Urbanisation, Megacities and Human scale

1. Considering the range of sizes of modern cities, do you believe there is an optimum range of sizes for urban settlements? What factors would you take into account in answering that question and how, if at all, can problems of “human scale” be tackled at the mega-city level?

An urban place is one of many possible forms of human settlement. The United Nations recognised already in 1955 that “there is no point in the continuum from large agglomerations to small clusters or scattered dwellings where urbanity disappears and rurality begins […] the division between urban and rural is necessarily arbitrary” (United Nations, 1955). (Antrop, n.d.)
A megacity can be defined as an “urban agglomeration with a total population of 10 million people or greater, consisting of a continuous built-up area that encompasses one or more city centers and suburban areas, economically and functionally linked to those centers” (Safarik et al., 2016).
According to Yeung, Shen and Kee, (2020) megacities have grown increasingly popular globally. They further state that megacities differ from global cities and world cities because they are defined by their population sizes and not their global function. It can also be said that megacities face many challenges on an urban level, and this puts them at risk of achieving sustainable development.
“For decades the human dimension has been an overlooked and haphazardly addressed urban planning topic, while many other issues, such as accommodating the rocketing rise in car traffic, have come more strongly into focus.” (Gehl, 2013)
Gehl, (2013) argues that the human dimension is not given much attention in the urbanisation process. She goes on to state that the human aspect of city planning is ‘overlooked, neglected and phased out.’ Gehl, (2013) postulates that most of the attention in the planning of urban spaces is given to the rise in car traffic and not enough attention is given to the pedestrians who would use the cities or even the spaces that humans would have access to and that humans are being treated poorly in the development of urban spaces. “Limited space, obstacles, noise, pollution, risk of accident and generally disgraceful conditions are typical for city dwellers in most of the world’s cities.” (Gehl, 2013) It is further postulated by Gehl, (2013) that the human dimension has to become a necessary aspect in the planning process for the development of cities. She goes on to state that great consideration must be given to pedestrianism, which will in turn contribute to livelier, safer and more healthy and sustainable cities in the future. By considering the human dimension in the development, Gehl believes that social sustainability will be achieved, and this she believes is an integral part of urbanisation (the considering of the humans that actually use the space.)
“Early-twentieth-century writings suggested that the social life of individuals in larger cities is more fragmented and impersonal than in smaller ones, potentially leading to negative effects such as social disintegration, crime and the development of a number of adverse psychological conditions.” (Schläpfer et al., 2014)
Schläpfer et al., (2014) further states that though many of the premise of the above claim still remains today, research has debunked many of the claims since 1970 by looking at social interactions across various places. It can further be said that with the research of (Schläpfer et al., 2014) that city size has an impact on the social and economic life of humans. They mainly refer to ‘economic output, wages, patents, violent crime and the prevalence of certain contagious diseases.
“…urbanisation refers to a process, which was initially defined by the United Nations as the movement of people from rural to urban areas, causing the growth of urban places and population decline in the countryside.” (Antrop, n.d.)
Antrop, (n.d.) stipulates that urbanisation can also be considered as a ‘diffusion process of a new lifestyle…introducing new functions and values, also in the countryside.’ The definition of urbanisation has changed over the years and many sub names have emerged; suburbanisation, reurbanisation, counterurbanisation, metropolitan area to name a few. There is mention of functional changes to the countryside, where for example a farm might become a weekend house or restaurant. He also states that the morphology of the countryside might also change, which according to him is a different type of urbanisation in the countryside. In this type of change, new architecture, infrastructure and construction may be introduced. (Antrop, n.d.)
Urbanisation can be defined by a lot of factors, (Antrop, n.d.) postulates that using the population size as a factor can be very hazardous and he uses the example of London to substantiate his claim.
“…the population size of London in 1991 was estimated as 6.7 million inhabitants in the main built-up area, 7.4 million in what was defined as ‘urban region’ and 12.5 million for the ‘metropolitan area’. A settlement is considered an urban place when it has >2,500 inhabitants in the USA, when a municipality in The Netherlands exceeds 2,000 inhabitants, while in France a agglomeration of contiguous housing of >2,000 inhabitants is needed.” (Antrop, n.d.)
Based on the research that I have carried out I am of the opinion that there should be an optimum size for considering urban settlements. Size should matter because it makes it easier to define an urban settlement. Some places that are considered to be urban settlements are very small but because they have what are deemed the necessities, they are considered to be urban settlements. Some of these places could just be called cities or sub-urban areas because they are not fully urban spaces.
“The number of megacities, which have 10 million or more residents, is increasing worldwide: 1950: 4, 1980: 28, 2002: 39, 2015: 59. Two third of them are situated in developing countries, especially in South-East-Asia. In 2002 already 394 million people live in megacities, 246 million of them in developing countries, more than 215 million in Asia.” (Dr.-Ing Theo Kötter, 2004)
Dr.-Ing Theo Kötter, (2004) postulates that with the rapid growth of urbanisation and the increasing number of megacities comes many different ecological, economical and social problems. It can be concluded that various researchers are of the opinion that urbanisation creates many challenges for the economy as well as the environment as was seen from (Zhang, 2016). Both Zhang, (2016) and Dr.-Ing Theo Kötter, (2004) have drawn reference to the increase in environmental issues that are caused by urbanisation and developing megacities.
“The global population is distributed across a wide range of settlement sizes. This urban-rural continuum ranges from a village with a few hundred inhabitants to mega-cities of more than 10 million inhabitants. Within this continuum, different countries use different thresholds to distinguish urban from rural. These thresholds range from 200 in Denmark to 100 000 in China. This wide range of thresholds reduces the international comparability of these definitions and makes analysis of global urbanisation based on these definitions less reliable.” (OECD and Commission, 2020)
According to OECD and Commission, (2020) the percentage of the global population living in cities has continued to increase over the years and is projected to continue to grow into the year 2050. From 37% in 1975 to 48% in 2015 and a projected increase to 55% in 2050. While the population in cities has been growing the rural population has shrunk, quite naturally, having moved from 30% in 1975 to 24% in 2015, the reduction is expected to slow down in the future. 
Cities, according to Zhang, (2016) are the driving force behind national economies, they bring in more economic growth than rural areas and are said to generate more than 80% of the global GDP today. Zhang, (2016) further talks about the importance of cities in national economies in developing countries versus those in developed countries. 
“…Sao Paulo has 10.5 percent of population and generates 19.5 percent of GDP. Shanghai, with a 1.2 percent of population generates 2.9 percent of GDP. Buenos Aires, with a 32.5 percent of population produces 63.2 percent of GDP. Mumbai, with 2 percent of population, accounts for 6.3 percent of GDP. Nairobi, with 9 percent of population, generates 20 percent of GDP, Dar es Salaam, with 7.9 percent of population, accounts for 14.9 percent of GDP. (Zhang, 2016)
With the growth of urbanisation has come many challenges and as some may say negative impacts on the environment. As stated by Zhang, (2016) there has been an urban sprawl with the increasing need for development of new areas for housing, social amenities and commercial and other land use because of the rapid rate of urbanisation. As a result of urban sprawl, agricultural areas are encroached on as well as areas which are not really suitable for development. With these issues comes other issues such as ‘…environmental pollution, traffic congestion, depletion of green areas and degradation in the quality of urban living.’ (Zhang, 2016) Poverty in town and cities, according to Zhang, (2016) has increased as a result of urbanisation. He states that in some countries urban poverty is more significant that in rural areas, the unemployment rates are deemed higher in cities than in rural areas.
“For the large majority of poor people in urban areas in most developing countries, 'home' is not a publicly provided dwelling, or even a small house on a specially serviced plot. It is much more likely to be in housing which is variously described as a 'shanty', or a 'squatter settlement'; and which is 'informal' or even 'illegal'. The main characteristics are that it has been built by the people themselves; and that the area they live in may lack initially any kind of basic infrastructure, for example, water, sanitation, drainage, roads, footpaths and facilities for rubbish disposal.” (Watson, 1993)
In conclusion, it can be said that urbanisation grew rapidly during the 19th and 20th century but has started to decline. Urbanisation has had many positive impacts on the global economy but at the same time it has been very detrimental to the lives of humans. The ability of humans to continue to live as they have known and enjoy the things that they were accustomed to has been significantly impacted by urbanisation. Vehicular traffic and the commercialisation of many of the spaces that humans enjoyed has negatively impacted the way of life for many persons. Megacities have contributed to the overpopulation of some spaces where most persons want to be living in the cities where they think everything is taking place. As a result of the overcrowding and traffic congestion in many cities, a lot of countries are looking into decentralising the business centres. Many countries and developers never took the human dimension into consideration when they were planning for the development of cities and urban areas thus leaving humans to suffer without things that they are used to. Urbanisation has contributed to the unemployment rates in some areas as well as poverty in many places. Many cities are no longer looking like cities but like slums with the growing number of squatters, homeless persons and persons who are barely making ends meet. Many developing countries suffer from persons who can barely make ends meet but are stuck on the idea that they have to live in the cities to make a decent living.
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