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A ‘megacity’ is typically defined as an urban area with over 10 
million inhabitants. In 1950, the New York metropolitan area 
was the only city to meet this criterion. Today, an estimated 1 
in 5 people live in one of 27 megacities around the globe – the 
largest being Tokyo with a population of 36 million [Ref: Slate]. 
The UN expects this number to have reached 37 by 2025 with 
the majority of growth coming from an ascendant developing 
world, particularly Asia [Ref: United Nations]. The general move 
towards urban living – with a projected 60% of the world’s 
population living in cities by 2030 [Ref: Forbes] – has led some 
commentators to worry that the future’s megacities will look 
vastly different to New York, Tokyo or London, resembling 
Mumbai or Sāo Paulo with their vast slums and associated 
social, health and environmental problems [Ref: Moscow 
Times]. Others however suggest that the challenges presented 
by megacities can be overcome with architectural and technical 
ingenuity, the economic dynamism of city life and the promise 
of a better standard of living for all. In essence, megacities are 
either dynamic hotbeds of productivity or corrupt and frightening 
expanses of urban blight.
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garden_city_movement
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Megacity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urban_sprawl
http://web.mit.edu/urbanupgrading/upgrading/whatis/what-is.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_media
http://www.slate.com/articles/life/ft/2011/11/the_rise_of_the_megacity_.html
http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/pdf/wup2011_highlights.pdf
http://www.forbes.com/2007/06/11/megacities-population-urbanization-biz-cx_21cities_ml_0611megacities.html
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/special/environment/eng/megacities-face-mega-problems.html
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/special/environment/eng/megacities-face-mega-problems.html
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 2 of 6The megacities debate in context

Cities of slums
In 1971, around 1 in 6 Mumbai residents lived in slums. Today, 
the slum population stands at around 1 in 2 (8.7 million slum-
dwellers in a population of 18.5 million) [Ref: Times of India]. 
This is not unique to Mumbai; many megacities in Asia, Africa 
and South America have vast populations living in slums with 
little or no government provision for essential infrastructure like 
sanitation, electricity, safe transport links and education.  In the 
eyes of some researchers, the widespread belief in “gigantism 
for its own sake” [Ref: Forbes] is unnecessarily forcing millions 
to live in unpleasant conditions that cause and exacerbate 
common health problems like high rates of disease, lower than 
average life expectancies, epidemics and even pandemics of 
communicable diseases [Ref: NEJM]. Why, they ask, should 
emerging megacities tragically repeat the worst mistakes of 
mass urbanisation that once occurred in the West? While even 
the most ardent of advocates for megacities recognise that 
sprawling, unplanned developments may look chaotic to a 
planner’s eye, hopeful observers argue that the challenge of 
large, concentrated urban populations will not lead to poverty, 
but to innovative solutions. These commentators often celebrate 
the ‘DIY spirit’ of slums that are “improved steadily and gradually 
by their residents” [Ref: Prospect]. They suggest that complex 
and constantly changing megacities demonstrate daily how 
improvements to the living conditions of slum-dwellers are 
not only possible but inevitable. Many look to China where the 
number of urban slum-dwellers fell by 25% from 2000-2008 
[Ref: spiked] and where planning and investment is allowing the 
country to build the world’s largest megacity in the Pearl River 
Delta – not as a single sprawl, but as a cluster of separate, inter-

connected urban hubs [Ref: Atlantic]. Some research has also 
raised doubts over the evidence that living in a smaller city will 
necessarily improve one’s quality of life [Ref: Vox].

Lure of the city
For these advocates poverty in the developing world’s megacities 
is not the fault of geographical factors like size and scale but 
are the result of endemic political corruption and decades of 
poor planning. While conditions in the slums may admittedly 
be terrible they are often better than the areas migrant workers 
left behind offering a first step in the climb out of poverty [Ref: 
Economic Times]. As American economist, Edward Glaeser, 
suggests, there are both social and economic advantages to city 
life: “slums don’t make people poor, they attract poor people 
who want to be rich”, he says [Ref: Forbes]. The economic sense 
of megacities – offering the prospect of more jobs, better wages, 
cheap access to labour-saving ‘mod-cons’ that once were the 
preserve of the rich – has further contributed to their appeal. 
Accordingly, the United Nations are clear on the developmental 
benefits of city living finding that education, healthcare and 
other services can be easily distributed amongst those in 
dense areas [Ref: United Nations]. For these reasons recent 
protests in Turkey, Brazil, Africa and across the Middle East have 
been described as particularly urban movements reflecting 
the aspirations of a new, well educated and growing middle 
class [Ref: Financial Times]. However, as critics of megacities 
point out, political representation in the developing world 
often struggles to keep up with the size, transformation and 
population growth of modern metropolises [Ref: Business Daily] 
producing more potentially explosive inter-city tensions than 

http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2010-11-15/mumbai/28263181_1_slum-population-rajiv-awas-yojana-urban-poverty-alleviation-ministry
http://www.forbes.com/sites/megacities/2011/04/04/the-problem-with-megacities/
http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/nejmp0810878
http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/how-slums-can-save-the-planet/
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/12023#.Ugn-19Lrz0E
http://www.theatlanticcities.com/politics/2012/06/one-mega-city-many-systems-evolution-hong-kong/2335/
http://www.voxeu.org/article/are-world-s-megacities-too-big
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2013-03-31/news/38163286_1_slum-households-villages-rural-india
http://www.forbes.com/forbes/2011/0509/global-2000-11-edward-glaeser-slums-dharavi-lands-opportunity.html
http://unfpa.org/public/home/publications/pid/408
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/58a2b464-80a5-11e2-9c5b-00144feabdc0.html#axzz2bkbGmR7G
http://www.businessdailyafrica.com/Opinion-and-Analysis/Why-Kenya-should-act-fast-to-address-social-inequalities-in-slum/-/539548/1937902/-/item/0/-/cdgklwz/-/index.html
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 3 of 6THE megacities debate in context continued...

solidarities [Ref: Foreign Policy]. Megacities in the developing 
world are undoubtedly more unstable and certainly more 
unpredictable that their counterparts in the Western world. In 
return for the promise of a better life, can the concentration of 
power in sprawling cities do anything but politically exclude and 
economically impoverish the countryside that surrounds them? 
[Ref: Global Asia]. Research by the McKinsey Global Institute 
suggests that bloated urban behemoths may become a drag on 
emerging economies [Ref: Economist] while investment flows 
towards more secure and manageable medium-sized cities [Ref: 
Daily Nation]. If they are right, the future of megacities might 
look more like a poverty trap absorbing the aspirations of the 
poor while mostly benefitting the rich [Ref: New Statesman].

http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2013/04/09/failed_city_karachis_violent_spiral
http://globalasia.org/articles/issue7/iss7_7.html
http://www.economist.com/node/21525915
http://www.nation.co.ke/business/news/Look+north+for+Kenyas+future/-/1006/1942714/-/item/1/-/9yx8csz/-/index.html
http://www.newstatesman.com/global-issues/2011/08/slum-city-manila-gina-estero
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 4 of 6essential reading
The Rise of the Megacity 
David Pilling Slate 5 November 2011

Restricting the growth of cities will improve quality of life 
Economist January 2011

 
FOR
Megacities face Mega Problems 
Moscow Times 26 June 2012

City Limits 
Economist 13 August 2011

The problem with megacities 
Joel Kotkin Forbes 4 April 2011

Urbanization – An emerging humanitarian disaster 
Ronak B. Patel and Thomas F. Burke New England Journal of 
Medicine 20 August 2009

AGAINST
The century of the city will change the way we do politics 
John Rossant Financial Times 24 June 2013

Slums are hubs of hope, progress and dignity 
Swaminathan S Anklesaria Aiyar	 Economic Times 31 March 2013

Liberated from the “idiocy of rural life” 
Patrick Hayes spiked 31 January 2012

New Land Of Opportunity 
Edward Glaeser Forbes 20 April 2011

IN DEPTH
How the rise of the megacity is changing the way we live 
Paul Webster and Jason Burke Guardian 21 January 2012

Megacities: Scars on the Earth, or Keys to Growth? 
NPR 12 December 2011

Behold the countryside: the urban/rural divide 
Tay Kheng Soon	 Global Asia 2008

http://www.slate.com/articles/life/ft/2011/11/the_rise_of_the_megacity_.html
http://www.economist.com/debate/days/view/639
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:dw5XAihTC-EJ:www.themoscowtimes.com/special/environment/eng/megacities-face-mega-problems.html+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=uk
http://www.economist.com/node/21525915
http://www.forbes.com/sites/megacities/2011/04/04/the-problem-with-megacities/
http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/nejmp0810878
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/ee818994-dcb5-11e2-b52b-00144feab7de.html#axzz2bkbGmR7G
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2013-03-31/news/38163286_1_slum-households-villages-rural-india
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/printable/12023/
http://www.forbes.com/forbes/2011/0509/global-2000-11-edward-glaeser-slums-dharavi-lands-opportunity.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2012/jan/21/rise-megacity-live
http://www.npr.org/2011/12/12/143587129/megacities-scars-on-the-earth-or-keys-to-growth
http://globalasia.org/articles/issue7/iss7_7.html
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 5 of 6backgrounders
Why Kenya should act fast to address social inequalities in 
growing slums 
Kennedy Odede	 Business Daily 5 August 2013

Failed city? Karachi’s violent spiral 
Foreign Policy 9 April 2013

‘Africa Is a Great Country’ 
Jens Assur Foreign Policy April 2013

Megacities: soulless sprawl or shining future? 
Carl Björkman World Economic Forum 23 January 2013

Too big to flood? Megacities face a future of major storm risks 
Bruce Stutz Guardian 17 December 2012

‘One Mega-City, Many Systems’: The Evolution of Hong Kong 
Parag Khanna & Thomas Sevcik Atlantic 21 June 2012

Slumlands — filthy secret of the modern mega-city 
Paul Mason New Statesman 8 August 2011

Are the world’s megacities too big? 
Klaus Desmet & Esteban Rossi-Hansber Vox 12 March 2011

How Slums Can Save the Planet 
Stewart Brand Prospect 27 January 2010

Unleashing the potential of Urban Growth 
UNFPA 2007

India’s pop-up mega city 
Financial Times

‘Cities on the Edge: Megacities’ 
Andrew Marr BBC (via YouTube)

organisations
McKinsey Global Institute 

Megacity Taskforce

United Nations Population Division

http://www.businessdailyafrica.com/Opinion-and-Analysis/Why-Kenya-should-act-fast-to-address-social-inequalities-in-slum/-/539548/1937902/-/item/0/-/cdgklwz/-/index.html
http://www.businessdailyafrica.com/Opinion-and-Analysis/Why-Kenya-should-act-fast-to-address-social-inequalities-in-slum/-/539548/1937902/-/item/0/-/cdgklwz/-/index.html
http://afpak.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2013/04/09/failed_city_karachis_violent_spiral
http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2013/04/11/africa_is_a_great_country_photos_cities#1
http://forumblog.org/2013/01/megacities-soulless-sprawl-or-shining-future/
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2012/dec/17/megacities-future-major-storm-risk
http://m.theatlanticcities.com/politics/2012/06/one-mega-city-many-systems-evolution-hong-kong/2335/
http://www.newstatesman.com/global-issues/2011/08/slum-city-manila-gina-estero
http://www.voxeu.org/article/are-world-s-megacities-too-big
http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/how-slums-can-save-the-planet/
http://unfpa.org/public/home/publications/pid/40
http://video.ft.com/v/2196460502001/India-s-pop-up-mega-city
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jN2JQIp1P4
http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/mgi/research/urbanization
http://www.megacities.uni-koeln.de/
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/
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The whole of Eastern Africa is in a flux 
Daily Nation 9 August 2013 

IMF, World Bank report says urbanisation can lead to slums and 
crime 
Ghana Business News 1 May 2013

Bangladesh Dhaka building collapse leaves 87 dead 
BBC News 24 April 2013

Smog is altering childhood in China’s cities 
NDTV 23 April 2013

Model for megacities? Mexico City cleans up its air 
Christian Science Monitor 22 April 2013

Indonesia’s natural disaster risks, costs rise 
IRIN 17 April 2013

Failures, tears, complaints, trail Lagos multi-billion Naira slums 
upgrade 
Premium Times	 14 April 2013

Surat beats metros with sharp drop in number of slum-dwellers 
Indian Express 10 April 2013

Plastic waste time bomb ticking for India 
Times of India 4 April 2013

East Asian Megacities’ Acid Rain Downpours Call for Regulations 
Medical Daily 3 April 2013

Rio gang-rape spotlights problem faced by developing-world 
cities 
Christian Science Monitor 2 April 2013

Carbon Copy: Why China’s Air-Pollution Problem Isn’t Unique 
Atlantic	 21 March 2013

Lagos ‘Mega City’ policy renders thousands homeless in Badia 
Premium Times	 28 February 2013

Amnesty: 3 out of every 4 people live in a slum 
SW Radio Africa	 December 2012

From flying toilets to fertiliser, slum sanitation in Nairobi is 
changing 
Guardian 19 November 2012

China’s city dwellers to breathe unhealthy air ‘for another 20-30 
years’ 
Guardian 3 January 2012

Megacity Singapore under spotlight 
BBC News 21 June 2011

Lagos aims to be Africa’s model megacity 
BBC News 22 January 2010

in the news

http://www.nation.co.ke/business/news/Look+north+for+Kenyas+future/-/1006/1942714/-/item/1/-/9yx8csz/-/index.html
http://www.ghanabusinessnews.com/2013/05/01/imf-world-bank-report-says-urbanisation-can-lead-to-slums-and-crime/
http://www.ghanabusinessnews.com/2013/05/01/imf-world-bank-report-says-urbanisation-can-lead-to-slums-and-crime/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-22275597
http://www.ndtv.com/article/world/smog-is-altering-childhood-in-china-s-cities-357630
http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Americas/2013/0422/Model-for-megacities-Mexico-City-cleans-up-its-air
http://www.irinnews.org/fr/report/97861/indonesia-s-natural-disaster-risks-costs-rise
http://premiumtimesng.com/news/129420-failures-tears-complaints-trail-lagos-multi-billion-naira-slums-upgrade.html
http://premiumtimesng.com/news/129420-failures-tears-complaints-trail-lagos-multi-billion-naira-slums-upgrade.html
http://www.indianexpress.com/news/surat-beats-metros-with-sharp-drop-in-number-of-slumdwellers/1100184/
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2013-04-04/pollution/38277560_1_plastic-waste-cpcb-tonnes
http://www.medicaldaily.com/articles/14524/20130403/east-asian-megacities-acid-rain-downpours-call.htm
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Foreign-Policy/2013/0402/Rio-gang-rape-spotlights-problem-faced-by-developing-world-cities
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Foreign-Policy/2013/0402/Rio-gang-rape-spotlights-problem-faced-by-developing-world-cities
http://www.theatlantic.com/china/archive/2013/03/carbon-copy-why-chinas-air-pollution-problem-isnt-unique/274221/
http://premiumtimesng.com/news/122292-how-fasholas-mega-city-policy-renders-thousands-homeless-in-badia-lagos.html
http://www.swradioafrica.com/amnesty-3-out-of-every-4-people-live-in-a-slum/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2012/nov/19/flying-toilets-fertiliser-slum-sanitation-nairobi
http://www.guardian.co.uk/global-development/2012/nov/19/flying-toilets-fertiliser-slum-sanitation-nairobi
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2012/jan/03/china-unhealthy-air-pollution
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2012/jan/03/china-unhealthy-air-pollution
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/13852384
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/8473001.stm
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