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Urbanisation and Environment : The Asian Context

by Chapnl Bashar

RBANISATION is a part

of ctvilisation that br

ought people to con-
centrate  in part arcas.
Millions are migrating to urban
areas since ancient ages and
this has gained much me-
mentum ih.u'iu this century
that ends only th:;ml:ﬂn
arcas to urban centres for sub-
sistence and with the hope of a
better life. But, could the wur-
banisation ensure better life
and subsistence for all? A closer
look into the matter will provide
the right answer to the ques-
tion. About fts adverse impacts
on the environment, however,
there iw little doubt.

As recommended by the
United Nations, localities with
more than 20,000 inhabitants
living close together constitute
urban centres.

Mankind was able to form
permanent settlements only

m% 10,000 years

years before,
the only such settlements on

the globe were small semi-per-
manent of farmers. The
size of these small towns was
limited since its dwellers had to
move whenever the sofl nearby
was exhausted.

Until the year 1800, less
than three per cent of the
world's was living in
cities of 20,000 or more. Bul
now the figure is more than 40

cent and it is rising,

Pﬂﬂ:: urbanisation, caused
and accelerated by migration ol
rural population to cities and
towns, is due to of rural
people, created mainly by
growing landlessness of farmers
and lack of economic activities
in villages. Industrialisation and
major commercial activities are
also centred in urban areas.

Urbanisation undoubtedly
plays a role in the devel-
opment of national economy,
yet, its adverse effect on the
environment in the Asian cities
is undeniable.

Population growth in cities

The pressure of population
in towns and cities is
one of the reasons for
of urban environ-
ment. The world's tion
has doubled over the past 40
years while in the same period
urban populations have tripled.
The world population in mid-
1992 was ﬂlinuted to be 5.5
billion. It is now growing at a
rate of 1.7 per cent per annum.
By the end of this century the
total population will reach 6,2
billon and by the year 2025,
the world population may reach
8.5 billion mark. =R
According to n
Hamiufth of 1992, more
than two of every five persons in
the world (43 per cent) arc ur-
ban dwellers. Seventythree per
cent of the population of the
more developed regions are ur-
ban, but only 34 per cent in the
less developed regions are ur-
ban residents.
The world urban population
at a rate of 2.7 per cent

UMANS generate more

energy by burning wood

for cooking and heating
than they generate from hydro-
electric dams and nuclear fuel
plants. But, according to UNEP
estimates, the current rate of
deforestation means that, by
the year 2000, about 2.7 billion
people will be short of the fuel
they nced to cook their daily
mecal,

Every year, people clear and
burn the trees of an area halfl
the size of The Netherlands —
22000 — 50 they can cook
their food and heat their homces.
Much of the wood is made into
charcoal, because charcoal is
light, burns hot but slowly and
is casily broken up into man-
ageable, burnable lumps. But
making charcoal wastes 70 per
cent of the energy  of the wood,
even before it been dug
out from the ovens in which it is
made.

Even when the wood is
burnt directly, much of the heat
is wasted because the wood is
in big lumps, is wet or is burnt
inéfliciently on an open fire or
in an old stove.

source; they are

simply stores of solar energy,
because it is sunlight that al-
them to p thesize
and grow. But the people who
depend on trees for their daily
needs are burning wood faster
than it can grow. Between 30
and 40 per cent of the world's 5
hl[thnp:apkm ent on
wood for cooking and heating.
In 1980, 1.3 billion people
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per annum between 1985 and
IHM adding 284 million
dwellers. UN projection indi-
cates that during the 1990-
1905 . 321 million more

m will be added to the
's urban areas.

In Asia, six least developed
countries also had urbanisation
levels lower than 20 per cent.
They are : Alghanistan, Bangla-
desh, Bhutan, Cambodia, Laos
and Nepal. Bhutan was the
least urbmiu-d with just 5.3
per cent of its population |iving
in urban areas. All the residents
of another Asian country —

in urban arcas as "a case of teo
many people gathering too fast
in too few localities with too few
resources to support them.”

tion in the cities
creates problems in housing,
waste disposal, traffic and
transport system, health, edu-
cation and other sectors.
All these s result in
continued ation of envi-
ronment.

Housing problems
Housing, a basic need of the
pcople, has become the most
acule problem faced by the ci-
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Singapore, are urban dwellers.
There are already more than
100 cities in Asia with
population over one million.

Tokyo is now the largest city
of the world with an estimated
population in 1992 of 25.8 mil-
lion. Other Asian cities which
had population exceeding 10
million in 1
(14.]1 million), Bombay (13.3
million), Seoul (11.6 million),
Beijing (11.4 million), Calcutta
(11 million) and Osaka (10 mpil-
lion). The population of Jakarta
and Manila is also over 10 mil-
lion.

An UNFPA (United Nations
Population Fund] study de-
scribed the population growth

by using better designed stoves,
letting their wood dry and cut-
ting it into smaller pieces. It is
the fact that these peoplc can
reduce the wood they use, and
so reduce their impact on Ltheir
environment, that fllustrales

the cost of poverty.

Many more people either do
not have access Lo or cannol afl-
an officiecnl <tove

el

ford

Wesrrwon often have fo walk Jor
howurs to collect wood, and can
then carry only limited amounts
— never enough to build up a
sufficient supply to prepare for
effictent burning.

especially in Africa, the women
specnd so long walking to find
wood that they do not have the
slightest chance of building up
a reserve of wood to dry. They
are too exhausted to collect
more than a few days’ woaod at
best, and certainly have s time

were : Shanghai

hﬁ;\nkﬂ : Where the urban disparity is yet to-be bridged.
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lics, particularly in Asia.
Economic grnw‘th. industrial

and commercial activities and
population expansion have in-
creased pressure on the land in
urban areas.

Cities in developing coun-
tries are currently absorbing

two-thirds of their regions’ total

population increase. During the
1990s alone, room will have to
be made in these cities for an
extra 700 million people.
According to a study, the urban
centres ol Bangladesh will need
over 5.2 million housing units
by 2000 while Dhaka city alone
will need 1.1 million housing
units.

Half of world's urban popu-

by Shane Cave

to colleet extra wood. So they
use whal Lhey can, as they find
it.

The wood stove option

Steven Karckoezi, Executive
Secretary of the Foundation [or
Wood Stove Dissemination;
poinls out that the elflicicnt
wood stoves now being used

increasingly throughout Asia
and Africa can reduce charcoal
use by up to 50 per cent. The
improvements in efficicncy re-
sult from : controlling the air
flow to the fucl insulating the
sides of the stove to minimize
wasle heal; and using small

lation — over one billion mplt
— now live in squalor of shanty
towns and slums, mainly in the
developing countries. A UN
study predicted that 60 per cent
urban population of Asta would
be found living Iin slums and
squatter settlements by the
turn of the century unless
drastic reforms are undertaken.

Shortage of land in the cities
is the main reason of housing
problem. While the urban poor
find thetr shelters in shums and
squatter setilements, the better-
offs look for houscholds worth
living. Some of these middle-
vlass dwellers can procure
small houschold of their own,
while majority depend on rental
houses or apartments,

The proportion of urban
population below the locally de-
fined poverty line is very high in
most of the Asian countries.
From half to three-fourths of
the income of these poor fami-
lics is spent on food. They can-
not spend enough for better
housing, which leads them to
take shelter in slums. And this
is the major cause for the ex-
pansion ol slums in Asian cities
which has aflected the urban
cnvironment

As the evehtuality of the
growing demand for housing,
the construction of new build-
ings in the urban areas in-
creascd sharply during the past
few decades, In most of the
Asian cities, these constructions
were done ignoring envi-
ronmental aspects and the ur-
ban localities became congested
creating health hazards. There
are government authorities in
all the urban areas to look after
planned growth of the cities.
But whether these authorities
could do their job to maintain
congenial urban environment {s
a matter to be looked into.

Public utility service

The state of public utility
szl'v[ce in most of the cities in

a is deplorable.

The number of cities in
Asian countries is not many
where water supply for the
dwellers is adequate. The water
supply authorities in Dhaka can
only meet 60 per cent require-
ment of the city's seven million
people.

Water stagnation on the
roads in Dhaka city is another
problem for which the authori-
lics blame unplanned housing
and illegal oecupation and fill-
ing of some canals for housihg.
Dumping of household wastes
in the sewerage drains also cre-
ate obstruction to flushing of
wastes and rain water. The ar-

nt for garbage disposal
is not satisfactory.

Calcutta and many other ci-
tics present the same picture of
water shortage, water stagna-

tion and unimproved drainage

systems. Disposal of sewage,
garbage and waste water re-

mains as a major problem for
most of the Asian cities and
towns. Inadeguate power supply

is also a big problem for urban
ﬂtntnﬂ ptrth:utldy in India and

The tlrmtl;-linn of the utility
services also contributes to

pollution of the urban environ-
nu-nt The authorities often at-
tribute the cause of inadequate
utility services to overpopula-
tion in cities. However, proper
planning could save the situa-
tion to a great extent.

Traffic and fransport
problem
Trans tton is an essen-

tal infrastructure for urban de-
velopment. So, the maintenance
of sound and smooth traflic
system along with improved
road communication is indis-

nsable for cities since it can

lp maintain congenial urban
environment.

However, this essential in-
frastructure is very poorly de-
veloped in most of the cities in
Asia. Besides traffic jams,
Asian cities face the hazard of
smoke released from motor ve-
hicles. Noise pollution, created
by a growing number of road
transports, is also aflecting the
urban environment.

In Bangkok, traffic jams are
so severe Lhat ' ime
s lost on city streets while the
vehicles consume extra fuel.
According to a study, these ex-
tra fuels cost at least oné billion
dollars a year. Another one bil-
lion dollar 1s lost through medi-
cal bills and worker absen-
tecism because of pollution re-
lated aiflments. In cities of de-
veloping eountries, more than a
billion people'are believed to b
living in condition where the
air is not fit for breathing.

In the cities of Bangladesh,
slow-moving transports domi
nate the streets. In Dhaka city
alone, about 300,000 cycle

ric kshaws the ruads causing
frequent tr Air polla-

1:2. than ks mj:nnm from the
motor vehicles, s a major prob-
lem in Dhaka on which the au-
thorities have little control. The
kind of air pollution is also se-

vere in many other cities inchud-

ing Tokyo.
Problems of health, food

ond nutrition
Prevailing among

large number of urban dwellers

causcs malnutrition which is a
profound problem widespread
in decveloping countries.

And

this malnutrition continues (o

grow.

The total number of mal
nourished people’ in 1981 was
460 milllon, in 1987 it was 512
million and now 1t s over 770
milllon.

The health situvation in ur-
ban slum settlements is ex-
tremely bad for both the slum
dwellers and other citizens. The
urban poor, particularly slum
dwellers are unable 1o afford
adequate nutritious food.
Children of the developing
countrics are the main victm of
malnutrition. In Bangladesh,

'l.l'l!'l' stagnation prnHzm of Dhaka is acute.

Kuala Lumpur : One of the better planned Asian cilies.
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No Choices, No Fores

picces of dry wood or charcoal.
Karekezi emphasizes that thesc
are not laboratory figurcs, hul
thal they are the gains that can
be made in everyday nse.

The stoves use simple de-
signs, and are easily manufac-

tured by trained local crafltlsmen
throughout Africa and Asia;
howuver, the necessary materi-
als arc required, and enough

Neuw, more efficient’ wood
stoves (below] conserve energy
and reduce the incidence of res-
piratory disease caused by
smoke (nhalation from inefficient

slouves. :

people  with moncy to buy
them. The basic materials arc
thin sheel metal and a clay
suilable lor firing.

The idea to develop and use
more efficient woodstoves was
initiated by Mahatma Gandhi in
the 19508, Gandhi wanted to

S

remove wood smoke from
Indian household kitchens, and
so improve the health of women
and children.-Wood smoke that
is trapped in the cooking places
of the poor causes considerable
lung damage. Gandhi's im-
proved wood stove movement
was reinvigorated and given
global significance with the en-
crgy crises of the 1970s, when
the contribution of biomass
(mostly wood, but including
dried animal dung) to national
cnergy consumption began to
be quantified. Biomass combus-
tion in Asia and Africa is cur-
rently estimated to contribute,
nn average, 35 per cent ol Lthe
cricrgy used annually, but,in
sone countries it makes up
much more than that.

With the importance of
hinmass in these developing
counlries, the expensc of fossil
[ucls drove people to find ways
to make their other fuel go fur-
ther, The global significance of
delorestation was also recog-
nized; wood burning con-
tributed to the greenhouse ef-
fect, and tree felling reduced the
plinet's capacily to reabsorb
the carbon dioxide given off by
combustion and also exposed
the lop soil to greater erosion.

Furthermore, there has been
a growing awarencss of the
sheer seale of the health risk
poscd by wood smoke inhala-
tion. In 1987, the World Health
Organization declared that res-
piratory diseases were the
principle cause of death among
children younger than five,
with kitchen wood smoke being
one of the major causces of res-
piratlory discase.

The table on the left shows
the estimated rural and urban
usc ol improved wood stoves.
These are indicative [figures
only; because these stoves are
manufactured in the informal
scotors of most economies, their
use is much more widespread
than these [igures indicate
within these and neighbouring
counirics,

The Foundation for Woed
Stove Dissemination is based in
Nairobi, Kenya, and has foeal
points in China, Guatecmala, the
Indian sub-continent, Indon-
esia, Kenya, Scnegal and
Zimbabwe, — Our Planet

44.2 per cent of all urban chil-
dren sufler from chronie maldnu-
tritton and about 6.9 per cent

sufler from acute matnutrition.
As a nalural consegucnoe of

modern urban lile, stireet food
culture is now in all
the cities of Asia. Street food
vending provides fast food
[acilties urban population
and employment oppertunity
for many as well, bul it has also
become a matter of concern
since the question of quality,
salety and hygiene is involved
with i,

According to a FAD report,
street foods are
impetus for the less educated
and relatively poor urbanites.
But they are not quite clean
and are responsible

[requent cases of food potson-
h"ﬂtdrrmardwm

ronment with little or no essen-
tial health and sanitary factlities
breeds a host of communicabie
diseases., Children are more
vulnerable to diseases than
others. The major discases af-
fecting urban poor population
arc diarrhoea, respiratory tract
infections, fevers, typhoid,
whooping cough and various
cyr diseases. Most of the dis-
cases are related to environ-
mental conditions, particularly
the pollution of water and air.
L)

Education problems

Urban arcas generally show
better records in B and
cducation than the rural areas.
In Bangladesh, about a decade
ago literacy rate al the national
level was only 23.8 per cent
while for urban areas it was
34.8 per cent. But the urban
Micracy rate has been declining
due to continuous migration of
the tllitcrate rural poor as well
as an increase in the namber of
urban poor. The total number of
urban flliterate in the country
was about 5.4 millon while in
1991 the number stood at 12.8
million.

Social problems

Poverty, unemployment and
economic problems have also
aflected the social life in the ur-
ban areas. Violence and crimi-
nal acts of various types have
increased in almost all the cities
in Asia. Drug addiction, which
is a major problem in social life,
exists more in the urban arcas
than rural areas.

Crime incidents alarmingly
increased tn many of the major
cities of south Asia. In
[3a esh available statistics
show that such incidents in
large and small urban areas
remarkably increased during
recent years.

A congenial environment in

-~ the-urban-areas is the'crying-,

need of the hour for which pub-
lic awareness as well as con-
certed efforts of policy makers
and authorities are imperative.

(Abridged version of a paper
presented by the author at a
seminar on Environment held in
Kuala Lumpur from 14 to 16
June "93.)

Nuclear Dream Up in Smoke

Plutonium surplus dest-oys a nuclear dream. c::ndy
Gourlay and Judith Perera of FPS report.

OME 50 years ago, sci-
entists like Jinazaburo
Takagi dreamed of

S

creating a nuclear fuel that

could regenerate itself in a
never-ending cycle.

At the heart of the dream
was plutonium, a dense grey
metal used as weapon material
of fuel that could be repro-
cessed repeatedly. "It was my
drcam,” says Ta , who once
worked for the Japanese giant
conglomerate Toshiba. "But
many years later, | realised it
was an impossible dream.”

It would have been a neat
and elegant closed fuel cycle,
adds John Willis, nuclear cam-
paign coordinator of the envi-
ronmental watchdog Green-
peace. "But in the last two

ears, we have seen a global
reakdown of that dream.”

Uranium fuels — cheaper
and unusable for mitlitary
means — now outshine pluto-
nium in the eyes of the nuclear
industry.

Al present, however, there is
a surplus of about. 160 tonnes
of plutonium worldwide. With
the United States and Russia
dismantling their nuclear war-
heads, the London-based In-
ternational Security Information
Service (ISIS) says that figure
will double soon.

"There is already enough
weapons grade material for all
American commercial reactors
to operate for at least 10 years,
ol for all the reactors in the
world to operate for two and a
halfl years," mnuﬂhﬂ expert

S of Moscow's
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Kurchatov Nuclear Research
Institute.

But this has not stopped the
French and British nuclear in-
dustries from planning to re-
process an estimated 200
tonnes of plutonium before the
turn of the century. ISIS esti-
mates the world's plutonfum
mountain will produce a sur-
plus of between 400 and 500
tonnes if the two countries pur-
'sue their nuclear plans.

Britain, already holding the
world's largest stockpile of re-
processed plutonfum, is hoping
to open {ts new THORP
(Thermal Oxide Reprocessing
Plant) shortly in mnorthern
E . |
But THORP's future com-

mercial ﬂahﬂlt{ ll.lrudy hcin,g
qucltlnmd by
offictals and W

"It is un that the pluto-

nium accumulating in Britain
will be used in the foreseeable
future,” says an ISIS brieling
paper. "No plans exist for fts
use in Britain, and there is un-
likely to be an overseas market
for the material.

Indeed, nuclear analysts are
predicting a devastating future
for the plutonium reprocessing
industry everywhere. Bul they
have zeroed in on the former
Soviet Union, where there were
high hopes of earning loreign
currency from the trade.

The Soviet nuclear industry
never distinguished between
military and civilian fons,
and the end of the Cold War
slashed the demand for its ser-
vices.

. fighting to

Plutonium production has
ecased and reactors at
Chelyabinsk, Tomsk and
Krasnoyarsk have been closed
down, These facilitics are now

ick up civilian
business — tﬁ reprocessing of
spent [uel, waste storage and
Now weapons dlsmunﬂlng.

Even Japan, which had
upsel énvironmentalists with its
decision to ship plutonium all
the way from France, is con-'
sidering suspending imports of
plutonium f{rom European re-
processing plants, says Takagi.

The Japanese expert calcu-
lates that at the rate the Asian

powerhouse is producing its
own plutonium, it will have a
-aurplus of 54 tonnes by 2010.

ISIS says nuclear utilities
face a multitude ol problems,
including increasing protest
from the public.

In addition, it said, "There is
inadequate capacity for manu-
facturing MOX fuels (mixed ox-
ides of plutonfum and ura-
nium), experimental pro-
grammes arc not well advanced
in some countries, and utilitics
have a battle on their hands
gaining political consent for
using p lumnium fuels at indi-
vidual muctnrr sites,”

The United Etnttl.r tmhc
worlds biggest ol plu+
tonfum, led the climb-down on
the plutonium dream by ending
ils domestic reprocessirig in

1978.

Germany's two largest nu-
clear companies propose to end
plutonium reprocessing in
Germany, according to discus-
sion papers leaked last year,
although existing contracts may
be honoured.

But British Nuclear Fuels
(IINTL), walting Lo start up
TIIORPs high-tech machinery,
remains confident that fls cus-
tomers will not withdraw any-
time soon.

Says its chairperson John
Guinness: “We ex the plant
to be in operation for at least 20
years. And it could well be prof-
jLably extended further.”

Crities say that is unlikely.
Says a Greenpeace report: "The
mem fnr“" major ln:-l
has co as

eign customers consider with-
drawing. It will lgave the eoun-
try with a massive radio-active

clean up problem.”



