The

e ’T&"ﬁ'r

Tk
b
oy

_‘ - Ly 4"
o i y -
LT ﬁ' 3\.::}@

-4 .‘%JT"‘; A 1 -
| S i
P

L] ¥ 'I
auiwin Y HH

HHHHE

it

1.-
=+
i
+
+
+
=+
+
4=
3
S




Also in this section

The strange allure of the slums

People prefer urban squalor to rural hope-
lessness. Page5

A cul-de-sac of poverty
Successful cities need economic growth.
Page 9

Thronged, creaking and filthy
Bursting cities, bustinfrastructure.
Page 10

Failures at the top
Lucky the city with a decent government.
Page 12

In place of God

Culture replaces religion. Page 14

The reinvention test

A successful city must expect to go through
several rebirths over time. Page 16

Etin suburbiaego?
With age, cities go centrifugal—but maybe
not for ever. Page 17

A list of sources is at

An audio interview with the author is at

_ www.economist.com/audio

The WOﬂd goes to town

After this year the majority of people will live in cities. Human history
will ever more emphatically become urban history, says John Grimond

HETHER you think the human story
begins in a garden in Mesopotamia
known as Eden, or more prosaically on the
savannahs of present-day east Africa, itis
clear that Homo sapiens did not start life as
anurban creature. Man’s habitat at the out-
set was dominated by the need to find
food, and hunting and foraging were rural
pursuits. Not until the end of the last ice
age, around 11,000 years ago, did he start
building anything that might be called a
village, and by that time man had been
around for about 120,000 years. It took an-
other six millennia, to the days of classical
antiquity, for cities of more than 100,000
people to develop. Evenin 1800 only 3% of
the world’s population lived in cities.
Sometime in the next few months, though,
that proportion will pass the 50% mark, if it
has not done so already. Wisely or not,
Homo sapiens has become Homo urbanus.
In terms of human history this may
seem a welcome development. It would
be contentious to say that nothing of con-
sequence has ever come out of the coun-
tryside. The wheel was presumably a rural
invention. Even city-dwellers need bread
as well as circuses. And if Dr Johnson and
Shelley were right to say that poets are the
true legislators of mankind, then all those
hills and lakes and other rural delights
must be given credit for inspiring them.

But the rural contribution to human
progress seems slight compared with the

urban one. Cities’ development is synony-
mous with human development. The first
villages came with the emergence of agri-
culture and the domestication of animals:
people no longer had to wander as they
hunted and gathered but could instead
draw together in settlements, allowing
some to develop particular skills and all to
live in greater safety from predators. After
a while the farmers could produce sur-
pluses, at least in good times, and the va-
rious products of the villagers—grain,
meat, cloth, pots—could be exchanged.
Around 20008¢ metal tokens, the forerun-
ners of coins, were produced as receipts for
quantities of grain placed in granaries. Not
coincidentally, cities began to take shape
atabout the same time.

They did so, first, in the Fertile Crescent,
the sweep of productive land that ran
through Iraq, Syria, Jordan and Palestine,
from which Jericho, Ur, Nineveh and
Babylon (pictured above) would emerge.
In time came other cities in other places:
Harappa and Mohenjodaro in the Indus
valley, Memphis and Thebes in Egypt, Yin
and Shang cities in China, Mycenae in
Greece, Knossos in Crete, Ugarit in Syria
and, most spectacularly, Rome, the first
great metropolis, which boasted, at its ze-
nith in the third century AD, a population
of more than 1m people.

Living together meant security. But

people also drew together for the practical »
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advantages of being in a particular place:
by a river or spring, on a defensible hill or
peninsula, next to an estuary Or other
source of food. Also important, argue his-
torians, was a settlement’s capacity to
draw people toitasa meeting-place, often
for sacred or spiritual purposes. Graves,
groves, even caves might become shrines
or places for ceremonies and rituals, to
which people would make a pilgrimage.
Man did not live by bread alone.

But bread, in the broadest sense, was
important. People came to cities notjustto
worship but to trade—the shrine was often
the market, too—and the goods they
bought and sold were not just farm pro-
ducts but the manufactures of urban arti-
sans and skilled workers. The city became
a centre of exchange, both of goods and of
ideas, and so it also became a centre of
learning, innovation and sophistication.

This was so not just in the Fertile Cres-
cent but, over the centuries, in Alexandria
and Amsterdam, Cambay and Constan-
tinople, London and Lisbon, Teotihuacdn
and Tenochtitldn. It was in the city that
man was liberated from the tyranny of the
soil and could develop skills, learn from
other people, study, teach and develop the
social arts that made country folk seem
bumpkins. Homo urbanus did not just live
in a town: he was urbane.

Cities were much more than all of this,

I More cities 1]
Number of cities by population
. 2000
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of course, and they were not all the same.
As they developed, some were most nota-
ble for their religious role (latter-day
Rome), as the hub of an empire (Constan-
tinople, Vijayanagara), as centres of ad-
ministration (Beijing), political develop-
ment (Florence), learning (Bologna, Fez),
commerce (Hamburg) or a special product
(Toledo). Some flourished, some died,
their longevity depending on factors as va-
ried as conquest, plague, misgovernment
or economic collapse.

Technology turns even-handed
Whatever the particular circumstances of
acity, though, its vigour was likely to be af-
fected by technological change. Just as it
was improvements in farming that
brought about the surpluses that made
possible the first fixed settlements, so it
was improvements in transport that made
possible the development of trade on
which the prosperity of so many cities de-
pended. Other technological changes
made it possible to survive in a city. The
Romans, for instance, constructed aque-
ducts to bring fresh water to their towns
and sewers to provide sanitation.

But only the rich benefited. Most Ro-
mans, and many city-dwellers throughout
history, lived in squalor, and many died of
it. Towns were crowded and insanitary;
people were often malnourished; and dis-
ease spread fast. Though cities grew in size
and number for long periods, they could
decline and fall, too. Between 1000 and
1300 Europe’s urban population more
than doubled, to about 70m (thanks partly
to a new system of crop rotation, made
possible by better tools). Then, with the
Black Death, it fell by a quarter. Country
people died too, but the city-dwellers were
especially vulnerable. Their health de-
pended above all on clean water and sani-
tation, which few had, and cheap soap and
medicines, which had yet to be invented.

Not surprisingly, the next big change in
the development of the city also turned on
a leap in technology: the invention of en-
gines and manufacturing machinery. The
Industrial Revolution did nothing atfirstto
make urban life easier, but it did provide
jobs—lots of them. With the new factories
of the industrial age that began in the late
18th century was born an entirely new ur-
ban era. Peasants left the land in their mul-
titudes to live in new cities, first in the
north of England, then all over Europe and
North America. By 1900, 13% of the
world’s population had become urban.

The latest leap, from 13% to 50% in just
107 years, also owes something to science

and technology: improvements in medi-
cine, coupled with new knowledge about
ways to avoid disease, have enabled more
and more people to live together without
succumbing as once they did to diarrhoea,
tuberculosis, cholera and other pesti-
lences. The same developments, however,
have similarly lengthened lives in the
countryside, leading to a huge increase in
rural population. Human ingenuity has
not matched this increase with com-
mensurate growth in rural prosperity. Asa
result, ever more villagers have been up-
ping sticks to seek a better life in the city.

The sheer scale and speed of the cur-
rent urban expansion make it unlike any
of the big changes that have punctuated
urban history. It mostly consists of poor
people migrating in unprecedented num-
bers, and then producing babies on a simi-
larly unprecedented scale. Itis thus largely
a phenomenon of poor and middle-in-
come countries; the rich world has put
most of its urbanisation behind it.

In poor countries, though, the trend is W
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» set to continue. The United Nations fore-
casts that today’s urban population of 3.2
billion will rise to nearly 5 billion by 2030,
when three out of five people will live in
cities. The increase will be most dramatic
in the poorest and least-urbanised conti-
nents, Asia and Africa. They are the ones
least able to cope. Already over 90% of the
urban population of Ethiopia, Malawi and
Uganda, three of the world’s most rural
countries, live in slums.

Within ten years the world will have
nearly 500 cities of more than 1m people.
Most of the newcomers will be absorbed
in a metropolis of up to 5m people. But
some will live in a megacity, defined as
home to 10m or more inhabitants. In 1950
only New York and Tokyo could claim to
be as big, but by 2020, says the uN, nine cit-
ies—Delhi, Dhaka, Jakarta, Lagos, Mexico
City, Mumbai, New York, Sao Paulo and
Tokyo—will have more than 20m inhabit-
ants. Greater Tokyo already has 35m, more
than the entire population of Canada.

The Megalopolis of the ancient world
was in Arcadia, a part of Greece cited by
Virgil as a model of happy, rural simplic-

ity. The cities that now go by that generic
name are far from Arcadian. Successful
these places may be, if success is measured
by growth of population. But most are in
poor countries and many, if not most, of
their inhabitants live in slums.

In the rich world, though, the city is un-
dergoing very different changes. Many of
the new towns that flourished in the In-
dustrial Revolution and the manufactur-
ing era that followed have been losing
population. Even New York, for so long the
epitome of urban sophistication, went
through a bad patch in the 1970s. Some cit-
ies retain their role as administrative cen-
tres, by virtue of their political status.
Some are still trading hubs, by virtue of
their geographical position. Some endure
simply because they have reached an equi-
librium. But others struggle.

Of the traditional reasons for urban liv-
ing, several (the presence of the shrine, the
proximity of food) have lost their impor-
tance. Some of what the city provided
(shops, factories) can now be offered in
suburban malls or industrial parks—or in
low-cost urban rivals in the developing

The strange allure of the slums

People prefer urba n squalor to rural hopelessness

O CONTINENT is urbanising faster

than Africa. Why? One answer is
partly statistical: Africa has been the slow-
est to get started. Another is that parts of
Africa, such as the Sahel, have been af-
fected recently by severe climate change,
making marginal land unfarmable. And in
countries like Angola and Congo years of
fighting have propelled millions to the cit-
ies. But a fuller explanation is needed. A
look at Nairobi provides some answers,
and throws up more questions.

For many years the biggest city in east
Africa, where human life seems to have
begun, was not a bad advertisement for
the urban condition. As the capital of Ken-
ya, Nairobi had the subdued bustle of an
administrative centre, some industry, ho-
tels for tourists on their way to or from
wildlife safaris, lots of greenery and evena
small forest. The population in 1960 was
about 250,000. Today the forest remains,
but, with 3m people, Nairobi has lost
much of its charm. The trafficis awful, asis
the crime, and the superlatives are usually
reserved for Kibera, which is supposedly

Africa's largest, densest and poorest slum.

It probably is not. Luanda, Kinshasa
and Lagos, the world’s fastest-growing
megacity, may all have slums to match
Kibera, whose population is put at any-
thing from 600,000 to 1.2m, depending
both on the estimator and on the time of
year, many of its inhabitants being sea-
sonal migrants. What makes Kibera un-
usual is, first, that its 256 hectares (630
acres) sit right in the middle of Nairobi
and, second, thatit finds itself on the door-
step of Habitat, the UN’s agency for towns
and cities, which is based in a campus of
bucolic tranquillity not far away. Accord-
ingly, Kibera gets no end of attention from
outsiders, whether governments throwing
money at it, NGOs engaged in mapping
and studying it, or film stars shooting “The
Constant Gardener”. Ban Ki-moon paidita
visit within a month of becoming the UN’s
secretary-general this year.

Most of what makes Kibera interesting,
though, is what it shares with other Afri-
can slums. The density (shacks packed so
tightly that many are accessible only on

world. Security, once one of the main rea-
sons for huddling together, is often now
more elusive in the druggy streets of the
metropolis than in the exurbs. And tech-
nology, which has usually favoured urban
progress, now enables people to work in
rural bliss on home computers. No won-
der so many cities find that in order to
flourish they have to reinvent themselves.

Nearly all rich-country cities, whether
prospering or declining, worry about
transport, pollution, energy, pockets of
poverty and so on. These offer troubles a-
plenty. But they are of a different order to
those faced by poor-country cities, whose
problems are vastly greater and resources
vastly smaller. While rich cities fret over a
relatively modest ebb and flow of popula-
tion, poor cities must cope with a tidal
wave of migrants.

So the history of the city has cometoa
fork. This report will explore the diverging
paths of rich and poor, and the prospects
for the city if the developing world can one
day clamber out of poverty. First, though,
it looks at the urban reality awaiting the
Dick Whittingtons of the 21st century. ®

foot); the dust (in the dry seasons) and the
mud (when it rains); the squalor (you often
have to pick your way through streams of
black ooze); the hazards (low eaves of jag-
ged corrugated iron); and the litter, espe-
cially the plastic (Kibera's women, lacking
sanitation and fearing robbery or rape if
they risk the unlit pathways to the latrines,
resort at night to the “flying toilet”, a poly-
thene bag to be cast from their doorway,
much as chamber pots were emptied into
the street below in pre-plumbing Edin-
burgh). Most striking of all, to those inured
to the sight of such places through photog-
raphy, is the smell. With piles of human
faeceslittering the ground and sewage run-
ning freely, the stench is ever-present.

Not much, butit’s home

Striking, too, though, is the apparent con-
tentment with which the inhabitants ac-
cept their lot. It falls short of cheerfulness:
tension is constant in Kibera, and small in-
cidents can quickly turn nasty. But most
people are busy getting on with life.
Churches abound, and schools too. Chil- »
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» dren play in the dirt or on the railway
tracks that bisect the slum. Stall-holders
sell their goods. Men, ragged or smartly
dressed in dark suits, clean their teeth
wherever they can spit.

Indoors, things can be more wretched.
On the northern slope of the area known
as Soweto East, Josephine Kadenyi lives in
ashack three metres square (ten feet by ten
feet). It consists of one room, with a curtain
dividingit. Ithas no electricity and no sani-
tation. Outside is a vast heap of litter and
plastic bags used by children as a lavatory.
Justbelow that, 14 thin water pipes emerge
from the ground, bound with sticky tape in
a half-successful effort to stem the leaks.
Sewage runs alongside. Mrs Kadenyi
makes her living by selling uncontami-
nated water and looking after the disabled
child of a neighbour.

In NGo-speak, Kibera is an “informal”
settlement. That means it does not offi-
cially exist. The government provides
nothing. If there are schools or latrines or
washrooms, they are privately run (it costs
three shillings, about four American cents,
to use the latrine). The government pro-
vides no basic services, no schools, no hos-
pital, no clinics, no running water, no lava-
tories. It does, however, own nearly all the
land, so if you want to put up a shack, you
must go to the chief, a civil servant in the
provincial government, and get his per-
mission. For a consideration, perhaps
5,000 shillings (about $70), this can be ob-
tained, but you receive no piece of paper,
merely an oral consent.

Most shacks are in fact owned by “land-
lords”, some of them descended from Nu-
bians rewarded by the British for their mili-

]
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tary service in the first world war with the
right of abode in Kibera. They now jostle
with others who have established,
through custom, corruption or force, the
right to put up a “unit”. These are then
rented out to tenants, who have no rights
of any kind. The cost of erecting a shack is
recouped within a year or two.

Daniel arap Moi, who served as presi-
dent of Kenya from 1978 to 2002, has long
owned a house that abuts Kibera. Like al-
most all other ministers of his as well as
the present government, he does his best
to ignore the slum next door. Kenyan poli-
ticians seldom if ever visit it, or indeed the
200 or so smaller “informal settlements”
in Nairobi, even though 60% of the capi-
tal’'s population live in these slums. Several
politicians are, however, reputed to be
landlords, as are many civil servants and
otherlocal worthies.

Why does the government not bull-
doze Kibera and rehouse everyone in
multi-storey flats on the same site? Oh, that
would be very complicated, the ques-
tioner is told. The difficulties abound, ap-
parently, and they are notall financial. The
real reason is that lots of people make lots
of money from the slums, providing the
services the state does not provide and ex-
tracting the bribes that anyone living in an
illegal city has to pay just to survive. More-
over, the slums provide the cheap labour
that enables the city to operate. The status
quo suits the authorities quite nicely.

And what about the people who live in
Kibera? Strangely, it suits them too, up to a
point anyway. Asked whether she
wouldn’t prefer to go back to the village in
western Kenya that she left six years ago,
Mrs Kadenyi says, “Yes, of course. But
what would I do back home?” What in-
deed? Kenya's average rate of population
growth for the past 30 years has been over
3% a year, putting enormous pressure on
the land. With mouths to feed and no pros-
pect of a job in the countryside, the rural
poor head for the cities. There at least they
have some hope of employment.

Hope s all it is for most of them, atleast
in the formal economy. But hope is what
keeps them in places like Kibera. It may be
a dump, but it is central. This means that
anyone lucky enough to have a job, either
in the offices or houses of the city, orin the
industrial area nearby, can walk to work.
Those who have to peddle goods or search
for casual labour are equally well placed.
Being able to avoid a time-consuming and
expensive commute is a great benefit.

still, centrality does not have to mean
squalor. In many cities the slums are on

the outskirts, by the airport or somewhere
out of sight. But the people of Kibera are
suspicious of efforts toimprove their hous-
ing. In the 1980s they saw some of their
land taken for new flats, 400 in all. No one
inKibera benefited, says Raphael Handa, a
clergyman who heads a community com-
mittee set up with support from Habitat
and the government; all the tenants were
broughtin from outside.

Same story in Mumbai

The people of Kibera are increasingly or-
ganised, and increasingly determined to
be involved in any plans to spruce up their
slum. In this they are typical of their coun-
terparts elsewhere. But in other respects,
do Africa’s new cities, slums and slum-
dwellers resemble those in other conti-
nents? An ocean away, Mumbai offers
plenty of parallels.

Between 14m and 18m people live in
Mumbai, according to where you draw the
city limits, maybe half of them in slums.
That is about the same proportion as in
Nairobi. But as you drive in from the air-
port or along P. D'Mello Road by the port,
you quickly see that these slums are classy.
Many of the shacks on the pavements are
double-decked, and beds, chairs, goats and

< G Existing afrport
0 Proposed airport

L "% Primary rail tines

; 3 bt =, o *y  Proposed
: A J'..q“i ifan \ Y= trans-harbour
sl i et road/rail Link
Sea *s, City bounda
fﬂ'\ %4 ity boundary

B Parkiand




» children spill on to the street, where head-
carriers—porters with straight backs—
wash themselves from buckets.

The peninsula of modern Mumbai
was, 350 years ago, seven islands, which
have gradually been joined and expanded
by landfills to make up 65 square kilo-
metresof land shaped a bitlike a chilli pep-
per. The cityishotin every sense but, more
seriously, it is crowded, and room for ex-
pansion is limited. Until 60 years agonew
comers to Mumbai tended to settle just
outside, at Dharavi, where no rules ap-
plied and so sheep could be slaughtered
and hides tanned. Over the years ever
more people came and squatted, and the
city, India’s financial and commercial cap-
ital, expanded. Today about 600,000 peo-
ple live in Dharavi’s 210 hectares, which
now lie in the heart of Mumbai. Dharavi's
boast is thatitis the biggest slum in Asia.

Conditions here are similar to Kibera's:
miserable housing, no security of tenure,
contaminated water for the 40% lucky
enough to have it piped, mud for four
months out of 12, bribes needed fora blind
eye to be turned to an illegal electricity
connection, one lavatory for 800 people,
the stink of sewage, and so on.

people come here for familiar reasons,
too. Life is grindingly hard for many rural
Indians. Agriculture has recently been
growing at only 2% a year, while the econ-
omy as a whole booms at over 8%. Crops
fail. and many farmers are so deeply in
debt that they are little more than bonded
labourers. Suicide is common: in just one
region of Maharashtra, the state of which
Mumbai is the capital, 1,450 farmers killed
themselves last year. In particular, many
dalits, members of the lowest Hindu caste,
see no hope of betterment amid the harsh
conservatism of rural India. Their only
hope is to move to the cities. Itisan echo of
whathappened in medieval Europe, when
moving to a city was for many an escape
from serfdom. Stadtluft macht frei (City air
sets you free), said the Germans.

Beats commuting, too

Life may indeed be a bit easier in a city.
Jockin Arputham, who has lived in Mum-
bai's slums since 1963, when he was 16,
makes Dharavi sound almost romantic.
“you don’t have to work very hard to make
aliving,” he says. “You can collect and sell
garbage. You can always ask people for
food, and to sleep somewhere.” He made
his bed on someone’s verandah for 12
years. Then he founded an organisation
for the inhabitants of India’s slums. Now
he s also head of the international federa-
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Even Diogenes would despair

tion of shack- and slum-dwellers.

People in Dharavi look cheerful. Every-
one is busy and many are reasonably well
off. Some live in flats and own television
sets and other electronic gadgets. Among
slum-dwellers they are fortunate, for, like
Kibera, Dharavi is central, close not just to
the diamond market and the financial cen-
tre but also the airport, beyond which
most Mumbaikars live. Many therefore
spend hours getting to and from work.
About 7m commuters make their journey
to and from the bottom of the peninsula
each day. The roads are jammed and the
trains overflowing: 700 passengers are
crammed into (or clinging onto) carriages
meant for 120. About 3,000 people are
killed on the tracks each year.

Some people from the slums have been
happily resettled farther out but close to a
railway, which gives them ready access to
their work. Others are benefiting from the
citizens’ groups that have taken root. Mr
Arputham’s  National Slum-Dwellers
Association, for instance, is allied to a co-
operative through which some 250,000
people, nearly all of them women, regu-
larly put money aside for their common
good. And governments, donors and inter-
national agencies find the two organisa-
tions to be reliable partners if they wantto
improve slum life.

Mr Arputham got involved in commu-
nity action in 1975, when the authorities
decided to clear the slum in which he lived
to make way for the Atomic Energy De-
partment. He failed to stop the evictions,
but learnt that people affected by such
clearance schemes had to organise if they

were to have any influence. Plain con-
frontation is much less successful, says Ce-
line d'Cruz, who works with Mumbai's
pavement-dwellers, than informed argu-
ment, backed by statistics, surveys and the
involvement of lots of potential victims.

Thanks to the efforts of such groups
and consequent changes in the law, there
are fewer evictions nowadays. The con-
troversies, instead, surround efforts to im-
prove the slums. The idea now in vogue is
to bring in a developer, let him put up
multi-storey buildings, use some of the
flats to rehouse those living on the site and
sell others at a profit. Slum-dwellers often
have enough money to pay rent, and such
deals remove a financial burden from the
local authority or landlord.

But the scheme is controversial. Some
slum-dwellers are too poor to pay even a
service charge, which will be levied in re-
turn for water and the use of a lift, even if
the flats are rent-free. Others complain that
only those who were resident before 1995
will be eligible for rehousing, leaving
newer arrivals with nowhere to go. Mr Ar-
putham, who is not against development,
says the chosen developer hasno plansfor
a sewer and will undoubtedly make
25,000 families homeless.

Others worry that such schemes will
allow corrupt officials and corrupt de-
velopers to make huge fortunes at the ex-
pense of the poor. Under the headline
“Mumbai’s great slum robbery”, the Hin-
dustan Times recently published details of
a police investigation involving, it was
claimed, pay-offs to officials to free the
builders' hands. Shirish Patel, a civil engi-
neer with a long-standing concern for
planning the city, believes that there are
simply too many people in Dharavi to al-
low a developer to rehouse everyone and
at the same time make an honest profit.

More generally, he believes that both
government and developers have a strong
interest in keeping property prices high—
and Mumbai’s rank among the highest in
the world. Vijay Mahajan, of Bombay First,
a businessmen’s group formed to promote
and improve the city, agrees. The higher
the prices, the more builders can charge.
As for the politicians, they profit from an
invisible line that runs directly from slhum-
lord to local politician to state minister to
his boss. Money runs up along this line,
and so do votes. In return, the government
lets the slums remain undemolished. Itis a
pay-and-stay arrangement.

Nairobi and Mumbai certainly have
lots in common. Luckily, other places have
fared better. The outlook is notall bleak.
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