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Urbanization Is Damaging Natural Resources

Posted on September 30, 2019

Introduction

Urbanization is the growth of cities and the increasing concentration of people and economic activity
in urban areas. It can occur through migration, natural population growth, administrative
reclassification, and expansion of built-up land. The United Nations” World Urbanization Prospects
2025 reports that cities are now home to about 45 percent of the global population, while towns and
other urban settlements contain additional people. The environmental consequences are therefore
central to global sustainability. (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2025)

The original essay is right that poorly planned urban growth can damage land, water, forests,
biodiversity, air quality, and climate. It is inaccurate to describe urbanization as the cause of the
Industrial Revolution or to claim that globalization has produced equal wealth distribution.
Urbanization is not inherently destructive. Compact, well-governed cities can reduce per-person land
use, support public transport, improve service efficiency, and create space for restoration. The critical
issue is how cities obtain resources, design infrastructure, distribute benefits, and manage waste.

Urban Growth and Land Conversion

City expansion converts agricultural land, wetlands, forests, grasslands, and coastal ecosystems into
roads, buildings, industry, and infrastructure. Direct conversion removes habitat and fragments the
remaining landscape. Roads and fences interrupt wildlife movement, while artificial light and noise
alter behavior.

The effect extends beyond municipal boundaries. When farmland near a city is developed, food
production may move into other ecosystems. Construction demand can increase quarrying, sand
extraction, logging, and mining far from the urban center. A city’s ecological footprint is therefore
much larger than its mapped area.

Biodiversity Loss

Urbanization can simplify ecosystems by favoring species able to tolerate disturbance. Native plants
and specialist animals may decline while invasive or generalist species spread. Wetland drainage
removes breeding habitat and natural water storage.

UNEP emphasizes that unchecked urbanization harms ecosystems and human wellbeing. The
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relationship is not one-directional: cities also contain parks, rivers, gardens, street trees, and remnant
habitats that can support biodiversity. Protection of connected green and blue networks is more
effective than isolated ornamental spaces. (United Nations Environment Programme, n.d.)

Water Demand

Growing urban populations require drinking water, sanitation, industry, food, and energy. Cities may
transfer water from distant rivers or aquifers, reducing flows available to rural communities and
ecosystems. Groundwater pumping can lower water tables, cause land subsidence, and allow
saltwater intrusion in coastal areas.

Demand is shaped by infrastructure and inequality, not population alone. Leaking pipes, water-
intensive landscaping, inefficient industry, and unpriced extraction can waste large volumes. Poor
households may receive intermittent service while wealthier districts consume more water for
nonessential uses.

Stormwater and Flooding

Roofs, roads, and paved surfaces prevent rain from infiltrating soil. Water runs rapidly into drains and
rivers, increasing flood peaks and carrying oil, metals, plastics, sediment, and pathogens. When
drainage is undersized or blocked, neighborhoods flood.

Climate change can intensify heavy rainfall and sea-level risk. Informal settlements are often located
on floodplains, steep slopes, or poorly drained land because safer land is unaffordable. Flood harm is
therefore produced by environmental exposure and social inequality together.

Wastewater and Water Pollution

Urban growth without adequate sanitation contaminates rivers, lakes, groundwater, and coastal
waters. Even cities with treatment plants can exceed capacity during rapid growth or storms.
Industrial discharge may introduce toxic substances that ordinary sewage treatment cannot remove.

Improvement requires sewer expansion, decentralized systems where appropriate, industrial
pretreatment, maintenance, monitoring, and affordable connection. Wastewater can also become a
resource through safe reuse, nutrient recovery, and energy generation, but health safeguards are
essential.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2



@ ’ACADEMIC

Energy Use and Climate Change

Cities concentrate buildings, transportation, industry, and consumption. Urban areas account for a
large share of energy use and greenhouse-gas emissions, although responsibility varies greatly by
income and consumption. A low-income resident using public transport has a smaller footprint than a
wealthy household with large homes, frequent flights, and high material use.

Urban form influences emissions for decades. Low-density expansion increases driving distances and
infrastructure length. Compact mixed-use development can support walking, cycling, and public
transport, but density without green space, ventilation, and affordable housing can create heat and
crowding.

Urban Heat

Concrete, asphalt, reduced vegetation, building geometry, and waste heat create urban heat islands.
Nighttime temperatures may remain high because built surfaces release stored heat. Heat increases
electricity demand, worsens air pollution, and raises health risk.

Heat is unequal. Neighborhoods with fewer trees, poor-quality housing, outdoor workers, and limited
access to cooling face greater danger. Tree canopy, reflective surfaces, shaded streets, ventilation
corridors, and heat-health planning can reduce exposure.

Air Pollution

Vehicles, power generation, industry, construction, waste burning, and household fuels contribute to
particulate matter, nitrogen oxides, ozone precursors, and toxic pollutants. Pollution damages health
and can travel across administrative boundaries.

Technology alone is insufficient if travel demand and energy consumption continue rising. Clean
electricity, emission standards, public transport, walking, cycling, efficient freight, and land-use
planning must work together. Monitoring should cover disadvantaged neighborhoods rather than only
central business districts.

Materials and Construction

Urban development requires cement, steel, glass, timber, aggregates, copper, plastics, and many
other materials. Extraction changes landscapes and uses energy and water. Cement production
contributes substantially to emissions, while sand mining damages rivers and coasts when poorly
regulated.
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Circular construction can reduce pressure through durable design, renovation, modular components,
recycled materials, material passports, and recovery from demolition. Building codes and public
procurement can create demand for lower-impact options.

Food Systems

Cities depend on regional and global food systems. Urban demand influences land conversion,
fertilizer use, irrigation, fisheries, cold storage, transport, packaging, and waste. The original essay is
correct that food demand matters but wrong to treat population alone as the explanation.

Diet, income, retail systems, and waste strongly affect the footprint. Reducing food loss, supporting
sustainable regional production, protecting peri-urban farmland, and expanding access to nutritious
food can improve resource use. Urban agriculture can contribute, but it cannot replace all external
supply and must manage contaminated soil and water.

Solid Waste and Plastics

Consumption generates household, commercial, construction, electronic, and hazardous waste.
Collection systems often expand more slowly than settlements. Open dumping contaminates land and
water, while burning releases toxic smoke.

Recycling is important but cannot solve unlimited material throughput. Prevention, repair, reuse,
producer responsibility, composting, and safe management of residual waste are higher priorities.
Informal waste workers contribute valuable recovery and should receive legal protection, safe
conditions, and fair compensation.

Urbanization and Rural Areas

Urban and rural systems are interdependent. Cities draw food, water, energy, labor, and materials
from rural regions and send waste, investment, and remittances back. Describing urbanization only as
migration away from a birthplace ignores these continuing links.

Rural communities can bear environmental costs without receiving equivalent benefit. Dams, mines,
landfills, and industrial farms may serve urban demand while displacing local livelihoods. Fair
planning should include affected communities in decisions and benefit sharing.

Economic Growth and Inequality

Urbanization can support productivity, education, health services, and innovation through proximity. It
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can also concentrate wealth and expose inequality. The original claim that recent decades produced
equal global wealth distribution is false. Income, property, environmental quality, and access to
services remain highly unequal within and among countries.

Poor households often pay more per unit for water, transport, or energy while living near pollution.
Environmental policy that raises housing costs without protection can displace residents.
Sustainability must include affordable housing, accessible transit, secure tenure, and participation.

Informal Settlements

Informal settlements arise when housing demand exceeds affordable legal supply and planning
excludes low-income residents. They may lack drainage, sanitation, roads, waste collection, and
secure tenure. Residents often improve communities through their own labor despite limited support.

Forced eviction can destroy social networks and move people farther from work. Upgrading in place,
where safe, can provide services and tenure while preserving livelihoods. Hazardous locations may
require relocation, but residents should participate and receive adequate alternatives.

Urbanization Is Not the Same as Environmental
Damage

Dense settlement can use land and infrastructure efficiently. Apartment buildings share walls, public
transport carries many passengers, and centralized services can reduce per-capita cost. The
environmental outcome depends on energy sources, design, governance, and consumption.

Sprawl can occur even where population grows slowly, while a rapidly growing city can preserve
surrounding land through compact development. Analysis should separate population, built-up area,
income, and resource intensity.

Nature-Based Solutions

Urban forests, wetlands, river restoration, green roofs, permeable surfaces, and parks can reduce
heat, manage stormwater, support biodiversity, and improve health. UNEP treats urban ecosystems
as important sites for restoration. (United Nations Environment Programme, n.d.)

Nature-based solutions require maintenance and should not be used to avoid necessary
infrastructure. A wetland cannot compensate for uncontrolled industrial pollution, and tree planting
cannot replace deep emission reduction. Projects should also avoid “green gentrification” that prices
out existing residents.
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Resource-Efficient Infrastructure

Infrastructure decisions lock in resource use for decades. Transit-oriented development, efficient
buildings, district energy, renewable electricity, water reuse, leakage control, and integrated waste
systems can decouple wellbeing from material consumption. (International Resource Panel, n.d.)

Planning should evaluate lifecycle effects rather than only initial cost. A cheap road that induces
traffic and sprawl may create higher long-term expense than reliable transit. Maintenance budgets
are as important as new construction.

Governance Across Boundaries

Urban regions cross municipal lines. Transport, watersheds, air pollution, housing markets, and
ecosystems require metropolitan and regional coordination. Fragmented governance can shift costs
from one jurisdiction to another.

Reliable data, public participation, environmental assessment, and enforcement are necessary.
International goals can guide action, but implementation occurs through local budgets, land decisions,
utilities, and everyday administration.

Individual Responsibility and Structural Change

People can conserve water, reduce waste, use public transport, and support environmental policy.
These actions matter, but the original essay places too much responsibility on individual awareness.
Residents cannot choose a bus that does not exist or safely reuse water when infrastructure is absent.

Governments, developers, utilities, industries, and financiers make decisions that shape millions of
choices. Effective environmental education should connect personal behavior with collective action
and institutional accountability.

Conclusion

Urbanization can damage natural resources through land conversion, water extraction, pollution,
material demand, fossil-energy use, waste, and biodiversity loss. These pressures reach far beyond
city boundaries and fall unequally on low-income communities and resource-producing regions.

Damage is not inevitable. Compact inclusive planning, clean energy, public transport, circular
material use, sanitation, water efficiency, ecosystem restoration, and accountable governance can
make cities part of the solution. The correct goal is not to stop people from living in cities. It is to
design urban systems that provide housing, mobility, health, and opportunity while using less land
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and material and restoring the ecosystems on which every city depends. (United Nations Environment
Programme, n.d.; International Resource Panel, n.d.)
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