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The earth reaches a momentous 
milestone: by next year, for the first time 
in history, more than half its population 
will be living in cities. Those 3.3 billion 
people are expected to grow to 5 billion 
by 2030 — this unique map of the world 
shows where those people live now

At the beginning of the 20th 
century, the world's urban 
population was only 220 
million, mainly in the west

By 2030, the towns and 
cities of the developing 
world will make up 80% 
of urban humanity

The new urban world

Urban growth, 2005—2010
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Figure 3.
Urban and rural population as proportion of total population, by major areas, 1950–2050

In 2014, sixteen countries still have low levels of urbanization, i.e. below 20 per cent. 
The largest among them, with total populations of 10 million inhabitants or more, include 
Burundi, Ethiopia, Malawi, Niger, South Sudan and Uganda in Africa and Nepal and Sri 
Lanka in Asia (see Map 1). By 2050, all of these countries are expected to become signifi-
cantly more urbanized, with as much as twice their respective proportions urban in 2014. 
In contrast, 59 countries are already more than 80 per cent urban. Among those with 
populations of at least 10 million inhabitants, the most highly urbanized countries are 
Belgium (98 per cent urban), Japan (93 per cent), Argentina (92 per cent) and the Nether-
lands (90 per cent). By 2050, 89 countries are expected to become more than 80 per cent 
urban. When interpreting the differences in levels of urbanization across countries, it is 
important to keep in mind the heterogeneity of the urban definition across countries.

Africa and Asia are urbanizing more rapidly than other regions of the world. The 
rate of urbanization, measured as the average annual rate of change of the percentage 
urban, is highest in Asia and Africa, where currently the proportion urban is increasing 
by 1.5 and 1.1 per cent per annum, respectively. Regions that already have relatively high 
levels of urbanization are urbanizing at a slower pace, at less than 0.4 per cent annually 
(figure 4). In general, the pace of urbanization tends to slow down as a population becomes 
more urbanized.

Urbanization has 
occurred in all major 
areas, yet Africa and 
Asia remain mostly 
rural
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Figure 3.
Urban and rural population as proportion of total population, by major areas, 1950–2050

In 2014, sixteen countries still have low levels of urbanization, i.e. below 20 per cent. 
The largest among them, with total populations of 10 million inhabitants or more, include 
Burundi, Ethiopia, Malawi, Niger, South Sudan and Uganda in Africa and Nepal and Sri 
Lanka in Asia (see Map 1). By 2050, all of these countries are expected to become signifi-
cantly more urbanized, with as much as twice their respective proportions urban in 2014. 
In contrast, 59 countries are already more than 80 per cent urban. Among those with 
populations of at least 10 million inhabitants, the most highly urbanized countries are 
Belgium (98 per cent urban), Japan (93 per cent), Argentina (92 per cent) and the Nether-
lands (90 per cent). By 2050, 89 countries are expected to become more than 80 per cent 
urban. When interpreting the differences in levels of urbanization across countries, it is 
important to keep in mind the heterogeneity of the urban definition across countries.

Africa and Asia are urbanizing more rapidly than other regions of the world. The 
rate of urbanization, measured as the average annual rate of change of the percentage 
urban, is highest in Asia and Africa, where currently the proportion urban is increasing 
by 1.5 and 1.1 per cent per annum, respectively. Regions that already have relatively high 
levels of urbanization are urbanizing at a slower pace, at less than 0.4 per cent annually 
(figure 4). In general, the pace of urbanization tends to slow down as a population becomes 
more urbanized.
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