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By Vernon Mays

Rapid urbanization will both challenge and propel us in the
coming decades. A recent U.N. report makes staggering
projections: an 84 percent increase in worldwide urban
population to 6.3 billion in 2050 from 3.4 billion in 2009.
By midcentury, nearly 69 percent of the earth s̨ population
will live in cities, the report says.

Urban centers are expected to absorb all the new
population growth during the next four decades, while also
attracting migrating rural populations. Most of this
projected urbanization is to be concentrated in the cities
and towns of less developed regions.

This trend will play out largely ¸  though not exclusively
¸  in China, India and Africa. Urbanization will occur
fastest in India, but the commitment to addressing its
implications is greatest in China, where policy and
physical infrastructure investments are aimed at
promoting free-market growth and the emergence of a
middle class. Africa is a wild card; the rise of its prosperity
remains dependent on its peoples̨ ability to establish
stable governments and widely accessible education. Still,
the growth potential there is enormous.

According to McKinsey, China and India are leading a
wave of urban expansion that will return Asia to the
global prominence it enjoyed before the West s̨ Industrial
Revolution. By 2025, nearly 2.5 billion Asians will reside in cities, accounting for almost 54 percent of the
world s̨ urban population. India and China alone are expected to account for 40 percent of urban population
growth from 2005 to 2025.

This is the first time in history that two of the largest nations have urbanized at the same time and at such
a breakneck pace. This unstoppable force will drive fundamental shifts in the world economy and offer new
investment opportunities. Consider this fact: By 2025, the number of urban households with true
discretionary spending power in India could increase sevenfold to 89 million households. In China, the
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current number could more than quadruple to nearly 280 million households.

While China, India and Africa are important areas where megacities (those with at least 10 million in
population) will emerge in the coming years, McKinsey Global Institute predicts that much of the world s̨
urbanization will happen in Łmiddleweightł  cities (rapidly growing cities with population below 10 million).
Megacities will contribute about 10 percent of global economic growth over the next two decades, but
McKinsey s̨ research suggests that some 575 middleweight cities will generate roughly half of global
economic growth.

Which markets stand to benefit most from these trends? McKinsey asserts that in India the largest
markets will be transportation and communications, food and health care, followed by housing and utilities,
recreation and education. In Chinas̨ cities, the growth markets are likely to be transportation and
communications, housing and utilities, personal products, health care, recreation and education.

Demand for urban infrastructure improvements will be unprecedented in both India and China. From 2005
to 2025, India will need to add 700 million to 900 million square meters of floor space a year. In China, the
required numbers could be much greater: 1,600 million to 1,900 million square meters. Of the two
countries, China is the more forward-looking. It has taken a proactive approach to urbanization, while India
has been slow to seize the opportunities its cities offer for economic and social transformation.

The sleeping giant in this discussion is Africa, where countries with diversified economies have flourishing
telecommunications, banking, retail and construction industries, according to McKinsey. Many of Africa s̨
national economies face serious challenges, yet Africa s̨ collective GDP, at $1.6 trillion in 2008, is roughly
the size of Brazil s̨ or Russia s̨; and the continent s̨ economy is growing rapidly. Interestingly, Africa s̨
economic progress is based on more than the past decades̨ surging commodity prices. Two-thirds of
Africa s̨ GDP growth from 2000 to 2008 emerged from other sectors, including wholesale and retail,
transportation, telecommunications and manufacturing.

Related to this growth is Africa s̨ urbanization, which is feeding an expanding labor force and an emerging
middle-class consumer base. Today, 40 percent of the continent s̨ one billion people live in cities ¸  a
proportion roughly comparable to Chinas̨ and larger than India s̨. By 2030, that figure is projected to rise to
50 percent; and Africa s̨ top 18 cities will have a combined spending power of $1.3 trillion. Rapid
urbanization is making Africa a consumer force to be reckoned with. By 2014, there could be as many as
106 million households on the continent with $5,000 or more in income ¸  a threshold beyond which roughly
half is spent on nonfood items. Already Africa has more middle-class households than India.

Vernon Mays is a senior editor with Firmwide Communications, based in Richmond, Va.

What  do you t hink?
While rapid urbanization will impact Africa, China and India profoundly, each possesses a very different
profile from the other.  How does this reality affect our approach to quite different national and regional
markets? How has it affected your management of client relationships?

Are Western design solutions for urbanization viable in Africa, China and India? What are the drawbacks of
these? How has/ is your studio, office or practice adapting to serve these emerging economies? What are
your clients asking for?
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While population growth continues apace in Africa and India, China s̨ population is projected to stop
expanding and age significantly over the same period.  What does this mean for Gensler? What does it
mean for our Chinese clients? What types of projects do you expect to be delivering there?

Further Reading
ŁThe World s̨ New Growth Frontier: Midsize Cities in Emerging Marketsł
ŁLeft on the Shelfł
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 David Gensler /  about a month ago

Vernon, I think this is a fascinating subject that has some real clues to important design
opportunities ahead. From new models of urban housing to accommodated the
tremendous demand for dense, low cost housing (will somebody please come up with
some ideas that don t̨ look like housing projects or council flats?) to modern versions of a
souk or traditional stall markets in developing countries. How can we design intellegent,
low cost solutions that enhance the community, increase the standard of living and drive
value for owners? HUGE market!

 John Parman /  2 months ago

It s̨ interesting how much more thoroughly urbanized North America is, even compared
to Europe.
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