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Abstract

Like elsewhere, migration-led peri-urban (rural clusters) growth of cities has been an 

important element of rural-urban transformation for centuries. However, only recently, 

in this process, the rural landscape also benefits from these changes, owing to better 

communication and market access. Peri-urban areas are consuming peripheral villages. 

This has put pressure on land and water resources putting environmental health at 

stake. Loss of biodiversity is imminent due to changing ecological frame conditions in 

an increasingly human-made environment. In many areas rural populations are also 

shifting away from traditional farming towards white-collar jobs. While this could have 

positive implications for the socio-economic structure of the society at large, it will 

also present new challenges for meeting the food and nutritional requirements of the 

population as a whole. New farming models and marketing innovations are required to 

meet increasing food demands and changes of consumption habits. This working paper 

describes the ongoing rural-urban transition and discuss the potential for carving new 

cropping systems and entrepreneurship options in newly formed agro-ecologies and 

semi-urban rural clusters of Pakistan. It is hoped that it will also help initiating further 

study and compilation of empirical evidence.
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1  Introduction

Pakistan is a country of 215 million people of which 64 % live in rural areas and the remain-

ing in urban or semi-urban / peri-urban zones (Government of Pakistan. 2021. Economic 

Survey 2020–21. Finance Division, Government of Pakistan. ). Pakistan’s cultivated land 

comprises 22.1 million ha (FAO, 2021) whereby agriculture could be further extended 

provided irrigation could be further expanded. The uncultivated areas are mainly used 

by pastoralists taking care of livestock herds. Pakistan has a forest cover of only about 

4 % which, in recent years, has attracted a lot of attention for further discussions on 

climate change mediations.

Though the topography and four seasons are highly favourable for a high faunal and 

floral diversity, it is threatened by poor natural resource management, climate-related 

disasters, deforestation, overgrazing and soil erosion. Owing to a vast agro-ecological 

variation (Fig. 1) across the country’s landscape, there are more than 100 fruits and veg-

etables and herbs grown. Pakistan’s agricultural production is dominated by five crops 

which are wheat (Triticum aestivum L.), cotton (Gossypium hirsutum L.), rice (Oryza sativa 

L.), sugarcane (Saccharum officinarum L.) and corn (Zea mays L.) and has a population 

of 160 Mio livestock (both large and small ruminants) (Rehman et al., 2017; Abro et al., 

2020). Minor crops include oilseeds, pulses and fodders (Abro et al., 2020). The poultry 

industry, based on corn-based feed, is the major source of cheap animal protein diet for 

the masses. 

With its share of 20 % on the GDP (Khan et al., 2020), agriculture provides livelihood to 

39 % of the country’s labour force. The rest of the labour is employed in the manufac-

turing and services sectors. If agriculture intensifies, it may offer new and better paid 

job opportunities. 

Urbanization has been largely linked with economic opportunities created by the growing 

industrial and services sector owing to which much of the rural unemployed or under-em-

ployed labour is attracted to new opportunities in the cities. Many of the migrants follow 

putative or their own relatives’ economic success stories towards better quality of life 

and improved health and education services for themselves and their children. There 

are also reports indicating substantial resource mobilization including remittances by 

migrants back to the rural households (Salik et al., 2017).



ICDD |  Rural-urban Transition: A Challenge to Agricultural Productivity, Biodiversity and Food Security in Pakistan

5

Rural-Urban Transition

Expansion of cities and incorporation of adjoining rural areas is a continuous process. 

It is largely necessitated by the demand for housing and accommodation of industrial 

growth, infrastructure and allied services. During this process, the rural areas may 

be transformed into suburban areas and slums depending on the infrastructure and 

livelihood options. Simultaneously, the agricultural landscape changes from traditional 

subsistence and semi-commercial farming to more intensive and commercial operations. 

This transformation often also leads to a change from subsistence to high value crops, 

dairy and poultry. The concomitant workforce requirement attracts migration into the 

expanding suburban and peri-urban areas. This is also true for many urbanizing villages 

and industrial zones which all attract rural labour for the following reasons:

1. Lack of opportunities in the rural areas and economic incentives in cities

2. Quest for better livelihood

3. Natural disasters and climate change

4. Industrial developments taking away agricultural land

5. Social unrest, animosities and crime 

6. Upward social mobility

Migration from rural to urban may have multiple dimensions. For the skilled and highly 

motivated individuals, there may better life ahead, but for others low wages may lead to 

frustration and even unethical practices and crime. This is particularly true for women. 

In rural areas this migration creates a skill vacuum and shortage of labour to the disad-

vantage of agriculture.
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2  Objectives

The objectives of this working paper are:  (i) highlight the significance of emerging oppor-

tunities for agricultural value chains from rural hinterlands to peri-urban systems due to 

massive rural-urban transition; (ii) understand the implications of transitional peri-urban 

developments on food security, livelihood, value addition and supply of essentials to 

the urban populace; (iii) underscore the expanding marketing and innovation oppor-

tunities in the planning process so as the cities become centres of creativity, culture and 

enlightenment and not just living places for the elite on the one end and for slum dwellers 

on the other; (iv) suggest a dedicated policy framework for rural-urban transition and 

peri-urban agriculture.

Sugar cane plantation ©Andreas Gruhl – stock.adobe.com
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3  Literature Review

Pakistan is suffering from food insecurity in many forms (Suleri and Haq, 2009). While the 

supply of staples may be sufficient, challenges of food access and affordability remain. 

Ten years ago, Zezza and Tasciotti (2010) published results of a multi-country study on the 

contribution of urban agriculture to food security. The authors concluded that while the 

contribution of urban agriculture to the total food supply chain may be small, it greatly 

contributes to dietary diversity. At that time, around 2010, Pakistan ranked very low in 

the role of urban agriculture in the food security mix.

The significance of urban and peri-urban agriculture, in all likelihood, will remain a critical 

element in the future food security of 9 billion people on earth by 2050 when >70 % of 

the world population will be urban (Stuchtey and Vahle, 2019; Smit, 1996). Using satellite 

images, Thebo et.al. (2014) estimated the global extent of urban and peri-urban agricul-

ture as 24 Mio ha of irrigated and 44 Mio ha of rainfed land. In Pakistan, the Urban Unit 

of the Punjab government has predicted that by 2050, 70 % of the provincial population 

will be living in urban areas (Table 1). 

Table 1. Progressive expansion/growth of major urban centres of Pakistan calculated 

from a time series of digital Landsat images between 2000 to 2018.

 2000 2018  % CHANGE

City Urban Rural 
(agriculture)

Urban Rural 
(agriculture)

Urban Rural 
(agriculture)

km²

Lahore 315 1070 894 762 183.81 –28.79

Faisalabad 210 4103 796 3170 279.05 –22.74

Multan 134 3390 441 2638 229.10 –22.18

Islamabad 27 52 80 11 196.30 –78.85

Gujranwala 103 2912 351 2606 240.78 –10.51

Peshawar 195 500 509 280 161.03 –44.00

Karachi 391 50 412 83 5.37 66.00

Note:  % change is calculated as [(area in 2018 – area in 2000) / area in 2000] x 100  

Courtesy Dr. Mubashar Riaz, PMAS Arid Agriculture University, Rawalpindi
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A recently published FAO report on agro-ecological zoning of the Punjab Province of 

Pakistan omits urban or peri-urban production systems which ought to be considered 

as a distinct ecosystem (Ahmad et al., 2019). Duru et al. (2015) have described general 

agronomic pathways of ecosystems transition which needs to be adapted to understand 

the new rural-urban transition taking place in Pakistan. Lovo et al. (2019) have analysed 

the wider economic and societal impact of ecosystems on the transformation of food sys-

tems which should be a pointer towards emerging food security challenges in Pakistan.

Salik et al. (2017) have examined a range of push and pull factors responsible for migration 

from the rural areas where food insecurity is a principle factor. It is further complicated 

by the climate change-led male alone migration. The women left behind with children 

continue to toil in the given circumstances of earning partial livelihood while men away 

from the household are expected to send remittances. This cycle of interdependence 

usually leads to compromises in the production systems and at times facilitate full family 

migration. In situation of better remittances, the households are identified with improve-

ment in living standards and agricultural productivity due to invested returns. 

Orsini et al. (2013) reviewed the technical, economic and political aspects of the urban 

agriculture and its future. Knowledge gap has been identified as a limitation to better 

policy planning for sustainable development of urban and peri urban agriculture (UPA). 

An ecosystems approach could help in enhancing rural-urban transitions. A given rural 

landscape offers a range of ecosystem services ranging from commodities to biodiver-

sity, water provision, flood protection, carbon sequestration and others (Clinton et al., 

2018; Dendoncker et al., 2018). A quick look of rural Punjab in Pakistan presents ample 

evidence of neglect and exploitation of ecosystems. The deterioration of ecosystems is 

also reflected in many social and political realities (Ban et al., 2013).

There is major debate that water use is very inefficient in the irrigated agricultural belt 

of Pakistan. In addition to this, urban and agricultural users increasingly compete for 

water rights whereby water markets are strongly tilted in favour of urban users (Molle 

and Berkoff, 2009). Thereby, it is evident that the UPA heavily relies on ground water and 

reuse of cities’ waste water. In Pakistan, only 5 % of the reused water has been treated 

while the rest is drained untreated into streams and agricultural fields. 

The value of irrigation water is particularly high in vegetable production which predom-

inates in UPA (Al-Said et al., 2012; Safi et al., 2011). In water surplus cities like Bangkok, 

aquaculture for fish and shrimp farming is a more profitable option than vegetable pro-

duction (Vagneron 2007); but this is not a choice for Pakistan where poultry production 

takes its role in providing animal protein to cater to urban demands. 



ICDD |  Rural-urban Transition: A Challenge to Agricultural Productivity, Biodiversity and Food Security in Pakistan

9

4  Descriptive Analysis

4.1 Dominant Features of UPA

Pakistan has a very diverse agro-ecology (Ahmad et al., 2019). The dominant crop com-

binations include five major staple crops interspersed with a large number of minor 

and high value crops and fodder for livestock. As the urban pressure extends, the role 

of the staples in agricultural production declines. In urban areas, the cultivation of fod-

der, vegetables, fruit trees and environmental horticulture dominates. Apart from the 

agro-ecological conditions, UPA is driven by local demands whereby the availability of 

sewage water supplies and solid waste management is important.

Until recently, there were auctions of solid waste collection yielding income to the city 

while keeping it clean. The farmlands in the peri-urban areas used to be amended with 

the organic city waste enhancing the production of vegetables and fodders within a 5-10 

km radius city periphery.

The development authorities in every big city have land acquisition powers which are 

often used to the disadvantage of farmers. Thereby, it has to be noted that unfortunately 

existing building laws are poorly implemented. During colonial times, regulations on 

the conversion of agricultural land to urban and industrial uses were strict. While many 

of those laws are valid, alternative laws have been enacted to facilitate the purchase 

and conversion of agricultural land into urban uses. That includes civic and housing 

development authorities and cooperative housing societies. A review of the legal sys-

tem is urgently required to prevent rampant conversion of prime agricultural lands into 

non-agricultural uses. 

Direct consumer sale of unprocessed milk drives buffalo/cattle colonies in the peri-urban 

areas whereby lactating animals are housed in the vicinity of towns and fed by fodder 

transported from the countryside. Dry animals and suckling youngsters are shuttled 

back to rural posts or slaughtered for meat. Milk collection and distribution is largely 

in the hands of private vendors (Dhodi), operating twice a day (Ishaq et al., 2016). For 

the Faisalabad peri-urban colonies, living conditions and women participation in milk 

colonies have recently been summarized by Hagmann (2012).
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Excessive ground water abstraction has serious consequences for both rural and urban 

livelihoods and more so for peri-urban areas (Qureshi 2020). Water tables have declined 

substantially and the quality of water deteriorated leading to salinization (Kijne, 2006; 

Punthakey, 2016) and arsenic pollution (Shahid et al., 2018). In the near future, competi-

tion will increase for canal water allocation to agriculture versus urban users. Thereby, 

farmers will certainly loose out. 

Urea is the dominant mineral fertilizer employed in UPA systems. This has created an 

imbalance in the nutrient supply to crops. The problem is further aggravated in UPA 

where sewage water and city waste are significant contributors to nutrient balances. 

While nitrate is increasingly polluting the aquifer, recent studies show a rise of metal 

toxicities in the food chain.

© Iqrar Ahmad Khan
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4.2 Migration

In 2015, over one billion people left their native homes in search of better livelihood 

worldwide (Démurger, 2015). In 2019, Pakistan contributed to this flow with 1 million 

migrants and the movement within the country from rural to urban areas has been mas-

sive (Hasan and Raza, 2009; IOM, 2020). In addition to permanent and semi-permanent 

movements, there is a substantial proportion of labour commuting daily from rural to 

urban centres for better wages. 

Desire for vertical social mobility in the society and search for decent work is visible in 

the rural areas where living standards often decline and jobs opportunities have been 

minimal. Family ties and acquaintance to urban areas facilitate migration.

The caste-based social classification and tribalism are still important factors dividing the 

society in layers of upper and lower classes. Thereby, lower classes tend to out-migrate, 

given the social disgust and rampant discrimination they face, while the middle class 

moves for white-collar jobs and the upper class and entrepreneurs for better urban 

lifestyles. Nonetheless, family links and agricultural property interests to rural areas 

are often maintained. 

Unemployment is high in the rural areas with agriculture being the major sector for 

employment opportunities as labour demands are seasonal and characterized by low 

wages. The self-contained rural employment structure suffers when the chief artisan 

(carpenter, mason, black smith, cobbler, weaver, oil man, hair dresser) move to urban 

areas and sell their skills in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Increasingly, 

urban centres become the dominant markets, service providers and places of innovation 

whereas rural ones degrade to providers of raw material and labourers.

Chinese initiatives and large-scale infrastructural projects such as the Chinese-Paki-

stan-Economic Corridor (CPEC) will have major effects on rural-urban transformation, 

human migration, offer-demand relationships and standards (Alam et al., 2019; Naz et al., 

2018). In the recent past, this has been exemplified as a consequence of the Afghan war 

and the crises in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) on the north-western 

border where there have been huge population mixes.

Rising sea levels and fishing trawlers affect the livelihood of fishermen villages along 

the coastal belt, fostering further migration. Fishermen around Gwadar (Balochistan) are 

already complaining of damage of marine communities. Coastal cities like Karachi could 

be hit by seawater rise pushing urban growth in different directions. Other coastal zones 

like Thata and Badin suffer from seawater intrusion affecting fishermen and farmers alike.
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4.3 Types of Cities / Towns

Historically, Pakistan cities and towns can be divided into pre- and post-colonial origin. 

The pre-colonial urban centers were located either on the banks of rivers or at the con-

fluence of trade routes. In both cases, the principle features included trading, culture 

(religious institutions such as mosques and madrasas), services and secular educational 

facilities. During the post-colonial period, new urban centres were established as markets 

and trading hubs along the major railway tracks and irrigation canals. In most cases, 

historic cities remained dominant throughout the colonial era as seats of power and 

politics. After 1947, a major remix took place as the subcontinent was divided into two 

countries and religious migration took place. This was followed by a redistribution of 

land and market resources. Another demographic shift occurred during the 1960s when 

Pakistan underwent industrial growth with cities like Lyallpur (now Faisalabad) trans-

forming from an agricultural market to a labour colony. During the 1980s, a wave of 

industrialization occurred owing to the introduction of new cotton varieties quadrupling 

cotton production. Most new industries were established along major highways and 

dedicated industrial zones. The rural communities in the vicinity of new industrial growth 

underwent a rural-urban transition which is continuing until today.

An exceptional form of modern urban centre emerged when the country’s capital was 

shifted from Karachi to the newly established city of Islamabad. Over time, the cities and 

towns have gained identity as hubs of business and innovation. For example, Faisalabad 

is known for its textile industry, Sargodha is known for citrus production, Sialkot for 

sports goods and its leather industry, Okara as the country’s potato market, Multan for 

mangoes, Sukhar for dates, Peshawar as a historic gateway to Afghanistan and Central 

Asia, Quetta as a connection to southern Afghanistan and Iran, and Karachi as the nation’s 

major port. With the CPEC and Gawadar port project becoming a reality, new market 

towns, industrial estates, trade and innovation centres will emerge along the newly 

constructed highways where the transition process will become particularly visible.
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Pakistani cities are also known for high end housing sprawls of which many are at least 

partly constructed with (deviated) public means. Islamabad is an example of horizontal 

landscape of roads and housing units without having a downtown and cultural focus. 

Most farmland allocations in Islamabad are arbitrary and the result of robbery at the 

expense of the public. Housing and development authorities have the power to bend 

existing rules and usurp land for private financial gains. Also, private individuals in 

positions of influence tend to show their might in the form of palace-type housing.

Historically, downtowns were the centres of modernity, enlightenment, entrepreneur-

ship, innovation, merchandising and trade. Haque (2015) has criticized urban planning 

and development in Pakistan as a mix of suburbia and slums with missing downtowns. It 

is time that the newly emerging towns from rural-urban transition have become models 

for harmonizing space and ecosystem requirements with proper infrastructure and town 

centres of creativity and vibrant markets. The social consequences of linear cities such 

as Gulberg-Lahore and Islamabad capital territory with no space for the lower middle 

class and the poor are deplorable. Their socio-political structures are open invitation for 

the creation of peri-urban slums for incoming migrants. 

Sukkur Indus River Slums © Aleksandar – Adobe Stock
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4.4 Types of Villages

Most pre-colonial villages are located along rivers and valleys with access to perennial 

sources of water and nearby food production. This includes the upper Punjab (Pothohar), 

sub-mountainous areas along the mountain ranges, dessert dwellings, oasis villages in 

Balochistan, and coastal fishermen villages. For many decades, livestock herding and 

community-controlled farming dominated. The distinct physical and social features of 

such villages remained intact until 1947 or even until today, bypassing the effects of 

transformation- and migration-induced changes of the socio-political framework.

Colony villages (also refereed to canal colonies), gradually implemented by the British 

government since the mid of the nineteenth century (Jahangir, 2018), have a design 

which was meant to foster agricultural enterprises based on a water distribution/sharing 

system and social structure where conflict would be minimized and once occurring could 

be resolved locally. For that purpose, villages of 1,000 to 2,500 acre were cut along the 

newly dug irrigation canals and their distributaries. Each set of 1,000 acre would have 

at least two irrigation outlets, 25-acre residential land and 100-200 acre of state land left 

as nature reserve and for the common services and community ownership. The villages 

were so designed that there was a market town every 10 mile where goods and services 

could be traded and social services available (Talbot, 2011). The inhabitants of villages 

were selected in parcels from different parts of the subcontinent to become a cohesive 

unit where social harmony would prevail. This concept of self-help/governance and social 

harmony was uprooted after 1947 when migrants from different parts of the subcontinent 

got mixed with socially and culturally distinct / different groups. 

After 1947, the lack of social integration has badly affected the social structure of colonies 

and agricultural production practices (Gazdar, 2009). Negatively impacted were water 

course management, collective marketing, cooperatives and dispute resolution. The 

villages occupied by the migrants are still distinguishable from those of the natives and 

of pre-1947 residents. There is greater tendency among the migrants to sell land and 

re-migrate compared to the natives. Similarly, agricultural productivity of villages of 

migrants and natives are likely to be different.

Villages and regions were recognized by dominating handicrafts and rural-urban trans-

formations threaten the practices of the underlying skills and traditions as part of Paki-

stan’s rich cultural heritage. Fragmentation of agricultural holdings have played havoc 

with crop productivity (Table 2) and the number small holdings is increasing leading to 

more land being trapped in inefficient farming unable to absorb new technologies.
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Table 2. Agricultural land distribution in Pakistan by year

OPERATIONAL 
HOLDING 

NO. OF FARMS FARM AREA OUT OF TOTAL AREA

acres % %

Category 1960 1990 2010 1960 1990 2010

Marginal < 5 19.0 47.5 64.7 3.0 11.3 20

Small 5 – <12.5 44.3 33.4 24.8 23.6 27.5 26

Medium 12.5 – < 25 23.8 12.2 6.8 27.0 21.5 18

Large 25 – < 50 9.0 4.7 2.6 19.0 15.8 13

Very large > 50 3.8 1.8 1.2 27.5 24.0 24

Source: Agricultural Census (1960, 1990, 2010), modified

During the past 50 years, the village in Sheikhupura District, Punjab, where I grew up as 

a child, has undergone major changes. It now resembles more a peri-urban slum than a 

classical Pakistani village. In the 1960s it was a half-empty assemblage of mud housings 

of about 25 acres with wide streets and a lot of space to play, as left by the Sikhs in 1947. 

The village was inhabited by landowners and migrant landless in 1947. Traditional sports 

and cultural activities were a regular feature. The water of its open wells was absolutely 

fit for drinking, the air was clean and people were happy with the local produce and 

services. The village was part of cluster with similar production practices and market 

orientation. Today, it is spread over 150 acre and nearly merged with nearby villages and 

a town services centre with several industrial units. It is a clear example of rural-urban 

transformation with little focus of a cluster left. This is a familiar example of transitions 

across the country leading us towards 70 % urban population by 2050. It is now time to 

revive the cluster concept to bring attractivity back to rural habitats.



ICDD |  Rural-urban Transition: A Challenge to Agricultural Productivity, Biodiversity and Food Security in Pakistan

16

4.5 Industrialization

Pakistan’s governmental policies have created new hubs of activity in the rural areas 

where transitions to urban systems is pronounced. Former farm labour has vanished for 

better wages in the industrial sector and marginal farm lands are being neglected. The 

local demand for standard staples is competing with that for cash crops. Seasonal labour 

shortages are forcing the famers to think of alternatives of crops and employment, if not 

for themselves, then definitely for their children.

Three new industrial estates are in the making as a part of China-sponsored CPEC package. 

More than 20,000-acre land is already allocated for the establishment of new industries 

in one Special Economic Zone (SEZ) near Faisalabad where at least 500,000 workers shall 

reportedly be employed. As industrial growth occurs, there will be need for more housing 

and services. The advent of such development shall spur migration from rural areas.

With new trade routes and Gawadar as an emerging port, it is important to plan how 

new routes and communication networks will transform the rural landscapes along the 

roads. The urban expanse of Gawadar will have implications on many of the oases uphill 

and the fishermen along the coast.

The new urban growth will take away land parcels and draw heavily on the water supplies 

of the region with implications for biodiversity and food security. There will be new oppor-

tunities for livelihood and disappearance of traditional oases and fishermen communities.

Denim Textile Industry – Big Weaving Room ©Danish Khan – Adobe Stock
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4.6 Innovation and Markets

Historically, the produce from rural areas goes to the markets in the urban centres and 

finished goods and services are returned. In recent years, however, the capacity of both 

sides to play their respective roles has become insufficient, given the population pres-

sure and lacking public investment. This has led to unhealthy competition and unethical 

practices. A large segment of rural population travels to the urban centres daily in search 

of jobs and services. The capacity and governance of agricultural produce markets is 

insufficient and the dependence on the urban power is an important reason to attract 

migration inflow.

Mobility, communication and awareness are the other factors calling for greater inter-

action to upgrade rural villages into townships and cities as new markets. The Punjab 

Urban unit predicts a large change in rural landscape qualifying as new urban centres. 

The current economic development in Balochistan is a consequence of improved com-

munication and road infrastructure connecting many parts of the province to Gawadar 

and the rest of the country allowing the exchange of commodities and services. 

Also, in Pakistan the nexus between tourism and agriculture becomes increasingly impor-

tant as awareness rises about environmental services, climate change and the role of 

safe and healthy food. Particularly, the mountainous, northern area of Pakistan is known 

for its rural beauty and diversity, Belochistan is likely to follow this avenue.

The level of skills and adaptable capacity of peri-urban areas offers an opportunity for 

gainful employment and profitable transition from rural to urban livelihoods. In the near 

future, women are expected to take a bigger share in the job market given increasing 

educational opportunities. This will likely also lead to lower rates of population growth.
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4.7 Training and Organizational Behaviour

It is not a case study of lacking of initiatives but of lacking of implementation of laws 

and missed opportunities. Institutionally, we have generated a multitude of institutional 

layers. These often are the consequence of failures to perform, but instead of fixing 

deficiencies in existing structures, we simply create additional ones. This is also the case 

with skill development programmes. We have in place many polytechnical institutes with 

apprenticeship programmes, we have engineering universities, continuing education 

programmes in all universities, departmental training institutes, a Technical Education 

and Vocational Training Authority (TEVTA) and a National Vocational Training and Edu-

cation Council (NAVTEC). Most recently, the government has decided to set up so-called 

skills universities. The latter would most likely be better placed as extensions of existing 

high schools where aptitudinal development would have its place.

Pakistan’s demographic dividend is only possible through a better human resource 

development framework. The current situation is a major threat to the inner peace of a 

society where > 60 % of the population belongs to the category of youth (Fig. 2).

Aerial cityscapes and landscape of Islamabad City © Tariq – Adobe Stock
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4.8 Population Growth and Food Security

A largely unchecked population growth and the poor performance of public health and 

education sector are increasing Pakistan’s social vulnerability. At present, food security 

becomes elusive when it comes to access and affordability. The lack of dietary diversity 

is responsible for stunting of children, a condition widespread in the peri-urban areas 

and remote villages.

The food security threat of Pakistan’s rapidly growing population has been a driving force 

behind public policy initiatives, promoting, however, only the production of agricultural 

staples. During the last decades, more land was brought under cultivation by providing 

perennial irrigation water supply in the canals and allowing free access to ground water 

resources. After having gone through the boon and bane of the Green Revolution which 

increased Pakistan’s staple production by several folds, the current urbanization process 

requires that we bring in better options for fodder cultivation and vegetable production 

to the peri-urban belts. This will help diversify dietary mix to address widespread mal-

nutrition.

Pakistan population shall be around 400 million by 2050 with 70 % living in urban and 

peri-urban centres. While urban growth will take away significant parcels of productive 

land, water scarcity due to enhanced agronomic and urban needs will hamper the nations 

goals of maintaining food self-sufficiency.

Human history shows that periods of enlightenment do not necessarily refer to changes 

in religious beliefs but are triggered by effective investments in human education as 

knowledge has no religion. Today, we have more Muslims in the world than ever before 

but too little to claim as their contribution to the advancement and spread of knowledge. 

A possible model to learn from are American Community Colleges and similar pro-

grammes in Chinese and European countries that are particularly successful in human 

resource development. 

Aging and life span and emergence of middle class are demographic parameters which 

will continue to be important factors in Pakistan’s rural-urban transformation process. 

The number of out-of-school children is frightening while girls’ education is still a taboo 

in some parts of the country (Reis, 2020; Uddin et al., 2021). With a population of currently 

208 million people and a literacy rate of only 59 % which is much lower in women, 

Pakistan must undertake major changes in its educational and political setting to reap 

the benefits of its youth.
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5  Conclusions

There is a continuous transition of rural lands into suburbia and peri-urban settings due 

to the expansion of cities to accommodate housing needs, rural areas getting connected 

to the urban amenities around industrial estates along the highways and because of 

migration from rural to urban settings. When small towns get bigger, more suburbia 

and slums emerge simultaneously. 

The transition process has losers and winners. The educated, skilful, resourceful and 

enterprising segments move vertically. The dispossessed landowners and unprepared 

migrants are a problematic segment of the society. 

Pakistan’s fast rural-urban transformation strongly affects the natural resource balances 

which has major ecological consequences. Land and water resources have been increas-

ingly stressed to meet the growing requirements for physical space and civic needs. Most 

of the peri-urban settings are examples of a social-ecological decline. Yet, the livelihoods 

and ecosystem services offered by these zones are indispensable. 

The transformation processes have altered the social and economic structure of the 

country’s society as the divide between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ has gotten wider. The 

city and industrial planners make compromises in favour of the rich and, as a result, the 

traditional social coherence of villages and cities has disappeared. At the village level, this 

means a lowering of land productivity, social disharmony and increasing manipulation 

of city markets and social services. 

Rampant population growth and lack of matching human resource intervention contribute 

to the fabric of an unproductive society at large as evidenced by increasing joblessness 

and poverty. This aggravates the existing food insecurity of many. 

Better management of rural-urban transition will allow to minimize the damage to 

ecosystems and the societal services. This will require conservation of land and water 

resources, retention of skilled workforce in the agriculture sector, value addition and 

transparent markets. 

Around Pakistan’s big cities peri-urban areas and transitional rural-urban transformation 

belts may be generated as unique clusters of innovation and sustainable economic growth. 
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Appendix

Figure 1. Agriculture and land use in Pakistan (only major crops).  

Source: Nomi887 at English Wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0,  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=13621984
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Figure 2. Pakistan single age population pyramid 2020, generated from US Census 

Bureau International Data Base

Source: Sdgedfegw – Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0,  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=99605959
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