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Ur b a n i z a t i o n 
is one of the 
most powerful, 
irreversible forces 
in the world. It 
is estimated that 
93 percent of 
the future urban 
population growth 
will occur in the 
cities of Asia and 

Africa, and to a lesser extent, Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 

We live in a new urban era with most of 
humanity now living in towns and cities. 
Global poverty is moving into cities, mostly in 
developing countries, in a process we call the 
urbanisation of poverty.

The world’s slums are growing and growing 
as are the global urban populations. Indeed, 
this is one of the greatest challenges we face in 
the new millennium.

The persistent problems of poverty and 
slums are in large part due to weak urban 
economies. Urban economic development 
is fundamental to UN-Habitat’s  mandate. 
Cities act as engines of national economic 
development. Strong urban economies 
are essential for poverty reduction and the 
provision of adequate housing, infrastructure, 
education, health, safety, and basic services.

The Global Urban Economic Dialogue series 
presented here is a platform for all sectors 
of the society to address urban economic 
development and particularly its contribution 
to addressing housing issues. This work carries 
many new ideas, solutions and innovative 
best practices from some of the world’s 
leading urban thinkers and practitioners 
from international organisations, national 
governments, local authorities, the private 
sector, and civil society.

This series also gives us an interesting 
insight and deeper understanding of the wide 
range of urban economic development and 
human settlements development issues. It will 
serve UN member States well in their quest 
for better policies and strategies to address 
increasing global challenges in these areas

Joan Clos 
Under-Secretary-General of the United 

Nations, Executive Director, UN-Habitat  

FoReWoRd 
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Chapter 1 infrastructure requirements  
in Developing countries

cHaPteR 1  Infrastructure requIrements 
In develOpIng cOuntrIes

Global infrastructural investment needs 
are enormous, amounting to tens of trillions 
of American dollars. The OECD (2006 & 
2007) estimates that some USD4 trillion are 
required for investment in electricity supply, 
USD5 trillion for roads, USD8 trillion for 
telecoms and USD18 trillion for water supply 
and sewerage systems. Because of their rapid 
population growth most of this investment is 
required in developing countries, population 
in most developed countries being largely 
static or even forecast to decline over the next 
few decades due to falling rates of female 
fertility.   

Not only are the populations of developing 
countries fast growing, they are also becoming 
increasingly urbanised. In 2010 50.8% of the 
world’s population lived in urban areas, higher 
(75.2%)   in the more developed regions of 
Europe, North America, Australia, New 
Zealand and Japan and lower (45.5%) in the 
less developed regions of Africa, Asia (excluding 
Japan), Latin America and the Caribbean 
and Oceania (excluding Australia and New 
Zealand). However, the proportionate rate of 
urbanisation is expected to be more than twice 
as fast in less developed regions than in more 
developed regions between 2010 and 2030.

The world’s population reached 7 billion 
at the end of October 2011 and, in its global 
population report (UN 2011), the UN 
Population Fund warned that the world is in 
danger of missing a golden opportunity for a 
‘demographic dividend’ as the largest cohort 
of young people ever known see the potential 
of their most economically productive years 
wasted due to a lack of education, investment 
in infrastructure and job creation.

That fleeting opportunity for economic 
and social development is in danger of being 
missed because of the vicious cycle of poverty, 
food insecurity and inequality leading to 
high death rates that, in turn, encourages and 
sustains high birth rates amongst a largely 
illiterate and repressed female population, 
especially in African countries.

As the populations of developing countries 
increase so too does the incidence of disease 
and health inequalities which severely hinder 
economic growth in those countries. Solutions 
to health problems require environmental 
sustainability (especially to improve access 
to safe drinking water), improved access to 
affordable medicines and health workers and 
promotion of women’s rights and education 
to reduce illiteracy and increase their 
employability. Moreover, millions of people 
still succumb to communicable diseases 
such as Aids, malaria (the geographic spread 
of which is expected to increase as a result 
of global warming) and tuberculosis (TB). 
The most cost effective way of dealing with 
these issues involves relatively small-scale 
community-level infrastructure including ill-
health prevention services.

In particular, diarrhoea kills more children 
worldwide than HIV/Aids, TB and malaria 
combined. Caused by people ingesting water 
or food contaminated by human waste, it is 
easily prevented by installation of latrines 
and this very basic infrastructure would 
also reduce dysentery, cholera and other 
diseases associated with poor sanitation. This 
preventative measure would reduce the need 
for clinics and other medical infrastructures 
required to deal with these illnesses and reduce 
the loss of productive potential amongst 
people of working age.
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