lost in cities’ 

Ban Ki-Moon, UN Secretary-General, 23 April 
2012 



Overview of Urban Development in Asia-Pacific 

 2012: 1.9 billion / 46% of region lived in cities 
 

 2020: 2.2 billion / 52% 
 

 2050: 3.2 billion+/ 64% 
 

 2011: 13/23 world’s megacities 
 
 2025: 22/27 world’s megacities and 7/10 of the world’s largest cities 
 
 Growth rates are highest in peri-urban areas & secondary cities 

 

 



 
 

 

South Asia in Asia-Pacific  
 

ASIA-PACIFIC 

 In 2014 the Asia-Pacific region had over 2 billion urban citizens 

 Since 2000 an astonishing addition of 630 million people in cities in the ESCAP 
region has taken place 

 Growth in small/medium sized cities: faster & accounting for 60% of the region’s 
urban population 

 A mix of migration, population growth & reclassification drives urbanization. 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

SOUTH ASIA 

 In 2014 had over 660 million urban dwellers 

 A slower rate of population increase - but very large total population increases 

 In India 404 million extra urban dwellers will be added before 2050 

 A region of megacities – yet still 52 “million plus” cities in South Asia, of which 47 are in 
India. 

 

 

 



  1950 1980 2000 2014 2030 

  
URBAN 

(000s) 
% URBAN % URBAN % URBAN % URBAN % 

Asia and the Pacific   289 868    20   786 606    29  1 439 528    38  2 069 702    48  2 716 028    56 

South and South-West 

Asia   84 212    16   240 536    24   461 584    31   664 417    36   944 030    43 

South Asia within Asia-Pacific 
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Key Gaps and Challenges in South Asia 
 

While progress on poverty reduction has taken place, it has been slow & 
inequality has grown. Between 1990-2010 those living on less than 1.25 USD per day 
only declined by 18% - while population increased by 42%. Many are increasingly 
turning to urban areas for the opportunities they offer.  

 

In India between now and 2030 the middle class will grow from 22 to 91 million.  

 

Cities in South Asia reflect equity gaps and are unable to meet the aspirations of many 

 

As many as 700 million people in South Asia still have inadequate sanitation, 
resulting in high levels of open defecation, in both urban and rural areas.  

 

Housing remains a huge problem: 35 per cent of urban South Asians live in 
Slums with some cities exhibiting rates as high as 70%.  

 

Success creates its own pressures: In Asia-Pacific between 2000-2008  emissions 
per capita increased 97% ,while the worldwide increase was 18%. While wealth 
creation is desirable, consumption patterns must change 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



  

   

 

Mobility patterns must also change: The annual growth rate for car use in 
the sub-region is between 6 and 10 per cent. In Delhi as much as 72 % of fine 
particle pollutants result from transport.  

 

We are not creating resilient cities: In 2011, Asia and the Pacific included 
83% of those affected by natural disasters worldwide, 81% of deaths due to 
natural disasters, and 80% of economic damage from natural disasters. South 
Asia is disproportionately affected by episodes of extreme heat, water scarcity, 
storm surges and sea water rise. 

 

It is essential we ‘green’ the infrastructure gap: we must stop building 
cities for the 19th century and start shaping a future model and agenda of 
urban sustainability 

 

Our governance arrangements and financing mechanisms are not fit for 
purpose: they are not keeping pace with change and the multidimensionality 
of challenges. There are clear financing gaps for cities but where are the 
sustainable financing models and what type of investment is needed? 

 

  



 
 
 
‘Over the next 15 years as much as USD4 trillion a 
year will be invested in the emerging and 
developing countries for infrastructure, such as 
roads and buildings. It is this investment that must 
be transformed. If it is, economic growth can be 
strong, cleaner, less congested, more efficient, more 
biodiverse – sustainable and much more attractive’. 
 
Lord Stern, December 2014 in response to the Lima Call for Climate Action 



Closing Gaps for a Sustainable Urban Future 

 Through new thinking & commitment such gaps can be closed which 
support inclusive, sustainable and resilient cities 

– Ecology: Infrastructure development should contribute to greening 
cities  

– Green economics: Infrastructure development should strengthen & 
deepen urban economies, and livelihood opportunities  

– Governance: Through a more engaged civic involvement, through 
greater cross-sectoral coordination and planning 

– Socio-cultural: Outcomes should build upon and enrich cultural norms 
and values, and create benefits for society as a  whole through the 
built-environment 

– Resilience: Through strengthening cities but also communities, and 
providing greater capacity & resources to recover from disaster 

 
Adapted from Paul James, University of Western Sydney 
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10 Essential transformations 

1. Change the way we design cities: Smart and Green and Sustainable  
2. Change the way people move: from private cars to public transport, 

from road to rail, mitigating need for movement 
3. Change the way we design and operate buildings: from energy 

wasting to energy creating 
4. Change the way we produce, transport and consume energy: 

improve the efficiency of the energy system and diversify to renewable 
energy sources 

5. Change the way water resources are managed: develop eco-
efficient approaches to water  resources 

6. Change the way solid waste is managed: turn waste from a cost into 
a resource 

7. Address patterns of exclusion so that investment in people becomes 
the next driver of growth 

8. Change the way cities are governed and broaden the stakeholders 
9. Change the way we finance cities so they can invest in their futures 
10. Shift our thinking from quantity to quality of growth 

 



1. CHANGE THE WAY WE DESIGN CITIES: 
COMPACT – OR ‘SMART’ DE-CENTRED 

 Compact development increases land 
use efficiency & reduces the need for 
private cars 
 

 Urban density and developing mass 
transit can dramatically reduce GHG 
emissions from transport sector 

 
 Cellular development/compact cities 

create integrated/multi-centred 

urban areas 
 

Kathmandu Valley 



2. CHANGE THE WAY PEOPLE MOVE – AND INTERACT 

 Transport accounts for 23% of global energy-
related CO2 emissions - the fastest growing 
source of emissions in developing countries 
 

 Integrate land use, housing and transport 
planning: cities must reclaim spaces of 
interaction  
 

 Elimination of ‘disabling environments’, e.g. 
[http://walkabilityasia.org] 
 

 Invest in non-motorized options: Hangzhou’s 
bicycle scheme provides 60,000 bicycles 
through 2,411 rental stations and offers free 
rental for the first hour of use 

 
 



3. CHANGE THE WAY WE DESIGN & OPERATE BUILDINGS  

 Globally, buildings  generate 40% of GHG 
emissions 

 If future cities are designed on existing 
norms CO2 emissions from buildings will 
outpace global trends within a few 
decades 

 Improving the efficiency of buildings has a 
critical role in reducing energy generation 

 Improving the ecological performance of 
buildings 

 Opportunities in ‘greening’ building codes 



LOOK FOR OPPORTUNITIES TO ‘GREEN’ LOW-COST 
HOUSING & SLUM UPGRADING  

 More than 30% of urban citizens in Asia-Pacific 
live in slums, and the number of slum dwellers is 
increasing in many countries – even when 
proportion is falling 

 
 In re-making our cities: opportunities through 

innovative slum upgrading in design, green 
spaces/gardens, use of low-carbon building 
materials etc 
 

 Opportunities to produce alternative & resilient 
building materials that are affordable to the 
poor and provide livability outcomes 
 

 Provide employment for the (rural) poor & 
‘sustainability networks’ with NGOs/ CBOs 

 
 
 

 



4. CHANGE THE WAY WE PRODUCE, TRANSPORT & CONSUME 
ENEGRY 

 Transition to a low-carbon economy: 
fundamental change of energy systems 
 

 There is an urgent need to decouple 
urbanization, economic growth, high energy 
consumption and growing carbon emissions 
 

 Some success:  
 Shanghai through compact city design 

has declining carbon intensity per capita; 
 Seoul committed to reduce GHGs by 40% 

by 2030 through energy efficiency; 
 Tokyo ’10 year project for a Carbon-

Minus Tokyo’ through advanced energy 
saving measures & strict compliance 

 
 
 

 



CITIES AS RESOURCE CONSUMERS 

 1 billion new consumers in emerging market cities by 2025 

 Annual consumption in emerging cities is set to rise by $10 trillion by 2050 

 



5. CHANGE THE WAY WATER RESOURCES ARE MANAGED 

 Eco-sustainable water infrastructure: ‘an 
integrated approach in water infrastructure 
development to achieve ecological & economic 
efficiency’ 
 

 Eco-efficient water infrastructure requires a 
shift in policies, from piecemeal to integrated, 
and a shift in infrastructure design, from 
centralized single-purpose to decentralized and 
multipurpose 
 

 Urban planning and infrastructure planning 
needs to integrate water supply, rainwater 
harvesting, wastewater treatment and recycling 
and flood control measures 

 
 

 



6. CHANGE THE WAY SOLID WASTE IS MANAGED 

 Solid waste increasing due to rapid 
urbanization & high consumption patterns 

 60-80% of urban solid waste is organic and 
its open dumping produces methane 

 90% of waste could be turned into a resource 
by composting, recycling, production of bio-
gas, RDF 

 But current approaches focus on end of pipe 
approaches - expensive to build and operate 

 Local governments spend 30-40% of their 
budget on SWM with little or no revenue 
derived 

 Decentralized Integrated Resource Recovery 
Centers example of addressing needs of small 
cities (livelihoods/composting/recycling) 
[www.waste2resource.org] 
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7. ADDRESS PATTERNS OF EXCLUSION: 
INVESTMENT IN PEOPLE IS THE NEXT DRIVER OF GROWTH  

 Investment in social protection and social policy 
remains low across much of the region: targeted over 
universal systems 

 1.1 billion workers remain in ‘vulnerable’ forms of 
employment: 45-85% of Asia-Pacific’s workforce 

 Majority of ‘new’ urban citizens work in the informal 
sector, obtain land & housing through informal 
markets 

 Majority of women depend upon precarious/ 
vulnerable forms of employment: In India and 
Bangladesh over 90% of female workforce in the 
informal sector 

 Migrant workers/‘irregular’ migrants/floating 
populations rarely covered in emerging social 
protection systems 



8.  CHANGE THE WAY CITIES ARE GOVERNED 

 Existing institutions/policy frameworks 
require transformation /renewal: 
collaborative governance 

 Shift from short term exploitation of 
natural/human capital to investment 

 Effective stakeholder engagement: 
municipal government, the private sector, 
CSOs/researchers/organizations 

 Policy responses must consider 
impacts/relationships beyond urban 
boundaries & across sector silos  

 Support mutually beneficial actions & 
policies for interdependent urban & rural 
areas 

 



9.  CHANGE THE WAY CITIES ARE FINANCED 

 In meeting the challenge: many local governments are fiscally 
weaker than they were two decades ago 

 Financing & investment gaps in cities – measured through the 
‘infrastructure gap’,  access to & quality of services, public debt etc 

 Especially pronounced in secondary and smaller towns and cities 

 Urgent need to strengthen the fiscal base of local governments to 
allow them to invest in resilient economies & sustainable devt 

 Need to access capital markets; enhance local revenue; manage 
assets better; dependable transfers from centre – but also improve 
regulatory system and institutional framework 

 No one size fits all 

 



10. SHIFT OUR THINKING - FROM QUANTITY TO QUALITY 

• To date the region’s development story has focused on 
quantity of growth 

• Clear negative outcomes which do not provide easy ‘clean 
up later’ solutions 

• The region must focus on coupling quality of growth 
approaches with meeting needs of growing urban 
populations 

•  We must move away from ‘cities as usual’ in our planning 
& management and from competition to collaboration 



Overcoming Barriers for Sustainable Cities & Regions 

 Existing institutions/policy frameworks require 
transformation & renewal 

 Policy responses must consider impacts/relationships 
beyond urban boundaries & across sector silos  

 Shift from short term resource exploitation towards 
investment 

 Challenges: financial & technological, but also political, 
organizational & information-related 

 Achieving effective stakeholder engagement: municipal 
government, the private sector, researchers/organizations 

 Supporting mutually beneficial actions & policies for 
interdependent urban & rural areas 

 



Habitat III 

• The third United Nations Conference on 
Housing and Sustainable Urban 
Development (Habitat III) will be 
convened in 2016, in line with the bi-
decennial cycle (1976, 1996, 2016) to 
reinvigorate the global commitment to 
sustainable urbanization and to focus on 
the implementation of a “New Urban 
Agenda” 

 

• Habitat III will be the first United 
Nations global summit after the 
adoption of the Post-2015 Development 
Agenda 

1976 

1996 



Regional preparations for Habitat III and role of ESCAP 

• Regional commissions are responsible for the regional preparations for 
global UN conferences, including Habitat III 

 

• ESCAP will leverage planned activities to gather multi-stakeholder 
perspectives to inform the outcomes of the High-level Regional 
Preparatory Meeting, and in particular the 6th Asia-Pacific Urban Forum 

 

• The Asia-Pacific Urban Forum is a multi-stakeholder forum organized 
periodically every 4 years by ESCAP with the aim to provide a regional 
platform for urban actors to discuss  emerging and critical  urban 
development issues from the perspectives of different stakeholders 



 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THANK YOU 


