
India is urbanising. More and more people are becoming urban. Bigger cities are becoming more 
bigger and new cities are also emerging. As per Census 2011 there are 6,166 urban agglomerations 
or towns in India. The data abstracts from Census 2011 shows the Urban and Rural population of 
India as shown in Table 1. The urban population percentage in 2011 was 31.2 percentage and 

absolute Indian urban population in 2011 was 377,106,125 i.e 377 millions out of total 1210 
millions, which amounts to 31.2 percentage. The percentage was 27.8 in 2001. (Census 2011) It is 
obvious that percentage has increased by 3.4, but when it is compared with the growth rate for last 
two decades i.e 1991-2001 and 2001-2011, it has increased only from 31.17 to 32.15. In fact the 
table no 2 and figure no 1 below will demonstrate that the decadal growth rate decreased from 1981 
to 2001 and then it has started increasing from 2001-2011. 

Table 1: India Urban Population comparison with total population

Census  
Year

No. of 
UAs/Towns

Total 
Population

Rural  
Population

Urban  
Population

Urban 
Population as 
percentage of 

total 
Population

1901 1,830 23,83,96,327 21,25,44,454 2,58,51,873 10.8

1911 1,815 25,20,93,390 22,61,51,757 2,59,41,633 10.3

1921 1,944 25,13,21,213 22,32,35,046 2,80,86,167 11.2

1931 2,066 27,89,77,238 24,55,21,249 3,34,55,989 12.0

1941 2,253 31,86,60,580 27,45,07,283 4,41,53,297 13.9

1951 2,822 36,10,88,090 29,86,44,156 6,24,43,934 17.3

1961 2,334 43,92,34,771 36,02,98,168 7,89,36,603 18.0

1971 2,567 54,81,59,652 43,90,45,675 10,91,13,977 19.9

1981 3,347 68,33,29,097 52,38,66,550 15,94,62,547 23.3

1991 3,769 84,63,87,888 62,88,36,076 21,75,51,812 25.7

2001 4,378 1,02,70,15,247 74,16,60,293 28,53,54,954 27.8

2011 6,166 1,21,05,69,573 83,31,06,125 37,71,06,125 31.2

Table 2: Urbanisation percentage projection for next two decades-1

Year Percentage of urban to total 
population

Decadal Urban population growth 
rate

1981 23.34 46.14

1991 25.72 36.43

2001 27.78 31.17

2011 31.15 32.15



The last four decades from 1981 to 2011, reveals that continuously the percentage of people living 
in urban areas are increasing. But the decrease in growth rate seems to be slowing down and it has 
started increasing from last decade. Converting this trend into equation and extrapolating to next 

two decades gives interesting results as shown in Fig no 2 and Table no 3. The equations generated 
for growth rate and urbanisation percentages are as below: 

(y1) = 0.2475x2  + 1.3115x + 21.863 where y1 = Urbanisation rate and similarly… 
(y2) = 2.6725x2  - 18.086x + 61.643 where  y2 = Decadal growth rate 
where x = Consecutive number of decade (i.e. 1981 is first and 1991 is second and so on) 

The equations are curvilinear and matches the actual trend. Substituting the decadal value of 5th and 
6th decades  to the equations results into urbanisation to 34.61 and 38.642 and decadal growth rate 
to 38.03 and 49.34 for 2021 and 2031 respectively. The values of the next two decades clearly 
shows that the growth rate will increase and the percentage of urban population will also increase as 
discussed previously. It can be seen from the table no 3 that the percentage of urban population to 

Table 3: Urbanisation percentage projection for next two decades

Year Percentage of urban to total 
population (y1)

Decadal Urban population growth 
rate (y2)

1981 23.34 46.14

1991 25.72 36.46

2001 27.78 31.36

2011 31.15 31.16

2021 34.61 38.03

2031 38.64 49.34

 Fig no 1: Urban growth rate and urbanisation percentage
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total Indian population normally known as urbanisation rate will keep on increasing while the 
decadal growth rate of urban population will also increase from the decreasing trend for last four 
decades. As projected in various reports that India’s urbanisation rate will be 50% and half of the 
population will be living in cities by next two decades, is not substantiated by this method of 
analysis. The analysis shows that about 38 to 40 percentage of total population of India will live in 
urban areas in 2030. However this does not indicate that there will be slowing down in migration as 
the decadal growth rate will increase and it goes up to almost 50 percentage from the previous 
decade. 
The important issues that draws a policy maker’s concern is the proportion of urban and rural 
population in India for next two or three decades. Urban areas contribute more than 60% of nation’s 
economy, i.e. GDP. If it is assumed that in 2031 only 38.64 percentage are going to live in urban 
areas then it is a concern not only for low urbanisation rate but giving more attention to rural 
economy as well. About 61.36 percent of the total population of India will still live in rural areas. 

As shown in table 4, based on the projections from fig no 2, The growth rate of urban population 
i.e. 38.03 and 49.34 is applied to 2011 and 2021 population and then the urban population so arrived 

is taken as percentage of 34.6 and 38.6 of 2011 and 2021 total population which gives the total 
population of entire India and also the rural population. The urban population of India will be 777.3 
million out of 2013.8 million total population which is 38.6 percentage of total population. Newly 
released United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division 
projections indicate that the population of the world will increase by approximately one billion to a 
total of about 8.5 billion within the next 15 years. If this projection is considered to be true than two 
out of eight and half person will be Indian in the world. It is interesting, the same report mentions 
that the growth rate of population will be more in such regions where it can support least. 
  
The issue is whether countries like India is prepared to take up this onslaught of huge population. At 
the same time whether our urban areas can sustain this pressure of urban population. No one knows 
the answer, but definitely urban managers can predict the challenges. Challenges of urban areas are 
manifold: Slums, Traffic congestion, Pressure for better basic services like water, drainage, Good 
roads, Education and medical infrastructure, etc. 

Fig 2:  Projected Urbanisation for next two decades in India
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The urban population of the world is expected to increase by more than two thirds by 2050, with 
nearly 90 per cent of the increase to take place in the urban areas of Africa and Asia. (World 
Urbanisation Prospects, Highlights, Department of Economic & Social affairs, United Nations, 
2014). Considering 2 billion of population out of 8.5 billion projected world population living in 
India alone, is a big challenge as well as the opportunity also. Challenges are to provide for Socio 
Economic and Physical infrastructure to this vast population. Opportunity is that the country gets a 
huge man power no other country possess, to progress and contribute to the development process of 
the nation. The Human Development Report 2014 published by United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) deals with “Sustaining Human Progress: Reducing Vulnerabilities and Building 
Resilience”. This itself explains the global thrust for the humankind of future. There are vulnerable 
among the population which needs to be in the mind before initiating any development measure. 
The UNDP itself started with the publication of Human Development Index (HDI) for measuring 
the quality of life of the nations in the world in 1990 developed by Mr Maqbul Haq and Mr 
Amartya Sen. The components and the equation of HDI are modified and evolved over the time. 
The HDI published in 2014 for few select countries are demonstrated in table no 5. The purpose is 
simply to explain a correlation between urbanisation and the human development. 

Table 4: India Urban Population comparison with total population

Census  
Year

No. of 
UAs/Towns

Total 
Population

Rural  
Population

Urban  
Population

Urban 
Population 

as 
percentage 

of total 
Population

Decadal 
Growth rate

1901 1,830 23,83,96,327 21,25,44,454 2,58,51,873 10.8

1911 1,815 25,20,93,390 22,61,51,757 2,59,41,633 10.3

1921 1,944 25,13,21,213 22,32,35,046 2,80,86,167 11.2

1931 2,066 27,89,77,238 24,55,21,249 3,34,55,989 12.0

1941 2,253 31,86,60,580 27,45,07,283 4,41,53,297 13.9

1951 2,822 36,10,88,090 29,86,44,156 6,24,43,934 17.3

1961 2,334 43,92,34,771 36,02,98,168 7,89,36,603 18.0

1971 2,567 54,81,59,652 43,90,45,675 10,91,13,977 19.9

1981 3,347 68,33,29,097 52,38,66,550 15,94,62,547 23.3 46.14

1991 3,769 84,63,87,888 62,88,36,076 21,75,51,812 25.7 36.46

2001 4,378 1,02,70,15,247 74,16,60,293 28,53,54,954 27.8 31.36

2011 6,166 1,21,05,69,573 83,31,06,125 37,71,06,125 31.2 31.16

2021 1,50,39,57,192 98,34,37,608 52,05,19,584 34.6 38.03

2031 2,01,38,44,422 1,23,65,00,475 77,73,43,947 38.6 49.34



Although there are many other factors that relate or directly influence human development, 
Urbanisation as a whole, bundle of human development services can be used as an indicator for the 
overall human development as depicted in table no 4. Few countries are selectively selected to 
communicate a clear message that urbanisation leads to human development on the premise that 
HDI is considered as the indicator of human development. As can be seen from the table that with 
high percentage of urbanisation in developed countries like Norway, Switzerland, United States, 
United Kingdom, France, Spain, etc having urbanisation to the tune of 70 to 80 percentage are very 
high in HDI also. Most of these countries are considered as very highly developed countries. The 
countries like India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Nepal, etc are having less 
urbanisation rate and also lag in HDI. The HDI of these countries are in between 0.5 to 0.6, with 
some exceptions that Sri Lanka have a HDI of 0.750 and urbanisation is just 15 percentage. 

It is therefore evident that, India though urbanising the percentage will be around 40 by 2031. 
Therefore strategy needs to be developed for using this population in urban area for the nation’s 
development. At the same time a sizeable population will still be rural and therefore the policy 

Table 5: Urbanisation and corresponding HDI

Country Urban Population in percentage HDI  (Human Development 
Index)

Afghanistan 23 0.468

Bangladesh 25 0.558

China 51 0.719

France 78 0.884

Germany 73 0.991

India 31 0.586

Italy 68 0.872

Malaysia 63 0.773

Myanmar 31 0.524

Nepal 17 0.540

Norway 80 0.944

Pakistan 35 0.537

Spain 77 0.869

Sri Lanka 15 0.750

Switzerland 74 0.917

United Kingdom 80 0.892

United States of America 81 0.914



needs to be oriented to fuel potential to the rural areas for better infrastructure.Sustainable inclusive 
development can take India to new standards of quality of life.


