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Subjects of our discussion

1. What is urban poverty?

2. Beyond income poverty: inequalities and land 
grabbing, shelter, climate change Risks, lack of jobs, 
and services delivery affect the poor more

3. Do smaller cities provide better opportunities for the 
urban poor?

4. Policy responses to urban poverty: is urbanization 
move pushed by growth for more earnings among a 
few, or better living quality for all people?

5. What are the key questions this conference should 
address?

6. Further readings
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1. What is urban poverty?

Poverty reduction in Asia was mainly because of 
(a) rural poverty reduction and development 

(b) government driven poverty reduction programs

(not inclusiveness of  growth)

 Of the aggregate number of those lifted out of poverty, nearly 90% are rural 
poor.

 Between 1990 and 2010 Asia lifted 786 million people out of $1.25 poverty, and 
brought down the incidence of $1.25 poverty from 55% (1.5 billion) to 20% (0.76 
billion), and $2 poor from 82% to 40%

 This is mainly a success story in rural areas, where growth was inclusive; 
nevertheless 90% of total poor are still living in rural areas

 Poverty reduction in Asia was not due to inclusive growth but because of 
poverty reduction programs



4

1. What is urban poverty?

- How much urbanization really contributed to 
poverty reduction is still to be debated

 Asia is urbanizing, but it 
remains mainly rural, even 
more so than Sub-Sahara 
Africa and especially Latin 
America

 There is urbanization, but 
urbanization is still; low in 
Asia (38% (1990) to 43% 
(2008)

 Will this change now with 
“rebalancing of growth”?

 What are the implications on 
people, and especially poor 
people?
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1. What is urban poverty?

- National poverty shifts to the urban areas

 Urban poverty incidence is much lower 
than the rural

 But rural poverty declined faster, while 
urban poverty remained largely 
unchanged, and in some countries even 
increased.

 Between 1990 and 2010, urban share in 
Asia’s poor has risen from 18.3% to 
22.9% (Global Monitoring Report 2013), 
and we have today much more urban 
poor than in 1990

 2008 economic crisis pushed more than 
130 million people into poverty  most 
of them were urban poor

 Urbanization impacts rural poverty more
than urban poverty.

 Urban poverty exists side by side with 
extremes of wealth  inequality

Rural and Urban Poverty Incidences ($1.25, 2008)
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1. What is urban poverty?

- rural and urban poverty in Asian countries
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2. Beyond Income/Consumption Poverty

Urban poverty is 
multidimensional

 Inequalities

 Informal employment

 Access to social services

 Very costly housing

 Congestion

 Climate change, pollution, and disaster risks

 Health risks

 Affects particularly children, the elderly, the 
unemployed youth, women
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2. Beyond Income/Consumption Poverty

- slums and shelter deprivation

 What is a slum? Durable 
housing, secure tenure, 
sufficient living area, access to 
improved water and sanitation

 863 million people live 
worldwide in slums, 61% of them 
in Asia

 28.6% of  Asia’s urban 
population live in slums   more 
slum poor than urban poor

 Slums particularly in BAN, IND, 
PRC, PAK, VIE

 PRC: additional 48.9 
million slum people since 1990

 Migrant workers come to the 
slums first
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2. Beyond Income/Consumption Poverty

- sanitation is a major problem 
in some countries

 Sanitation of the poor 

is different than 

sanitation of the rich

 14% of India’s and 

Indonesia’s poor 

defect in open areas

 Focus on water is 

wrong; need to focus 

more on sanitation
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2. Beyond Income/Consumption Poverty

- informal employment

 ILO: Working poor and decent work

 908 million Asian workers (52% of the region’s work force) live on 
less than $2 a day (Asian Employment Forum)

 Jobless growth: While growth in the region is high (6%), it does 
not create much jobs (0.5% per year)

 High youth unemployment (but much lower than Spain or Greece 
because of informal sector employment)
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2. Beyond Income/Consumption Poverty

- climate, pollution and disaster
risks of the urban poor

 Sea level rise is not the main issue

– although 54% of Asia’s urban population live near 

coast): 

– HCMC, Dhaka, Jakarta, Kolkota, Mumbai, Shanghai, 

Bangkok, Manila

 More important are flooding and storms: 

– most of the poor live along the coastal area, and 

river beds which are easily being affected 

– see Environments of the Poor work of ADB
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2. Beyond Income/Consumption Poverty

congestion

 Children have no space for playing

 Average sqm per person: rich 40 sqm, poor: 5 sqm

 Pollution is high in congested areas

– The poor breath different air

– Waste management

– Water and sanitation

 High incidence of road accidents 

 increase in number of handicapped people due to traffic 

accidents: children, motor cycle drivers

 Heat waves affect the health of the elderly because 

poor live in congested areas
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3. Which urban poor are most affected?
- children, youth, women, migrants

 Children
– Domestic labor is mainly urban; 25-45% of household income of the 

urban poor is coming from children

– In Asia 10 million children life on streets

– World wide: 215 million child labor of which 115 million work in 
hazardous context

– Waste pickers, tea stalls, cigarettes selling, fireworks, carpets knitting, 
prostitution

– High incidence of road traffic injuries in slums

 Feminization of poverty

 Youth: 
– Asia has 754 million young people of which 350 million are in 

workforcde and 34 million unemployed

– Youth unemployment (10.8%) is increasing, but still low compared to 
Greece or Spain

 Migrant workers: 140 million floating population in PRC
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4. City size and urban poverty

Shall we focus on the smaller cities ?

 Small is not beautiful:

Income poverty is largely 

concentrated in small and 

medium towns…

 Large maybe even less: …

However, social poverty 

however is more 

pronounced in the slums of 

larger cities

 what should we focus on?
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4. Geographics of urban poverty

Urban poverty is mainly a 
concern for South Asia, but …
… housing poverty is everywhere

 East Asia reduced urban poverty at an annual rate of 4% 
between 1990 and 2010, 

 but in South Asia urban poverty increased

 PRC has million people living in bad housing environment; mainly 
migrants

 VIE needs to build 700,000 low-cost houses for low income 
earners, in order to meet increasing demand. By 2015, the 
Ministry of Construction said there will be about 1.7 million 
people with housing problems in urban areas throughout the 
country. 

 PHI: 100,000 low cost houses for Manila’s poor

-----

 BRA: 84.4% of the 230 million people in the country live in cities; 
strong increase of the population in favelas (now 12 million)
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4. Geographics of Urban poverty

Urban poverty is mainly a concern for South Asia
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4. Geographics of Urban poverty

- PRChina

 Urban poverty
– $2 poor in PRC: 29.8% or 359 million women and men (2008), down from 84.6% in 1990 

– Urban poverty line is very low (2,184 Yuan/capita/year)

– In 2007: 22.7 million urban poor (3.8% of urban population)

– In 2009: 180.6 million people in slums (29.1% of total population) (UN Habitat)

– Shaohua Chen (World Bank): only 43.5% of urban poor households are covered by dibao

– Urban poverty is mainly related to bad housing conditions of the migrant poor

 Urbanization
– Urbanization = 53% plus 17% migrants (classified as rural)

– Only 35% of the urban population is in possession of the urban residence permit (hukou)

– No jobs in the cities for all the migrants and rural population

– Moving 250 million farmers into cities 

 is that the right government strategy?
– China Daily (20 June 2013): "China's push for urbanization will lead to social unrest  … 

The government's goal is to fully integrate 70 percent of the country's population, or 
roughly 900 million people, into city living by 2025. But the “hukou” system keeps public 
services out of reach for many migrants ..“

– Land grabbing from the farmers by the local governments; driving people into apartment 
buildings  but there are no job opportunities in the new towns
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6. Policies to address urban poverty 

the urban poor need different things

 Transport

 Utility connections

 Water 

 Housing

 Markets

 implication for all 
project design
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5. Policies to address urban poverty

INO: slum upgrading through community participation

(PNPM)

PHI: private sector

PRC: urban dibao under Ministry of Civil Affairs, targeting 

the 3 no groups, the poor unemployed, poor 

employees, poor students, and residents in economic 

hardships; but not targeting migrants; but dibao covers 

only 43.5% of urban poor

IND: government policies

BAN: urban partnership for poverty reduction
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1. What is urban poverty?

Policy makers and academe largely neglect 
urban poverty

 Very few poverty reduction programs for urban 

areas

 Cities are not perceived a national 

responsibility

 Trickle down thinking

 Elite does not want to see urban poverty: 

migrants, informal settler, slums

 Urbanization is often seen as a means to 

growth not as a means to better living
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7. Issues for discussion

 Low urban poverty line: it costs more in the cities to live and allowance for non-food 

needs (esp. housing, transportation, hospitals, schools) are too small; shall we go for a $2-4 urban poverty 
line?

 Poverty dimensions in all projects?

 How to involve the private sector better  inclusive 
business

 How to address inequalities in the cities?

 Do we need urbanization to stimulate domestically 
driven growth or is there another way (BRA/MEX/PRC  GER)

 What are the rural urban poverty linkages?

 Participatory planning and poor people’s voice in 
project design
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Finding more information

ADB’s Poverty Reduction website (www.adb.org/poverty)

Urban development in ADB: 
http://www.adb.org/themes/urban-development/main

Environments of the Poor: http://adbweb/Documents/Events/2010/Environments-
Poor/default.asp

Social impact of the global recession:
http://www.adb.org/documents/books/poverty-sustainable-
development/default.asp

ADB and Inclusive Cities: http://www.adb.org/features/inclusive-cities, 
http://www.adb.org/publications/inclusive-cities

ADB (2012): Confronting Rising Inequality in Asia: 
http://www.adb.org/publications/asian-development-outlook-2012-confronting-
rising-inequality-asia

Om Prakash Mathur (June 2013): Urban Poverty in Asia. Background Study for ADB

University of Singapore: The Urban poor in Manila, Jakarta, Vientiane, and Ho Che 
Minh City

Tom Miller (2012) China’s Urban Billion

McKinsey (2012) Preparing for China’s Urban Billion. 
www.mckinsey.com/.../urbanization/preparing_for_urban_billion_in_china

http://www.adb.org/poverty
http://adbweb/Documents/Events/2010/Environments-Poor/default.asp
http://www.adb.org/documents/books/poverty-sustainable-development/default.asp
http://www.adb.org/features/inclusive-cities

