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This paper is concerned with two questions: what is it that is unsustainable about the process of 
urbanization and growth of cities in developing countries?; and why do counmes persist with strate- 
gies that are evidently unsustainable? Making use of data from India, which today has the second 
largest urban population in the world, and taking note of increasing global concern for sustainable 
urbanization, this paper points out that the developing countries have to move beyond a general 
acceptance of the concept to see it being put into practice. 

1. Introduction 
The last few years have seen worldwide an extensive debate on sustainable develop- 

ment. The main thrust of the debate is that development that has taken place in many 
countries - both developing and developed, is unsustainable; the policies and programs that 
the countries have pursued are outside their means and capacity; and that these carry seri- 
ous consequences for future generations. The continued use of such policies and develop- 
ment mode is seen as a threat to their economic balance and intergenerational equity. Most 
policies, it is alleged, have a strong preference for the present with little concern for the 
long term effects of the future. The message of the debate contained in a number of widely- 
publicized documents is that such policies and programs should be jettisoned in favor of 
those that are able to balance economic and environmental considerations and which are 
sustainable. Sustainability is defined in this context as development that meets the needs 
of current generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs. 

Essentially, the same argument is used to press the point that the course that urbaniza- 
tion has taken in many developing countries is not sustainable. Urbanization has created a 
set of demands that are not able to be met within the parameters of the available economic 
and environmental resources. Most cities in the developing world have a backlog of unat- 
tended basic needs, or to use a Brazilian term, a large "social deficit," and the many prob- 
lems that cities exhibit owe themselves to unsustainable policies and programs.' 

In the broader context of the sustainability debate, the urban scene in the developing 
countries is represented by the following kinds of propositions: 

'See United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (1992), Agenda 21, Chapter 
7, "Promoting Sustainable Human Settlement Development," Final advanced version, as adopted by 
the Plenary in Rio de Janeiro on June 14, 1992, Conches, Switzerland. 
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a. The world is urbanizing at a faster rate. In 1800, only 3 percent of the worlds 
population was urban-based. In 1990, over 45 percent of the worlds population is 
reported to be living in the urban areas. In the developing countries, the percentage 
of urban population is slightly less, 37.5, but the absolute numbers are staggering. 
An important aspect of the process of urbanization in the developing countries is 
that increasing proportions of urban population are living in large cities and me- 
tropolises. It is estimated that nearly 40 percent of the developing countries’ total 
urban population live in cities and urban agglomerations of over one million popula- 
tion. Furthermore, the prognosis is that urbanization process will continue and by 
the year 2010 AD, urban population will outnumber the population living in the 
rural areas. 

b. Cities are important nodes of economic activity, producing on an average in excess 
of 70 percent of the worlds gross output. In the developing countries, cities pro- 
duce anywhere between 30-70 percent of their domestic outputs, making them twice 
and often thrice as productive as their rural counterparts. Cities are centers not only 
of economic growth, but equally of economic diversification, modernization, and 
innovation. 

c. Cities in the developing countries are breaking down. A significant proportion of 
their population stand deprived in respect of basic shelter, infrastructure, and ser- 
vices. Nearly 20 percent of the developing countries’ total urban population either 
live in illegal and unauthorized settlements or are homeless. Anywhere between 15- 
30 percent of urban population depend on questionable sources of water supply, and 
another 70 percent of urban dwellers lack any form of sanitation with only 40 per- 
cent of them connected to sewers.” 

d. Cities have large scale p ~ v e r t y . ~  The World Bank estimates that over 330 million 
persons do not have sufficient incomes to be able to obtain minimum calories and 
other essential items of consumption, and are thus poor. The poor households have 
higher levels of deprivation in respect of shelter, infrastructure and services; these 
are reflected in high infant and child mortality rates that are often as high as those 
prevailing in the rural areas. Most cities in the developing world are under severe 
environmental strains, with water and air quality having dipped to extremely high- 
risk levels. The costs of pollution alone are estimated to exceed five percent of 

e. Cities in the developing countries use planning standards, norms, systems and tech- 
nologies which, on the one hand, are unaffordable, and on the other hand, unable to 
respond to the growing complexities of urban demands. Standards and norms cur- 

GNP? 

2United Nations, ESCAP (1993), State of Urbanization in Asia and the Pacific, ST/ESCAP/1300, 

3For more details on the urban environmental challenge, see The World Bank (1993), Toward 

‘The World Bank (1990), World Bank Development Report 1990, Oxford University Press, Wash- 

New York. 

Environmental Strategies for Cities, Review Draft, Washington, D.C. 

ington, D.C. 
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rently in use can neither meet the pressures of urban growth nor respond to the 
challenge posed by the iniquitous income composition of urban households. Simi- 
larly, infrastructure and technologies designed on the basis of conventional planning 
models have lost their relevance, particularly in the context of large cities and me- 
tropolises. 

f. Cities use up disproportionately large amounts of resources. It is estimated that 
while ruralhrban income differentials fiay be in the range of 2.5-3:1, the resource 
use in the urban areas is several times higher than that in the rural areas. Statistics 
show that urbanization and accompanying consumption patterns and styles have eaten 
up arable lands, and resulted in large scale deforestation and depletion of groundwa- 
ter resources. 

g. Cities are not able to generate enough resources to be able to discharge their func- 
tional responsibilities, e.g., the provision of civic services. Few city administrations 
are able to recover the costs that they incur on service provision, with several re- 
sults: the imbalance between their incomes and expenditures has widened; their de- 
pendence for maintenance resources on the higher levels of governments has risen; 
and the quality of services provided by them has deteriorated over time. Because of 
inappropriate financial systems, many cities have amassed large internal and exter- 
nal debts. 

What do these propositions add up to? Does it mean that the process of urbanization 
experienced in developing countries is itself unsustainable? Does it mean that the prob- 
lems cited above - inadequacy of shelter, infrastructure and services; poverty: environmen- 
tal distress; overuse of scarce resources; and the inability of city administrations to evolve 
appropriate financial systems have sprung free from unsustainable policies and programs? 
This paper centers around these concerns. Using data from India, it attempts to examine 
the following two sets of questions: First, what is it that is unsustainable about the process 
of urbanization in India? What are its symptoms, and where does unsustainability show 
itself most? This set of questions is dealt with in section two. Second, why do strategies 
that are evidently unsustainable persist? This is discussed in section three. In the conclud- 
ing section, it is pointed out that as countries (India included) adjust their economies to the 
changes in the global market conditions, they will face a difficult task of balancing eco- 
nomic with environmental considerations. For effectively meeting the task, it will become 
necessary for them to undertake serious analyses of the sources of unsustainability, and 
develop strategies to make the process of urban transition economically and environmen- 
tally sustainable. 

2. The Unsustainable Components of Urban Growth 
Urbanization in the sense of more and more people living in the urban areas is by far 

the more important social change that has taken place in India in recent times. From a 
modest base of 25.8 million in 1901, the number of urban dwellers has now risen to 217.6 
million, signaling a phenomenal eightfold increase in urban population over the period 190 1 - 
1991 (Table 1). In recent years, approximately 6-7 million persons have been added annu- 
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Table 1 
The Urbanization Process in India 

Urban population 5% of population in 
Year 

Total % to total Cities of between Cities of over 
(million) population 100,OOO and one million one million 

1901 25.8 10.80 

197 1 109.1 1 19.91 
1981 159.46 23.34 
1991 217.17 25.72 

26.0 

57.2 
60.4 
65.2 

5.84 

25.51 
26.41 
32.54 

~ 

Source: Census of India 1991, Provisional Population Totals, Rural-Urban Distribution, Paper 2 of 
1991. 

ally to the country's total urban population. Moreover, urban population is doubling itself 
at a faster rate than any time in the past. It took, for instance, all of history up to the 
beginning of the twentieth century for urban population to reach the 25 million mark, about 
43 years for it to increase to 51.6 million, and another 26 years for it to double once again. 
It now takes twenty years for urban population to double. Given the current rates of growth, 
urban population is estimated to take no more than 17 years to double, and reach a stagger- 
ing total of over 400 million persons by the year 2000.5 

An important feature of India's urbanization is the increasing concentration of urban 
population in comparatively larger cities. In 1991, 65.2 percent of the total urban popula- 
tion was reported to be living in cities with over 100,000 persons; the shares of medium- 
sized and small towns were 24.14 and 10.66 percent, respectively. At the beginning of the 
century, the relative shares of large cities, medium-sized and small towns were 26.0,26.93, 
and 47.04 percent, respectively, which presented a very different pattern of urban settle- 
ments with dominance of small and medium-sized towns. 

The number and proportion of cities with over one million people has also grown dra- 
matically in recent decades, and given the existing distribution of cities in the different size 
categories, this number is poised to rise further. In 1981, the number of cities in this cat- 
egory was twelve and their share in urban population 26.4 percent. By 1991, the number 
had increased to twenty-three and the population share to a little over 32 percent. The 
change in population shares, it is important to note, is not a simpre function of the differen- 
tial growth rates; rather, it is the result of the dynamic process of urbanization where cities 
have risen and fallen in response to a variety of exogenous and endogenous factors, where 
cities have moved from one size class to another, and where they have registered different 
growth rates. Yet, the refrain that the change in population shares has occurred as a result 
of growth differentials between various classes of cities persists, and lies at the root of 
many misconceptions that have become associated with the debate on sustainability of the 

5For the doubling schedule of India's urban population, see Mathur (1993), The Issue of Re- 
sources in the context of Growing Urbanization, presented at the Conference on Population and 
Natural Resources, organized by the Tata Research Institute, New Delhi. 
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Table 2 
Inaccessibility to Shelter and Services 

% of urban households without 
adequate shelter 

1988-89 

Living in Living in 
slums temporary & 

semi- temporary 

14.68 28.96 

% of urban population without services 

1988 1991 

Water Basic Education 
supply sanitation (6 years +) 

11.76 56.10 28.22 

Source: Sarvekshna, Journal of the National Sample Survey Organisation; Ministry of Urban De- 
velopment; and Census of India (1991). 

Table 3 
Levels of Poverty, 1987-88 

Urban population below the Urban population below the poverty line, 
poverty line, % numbers (million) 

Official Expert Group Official Expert Group 
estimate estimate estimate estimate 

20.1 36.5 41.70 83.35 

Source: Planning Commission (1993), Report of the Expert Group on rhe Estimation of Proportion 
and Number of Poor, New Delhi. 

urbanization process. 
As cities have grown in numbers and size, their share in the countries' gross domestic 

product (GDP) too has risen. According to the various estimates, the percentage of GDP 
originating in Indian cities has risen to nearly 50 percent, making them twice as productive 
as the rural areas on a per unit of labor basis. Increased productivity of cities, however, 
has not solved the massive problems of service shortages, poverty, and environmental deg- 
radation, and has raised serious doubts about their sustainability. A few examples will 
illustrate this point. 

a. Unavailability and inadequacy of shelter, infrastructure and basic services. Ac- 
cording to a recent estimate (1988-89), 14.68 percent of urban households in India live in 
slums, and another 29 percent live in temporary and semi-temporary structures (Table 2).  
Significantly, the percentage of such households is noticeably higher in metropolitan cities 
and mega-cities, which indicates that some problems mount with city size. Nearly 12 per- 
cent of the country's total urban population have no access to supply water, and 57 percent 
do not have access to sanitation. According to the 1991 Census, even primary education 
has bypassed 49.03 million persons, or 26.9 percent of the total urban population of over 6 
years of age, putting them in the category of illiterates. Although recent years have seen a 
marked improvement in the availability and spread of services, the absolute numbers of 
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people without access have remained either unchanged or have risen. 

b. Widespread and severe poverty in Indian cities. Depending on the source of the 
estimate, anywhere between 20.1 percent and 40.1 percent, or 41.70-83.35 million are poor; 
their current expenditure levels do not allow them to obtain 2100 calories per capitdday, as 
well as other goods and services considered essential to stay above the poverty line (Table 
3). According to the report of the Planning Commission's Expert Group, the number of the 
urban poor has risen from 60.12 million in 1973-74 to 83.35 million in 1987-1988, and for 
the first time urban poverty incidence as measured by the headcount index has outstepped 
that of rural poverty. The severity of poverty is compounded by the fact that the poor, 
apart from having insufficient incomes, run a number of varied risks such as living in high- 
risk structures and peripheral lands, risk of eviction, health risks (e.g., dependence on ques- 
tionable sources of water), and environmental risks. 

Most cities are exposed to air and water pollution, and problems posed by inadequate 
solid and liquid waste management, large scale use of low-grade domestic fuels, and occu- 
pation of environmentally sensitive lands. In Bombay, both suspended particulates and 
nitrogen oxides have exceeded the levels specified by the World Health Organization (Table 
4). Emissions of oxides, nitrogen and carbon monoxide have increased in line with motor- 
ization of traffic. In Delhi, levels of suspended particulates remain very high, and although 
the concentration of nitrogen oxides is below the norms, it has doubled between 1981 and 
1987. 

Urban environment is further fouled by the non-collection and low level of treatment 
of waste water and solid wastes. Cities of over 100,000 people are reported to have capaci- 
ties to collect and treat no more than 50 percent of waste water, and about 60 percent of 
solid wastes. In medium-sized and smaller cities, there exist virtually no formal arrange- 
ments for collection and treatment of different kinds of wastes. The costs of the absence of 
collection and treatment services fall most heavily on the urban poor in terms of ill health, 
lower productivity, and reduced income and quality of life. 

c. Inefficient and uneconomic land use. Owing to the existence of various kinds of 
regulations, norms, and standards such as the ratio of saleable land to land for public use, 
minimum size of plots and density standards, most cities in India have found it difficult to 
use urban land in an efficient and economic manner. In one of the states in India, specified 
minimum plot sizes and infrastructure standards at levels established under the Regulation 

Table 4 
Mean Concentration of Pollutants in Industrial Locations, 1991 

~ ~~ ~ 

City so2 NOx SPM 

Bombay 33.4 
Delhi 12.8 
Madras 12.0 
Calcutta 73.6 
Ahmedabad 20.9 

30.9 
45.6 
12.0 
39.8 
36.6 

199 
259 
144 
496 
254 

Source: Central Pollution Control Board, National Ambient Air Quality Statistics of India. 
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of Building Operations Act of 1958, were affordable only by households at or above the 
95th percentile of urban income distribution. In several cities, the Master Plans include 
zoning regulations that require an unusually high proportion of the total planned area for 
non-residential purposes and low residential densities. Yet another aspect of the inefficient 
use of land is that the regulations and various forms of specifications have tended to work 
against the more flexible and appropriate designs. 

Other examples relate to the continued use of conventional technological systems. Thus, 
cisterns continue to use large quantities of water when, in fact, low-water consuming cis- 
terns are available. Modular systems for infrastructure provision have not been put into 
practice. Nor is the recycling industry considered as a financially viable option on any 
significant scale. 

d. Inability to meet natural resource needs. As a result of the increase in urban popu- 
lation and its impact on the volume and pattern of demand on different types of goods and 
services, the relationship between cities and natural systems has become precarious, par- 
ticularly with respect to two vital resources: groundwater and fuelwood. Recent evidence 
shows that most Indian cities have moved farther for meeting their fast increasing water 
requirements as the aquifers within their own jurisdictions are found to be either overstretched 
or contaminated. For several cities including Delhi, transporting water from neighboring 
regions and states has meant not only enormous cost but also recurrence of interjurisdictional 
conflicts and tensions. 

In Ahmedabad, a city of 3.3 million people that registered an 88 percent increase in its 
population between 1971-1991, groundwater levels have declined in many areas to 310 
feet from a level of 150 feet in 1970, and in other areas from 115-120 feet in 1970 to 250- 
275 feet in 1990. It is estimated that as a result of population pressures on groundwater, 
water table in this city is declining at a rate of 2-2.5 meters per annum. This has meant for 
Ahmedabad a reduction in the per capita availability of water, and increase in the cost of 
pumping, and depletion of groundwater on an unprecedented scale. Recent surveys of wa- 
ter supply in other cities show similar trends - indiscriminate drawl of water, drastic reduc- 
tion in the per capita availability of water, and decline in water levels. 

Another important resource that has been seriously affected is forests around cities. 
Bowonder's widely quoted study of deforestation and fuelwood use shows that the forest 
areas around the 100-kilometer radius of nine of India's principal cities fell sharply be- 
tween the mid-1970s and early 1980s (Table 5).  In less than a decade, the loss of forest 
area varied from a modest 15 percent around Coimbatore to a staggering 60 percent around 
Delhi. As in the case of water supply, as forest cover around cities recedes, the cost of 
transporting fuelwood to cities has risen, and raised alarms in respect of the availability of 
fuel even for cooking purposes? Moreover, the urban-rural fuelwood market flow is ex- 
pected to increase the rate of fuelwood extractions because of the public good view of 
forests and open access to them. 

6The World Bank. 1993. World Development Report. Washington, D.C.: Oxford University 
Press. 
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Table 5 
Changes in the Closed Forest Cover Around Major Cities in India 

City Forest cover (hectares) Change % 

1972-75 1980-82 

Bangalore 3,853 2,762 -28 
Bombay 5,649 3,672 -35 
Calcutta 55 41 -25 
Coimbatore 5,525 4,700 -15 
Delhi 254 101 -60 
H yderabad 40 26 -35 
Jaipur 1,534 786 -49 
Madras 918 568 -38 
Nagpur 3,116 2,05 1 -34 

Source: B. Bowonder, et. al., Deforestation and Fuelwood Use in Urban Centres, India, Centre for 
Energy, Environment, and Technology, and National Remote Sensing Agency, 1985. 

e. Urbanization process vitally linked with energy. Over a period of time, energy pro- 
duction in the country has risen by an average annual growth rate of 8.1 percent, and en- 
ergy consumption by 6 percent. Although India's per capita energy consumption has risen 
from about 100 kg of oil equivalent in 1965 to over 337 kg in 1991. it is still low in 
comparison with the overall average of 376 kg for the low-income economies. However, 
the energy shortages at this low consumption level are estimated to be around 22.5 billion 
kwh, or 7.8 percent of the current demand.7 

Large cities in India use far more energy on a per capita basis compared with the rela- 
tively smaller cities and towns. These cities also have a large scale use of low efficiency 
biofuels that are a major source of both pollution and resource depletion. The share of 
fuelwood and other biofuels in cities of over 500,000 is still about 25 percent of all fuels; 
in cities of less than 100,000 their share is as high as 40-61 percent (Table 6). 

Energy use efficiency in India is well below the levels that have been attained not only 
by the developed but also the developing countries. Calculations show that India con- 
sumes more energy, 1.02 kg of oil requirement, to produce one US dollar of GDP than 
several developing and developed counmes, their figures being: Indonesia 0.46 kg; Brazil 
0.28 kg; Mexico 0.30 kg; Japan 0.13 kg; and Germany 0.15 kg.8 

f. Scarce financial resources. Most city administrations in India are in a financial cri- 
sis, not being able to generate enough resources to meet their rising expenditures on ser- 
vices. Recent studies show that only a few municipal administrations are able to put into 
practice principles such as the user charge for recovering the costs of services that they 

'The current requirement is estimated at about 290 billion kwh as against an availability of 266 

8The World Bank. 1993. World Development Report. Washington, D.C.: Oxford University 
billion kwh. 

Press. 
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City size 

Over 500,000 
200- 500,000 
100- 200,000 
50- 100,000 
20- 50,000 

Under 20,000 

Table 6 
Household Energy Pattern by City Size 

Shares of Fuels % 

Electricity Kerosene LPG Coke Fuelwood and 
other 

13.0 28.9 15.6 17.3 25.1 
9.0 28.6 13.0 14.2 35.1 
9.2 19.8 7.2 21.3 42.5 
8.0 18.7 6.4 22.5 44.4 
6.3 9.5 2.9 18.8 62.5 
6.5 16.6 1.5 14.3 61.1 

Source: National Council of Applied Economic Research, 1985. 

offer. Effectively, it has meant large scale subsidization of civic services which, in turn, 
has increased the dependence of city administrations on the higher levels of governments. 
A recent study has estimated that financial transfers from higher levels account for 35-36 
percent of the total resources of city governments? Recovery of costs even in the case of 
services such as water supply is no more than 65 percent of the expenditure incurred on its 
provision; in others like the solid wastes, direct and indirect recoveries do not exceed 10- 
12 percent of expenditure.l0 

Other important services like electricity have low average cost realization. All state 
electricity undertakings in India are reported to have incurred a loss ranging between Rs. 
0.0008/kwh and Rs. 1.5627/kwh, or an average of Rs. 0.02552/kwh on account of low cost 
recovery. Moreover, electricity pricing in the country does not include components of so- 
cial costs, such as the cost of pollution, resource depletion, mine reclamation, etc., with the 
result that the welfare loss on this account is extremely high. 

The intensity and scale of urban growth that India has experienced over the past few 
decades has thus brought about a state of acute unsustainability. Cities cannot be consid- 
ered sustainable if 

a. they leave out a section of the population without access to shelter, infrastructure 
and services, and persist with a pattern of distribution that is vastly unequal; and 

b. they consist of people who are below the poverty line, exposed to risks of various 
kinds, and who bear a disproportionately high cost of environmental degradation. 
Elimination of poverty and satisfaction of basic needs is fundamental to sustaining 
urbanization and development. 

Cities also cannot be viewed as sustainable entities if 

9Mathur, Om Prakash. 1992. State Transfers to Urban Local Bodies. National Institute of 

'ONational Institute of Urban Affairs. 1990. Pricing of Urban Services. Research Study Ser- 
Public Finance and Policy. New Delhi. 

vices No. 48. New Delhi. 
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a. their growth results in resource depletion of resources such as groundwater, fuelwood, 

b. they persist with unrealistic and unaffordable norms and standards, and service tech- 

c. they have to rely on subsidies, grants, and tax rebates for maintaining themselves; 

d. they are not able to internalize costs that should be internalized and charge the real 

and arable land, jeopardizing their availability for future generations; 

nologies and systems that have lost their relevance, and are subject to risks; 

and 

rather than the arbitrarily fixed administrative prices. 

3. Factors Underlying Unsustainable Strategies 
Since the 1972 Stockholm Conference, a variety of explanations as to why develop- 

ment processes become unsustainable have appeared in a range of contexts but more promi- 
nently in relation to environmental and conservation strategies. Underlying the thinking on 
sustainability is the recognition that knowledge accumulated in natural science is not ap- 
plied to economic processes, with the result that 

a. natural resources continue to be used in such a way that the harvest rate (i,e,, rate of 

b. waste flows into the environment are greater than its assimilative capacity; 

c. depletion in exhaustible resources is not compensated by increases in renewal re- 

d. artificially maintained high demand despite rapidly increasing real resource costs. 

The problems of unsustainability associated with rapid urbanization have also been 
variously argued in literature. According to one school of thought, unsustainability in the 
urban context stems essentially from industrial, human consumption and waste disposal 
practices; pricing, subsidies, grants, and tax policies that promote misallocation and waste- 
ful use of resources; and linear planning models that are based on the notion that there are 
unlimited resources to be exploited, and that these can be used and discharged thereafter." 
The list of another school of thought includes: pervasive lack of public awareness of envi- 
ronmental problems and the unwillingness of governmental authorities to adequately ad- 
dress them; inadequate governance; inadequate regulatory and economic policies; and in- 
sufficient knowledge and understanding of the extent, impact, and process of environmen- 
tal degradation.12 

In the Indian context, it is important to recognize that the issue as to why the process 
of urbanization is unsustainable, what its symptoms are, and what causes it do not form a 
part of any formal discussions or consciously formatted public policies. The contemporary 

use) is generally greater than the natural regeneration rate; 

sources; and 

"Kalbermatten Associates, Inc. 1992. Challenges in Environmental Protection in Cities: New 
Approaches and Strategies for Urban Environmental Management. presented at the Conference on 
Enforcing Urban Environmental Management: New Strategies and Management, Berlin. 

I2The World Bank. 1993. Ibid. 
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urban swategies seem to assume that: 

a. it is possible to change the city size distribution of population in favor of medium 
and small-size cities and towns, and thereby avoid what is often perceived to be 
unbalanced urban growth; 

b. as urbanization advances, an increase in  the volume of demand for shelter and ser- 
vices is inevitable. Urban strategies assume that it is possible to meet the increased 
demand by public sector intervention strategies; 

c. public sector and public policies are assumed to have a direct and pivotal role in 
expanding shelter, infrastructure and services. Strategies further assume that on ac- 
count of the nature of the goods and externalities attached, private sector investment 
is unlikely to flow into these sectors; 

d. subsidies and various forms of governmental support are an essential component in 
the provision of various kinds of shelter and infrastructure. Without subsidies, a 
significant proportion of urban population may remain deprived of them in low- 
income economy countries such as India; and 

e. it is possible to substantially reduce poverty by targeted programs in fields related to 
employment, shelter, and services. 

The above assumptions are at the center of the current urbanization strategies, and lie 
in a large measure at the root of many problems. In fact, it is possible to identify five 
factors as possible explanations for deep-seated unsustainability in Indian cities: 

a. Sustainable urbanization as a goal does not form a part of any strategy of economic 
development. It is as yet a concept and philosophy, but not recognized as an instru- 
ment to guide future urbanization: 

b. That the market can help attain sustainability is still alien to the thinking of those 
concerned with public policies. It is svongly believed that the public sector has the 
capacity to produce or help to produce shelter, infrastructure and services, safeguard 
the interests of the various sections of urban population, and strive to give them a 
higher standard of living; 

c. Inappropriate pricing of various goods and services. Perhaps the most important 
factor responsible for the current state is the absence of concern for the pricing of 
services to reflect their true costs. This factor alone has hampered the flow of in- 
vestments into these sectors, artificially keeping the prices low under the mistaken 
belief that low prices will benefit the poor. Low prices, it has been shown by sev- 
eral studies, have in fact helped the rich, leading to over-consumption of resources 
to a point where those resources stand depleted both for the present and future gen- 
erations; 

d. Absence of concern for the future. Most policies have a short-range perspective, 
and are designed to raise the standard of living and incomes of the existing genera- 
tions. Few policies are designed or evolved to take into account considerations of 
intergenerational equity; and 
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e. It is general believed that higher levels of consumption are a sign of economic 
progress and development. The view that resource conservation is as important a 
strategy has not yet been applied to such sectors as urban development. 

In short, sustaining cities is as much a problem of existing mindsets having a legacy of 
command-and-control systems, as of designing specific programs for attaining it. 

4. Sustaining Urbanization: Macro Considerations 
No discussion on the sustainability of urbanization can be divorced from the overall 

macroeconomic policies and socioeconomic environment. The recent changes in India's 
macroeconomic policies involving economic liberalization, greater reliance on the market, 
and gradual reduction in various kinds of governmental support systems and subsidies have 
introduced a new dimension to the concept of sustainability. In addition, there have been 
in recent months stimngs of various sorts - violence in Bombay being one example - in the 
sociopolitical environment of the country. Questions have been asked whether Bombay's 
violence was in any way connected with its burgeoning size (13.5 as of 1991), or whether 
it was a reflection of the style and manner in which Bombay has been governed and man- 
aged. Questions have been asked if alternative, decentralized and participatory systems 
and technologies would not be more appropriate for managing large cities such as Bombay. 

Sustaining urbanization is an important agenda for India, as it is for other countries. 
Urbanization and cities are vital for economic growth, and can not be abandoned on grounds 
of unsustainability. How would this agenda be affected by the recent changes in 
macroeconomic policies and sociopolitical climate? Will these help to more toward 
sustainability or away from it? What is the balance sheet? The answers to these are still in 
the realm of uncertainty as the spatial impact of the opening of the Indian economy to the 
global markets on cities is as yet uncertain. One body of thought has held that the import 
substitution strategies that India has pursued thus far helped to artificially promote the large 
cities. Firms that sold to the domestic markets tended to locate in the largest market areas 
of the country, Similarly, owing to widespread government protection, businesses too have 
had strong reasons to locate in large cities and capitals of states. These strategies led to 
concentration of population and activities in comparatively larger cities. However, whether 
this pattern of urban population distribution will change with a shift to export-led strategies 
is less clear. At most it is possible to state that export-led strategies imply a change in the 
relative economic importance of cities, and consequently imply a different rank order of 
cities. 

The effects of economic liberalization on investment flows into shelter, infrastructure, 
and services are also not clear. Investments in these sectors are influenced, directly and 
indirectly, by three factors: first, legislation such as the Urban Land (Ceilings and Regula- 
tion) Act and rent control acts: second, regulations and procedures in respect of transac- 
tions in land and shelter; and finally, on the application of appropriate prices, use of instru- 
ments such as cost recovery, tax rates, etc. The new economic policies require that the 
market play a dominant role in regulating the demand and supply of such goods and ser- 
vices. Allowing markets to play such a role will mean repealing legislation that hampers 
freer transactions in land and housing, transparent and simplified regulations and proce- 
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dures, and economic pricing that would ensure a fair return on investments. Meeting these 
conditions should lead to a greater degree of sustainability in the functioning of cities and 
urban markets. 

Elimination of subsidies and support is a crucial component of any effort aimed at 
sustainable urbanization. Apart from the difficulties in targeting the subsidies and other 
support, these have led to misallocation and waste of resources and led to inefficiency in 
infrastructure and service sectors. The new economic policies aim at gradual withdrawal 
and elimination of subsidies, which should bring in and impart efficiency and enhance the 
flow of investments into these sectors. 

Sustainable strategies are likely to be resisted on two considerations. First, it is feared 
that these strategies will adversely affect the poor. When subsidies are removed, the poor 
may face higher prices for food, shelter and services that countries such as India may not 
be able to afford and accept. Internationalization of some costs in the pricing of goods and 
services may also be resisted on a larger scale than what is generally assumed. 

Secondly, it is feared that these strategies that are aimed at accelerating the economic 
growth may result in and cause greater environmental damage. Thus, it is argued that 
incentives to attract foreign capital - unless it is accompanied by clean technologies - could 
mean giving up environmental considerations, at least in the short-to-medium run perspec- 
tive. The issue of trade-off between environmental gains and more growth will be high on 
the country’s development agenda. 


