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A systems approach to cities

ωCities are complex systems

ωIn some respects, they are comparable to other 
complex systems ςa corporation, an economy, a living 
body, an ecosystem 

ωPractitioners of systems analysis have a great belief in 
leverage points

ωAt leverage points, a small shift can produce significant 
changes

ωThose who manage to intervene in systems at the 
leverage point can catalyze a  shift in paradigm

ωWho are the leaders of the urban revolution?
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A paradigm shift in thinking about urbanization

ω²5w нллф άwŜǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ DŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέ ŘǊƛǾŜǎ 
the new urban agenda

ÅKey Message:  Urbanization is inevitable ςMore than 
this, it is essential to maintain economic growth, built 
upon agglomeration economies

ÅOld Paradigm:  Urbanization is too rapid and primary 
cities are too large

ÅNew Paradigm:  Density is needed. Drivers of this 
Transformation will include:
ÅLand Use Efficiency & Labor Mobility

ÅSpatially Blind Institutions, Infrastructure and Incentives: to 
enable efficient land markets, connective infrastructure, and 
targeted slum upgrading

ÅUrban Growth Agenda:  Dealing with trade-offs 
between benefits of agglomeration economies and 
congestion 
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Urban settlements are home to more than 50% 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ
2 billion new urban residents expected by 2030

UN World Population Prospects: The 2006 Revision and World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 Revision 
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Cities are drivers of economic growth

WDR2009
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City economies specialize and interact to 
support the national economy

Large 
Primate or
Mega-cities 

with 
post-industrial 

economies

Small Towns & 
Rural Linkages

Secondary
Cities   with
industrial
economies

Facilitates 
Urbanization 
Economies from 
diversity that 
fosters innovation

Facilitates 
Localization 
Economies
from input -
sharing and 
close 
competition 
within industry

Facilitates Internal 
Scale Economies

Source:  World Development Report 2009 ïReshaping Economic Geography
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Urbanization contributes to poverty reduction

Ravallion, Chen and Sangraula, 2008 and World Bank World Development Indicators
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Headcount index (%) in urban areas using a $2/day poverty line compared to % of population that is urban

Urbanization plays an important role in poverty reduction by 
providing income opportunities for migrants and through 
second-round impacts on those who stay in rural areas



City densities optimize service delivery

World Development Indicators, World Bank 2006

Å Beingmore densely-settled, urban areas offer infrastructure 
mass-targetingoptions that are more cost-effective than rural 
areas

Å Regionssuch as LAC and ECA with the highest urbanization rates 
also have greater access to sanitation services
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The role of cities is evolving with increasing 
responsibilities

Basic 

Service Delivery Basic Service Delivery

Attract Investment

Combat Crime & Violence

Reduce Congestion

Failing National Health

Adequate EducationSocial Services

Reduce Food Security Risks

Climate Change

Create Jobs

Provide Vocational Training

TODAY

20 YEARS AGO

Municipal government agenda expands as city grows
Municipal budgetsare constant or declining
Variance between legally mandated and de facto responsibilities
Limited support from central government
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URBAN CHALLENGES

Nairobi, Kenya



UN World Population Prospects: The 2006 Revision and World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 Revision 

90% of urban growth is taking place in 
the developing world

Urban populations in Africaand Asiawill double in the next 20 years

URBAN CHALLENGES
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