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Summary: The urbanization level is one of the important symbols for measuring the 
national economic development level. The urbanization development has entered into 
a rapid development stage with the continuous improvement of Chinese economy and 
productivity  level.  However,  the  environmental  protection  issues  are  increasingly 
worsening in the process of urbanization development. In order to realize the concept 
of  “Better  city,  Better  life” in  true sense,  we must  attach great  importance to  the 
environmental protection issues in the urbanization development process, prioritize 
the  rational  planning  for  urbanization  development,  strengthen  the  environment 
management and pollution control,  increase the environment  awareness of general 
public, and guide the Chinese urbanization development to a healthy and sustainable 
development path. 
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Introduction

Urbanization is an important social and economic phenomenon of industrialization 
process, and one of the important indicators for measuring the social and economic 
progress status and productivity level of a country. With the development of global 
urbanization process, the urbanization in developing countries have experienced very 
rapid development, the growth rate of urban population is much higher than that in 
developed  countries.  China  is  a  country  with  enormous  population,  and  its 
urbanization process gradually sped up with the social and economic development 
and the rapid expansion of urban population. The population in Chinese cities and 
towns has reached 620 million and the urbanization rate reached 46.6% by 2009, 
according to the data of National Statistics Bureau, and based on the reports from 
National  Statistics  Bureau  and  related  institutions.  This  indicates  that  China  has 
experienced  rapid  urban  development  and  achieved  great  success  in  urban 
development  since the  reform and  open up, and the urbanization rate  in China is 
getting close to the world average urbanization rate. As China is populous, although 
there  exists  obvious  gap  between  our  urbanization  rate  and  that  in  economically 
developed countries,  the absolute quantity  of 620 million urban population is  two 
folds of that in U.S., and almost 5 folds of that in Japan.  

The World Expo held in Shanghai, China in 2010 was the first world expo in history 
using urban concept as its theme. Focusing on the concept of “Better City,  Better 



Life”, the related issues were explored, such as: how to better build ecological and 
civilized cities, how to make the existed cities and urbanized places approach much 
closer to “Better Life”. According to the prediction, the urbanization rate in China will  
reach 52% by 2015. The rapid developed urbanization resulted in  the tremendous 
changes in the living environment, however, it also brought along the nerve-wracking 
“urban disease”,  such as traffic congestion,  water contamination,  air  pollution etc. 
How  to  address  the  coordinated  development  issue  for  population,  resource  and 
environment,  has  become  an  inevitable  and  arduous  challenge  for  Chinese 
urbanization. 

I. What  impact  does  the  rapid  urbanization  have  on  the  ecological 
environment?

The rapid development of urbanization has led to the over-exploitation and waste of 
resources,  meanwhile,  it  generated  huge  amount  of  pollutants  and  caused  severe 
environment pollution.

The urbanization process in China has  developed rapidly since  the opening up in 
1978, grew rapidly to 46.6% in 2009 from 26% in 1990, with annual growth of 1%. 
The  urbanization  process  is  a  double-edged  sword,  on  one  hand,  the  rapid 
development resulted in the significant increase of social, economic prosperity and 
improvement of material civilization, provided high quality material and cultural life 
to  the  urban  residents;  On  the  other  hand,  it  also  caused  severe  ecological 
environment  problems,  including  severe  ecological  damage,  over-exploitation  of 
resources and severe environment pollution etc.

First,  the  rapid  development  of  urbanization  resulted  in  the  over-exploitation  and 
waste of resources .The main carrier of economic development is the city. For a long 
period  of  time,  the  rapid  growth  of  Chinese  economy  has  been  relying  on  the 
extensive  growth model  of  high  input,  high  consumption,  high  pollution  and low 
efficiency,  the  development  model  of  “growth  at  the  cost  of  resources”  is  still 
common.

Second, the rapid development of urbanization generated huge amount of pollutants, 
caused  severe  environment  pollution.  The  total  discharge  volume  of  Chinese 
municipal  domestic  sewage  exceeded  that  of  industrial  sewage  since  1999,  the 
discharge  of  the  main  pollutants,  such  as  COD,  ammonia  nitrogen,  and  total 
phosphorous  etc.  from  domestic  sources  has  become  the  major  cause  for  water 
contamination.  With  the  increased  investment  on  the  environmental  protection  by 
Chinese government, the COD and SO2 emission volume in China in 2007 reached 
the “turning point” for the first time, the pollutants decreased.   

In addition, the modern cities are surrounded by the buildings with armored concrete 
rebar  cement,  the  natural  ecological  system  in  the  cities  are  severely  damaged, 



ecological  imbalance  issues  worsened,  the  area  of  natural  green  land  decreased, 
“urban heat island” and other issues became significantly prominent. Meanwhile, the 
degradation  of  urban  natural  ecological  system  further  reduced  its  environment 
carrying  capacity,  worsened  the  conflict  between  the  resource  supply  and  urban 
economic and social development.

II. How to control the increasingly worsened urban disease?

Adequate attention should be given to urban disease, and different methods should be 
adopted at earliest date to address various prominent urban issues, to improve urban 
system, enabling the urban development to enter into the virtuous cycling stage.

Due to the rapid urbanization process, and backward management capacities in some 
cities, the “urban disease” which occurred in western countries also began to show up 
in China. The traffic congestion, environment pollution, water resource shortage etc. 
are  becoming  more  and  more  the  disharmonious  factor  for  building  harmonious 
society.

Data shows that the average speed per hour of motor vehicles in metropolis in China 
has dropped to 12km or so from the 20kg/h in the past since the 80’s in the last 
century. On one hand, we are enjoying the opportunities brought along by the rapid 
development; meanwhile, we are also facing more and more arduous challenges of 
“urban  disease”.  Looking  from  the  perspective  of  the  integration  of  social, 
environmental and economic system, the nature of “urban disease” is the imbalance 
between  the  resource  carrying  capacity  and  the  scale  &  speed  of  urbanization 
development.

Currently, China is in the stage of rapid urbanization development and the time period 
when the “urban disease” is emerging, therefore, we should give enough attention to 
the  “urban  disease”  which  is  threatening  the  urban  development  process,  adopt 
different  methods  at  earliest  date  to  address  various  prominent  urban  issues,  to 
improve urban system,  enabling  the  urban development  to  enter  into the  virtuous 
cycling stage.

First, we should formulate the plan for the development layout of urban space based 
on the resource carrying capacity, and prevent the over expansion of metropolis by 
rationally identifying the border for urban development and increasing the population 
density in the existed urban areas.   

Second,  we  should  strengthen  the  establishment  of  urban  public  utilities,  public 
transportation system, and urban pollution control.

Third, we should establish the concept of “people oriented and urban residents as the 
service  targets”.  We should  change  the  previous  conventional  urban  management 



concept, and emphasize more on the public participation in different ways and from 
different perspectives during the process of public service provision. 

Fourth, we should focus on the quality of urbanization development avoiding radical 
urbanization.  We  should  think  about  the  interests  of  those  urban  dwellers  with 
farmers’ background. Some local governments looted farmers’ land in the name of 
urbanization, the abduction of urbanization with land will cause even greater urban 
crisis.

Fifth, we should provide guidance based on the classification, and proceed phase by 
phase.  Considering  the  imbalanced  development,  we  should  overall  develop  the 
urbanization,  adjust  measures to local conditions, and adopt different development 
models for the eastern coastal area and for the central part and western region.

III. How  much  resources  will  be  consumed  for  every  1%  increase  of 
urbanization rate?

　　
Additional 15.25 million ton of petroleum, 25.51 million ton of iron & steel,  and 
82.83 million ton of cement were consumed for every 1% increase of urbanization 
rate in China from year 1990 to 2009. 

The urbanization rate in China reached 30.48% in 1996, since then, the annual growth 
rate from 1996 to 2009 was 1.24%. The urbanization rate reached 46.6% in 2009, and 
in  the  coming  10  years,  China  will  be  still  in  the  stage  of  rapid  urbanization 
development.

Based on the data about the status of the urbanization rate in the past years in China 
and  the  consumption  of  petroleum,  cement  and crude  steel,  and according  to  the 
estimates  made  by  China  Academy  for  Environment  Planning  of  Ministry  of 
Environmental Protection, additional 15.25 million ton of petroleum, 25.51 million 
ton of iron & steel, and 82.83 million ton of cement were consumed for every 1% 
increase  of  urbanization  rate  in  China  from  year  1990  to  2009.  Therefore,  the 
conclusion can be drawn that enormous resources were the cost for the urbanization 
during the rapid economic development, and huge amount of energy, steel materials, 
cement, glass and chemical materials were consumed.

IV. How many pollutants can be generated during the urbanization process?

The pollution produced during the economic and social development process in China 
is closely related to the rapid urbanization development. The urban domestic sewage 
and wastes volume will increase 15% and 42% respectively by year 2015 based on the 
year 2007.



Cities are the most important carrier for Chinese economic and social development. 
We can say that the pollution produced during the economic and social development 
process  in  China  is  closely  related  to  the  rapid  urbanization  development.  The 
generation  and emission volume of  pollutants  will  further  increase with the  more 
rapid development of urbanization. The urban domestic sewage and wastes volume 
will increase 15% and 42% respectively by year 2015 based on the year 2007.

The  sludge  generation  increased  rapidly  in  China  due  to  the  increase  of  urban 
domestic  sewage,  and  the  construction  and  operation  of  large  amount  of  sewage 
treatment  plants.  According to  the  prediction:  the generation  of  urban sludge will 
reach  53.3922  million  ton  and  74.6243  million  ton  by  year  2015  and  2020 
respectively; the annual growth rate during the “12th Five Year Plan” and the “13th 
Five Year Plan” period will be 12.65% and 6.93% respectively. This is and will be the 
bigger environment issue for now and for some time period to come.

V ． How  to  highlight  features  during  Chinese  urbanization  development 

process?

Integrate economic development and environmental conservation through patterns of 
low  carbon  urban  development,  cultural  urban  development,  livable  urban 
development  and  ecological  urban  development  so  as  to  realize  sustainable 
development of economy, society, population, resources and environment.

Currently,  resources  and environmental  issues  are  among the  important  factors  to 
restrict Chinese urbanization healthy development. In order to promote the healthy 
development  of  urbanization,  national  conditions  should  be  respected  as  well  as 
borrowing  the  lessons  and  experience  from  foreign  cities  and  protecting  eco-
environment so that maximum economic and social benefits could be achieved on the 
minimum cost of resources, energy and consumption. While defining cities’ future 
direction  of  development,  decision  makers  should  innovate  development  pattern, 
combine economic and environmental development and aim at livable city around the 
idea of green economy, low carbon economy so as to ultimately achieve sustainable 
development  of  economy,  society,  population,  resources  and environment.  Among 
other, the most important issue is to select urban development mode suitable for its 
own  characteristics  rather  than  economic  development  on  the  expense  of  the 
ecological environment

Option 1: the low-carbon urban development pattern. Reconsidering cities' existing 
development patterns and exploring the construction of low-carbon city have become 
the consensus of the world. Since China has large population, and resources per capita 
is  far  below the world average level,  environment  and resources issues should be 
highly  concerned;  it  is  very  urgent  to  explore  sustainable  urban  development. 



Building low carbon cities is  the inexorable trend and solution for Chinese urban 
development and future carbon reduction.

China is actively encouraging those cities with suitable conditions to develop urban 
low-carbon city pattern; however, low carbon economy and low-carbon cities must be 
coordinated with  local  environmental  protection.  For the vast  majority  of  Chinese 
cities, pollution control and ecological protection still are among the key development 
issues. Urban low-carbon transition is a long-term and arduous process.

Option 2: the cultural urban development pattern. Currently, there are more than 600 
cities  in  China.  During  the  rapid  urbanization  process,  every  city  is  exploring  to 
maintain their own culture tradition and cultivate its own cultural connotations.

Option 3: the livable urban development pattern. The nature of the city is people-
oriented,  so  that  people  could  enjoy their  happy life;  however,  the  present  urban 
development is often too concentrated on economy and rapid development to care 
people's own intrinsic demands. How urban development could return to the people-
oriented  track?  How  cities  could  be  more  human  friendly,  more  livable  in 
infrastructure construction? Livable urban development pattern is a good option. For 
cites, environmental protection is important as well as economic development.

Option 4: the eco-city development pattern. The chief lessons learned in the past are 
human  city  construction  is  isolated  from  the  natural.  During  urban  construction 
process,  original ecological habitat  is  altered by artificial  intervention,  and natural 
habitat fragmentation especially results in significant reduction and extinction of the 
biological species; therefore, urban environment and resources protection is a tough 
job,  and  the  urban  sustainable  development  suffers  from  worsening  urban 
environment. Only if environmental protection demands are internalized into people’s 
spiritual demands, urban development could be guaranteed and people could enjoy 
better life. Eco-city option is among the ideal and most promising urban development 
patterns.

VI. How to select Chinese urbanization solution?

Urbanization in China must follow the track coordinating the urban and ecological 
protection,  urban  and  rural  development,  urbanization  and  innovative 
industrialization, which is the path of sustainable development and characteristic of 
China.

U.S. economist Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel Prize laureate, has predicted that two major 
events will  affect  the future development of  world economy,  one of which  is  the 
Chinese urbanization.  Chinese land resources are not  rich and arable land is  even 
much less. The contradictions among urban land and arable land, water resources are 



very  significant,  which  compels  us  to  develop a  healthy,  sustainable  urbanization 
pattern.

In addition, China's urbanization cannot repeat the old pattern for the primary stage of 
industrialization;  it  must  adopt  new  style  industrialization  path  with  high 
technological  content,  good  economic  benefit,  low  resources  consumption,  little 
environmental pollution and human resource advantage.

VII. What urbanization pace is suited to China?

What urbanization pace is suited to China is determined by China's economic and 
social development level as well as the capacity of resources and the environment 
instead of our willingness.

China 12th Five-Year planning proposal defines that “actively and steadily promote 
urbanization  and  stick  to  urbanization  path  with  Chinese  characteristics  "and" 
urbanization development strategy is occupied an important position on the strategic 
adjustment of economic structure”. It could be predicted that China needs to solve a 
series  of  problems  during  the  urbanization  process  in  the  next  five  years.  What 
urbanization pace is suited to China is determined by China's economic and social 
development level as well as the capacity of resources and the environment instead of 
our willingness.

First of all, in current economic and social development stage, China is not able to 
fulfill the various physical and supporting infrastructure needs caused by the rapid 
urbanization.  Urbanization  is  not  only  settle  people  together  in  the  city,  but 
urbanization  quality,  the  relationship  between  urbanization  and  economic 
development and the relationship between urbanization and Chinese people's living 
standards should be concerned.

Urbanization  requires  thorough  consideration  of  the  employment,  health  care, 
pension, education and other social issues after the farmers migrating into the city. 
Currently, without a good solution to those existing urban issues, rapid urbanization 
will only exacerbate the social contradictions.

Secondly,  China's  current  resources  and  environment  cannot  meet  the  enormous 
demand  of  rapid  urbanization  pressure.  Chinese  rapid  urbanization  development 
already have consumed large resources and brought serious environmental pollution 
and ecological damage. Under the current circumstances of extensive production style 
and unbalanced industrial structure, hurry and fast urbanization pace will undoubtedly 
lead  to  much  more  ecological  environment  problems  and  resources  damage. 
Resources per capita in China is far below the world average, and China's ecological 
pollution and environmental  damage is  severe;  therefore,  it  is  impossible to reach 



80% to 90% urbanization rate in a short time with 1 billion urban population,, which 
is subject to the Chinese natural conditions.

Conclusion

While  global  urban  population  continues  to  increase,  urban  development,  urban 

renewal,  living  environment,  and  the  relationship  between  the  city  and  the 

environment  have  become  the  core  issues.  How  we  can  promote  the  urban 

development  to  adapt  to  new  demands,  and  how  to  deal  with  new  challenges, 

especially environment protection, are highly concerned by every country.

Indeed, it is a Chinese urbanization issue as well as a world level urban development 

issue how to reconsider the relationship between city and nature in order to integrate 

rather than conflict them. We look forward to realize the ideal of "Better City, Better 

Life" as soon as possible, and we also hope to keep communication and cooperation 

with African countries on this issue.


