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Motivation

Generating a narrative for Sub-Saharan Africa, drawing on

numerous urbanization reviews

regional reports (employment, housing, environment, agriculture, local government, etc.)

various household surveys, some of them at city level

country specific analyses

Designing evidence based and practical policy recommendation



Framework

More systematic review by pooling all household survey and census data to assess 

Service access and poverty

Population growth due to fertility or migration 

Location of population by town/city size 

Synthesis of policy recommendations common to most urbanization reviews and other 
policy and advisory documents



Structure of this Presentation

Characteristics of 
Africa’s 
Urbanization

Economic Transformation

Demographic Change

Poverty and Services

Fragmented Cities

Policy 
Recommendations

Urban Planning and Land Markets

Infrastructure Investments – Sustainably Financed and More Efficient

Integrating Rural and Urban across Countries



Economic Transformation



Urbanization has been associated with uniform growth in East Asia, but the story is 
mixed for Sub-Saharan Africa



About one-
fourth of the 

urban 
population 

still works in 
agriculture
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Cities are growing with people, but this is not accompanied by 
structural transformation



The ‘tradeables’ sector is 
much smaller in Africa’s 
cities than elsewhere 

Asian cities: 70%
African cities: 50%

Only traded goods and 
services enable the 
economies of scale needed 
for driving cost down



Demographic Change



The share of the 
largest city in the 

total urban 
population has 

remained constant 



Almost one-third of 
the urban 

population lives in 
towns with fewer 

than 50,000 people 



The decline in 
urban fertility is 
stalling in some 
countries and  

continues slowly 
in others 



Natural increase 
contributes more 
than in-migration 

to urban 
population growth

Rural to urban 
migration 

contributes less 
than 40 percent, 

on average 



Poverty and Services



Sub-Saharan Africa is urbanizing at lower per capita GDPs 
than other regions



Poverty has declined faster in large cities than in rural or other urban areas 



Only a few 
countries 

managed to 
translate 

urbanization 
to poverty 
reduction



The urban poor are better served than the rural non-poor …



… but the differences become smaller for improved water and improved sanitation



Biggest gains in improving living standards are made during first move to a larger city



Fragmented Cities



More than 50 percent of 
trips are done by walking 

in Bamako, Conakry, 
Dakar, Douala, and 

Niamey 

42 % walk in Nairobi, 
accessing only 11 % of 

the jobs

Share of accessible jobs by 
minibus within 60 minutes in 

Nairobi



Fragmentation limits 
access to jobs, markets 
and services and makes 

cities costly

This makes cities less 
competitive



Net wage 
premiums vary 

across the 
urban hierarchy



Policy Recommendations and 
Concluding Thoughts



Urban 
infrastructure 

matches 
demand from 
urban growth

Well planned 
and managed 

cities and 
metropolitan 

areas

Strong rural 
urban 

linkages

Cities provide opportunities for growth and poverty reduction, but 
Africa has not maximized them compared to other continents

70%: Region with 
the highest share 
of urban residents 

living in slums –
hurting human 

capital

Limited rural urban 
linkages – reducing 

economic 
diversification  and 
farm productivity

The 
gaps

Fragmented and 
spatially 

disconnected urban 
development  -
limiting private 
investment and 

economic growth



Africa Lags Behind Other Regions in 
Secure Land and Property Rights

Securing rural 
and urban 

land rights is 
critical to

Reduce 
Conflicts

Stimulate 
Private 
Investment

Transform 
Financial And 
Property 
Markets

• In nearly all 30+ intra-state conflicts 
in Africa since 1990, land plays a role

• About 90% of rural lands are under 
customary tenure

• Land tenure in urban areas is not 
secure. For example, in Addis out of 
600,000 land parcels estimated, only 
8,000 are registered

• Land markets do not function well -
between 10 and 45% of businesses 
highlight access to land as key to 
increase investments



Without functioning land supply and management framework, many 
issues pertaining to economic growth, prosperity and disaster risk 

management remain unsolvable



Africa’s current expenditure for urban development is woefully 
inadequate

City government expenditures in SSA (net of 
South Africa)  

$6.50-$45.22/capita/annum (total) 
$0.29-15.40/capita/annum (capex) 

City government expenditure in South Africa
$731.00-1,024.00/capita/annum (total)  
$138.00-$211.00/capita/annum (capex)

31

Mean annual 
operating 

expenditure 
(South African 

cities)

$878 

Mean annual 
capital 

expenditure 
(South African 

cities) $175 

 $-

 $100

 $200

 $300

 $400

 $500

 $600

 $700

 $800

 $900

 $1,000

Blantyre Lusaka Maputo Maseru Dar Dakar Accra Bamako

Annual operating expenditure Annual capital expenditure



Intergovernmental transfers as a share of total local government revenues 

More than elsewhere local expenditure rely on national 
government transfers

Need to better 
coordinate donor 

finance and crowd-
in private investors 

to meet 
infrastructure gaps

More strategically 
allocate – based on 
geography and PPP 

potential – aid 
versus private 
sector funding



Strengthening rural urban linkages increases rural productivity and 
reduces food prices for urban consumers
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