
 
 
 
Interview with Dr. Christoph Lüthi 

The Senior Scientist at Eawag-Sandec, Zurich, on the rapid urbanisation of our world 

He is one of ten speakers at the sixth Hansgrohe Water Symposium on 24 October 2013: Dr. Christoph 
Lüthi, Swiss architect and urban environmental planner. The organisers at the Hansgrohe Aquademie 
warmly welcome him to Schiltach and look forward to his lecture. Its topic is: “Focus on the mega-city: 
Why is everyone moving to the city?”. The internationally renowned speaker and publicist answered 
three questions put to him by our editorial team: 

Dr. Christoph Lüthi – all the forecasts for demographic trends work on the assumption that, in no 
more than two generations, 75 percent of people will be living in cities. What are the main 
reasons for this marked “rural exodus”? 
Christoph Lüthi: There are many different reasons for this. These are referred to as “pull and push 
factors”. Better career opportunities, educational provision and social advancement, within an urban 
context, are certainly some of the pull factors. Lack of opportunity, and particularly lack of employment 
opportunities in rural areas, are some of the push factors. Add to this the increased mechanisation and 
industrialisation of agriculture over the last few decades, which is increasingly eliminating the need for 
cheap labour. We must also bear in mind, however, that the majority of urban population growth stems 
from natural increases in the already established population. 

What significance does this radical change in the population structure have in terms of urban 
water supply and waste water planning? There are, of course, major differences between the 
situations in Europe, Asia and Africa ... 
C.L.: Yes, the rapidly growing mega-cities of Africa and Asia in particular face huge challenges in this 
regard. Essentially we're not talking about urban planning here, we're actually talking about everyday 
crisis management. Administrators and suppliers are barely able to meet the needs of the existing urban 
population with reliable supply and waste management – let alone the many hundreds of thousands of 
people who newly take up residence there every year. Just one example: in India there are currently 
less than 50 cities that are able to guarantee their residents a regular water supply 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week. And over the next 15 years, 200 million more Indians will move into the cities. There 
are insufficient financial resources, but most importantly insufficient capacities and human resources, to 
create sustainable improvements here. 

What are the key issues facing architects and urban planners such as yourself – and which areas 
of work will be the most challenging? 
C.L.: We certainly won't be running out of work in this sector! I believe that the really compelling issues 
will involve the planning and creation of improved infrastructure for financially strapped municipalities 
and cities. How can we succeed in establishing cost-effective, participatory procedures so that the urban 
poor also have access to decent supply and waste management services? Those in positions of 
responsibility also need to improve the integration of urban development and infrastructure planning. 
The objective of achieving sustainable, resource-conserving cities, both north and south, remains a key 
priority over the coming decades. 

Thanks a lot for the interview! 

Christoph Lüthi has worked in Africa, India and in Southeast Asia. He has over 20 years of experience 
in applied research and his specialist field covers a broad spectrum: the provision of infrastructure to 
municipalities, sustainable waste water planning and the development of multi-stakeholder initiatives. 
Lüthi lectures, publishes and speaks at conferences all over the world. 
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