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ABSTRACT
Urbanization is not merely a modern phenomenon, but rapid and historic transformation
and replaced by predominantly urban culture. The process of urbanization is increasing in
both the developed and developing countries. However, rapid urbanization in particular
the growth of Nigerian large cities, and the associated problems of unemployment,
poverty, inadequate health, poor sanitation, urban slums and environmental degradation
pose a formidable challenges. The Urban Heat Island phenomenon has become a growing
concern. Incidence of this phenomenon as well as concern about it has increased over the
years. It has been observed by different studies that, environmental degradation is
caused by several factors including rapid urbanization due to overpopulation, accelerated
industrialization, unplanned and uncoordinated physical development resulting from poor
urban management and ineffective control policies, insufficient urban infrastructure such
as housing and efficient transportation system to cater for the population upsurge. In
order to attain good environmental sustainability in Nigerian urban centres, the study has
proffer some solutions among which are good government policies, full and active
participation of Non-Governmental organizations (NGOs) among others.
Keywords: Urbanization, Challenges, Sustainable Development, Nigeria.

INTRODUCTION
Urbanization is not merely a modern
phenomenon, but rapid and historic
transformation of replaced by
predominantly urban culture. The last
major change was the accumulation of
hunters – gatherers into villages many
thousands years ago. Village is
characterized by common bloodlines,
intimate relationships, and communal
behaviour whereas urban culture is
characterized by distant bloodlines,
unfamiliar relations, and competitive
behaviour. This unprecedented movement
of people is forecasted to continue and
intensity in the next few decades. The
process of urbanization is increasing in
both the developed and developing
countries. However, rapid urbanization in
particular the growth of large cities and
the associated problems of unemployment,
poverty, inadequate health, poor sanitation,
urban slums and environmental
degradation pose a formidable challenge in
many developing countries. Available
statistics shows that more than half of the
world 6.6 billion people live in urban areas,

crowded into 3% of the earth’s land area
(UNFPA, 1993). The proportion of the world
population in urban areas was less than 5%
in 1800, it increased to 47% in 2000. And it’s
expected to reach 65% in 2030 (United
Nations, 1991). However, more than 90%
percent of future population growth will be
concentrated in cities in developing
countries and a large percentage of this
population will be poor. In Africa and Asia
where urbanization is still considerably
lower (40 percent), both are expected to
be 54% urban by 2025(UN 1995, 2002).

Although urbanization is the driving
force for modernization, economic growth
and development not only in Nigeria but in
different part of the world, however, there
is increasing concern about the effects of
expanding cities, principally on human
health, livelihoods and the environment.
The implications of rapid urbanization and
demographic trends for employment, food
security, water supply, shelter and
sanitation, especially the disposal of
wastes (solid and liquid) that cities produce
are staggering (UNCED, 1992).
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The question that arises is whether the current trend in urban growth is sustainable
considering the environmental degradation, especially in the developing countries.

Figure 1: Map of Nigeria showing some major urban centres (State Capitals)

Lagos, Kano and Portharcourt have
occupied a unique position in the economic
processes of the West African sub region for
several reasons. As the economic and
financial nerve-centres, the cities accounts
for over 70% of Nigeria’s industrial and
commercial establishments. They provide
70% of the country’s manufacturing
value-added Lee, (1992). They have
extensive infrastructural facilities, the
busiest international airport, seaport (in
lagos), and the most extensive road and
telecommunication networks in Nigeria.
These same reasons have made the cities’
conurbation the hub of intense settlement;
and the prime destination of local and
international migrants. The remarkable
population growth translates to ever
increasing pressure on land for housing and
business premises. This has profound
environmental implications. Despite its
economic importance, the environmental
sustainability of these cities has not
received the kind of attention it requires in
development research. Inadequate housing
has led to the emergence of slums, spatial
inequity in access to land and
infrastructure, haphazard land
development, infrastructure decay,
persistent flooding, widespread poverty,

and unemployment.
The management of urban Municipal Solid
Waste (MSW) is another big problem in
Nigerian cities because of the lack of
sufficient equipment to collect the waste.
This situation is no different in these major
cities of Nigeria. There are three major
aspects of MSW management (Ezeigwe,
1995). In this respect the urban waste have
become problem in terms of public health
which have really affected a lot of families
most especially urban slums.
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The aim of this research work was to
identify the major challenges imposed by
urbanization process on sustainable
development in Nigeria cities. Meanwhile
the paper has developed the following
objectives.
 To review the major challenges faced by

Nigerian Urban centres
 To proffer some solutions and

recommendations towards solving these
problems

LITERATURE REVIEW
Urbanization can simply be defined as the
shift from a rural to an urban society, and
involves an increase in the number of
people in urban areas during a particular
year.
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Urbanization is the outcome of social,
economic and political developments that
lead to urban concentration and growth of
large cities, changes in land use and
transformation from rural to urban
metropolitan pattern of organization and
governance. Moreover, the concept of
urbanization is not about simply increasing
the number of urban residents or
expanding the area of cities, more
importantly; it is about a complete change
from rural to urban style in terms of
industry structure, employment, living
standard and social security.
Urbanization is an important aspect of
human activities in influencing
environmental system. During the process
of urbanization, reflectivity of land surface
is violently changed when large amount of
natural or agricultural lands are converted
to built-up surfaces. These changes
strongly affect the atmosphere/land
surface energy exchange (Grimmond and
Oke, 1995; Quattrochi and Ridd, 1994), as
well as local weather and climate regimes
(Changnon, 1992; Oke, 1987; Roth et al.,
1989). As for hydrological cycle, most of
the processes between land and
atmosphere, surface and
subsurface(Grimmond and Oke, 1991;
Hammer, 1972) are completely influenced
by the process of urbanization.

CAUSES OF URBANIZATION
POPULATION INCREASE
Natural population increase (more birth
than death rate) and migration were most
of the significant factors responsible for
the process of city growth in a lot of
developing countries, this is caused by
improved medical facilities, food
availability, as well as better sanitation,
this consequently reduces death rate and
results to much population growth, abject
poverty in most cases drives people from
rural to urban areas in search of job
opportunities, food and better health care
in the developing countries Ezeigwe, (1995).
Appropriate solid waste disposal methods
for developing. In many cases, a lot of
factors like environmental degradation,
poverty, religious strife, political instability

and lack of basic infrastructural amenities
push a lot of people from the rural areas to
urban in search of electricity, qualitative
water, education, good transport facilities
as well as conducive living standard,
despite the fact that in many African
countries the urban areas offer few jobs to
the youths as well as amenities of urban
life (Cohen 2004).
One significant feature of urbanization
process in Africa is that, much of the urban
growth taking place are in absence of much
significant industrial expansion unlike Asia
and Europe. Although, Africa is fast
urbanizing, with such mega- cities defined
as cities with about 10 million inhabitants
or more are few. Urbanization also finds
expression principally in outward expansion
of the built-up areas and conversion of
agricultural land into much residential
uses.
Construction of high-rise buildings and
promoting commercial development in
specific zones is an alternative to the
present expansion of the urban population
across a wide area of the country in order
to save prime land for agriculture, which
would depend on effective, appropriate
technology and resources.

MARKET FORCES AND GOVERNMENT
POLICY
Urbanization process are largely influenced
by market forces and government policies
that leads to simultaneous processes of
change in the mode of living, land use,
natural resources management, which
includes, soil, water and forests and often
a lot of reaction in the changes in local
governance. On the other hand,
government developmental policies and
budget allocations which in most cases
favours urban residents over rural areas
tend to “pull” people into urban areas. In
the cities, public investment and high
standard of living that is in most cases
unaffordable to the low income class
residents tend to force new migrants into
slums and squatter settlements. In addition,
market forces results to employment
changes among the residents, urban
agriculture and peri-urban systems.
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On the other hand, ready markets leads to
a rise in production capacity of cash
cultural crops and perishable goods such as
vegetables, given the high demand as well
as a great centripetal force in favour of
urbanization.
The rapid urbanization of the world’s
population over the twentieth century is
described in the 2005 revision UN World
Urbanization Prospect Report. The global
proportion of the urban population rose
dramatically from 13% (220 million) in 1900
to 29% (732 million) in1950, to 49% (3.2
billion) in 2005. The same report projected
that the figure is likely to rise to 60% (4.9
billion) by 2030. This occurs because, Cities
are known to be places where money,
services and wealth are centralized. Many
rural inhabitants come to the city for
reasons of seeking fortunes and social
mobility. Businesses, which provide jobs
and exchange capital, are more

concentrated in urban areas. Whether the
source is trade or tourism, it is also through
the ports or banking systems that foreign
money flows into a country, commonly
located in cities. Particularly in the
developing world, conflict over land rights
due to globalization effects has led to less
political powerful groups, such as farmers,
losing or forfeiting their land, resulting in
obligatory migration into cities. In China,
where land acquisition measures are
forceful, there has been far more extensive
and rapid urbanization (51%) than in India
(29%), where peasants form militant groups
opposes such efforts. Obligatory and
unplanned migration often results in rapid
growth of slums. This is also similar to
areas of violent conflict, where people are
driven off their land due to violence, some
example of this are Somalia and Rwanda in
Africa.

Figure 2: An example of a building in a growing city in Indonesia.

As an area is converting from rural land use
and forms into that of urban area, some
notable effect can be observed in terms of
morphology and structure among which
are:

ECONOMIC EFFECTS
In the process of cities development, some
notable effects can include a dramatic
increase and change in costs of land, often
these market prices take out the lower
working class group, including such

functionaries as employees of the local
municipalities. Similar problems now affect
the developing world, rising inequality
resulting from rapid urbanization trends.
The drive for rapid urban growth and often
efficiency can lead to less equitable urban
development, think tanks such as proposed
policies that encourage labour intensive
growth as a means of absorbing the influx
of low skilled and unskilled labour in some
developed countries.
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In some cases urban problems, along with
infrastructure developments, are also
fuelling suburbanization trends in
developing nations, though the trend for
core cities in said nations tends to continue
to become ever denser. In addition, some
notable changes can be observed from
predominantly Agricultural practices to
more diversified economic activities.
Urbanization is often viewed as a negative
trend, but there are positives in the
reduction of expenses in commuting and
transportation while improving
opportunities for jobs, education, housing,
and transportation. Living in cities permits
individuals and families to take advantage
of the opportunities of proximity and
diversity. While cities certainly have a
larger variety of markets and goods than
rural areas, infrastructure congestion,
monopolization, high overhead costs, and
inconvenience of cross town trips team up
to make marketplace competition as often
as not worse in cities than in rural areas.

ATMOSPHERIC EFFECTS
The Urban Heat Island phenomenon has
become a growing concern. Incidence of
this phenomenon as well as concern about
it has increased over the years. An urban
heat island is formed when industrial and
urban areas are developed resulting in
greater production and retention of heat. A
large proportion of solar energy that
affects rural areas is consumed evaporating
water from vegetation and soil. In cities,
where there is less vegetation and exposed
soil, the majority of the sun’s energy is
absorbed by urban structures and asphalt.
Hence, during warm daylight hours, less
evaporative cooling in cities results in
higher surface temperatures than in rural
areas. Vehicles and factories release
additional city heat, as do industrial and
domestic heating and cooling units. As a
result, cities are often 2 to 10 °F (1 to 6 °C)
warmer than surrounding landscapes.
Impacts also include reducing soil moisture
and a reduction in re-uptake of carbon
dioxide emissions.

Figure 3: Carbon monoxide emission from chimneys in an Urban Areas in China.

According to Stewart (1990), he argues that
the effects of urbanization are primarily
positive for the environment. Foremost,
the birth rate of new urban dwellers falls
immediately to replacement rate, and
keeps falling, reducing the risk of
environmental stresses caused by

population growth. Secondly, migration
away from rural areas may reduce the
prevalence of destructive subsistence
farming techniques, such as improperly
implemented agriculture which is of very
low technique.
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CONVERSION OF AGRICULTURAL LAND
In the process of cities emergence, vast
land for Agriculture as well as claiming of
wetlands for urban uses and infrastructure
are identified. This is associated with
widespread removal of vegetation to
support urban eco-system and put
additional pressure on nearby areas that
may be even more ecologically sensitive.
On the other hand, in some of the coastal
areas around the world it leads to
destruction of eco-system and can also can
also alter the hydrology of the coasts and
their natural features such as Mangrove
swamps, reefs and beaches that serves as
barriers to erosion and form important
habitat for species.
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Sustainable Development (SD) implies
economic growth together with the
protection of environmental quality, each
reinforcing the other. Sustainable
Development, thus, is maintaining a
balance between the human need to
improve lifestyles and feeling of well-being
on one hand, and preserving natural
resources and ecosystems, on which we and
future generations depends upon. It can
also be described according to the world
conservation union (1991), as ‘to improve
the quality of life while living within the
carrying capacity of ecosystem’. Thus, the
concept of sustainable development does
not focus solely on environmental issues,
rather its more broadly encompasses the
three general policy areas namely economy,
environment and society, as such the
economic activities should be carefully
carried out without deteriorating the
environment, or in other words the aim of
sustainable development is to ensure that
the basic needs of the entire global
community are met, excess is reduced and
environmental damages are avoided.
SUSTAINABILITY
Sustainability is the action oriented variant
of Sustainable Development. There are
some principles of sustainability which
include the following•

 Protecting Nature
 Thinking long-term

 Understanding systems within which
we live

 Recognizing limits
 Practicing fairness
 Embracing creativity.

PRINCIPLES DEFINING SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
According to Osem (1989), sustainable
development can be attained through the
following principles:

• Sustainable development requires
the promotion of values that
encourage consumption standards
that are within the bounds of the
ecologically possible and to which
all can reasonably aspire.

• Meeting essential needs depends in
part on achieving full growth
potential, and sustainable
development clearly requires
economic growth in places where
such needs are not being met.

• Though the issue is not merely one
of population size but the
distribution of resources,
sustainable development can only
be pursued if demographic
developments are in harmony with
the changing productive potential
of the ecosystem.

• Sustainable development must not
endanger the natural systems that
support life on Earth; the
atmosphere, the waters, the soils,
and living beings.

• Growth has no set limits in terms of
population or resource use beyond
which lies ecological disaster but
ultimate limits there are, and
sustainability requires that long
before these are reached the world
must ensure equitable access to the
constrained resources and re-orient
technological efforts to relieve the
pressure.

• Most renewable resources are part
of a complex and interlinked
ecosystem and maximal sustained
yield must be defined after taking
into account system-wide effects of
exploitation.
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* Sustainable development requires
that the rate of depletion of
non-renewable resources should foreclose
as few options as possible.

• Sustainable development requires
the conservation of plant and
animal species.

• Sustainable development requires
that the adverse impacts on the
quality of air, water and other
natural elements are minimized so
as to sustain the ecosystem’s overall
integrity.

CHALLENGES OF SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
A report of United Nations Environment
Programme- ‘Global Environmental
Outlook-4’ released in 1992 , has warned
that the consumption levels are fast
depleting world resources as regeneration
has been outpaced by what humans are
burning up.
The study, involving more than 1,400
scientists, found that human consumption
had far outstripped available resources.
Each person on Earth now requires a third
more land to supply his or her needs than
the planet can supply, it finds.
Meanwhile, biodiversity is seriously
threatened by the impact of human
activities: 30 per cent of amphibians, 23
per cent of mammals and 12 per cent of
birds are under threat of extinction, while
one in 10 of the world’s large rivers run dry
every year before they reach the sea.
In numbers:
• 45 thousand square miles of forest are
lost across the world each year
• 60 per cent of the world’s major rivers
have been dammed or diverted
• 34 per cent: the amount by which the
world’s population has grown in the last 20
years
• 75 thousand people a year are killed by
natural disasters
• 50 per cent: The percentage by which
populations of fresh fish have declined in
20 years
• 20 per cent: How much the energy
requirements of developed countries such

as the United States have increased in the
period

CHALLENGES OF SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT IN NIGERIAN URBAN
CENTERS
It has been observed by different studies
that, environmental degradation is caused
by several factors including rapid
urbanization due to overpopulation,
accelerated industrialization, unplanned
and uncoordinated physical development
resulting from poor urban management and
ineffective control policies, insufficient
urban infrastructure such as housing and
efficient transportation system to cater for
the population upsurge (Jiboye, 2003; Ajala,
2005; Olayode, 2005). A World Bank report
indicates that technological advancement
and economic development are factors
which also cause environmental
degradation (World Bank, 1995). The
effects of this environmental problem exist
in different forms such as drought,
desertification, deforestation, flood and
erosion, pollution, housing congestion
leading to slums and unsanitary situation,
loss of bio-diversity and all forms of
deplorable physical conditions. The
resultant effect of these problems has
adverse socio-economic, cultural and
environmental consequences on the
wellbeing of the people and the physical
development of any nation (Jiboye, 2003).
There is no doubt about the fact that
Nigeria as a nation is experiencing rapid
urbanization which has brought about
various socio – economic problems,
particularly, degradation of the physical
urban environment which exists in the
nature of loss of biodiversity and
green-house warming, desertification,
salinization of agricultural land, air and
water pollution, environmental decay,
slums, insanitation, overcrowding, housing
congestion, crime and violence, and
several other demeaning situations as such
it affect the general environmental
sustainability at large (Omisore et al., 2003;
Ogunleye, 2005).
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Figure 4: An example of congested city of Lagos for different economic activities.

Industrialization also have brought about
changes in production activities, thus
resulting in explosive demographic changes
with growth rates ranging between 6% and
12% per annum. This rate of urban growth
and the relative poverty that accompanies
it poses a critical challenge to development
(Jiboye, 2005).
Moreover, Nigeria as a nation is
experiencing rapid urbanization which has
brought about various socio – economic
problems, particularly, degradation of the
physical urban environment which exists in
the nature of loss of biodiversity and
green-house warming, desertification,
salinization of agricultural land, air and
water pollution, environmental decay,
slums, insanitation, overcrowding, housing
congestion, crime and violence, and
several other demeaning situations
(Omisore, et al, 2003; Ogunleye, 2005). A
report by Metz (1991) indicates that the
process of urbanization in Nigeria was
spurred primarily by the oil boom era of the
1970s and the massive improvements in
road transportation system. Since
independence, Nigeria has become an
increasingly urbanized and urban-oriented
society. During the 1970s, the country had
possibly the fastest urbanization growth
rate in the world.
In different Nigerian cities today, there is a
constant problem of garbage and waste
disposal. Housing construction has boomed

but rarely seemed to keep pace with
demand. The city's main fame, however,
comes from the scale of its traffic jams.
Spanning several islands as well as a large
and expanding mainland area, the city
never seemed to have enough bridges or
arteries. The profusion of vehicles that
came with the prosperity of the 1970s
seemed often to be arranged in a massive
standstill, which has become the site for
urban peddling of an amazing variety of
goods, as well as for entertainment,
exasperation, innovation, and occasionally
crime (Abiodun, 1997). By 1990, Lagos had
made some progress in managing its traffic
problems both through road and bridge
construction and traffic control regulations.
This progress was aided by the economic
downturn of the late 1980s, which ironically,
facilitated urban – rural migration (Metz,
1991).
Aside from Lagos, other cities like Ibadan,
Port Harcourt in the Niger Delta region, and
Calabar, Kano also grew very rapidly as
commercial and administrative centres in
Nigeria. However, a dominant urban
feature common to them is the degrading
state of the physical environment.
Unfortunately, the uncontrolled growth
pattern associated with the urbanization
process has been responsible for the
diverse environmental problems in these
cities (Jiboye, 2005).
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An immediate consequence of the rapid
urbanization in these cities is the increase
in demand for urban services like housing,
education, public health and a generally
decent living environment (Ogunleye,
2005). Moreover, floods have been
considered as another major challenge in
Nigerian urban centres today. Recent
researches have shown that flood affects
and displaces more people than any other
disaster in Nigerian cities; it also causes
more damages to properties as well as
natural environment. At least 20 per cent
of the population is at risk from one form of
flooding or another Akinyemi (1990).This
can be attributed as a result of dam failure
in which the gate of the dam were opened
in order to release the excess accumulated
water after a heavy rainfall that lasted for
several hours but unfortunately the
spillway from the dam completely failed

and consequently flooded the entire
neighbouring communities. The dam water
came very rapidly, demolishing houses,
buildings that people use to store their
food, and destroying the crops. Tens of
thousands of people have been displaced
while roads, trees, buildings etc. were
submerged. The flood affected almost 9
local government area of Sokoto state
which includes Isa, Sokoto-North,
Sokoto-South, Kebbe, Binji, Goronyo,
Shagari, Silame, Kware and Rabah.
Unconfirmed reports put the death toll at
49 while about 50villages were submerged
and more than 130,000 people displaced,
this incidents can also be noticed in some
part of Lagos metropolis in which a lot have
been lost inetrms of lives and properties
recently in some part of Ajegunle and
Ikorodu local government (Durotoye, 1999).

Figure 5: Lagos Flash Flood, Ajegunle –Ikorodu Express Road at Ajegule

Considering the need for sustainable
development and the challenges posed by
the diverse environmental problems
associated with urbanization process in
Nigeria, urgent effort is required to control
the rate at which urban population and the
spread of cities increases; effort is also
required to control the decline in the
quality of urban infrastructure as well as
that of overall standard of living of the
people in Nigeria.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The process of Urbanization is more
complex than population growth in the
cities. It involves changes in the economy,
social and political structure of a place, in
most cases, rapid urban growth is
responsible for many environmental and
social changes in the urban environment
and its effect are strongly related to global
change issues, the rapid growth of cities
strains their capacity to provide services
such as energy, education, health care,
transportation, sanitation and physical
security.
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On the other hand most of the Nigerian
cities have become areas of massive sprawl,
serious environmental problems and
widespread of poverty as a result of some
government negligence and improper
planning thereby hindering environmental
sustainability.
In order to attain good environmental
sustainability in Nigerian urban centres,
the study has proffered the following
recommendations.
 To achieve sustainable growth requires

that all stakeholders have to be
actively mobilized towards ensuring
that the following strategies; some of
which have been outlined in the UN
Millennium Project (2005), are
realizable.

 The federal government on its part
should ensure that adequate funds are
disposed for shelter provision for the
vulnerable group of the urban
population. Housing finance policies
should integrate the lower-income
group by providing easy access to
long-term housing loans with
sustainable interest. Disbursement of
such loans should be done through
recognized Cooperative Unions or
community groups in other to
encourage self-help housing delivery.

 Existing policies relating to housing
and urban development should be
reviewed and reinvigorated. It should
be people oriented in other to
minimize all possible restrictions on
security of tenure, access to land and
cost of construction materials.
Efficient land market and sustainable
land policies are indispensable;
therefore, existing land-use decree
should be changed to facilitate easy
access to land, while the urban and
regional planning laws of the country
should also be reviewed to allow for
effective slum upgrading and urban
renewal.

 Government on its own part should
take a holistic approach by embracing
and incorporating the development of
rural communities into the sustainable
plan agenda in order to reduce the
rate of rural urban migration as well
as the poverty and inequality
bedevilling the nations socially,
culturally, and economically. These
strategies if put in place, will
inevitably stimulate sustainable
growth and secure a qualitative
environment that is conducive for the
well-being of all.
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