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Only 200 years ago, the human population of the Earth was about 1 billion people. Now it’s well over 7 billion, 
with over half of those people living in cities. With more people being born every minute, can our cities cope?

The Birth of the City
Urbanization has been happening for thousands of years. In fact, experts think the first city may have been 
built over 9,000 years ago. That’s so long ago, that people hadn’t even invented writing yet—so there probably 
weren’t any instruction manuals! Ancient cities have been uncovered in countries such as Israel and Iraq, and 
they are so old that they even feature in the Bible.
As the years passed, more and more cities started to emerge in the Middle East, with some growing to a 
substantial size. One of the biggest was called Ur. By 2900 BCE, it was a bustling metropolis with over 65,000 
people living there. However, these early city slickers were soon the first people to experience the downsides 
of urbanization. As more and more people started living in Ur, demand for food and water got higher and 
higher. Pretty soon, the once fertile fields and farms that surrounded the city were barren. The farmers just 
couldn’t keep up with the demand for food. By 500 BCE, the city was abandoned. It had become the first victim 
of urbanization.

Let’s say you live in a city. A big one, like say, New 
York, Los Angeles, or Chicago. It’s got thousands and 
thousands of buildings: houses, offices, hospitals, stores, 
cinemas, malls, schools, and everything else you could 
need. All of this is connected by miles and miles of 
roads that snake throughout the whole city, with angry, 
honking drivers busying about every one of them. Every 
day, it is jam-packed with people going about their day, 
hurrying around the place like headless chickens. The 
city is so full of life that you could never imagine it not 
being there. But long ago, there were no cities, or any 
of the shops, houses, and roads that they’re made up 
of. There was nothing but nature’s landscapes, with no 
bricks, shop windows, or streetlamps in sight. This was 
before urbanization—the process of buildings and other 
human-made structures taking over an area that was 
once natural land.

City Living

Of course, a lot has changed about city life since 
the days of Ur, and urbanization definitely isn’t all 
bad. So, why do people make the move from rural, 
countryside areas?
One reason is to find a job. When a country or region 
becomes more industrialized—that is, when it changes 
from an agricultural economy to one that’s focused 
on manufacturing goods—the number of people 
living in urban areas increases. This is exactly what 
happened in places like the United States and the 
United Kingdom during the Industrial Revolution of the 
18th and 19th centuries. This was a time when lots of 
new technologies like steam power and electricity were 
being pioneered, and factories were on the rise.
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Suddenly, a lot of people moved to cities to get work in factories making all kinds of new products. All of these 
people needed places to live, so more houses had to be built, and the cities just kept on growing.
All of this industrial and economic growth means urbanization is very good for business. The better business 
gets, the more jobs there are, so even more people move from the countryside to big cities. As well as more 
job opportunities, people living in cities benefit from better transport links, housing, schools, and public utilities 
(gas, water, electricity), plus easier access to healthcare and education. This means overall, people who live in 
cities have a higher standard of living than people who live in rural areas. 
Another advantage of living in a city is urbanized areas tend to be more diverse than rural areas. With 
urbanization, people from a wide range of different cultural, social, and religious backgrounds often end 
up living in the same city. This means that you get to meet lots of different people who have had different 
upbringings and experiences from your own. Living and working alongside others from a variety of 
backgrounds helps people to be more understanding and more tolerant of others.
However, while many people benefit from urbanization, there are also lots of problems that come with living 
in a big city.

The City That Never Sweeps
While industrial and economic growth creates more job opportunities, it also creates problems for modern-
day cities, some of which can even be hazardous to people’s health. For example, cities often have a lot of air 
pollution caused by factories and car exhausts. These fumes can cause damage to people’s lungs over a long 
period of time, and are the reason why some people prefer the clean “country air.” 
Some cities also have a problem with waste disposal. Just think about it: how much trash do you make in a day? 
Think of all the plastic bags, candy wrappers, and unfinished meals you throw away, and then multiply it by the 
number of people in a whole city! That’s a lot of trash. So, where do you put it all? In a city like New York, where 
people produce over 15 million metric tons of trash a year, this is a really important question. If the workers 
who collect New York’s garbage all went on strike for a week, pretty soon all of the streets in the city would be 
overflowing with trash.

Urban Wildlife 
So, we know urbanization can have a negative impact 
on the land around cities, as well as the people living 
in them. But what about the animals and plants that 
lived there before the cities were built? What happens 
to them?
Many species are forced to leave the area once it 
transforms into a metropolis. Some are able to find new 
homes outside of the city, while others sadly do not 
survive. There are also a surprising number of animals 
that stay in the city as part of a new urban ecosystem, 
adapting to the city habitat and finding new ways to 
survive. This is especially true if a city has many open 
“green” spaces like public parks, where plants and 
animals can live relatively undisturbed. All in all, most 
cities retain about 8% of the bird species and 25% of 
the plant species that were living on the land before 
the city was there. This might not sound like a lot—
and it could be a lot higher—but it does show that 
urbanization doesn’t have to be disastrous for every 
species in a particular area.
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The City of the Future
The fact that animals and plants can thrive in city landscapes by living in green spaces and public parks is a 
strong sign that, with careful planning, cities of the future can maintain a link to the natural world. Amazingly, 
some “future eco-cities” are already here. For example, Tianjin is a city in China with a small area completely 
devoted to incorporating the natural environment. Plants and vines dangle from buildings to provide habitats for 
birds and other wildlife, and residents are encouraged to cycle to work instead of driving, to reduce air pollution.
Perhaps this is the future of cities around the world—allowing the natural environment to creep back into our 
human-made environments. Only time will tell.

air pollution—when a harmful or poisonous substance is released into the air
ecosystem—a community of animals, plants and microorganisms, together with the habitat where they live
Industrial Revolution—the rapid development of industry in the 18th and 19th centuries, caused by the 
introduction of machinery. During this time, new technologies such as steam power and electricity were 
first used, factories grew, and goods began to be mass produced
industrialize—when a country or region changes from an agricultural economy to one based on 
manufacturing
metropolis—a very large and busy city
urbanization—the process of buildings and other man-made structures taking over an area that was 
once natural land
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