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6.	 Adverse	Consequences	of	the	Rise	of	
the	Asian	Middle	Class

There is another, less desirable side to the growth of the 
middle class. The rapid expansion of the Asian middle 
class in the last two decades has had several unintended 
effects including environmental and ecological, a rise in 
obesity, and an increase in chronic, non-communicable, 
middle-class diseases (such as diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease, and cancer). It is important to bring these negative 
aspects into policy discussions so as to sustain and promote 
strong and stable middle class and development.

None of these issues should be overstated; the 
expansion of the middle class will clearly and substantially 
improve quality of life in Asia. Nonetheless it is important 
to recognize that without concerted effort to change some 
behaviors, the rise of the middle class will create new 
environmental and health challenges. 

A.	 Environmental	Stress

The growth of the middle class in Asia is likely to 
put considerable strain on natural resources and the 
environment. Currently, the average Indian uses only 40% 
of the water that an average American uses, and the typical 
Chinese consumer even less (28%) (Figure 6.1). As more 

Asians move into the middle class, water use per capita 
will increase, as it has during the past decade. An analysis 
of the determinants of per capita water consumption by 
domestic households in seven major metropolitan areas in 
India found that family size, the education of the household 
head’s wife, and household living standards (as measured 
by a composite asset score) were associated significantly 
and positively with water consumption per capita (Shaban 
2008). However one of the strongest determinants of per 
capita water use was 24-hour tap water availability. As 
household living standards rise and tap water facilities 
extend to more rural and urban households in developing 
Asia, domestic water use could increase dramatically. 
Given the severe scarcity of water in many parts of the 
region, there are potentially large consequences if the 
average Chinese or Indian increases his or her water 
consumption to the level of the American consumer, unless 
policies effectively balance water pricing with inclusive 
and sustainable growth concerns. 

The same argument applies to environmental 
pollution. In most Asian countries, carbon dioxide 
emissions per capita are still considerably smaller than in 
Europe and North America (Table 6.1). For instance, CO2 
emissions per capita in India and the PRC are just 6% and 
18%, respectively, of the US level. However both total and 
per capita carbon dioxide emissions have increased at a 
much faster rate in Asia than in Europe and North America. 

Source: www.waterfootprint.org.

Figure 6.1  Per capita Water Consumption  (1997–2001, cubic meters)
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Indeed, experts expect the PRC’s energy-related emissions 
of greenhouse gases to surge in the next decade or two, even 
if a national energy efficiency campaign now underway is 
successful. Current projections suggest aggregate carbon 
dioxide emissions from burning fossil fuels will be more 
than two times the US level by 2025.34 If the Asian middle 
class approaches US levels of per capita emissions, there 
could be large and adverse implications for air pollution 
and global climate change, without innovative policies 
that mitigate the impact.

In large part, the rising stress on the environment 
reflects a policy failure. For instance, water subsidies 
to urban consumers and to cultivators often result in 
overconsumption of water, while fuel (diesel) subsidies 
in many countries exacerbate the problem of greenhouse 
emissions; clearly, there is a strong role for policy to help 
mitigate such environmental stresses, while facilitating 
adaptation to climate changes.

B.	 Health	Burdens

In many developing countries alongside rapid middle 
class growth, has come greater obesity and a rise in 
chronic diseases such as diabetes, cancer and heart 
disease, problems earlier considered rich-world issues. 
Because many countries in Asia have not yet eradicated 
communicable diseases such as malaria, they face a double 
burden of communicable disease and chronic disease. 

The growth of the middle class in Asia appears to 
have brought about large changes in diet, shifting it toward 
foods rich in fat and low on fiber and micronutrients. At 

34	 “China	Fears	Consumer	Impact	on	Global	Warming,”	New York Times,	
4	July	2010,	page	A1

the same time, casual empiricism suggests that the urban 
middle class has become more sedentary as it has come 
to rely more heavily on motor vehicles, raising levels of 
obesity.

This is in part driven by greater availability and 
lower prices for of processed foods, which has greatly 
increased fat consumption in low-income countries 
(Drewnowski and Popkin 1997). The transition from a 
complex-carbohydrate, low-fat diet to an energy-dense, 
high-fat diet now occurs at much lower levels of income 
than previously and has been further accelerated by rapid 
urbanization so that an ever increasing share of the middle 
class is exposed to more unhealthy diets (Lang 1997). In 
the PRC, for example, upper-income groups consuming a 
relatively high-fat diet (>30% of daily energy intake) rose 
from 22.8% in 1989 to 66.6% in 1993. The middle-income 
class consuming a high-fat diet also rose (from 19.1% to 
51.0%) (Reddy and Yusuf 1998). Data from the National 
Sample Survey of India show similar trends. As Figure 
6.2 shows, average fat intake per person per day increased 
quite sharply from 1972–73 to 2004–05, even as daily per 
capita calorie intake fell. This means that the ratio of fat to 
calorie intake nearly doubled over the period. 

The rise in obesity is closely connected to the rise in 
diabetes; many Asian countries now face epidemic levels 
of the disease. For instance, India and the PRC now have 
the largest absolute number of diabetics in the world (51 
million and 43 million respectively) (Shaw et al. 2010). 
The incidence of diabetes in some Asian countries, such 
as Malaysia, Sri Lanka, and the Republic of Korea, is now 
as large as in the developed countries, such as the US, 
Germany, Canada, and Spain (Figure 6.3). 

Table	6.1		Carbon Dioxide Emissions (1990	and	2004)

Country
Total (million 
metric tons)

Annual 
change (%) 

Share of world total 
(%)

Per capita  
(metric tons)

Annual 
change (%) 

Carbon intensity of growth CO2 emissions 
per unit of GDP (metric tons of CO2 per 

million, 2000 PPP $)
1990 2004 1990–2004 1990 2004 1990 2004 1990–2004 1990 2004

Japan	 1,071 1,257 1.2 4.7 4.3 8.7 9.9 1.0 0.37 0.36
United	States 4,818 6,046 1.8 21.2 20.9 19.3 20.6 0.5 0.68 0.56
United	Kingdom 579 587 0.1 2.6 2.0 10.0 9.8 -0.1 0.47 0.34
Germany	 980 808 -1.3 4.3 2.8 12.3 9.8 -1.5 0.58 0.38
Korea,	Republic	of 241 465 6.6 1.1 1.6 5.6 9.7 5.2 0.57 0.51
Malaysia	 55 178 15.8 0.2 0.6 3.0 7.5 10.7 0.56 0.76
Russian	Federation 1,984 1,524 -1.9 8.8 5.3 13.4 10.6 -1.5 1.61 1.17
Thailand 96 268 12.8 0.4 0.9 1.7 4.2 10.5 0.38 0.56
China,	People's	Republic	of 2,399 5,007 7.8 10.6 17.3 2.1 3.8 5.8 1.30 0.70
Philippines 44 81 5.9 0.2 0.3 0.7 1 3.1 0.19 0.22
Sri	Lanka 4 12 14.8 ... ... 0.2 0.6 14.3 0.09 0.15
Viet	Nam 21 99 25.8 0.1 0.3 0.3 1.2 21.4 0.28 0.47
Indonesia 214 378 5.5 0.9 1.3 1.2 1.7 3.0 0.54 0.53
India 682 1,342 6.9 3 4.6 0.8 1.2 3.6 0.48 0.44
Pakistan 68 126 6.0 0.3 0.4 0.6 0.8 2.4 0.39 0.41
Bangladesh 15 37 10.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.3 14.3 0.12 0.15

Source:	 UNDP	Human Development Report 2007–08.
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Cardiovascular disease presents a similar picture. 
In developing countries, cardiovascular deaths represent 
three quarters of the mortality from all non-communicable 
diseases, while they are the primary cause of death in 

industrialized nations (Earth Institute 2004). So without 
substantial changes in health care and dietary choices, 
cardiovascular deaths are only expected to increase as 
incomes rise in developing Asia. 

Source: National Sample Survey Organisation, Nutritional Intake in India 2004–05, Report No. 513(61/1.0/6), May 2007.

Figure 6.2  Average Calorie and Fat Intake, India (1972–73 to 2004–05)
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Figure 6.3  Diabetes Prevalence Worldwide (2010 and 2030, %)
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