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AN OPTlMUMSlZE FOR CITIES
In recent years, faced with the trend within Western culture

toward increasing urbanization, p1anners and other social scientists
have begun to think about the problem of how far u~banization will
go. Should the larger centera be allowed to grow indefinitely' :
in population and area or sbould the development be arbitrarily
stopped? If the development i8 t& b~ halted,at which stage should
it occur with respect to a cityeg population and ~rea? This question
immediately raí ses the basi c. problem of what sho.uld be the optimúm

size for large urban centers, known generally as cities.

This problem has been examined by a numb~r of town planners
and sociologistso For the most part their investigations have been
brief and in many cases quite limited in scope. The criteria used
for determining an optimum size for cities bave v~ried greatlyo,
Duncan (1) and-Ogburn (2) indieate a selected'optimum of 50,000-
100,000 people, based on the per capita cost of ~uicipal ser~j,Q:,es

in urban centers in.the United states with a population greater
than.25,000, i ..e." on a seleeted quantit,.at-iv. ~t~ti8tical basia

without considering as both Duncan and Thomas Sharp (3) point out
the quality and the scope of these services as well as the length
and continuity oí their o~eration. Ebenezer Howard (4) whose op-

Reprinted from Canadian Geographer, No. 5 (1955), ppo 85-88~
with permission of the author and the editor. (Published by the
Canadian Association óf Geographers, Ottawa, Canada.)

(l) O. To Duncan, '"The Optimum Size of Cities,11 Reader in
Urban Sociology, ed. P. K. Hatt and A. J. Reias (Glencoe, 111.:
Free Press, 1951), pp. 632-45,
_ (2) W. F. Ogburn, Social Characteristics of Cities, (Chicago:
Intern~tional Managers' Association, 1931)
. (3) T. Sharp, Town Planning (London: Pelican ~ooks, 1940),
p. 69.

(4) M. S. 'Briggs, Town and Country P1anning (London: Allen &
Unwin., 1948), p.24.
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timum i8 30pOOO people (5) arid Le Corbusier, (6) })who considera
acity of"3~0009000 as ideal}) based their estimateson what tbey
persona~lybelieved to be the best size, ioeo, their.estimates
were entirely.subjectiveo ..Still.others like ..Brennan. (7) whose
optimulB is 10,000-20,000" based their findings on a desirable

~ocial life for the inhabitantso
.- .

None oí tllese o-bservers9 11owever, "mentione-d tIle problems

raised by the very meanings 01 the words tloptimum size. for ci tieso ti

The 'ShorterOxford English.Dictionary defines "optimum" as the
~best~ or "most desirable"; "size" as the "best" or "most desir~
ible".;"sizet! as tlle nmagnitudegU tlbulk".l '~bigness,tt or "dimensiona"

of anythj.ng; and OOcity" as a name for any urban center greater in
si:~e tllan a towDo The al)plic~tion 01 these terms to urbanism 'and

to to\vn l)lanning IlRS the following implications:

If one considera" an optilnUDl size for ci ties, the question

ilnmediately. raised i89 The optimum for l,hat? -- for interna1 ease

01 movement, for eeonomicprovision of servic~s, far a desirable
social life, far .urban.life," or.for defense 'in time oí war?
When one considera the word "size,. its several aspects in this
case become rapidly apparento Urban centers cover a horizontal
area and al so llave a 'vertical extento Size here a180 means total

populationp a population which can be concentrated by vertical
accwnulation or dispersed thinly ayer a broadhorizontal areao
Tlle word uci ty 9 t1 according to the above, mean.s an urban center
greater iñ population than a towno Witbin our culture the popul~

(5) Many followers of the English school of town and re~ional
plariners whicll developed .following'HowardtJ s Garden. City principIe
believ'e the optimum size for ci ties to be 30 ,000--50 ~000 peollle o

(6) Charles Eo Jeanneret-Gris (Le Corbusierg pseudo) City
of Tomorrow and Ita Planning, transo from the8th French edo of
Urbanisme by Frederick Etehells (London~ Architeetural Pressg

~947), po 1720
(7) To Brennan, Midland City (London: Dennis DobsODg Ltdo9

1949) S) po 47 o
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ation aize lor cities has been.defined legally. In Ontario, for
example, it.is an agglQmeration of 15.000 people; in Saskatehewan
it ia a population of 5,000 people concentrated on 640 acres or
less; in Wisconsin it ia a.population ofl,OOO on 320 acres or
less. It is.quite obvious, than, considering all the implications
oí the ábove~ that an answer to the questiont What i8 tbe optimum
size for cities? can be given only after a very great number of
complex cri teria llave been examilled, analyzed, weiglled, and a

synthesis attempted in order to resolve thecontradictory nature
of many oí the various faetorso Any estimates Buch as those sl.lb=,

mitted by the sociologists andplanners mentioned would be .wholly
inade(luate unless they ,vere closely linkéd to tIle geographic cha-

racter, distributions, and functiona1 patterns 01 tbe regions with-
in which the centers were to be found.

Despite this, however, there are several general consider-
¿,~~tions whieh do apply to the resol ving of tlle problem. First,r . .
sizemay be takell to ref.e;r ..almost completely to the total populc:a

ation oí the urban center, for the distribution of this population
over a horizontal and lor a vertical are~ will depend on the phy-
aieal nature of the site and the general cultural levels of all
the people occupying the site, that is, their felt needs and de-
sires for social living and ~he technical skills they have to
translate these feelings int-o aetlla.li ty. Second, in each major

geographic region there seems to be a hierarchy of interrelated
urban centers. This hierarchy is based on the service8 and funct-
ions of the individual centers. The interrelationships are not
permanent but ch.ange "i th time, as the eul ture of the region

,.~haDges. In an open economy based on competition snch as one
linds in those regioDa occupiedby wester~.European'oculture, not
o.nly can functi'ons change in the long period oftime when the

entire culture.changes, but they can aleo. change w~thin a short
period oí time 9 withing th,e same eul tural p'e.riodo Ina closed

economyp in a region dominated by a single strong central authority,
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Ifone assumes that the hierarchy of interrelated funetions
oí urban centers i/s a valid conceptt) then one .can arrive at an

optimum .size .for each of the centers onthe hierarchyo This opti-
mum.size callnot have.an absolute value but will .bea range in popuc=
lation.}) It '\,illhave a maximum and a minimum figure based on .the

greatest efficiency of operation of all the fUDctioDS of the indi~
vidual urban centerso The gre~ter the number of functions for any
one centerg the greater this range will beo \¥bether tbe-efficiency
JJIe tJle degree of efficiency ia translated in terms of production.

or money or social living or some other criterioDp will depend OD
~ the general culture of the geogr~hic reglon.
'-...

it is possible for the funetions and ~therefore the hierarchy.to
remain static o.r rigid "i thin anyone cultural periodo"',' Changes in

functionin thelatter are also subject to very tight control by

the central authorityo

r

r- There areg howeverp a number of cases whlch tend to quallfy
this approach to determining an optimumsizeo 'fhese are the urban
centers,whosefunetions do.not readily seem to fit into any hierar....,
chY1> such as resort towns9 military towns9 university towns, or
isolated mining and pulp milI townso The optimump or rather the
maximum~minimum range in population for these will vary in aman~
ner similar to those urban centers whieh find themselves at the
bottom of a hierarchy}) that 189 those concerned with the produet~
ion ef primaryproductso The population will vary as the rate of.
exploitation oí the available resources9 be they mineralsv timber,
fishp university lecturers9 or a sandy stretch of eoast line in a

.".semitropical climate. Por the former and for otber centers of

primary production in a geographic area which has had a relatively
~ '. :

long period of se-:ttl ement9 kilo\fing the rate of eXIlio! tation of the

available resources9 the planner ean predict quite safely the op-
timum size for the communi ty whose function i t ie to exploi t,' or

directly service the exploiters of each particular resouree9 sub~
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Lject. of cours~ to the vagaries of "market prices." This can be.

i¡lustratedby a number of Ontario exampl es o According to .tlle .1951

(9th).Census of Canada~ the population,of the nation hªs been.grow~
ing overo the past four decades at an average rat~ of ..201 per ccnt

per- annum (except for the. depression deeade 19,31-41) o .Duri.ng .the ..past

deeade the -increase in populationhas taken place in the urban ce~ters
wllile. the rural population oí ~anada. was reduced 6 per cent in re-

latiQn to the total populationo Centers with more or less stab~lized
single functions showeda general population increase of O to 1075

per cent per annumj whereas centers ..wi th a number of fun(:tions in"'"

creased at a general rate of 2 to 305 per cent })er a.11numo Small

farra service and market centers (some wi th ligllt manufactur~ng) ~

mining tOlvns and pulp and paper towns illustrate the former. Region-

al capitals and distribution centers, Wllich_ar.e to be found near the

~top oí the hierarc~lY~ illustrate the lattero TabIe 1 indicates the

stabili ty of population in the former o They are, hOlfever, dep~ndent

ill their size on. the population oí the hinterland they serviceo This

population i8 dependent, in .turn, on the length of the period of set-
tlement, the patterllS of oceupation (eogo, farming types) and the

LIesulting density of pupulationo A number oí centers in Lambton
County il1ustrate thi s ~ointo Al though Arkonag The.dford~ and \Vatford

fulfil similar functions, the population of eaeh ís quite different9

al though eacll is stabilized.o Oíl Springs is an example of what can

happen wi th a cllange in functione An oil-producing center from

1861 tO, ..1866, i t had reverted to a farming market and service center

by 18710 A boom in the oil industry saw a rapid climb in population
in answer to the added function of oíl production. The rapid decline
oí the Oíl Springs field shortly after 1901 resu1ted in the center
again becoming unifunctional, with a stable population unable to
maintain many of the former services, such as specialize:4.shopso

Sarniap also in Lambton County, is an example. of a regional
capital performing a number. oí functio~s. It provides
a number of services for a large hinterland, but
th1S hinterland i8 limited extent to the south
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Urban Populations
:~

Cantar Fu.nctions 1891 1901 1911 1921 1931 1941 1951
. "

Arkonaf1 ••• ee.fbe Farm seriice center 463 468 424 420 420 406 370'~'// '

Thedford •••• e0<f1 Farm service center 616 633 '559 '524 559 "623 616
vVarford •• .,• o ••• Farm servioe center 1~2,99 1;279 19092 lílO59 979 19°76 19201
OilSprings •.•.(0) Farm servic'e oanter 1,1;8 1~O18 646 490 394 458. 433

. -l
'>".' . '~." a~nd011 productio:q.

Samia. e e o 6 00,. e • 11ultifixnc tionalre~ 6'9.692 8,176 99947 149811;; 189191 189734" 349697
gional capital ••.•• ",,1 -'';:~ ;~. '0:" ".I. ., " ,~ .. I

I

Iroquois Falls" 'Pulp and papar man- •••• 6 e ••• " 1) ••• " 1~17'8 19476 19;02 19342
ufactu.ring

"

..1'"

('f.)

tí
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and east by the service areas oí Chatham and LondoDo Sarniag how-
ever, because oí i ts manufactures serves the-IÍation as a \vhole and

southern Ontario in particular. Ita population thus has continued
to grow almost directly proportionally to the increase in the manu~
facturing function, for its other functions, such as administration
provision oí services, recreation, and transportation~ have remain~
ed more or 1esa the. sameo In tllis respect one can place i t in the

ranl{ of sIDall mul tifunctional regi.onal capi tals sncb as Saul t Ste

Marie, Guelph, Brantford, and' l{ingstoD.
. .

..••.r New techniques of production may, in time 9 al ter the val idi ty

of the production of an optimum in the case of unifunctional
ír.;enters of tlle type noted above. 'Vith re.spect to resort centers,

as a.ti example of an unstable unifunctional center, there is less

possibility of adequately predicting an optimum size, since the
frequentil1g oí such places is usually subject to the general fel t

needs and desires of a great number oí people in many regionso The
popularity oí a particular resort is thus subject to the public

Gvhin. When one considers Atlantic City, Blackpool, Miami, and even
Gratld Bend in Ontario, i t seems that there i 8 almost no maximum in

1 size to be set. However, the maximum in this case is the on.e
J

:which can effi.cientl)t': bear the eost of the municipal services for

',the seasonal maximum, that is, the least number of visitors neces .•.

.sary during the season to maintain the "plant" established.

(-,,, In summatioDp for a planner or a soeiologist or a geographer,

or anyone elee to predict the optimum size for cities and other
urban centers, he must recognize a number of factors. The first
of these 18 that the trend toward urbanization of the worldvs
population la part of general enl ture change and to a.ttempt to
predict where or when it will stop is llractically impossible, since
no man knO\fS for certain \vhat the future holds in store. But one

factor that can be recognized and predicted more or less definite-
ly is that each urban center perfarms certain functions in relat-
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tO,Qll otber urban centers and tothe area about ito These
functional .relations~ips. vary from. reg.~o.~:, to:, region throughou.t

~tlle \fcrld 811d. aréinAsx~r~b~y linked to "the enl tural levels of the

peop~es occupyi~g-the different regionso I~ m~stbe recognized
t,h.at,.tllese fUD.<eti@nal re?l~~ionship~ are not staticg part~cul~rly

in an e~onomy .d.ominated by compet,i tiong bllt cllange. ,vi thtime wi th=

in ea~h region and from.region ~o r,gion as the processes 01 dif=
f f~~Jlsions a,nd accul turatioB t'ake placeo

r For eacll urban center tllare appears tobe an optimum. range

in ,populatioD-based. on the efficient operatio~ oí its particular
functions 9 subject to the cJ'langing vaInes and f.el"t needs of i te

() .i1 ~~ evident tllat tbe opt.imum size far anyurban

{;,aXl be determined only after a comprellensiveunderstanding

b.as been, 'obtained oí tbe eha~lj\cter and interrelationships of the

f regiolls 'fi thin Wllich i t i s loeatedo

'-

noa


