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Almost two and a half billion people representing 45 per cent of the world’s population live in urban
areas. In 1990, 37 per cent of the developing world’s population lived in urban areas and about one
third of the urban population in the developing countries lived in urban slums and shanty towns.

In 1990, more than 75 per cent of all South Americans were living in urban areas, the highest
degree of urbanisation in the world. Europe ranked second with a little more than 73 per cent of the
population in urban areas. The highest urban growth rate between 1960 and 1990 was in Africa at
4.9 per cent, compared with a global annual rate of 2.8 per cent (UNCHS, 1992).

The tremendous growth in urban population that has been seen through the latter half of the
present century is a consequence both of demographic change and, in developing countries
particularly, of substantial and continuing migration from rural to urban areas. These trends are
expected to continue well into the twenty-first century (Table 1).

Table 1 also shows the differential rates at which the population in urban areas has grown since
1970 and is expected to grow to the year 2010. In the so-called First World, consisting of the more

Table | Percentage of Population Living in Urban Areas by World Region 1970-2010

Percentage Urban

Region 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
World 37.2 41.2 452 51.1 56.5
First World 66.6 70.2 72.6 74.9 719
North America 73.8 73.9 75.2 773 80.2
Europe 66.7 70.3 73.4 76.7 80.1
Japan 71.2 76.2 77.0 777 . 78.4
Australia/New Zealand 84.4 85.3 852 - 86.2 88.1
USSR/CIS 56.7 63.1 65.8 67.5 71.2
Third World 25.5 27.3 37.1 45.1 51.8
Africa 229 28.0 339 40.7 47.4
East 10.3 15.2 21.8 29.0 36.0
Central 24.8 31.6 . 378 45.6 534
North 36.0 39.9 446 51.2 57.7
South 44.1 49.6 549 61.3 66.8
West 19.6 259 325 39.8 47.3
Latin America 57.3 65.4 71.5 76.4 79.9
Caribbean 457 53.2 59.5 64.8 69.2
Central 54.0 60.6 66.0 70.6 74.7
South 60.0 68.8 75.1 80.0 83.2
Asia 239 26.3 344 427 49.7
East 24.7 27.4 394 514 59.2
Southeast 20.2 24.0 299 36.9 444
South 19.5 23.2 27.3 328 39.9
West 432 51.5 62.7 70.3 74.9
Oceania* 70.8 71.5 70.6 71.3 73.3
Melanesia 15.1 17.9 19.8 23.7 29.8
Micronesia 25.7 36.9 472 55.6 62.0
Polynesia 324 33.5 374 4.2 521

* includes Australia and New Zealand
Source: United Nations Department of International Economic and Social Affairs (UNDIESA) 1991, quoted in Findley
(1993:49)
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