Urban Growth in Developing Countries: A Demographic Reappraisal

Samuel H. Preston

Population and Development Review, Vol. 5, No. 2 (Jun., 1979), 195-215.

Stable URL:
http://links jstor.org/sici?sici=0098-7921%28197906%295%3 A2%3C195%3AUGIDCA%3E2.0.CO%3B2-P

Population and Development Review is currently published by Population Council.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR’s Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you
have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and
you may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www jstor.org/journals/popcouncil html.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or
printed page of such transmission.

JSTOR is an independent not-for-profit organization dedicated to creating and preserving a digital archive of
scholarly journals. For more information regarding JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www.jstor.org/
Mon Sep 12 17:33:54 2005



Urban Growth
in Developing
Countries:

A Demographic
Reappraisal

SAMUEL H. PRESTON

Governments and scholars alike
have shown rapidly growing concern with issues of population distribu-
tion. Among the 116 developing countries that responded to the United
Nations” “Fourth Population Inquiry among Governments” conducted in
1978, only six declared the spatial distribution of their population to be
“acceptable”. Forty-two replied that it was “unacceptable to some extent,”
and 68 declared it to be “highly unacceptable.” To another question ad-
dressed specifically to the desirability of current rates of rural-urban
migration, only three countries expressed a desire to accelerate such
migration. Twenty-three wished to maintain it at present levels, 76 to slow
it down, and 14 to reverse it.!

Part of the concern with population distribution reflects a belief that
current redistributional patterns, particularly net migration from rural to
urban areas, are a product of unjustifiable regional and sectoral distortions
in patterns of development. Rural-urban migration functions as an indi-
cator of these distortions, at the same time as it may make reversing them
more difficult. Another part of the concern on the part of governments
grows out of the practical administrative difficulties of planning local
public services in the face of unplanned changes in the population of
users. Doubtless a third factor in some cases is the belief that dispersed
and largely invisible rural masses tend to make fewer demands on the
government and to constitute less of an implied threat to social order than
do concentrated urbanites, many of whom have made an enormous migra-
tory investment in expectation of economic and social betterment.
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196 URBAN GROWTH IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

In view of the importance being attached to distributional issues,
particularly to urban growth, it is useful to examine carefully the demo-
graphic processes that are currently responsible for and associated with
such growth. Many common views of these processes appear to be seri-
ously misleading and unnecessarily alarmist. In this review, we rely
primarily upon material developed in the course of a United Nations
study of urban and rural population change.? This study assembled esti-
mates of urban and rural population and of the population of cities larger
than 100,000 from 1950 to the present.® The study does not deal with all
aspects of population distribution, but only with those demographic as-
pects that relate to distinctions between urban and rural areas and be-
tween places of differing size. Four conclusions of this study are described
here, and their bearing on distribution policy is considered.

1. The rate of change in the proportion
urban in developing countries is not
exceptionally rapid by historical standards;
rather it is the growth rates of urban
populations that represent an
unprecedented phenomenon.

The most common measure of the rate of urbanization is the annual
change in the percentage of the population living in urban areas. Accord-
ing to this measure, urbanization in developing countries did not proceed
with unusual speed in the quarter-century from 1950 to 1975. In this
period the percentage urban grew from 16.7 to 28.0 in developing coun-
tries.* While this is a rapid increase, it is very similar to the one that
occurred in more developed countries during the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century. Between 1875 and 1900, the percentage urban of countries
now more developed grew from 17.2 to 26.1.5 The slight difference from
the growth in developing countries 75 years later is well within the
margin of error of the estimates. The rates of net rural-urban migration
required to achieve the observed increase in the urban percentage may
even have been greater in more developed countries, in view of the higher
rates of rural than of urban natural increase that typically prevailed at
the time.® That is, to achieve a certain increase in the urban percentage,
higher rates of net rural-urban migration were required in developed
countries than in developing countries, where rural-urban differences in
rates of natural increase are far less significant.”

Nor does it appear that rates of urbanization or of net rural-urban
migration are accelerating in developing countries. Between 1950 and
1960 the proportion urban grew by 5.1 percentage points and between
1960 and 1975, a period 50 percent longer, by 6.2 percentage points.
(These figures include China’s uncertain estimates, which show deceler-
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ated urbanization.) The pace of urbanization has been accelerating in
Africa but decelerating in Latin America. Changes in rates of net migra-
tion into urban areas (measured over the base of the urban population)
can be computed for 11 countries using intercensal survival techniques
applied to adjacent intercensal periods. These 11 developing countries are
the only ones with three postwar censuses, with urban and rural age-sex
distributions for each census to permit analysis of growth components,
and with definitions of urban areas that are either stable or adjustable to
stability. In general, the net in-migration rates showed considerable stabil-
ity. Among the 11 countries, five had changes in annual net urban in-
migration rates of less than 3 per thousand (India, Chile, El Salvador, the
Dominican Republic, and Turkey), five countries showed declines larger
than that amount (Brazil, —5.7; Ecuador, —4.7; Venezuela, —9.8; Sri
Lanka, —3.1; and the Union of South Africa, —6.3), and one country,
Panama (+4.4), recorded a rise larger than 3 per thousand.? Geographic
coverage is clearly incomplete, but the results support other indications
that the pace of urbanization is not quickening.

Many accounts leave the impression that rural-urban migration rates
in developing countries, like birth rates, are high and more or less uniform
from country to country. This impression is decidedly false. Net out-
migration rates from rural areas in fact have typically been higher in
recent years in developed than in developing countries. The mean rural
out-migration rate for the most recent intercensal period averaged 18.5
per thousand in the 20 developed countries and 13.7 per thousand in the
29 developing countries for which reasonably reliable measurement is
possible. Within developing countries themselves the same tendency is
evident: countries more advanced economically have experienced a more
rapid flow from rural areas. Thus, Puerto Rico, Argentina, Chile, and
Venezuela all had net rural out-migration rates of more than 25 per thou-
sand annually, while Paraguay, Ghana, Guatemala, Bangladesh, India,
and Indonesia had rates below 8 per thousand. The simple correlation
between rate of rural out-migration and gross national product per capita
in the 29 developing countries is .61. In general, rural outmigration is
fastest in countries whose economic performance allows the best possi-
bilities for accommodating the exodus. This view contrasts with one in
which absolute deprivation in rural areas, associated in part with rapid
rural natural increase, is seen as the motive force driving multitudes to
the city. Poorer countries in general have not only more deprived rural
areas but also more developed urban ones. The net effect of poverty
seems to be to hold population in rural areas. (During the Great Depres-
sion in the United States, reverse net urban-rural migration actually took
place.)? Obviously, it would be useful to have standardized measures of
economic and social performance within urban and rural areas of these
29 countries; regrettably, such information is not available. It is worth
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noting that constant proportional differences between urban and rural
incomes over the sample would suggest that rural-urban migration should
be higher in richer countries. Rural-urban migration is reasonably viewed
as an investment, the monetary returns from which depend on absolute
income differences between the sectors; the same urban-rural income
ratio would translate into higher absolute differences in the richer
countries.

While the rate of urbanization (the rate of change in proportion
urban) has not been unprecedented in developing countries, the growth
rate of the urban population has been. Between 1875 and 1900, urban
populations in now-developed countries grew by 100 percent and rural
populations by 18 percent. While developing countries were traversing
roughly the same range in proportions urban between 1950 and 1975,
their urban populations grew by 188 percent and their rural ones by 49
percent. The growth factors of both rural and urban populations were
much larger simply because rates of natural increase were much faster.
Urban growth is currently exceptionally rapid in developing countries,
but the explanation is not to be found in unusually rapid changes in the
urban proportion produced by rural-urban migration but in the rapid
changes in total population to which those proportions are applied.

2. Urban growth through most of the
developing world results primarily from
the natural increase of urban populations.

This point is readily overlooked in the midst of scholarly and political
concern with internal migration. It has been made before by Kingsley
Davis, Eduardo Arriaga, Salley Findley, and the United Nations Popula-
tion Division, and new findings on components of urban growth provide
strong confirmation. Of the 29 developing countries whose data support
a decomposition of the sources of urban growth during the most recent
intercensal period, 24 had faster rates of urban natural increase than of
net in-migration (the latter also including area reclassification ). The mean
percentage of urban growth attributable to natural increase for the 29
countries was 60.7 percent. Among the largest developing countries the
percentage was 67.7 in India (1961-71), 64.3 in Indonesia (1961-71),
and 55.1 in Brazil (1960-70). There is apparently a slight tendency for
the percentage of urban growth attributable to natural increase to grow
over time.

The list of five countries that are an exception to the rule is informa-
tive. One is Bangladesh, where international migration and population
upheavals were substantial and where the very low urban proportion of
5.2 percent gives an unstable base for computation. The remaining coun-
tries are Puerto Rico, South Korea, Turkey, and Argentina. This group
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has achieved much higher levels of income per capita than the average
developing country and/or has made unusually rapid economic progress.
This grouping is consistent with the tendency noted above for the richer
developing countries to experience the fastest rates of rural-urban migra-
tion. For the remaining countries, where economic performance has been
less satisfactory, around two-thirds of urban growth has resulted from
natural increase. Thus, natural increase seems to be by far the largest
source of urban growth in countries where rapid growth is most prob-
lematic. It should be noted that the coverage of African populations in
the data set is very poor and that results pertain primarily to Latin
America and Asia (except China). Judging from the unusually rapid
urban growth in Africa, it is likely that rural-urban migration is a more
important source of growth there than is implied by the above account.!?

3. Among the factors that influence the
growth rate of individual cities, national
rates of population growth stand out as
dominant in intercity comparisons.

Many factors unique to a particular city have an important influence
on its growth rate: annexation practices, topography and geography, the
health of industries in which the city specializes, productivity trends in
the rural hinterland, government investment patterns and redistribution
policies, rural-urban income and employment disparities, possibilities for
accommodating marginal settlements, and so on. Despite the undoubted
importance of these individual factors, it is possible to form some solidy
based generalizations about more readily measured variables that dis-
criminate among the growth rates of individual cities.

The analysis reported below is based primarily upon an examination
of growth rates of the 1,212 cities in the world (excluding China) that
had reached 100,000 in population at the earliest of the two most recent
observations. In most cases, the observations derive from successive
national population censuses. Where possible, an agglomeration defini-
tion of cities is used in preference to definitions based on administrative
boundaries. Since concrete population estimates are used rather than
interpolated or extrapolated figures, the dates of estimate vary somewhat
from city to city. Typically, results are based upon growth rates recorded
between the 1960 and the 1970 rounds of population censuses. The mean
date of the initial observation is 1962.

Four factors reflecting demographic, economic, and political varia-
bles are selected for examination of possible correlation with city growth
rates: the size of city and its administrative status; national rate of popu-
lation growth; national economic level and growth rates in terms of per
capita gross domestic product; and region.
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Size of City and its Administrative Status Much attention has been
drawn to the phenomenon of demographic giantism in recent patterns of
city growth. Primate cities in developing countries are said to be drawing
a disproportionate influx of population from other areas. Their rapid
growth is alleged to result from biases in patterns of government expendi-
ture and employment, in part resulting from the undue political influence
of these agglomerations. Alan Gilbert points out that large capital cities
contain relatively large numbers of government employees, who are often
paid above prevailing market rates, and that they often enjoy dispropor-
tionate infrastructural investments as well.!! In some cases the distortions
are seen as a legacy of colonial penetration. Thus, Jorge Hardoy points
to the extreme coastal concentration of large cities in Latin America as
evidence of the distortions resulting from trade relationships with and
natural resource exploitation by colonial powers.!*> Graeme Hugo notes
that the Dutch had concentrated the administrative bureaucracy in
Jakarta and that the centralization tendency was exacerbated under local
rule.’® Extensive treatments of urban bias and colonial exploitation as
major factors in urban growth can be found in recent volumes by Michael
Lipton and by Janet Abu-Lughod and Richard Hay.*

Many economists and regional scientists have emphasized a different
set of factors to explain growth patterns by size of city. They point out that
firms in large cities enjoy economies of agglomeration: economies of
operation that are external to a firm but result from the presence of othex
firms and of social infrastructure. For example, a firm beginning operation
in a large metropolis generally has access to a skilled labor force, banking
and credit facilities, networks of buyers and sellers, and a large loca
market. Consumer agglomerative economies add variety and reduce the
cost of consumer goods, while social agglomerative economies reflec
efficiencies in providing public services to larger populations. Disecon
omies of large size principally occur in the form of congestion and pollu
tion and usually can be sloughed off on the society at large, thus reducing
the disadvantages of large city size for firms making locational decisions.!!

Most but not all of the evidence on agglomerative economies refer
to developed countries. It suggests that substantial economies are typi
cally realized by expansion of a city into the range of 100,000-300,000 i
population. Beyond that point, social agglomerative economies shov
sharply diminishing returns except for some vertically integrated service
such as water treatment and sewage disposal plants, pipelines, and elec
trical supply. Agglomerative economies in manufacturing seem to persis
throughout the range of observation; productivity is higher in larger citie
for reasons not readily explicable in terms of capital per worker or siz
of enterprise.!®

Since the desirability of city expansion presumably depends upo:
the marginal increase in economies of agglomeration, and since there i
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weak evidence that the marginal gains decrease after a size of 100,000
300,000 is reached, such reasoning suggests that, above this level, city
size should be negatively related to population growth. This presumes of
course that population growth, and in particular migration, is responsive
to the relative economic advantages of places and that these advantages
are not totally overridden by biases in patterns of government expendi-
ture and regulation. On the other hand, the political explanation of
growth seems to suggest that growth rates should increase with size of
place since larger cities attract more than their “share” of growth
stimulants.

The actual relation between city size and city growth rates is
quite complex and seems to provides some support for both positions,
which are of course not mutually exclusive. Table 1 displays the relation
recently observed between city size and city growth rates for the world
and its major regions.!” The general relation between city size and city
growth rates in developing regions is U-shaped. Cities in the two size
classes between 100,000 and 500,000 are growing at an average of about
3.9 percent annually. In the three size classes between 500,000 and 4 mil-
lion, the average growth rate has declined to 3.1-3.2 percent. For the
cities in developing regions larger than 4 million, growth rates again
reach the level of 3.9 percent. There are only ten such cities, however—
2 percent of the total number of cities and about 11 percent of the total
urban population of developing countries—so that the predominant rela-
tion between city size and city growth rates is negative. It is also nega-
tive, though somewhat irregular, in developed regions. For all cities, the
correlation between growth rates and the log of city size is a modest
—.083. These results are at least consistent with studies showing eco-
nomic gains from city growth to decline after a size of 100,000-300,000
is reached.

If the slight negative association between city size and city growth
comes as a surprise, the reason is probably that so many calculations of
urban growth patterns present tabulations based not on individual cities
but on size classes. Under the latter format, the set of cities within a
particular size class changes over time as cities graduate into and out of
the limits that define the class. Under conditions of rapid population
growth, it typically happens that no cities devolve out of the highest
size class, while many graduate into it. The result is that the highest size
class of cities experiences by far the most rapid growth. For example,
between 1965 and 1975 it is estimated that the population in cities over
4 million in developing regions grew from 55.9 to 120.6 million, or at the
very rapid annual rate of 7.7 percent. But almost half of this growth re-
sulted from the fact that the number of cities in this class grew from 9 to
17, so that 32 million were added to this size class through graduation.

The aggregate results seem to provide support primarily for the
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arguments regarding agglomerative economies. But the ten largest cities
do seem to have more rapid growth than could be expected on this basis
alone, suggesting that political factors may be influential. Procedures
more directly tailored to testing the importance of political factors seem
to provide stronger support for their influence. Intercensal growth rates
in the 1,212 cities were compared with a variety of demographic, eco-
nomic, and political indicators pertaining to the initial census date or to
the intercensal period. The independent contribution of variables was
computed by means of multiple regression, with intercensal population
growth rates of cities used as the dependent variable. Results are pre-
sented in Table 2.

The basic relation between city size and city growth rates remains
negative when other variables are introduced. When size of city increases
by a factor of 4 above 100,000, annual city growth rates decline on aver-
age by about 3 per thousand. However, there is evidence that, apart from
the absolute size of a city, its position in a country’s urban hierarchy

Table 2

Effect of Demographic, Economic, and Political Variables
on Intercensal Growth Rates of 1,212 Cities

(in Annual Percentage Growth Rate)

Effect of One Unit
Unit of Increase in Variable
Variable Measurement on City Growth Rateb

Demographic

National intercensal population Annual percentage growth 1.002a
growth rate
Log, initial city size Persons —0.211a
Initial proportion urban —2.8592
Economic
Initial level of national Thousands of US 1964 0.332a
GNP per capita dollars 0.239a
Intercensal growth rate of Annual percentage growth
national GDP per capita
Political
Capital city 1if capital city; O otherwise 0.589
Largest city 1if largest city in country; 0.292
0 otherwise
Regional
Latin America 1if in Latin America; 0.6142
0 otherwise
Asia 1if in Asia; 0 otherwise —0.223
Africa 1if in Africa; O otherwise —0.025

a F value significant at 5 percent.

b Partial regression coefficients. The constant term is 4.119. R is .312.
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influences its growth rate. In particular, national capitals grow at an
average annual rate of 0.6 percent, or 6 per thousand, faster than would
otherwise be expected. And if a city is the largest in a country, it grows
at an annual rate of 3 per thousand faster than otherwise would be ex-
pected. Although neither of these variables is statistically significant, the
reason is that the groups of largest cities and of capitals overlap so sub-
stantially that the independent contribution of either is quite limited.
However, as a pair they do make a statistically significant contribution to
explaining city growth. To the degree that discrimination between them
is possible, being a capital city seems to impart more growth momentum
than being the largest city.

These results are thus consistent with the view that spatial patterns
of government expenditure bias patterns of city growth toward capital
cities and toward the largest city in a country. Whatever economic ad-
vantages pertain to size of city should be captured in the variable directly
measuring its size. But being the largest city in a country or a capital
confers a sizable additional growth increment. However, it would seem
unwise to overemphasize a political explanation of city growth in view of
the small number of cities that fall into these categories. Only 7 percent of
the cities over 100,000 are either capitals or largest cities. Adding the two
variables to the equation increases explained variance in city growth rates
by only 1.5 percent. These cities seem to have attracted an undue amount
of attention, perhaps because they are centers of communication and
gathering places for intelligentsia. Many other factors can be shown to
influence city growth rates and pertain to a wider set of cities.

National Rate of Population Growth The rate of population growth
in the nation in which a city is located has a powerful effect on a city’s
growth rate. The simple zero-order correlation between growth rates in
these 1,212 cities and rates of population growth in their respective
nations is 4.516. Thus, of the 31.2 per cent of variance explained in city
growth rates by all of the factors introduced, fully 85 percent is accounted
for by national population growth rates alone [(.516)%/ .312].18 An
appreciation for the dominance of this factor can be gained from a simple
cross-tabulation of city growth rates by city size and by national popu-
lation growth rates, presented in Table 3. Without exception, cities in a
particular size class experience faster average growth as their country’s
population growth rate increases in increments of 1 percent. All of the
categories in which average city growth rates exceed 4.5 percent occur
within the group of nations in which population growth exceeds 3 per-
cent. Within a particular category of national growth rates, the relation
between city size and city growth tends to be flat and somewhat irregular,
certainly not as systematic as the relation with national population growth
rates.
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Table 3

Average Annual City Growth Rates between Latest Two Censuses as a
Function of City Size and Growth Rate of the Country in Which

City is Located (Number of Cities in Parentheses)

Population Growth Rate of Country

Size of City 0-.0099 .01-.0199 .02-.0299 .03 +
4 million + 0.0123 0.0324 0.0404 0.0577
() 7) 4) M
2-3.999 million 0.0092 0.0210 0.0419 0.0
(1) (10) (10 (0)
1-1.999 million 0.0112 0.0252 0.0339 0.0412
(36) (23) (11) (C)]
500-999,999 0.0189 0.0248 0.0377 0.0454
(71) (38) (25) 9)
250-499,999 0.0166 0.0312 0.0351 0.0519
(130) (72) (64) (22)
100-249,999 0.0192 0.0311 0.0382 0.0532
(349) (199) (176) (58)
All cities 0.0178 0.0298 0.0375 0.0517

(605) (349) (290) (94)

Regression results in Table 2 suggest that, other things being equal,
an increment of 1 percent in national population growth rates is asso-
ciated with an increment of 1.002 percent in city growth rates. Nothing
could indicate more clearly that cities draw from the same sources of
growth as nations. Although the relationship is hardly surprising, it is
worth noting that many mechanisms could have resulted in a different
relationship. If high rates of natural increase were propelling rural peo-
ple to cities, the coefficient of national population growth rates would be
expected to exceed unity. If rapid natural increase in cities made them
ineficiently large, the opposite result might be expected. Policies to affect
rates of natural increase that were more effective in urban than rural
areas would produce a coefficient exceeding unity; if they were more
effective in rural areas, it would fall short. Instead, the coefficient is what
one would expect if changes in national growth rates were associated in
precisely equal measure with changes in city growth rates.

National Economic Level and Growth Rates Other things being
equal, nations at higher levels of GNP per capita and with faster rates of
economic growth have faster growing cities. According to Table 2, a gain
of $1,000 in gross national product per capita is associated with a rise of
3.3 per thousand in annual rates of city growth, and 1 percent faster
annual growth in gross domestic product is associated with a gain of 2.4
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per thousand in city growth rates. These results thus support those cited
above—based on a completely different data set and estimation procedure
—that suggest rural-urban migration is faster in countries at higher eco-
nomic levels and with faster economic growth. The positive association
between city growth and national economic growth cannot be unambig-
uously interpreted since city growth could contribute to, as well as result
from, more rapid economic growth. However, it is unlikely that the aver-
age city is large enough that its population growth could contribute sub-
stantially to measured national economic growth during an intercensal
period; rather, the lines of causation presumably run predominantly from
economic growth to city population growth. Once again, the results imply
that city growth is most rapid in the countries with the strongest econo-
mies.

Region The 104 Latin American cities larger than 100,000 in the
data set are growing faster, on average, than could be expected on the
basis of national population growth rates or any of the other variables
considered. The difference amounts to an average excess in growth of
about 6 per thousand annually. Most other evidence on urban patterns
also shows Latin America to be deviant. As indicated in Table 1, city
growth rates in Latin America tend to increase with size of city, contrary
to relations that generally prevail elsewhere. This pattern is reinforcing
a preexisting tendency for Latin America to have a more top-heavy size
distribution of cities than other regions. Furthermore, occupational struc-
tures in Latin American urban and rural areas differ from norms estab-
lished elsewhere. In particular, nonagricultural activities in Latin Amer-
ica are unusually highly concentrated in urban areas. The concentration
of manufacturing and service occupations is some 8-14 percentage points
higher in urban areas than would be expected based on the percentage
of total labor force in agriculture. As a result, rural areas in Latin America
are to an unusual extent agricultural enclaves. This concentration may be
related to urban growth patterns in the sense that the rising factions in
nonagricultural activity that normally accompany development are dis-
proportionately absorbed by urban areas. Many factors could probably
be invoked to account for the shortage of rural nonagricultural activity:
land tenancy systems that drain off agricultural profits into cities; prox-
imity to the United States; better transportation and communication net-
works than in other developing regions; and so on. The basic point to
stress here is that the urbanization process is caused by a multitude of
factors operating in each country and each city. Certain of these factors
are shared widely enough that they can be identified through the use of
global data. Others are evidently widely shared by Latin American cities
only; still others—accounting for around 69 percent of the variance in city
growth rates—can only be identified at a lower level of aggregation.



Samuel H. Preston 207

4. Urban growth in developing countries
has typically not been associated with a
deterioration in industry/urban ratios.

One of the key arguments underpinning the notion that urbanization
in developing countries is abnormal is that their urban populations are
“supported” by an unusually small industrial labor force. This point was
solidly established in the 1950s by Bert Hoselitz, who compared current
industry/urban relations in developing countries to those in now devel-
oped countries during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.!?
This was an alarming observation to many, largely because industrial ac-
tivity, producing tangible output, was seen as being in some sense more
“productive” than the service occupations that were tending to substitute
for industrial ones. The evident bias against services is a bit odd in view
of the fact that the vanguard of most-developed countries has for some
time been tracing out a definition of development in which services play
the dominant role. It is not altogether clear why developing countries
should aspire to the nineteenth-century rather than to the twentieth-
century European model. That the nineteenth-century European model
was itself anomalous with respect to industry/urban relations is suggested
not only by twentieth-century developments in developing and more
developed countries alike but also by descriptions of preindustrial cities
as locuses mainly for administrative, religious, military, and commercial
activities, rather than for manufacturing,2°

In any event, it is worthwhile examining whether the “overurbaniza-
tion” tendencies as denoted for years around 1950 have persisted since
that time. An efficient way to acquire some sense of the trends is to com-
pare regional estimates of labor force structure compiled by the Inter-
national Labour Organisation with estimates of urban—rural distributions
prepared by the United Nations Population Division. Although both sets
of estimates are built up from national census publications, they are inde-
pendent in technique. The comparison will again exclude China and will
compare 1950 relations with those in 1970, beyond which date estimates
for many countries are more or less arbitrary extrapolations.

Figure 1 plots the urban population percentage against the industrial
percentage of the labor force for each region in 1950 and 1970. The two
observations for a particular region are connected by a line, with the 1950
observation always appearing to the left. It is clear that most of the points
fall close to a line through the origin with a slope of 1/2 (each increment
in percent urban being matched by an increment of 1/2 in the industrial
percentage). For the world as a whole (excluding China), the ratio of
industrial to urban percentages was .552 in 1950 and .578 in 1970. If any-
thing, this small change suggests a reversal of the overurbanization tend-
ency. The degree to which regional trends adhere to the common 1:2
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ratio can be inferred from the slope of their lines. Most of the more de-
veloped regions display a lower and even negative slope, reflecting the
emergence of service-dominated economies. Southern and Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union experienced a sharp rise in the industry/urban ratio
during the period, which in the latter two instances is said to reflect a
development strategy that attempts to economize on investible resources
by restraining the growth of urban populations with their high consump-
tion requirements.?!

Figure 1
Relation between Percentage Urban and Percentage
of Labor Force in Industry, 1950 and 1970

The largest of the developing regions, Middle South Asia, also ex:
perienced a rise (of 29 percent) in the industry/urban ratio. This region
dominated by India with relatively good censuses, is in large part respon-
sible for the estimated increase in this ratio for the world as a whole
Africa and the rest of Asia show no serious and certainly no consisten
departure from the 1:2 ratio between 1950 and 1970. But, once again
Latin America appears to be an exception. Each of the four Latin Ameri
can regions shows a decline in the industry/urban ratio between 1950 anc
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1970. The decline is especially marked in both Temperate and Tropical
South America. As noted above, the industrial shortage in Latin America
is more evident in rural than in urban areas, though it pertains to both.

The foregoing discussion relates to national and international data
rather than to labor force structures in urban areas themselves. Data on
urban labor force structures provide much less coverage, particularly for
trends. Trend data on urban labor force structures have been examined
for eight developing countries. Dates of censuses and the change recorded
in the percentage of the urban labor force in clerical, sales and traditional
service occupations are the following: Puerto Rico, 1960-70 (—4.3);
Costa Rica, 1963-73 (—1.9); Peru, 1961-72 (—1.4); Ecuador, 1962-74
(+0.6); Nicaragua, 1963-71 (0.0); Sri Lanka, 1953-70 (—11.6);
Morocco, 1960-71 (—1.8); Thailand, 1954-70 (+5.0).22 Needless to say,
classification of the labor force is inexact, and changes in classification can
create bogus trends for a particular country. Relatively uniform upward
trends could support notions of service sector inflation; but for these
countries, at least, no such tendency is evident. Where the urban service
sector is rising in developing countries, it is typically a result of rising
fractions of professional, technical, and administrative personnel. Each
of the eight countries had a rise in the percentage in professional-man-
agerial occupations, averaging 4.0 percentage points.

Other research has also questioned the assumption that rapid urban
growth would lead to an inflated urban service sector in developing
countries. Because entry requirements in service jobs are typically less
stringent than in industrial ones, it is alleged that the increment in labor
supply will tend to be absorbed disproportionately into the service sector.
Alan Udall reviews these arguments and finds them unconvincing.2?
Furthermore, he examines a “natural experiment” in Colombia, where
rural disturbances led to a rapid labor flow to Bogota. The influx of
workers, however, did not seem to depress the size of the manufacturing
sector nor to inflate that of services. Instead, he argues that the distribu-
tion of workers among sectors is determined primarily by demand factors
related to income growth and government policy. Dipak Mazumdar also
questions the prevailing model, particularly the assumption that the
service sector plays a predominant role as a point of entry into the labor
force for migrants to urban areas.2*

Discussion

This is not the place for a full-scale consideration of the desirability of
reducing rates of urban growth and rural-urban migration. Some of the
results reported here would seem to call for moderation of the some-
times frantic tone that such discussions assume. Urban growth has been
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fastest, other things being equal, where economic levels and economic
growth rates are highest; changes in proportions urban among developing
regions are not outpacing historical standards; relations between urban
and industrial populations do not seem to have deteriorated in the post-
war period; urban growth is partly self-limiting since growth rates of
cities decline as their size increases and as urban proportions grow. Still
there is no cause for complacency in these findings, both because the
population shifts accompanying urbanization are being superimposed
upon what remain very rapid rates of national increase and because the
aggregate measures used in the analysis preclude consideration of a
wealth of economic, social, and institutional factors that influence and are
influenced by this phenomenon. It would be foolish to make general
statements about the advantages or disadvantages of slowing urban
growth, since these will obviously vary from place to place. In one city,
expansion may be very costly for topographical reasons, or it may overtax
existing municipal services; in another, expansion may result in economies
of agglomeration or facilitate transportation linkages with other cities.

In part, the desirability of slowing urban growth depends on the
costs attached to different policies for doing so. In this regard, it is worth
emphasizing that urban growth can be strongly influenced by policies
affecting rates of natural increase, as well as by policies to influence
migration. There is strong evidence that declines in national rates of
natural increase tend to be matched one-for-one by declines in rates of
urban growth. In most countries, natural increase accounts for the bulk
of urban growth. But rates of natural increase or net migration must
themselves be dealt with through specific policy measures. A common
typology of such measures as they bear on natural increase is also applica-
ble to migration. Migration can be influenced by providing information
or services that allow individuals to more effectively exercise their choices;
by changing individuals’ incentives to move; by “restructuring” develop-
ment; or by coercive measures such as identity cards or physical barriers.

The “free choice” option would seem more likely to hasten than to
slow urbanward migration. Urban incomes are practically always higher
than rural ones. Migrants to cities in general seem to fare well with
respect to acquiring jobs and improving their standards of living. Families
that send migrants to the city in Africa and Asia typically enjoy a stream
of remittances that enhance their own living standards.?" Urban standards
of public services usually exceed rural ones. Providing information on
these matters, along with transportation services to allow people to act
on the information, is not likely to slow urban growth. For those whose
approach to population policy emphasizes the enhancement of free choice
in the prevailing social context, policies to affect natural increase by pro-
viding family planning services would seem to provide the most palatable
means of reducing urban growth.2¢ Oddly, family planning services are
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rarely seen as a candidate for slowing urban growth, which probably
reflects an artificial but well-entrenched distinction between population
growth and population distribution policies.

Coercive measures doubtless have been and will continue to be
effective in slowing migration to urban areas, and they admit to more
effective enforcement than is the case with antinatalist coercion.?” But
most governments find them intrinsically offensive. Tinkering with indi-
viduals” incentives to move would seem to be administratively difficult
and of questionable effectiveness, apart from making the more funda-
mental changes that would constitute a restructuring of development
patterns.

There are many possible ways of restructuring development to in-
fluence urban growth. We have seen at least indirect evidence that gov-
ernment biases toward capital and largest cities promote unusually rapid
population growth therein. Redressing the inequities that give rise to
these growth imbalances is surely a praiseworthy goal from many points
of view. But only a small minority of cities would be affected by policy
revisions directed at capitals and largest cities. More general changes
likely to affect migration are the promotion of rural development efforts
and the provision of basic needs—health, education, food, and so on—to
all of the population, rural and urban alike. These efforts are still in their
infancy in most parts of the world, and adequate evidence of their impact
on rural-urban migration is not available.

While it would seem that improved living standards in rural areas
would serve to increase their relative attractiveness and to restrain the
flow of rural-urban migration, there are some reasons to doubt that they -
would act very powerfully in this direction. It is a common observation
that rural out-migration probabilities are higher among those with higher
educational attainments, no doubt reflecting the greater returns to urban
residence for the educated than for the uneducated.?® However, improv-
ing schooling opportunities in rural areas very likely would dampen the
flow of individuals (and their families) who migrate to urban areas spe-
cifically to acquire more education. Thus, the age pattern of migration
may change more than its level as a result of programs to improve rural
education. Rural health advances will almost certainly accelerate rural
growth and, where land tenure systems are not absorbent, they are likely
to speed out-migration. Perhaps most important is the impact of advances
in agricultural productivity on employment prospects for agricultural
labor. Effects on migration are likely to vary somewhat according to
whether the advances are labor-saving or labor-using and with elasticities
of demand for the product in question. A recent review cites evidence
that improvements of labor productivity in the production of basic food-
stuffs are likely to accelerate rural out-migration because of deterioration
produced in the terms of trade for those products.?? The most promising
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avenue of rural development for stemming out-migration seems to be one
of increasing the returns to farmers from the production of export crops,
either through productivity advances or through elimination of discrimi-
natory agricultural taxes. Focusing on export crops averts the urbanizing
influences that arise from inelastic internal demands for agricultural
products.

These options do not exhaust the possibilities for rural development
activities. Developing small-scale rural industries, opening new lands to
agricultural settlement, altering terms of trade between rural and urban
areas, improving rural credit and marketing facilities, and many other
possibilities exist. That the bulk of population in developing countries
resides in rural areas and will continue to do so for at least a generation is
surely sufficient reason for focusing development activities and plans on
this sector. But the history of developed countries, contemporary relations
among developing countries, and evidence on agglomerative economies
suggest that success in these development enterprises will ultimately be
registered not by rural population retained but by rural population re-
leased. If a recession in rates of urban population growth ranks high on
the list of development objectives—and its placement requires more care-
ful analysis than it has usually received—then it seems important to
recognize the central role of natural increase in current levels of and
variations in urban growth rates. It is conceivable, for example, that many
rural development activities will depress urban growth more through
their impact on natural increase than through their impact on rates of
rural out-migration.
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