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Foreword by UN-HABITAT

Events in the early years of the 21st century have all but 
done away with the widespread belief in linear development, 
the start of worldwide accumulative growth, and broad 
access to a global consumer society. The free-market ideology 
has facilitated a number of serious world-wide mistakes in 
governance, environmental management, banking practices 
and food and energy pricing which in recent years have 
rocked the world to its foundations. The message of these 
systemic shocks is that we can no longer afford to continue 
with ‘business as usual’. There is need for a significantly higher 
level of global political determination to make deep changes, 
if humankind is to survive on this planet.

The world’s wealthiest governments have shown that rapid 
adaptation and reform are possible. Despite the predominance 
of a free-market ideology opposed to government interference, 
when faced with a deep financial crisis that imperilled the 
world’s global banking system the governments of the more 
advanced economies were capable of generating, almost 
overnight, the political will to put on the table the billions 
of dollars required to bail out the world’s largest financial 
institutions. These funds did not seem available when they 
were requested for the global eradication of poverty.

It should be noted, however, that the African banking sector 
was not as severely hit by the financial crisis as its counterparts 
in more advanced economies. African banks had behaved 
with significantly more responsibility and therefore had little 
exposure to toxic assets and the inevitable consequences 
of dangerous financial derivatives. Nevertheless, Africa 
has become exposed to the impacts of the global recession 
through lower demand for commodities, declining income 
from tourism and subsequent loss of income and jobs.

However, on the whole, the news from Africa remains good. 
In 2007 and 2008, the continent’s growth rates were on par 
with China’s and India’s, while forecasts for 2010 and 2011 
suggested a 4.8 per cent pace. Much of this growth is driven 
by virtually unprecedented political stability and burgeoning 
domestic demand from Africa’s rapidly emerging middle 
classes. African entrepreneurship has also increased, powered 
in part by a reversal of the ‘brain drain’ into a ‘brain gain’.

Just as the Asian powerhouses, Africa stands to benefit from 
the rapid expansion of its cities. Urbanization is jump-starting 
industrialization and the 40 percent of Africa’s population 
that now lives in cities produces 80 percent of its GDP. 
However, the continent remains hampered by the difficulties 
and costs of doing business there. Nevertheless, foreign 
direct investment is at an all-time high and global business is 
beginning to outsource manufacturing to Africa.

On the reverse side, as the urbanization of African 
poverty makes further progress, the prospect of a dignified 
and productive life continues to elude the poorest among 
Africans. More and more Africans are forced into informality, 
whether as a sheer survival strategy or because their living 
environments are defined by unregulated, non-serviced urban 
settlements and slums.

Whereas the number of urban slum dwellers has been 
significantly reduced in Northern Africa over the past two 
decades, much remains to be done in this respect in sub-
Saharan nations. The key to success lies in closing widespread 
governance gaps by learning from the pragmatism of African 
civil society. However, the embarrassingly unequal share of 
the resources, opportunities and benefits of urban life that 
are reaped by politically and economically privileged elites, 
on the one hand, and the exclusion of millions upon millions 
of disenfranchised and deprived urban dwellers, on the other, 
must be addressed if African cities are to continue to play a 
meaningful role in achieving the targets of the Millennium 
Development Goals and in providing productive lives for the 
rapidly growing numbers of urban dwellers.

/����$��

0�
��1(����	�������������0��	�
���	���

-2��!	����*����	��
0�1��"+3�3



iii

FO
REW

O
RD

Poor planning has remained the Achilles heel of many 
towns, impeding both sustainable growth and healthy living 
environments for an increasing population of urban dwellers 
across Africa.

As the world reviews its performance to date on the 
Millennium Development Goals, and with less than five years 
to run, evidence shows that effective urban planning and 
sustainable cities can make a critical contribution. 

There is no doubt that decisions made now will have 
long-term consequences and can lock a city and its dwellers 
into patterns that may positively or negatively affect urban 
sustainability and quality of life for generations to come. 
Inappropriate location of residences and work can generate 
significant but unnecessary mobility demand, private car 
dependence, air pollution and traffic congestion. Any future 
reversal of erroneous spatial decisions in cities can be extremely 
expensive and difficult.

We know the issues and challenges. Burgeoning city 
populations with increasing consumption and production 
patterns overtax limited natural resources and the effects are 
usually first felt by the ill-equipped urban poor. Urban poverty, 
in turn, is often accompanied by health and environmental 
problems related to lack of access to clean water and adequate 
sanitation.

However, the converse is also true. Effective urban 
environmental management will provide for and benefit all 
city dwellers by promoting efficient use of energy in urban 
mobility options, creating less-polluting fuels, encouraging 
the uptake of more energy-efficient household appliances and 
producing less waste.

We cannot separate human lives and livelihoods from 
both our impact and reliance on the environment. Prudent 
planning will take this into account.

Climate change is expected to create short- to long-term 
impacts on urban areas, with increasing frequency and severity 
of extreme weather events such as hurricanes, storm surges 
and heat waves, as well as semi-permanent or permanent 
effects such as sea level rise, falling groundwater tables or 
increased desertification. Climate change will also likely 

Foreword by UNEP

exacerbate urban problems through voluntary or involuntary 
eco-migration to Africa’s large and intermediate cities away 
from flood-prone localities. Many African city assets such 
as ports, arterial railways, road infrastructure and industrial 
zones may also be under threat. In some cases, important 
agricultural zones supplying the urban food market may 
suffer a similar fate.

Around half the world’s population is already living in cities 
and the number look set to rise. The economic and health 
imperative to plan for and generate sustainable cities is not 
a luxury, but a necessity of increasing urgency if the 21st 
century is to provide a secure and sustainable way of life for a 
world population that over the next four decades will increase 
in size by a third.

Cities are central in bringing about tomorrow’s ‘green’ 
economic benefits and welfare, the provision of decent jobs 
and human well-being within an environment liberated 
from the risks and threats of climate change, pollution, 
resource depletion and ecosystem degradation. The quest for 
sustainability will be increasingly won or lost in our urban 
areas. With foresight, political will and intelligent planning, 
cities can be the blueprint and map to a sustainable future.
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We shall work to expand the 

supply of affordable housing 

by enabling markets to 

perform efficiently and in a 

socially and environmentally 

responsible manner, 

enhancing access to land and 

credit and assisting those who 

are unable to participate in 

housing markets.
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Introduction

The State of  African Cities 2010: Governance, Inequality 
and Urban Land Markets report is the second in a series 
of regional, Africa-focused reports produced by UN-
HABITAT. It should preferably be read in conjunction with 
UN-HABITAT’s globally-focused State of the World’s Cities 
2010/11 report.

The current report elaborates in greater detail on particular 
urban processes and themes relevant to Africa, illustrating 
them with recent data and relevant examples. While much 
of the scope does focus on cities, no specific settlement size 
threshold is used and this report addresses urbanization and 
urban areas in general.

A synthesis of the findings and key messages appears as a 
separate section after this introduction.

The report is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter 
introduces key ideas and messages grouped under seven sub-
stantive areas: Urban geography, economic growth and human 
development; Urban inequality; Government or governance?; 
Public and private urban financing; Local government finance; 
10 years of MDGs in Africa; and Africa’s largest cities.

The first chapter highlights the importance of 
understanding cities as human creations, designed to meet 
human needs and aspirations, rather than just as representing 
physical concentrations of urban hardware like buildings and 
infrastructures. Importantly, too, cities operate as parts of 
wider economic, social and political systems that are more and 
more tightly integrated across space and political boundaries 
− nationally, regionally and globally. This provides many new 
opportunities for human development in the broadest sense, 
but also unparalleled challenges in terms of sharp inequalities 
and new vulnerabilities and risks.

Chapters two to six address urban trends and current 
conditions in Africa, as divided into five broad geographical 
regions: Northern, Western, Central, Eastern and Southern 
Africa, respectively. This approach provides more nuanced 
coverage, highlighting commonalities and differences 
within and between these African regions. Each of the 
regional chapters has an identical structure, assessing social 
geographies, economic geographies, urban land markets, 
geographies of climate change, and emerging issues. The 
authorial team has consulted and exchanged successive drafts 

to maximize compatibility while attempting to avoid the false 
impression that the somewhat arbitrary regional divisions 
somehow have unique or inherent meanings.

For ease of reference, city names have been emphasized 
with bold italics. Throughout this report, shortened popular 
country names have been used, i.e. ‘Tanzania’ rather than 
‘United Republic of Tanzania’. The exception is South 
Africa, which is referred to by its long name ‘The Republic 
of Southern Africa’ to avoid confusion with ‘Southern Africa’ 
which refers to the region.

This report uses the most recent data from the United 
Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
Population Division (2010) as contained in its publication 
World Urbanization Prospects: The 2009 Revision, CD-ROM 
Edition - Data in digital form (United Nations, 2009). The 
shortened form ‘WUP 2009’ indicates this source throughout 
the document. However, these statistical data have 
introduced, by necessity, some discrepancies between regional 
statistics and the regional country distribution applied for the 
substantive discussion in this report. Whereas Mozambique, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe are, for statistical purposes, designated 
as constituting Eastern African nations in World Urbanization 
Prospects: The 2009 Revision, the current report has grouped 
these three nations in the Southern African region as they 
are for the purposes of political and economic grouping 
more closely associated with the nations of the Southern 
African than the Eastern African region. Likewise, Angola 
has been discussed in both the Southern African and Central 
Africa chapters for the same reasons, whereas for statistical 
purposes Angola is part of the DESA Central Africa group. 
It is anticipated that in subsequent versions of this Africa-
focused report these discrepancies between regional statistics 
and substantive groupings will be overcome.

The term ‘geography’ as used in this report refers not to the 
academic discipline as such but to spatially evident processes 
and the resulting patterns or relations. In other words, it 
includes both static and dynamic elements. Social, economic, 
political, environmental, developmental and urban relations 
can be expressed spatially, e.g social, economic, political 
geography, etc., while such patterns and processes in turn feed 
back into the dynamics of these relations.
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Population and Urbanisation
In 2009 Africa’s total population for the first time exceeded 

one billion, of which 395 million (or almost 40 per cent) lived 
in urban areas. Whereas it took 27 years for the continent 
to double from 500 million to one billion people, the next 
500 million will only take 17 years. Around 2027, Africa’s 
demographic growth will start to slow down and it will take 
24 years to add the next 500 million, reaching the two billion 
mark around 2050, of which about 60 per cent living in 
cities. Africa should prepare for a total population increase of 
about 60 per cent between 2010 and 2050, with the urban 
population tripling to 1.23 billion during this period.

Strong demographic growth in a city is neither good nor 
bad on its own. Experience shows that across the world, 
urbanisation has been associated with improved human 
development, rising incomes and better living standards. 
However, these benefits do not come automatically; they 
require well-devised public policies that can steer demographic 
growth, turn urban accumulation of activities and resources 
into healthy economies, and ensure equitable distribution 
of wealth. When public policies are of benefit only for 
small political or economic elites, urbanisation will almost 
inevitably result in instability, as cities become unliveable for 
rich and poor alike.

Executive Summary and 
Policy Recommendations

Around 2030, Africa’s collective population will become 50 
per cent urban. The majority of political constituencies will 
then live in cities, demanding means of subsistence, shelter 
and services. African governments should take early action to 
position themselves for predominantly urban populations. In 
the early 2040s, African cities will collectively be home to one 
billion, equivalent to the continent’s total population in 2009. 
Since cities are the future habitat for the majority of Africans, 
now is the time for spending on basic infrastructure, social 
services (health and education) and affordable housing, in the 
process stimulating urban economies and generating much-
needed jobs. Deferring these investments to the 2040s simply 
will not do. Not a single African government can afford to 
ignore the ongoing rapid urban transition. Cities must become 
priority areas for public policies, with investment to build 
adequate governance capacities, equitable services delivery, 
affordable housing provision and better wealth distribution. 
If cities are to meet these needs, municipal finance must 
be strengthened with more fiscal freedom and own-source 
funding.

Regional Urban Configurations
City regions, urban development corridors and mega urban 

regions continue to emerge or become increasingly visible 
across Africa. Their spatial and functional features demand 
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new urban management methods to ensure consistent 
area-wide governance. Sweeping reform is also critical for 
effective delivery of affordable housing, services and urban 
infrastructures commensurate with the magnitudes of 
these rapidly expanding urban concentrations. Different 
political traditions, economic circumstances and location-
specific features make every African nation and city unique. 
Therefore, effective reform and adaptation must be location-
specific. Still, a few broad concepts for holistic area-wide 
urban management have emerged from comparable situations 
around the world and African governments should not ignore 
them, as outlined in Section 1.3, Government or Governance?

Urban Poverty and Slums
In recent years, Africa as a whole has shown that informal 

settlements can be reduced effectively as 24 million African 
slum dwellers saw their living conditions improved during 
the 2000/10 decade. Progress has been uneven across the 
continent, though. Northern Africa collectively managed to 
reduce from 20 to 13 per cent the share of slum dwellers in its 
urban population. Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia have been the 
most successful countries in this respect. Tunisia in particular, 
as it has successfully eradicated the slum phenomenon within 
its national boundaries. However, south of the Sahara the 
number of slum dwellers decreased by only five per cent (or 
17 million), with Ghana, Senegal and Uganda at the forefront 
as they managed to reduce the proportion of slum dwellers 
in their urban populations by more than 20 per cent. Much 
remains to be done with regard to urban poverty and slum 
incidence, particularly in view of the rapid demographic 
growth of African cities, most of which results in the 
proliferation of informal settlements south of the Sahara. 
Urban slums are one of the major threats to African urban 
stability and, by extension, to overall political stability. 

Urban Land Markets
Formal urban markets, by their very operations and rules, 

prevent access to land by the majority of city dwellers all over 
Africa. As a result, informal markets fill this exclusion gap 
and this is where the overwhelming majority of African urban 
land transactions take place nowadays. This report concludes 
that governments should seek the most effective entry points 
for an overhaul of the often abysmal failures of their formal 
urban land administration systems, with their unresponsive 
institutions, excessive delays, cumbersome land transaction 
administration and the associated corruption. Stigmatising 
informal urban land markets as inappropriate, illegal, 
illegitimate or undesirable negates the realities on the ground. 
There is much that formal land markets can learn from their 
informal counterparts. Any assessments and subsequent 
policies should put formal markets in a position gradually 
to embrace some informal practices in order to relieve 
overburdened public land administration. Governments 
should also rationalize fee structures, improve registration 
systems, and gradually phase out the debilitating legal and 
procedural dual systems in urban land markets, as explained 
in individual regional chapters of this report.

Africa-wide Recommended Intervention Areas
• Polarization and confrontation have increased in African 

cities due to laisser-faire attitudes to rapid urbanisation. 
The unfolding pattern is one of disjointed, dysfunctional 
and unsustainable urban geographies of inequality and 
human suffering, with oceans of poverty containing islands 
of wealth. Socio-economic conditions in African cities are 
now the most unequal in the world. This situation threatens 
systemic stability, affecting not only the continuity of 
cities as socio-political human eco-systems but also entire 
nations.

• Africa’s urbanisation must not necessarily be seen as 
problematic. The challenge of urban sustainability calls 
for a focus on cities as people-centred concentrations of 
opportunity. Harnessing rather than alienating human 
energies is essential to maintaining urban dynamism, 
which cannot be fostered or maintained with rising urban 
inequality. The urban poor should not be punished for 
their poverty. Instead, urban planning and building 
regulations should reflect a country’s degree of national 
development and its institutional capacities while keeping 
costs at affordable levels for all. Construction standards 
should be set more realistically in order to facilitate rather 
than restrict the creation of housing and livelihoods.

• Increasingly well-defined urban regions and urban 
development corridors introduce complex and highly fluid 
spatial, regulatory and political realities. As urban systems 
and inter-urban flows of people, goods, communications 
and funds extend across national borders, policies must 
follow suit if they are to have any realistic prospect of 
influencing the outcomes. The management tools of 
the traditional mono-centric city are not appropriate for 
today’s multi-nuclear urban configurations. The need 
for governance reform to introduce holistic area-wide 
planning and urban management simply cannot be over-
emphasized.

• The geographic extension of existing urban administrative 
territories should be considered.  Complex as the 
enlargement of municipal territory may be, the benefits 
of extended municipal boundaries are sure to outweigh 
any inconveniences. This would allow for improved 
management of further urban growth, while land values 
can be captured through sales and taxation, in the process 
adding to municipal own-source revenues.

• African governments should also consider the relocation to 
their secondary cities of all government departments and 
agencies that have no overriding reasons to be located in 
the capital. With today’s information and communication 
technologies, the physical presence of many government 
departments in highly congested capitals has become 
unnecessary. Relocation would better spread economic 
activity, reduce traffic congestion, and relieve the pressures 
on urban land and housing markets in capital cities.

• The scarcity of data on urban Africa continues to remain 
a challenge. Short of timely, objective and accurate city-
specific data, urban managers will keep on operating in 
a knowledge vacuum, resulting in uninformed policy- or 
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decision-making, or the wrong scale or focus. This leads to 
predatory politics that hollow out good governance, while 
imposing additional burdens on the majority of urban 
residents that goes largely overlooked in the process. Good 
governance can only emerge with reliable and accurate data 
to inform policy and strategy decisions.

• The manner in which cities are developed today will affect 
future options for resilience in the face of climate change. 
Today’s planning decisions can cause inefficiencies and 
ecologically unfriendly urban configurations further down 
the road. Spatial separation of related urban functions is 
evident among most metropolitan areas and increases 
transportation needs. Urban mobility must become a 
key factor in spatial decisions, and improved mass transit 
systems can significantly reduce private vehicle use. Cities 
are in a unique position to contribute to global and local 
climate change adaptation, mitigation and protection, and 
they must take advantage of it. However, forward-looking 
spatial planning decisions alone are not enough. In order 
to prevent any policy gaps, it is important to link national, 
regional and local environmental adaptation and mitigation 
policies through vertical and horizontal cooperation across 
all tiers of government as well as all relevant stakeholders. 

4�Many African municipalities are financially weak because 
their revenue- and finance-generating structures are 
inadequate and inefficient. Decentralising responsibilities 
without fiscal decentralisation contributes to urban decay, 
poor services and the proliferation of slums. Fiscal must 
match political decentralisation in order to create more 
revenue-generating options and decision-making power for 
local authorities. An appropriate municipal tax regime can 
boost cities’ own revenue sources. Property tax is currently 
the major revenue source for municipal authorities 
although, at times, it can place an inequitable burden on 
property owners. Alternatives are available, as explained in 
Sections 1.4 and 1.5.

• Slums are, in a large part, the outcome of lack of access to 
urban land and housing finance. Land plots under informal 
tenure expose those occupying them to eviction, and they 
cannot be used as collateral to back up bank loans. These 
two factors do not encourage slum dwellers to improve 
their homes. This situation must be changed to encourage 
the urban poor to undertake improvements through self-
help.

• Many urban managers deeply underestimate the risks 
associated with urban food and water insecurity. African 
governments should heed the warning bells of 2008 and 
seriously consider the potential effects of urban food 
and water shortages. Significant amounts of African land 
and water resources are purchased or long-term leased 
by foreign governments and foreign food processing 
corporations. Some even bring agricultural workers into 
Africa. Importing agricultural labour and exporting food 
are the two kinds of trade flows which increasingly urban 
and periodically undernourished African populations 
can ill afford. Africa is well-placed to make strategic, 
forward-looking decisions on the wise use of its rich water 

and agricultural resources. However, governments must 
bargain harder for better and more transparent deals, so 
that foreign investment can contribute to Africa’s future 
food and water security, with benefits spread out among 
local communities in terms of additional business, cash 
payments and employment opportunities.

���	������%�����(!&&���

Population and Urbanisation
The demographic and economic dominance of Northern 

African cities was well established by the beginning of 
this century. With the exception of Sudan, whose urban 
population is still increasing at over 4.3 per cent per annum, 
the subregion’s rate of urban demographic growth has 
noticeably slowed down.

The peri-urban sprawl and overcrowding of lower-income 
districts that characterized Northern African cities in the 
post-independence period have been the targets of vigourous 
public policies over the past 20 years. This was particularly 
the case in Egypt, Libya, Morocco and Tunisia, which have 
reduced their collective number of slum dwellers from 20.8 
million in 1990 to an estimated 11.8 million in 2010. Tunisia 
has managed to eradicate slums altogether; a feat for which 
it should be commended. Today, nine out of 10 urban slum 
households in Northern Africa suffer from only one shelter 
deprivation, mainly lack of improved sanitation (Egypt) and 
insufficient living area (Morocco).

Starting in Tunisia in the 1990s urban rehabilitation 
and housing strategies have gradually shifted away from 
direct government intervention and towards public-private 
partnerships with a proven ability to deliver both low-income 
and market-rate housing units. These interventions have been 
a welcome evolution away from largely ineffective top-down 
housing authorities which proved unable to meet the needs 
of the region’s rapidly growing urban populations. Despite 
significant progress in Northern Africa over the last decade, 
redress of past urbanisation trends must come hand in hand 
with adequate housing for new households.
Urban Economies and Governance

With fiscal support from governments, Northern Africa 
has experienced a steady shift to urban-based economies 
and a better balance between agriculture, manufacturing 
and diversified services and industries. Consequently, the 
subregion has seen a significant reduction in poverty, with 
Sudan the only exception. Still, urban unemployment 
remains a problem, particularly for youths, underscoring the 
persistent missing link between the education system, skills 
and development of a vigorous private sector.

Urban management institutions and structures remain 
less than adequate in Northern Africa. Local authorities 
are relatively weak and lack decision-making autonomy 
and financial resources, as these are still centralised at the 
national level. Collection of local taxes is difficult due to the 
inability of cadastral systems to keep up with developments, 
particularly in the informal housing and land sector.
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The desirability of stronger capacities and financial 
resources for local authorities is now under debate in the 
subregion. The need to consult city dwellers is also gaining 
recognition, particularly in Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia. The 
challenges posed by the probable effects of climate change in 
the subregion can also best be met through fully participatory 
dialogue addressing issues such as diminishing water resources 
and rising sea levels.

Urban Land Markets
The urbanisation rate in Northern Africa doubled between 

the 1970s and the 1980s after constraints on urban land 
ownership were lifted and when, consequently, it became 
possible to convert agricultural land to urban uses. The result 
was a chaotic proliferation of unplanned subdivisions and the 
rapid emergence of densely populated peri-urban informal 
settlements which, over the past 30 years, have accommodated 
most of the demographic expansion of Northern African 
cities. Where agricultural land has been converted to urban 
uses without any authorisation, land and property rights have 
been transferred through private notarial acts without the title 
registration demanded by property registration procedures. 
This has established two de facto, parallel property transaction 
systems.

In Northern Africa, new towns have developed to absorb 
demographic growth and meet the concomitant increase in 
demand for urban housing. These new areas are transforming 
the larger cities into structured city regions, changing the 
spatial distribution of urban land and raising its values. 

Urban land prices have doubled every three years since 1970 
in the established urban areas. In urban extension zones, 
new development areas and new towns, prices have doubled 
every year or every other year. High land values effectively bar 
low-income households from access to formal land markets, 
pushing them into informality.

Public authorities in the subregion are beginning to grasp 
the potential of land as a revenue source and are learning how 
to use their assets and regulatory powers to bring about and 
capture higher land values through sales and taxation. This 
brings much-needed new land into urban development while 
paying for infrastructures in under-serviced areas.

Emerging Issues: Transnational Urban Systems
Two major transnational urban systems are currently 

emerging in Northern Africa:
1 The incipient Southern Mediterranean Coastal Region 

corridor is to consolidate with a combination of tourism 
and manufacturing. However, the area is rife with conflicts 
over land uses, and national plans must be supplemented 
by transnational agreements that take holistic views of the 
Southern Mediterranean coast.

2 The Nile Valley Corridor has traditionally acted as a link 
and a bond between the countries in the watershed. The 
major issue today relates to the use of the Nile waters. While 
individual country shares are governed by international 
agreements, the allocation of shares among cities within 
each country and the rationalization of water use are both 
high priorities, particularly in Egypt. A complicating factor 
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is the forthcoming referendum in Southern Sudan, which 
may very well lead to the formation of a new riparian Nile 
state and the attendant need for international renegotiation 
of national shares in Nile waters.
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�
�+�	�����	��������
�������	������%����
4�Whereas commendable inroads have been made in slum 

reduction in Northern Africa, more remains to be done to 
redress the outcomes of past urbanisation trends - especially 
sprawling, densely populated, informal settlements in peri-
urban areas.

• Over the next decade, availability of serviced land and 
enforcement of development regulations will continue to 
pose significant challenges. Demand for affordable hous-
ing, both rental and ownership, will require significant im-
provements in land management, including a redefinition 
of the roles of local authorities and the private sector.

• Governments are urged to facilitate fiscal decentralisation, 
allowing for effective local tax-raising powers. Likewise, 
governments should consider phasing out parallel 
hierarchies of appointed executives and elected councils at 
the provincial and municipal levels, in order to allow for 
greater self-determination.

• Property registration must be made simpler and more 
affordable, with the following five benefits: promotion of 
adherence to the procedure, enhanced security of tenure, 
better development controls, improved land taxation 
and rent collection, and enhanced municipal own-source 
income from land transactions and land ownership.

• Climate change-induced sea level rise is bound to affect 
coastal settlements and threaten ecologically important 
areas. In areas at risk, urbanisation should be prohibited 
and any proliferation of settlements or marinas contained 
through land management. Coastal municipalities should 
work closely with central government departments in 
favour of holistic coastal management plans that regulate 
urbanisation, tourism development and industrial uses, 
in order to safeguard the natural environment. In-depth 
research should help establish subregion-wide guidelines 
and regulations to protect the marine ecology, including 
beach flora and fauna.

5�
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Population and Urbanisation
In West Africa, too, urban populations are expanding 

rapidly. During the 2010/20 decade, cities in the subregion 
will become hosts to an additional 58 million, and another 
69 million during the 2020/30 decade. Even by then, urban 
demographic growth will not subside because, despite a 
projected decline in urbanisation growth rates after 2030, 
West African cities will still have to accommodate an 
additional 79 million until 2040, and another 84 million 
between 2040 and 2050. This demographic expansion is 
neither good nor bad in itself. Outcomes can be positive or 
negative, depending on how it is spatially distributed and how 
the benefits of urban agglomeration are shared.
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Urban Economies and Governance
Concentrations of business and populations in cities 

generate efficiency and economic gains in some areas and 
urban centres, while some others are left behind. In those 
cities and areas that are found lagging, as in the lower-
income urban areas of the economically stronger nations, 
stark spatial disparities and socio-economic polarization are 
becoming increasingly visible as urban inequality increases. 
As the pace of urbanisation and urban growth speeds up, 
the capacity of most West African nations to manage the 
consequences of undesirable urban trends is decreasing, due to 
inadequate spending on human and institutional capacities, 
services delivery, adequate and affordable housing and job 
opportunities. The social, economic and environmental 
effects of these failures fall heavily on the poor, who are 
excluded from the benefits of urban prosperity.

Over-urbanisation, whereby populations grow much 
faster than urban economies, is becoming visible across the 
subregion. Symptoms include major social and economic 
challenges like high unemployment rates, slum proliferation, 
social polarization and crime, which all result from systemic 
governance failure and unequal distribution of urban or 
national wealth. Rapidly growing cities can be major assets 
for political, social and economic development of a nation or 
region, provided that this growth is properly steered, managed 
and sustained with fair distribution of public funding in 
social and basic infrastructures, social development and 
employment generation for broader-based well-being.

Poverty can only weaken any society’s capacity to tackle 
organized crime, human trafficking, armed conflict, 
terrorism, social unrest and the spread of diseases. These, 
in turn, can have severe security and other implications 
not only for the countries where they are rife, but also for 
neighbouring states and the global community. In a global 
age, the outcomes associated with high poverty can no longer 
be contained within national boundaries; they imply linkages 
between alleviating poverty and maintaining regional and 
global stability.

Urban Land Markets
The structure of the urban land market in Western Africa 

has predominantly been influenced by colonial traditions 
rooted in both English and French law. Governments are 
in control of land allocation and title distribution. With the 
exception of Burkina Faso, most governments have been 
reluctant to release land on the required scale. Due to rapid 
urbanisation, demand for secure urban tenure and freehold 
titles by investors and rising middle class has been sustained 
in Western African cities. This demand has contributed to 
the development of the formal private land market. New 
land laws and codes are being adopted across the region 
in order to facilitate appropriation or restriction of private 
land allocation. Though these reforms have introduced some 
form of private land ownership, they do not guarantee full 
protection or security of tenure.

While the management of land has been increasingly 
decentralised from central government to local entities, 

in many West African countries the responsibility for 
land allocation and title registration remains in the hands 
of central government. Despite government resistance, 
popular demand for upgrading and regularisation policies is 
rising sharply. Securing and safeguarding formal tenure for 
informal settlers remains the greatest challenge and housing 
development projects still fail to reach out to the urban poor. 
Land markets and prices are the main drivers of urban spatial 
expansion and geographic social patterns. Urban land prices 
are steadily increasing while most city-dwellers’ incomes are 
not, and as a result communities living close to urban centres 
are increasingly faced with eviction. Overly cumbersome 
and time-consuming tenure regularisation procedures are 
linked with corruption and vested interests, turning land 
management and administration into a challenge.

Emerging Issues: 
National and Transnational Development Corridors

The geographic and economic conditions underlying the 
emergence of urban development corridors in Western Africa 
are nothing new, as they rediscover age-old trade routes. 
Novel dimensions, however, include the nature of the forces 
at play, the emergence of West-East corridors and the growth 
of formerly stagnant urban nodes.

Western Africa’s regional urban configurations, city 
regions and urban ‘ribbon’ developments are the outcomes 
of dynamic urbanisation driven mainly by larger cities. 
Regional city and urban corridor patterns are the results of 
shifts in metropolitan spatial organisation and associated 
functional specialization. While metropolitan central 
business districts and immediate surroundings increasingly 
host top-level political, economic and commercial urban 
functions, the peri-urban and adjacent rural areas are left 
to cope with rising demand for housing and commercial 
functions that have been forced out from more central urban 
areas by rising land prices. In view of the major role cities 
play in regional development, regional urban clusters and 
their interlinking through urban corridors deserve special 
attention, especially where they are the result of spontaneous 
urbanisation processes.

Regional urban patterns are often conducive to national 
economic and social development, but they become of 
regional importance when they cross national borders and 
link with similar configurations in neighbouring countries. 
For this reason, urban development corridors are considered 
as positive for spatial integration, socio-economic systems 
and the economy on a regional scale. They are not without 
drawbacks, though. Unless well-steered and managed, 
regional urban configurations can produce severe economic 
and spatial imbalances in areas outside the corridors. 
This can, and will, result in spatial and functional gaps, 
particularly affecting the transit towns that are incapable 
of leveraging the opportunities created by the larger cities 
along the corridor. Moreover, regional agreements on the free 
movement of people, goods, finance and communications 
are an important pre-condition if the beneficial outcomes of 
regional development and trade are to be maximised.
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Prominent domestic development corridors have emerged 
in Western Africa, including the Dakar-Touba corridor in 
Senegal; Bouaké-Abidjan in Côte d’Ivoire; and between 
Ouagadougou and Bobo-Dioulasso in Burkina Faso. As these 
domestic corridors grow, they connect with similar corridors 
in neighbouring countries. This creates new impulses for 
economic and political integration in the subregion. A good 
example of the trans-national expansion of domestic corridors 
is the emerging Maradi-Katsina-Kano corridor, linking 
Niger and Nigeria, with Katsina a major transit city. A trans-
national corridor is also consolidating between land-locked 
Burkina Faso and Côte d’Ivoire (i.e., the Gulf of Guinea) 
with cities like Bobo-Dioulasso, Korogho, Banfora and 
Ferkessédougou as the intermediate nodes.

In the future, these corridors are expected to strengthen 
their significant social, economic and political roles. In 
Western Africa, distance and isolation remain major 
determinants of spatial relations, even though the policies and 
technologies designed to mitigate them are becoming more 

and more effective. Since regional interconnectivity lags the 
expansion of those corridors, emerging transnational urban 
configurations call for proper planning, otherwise they stand 
to lose much of their significance.
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4� Sweeping governance reforms focused on improved urban 

management are needed in Western Africa. Significant 
new spending on basic services, infrastructure, affordable 
housing and urban mobility (transportation) is in order 
in the decades to come. This spending is urgently needed 
because the longer it is postponed, the higher the financial, 
social and political costs will be.

• ‘Permits to occupy’ and administrative permits do not 
provide sufficient security of tenure and this is why they 
must be converted to secure land titles. In order to facilitate 
this process, interim land titles should be formalized. On 
the other hand, some existing mechanisms should be 
eliminated. This includes lifting restrictions on conversion 
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of residential property titles, such as ’mise en valeur’ (the 
obligation to develop a plot before a title can be formalised) 
and, in a similar vein, the cancellation of usage rights on 
properties that have not been developed within a specific 
timeframe.

• The capacities of central and local administrations are 
inadequate, particularly with regard to land registration 
and property identification. This causes a major 
operational bottleneck in the delivery of property titles and 
implementation of large-scale property identification and 
registration. This situation calls for stronger capacities for 
the land registration system.

• Since most land tenure is of a customary nature in 
Western Africa, governments must acknowledge this 
traditional land occupation practice. Such integration in 
the land markets must happen gradually for the sake of 
proper links between customary and statutory systems. 
The first step in this process involves identification of 
the major land systems operating in a country, based on 
an inventory of habits and customs. The basic rationale 
for public policies is to ensure market fluidity through 
the smooth mainstreaming of customary into formal 
land markets. This effective disappearance of customary 
property must be accompanied by fair compensation 
schemes for customary holders.

• Governments in the region have so far been in control 
of land allocation and title distribution. Therefore, it is 
incumbent on them to release more public land in order 
to relieve demand pressure (especially in urban and peri-
urban areas, on land with strong agricultural potential, or 
located close to agricultural land or trunk roads). The broad 
objective for policies should be to encourage pluralistic 
land markets that are able to respond to different social, 
economic and environmental policy needs and the needs 
of different segments of the population, the priority being 
enhanced tenure security. 

• The public sector should establish and maintain a ‘level 
playing field’ where various suppliers of land, credit and 
building services can compete on equal terms. Procedures 
for land allocation, transfers and registration should be 
streamlined in order to reduce corruption and nepotism. 

• In the absence of capital market funding, alternative 
sources (like the Housing Bank in Burkina Faso, created in 
2005) should be made available, including micro-credit.

-�
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Population and Urbanisation
With only an estimated 23.5 per cent of the population 

living in urban areas, Eastern Africa remains the least urbanised 
subregion on the continent. Nevertheless, it is rapidly catching 
up. Between the year 2000 and 2005, the populations of 
Nairobi and Dar-es Salaam experienced annual average 
growth rates of four per cent. Rather than rural migration, 
these increases largely reflect natural demographic growth, 
with the balance resulting from displacement induced by local 

conflicts. For instance, prolonged civil war in Mogadishu has 
pushed many people to Somalia’s smaller, secondary towns.

Accommodating rapidly growing urban populations is 
clearly a challenge in Eastern Africa. Urban areas are plagued by 
seemingly ever-increasing unemployment rates, spontaneous, 
uncontrolled expansion of urban slums and informal 
settlements, residential overcrowding, deterioration of already 
overstretched infrastructures and services, environmental 
degradation and acute housing shortages.

Eastern Africa’s future is unquestionably urban, although 
it is to take another 40 years before a majority of the 
population lives in towns and cities. In view of the already 
challenging conditions summarised above and the sustained 
pace of prospective demographic growth, it is imperative for 
governments to take their responsibilities seriously with regard 
to good governance, housing, infrastructure and employment 
in the subregion’s urban areas.

Urban Poverty and Slums
As urbanisation proceeds apace, good governance and 

urban management will become both more necessary and 
more complex, as will the social issues associated with poverty. 
The ongoing urbanisation of poverty in Eastern Africa calls 
for strong and effective policies, including an end to exclusion 
of the poor by political and business elites.

Although most Eastern African economies have continued to 
grow over the past few years, income inequalities remain high. 
Eastern Africans largely depend on the informal sector for jobs 
and housing. Informality is a problem, not a solution. Urban 
poverty fuels crime, violence and social unrest. Inequality and 
inadequate housing combine with lack of labour and social 
policies to fuel violent, urban-based politico-religious militias 
that contribute to further insecurity. This phenomenon has its 
root-causes in deep-seated frustration, especially among the 
young, in the face of high unemployment and poor socio-
economic conditions.

Urban Land Markets
In Eastern African cities, low-income residents have little if 

any access to formal land or housing markets. Therefore, they 
acquire land informally and develop it outside formal systems. 
Governments in the subregion are now overwhelmed by the 
needs of the ever-expanding numbers they have failed to 
accommodate since independence. Informality has taken on 
such proportions that it has become the norm. Consequently, 
simply declaring informality ‘illegal’ is no longer an option. 
Acknowledging the conditions now prevailing is a first step 
in the way forward. Governments must open up outdated 
formal systems and embrace some of the informal procedures 
that make land and housing accessible to the low-income 
majorities of urban populations.

Emerging Issues
As new economic and urban development corridors develop 

in Eastern Africa, larger cities must consider expanding their 
municipal boundaries to accommodate future demographic 
growth. Municipal authorities must also expand own-source 
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revenues through land sales at market prices while creating 
space for urban planning. Expanding municipal boundaries is 
a complex exercise but the longer-term benefits will outweigh 
the short-term difficulties. The need for holistic regional 
planning and economic decentralisation is inevitable.

Eastern Africa’s primate capital cities should also consider 
the relocation to secondary cities of all government 
departments, agencies and functions that do not necessarily 
need to be located in the capital. This would relieve traffic, 
housing, office space and population pressures on capital 
cities while stimulating growth and economic opportunities 
in the remainder of the country. This may be a complex and 
expensive exercise, but again, the longer-term benefits will 
easily outweigh short-term inconveniences.
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The inability of Eastern African governments to supply 

affordable land to low-income city dwellers is the result of 
bureaucratic inertia, expensive administrative procedures, 
allocation inefficiencies and inappropriate use of public 
office. Most of these deficiencies can be addressed with 
relatively little effort, which suggests that the underlying issue 
is lack of political will. The inadequacies and outright failures 
which plague formal land and housing markets impose 
significant costs on society at large, and make the majority 

of city residents vulnerable and landless. Over the past 
several decades, experience has amply demonstrated that any 
inadequacies or failings among government institutions are 
inexorably compensated for by non-state operators deploying 
legal, semi-legal or illegal means. Although specific vested 
interests may have a stake in the status quo of imperfect or 
failing urban housing and land markets, the price will be paid 
by the urban poor majorities in the short run, and society at 
large in the longer term. In order to address current, highly 
inequitable urban land access conditions, national and urban 
decision-makers would be well-advised to consider and 
acknowledge that:
• Urban planning must become more efficient and forward-

looking, in order to enhance urban densities and reduce 
transportation needs, cut per-unit land costs, provide more 
efficient and affordable basic services as well as improved 
living environments for all citizens. This will require a 
better grip by public authorities on urban land use and land 
allocation. This, in turn, calls for legislative amendments 
that allow for more pragmatic urban land administration 
and management approaches.

• As in most other regions of the world, urbanisation in 
Eastern Africa comes with special challenges requiring 
systematic local planning, provision of infrastructure and 
shelter as well as delivery of urban services as needed to 
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improve general welfare, particularly for the poor. These 
policy responses have critical roles to play not only within 
metropolitan boundaries, but also in peri-urban areas 
where the more significant unplanned changes take place, 
often on high-potential agricultural land that is required to 
feed the city.

• In order better to meet these challenges, early harmonization 
of the dual systems of customary ‘user rights’ tenure and 
‘ownership’ is in order, the rationale being to discard the 
prevailing notion that customary or informal systems are 
merely there for ‘survival’. Both systems come with their 
specific benefits and shortcomings; whether any phasing 
out over time of the customary system is desirable and 
feasible must be determined in view of local or national 
conditions and circumstances. Where it appears that both 
systems should be maintained, the interface between them 
should be clarified and made workable.

• Since more extensive municipal boundaries are needed to 
add to public holdings of vacant land, state-owned land 
should be converted to municipal land. This would enable 
municipalities to use land as a revenue source, provided it 
is sold at market rates, and better control the peri-urban 
developments which today lie beyond their administrative 
control.

• The spatial, institutional and social impacts of migration 
to urban areas and urban demographic growth must be 
better managed. While it is not possible to interfere with 
demographic patterns, urban managers must seek ways 
better to integrate new arrivals into the formal system. 
Therefore, they must develop realistic land-use plans and 
infrastructure standards. Special attention should be paid 
to easing the procedures and lowering the costs of land 
subdivision, particularly in rapidly growing peri-urban 
areas.

$��	�����%�����(!&&���

Population and Urbanisation
The urban population of Central Africa has more than 

doubled from 23.7 million in 1990 to an estimated 55.6 
million in 2010. The 100-million mark should be reached 
around 2022, with further growth to 112.7 million by 2030 
and 185.9 million by 2050. Inter-decade urban growth rates 
will start a steady declining trend between 2020 and 2030. 
However, since these declining growth rates apply to ever-
larger numbers, the region’s urban population will continue 
to expand significantly in absolute terms: from 19.1 million 
over the past decade, additions to Central African urban 
populations are expected to grow to 25.9 million in 2020/30, 
31.2 million in 2020/30, 35.4 million in 2030/40 and 37.8 
million 2040 and 2050.

In 2010, the subregion’s three most urbanised countries 
were Gabon (86 per cent), São Tomé e Príncipe (62.2 per 
cent) and Congo (62.1 per cent). Least urbanised were Chad 
(27.6 per cent), the DRC (35.2 per cent) and Equatorial 
Guinea (39.7 per cent), who all remained below the Africa-

wide urbanisation average of 39.9 per cent. The CAR, the 
DRC and Equatorial Guinea are not projected to become 
predominantly urban until after 2030, while Chad is likely to 
do so only around 2042.

During the 2000/10 decade, Angola and Cameroon were 
the region’s most rapidly urbanising countries with decade 
rate increases of 9.5 and 8.5 per cent respectively. Over 
the 2010/20 decade, the growth of Central African urban 
populations is likely to be highest in Chad (22.8 per cent), 
compared with 12.8 per cent in Angola, 12.1 per cent in 
Cameroon and 3.1 per cent in Gabon, suggesting a convergent 
trend over time, although at different paces.

Urban Economies and Governance
Many Central African countries are richly endowed with 

natural resources that make their economies fairly privileged 
on the continent. This results in good growth rates, though 
not necessarily in good socio-economic development. Indeed, 
many countries experience stagnating or declining incomes 
per head, as well as rapid spread of extreme poverty and rising 
income inequality in urban areas. The overall deterioration 
in urban living standards for increasing numbers has become 
acute. This comes largely as the result of highly unequal 
distribution of national wealth, poor governance and 
rampant corruption. The latter is especially the case in the 
primary sector (oil, minerals and forestry).

Because national income and wealth are poorly shared, 
large sections of the Central African population are deprived 
of basic needs satisfaction. Oil-rich Angola stands out as the 
most unequal country in the region in almost every aspect 
of life. These disparities are reflected in the distribution 
of income, access to adequate housing, urban land, basic 
infrastructure and social services (water, sanitation, electric 
power, education, and healthcare). Angola‘s major problem 
clearly has to do with wealth distribution. Cities and their 
populations cannot develop or perform optimally if only 
a small group has access to most of the resources and 
economic opportunities. Given the region’s mineral wealth, 
significantly higher spending is required for the sake of 
broad access to affordable urban land and housing as well as 
social and basic infrastructures. Particular attention should 
be paid to improved energy security in support of enhanced 
productivity, employment generation and poverty reduction 
in cities.

Urban Poverty and Slums
The failure of Central African countries to address 

inequality and the resultant urban poverty has led to a 
proliferation of urban slums. In the process, large shares of 
the urban population have been deprived of decent living 
conditions that are clearly within reach, if only the right 
policies were deployed. Besides severe inequality and socio-
economic exclusion, many urban slum dwellers in Central 
Africa also experience malnutrition. Today, widespread 
incidence of low-calorie intakes and even hunger are entirely 
preventable, and yet many poor, including urban, households 
face periodic malnourishment.
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Data on Central African cities shows that the informal 
economy (on which the majority of urban dwellers relies) has 
limitations, and therefore efforts to promote access to formal 
employment must be stepped up. History has amply shown 
that industrialisation and urban productivity will progress 
faster where government takes a pro-active, enabling role. 
Europe, North America, Japan and, more recently, East Asia, 
have all shown that successful socio-economic development 
follows proactive government assistance to urban-based 
industrial development, especially through enhanced 
transportation systems.

Today, with ongoing economic liberalisation, income and 
consumption inequality is rising in Central Africa. If they 
are to take advantage of their rich resources to improve the 
living conditions of the majority of their populations, Central 
African countries must reform urban governance, enhance the 
transparency of public sector management and improve the 
distribution of national riches while addressing corruption 
and impunity in a far more pro-active way.

In the region’s urban slums, women are major contributors 
to households’ financial and material conditions. This puts 
them in a position to act as major agents of change within 
these communities. But then as many as 95 per cent of female 
slum dwellers need various forms of support, including 
short- and medium-term credit. Their needs, abilities and 
capabilities must be better reflected in the design of any 
development programmes that affect their lives. Financial 
assistance to female-owned small businesses would go a 
long way towards strengthening their contributions to the 
fight against poverty, in the process promoting alternative 
household survival strategies and improving the welfare of the 
most deprived segments of the urban population.

Urban Land Markets
In Central Africa, too, urban land is neither well managed 

nor well allocated or distributed. Some central governments 
or local authorities in the subregion have started to improve 
urban land policies, but much more effort is needed to 
meet the needs of the majority of urban populations. It 
is incumbent on local authorities to update their land 
administration and management practices, taking lessons 
from the hands-on, needs-based approaches that are the 
defining features of informal markets, that provide for the 
vast majority of urban land transactions. Formal recognition 
of this plain fact of urban life is long overdue. Rather than 
stigmatising informality, public authorities should review the 
arrangements and mechanisms prevailing in informal urban 
land markets. Formal markets have much to learn from the 
sheer cost effectiveness and expediency that informal urban 
land transactions offer.

New and affordable technologies are now available for 
urban land management and administration. If combined 
with greater transparency and better understanding of the 
links between land distribution, population growth, climate 
change and development, they have a crucial role to play 
in improved welfare for all and the protection of the urban 
environment.

Against a background of relentless demand and price rises, 
capturing land values has a more critical role to play than 
ever in the funding of urban infrastructures. The problem 
in Central African cities is that amid an ever-more intense 
scramble for urban land, the sale of public (municipal and 
state) land is increasingly shrouded in secretive allocation 
procedures and abuse of office. Where governance is weak 
and corrupt, public urban land is often captured by privileged 
individuals and sold or illegally transferred for private gain. 
Unless illegitimate transfer and sale of this non-renewable 
municipal resource is curbed, the outcome can only be the 
perpetuation of significant foregone municipal own-source 
funding. Urban land has already ceased to be a key source 
of revenue for municipalities in many Central African cities. 
Corruption has become so commonplace that it has now 
started to affect urban development mechanisms. A rigorous 
debate on the use of land revenues and land administration 
and management is needed to explore alternatives, in order 
to enable urban land once more play its crucial role in the 
funding of municipal policies.

Emerging Issues
.��������,�6���	�
Migration is encouraged by the Economic Community 

of Central African Countries (ECCAC), but some Central 
African nations remain hostile to free movement of people, 
goods and financial flows. Cross-border migration can bring 
benefits such as enhanced welfare on both sides of national 
boundaries. Authorities at local, city and national levels 
should more objectively analyze the impacts of cross-border 
migration. Most migrants are highly motivated people and act 
as vectors of economic, technological and cultural exchange. 
They bring different knowledge and cultures that can 
complement local ones. Well-administered and well-governed 
cities that are open to new ideas, cultures and technologies 
can act as a host country’s best catalyst of economic growth 
and human development.

.��������0�6���*������&��	�$����
��

Major cross-border development areas are emerging in 

Central Africa as they do elsewhere on the continent. One is 
the Luanda-N’Djamena development corridor, and another 
links Brazzaville and Kinshasa into a mega urban region, 
and there are many others. The Brazzaville-Kinshasa link 
involves populations in excess of 10 million and already stands 
out as the world’s most populous and fastest-growing cross-
border metropolitan area. This mega urban region features 
high concentrations of the economic, industrial, social, health 
and political activities of both Congo and the DRC, provid-
ing employment opportunities to large numbers of people 
on both sides of the river Congo. If the current degrees of 
political, economic and spatial cooperation can be sustained 
and improved, the Kinshasa-Brazzaville mega urban region 
could very well become one of the most dynamic in Africa.

However, public authorities in both countries must be 
aware that this high-potential dynamism remains hostage to 
a number of problems. Both capital cities experience rapid 
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demographic growth against backgrounds of substandard 
urban governance and management. Basic and social 
infrastructures are poorly maintained and in need of serious 
upgrading; this is particularly the case with roads, because 
rapidly increasing numbers of vehicles cause traffic congestion 
and countless road accidents. Other problems include 
poor energy supply and substandard waste management. 
Most other urban problems also remain unaddressed and 
both Kinshasa and Brazzaville urgently must boost 
their respective productive potentials through improved 
management performance.

The emerging 2,000 km long Luanda-N’Djamena 
corridor between Angola and Chad is one of the most 
important new spatial developments in Central Africa. The 
subregion as a whole is still deeply underdeveloped in terms 
of road, rail and waterway connections, severely hampering 
mobility of people, goods and services between the larger 
cities and poses a significant obstacle to regional economic 
cooperation, integration and development.

The Member States of the Economic Community of 
Central African States (CEEAC) have adopted a plan to 
develop a reliable and competitive regional transportation 
network in a bid to stimulate effective and affordable regional 
movements and integration. Since 80 per cent of goods and 90 
per cent of people in the subregion move by road, priority was 
accorded to the development of road connections, supported 
by a pledge of US $6.4 billion to develop or improve trunks 
roads between the region’s capital cities by 2010. However, 
progress is slow and it became clear that the objective would 
not be met by 2010.

The fact remains that early construction of this regional road 
network should be a matter of the highest regional priority, 
as it would connect an estimated 20 million city dwellers in 
the major cities and also unlock an estimated additional five 
million people in secondary towns, villages and rural areas 
along its path. Many of the larger conurbations are major 
port cities and the interconnection of these urban economic 
hubs could greatly enhance logistics, trade and labour flows, 
including the prospect of elevating some of the domestic 
ports to regional prominence.

Unhampered cross-border flows of people, goods and 
services as well as well-adapted intra-regional regulation are 
critical to better productivity, poverty alleviation and food 
and energy security in Central African cities. However, 
strengthening transnational and regional logistic corridors and 
major new road networks will not be enough. Governments 
of the ECCAC states must do far more to simultaneously 
stimulate the economic and social development of their cities 
as the engines of national and regional growth. 

.���&&��
�
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4�National and urban governance practice must improve 

in the face of very rapid, increasingly problematic urban 
demographic growth. Efforts must, in particular, focus on 
enhancing local capacities for urban management in order 
to maintain cities’ role as national and regional engines of 
growth and development.

• Central Africa’s wealth of oil resources, hydro-electric 
potential and employment opportunities are significant, 
but the benefits must be shared more equitably if current 
symptoms of over-urbanisation are to be eradicated. When 
demographic outpaces economic momentum, poverty and 
slums proliferate. Upgraded and expanded infrastructures 
would improve the productivity of cities, create jobs and 
improve the living conditions of the poor, who represent 
the vast majority of Central Africa’s urban populations. 
Substituting ‘clean’ and cheap energy sources for fuel wood 
would reduce health and safety hazards among the urban 
poor and slow down deforestation.

4�Municipal authorities in Central Africa must pay more 
attention to urban services in an effort to improve the urban 
environment and adapt to climate change. Inadequate 
waste collection and excess-water drainage systems are a 
case in point, being major causes of urban flooding, as is 
informal urban expansion in hazardous locations.

• Faced with the challenge of climate change, national and 
urban authorities should seek support from development 
partners in order to enhance public awareness of the effects 
of climate change on cities. Once properly informed, all 
citizens can and must act on local causes of climate variability 
and prepare for climate change-induced hazard mitigation. 
More than just an additional environmental concern, public 
authorities should acknowledge climate change as a serious 
threat to cities and sustainable development.

• Migrants are agents of change and development. Given the 
high degree of mobility that characterizes the subregion, 
governments should take early steps to facilitate freedom 
of movement of people, goods and services within and 
among countries in order to facilitate trade, cultural and 
political exchange.

• Even though they are already twinned, both geographi-
cally and symbolically, Brazzaville and Kinshasa should 
strengthen political cooperation between them in order to 
improve infrastructures and provide holistic urban manage-
ment and administration. This includes well-adapted regu-
lation and facilitation of migratory flows between them for 
the sake of their economic and social development.

• Public authorities must also focus on employment 
generation in urban areas. At the moment, the mismatch 
between demographic growth and economic opportunities 
is filled in by the informal economy and self-employment, 
but these short-term palliatives only fuel poverty and 
socio-economic insecurity across generations. Informality 
is a problem; not a solution. In this critical area, too, 
governments must anticipate on future problems and 
stimulate urban-based industrial and manufacturing 
activities. Urban unemployment and inequality must rank 
among Central African governments’ prime concerns.

• Corruption, mismanagement of public funds and inap-
propriate use of public office are major factors behind the 
unequal distribution of incomes and rising urban poverty. 
The illegitimate control of power, wealth and resources by 
a minority, or, in other words, corruption, is obviously part 
and parcel of the larger process of underdevelopment.



EX
EC

U
TI

V
E 

SU
M

M
A
RY

14

• Central African governments are urged to pay attention 
to the management and guidance of emerging domestic 
urban corridors and the regional interlinking of domestic 
corridors. This should go hand in hand with regional 
agreements on free movement of people, goods, services 
and finance in order to optimize the economic, social and 
political benefits of these novel urban configurations.

(�!	������%�����(!&&����

Population and Urbanisation
With a projected 61.7 per cent of its population living in 

urban areas, Southern Africa remains the most urbanised 
subregion on the continent, and this proportion is expected to 
swell to two-thirds by 2020. With the exception of Botswana, 
Lesotho and Namibia, demographic growth is now steadily 
slowing down, from a 9 per cent rate in 2000/10 to 5.7 per 
cent 2040/50 decade. Contrary to other subregions, rural 
to urban migration remains the dominant factor, with the 
balance due to natural increases.

Urban Economies and Governance
Deep-rooted inequalities inherited from the apartheid era 

have been perpetuated by the neoliberal economic policies 
that continue to rule urban development, even though the 
discriminatory pattern is based more and more on class 
than race. Uneven development has been felt mostly by 
youths, who make up the majority of the urban population. 
Governments have invested in education but employment 
creation falls well short of demand. City authorities in the 
region should better include young people in their service 
provision and governance strategies.

Widespread multiple deprivations persist in the low-income 
urban areas of Southern Africa. Deprived urban communities 
are the most vulnerable to disasters and disease, including HIV/
AIDS, tuberculosis and cholera. Persistent spatial inequalities 
hark back to the conditions the Black majority experienced 
during the colonial and apartheid eras. Of all the continent’s 
subregions, Southern Africa features the steepest degrees of 
socioeconomic inequality, with extreme poverty occurring 
along class and racial lines. Consumption of water, electricity 
and other urban utilities remains effectively segregated and 
very unequally distributed between wealthy and poor areas, 
although water is even more unequally distributed than 
income. Southern African income inequalities are growing in 
both rural and urban areas, except for the Republic of South 
Africa where marginal declines were observed between 2001 
and 2005 due to redistributive policies.

As the result of neoliberal reform and deregulation of basic 
utilities, private firms now provide water, electricity, waste 
removal, education and health services in the South African 
Republic’s cities. Commoditisation of services has shifted 
responsibility from local authorities to the private sector, which 
is not advantageous to the poorer sections of the population. 
The capacity to provide services and infrastructure as well 
as to plan, invest and create jobs has declined in Maputo, 
Harare, Luanda and Lusaka.

Urban Land Markets
As in other subregions, urban surface areas have expanded 

hand in hand with demographic growth, and formal urban land 
markets have only been able to serve the wealthy. Combining 
formal rules with social and customary practices, informal 
urban land markets provide access to land when the formal 
markets do not or cannot deliver. Poor land administration 
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and unresponsive public institutions are increasingly failing 
to track formal and informal land transactions, which 
interferes with proper market mechanisms and taxation. A 
way forward would be for governments to recognize informal 
urban land governance in general, and informal urban land 
markets in particular, in order to improve the administration, 
management and supply of urban land. Municipal functions 
that could be devolved to the community and neighbourhood 
levels include the registration of occupancy, enforcement of 
basic land use regulations, dispute settlement and simple title 
registration by local chiefs. Transitory institutional structures 
should facilitate involvement by property development 
finance and undertake land management and planning at the 
neighbourhood level, with the ultimate aim of incorporating 
such structures into municipal operations.

Metropolitan Development and Mega Sporting Events
Metropolitan-wide initiatives embracing integrated 

development planning, infrastructure provision, rural-urban 
linkages and economic planning have dominated spatial 
developments in the region. A reasonably high degree of 
subregional integration has facilitated the sporting events of 
global and regional importance that have been the highlights 
of 2010 in Southern Africa: the African football cup in 
Angola, the world football cup in the Republic of South 
Africa, and the All Africa games in Maputo. The FIFA World 
Cup showed how urban development can be influenced by 
spending on infrastructure. For example, post-2010 Durban 
is striving to become a successful port and sport city with 
stadiums and services that are able to host future Olympic, 
Commonwealth or Pan-African games. The major sporting 
events have sped up many urban development projects. For 
all their visible benefits, these events have also had negative 
impacts, including mass evictions and displacement of low-
income residents.

.���&&��
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4� As part of development policies, public authorities must 

mobilise urban young peoples’ potentials and energies with 
proper training in entrepreneur skills and information/
communication technologies, in order to enable them to set 
up and run their own businesses. Some urban authorities 
have tried to foster inclusive cities, but none have fully 
considered children and youth in their service provision 
and governance strategies. Cities should make more efforts 
to deliver broadband Internet to all urban neighbourhoods, 
rather than reinforcing existing inequalities in services 
delivery.

• Given its central position in the political economy, land 
should be treated as a matter for the national constitution, 
rather than just the statute book. National constitutions 
should provide guidance and clarification on critical land-
related issues such as resolution of historical grievances, 
security and protection of rights irrespective of tenure, 
equitable land distribution and public land acquisition. 
Short of such clear constitutional guidance, land reform 

will fall short of existing needs and will be prone to legal 
challenges by vested interests.

• Land information is available, but access to information on 
procedures (land use plans, lease and purchase procedures, 
land taxes, population densities, infrastructure available etc.) 
must be improved. This could be done through government 
Websites as a minimum first step, with on-line applications 
made available at a subsequent stage. In the longer term, 
the expertise and capacities of land professionals (surveyors, 
town planners, valuers, architects, etc.) need improvement, 
too. Instead of relying on universities only, local authorities 
should come up with training programmes that include the 
sharing of expertise across various authorities and counties.

• Local authorities must enhance land-based revenues. 
They should consider a flat tax for all properties not yet 
on valuation rolls. This mechanism should remain in place 
until properties can be valued and formally added to rolls. 
New and additional taxation is broadly accepted if it is 
transparent and fair and if revenues are spent on tangible 
neighbourhood improvements. Before looking to broaden 
revenue bases, though, local authorities must exploit 
existing mandates to the full and improve fee collection, 
and in this regard Lusaka and Dar es Salaam show the way.

• On top of looking to reduce financial deficits, local 
authorities should renegotiate their mandates with central 
government. This opportunity is more readily available in 
countries in the process of constitutional change, such as 
Zimbabwe (and recently Kenya in Eastern Africa), which 
could set out explicit roles and financial mandates for local 
authorities, as has happened in Botswana.

• As any others in the world, Southern African urban 
authorities must become more familiar with climate change 
and its incipient or prospective effects on their respective 
areas. They can do so through networking and cooperation 
with research institutions, and as part of systematic efforts 
to deploy appropriate data and monitoring systems. 
Outside the South African Cities Network, these functions 
are rather weak at the moment. Indeed, most databases on 
urban conditions include limited (where any) city-specific 
local data.

• The Pretoria-Johannesbourg GauTrain - Africa’s first 
high speed train - can reduce Johannesburg’s notorious 
traffic jams and long commuting times. However, since 
the line bypasses the townships where the majority of the 
conurbation live, it misses an opportunity to break with the 
legacy of apartheid in the transportation sector.

• Cross-border economic corridors offer economic 
opportunities to the poor and investors alike. Economic 
and physical planners should take a well co-ordinated 
interest in the potential of these corridors. Any spatial 
development initiatives should be broadened to integrate 
urban components.

• Governance should encourage or reward energy 
conservation through retrofitting buildings, solar power 
and information to residents and industry, supported by 
appropriate technologies towards savings.
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1.1
Urban Geography, Economic Growth 
and Human Development
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One legacy of the domination of urban planning and 
management by engineers and town planners with strong 
physical planning traditions is that urbanisation and cities are 
often considered more in terms of their physical attributes 
than as living environments for those residing there. Similarly, 
academics concerned with commodity flows, globalization, 
institutional and governance challenges have all too easily lost 
sight of the very people who create, drive and are affected by 
these processes and institutions.

Cities are human artefacts, developed and modified over 
time according to perceived needs and values. Although cities 
are home to diverse populations, the dominant population 
groups are generally those whose values, interests and needs 
are reflected in the built environment, formal institutions 
and regulatory regimes. Over time, this predominance has 
effectively marginalised or excluded large groups within cities 
such as poor residents and new migrants, who face varying 
degrees of deprivation because they cannot afford to comply 
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with systemic regulations that lie outside their reach in every 
possible way. Consequently, they are left with little option 
but to operate in the administrative or illegal margins. These 
excluded groups can only build informal shelter, often in 
hazardous locations shunned by the wealthier, while carving 
out livelihoods in ways that are often described as substandard, 
illegitimate or illegal. Because these groups constantly face 
the risk of eviction or prosecution, cities experience increased 
polarization, suspicion and open confrontations.

Uncontrolled ‘self-help’ urbanisation, especially by 
economically poor city dwellers, has come to be regarded as 
problematic by many spatial planners, urban managers and 
elites who fear a threat to their quality of life or their Western-
derived urban aesthetics. However, given the prevalence of 
these popular forms of urbanisation and the sheer numbers 
involved, the efforts of the poor to meet their urban needs 
should be viewed more positively. Planning procedures 
should follow suit and become more flexible, except where 
objectively dangerous or inappropriate situations arise. Part of 
the sustainability challenge in our now predominantly urban 
world is to focus more on cities as people-centred concentrations 
of opportunity, not just problems. After all, it is in the world’s 
urban areas that wealth, non-agricultural production, high-
level social infrastructures and services as well as innovation 
are increasingly concentrated. The value of output in cities 
and urban regions, however measured, keeps exceeding by far 
that of rural regions.

A people-centred perspective highlights the need for more 
appropriate, realistic planning and building regulations that 
are affordable to the urban poor and that facilitate, rather 
than restrict, sustainable livelihoods. In other words, spatial 

�4
?�%

$$
*

"��
�	�������	�����%$�$

�(4����5���
�'�-�)5���

��+(�5���5���
�'�-�)5���

��/���5���
�'�-�)5���

1�
�

3�
��9�

�
	�9	

1	����	 0
���

�	�
���� 
7�������� 

��
�
�	 5��� �	

F���	

�	���

4E������

F���
�	�	���	

/���
	����
��	����������
7��

	�F����

$
$

$��

$�%

$�&

$�'

$�(

$�)

$�*

$�+

$�-

�$ %$ &$ '$ ($ )$ *$ +$ -$ �$$



CH
A
PT

ER
 O

N
E

20

planning and development control should focus less on 
impractical planning theory and imported notions of urban 
aesthetics or unattainable regulatory standards. Instead, they 
should embrace standards that reflect the needs of public 
authorities and the population, as well as current institutional 
capacities. Whereas efforts to adapt building codes, zoning 
regulations and review of outdated or restrictive policies have 
been undertaken in many African nations, so far they have 
met with only piecemeal success.

The management and planning problems associated with 
less-than-practical modalities of urban governance have often 
been exacerbated by rapid spatial expansion across municipal 
boundaries. 

To date, uncontrolled demographic expansion has elicited 
three types of strategy from African public authorities.

During colonial rule and subsequently, public authorities 
have responded with bold initiatives to regain territorial 
integrity; they addressed spatial-administrative discrepancies 
with extensions of ‘town lands’ that brought the entire city and 
a surrounding green belt within a single jurisdiction. Harare, 
Zimbabwe’s capital is a case in point. Expanding the urban 
administrative territory is an option that should be considered 
by African governments and city managers, particularly in 
rapidly growing intermediate-size cities. Whereas this may be 
a complex challenge from legal and other perspectives, the 
longer-term political, financial, spatial and economic benefits 
are well worth the effort, as cities must accommodate current 
and expected demographic expansion over at least the span of 
a full generation, or longer.

More commonplace have been attempts to create 
metropolitan councils for area-wide, holistic and strategic 
planning, bringing together representatives of the constituent 
municipalities, as in Accra and Kumasi in Ghana. Such 
interventions may involve major political and institutional 
changes that are often fraught with difficulties, as section 1.3 
of this report will outline. However, where such interventions 
have not taken place like, for instance, in metropolitan Dakar, 
Senegal, the inevitable result is that no single authority serves 
as the apex body for multiple, distinct municipalities (more 
than 60 in the case of Dakar), making any attempts at policy 
coordination virtually impossible.

The third option has proved to be the more popular one: 
fragmented urban governance based on inertia, inadequacy, 
inequity, lack of responsiveness, and corruption. Regardless 
of local circumstances, the outcome has been identical across 
Africa, namely, disjointed forms of spatial and functional gov-
ernance that fall well short of the needs of the majority of city 
dwellers. This approach relies on a commoditisation of the 
city, with services and other urban benefits reserved for those 
who have the money or influence to access them. It involves 
deliberate urban partitioning into local political jurisdictions 
with different and highly inequitable access to public finance 
for public goods. Some argue that this is legitimate and ap-
propriate, since services are distributed in proportion to taxes 
paid. Others contend that equity is enhanced if services in-
stead are allocated in proportion to need.1 However, through 

urban partitioning and spatial segregation, social distance and 
inequity are reinforced and, over time, frustration, disaffec-
tion and resistance are bound to increase.

In all these urban governance models, subsequent spatial 
expansion has frequently spilled over the new boundaries 
again under pressure from sustained demographic growth. 
The newer peripheral areas are typically controlled by 
adjacent local authorities and often classified as rural districts 
or customary land. This situation points to differences 
in institutional capacities, human and financial resources 
constraints, service levels and even political allegiances and 
orientations across administrative boundaries, that make 
it difficult on those living in ever-expanding urban fringes 
to claim better conditions or services. For example, waste 
collection, inadequate or sporadic as it may be, typically stops 
at formal metropolitan boundaries, as many rural districts 
do not provide this service, even for increasingly urbanised 
villages or overspill suburbs.2

A change of attitudes and practices is needed. If cities are 
to meet the challenges of economic, social and environmental 
sustainability, all residents must be taken seriously and given 
appropriate opportunities to share and participate equitably. 
Experience has shown over and again that authoritarian 
enforcement of governance through inappropriate planning 
or inequitable regulation will not succeed. Restrictive zoning 
regulations that inhibit people from living and working in 
close proximity, and inappropriate building standards that 
make compliance unaffordable to most urban dwellers, are 
but two examples of undesirable outcomes that will cause 
disaffection, resistance and alienation. Ultimately, this may 
lead to situations that undermine the very stability of our 
urban systems. Achieving people-centred, sustainable urban 
development requires major changes to more appropriately 
address the complex circumstances prevailing on the ground.

Equally important is the acknowledgement that people 
represent resources, not just problems. Harnessing rather 
than suppressing or alienating human energies is essential 
to maintaining urban dynamism and stability. It is also a 
prerequisite if human development needs are to be met in an 
effective, equitable way. However, fostering new cultures of 
urban citizenship and a sense of belonging among alienated 
and impoverished city residents will be no easy task. A first 
step should be an acknowledgement that many African cities 
are no longer geographical areas of wealth containing islands 
of poverty. The pattern currently unfolding is widespread: 
highly-disjointed, dysfunctional and unsustainable urban 
geographies of inequality and human suffering, with urban 
areas increasingly composed of small islands of well-being 
that are spatially and socially segregated from rapidly growing 
and increasingly impoverished masses - the ‘urban divide’. 
Perpetuating and increasing the prevailing degrees of urban 
inequality is tantamount to cultivating the systemic instability 
of African cities. With urban areas the inevitable future home 
for the majority of Africans, the promotion of the social, 
economic and political failure of this increasingly important 
human habitat is simply not a viable option.
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African cities have diverse historical origins, some of which 
going back many centuries. Cairo, for instance, is one of the 
world’s oldest continuously inhabited cities with a history 
of several thousand years involving successive dynasties and 
empires of regional and worldwide significance. Cairo remains 
an important political and cultural centre to this day and it is 
still Africa’s most populous urban agglomeration. Others like 
Alexandria, Kumasi, Sofala and Timbuktu are today much 
diminished in economic and political importance, having 
once been the urban cores of regional empires with trade and 
diplomatic relations spanning much of the Maghreb and the 
Mashreq, and reaching out to South Asia and even China. 
Many others, from Cape Town to Dakar and Nairobi have 
more recent origins, having been established by Europeans 
for mercantile, military/strategic, extractive or settlement 
purposes, as different parts of Africa were experiencing the 
early phases of economic, political and cultural globalization. 
Various hybrids and twin cities also emerged where colonial 
rulers built settlements adjacent to indigenous cities in 
order to maintain segregation, as in Rabat-Salé, Khartoum-
Omdurman and Kampala-Mengo. More recently, a number 
of post-independence capital cities have also emerged, often 
in ethnically or politically neutral territory, or as part of 
efforts to catalyse development in an impoverished region, 

like Abuja, Dodoma, Lilongwe and Yamoussoukro. However, 
most of these new capital cities are struggling to emerge from 
the shadows of their longer-established predecessors.

Colonial conquest brought a profound reorientation of 
political and economic relations. It created a new outward 
and intercontinental focus as exploitation of natural resources 
gradually integrated the continent into different imperial 
patterns and, ultimately, the emerging modern world-system. 
Port cities became essential hubs in this system, with rail and 
road links to the resource-rich hinterlands.

In addition to political and military change, factors 
governing the ebb and flow of cities’ fortunes have also 
included technology. The advent of the motor vehicle and 
eventually the aeroplane wrought successive changes on the 
spatial economies of many African cities and their hinterlands. 
Technological change within specific modes of transport 
sometimes had dramatic effects, such as the shift from loose to 
containerized cargo. The emergence of bulk carriers redefined 
port hierarchies as hub and feeder services were established. 
The air transport industry also had a significant impact on 
the fortunes of some African cities, as the shift from propeller 
to jet engines and long-haul autonomy− enabled longer, non-
stop flights. An unintended consequence of this evolution 
was that many African airports that had thrived on refuelling 
or overnight stops en route lost out to the destination hubs.

Perhaps the most profound impact of technical progress 
arose from the rapid proliferation of information and 
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communications technology (ICT). On top of reinforcing 
broad-based popular connectivity on the information 
highways, these technologies have also radically redefined 
spatial relations. This is true with respect to systems and 
networks among cities but also in terms of the relationships 
between cities, their peri-urban fringes and deeper rural 
hinterlands, as peasants and small commercial farmers, for 
instance, are now able to access market price information 
immediately, cutting out middlemen in the process. ICT is 
reshaping intra-urban relations, economic spaces and social 
networking in a similar manner, and the geographies of access 
to the Internet and educational resources are rapidly changing, 
redefining our traditional understandings of centrality and 
peripherality. This is further accentuated by the use of mobile 
phones and solar panels to sustain ICTs, enabling their use 
away from landlines and national electricity grids.

This is the general background against which Africa today 
sees the emergence of more and more clearly defined mega 
urban regions and urban development corridors straddling 
national boundaries and embracing tens of millions of 
people. Faced with these new challenges, traditional urban 
development policies are increasingly unable to address an 
unfolding set of complex and fluid spatial, regulatory and 
political realities. As interurban flows of commodities, people, 
communications, funds and physical urban patterns become 
more trans-national, governance and policy must follow 
suit if they are to be in any effective position to influence 
outcomes. More flexible and harmonized attitudes and 
policy will be needed along with innovative trans-boundary 
governance regimes, in order to bring some consistency and 
prevent investors from playing off cities and countries against 
each other.3 This broad-ranging policy challenge is clearly 
illustrated with respect to global environmental and climate 
change, where the necessity for concerted international 
cooperation is now well accepted. The forthcoming ‘post-
Kyoto Protocol’ regime must be mainstreamed into general 
urban policies beyond much-needed adaptation to, and 
mitigation of, the impacts of climate change.
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Systemic shocks refer to strong impacts affecting substantial 
parts or all of an urban system (nationally or internationally), 
rather than having just isolated (e.g., sector-based or merely 
local) impacts. As such, these shocks have the potential to 
threaten the sustainability and survival of a system as a whole. 
Although these are no new phenomena, the rate and extent 
of technological change and globalization have significantly 
increased their likelihood, geographic scope and potential 
magnitudes. Some shocks may arise suddenly, like the global 
economic recession of 2008/09, while others have longer 
gestation periods, like demographic transition and climate 
change, the effects of which may be no less severe and will be 
much longer lasting.

Cyclical economic fluctuations naturally feature among 
the systemic shocks to which cities are now vulnerable, 

although this depends on their degree of integration in the 
international economy, including through information and 
telecommunication technologies. The recent global recession 
has demonstrated the speed and spatial extent of systemic 
financial vulnerability, leaving no country completely 
immune. Even though African banks largely kept away from 
the imprudent lending policies and high-leverage financial 
instruments that wreaked havoc in more advanced economies, 
the secondary effects of the global economic downturn has 
been felt in Africa under various forms, the more tangible 
of which were reduced tourism as well as reversals in both 
human development and progress towards the Millennium 
Development Goals, along with lower demand for 
commodities and reduced aid flows.

Since more and more of the world’s population now lives 
in urban areas, the most dramatic effects on output and 
employment (and tax revenues) have been experienced in 
those urban areas providing services or commodities for the 
world market. Urban tourist hubs like Mombasa and Malindi 
in Kenya, Sharm al-Sheikh in Egypt or Victoria Falls in 
Zimbabwe (not to mention that country’s internal political 
and economic crises) have experienced marked downturns, as 
have those towns across Africa that depend on agriculture for 
exports. In extreme cases, those towns and cities that had first 
been developed for a single purpose may even be abandoned, 
such as mining centres when the ore body is exhausted. Jos 
in Nigeria (tin), Kimberley in the Republic of South Africa 
and Lüderitz in Namibia (both diamonds) represent good 
examples of towns that first experienced booms but then went 
into severe long-term decline when their single-sourced raison 
d’être vanished.

These ever-changing economic geographies clearly illustrate 
how cities and their populations find themselves connected 
with each other within the wider framework of the global 
economy. Such integration can provide fresh opportunities 
for wealth creation and economic development as conditions 
change and competitiveness is enhanced. At the same time, 
integration can also make competitiveness more of a chal-
lenge, or force cities or countries to keep seeking new oppor-
tunities in the face of technical, economic or socio-political 
change that can wipe out former competitive or location spe-
cific advantages. Specialization can rapidly become a source of 
vulnerability. Because of scarce financial and entrepreneurial 
skills, African cities in particular have generally been poor at 
‘flexible specialization’ in terms of the rapid adaptability which 
high-tech industries and production processes must achieve if 
they are to remain competitive under changing conditions.

As the rate of change accelerates in today’s world, it be-
comes ever harder to keep up or to get ahead. Not every city 
can be a Geneva, a Singapore or a Dubai. Already, the latter’s 
aspirations to become a global hub are facing tall challenges 
from the combination of world recession, mounting debt and 
competition from neighbouring Abu Dhabi (UAE) and Doha 
(Qatar). Global capitalism can be fickle and the price of fail-
ure can be very high, with a loss of dynamic residents through 
brain drain, a shrinking revenue base and resultant growing 
urban poverty, marginalization and social tensions. Under 
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such circumstances, it becomes increasingly difficult to rein-
vent the city and address residents’ needs in an equitable way.

Climate change is the second type of systemic shock 
threatening cities, with prospective unparalleled short- 
to long-term impacts. Climate change comprises two 
complementary elements: (a) the increasing frequency and 
severity of extreme weather events with short durations (e.g., 
hurricanes, storm surges or heat waves); and (b) slow-onset 
changes that are semi-permanent or permanent (e.g., sea level 
rise, falling groundwater tables or desertification). Although 
the continent contributes no more than 4 to 5 per cent of 
global greenhouse gas emissions, the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change’s Fourth Assessment Report in 20074 said 
that Africa would experience some of the most severe effects 
of climate change. Since then, 2009 saw extreme events in 
various parts of Africa, e.g., flooding in the Namibian desert 
(parts of which had not seen rain for several years) and major 
drought-related famines in Eastern Africa. These may be 
linked to the El Niño phenomenon but more probably form 
part of a longer term trend consistent with climate change.

The particular combination of impacts will vary with 
latitude, region and among coastal and inland areas. Coastal 
areas are likely to experience storm surges, sea-level rises, 
increased flooding and (semi-) permanent inundation of 
low-lying areas. In many coastal cities, assets of strategic 
national economic value, such as ports, arterial railway/

road infrastructure, industrial zones, leisure/recreation zones 
or residential areas, are under threat from climate change. 
In addition, coastal aquifers - on which these urban areas 
often depend for significant proportions of their fresh water 
supplies - stand to suffer as a result of saltwater intrusion 
through flooding or inundation. In some cases, significant 
agricultural areas supplying urban food markets will suffer 
a similar fate. Cities located on lagoons, estuaries, deltas or 
large river mouths - of which Alexandria, Cotonou, Dar es 
Salaam, Lagos, Maputo and Mombasa are good examples 
- are particularly vulnerable, as is the Cape Flats area of 
metropolitan Cape Town.5

For inland cities, the main challenges are likely to include 
higher ambient temperatures and more frequent heat waves, 
leading to stronger heat island effects (with potential damage 
to infrastructure) and desiccating vegetation, shrinking 
water tables and associated urban water shortages, unless 
compensating supplies can be secured via engineered 
infrastructures. The more vulnerable cities will be those 
already experiencing heat stress and related problems during 
the summer season, as well as those in the Sahel on or close 
to the boundary between the desert and the bush, such as 
Kano and Ouagadougou. Several African inland cities have 
also become more vulnerable to flooding from sudden river 
surges following extreme weather events, such as Alexandra-
Johannesburg, Brazzaville and several desert cities in Burkina 
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Faso and Niger. Patterns of morbidity and mortality are also 
bound to change, with malaria and water-borne diseases 
becoming increasingly severe in inundated and more humid 
areas, while dehydration and other heat-related illnesses and 
deaths may increase − a pattern experienced during recent 
summer heat waves in Europe.

Climate change will certainly exacerbate the problems asso-
ciated with voluntary or involuntary eco-migration to Africa’s 
large and intermediate cities, away from flood-prone locali-
ties, as well as potentially large-scale internal and cross-border 
mobility away from agricultural zones undermined by chang-
ing climatic conditions or declining water availability. Coastal 
urban centres in Senegal, for instance, have already experi-
enced ecology-related immigration from both the interior and 
adjacent countries. This has exacerbated urban poverty and 
unemployment, while contributing to the flows of migrants 
seeking to reach the Canary Islands, Southern Italy or Spain 
on board unseaworthy boats in a desperate hope of gaining 
access to the European Union.6 City-specific examples of the 
challenges and early responses appear in Chapters 2-6.

Demographic shifts represent a third category of systemic 
shock for cities. These shifts are complex, with some like 
ageing occurring fairly slowly. However, those reflecting 
human behaviour patterns, such as mobility or the spread 
of HIV/AIDS or some forms of eco-migration, are often 
subject to rapid change and can be difficult to anticipate 
on account of spatial and socio-economic variations. While 
most African countries are hosts to predominantly young 
populations, average ages are increasing, as total fertility rates 
have been on the decline almost everywhere. The numbers 
of people surviving to old age are rising rapidly, although 
still representing relatively small proportions of total 
populations. This trend poses new challenges for social care 
where traditional extended family structures are dissolving, 
particularly in urban areas but also in rural areas where 
institutional care facilities still barely exist. Poverty, however, 
remains the key problem, often exacerbating the impact of 
pandemics and curable illnesses like measles, pneumonia and 
gastro-enteritis.

$�	��
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It is important to retain a balanced perspective on the 
cross-relationships between urbanisation and development. 
Notwithstanding the various problems outlined above, 
African cities have been turning into centres of innovation, 
non-agricultural production and political and cultural 
life. The encouraging association between the human 
development index and urbanisation rates (see Box 1.1) 
suggest that urbanisation brings definite benefits. Indeed, as 
explained in Section 1.6, the prospects for achieving most of 
the Millennium Development Goals are intimately bound up 
with what happens in Africa’s cities.

Under the conventional view that prevailed during the 
colonial period (and in the Republic of South Africa and 
Namibia during the apartheid era), Africa’s urbanisation was 

culturally and socially inappropriate and would lead to an 
alienating ‘detribalisation’, since Africans had no tradition 
of urban life. This is demonstrably untrue, since highly 
sophisticated urban societies had previously existed or still 
exist in just about every part of the African continent. Rather, 
such prejudices served discriminatory policies in colonial 
settler societies, in a bid to preserve European political and 
economic dominance in urban areas, admitting Africans only 
under strictly controlled and exploitative conditions for the 
sole purposes of cheap urban labour.

Political independence in Africa led to the abandonment or 
relaxation of migration controls into urban areas. This resulted 
in very sudden and rapid demographic growth in cities and 
increasingly permanent urban residence for Africans. Initially, 
social and economic ties to rural extended families remained 
strong. These bonds are now gradually weakening. Nuclear 
African families are increasingly commonplace, especially 
among the middle classes and elites and in some countries 
also among low-income families, with a commensurate new 
and rising demand for urban housing units and associated 
services delivery. Elsewhere, circular or oscillating migration 
between one or more urban and one or more rural areas 
represents an important survival strategy, effectively spreading 
economic risk and providing access to services and livelihood 
opportunities in different localities. Misguided postcolonial 
policies that attempted to split the population into either 
urban wage earners or full-time rural farmers ignored these 
real-life factors, undermining legitimate livelihood or survival 
strategies and in the process exacerbating poverty.

Mobility and migration remain hugely important in 
Africa, as individuals and households nowadays rarely 
spend their entire lives in one and the same place. ‘Multi-
local’ households are now widespread, with family members 
residing in different urban and rural locations for shorter 
or longer periods. Mobility patterns can shift very rapidly 
as conditions change and nowadays often span national or 
even continental boundaries. For instance, remittances from 
family members working in Europe, North America, the 
Middle East and Australasia now represent a vital resource 
for many households in all segments of society, as well as a 
major source of foreign exchange for African governments. 
Environmental changes due to climatic and other events are 
also displacing people within rural areas, from rural to urban 
areas and across national boundaries, as detailed in Chapter 3 
on West Africa, for instance.

The sociology of urbanisation is complex and involves a 
variety of patterns. The ethnic segregation of the past has 
generally been replaced with socio-economic class segregation. 
Nevertheless, in poorer urban neighbourhoods, ethnic 
concentrations often remain significant, especially when 
reinforced by rural-urban migration. Whereas high-income 
urban areas may now feature higher degrees of diversity, social 
life often remains linked to ethnic or linguistic affiliations. 
Under conditions of duress and the implosion of formal 
government or social institutions, informality and innovative 
survival strategies emerge or are revived in hybrid forms.7
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1.2
Urban Inequalities

Economic, social and environmental inequalities can be 
found at all spatial scales, including urban and intra-urban. 
Until very recently, accurate and reliable data has been scarce, 
and comparing the conditions that prevail among cities and  
within or among countries remained difficult. As data now 
becomes available, some generalisations can be made, not-
withstanding considerable variations between neighbouring 
countries or those within particular sub-regions. Often these 
reflect specific historical circumstances and/or the impacts of 
particular policies. For instance, Northern African cities and 

those in low-income countries tend to feature lower degrees 
of inequality (as measured by Gini coefficients) than middle-
income countries. Inequality is at its highest in Africa’s former 
settler colonies, where statutory ethnic segregation and apart-
heid policies were enforced for extended periods. The inherited 
physical fabric of such cities keeps generating steep inequali-
ties, even long after the abolition of discriminatory legislation.

The diversity of urban patterns in Africa reflects different 
combinations of a number of factors: economic momentum, 
the extent and nature of a country’s integration in the world 
economy and any attendant pressures, as well as the trends 
and patterns of urban demographic growth. It is surprising 
to find that at the two extremes of the urban spectrum - 
the more dynamic countries, and those wrecked by rural 
conflicts and poverty - capital and major cities have tended 
to grow faster than medium-size and smaller ones, and 
typically feature a much sharper ‘urban divide’. Where urban 
demographic growth is slower, or redistributive policies are 
in place, capital cities will be as (un)equal as the country as a 
whole. Overall, though, cities tend to score higher than rural 
areas on most economic, social and environmental indicators, 
as they concentrate investment and opportunities, and this 
‘urban advantage’ attracts rural migrants.

For the purposes of understanding the current state of 
African cities, the intra-urban scale is more useful as it can 
highlight the way conditions change from one area to another 
within a single city and how living standards are affected by 
geographical factors. However, the relevant data on intra-
urban economic inequality remains scarce, and only a few 
selected examples can be discussed.

African cities on average exhibit the highest inequalities 
in the world, both individually (where city-specific data 
is available) and collectively (where Gini coefficients are 
available only for rural and urban areas). Many African cities 
can be found in the very high and extremely high inequality 
brackets. Whereas Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) 
cities were until recently the most unequal in the world, UN-
HABITAT’s State of the World’s Cities 2010/11 shows that 
they have been lagging African cities in recent years (income-
based coefficients, urban areas: 0.529 on average in Africa, 
compared with 0.505. in LAC; average of available city-
specific coefficients: Africa: 0.581; LAC: 0.528).



CH
A
PT

ER
 O

N
E

26

3:;���%��*�	�����������	��:��������	*��������	�����
�0�
�

5�������� ����@������ � � 	���	 �
�� ���  �	�� ���	��
9� ��
 ���� �=�
�  �9� ��� 	� @
�
�� ���6���� $�
	�9�����	��>�	���@� �9����
���� ����6���	
��	�9�
������ 	�����6������	�
�8��������	�������������
����@�����������
��
� ��� ����	�����>�	�������
�	�
 ���	����� 6��
���� ���� ��9�8�9�	�� �6� � �8�
�<
����
��6�����	�����@���������$���	� ����	���>�	�<
�������9� �
��������	�9��8�
������6� ����� 	����
7������� ��������������@������ � ��
� ����9�	 �
	����9�=��6��
������
	����� ����������9�����$$����

	�
�����6����$�	�9��$$�

5��� �
��
������ �������������@������ � � ��	�� ��� � �
�	 �9� ��� 
	���� 	�	�� � �� ?�� ����	
� � �������
�
� ��� �������� 9� �
������� � 	�
�  � 9����
����
 �
���� ����	�
�8��������	���������������@������
�����  �
�� � ��9��	��� 6�����
� ���>�	����� � �
���
�	 ��
� �
� 9��
�	 ��
�� ?�� �������9� 6����


�  �9��� �����
�9������������������@�������	��
	� ���������������
��
��9 ��H�
��� �	�������������
�������������@������	�9����	���������	
��
� ��
�����
��	� ���	�����
�	 ��
�6�	����� � �	
�9������6�
�
�������	�9���8�
����	�������� ���� 
� �� ��
� ����
�	E�
����������������	�����

��6�8�
�� 	��� ����� ����@������ � � ����� 	 � 
��9�
	 �����9	�	�� �9�����	����	�������7��������
��	
��

��� ����
�	����	�� ��
� � ��� ��� � �	���
�� ���� �����
����@������ �	�� ��� �	�����	��9� �����
� ��� 9��
��
�=�
���� ���>�	����� � �
� ��� 9���� �
	��� ��	��
���>�	����� � � 	�� 	���������� 5�������� ����@������
�	�� ��
���
� ��� �� ��	9��
� ���	� ��  ������� �
6����  ����	
� ������ � 	�9� ����� ����@����� � �	��
 ����� ��	��
�� 9����
���� ������� 	�9� ��� ��������
9� �
������� �� ��6�8�
�� 6���� � �9� ��� 	��
��E����8���	���
�	�9��	 �9����
���	���� �	�� ��� ��
�������������@�������	�����	���6�
������9��	��
����
���>�	��������6�	����9� �
��������	�9�6�����
����� �


�6��
��
�9�������
����	��	
�����	
�����������

3���
��
�8��6��
�
���������������@�������8�9�����
��� �
�	�� ���>�	����� �� 	� ��6� ������� � ���
9�@������ � 	
�� ��� �
9�
�� 5��� 9	�	� ��� �������

���
� ��� ������ ������� ����� !����� 6	
� � 	�9�
 ���	��6���	
���	����� ��
���	��� ��
�� #��6�����
��� �������� ��������!��� ����9��=���9���
� #�
�����9�� 	��� �	��
�
�� �� �����9��
� ���<�����	
��
�� � �� ������ ������ ������� ����6� 	��
��
�	���
��
� ���9 � � � ������ 	�� ����
�	��� ��9��	��
� ���
��8�
���� ���� �6�� 	
�� ����  �������� �  �����
���<�����	
��  ��
�� � ��� ��������  ���� 	 �
 �� � ������ �
�9�������� 	
�� �=���9�9�� 5�� � � �
���� 
�	 ��� ��	�� ��� �������<�	 �9� 9	�	� �	��
��� ��
�� 
���	���� ��� ���
� �����
�� �� ��6�8�
��

��� �������� �=���9� � ����  	8��
 �  �	
�� ���
������� 	�9� � � ���
���
�� �����	���� ��6�
� ��	��
	���	����������5����	����=������� �	
��6��
��
 	8��
 � 	
�� ���<�=� ����� �
� 8�
�� ��6�� 	�9�
6��
�� ���
�� � � ��� �������� ���  �� � ������
�
�9���������� ����9������
 �!��
��=	������
�
��� �
�	�� �
� ��
�<�
�	�� 	

������
��� �
� ���

�
	�� �	�9#��
����<�	
.���9� �
8��� �! ����	 �

����
��	�� �	���
#�� 5�� �� �=������� � �	�� ���
 �
��@�	���� � ����	���� ��� ���� ����
�	��  ����
��
4��� ��� � ��� 6�����
� ��� �������� ������� �
�
�=���9���
�I��� �������� 9	�	� 	
�� �	.��� ���
�	����	�� �	�� ���	��	����
���� �	 �	�������������
���� �=�����9� 	���
	��� ���  �
8��� 
� ��� � ��
?�� ������������� ��� 7�������
��	�� ��
� �� �	�����
������� �
�8	�� �� 6����� ��� ��J	���>��� 	�9�
5�
����� ��������9	�	�	
����������9�

5���9	�	� ��� �
�	�� ���>�	����� � �9� ��
�� �	8��
����� �
��	
�9� ��� �1<��3?5�5A � ����	��
�
�	�� :� �
8	��
�� !��:#� 	�9� 
�B����  ����
��� ���� 9��@������ � 
���

�9� ��� ��
��� 5��� ���.�
�������	8	��	����9	�	���	����9�
����
�
	�<�
�	��
����	
� �� � 	�� ���� �	����	�� ��8��C� ���  ����
�	 � � ���� �	

� �� ������ 	�9� ��  ����� ���� �
�
��
������
�����
� ��	
���9����@�9� ��	
	�����

.!���10�6���-����&���+��9!���	�

Regions, sub-regions and cities of the world feature 
substantial discrepancies in economic equality. UN-
HABITAT’s State of the World’s Cities Report 2010/11 identifies 
six distinct brackets based on Gini coefficients. As far as 
Africa is concerned, individual countries can be split in five 
brackets, from ‘relatively low’ inequality (0.300−0.399, e.g., 
Algeria) to ‘very high inequality’ (0.500-0.599, e.g., Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Nigeria, Botswana and Zimbabwe) and ‘extremely high 
inequality’ (0.600 and more, e.g., Namibia, South Africa and 
Zambia). Coefficients above 0.400 are regarded as a source 
of concern.

Steep economic inequality is rife in most African cities. 
Topping the list is the Republic of South Africa, with a 0.76 
income-based urban inequality coefficient in 2005, or the 
same magnitude as the ratios for individual major cities. In 
part, this reflects the legacy of more than a century of statutory 
racial segregation and then apartheid. While the legislative 
backbone of this segregation system could be abolished fairly 
rapidly, the embedded urban structures and the geographies 
of segregation will persist for far longer. Emerging trends 
reveal that ethnic segregation is increasingly replaced by class-
based segmentation, as has occurred in other former settler 
colonies where similar systems of segregation once prevailed, 
e.g. Kenya, Namibia and Zimbabwe.

Africa’s least unequal countries in terms of consumption 
coefficients include Togo (0.31 in 2006), Morocco (0.38 in 
1998), Egypt (0.39 in 1997), Mauritania (0.39 in 2004) and 
Ethiopia (0.38 in 1999/2000). The lowest income coefficients 
were found in Algeria (0.35 in 1995), Cameroon (0.41 in 
2001) and Uganda (0.43 in 2005/6). It should, however, 
be realised that a low Gini coefficient is not necessarily 
favourable as it is merely a relative indicator of equality. It 
may indicate - and in many cases it does - nationwide low 
levels of income, consumption and human development. The 
lowest coefficients are generally found in countries with a low 
human development index in sub-Saharan Africa and Islamic 
North African states, where poverty is widespread although 
settler discrimination was not so pronounced. This means 
that low Gini coefficients can in fact signal cities where all 
residents are ‘equally poor’.

Moreover, trends can sometimes be complex even within 
one country, reflecting specific geographic or size-category 
dynamics. For instance, Botswana’s income-based Gini coef-
ficient declined from 0.56 in 1985 to 0.54 in 1993 and 0.51 
in 2003. The national urban coefficient remained stable at 
0.54 from 1985 to 1993, and then fell to 0.50 in 2003, while 
increasing from 0.45 to 0.52 in ‘urban villages’ over the same 
period (1993-2003). In Maputo, the Gini coefficient is much 
higher than Mozambique’s urban average. Similarly, in Côte 
d’Ivoire, the national urban Gini coefficient is 0.44, com-
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pared with 0.50 in Abidjan. Conversely, in Burundi the na-
tional urban Gini coefficient for consumption stands at 0.49 
compared with 0.47 in Bujumbura, the capital. Therefore, 
disaggregation to the city level is important for any under-
standing of intra-urban patterns and dynamics.

$�	�1������-����&���+��9!���	��


City-level data on either a consumption or income basis are 
available for 39 African urban areas (Graph 1.2.a), while both 
measures are compiled for Addis Ababa. No data for Northern 
African cities is available. As explained earlier, consumption-
based coefficients of inequality are typically somewhat lower 
than those based on income. Even within these respective cat-
egories, direct comparisons are hindered by the different base 

years for the data, although in Graph 1.2.a the range is only 
seven years. By contrast, the range of 14 years in Graph 1.2.b 
means that the data for Accra, Maseru, Libreville/Port Gentil, 
Yaoundé and Douala should be treated cautiously for com-
parison purposes with data for the year 2000 and later. Never-
theless, none of the older data lie at the extremes of the range.

At 0.30, Lomé, Togo, features the lowest urban economic 
inequality coefficient, together with nine others in Africa that 
are below 0.399. Five more lie in the 0.4−0.49 range, with only 
two, Maputo and Addis Ababa, above 0.50. Aside from any 
data deficiencies, this would appear to reflect that these urban 
areas are all located in some of the poorest African countries, 
all of which (except Uganda and Tanzania) with low rank-
ings in the 2009 UNDP Human Development Index. This 
category now includes only 24 out of 182 countries in the 
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rankings, but Uganda and Tanzania lie close to the bottom of 
the ‘medium’ human development category. Although some of 
these countries’ economies have been growing in recent years, 
largely thanks to their capital cities - a potential factor behind 
increasing economic inequality - overall consumption-based 
inequalities tend to be less severe under conditions of relative 
poverty, notwithstanding the presence of small wealthy elites.

The data from Ethiopia are of particular interest since they 
enable direct comparison between Addis Ababa, the primate 
city and capital, with six regional towns. With the exception 
of Dessie, the smaller centres all exhibit low degrees of 
consumption inequality, while Addis Ababa’s is considerably 
higher at 0.56. This reflects urban primacy, a phenomenon 
that keeps drawing in ever more migrants and internally 
displaced people. Moreover, being the capital and home to 
various international organisations and most commerce and 
industry, Addis Ababa has been a focus for construction, 
infrastructural expansion and foreign investment since 
economic liberalisation in the early 1990s. Liberalisation itself 
has led to considerable price inflation, both for food and other 
everyday commodities, as well as for rented accommodation 
in a situation of excess housing demand. Indeed, comparative 
data show that Addis Ababa’s consumption-based Gini 
coefficient increased by a full 24 per cent between the year 
2000 and 2003, while Dessie and Dire Dawa experienced 
increases of 11 and eight per cent respectively. In contrast, 
Awassa, Bahir Dar and Jimma experienced significant 
declines in consumption inequality from 1994 to the year 
2000, as the result of improved access to social and physical 
infrastructure and services.

In Mozambique, since the end of civil war in the early 
1990s, a disproportionate share of economic momentum has 
been located in Maputo, where economic inequality rose 18 
per cent between 1996 and 2003 (SWCR 2010).

The range of income-based Gini coefficients in Graph 1.2.b 
is far wider than the corresponding consumption data, from 
0.39 (Pointe-Noire, Congo) to 0.75 in Buffalo City (East 
London) and Johannesburg in the Republic of South Africa. 
Indeed, all the South African cities in the list rank above 0.70, 
with the exception of Cape Town’s 0.67. This reflects the legacy 
of racially-based disparities in incomes, welfare benefits and 
social investment during the apartheid era in the continent’s 
most sophisticated economy. These inequalities are slightly 
lower than in the late 1990s due to redistributive policies by 
successive post-apartheid governments, including pensions 
and other welfare benefits, minimum wages and free basic 
water allowances. However, such steep degrees of inequality 
still pose substantial challenges to social and political stability. 
Indeed, grassroots pressure for accelerated redistribution is 
mounting, as the example of free water allowances in South 
Africa will explain in Chapter 6.

Nigeria’s principal city Lagos is also characterised by sharp 
inequality, with widespread poverty amid substantial wealth 
and corruption in Africa’s largest oil-producing country. At 
0.61, the income-based Gini coefficient is higher than Addis 
Ababa’s. Income-based coefficients are subject to rapid change: 
Abidjan’s Gini coefficient, for instance, increased by 21 per cent 
from 2002 to 2008, under the combined effects of civil conflict 
and the resultant economic disruption and displacement.8
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Economic polarisation is closely associated with inequalities 
in basic needs satisfaction; most importantly, access to 
adequate shelter, safe drinking water and sanitation (including 
solid waste and sewage), health and education services and a 
safe living environment.

One key indicator of urban poverty and deprivation is 
the proportion of urban populations living in sub-standard 
housing (i.e., slums), because this typically signals that other 
basic needs are not satisfied either. In several African countries 
for which reasonably reliable figures are available in UN-
HABITAT’s GUO database, this proportion has been falling 
over the last two decades. The most dramatic declines in 
slum populations (as compared with total urban populations) 
were achieved in Egypt (from 50.2 to 17.1 per cent), Mali 
(from 94.2 to 65.9 per cent) and Senegal (from 70.6 to 38.1 
per cent) between 1990 and 2005. In Ghana, the decline 
was from 68.7 per cent in 1990 to 38.1 per cent in 2010; 
in Madagascar, from 93.0 to 75.3 per cent; in the Republic 
of South Africa, from 46.2 to 28.7 per cent; and in Benin, 
from 79.3 to 69.3 per cent over the same period. In Kenya 
and Namibia, the figures remained almost constant, at just 
under 55 and 33-34 per cent respectively. Conversely, other 
countries have experienced deteriorations in the prevalence 
of sub-standard housing in cities, with increases of four 
to nine per cent over the past 20 years in Malawi (to 69.6 
per cent), Mozambique (to 80.8. per cent) and the Central 
African Republic (to 96.4 per cent). These unfavourable 
trends suggest that the rates of rural-urban migration and 
natural urban population increases keep outstripping shelter 
regularisation as well as low-income housing construction and 
infrastructure upgrading programmes. In some cases, policy 
inconsistencies or reorientations (as in Namibia immediately 
after independence in 1990) and/or funding constraints have 
hindered progress. In Mozambique, the apparent relative 
increase in slum prevalence occurred despite strong positive 
economic growth following the end of its civil war in 1991. 
This is a clear indicator of the absence of substantive urban 
pro-poor programmes in the country. More generally, this 
situation also exemplifies the lack of clear relationships 
between economic growth and widespread improved living 
conditions in many African countries.

Even where the proportions of people in sub-standard urban 
housing have been significantly reduced, absolute numbers 
have often increased as a result of substantial urban demo-
graphic growth. As can be seen in Table 1.1, this applies to 
Nigeria and South Africa, though not to Egypt or Morocco. 
Indeed, Northern Africa is distinctive on the continent and 
among so-called developing regions for having achieved de-
clines in both the proportions and absolute numbers of urban 
populations living in sub-standard shelter despite unabated 
demographic expansion.

One particular challenge to any sustained progress in 
shelter improvement is the high proportion of the urban poor 
living in areas most vulnerable to the effects of climate change 
and ‘everyday’ environmental risks. Increased flooding from 
more frequent severe storms and rising sea levels threaten 
mostly low-lying, marshy or flood-prone land in river valleys 
and adjacent floodplains, along estuary shores and in low-
elevation coastal zones, while those urban poor living on 
steep slopes or adjacent to waste dumps may be vulnerable 
to landslides due to more frequent and heavier rainfall. 
Upgrading and regularising substandard shelter in such areas 
should receive priority, based on risk assessments that duly 
include the effects of climate change. In some cases, enhanced 
construction and infrastructural standards may be in order, 
too, e.g., raising foundations of buildings, strengthening 
roads and increasing storm water drainage capacity. In other 
instances, where higher frequency and severity of flooding 
or semi-permanent inundation as a result of sea level rise 
are anticipated, substantial flood defences or relocation of 
residents to safer localities may become necessary.

In all cases, sustainable shelter for the urban poor will 
require significantly higher amounts of capital investment 
and planned maintenance costs. The price of failure to do 
this would be far higher, though, in terms of more piecemeal 
capital expenditures over the years as disruption, dislocation, 
loss of livelihoods and potentially loss of life for the urban poor. 
Lack of action can only exacerbate poverty and deprivation. 
Failure to address climate change through mitigation and 
fundamental adaptive strategies is no longer an option or 
something that can be deferred to future generations. This is 
an immediate necessity, because the effects are already felt by 
many in African cities, both in low-elevation coastal zones, 
but also inland centres. Specific examples are provided in the 
following chapters.
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1.3
Government or Governance?

,!�	�1����������������

Under pressures from demographic growth, very large 
regional urban systems such as extended metropolitan regions, 
megacities and mega urban regions are now also emerging in 
Africa. All feature urban sprawl beyond formal administrative 
boundaries, in the process encroaching on adjacent rural areas 
and absorbing the smaller towns and villages that lie on their 
growth path.

A shared challenge among these new urban configurations is 
the provision of area-wide governance, planning and guidance 
to spatial developments, as well as holistic management of such 
regional urban systems. Traditional governance structures such 
as municipal government, provincial boards, federal district 
authorities, etc., have, without exception, proven inadequate 
because their legal and institutional structures have been 
designed for single-municipality, mono-centric cities, rather 
than multi-municipal, multi-nodal regional urban systems.

Many attempts have been made around the world to provide 
regional planning and holistic management for multiple-
municipality urban systems through either cooperative 
or coordinating structures, but few have led to satisfactory 
results. Among the exceptions is the Delta Metropolis of 
the Netherlands, comprising the metropolitan regions of 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht and a hierarchy 
of smaller settlements. However, this mega urban region has 
since 1945 been subject to continuous and consistent spatial 
and administrative interventions and updates by the Dutch 
central planning agency, in cooperation with provincial 
and municipal planning entities. In all other regional urban 
configurations around the world, it is becoming increasingly 
clear that governance as applied to traditional mono-
municipal settlements is unable to meet the management 
demands of city regions. Attempts to bring about holistic 
governance have usually failed due to uncertainties in legal 
and spatial definition. The resulting autonomy overlaps 
and authority gaps have invariably undermined any clear 
articulation or allocation of public functions and authority. 
Friction in regional city governance is typically due to 
unresolved authority conflicts among or within three major 
groups of stakeholders: (a) central government; (b) local 
authorities; and (c) interest groups from civil society.

Since many city regions comprise the national capital, central 
government (directly or through ministerial departments) 
tends to interfere with urban governance at the expense of 
local autonomy. At the lower levels, provincial, municipal 
and neighbourhood councils often pursue conflicting agendas 
with overlapping jurisdictions and functions. The private 
sector and civil society also increasingly demand decision-
making roles in urban policies and governance, adding to the 
general confusion. The sheer multiplicity of the parties at play, 
different institutional structures, divergent levels of power 
leveraging and their frequently antagonistic agendas combine 
to make the delivery of coordinated area-wide management, 
infrastructures and urban services in regional urban systems 
fraught with difficulties. As these stakeholders simultaneously 
seek to influence urban governance processes, there is a clear 
need for new approaches that provide unambiguous authority 
and management tasks for different governance levels within 
extensive urban configurations.

Although worldwide blanket governance and management 
models for regional urban configurations do not seem to be 
available, five basic steps appear to have applicability and a 
fairly general degree of practical relevance, as follows:
(1) A first step should be to create workable mechanisms for 

region-wide urban planning coordination and development 
control. The increasing complexity of city regions tends 
to shift important metropolitan issues and responsibilities 
either to the lower levels (municipality, neighbourhood 
and community) or the higher (national) level. But rather 
than simply (de)centralizing complex spatial problems, 
responsibility and authority should ideally be allocated 
to a range of cooperating macro-, intermediate and 
micro-levels to maintain supervision, integration and 
coordination at the regional scale and maximise political 
participation at the local level.

(2) Regional cities are typically in a constant state of spatial 
flux. Policies should therefore allow for continuous 
adjustments to functional authority and administrative 
boundaries. Such flexible arrangements may be difficult 
to put in place and operate, but they would provide 
the flexibility required to devise strategies that remain 
adaptable to on-going and newly emerging developments.
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(3) Centralized authority over a city region only tends to work 
for truly area-wide matters such as overall road and 
traffic management, public transport planning, water 
and electricity provision, etc. Other functions should 
be organized under various forms of multi-level urban 
management which, for the sake of legitimacy, must 
be based on local control through decentralization, 
democracy and participation.

(4) While centralization of area-wide regulatory authority can 
lead to better coordination, genuine grassroots participation 
can only happen through strengthened lower-tier decision-
making powers. In the face of ever-expanding, ever more 
complex metropolitan systems, and in view of dwindling 
municipal revenues, participation and community self-
help can facilitate effective responses to local issues. 

(5) It is essential to re-assess centralized bureaucratic structures, 
where any, and make lower-tier decision-making more 
effective and responsive. Local initiative and control 
enhance self-reliance and sustainability for many urban 
functions while steering the burden of micro-management 
away from higher governance levels. Well-guided local 
enablement also allows for more responsive mobilization 
of local private and community sectors.

In many African nations, metropolitan and regional urban 
systems face two major challenges: (a) matching political and 
fiscal decentralization to local needs while, at the same time, 
providing much-needed area-wide management of public 
works and services; and (b) addressing complex processes 
of socio-spatial segregation that cause substantial intra-
metropolitan differences and inequality in service provision.9

Innovative metropolitan management reforms are under 
way around the world in the quest for practical approaches 
to area-wide urban governance. Drawing from different 
government traditions, constitutional frameworks, planning 
approaches, historical circumstances, socio-economic 
conditions and national political cultures, both advanced and 
developing countries have experimented with ideas on how to 
best plan and govern urban regions that encompass multiple 
municipalities. The experience over the past decades has 
yielded four broad types of area-wide governance structures: 
(1) autonomous local authorities; (2) confederate regional 
government; (3) mixed systems of regional governance; and 
(4) unified regional governance.10

:;<��!	���&�!
��������!	����	��


In some city regions, authority and power are embedded 
in local authorities that enjoy high degrees of autonomy, 
including spatial planning, policy development and 
legislation.

This type of area-wide governance is more suitable to 
countries with a tradition of strong local autonomy and 
municipal governance, but less so where central government 
is predominant. Experience has shown that this ‘autonomous 
local authority’ approach - the least invasive and easiest to 
deploy - tends to result in fragmented and uncoordinated 

regional outcomes; this is because there is little to prevent 
individual municipal authorities from pursuing their own 
agendas regardless of wider-ranging regional needs. Mitigating 
these shortcomings with monitoring and evaluation will be 
difficult, in the absence of a specific body to review individual 
municipal outcomes or to step in with mandatory course 
corrections.

:=<�$��%�
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Under this configuration, local authorities enter into 
voluntary cooperation and agree on the regional-level functions 
to be carried out by a dedicated apex authority with clearly 
spelled out mandates and powers (such as a metropolitan 
development authority). This regional-level apex body 
comprises the chief executives of all local authorities in the 
city region, so that any decisions are informed by their views. 
The real power, however, remains with the local authorities.

The effectiveness of this governance arrangement clearly 
depends on the degree of effective power lodged in the 
regional authority. This approach can only succeed if all 
local authorities in the city-region participate in, and adhere 
to, the regional body’s decisions. Because this ‘confederate’ 
approach allows for substantial control by the participating 
municipalities over the regional authority, consensus may at 
times be difficult to achieve. The regional authority may prove 
powerless and ineffective if the participating local authorities 
cannot reach consensus. A monitoring and evaluation system 
would have to be agreed upon, with peer pressure applied for 
corrective action.
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Under mixed systems of regional governance, the higher tiers 
of government (national, state/provincial) share power with 
local authorities in the delivery of specific public functions. 
These are defined under a variety of flexible arrangements 
based on prevailing political conditions.

Clearly, the degree of success of this approach depends 
on specific local conditions, the nature of the agreements 
reached and the ultimate adherence by all to the decisions. 
One drawback of this approach is that local authorities must 
negotiate with a higher tier of government they are not part 
of, which implies that they hand over a degree of autonomy 
to that higher authority. Monitoring, evaluation and any 
corrective action are left to that higher government tier.

:?<�0��%��
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Under this approach, one single government entity, 
typically a fully-fledged ministry is responsible for an entire 
city region. Planning, plan implementation, monitoring and 
evaluation are all lodged in this body.

Local authorities exercise power over a limited number of 
clearly spelled out lower-level assignments within an overall 
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framework set by the higher authority. Given the significant 
reduction in the autonomy of individual local authorities 
within the city region, this type of area-wide governance is 
more suitable to countries with a tradition of strong, dominant 
central government rather than strong local autonomy and 
municipal governance. Unsurprisingly, region-wide outcomes 
under unified regional governance tend to have better overall 
coherence and coordination.

This review of existing practice suggests that the ultimate 
choice of best broad governance structure for city regions 
clearly depends on national and local political circumstances. 
The four alternatives outlined above all aim to overcome 
the negative impacts of fragmented urban governance. Past 
decades have clearly shown that market-driven urbanisation 
is generally unable to reconcile short-term economic interests 
with the reforms required for the sake of long-term social, 
political and environmental sustainability. It has also become 
clear that local communities, by themselves, cannot provide 
the corrective mechanisms required for large-scale or urban 
region-wide challenges, while central control cannot 
effectively micro-manage myriads of local needs. As African 
cities increasingly overrun administrative boundaries and 
turn into entirely new urban configurations, the need for 
fundamental change in the governance of these regional 
urban systems is beyond doubt.

African urbanisation calls for a radical review of the forces 
behind it, the resulting spatial and social forms and the new 
governance requirements for effective, responsive urban 
management. Consequently, it is for national and local 
authorities carefully to consider the options for reform of 
urban governance practice and institutions. The demands of 
newly emerging urban configurations are not just a matter of 
extending existing arrangements to larger cities or geographic 

areas: instead, a political, legal and institutional redesign of the 
very structure of urban governance is in order. The aim is to 
counter the urban fragmentation that almost inevitably results 
from attempts to govern multiple-entity urban configurations 
with obsolete and ineffective management mechanisms 
and practices, all the more so as these often have only been 
implemented in a partial, intermittent or opportunistic way.

*�&���������
� ��	�����	���

Since the early 1990s and under both internal and external 
pressure, Africa has experienced a wave of democratization, 
resulting in a transition to, or strengthening of, multi-party 
politics and elections across the continent.11 As part of this 
process, landmark elections have recently taken place in 
Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Liberia and 
Sierra Leone, while other African nations have gone through 
second, third or even fourth periodic rounds of national 
elections.12

Although recent political transition in Africa has generally 
been swift and relatively successful, it has also become clear that 
building truly sustainable democracies takes time. Genuine 
democracy cannot be imposed from above or outside. Rather, 
it should grow from within and be country-specific. Despite 
recent reforms, election processes and outcomes in Africa 
still lack transparency in some countries and many political 
parties remain poorly structured in terms of platforms and 
organisation for lack of resources, accountability or internal 
democratic procedures. Other challenges include inadequate 
or insufficient legislative progress toward transparent 
administrative procedures that promote the inclusion of all 
sectors of society in the political process.
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Current democratic deficiencies are clearly linked to Africa’s 
colonial heritage. Upon independence, few African nations 
moved to alter the highly centralized systems of governance 
inherited from colonial rule. Strong patrimonial networks 
across all tiers of government have survived or even expanded 
to provide a selective and therefore exclusionary form of ‘social 
security’ that is often defined along ethnic or tribal lines. Soon 
after independence, centralized domestic politics became rife 
with corruption in many African nations, as patrimonial 
governments provided goods and services for those in power, 
rather than providing equitable, broad-based access to public 
services such as education, health care, sanitation, clean 
drinking water or effective legal systems as part of socio-
economic policies in favour of productivity and human 
capital for broad-based development.13 Instead of tackling 
these inequalities, recent democratization, liberalization and 
privatization processes in Africa have facilitated the widening 
of patronage networks from national power centres to 
provincial and local authorities.

In today’s Africa, decentralization cannot remain blind 
to the politics of ethnic or regional tribal/clan conflicts and 
tensions. The persistence of ingrained traditional mores and 
customs is nothing new, and is now finding fresh forms of 
expression in African polities. The modern manifestations 
of traditional practice in statecraft and economic strategy in 
Africa should not be overlooked, because informality and 
network-driven challenges to conventional government can 
be exploited and exacerbated by poorly designed decentraliza-
tion programmes focused on individualistic interests, such as 
those of the ruling elites.

Short of proper checks and balances (accountability 
and monitoring), decentralization can end up as little 

more than a shift of power and resources to the local level 
through decentralized ‘institutions’ or through ‘central-local’ 
linkages for the sole benefit of local elites, as witnessed in 
Kenya, Nigeria and Zimbabwe, where central authorities 
have maintained control through decentralized organs. That 
decentralization in these countries was largely unsuccessful 
cannot come as a surprise. For three decades in Nigeria, 
the military have been using local government to exercise 
power through ‘local bosses’ and agencies for patronage 
purposes. In Kenya and Zimbabwe, the central government 
is also focused on maintaining power at the local level as 
individual departments have been mostly de-concentrated 
to the lower levels. In Kenya, local members of Parliament 
have been working together with president-appointed district 
commissioners to make decisions at the local level regarding 
development and resources. In the end, decisions have been 
made around patronage systems and district authorities have 
been used by the centre to consolidate power at the local 
level. In Kenya, political coalitions have been the routine for 
some time. These coalitions are composed of ethnic groups 
who cannot garner enough votes on their own and need the 
support of other tribes to increase their constituency base. 
Smaller tribes, communities or clans have often managed to 
gain political ground by forming coalitions with others. But 
then the strength of tribal identity is such that many Kenyans 
are unclear what a ‘nation’ is about. Identities as defined by 
‘us and them’ are as solid as those based on blood and kinship. 
This is one of the major underlying factors that enable Kenyan 
political parties to seek definitions that are more embedded in 
tribal identity than in general values or principles. 

An important post-independence political trend is the 
general move away from life-term African presidencies as, 
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since the early 1990s, several long-serving African leaders 
have been removed from office by dint of democratic polls. 
Significant structural governance and electoral reforms have 
also been achieved in many African nations and, today, despite 
the persistence of some volatile or even violent countries, 
politics in the region has generally become more pacified and 
institutionalized.14 Political awareness is also improving, with 
far better grassroots recognition of the linkages between due 
political process, on the one hand, and, for instance, the price 
of public transport commutes or staple foods, on the other.

Grassroots support for democracy is generally high in 
Africa. An average 62 per cent of the population in 18 African 
countries now supports democratic regimes over other forms 
of government,15 with support as high as 75 per cent in 
Ghana, Kenya and Senegal. In a related development, five in 
every six Africans now oppose traditional authoritarian rule. 
Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that elections 
per se do neither directly nor necessarily result in improved 
governance, socio-economic development, full political 
participation or peace and stability. Sometimes, democratic 
elections do not substitute for authoritarian rule and may 
also fail to lead to any change of power. As recently witnessed 
in Kenya and Zimbabwe, disputed election outcomes can 
lead to compromises, such as national union governments 
with the incumbent president remaining in power and the 
contending presidential candidate joining the government 
in a secondary power position. Moreover, massive election 
fraud, malpractice and other electoral irregularities are still 
rife in several African nations, and recent history has shown 
that these can easily result in protest, violence, displacement, 
bloodshed and loss of human life.

In the long run, however, democratic regimes are more 
likely to bring internal peace, even though the transition 
can be difficult, as seen in Burkina Faso, Mozambique 
and Nigeria where democratization came associated with 

widespread violence. Prevention of election-related conflict 
and violence requires well-established and widely accepted 
electoral structures and clear procedures that provide for 
impartial guidance and mediation in case of disputes over 
election outcomes. In Mozambique, for example, opposition 
parties have challenged the returns of three presidential 
and parliamentary polls with claims of fraud.16 Dozens of 
protesters died in violent demonstrations triggered by official 
ballot returns in 1999. Likewise, following suspected fraud 
during a 2004 mayoral by-election, violence erupted once 
more in Mozambique.17 In Kenya, the 2008 presidential 
poll led to widespread violence, deaths and displacement for 
hundreds of thousands due to alleged fraud and a disputed 
election result. The violence in Mozambique and Kenya could 
have been avoided if formal and objective redress procedures 
with legally binding enforcement mechanisms had been in 
place. However, these particular aspects of statehood building 
and constitutional definition had not yet been established, 
suggesting once more that establishing a genuine democracy 
takes more than just going to the polls.

In many other African countries, a variety of polls have 
been widely considered as transparent, free and fair, such as 
for instance in Ghana. That particular success was largely 
due to the establishment of an Electoral Commission that 
has strengthened democratic procedure through a code of 
conduct for political parties and investigation of complaints 
where they arise. While these institutions have provided 
effective checks and balances resulting in fair elections, they 
remain incomplete for lack of legal and binding enforcement 
mechanisms. Parliaments and civil society should generally be 
given a role in the appointment of electoral commissions, and 
widely accepted codes of conduct should ensure fair elections 
and lower degrees of related violence.18

Broad-based civil society, pro-governance and pro-
democracy movements are increasingly prominent in Africa 
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and help make governance more accountable. Many political 
organizations are now challenging undemocratic practices 
and/or human rights violations. They campaign for good 
governance, monitor government budgets, expose corruption 
and promote conflict resolution.19 Civil society has been an 
important factor in improved urban governance and curbing 
corruption across Africa, including in Burkina Faso, Mali, the 
Republic of South Africa and Uganda.

Bamako provides a good example of positive civil society 
engagement in urban governance and poverty reduction. 
Prior to launch in the year 2000, the Malian capital made sure 
that all stakeholders were involved in the strategic planning 
for and preparation of the City Development Strategy. This 
was particularly the case with regard to the informal sector, 
which makes up a large part of the urban economy and whose 
needs for urban development had to be taken into account. 
Through a pro-poor approach, the municipality was able to 
define a shared vision and identify the main objectives of the 
implementation strategy.

The democratic inclusion of all stakeholders in decision-
making is critical to the success of any decentralization 
reform.20 In the Republic of South Africa, the constitution 
effectively makes participation mandatory as it spells out 
the duties and developmental responsibilities of local 
government in ‘democracy, service delivery, economic 
and social development, environmental protection, 
community participation, poverty alleviation and integrated 
cooperation.’21 Backed by this clear democratic mandate for 
pro-poor development,22 South African local authorities have 
taken to extending service delivery and development to many 
previously marginalized communities. At the municipal 
level, access to water supply, for instance, soared from 59 per 
cent in 1994 to 86 per cent of the population in just over a 
decade, while access to sanitation increased by 30 per cent 
for all households. Over the same time period, access to 
electricity increased from 30 per cent in 1994 to 73 per cent 
in 2006/07.23 

Decentralization can strengthen democracy with elements 
of good governance like participation, tolerance, political 
openness and respect for cultural, human and gender rights. 
Decentralization also has a major role to play in bringing 
government and governance closer to the people.

*����	����'�	���

Decentralization is broadly defined as the transfer of 
responsibilities for planning, management and financing from 
the central to lower tiers of government and other subsidiary 
levels of authority. There are two aspects to decentralization: 
political and administrative.

Political decentralization grants citizens and elected 
officials increased decision-making capacities, particularly 
in policy development and implementation. The rationale 
behind political decentralization lies in proximity: locally 
elected officials are better positioned to respond to the 
needs of communities than national authorities, while 

communities have better access to elected representatives24 
that are responsible for local-level decisions. Decentralization 
typically allows for improved delivery of essential services 
such as safe water, sanitation and waste management, energy, 
transportation, health and education.

The most widespread forms of administrative decentraliza-
tion are devolution, delegation and deconcentration (see Box 
1.5 for World Bank definitions25).

In today’s Africa, administrative decentralization often 
comes under hybrid forms, combining elements of both del-
egation and deconcentration, but practice varies widely across 
the continent.26 Some countries are committed to political 
devolution, like Uganda, the Republic of South Africa and 
Zambia, while others emphasize deconcentration of adminis-
trative authority, like Côte d’Ivoire and Kenya. Yet others fo-
cus on both devolution and deconcentration, like Botswana, 
Ghana and Mozambique. In the latter cases, reform has been 
slow due to constant legislative change that has prevented full 
delegation of political power to subsidiary levels.

Decentralization and citizen participation are 
complementary and should happen together. Clearly defined 
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urban management practices and institutions are a pre-
condition for effective decentralization. Political and fiscal 
decentralization should always go hand in hand and come 
together, if municipal authorities are to be in a position to back 
up decisions with revenue-raising capabilities. Now, many 
countries are found lagging on fiscal decentralization. This is 
because they often saw administrative decentralization as an 
opportunity to hand over problems to lower tiers of authority, 
without disbursing the funds required to address them. This 
is why decentralization has been far from uniformly effective 
across Africa.

Democratic politics and state-of-the-art urban planning 
theory together posit that active citizenship has intrinsic 
value and better policies and implementation result when 
communities are involved. Increased participation in 
decision-making has indeed brought peace to previously 
tense environments. However, cultural, ethnic and historical 
factors have also influenced the ways in which countries 
have implemented reform. In much of sub-Saharan Africa, 
decision-making has been only consultative rather than 
genuinely participatory, with the attendant lack of effective 
impact. The fact of the matter is, a number of African countries 
have experienced increased tension or little significant change 
as outcome result of decentralization.

Conversely, Ghana, the Republic of South Africa and West 
Africa as a whole have claimed that decentralization had been 
a success as far as they were concerned. In Francophone West 
Africa, authorities resort to widely publicized public hearings 
to give people opportunities to object to or agree on draft 
master or sub-division plans. While enhancing awareness 
and participation, these hearings are often mere platforms 
for antagonistic organizational and individual interests 
to express their views, with public authorities left to take 
ultimate decisions.27

In the Republic of South Africa, the 1996 Constitution 
acknowledges the autonomy of local authorities, including 
their revenue-generating powers. The Government of South 
Africa28 refers to this autonomous authority as ‘developmental 
local government’ that in practice is mandated to ‘work with 
citizens and groups within the community to find sustainable 
ways to meet their social, economic and material needs and 
improve the quality of their lives.’29 Citizens and community 
groups are now involved in the planning and delivery of basic 
urban services in South African cities. Likewise in Ghana, 
citizens’ rights are fully protected under the constitution.30 
Institutions are strong and citizens are allowed to participate 
through parliament, district assemblies and civil society 
organizations.

Elsewhere in Western Africa, as governments withdrew 
from basic urban service provision in the wake of ‘structural 
adjustment programmes’, urban communities in Burkina Faso, 
Mali and Senegal took it upon themselves to become involved 
in urban management. A number of non-governmental and 
community-based organizations were created to meet the 
new challenges. Recently, Guinea, Mali and Senegal have 
prepared local participation planning guides to help better 
collaboration between communities and local authorities.

In a bid to determine the effect of decentralization on 
poverty reduction, a survey31 has ranked them into the 
following four categories: ‘positive’, ‘somewhat positive’, 
‘negative’, and ‘somewhat negative’. Only South Africa and 
Ghana fell in the ‘somewhat positive’ and ‘positive’ categories. 
More than two-thirds of the countries surveyed fell in the 
‘negative’ and ‘somewhat negative’ categories. In the negative 
categories, the following countries were reported to be worse 
off with decentralization: Burkina Faso, Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Guinea, Malawi, Mozambique and Uganda.32 This is because 
in these countries, the process has been flawed as policies 
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were chosen by default rather than design. The survey has 
identified three major factors for successful decentralization 
as: (a) adequate financial and human resources; (b) political 
will at national level; and (c) international/donor support. On 
the other hand, the survey pinpointed two major pitfalls: (a) 
non-transparent processes, where information flows between 
central and local government and civil society; and (b) limited 
popular participation, typically confined to elections only.

The results of the survey reiterate that decentralization 
should respond to the specific practical needs of a country, 
rather than replicate schemes that have taken place elsewhere. 
While decentralization should be generally encouraged for 
the sake of a healthy democracy, the particular approach a 
government goes for will largely determine how sustainable 
that healthy democracy is to be.

Decentralization has a significant role to play in the proper 
management of African cities, and can even help prevent 
conflict, as illustrated in Box 1.6. Africa has seen widespread 
urban governance reform, and it is important to realise that 
strong institutions should be complemented with both multi-
party systems and a participating civil society. Communities 
should be empowered and the relationship between them and 
local government should be strengthened through legislation. 
UN-HABITAT has researched how decentralization reforms 
can lead to local economic development, promoting 
grassroots participation and improving service delivery. The 
findings reveal that so far, very little actual power has been 
decentralized to local communities and, in cases where the 
devolvement of power has been entrenched in newly drafted 
constitutions, any emphasis has been at the regional rather 
than the local level.33
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Urban areas worldwide are facing a number of climate-
related threats, varying from sea level rise and flood risks 
to future food and water insecurity. Climate change already 
causes significant numbers of disasters in cities since these are 
particularly vulnerable because of their high concentrations of 
population and productive assets.

Admittedly, the world’s urban areas today consume a 
majority share of global resources while also generating the 
bulk of greenhouse gas emissions. This does not make cities 
the chief environmental culprits, though. Cities are indeed 
responsible for the lion’s share of global consumption, 
greenhouse gases and waste production, but they do so 
because collectively they accommodate the majority of the 
world’s population. Moreover, cities also fulfill a host of 
functions that go way beyond local geographic conditions. 
Cities are drivers of economic and social well-being for entire 
nations and many even play roles across national borders. It is 
precisely because cities are home to both inherently positive 
and negative externalities that they can make a unique 
contribution to global climate-change resilience, adaptation 
and protection. Local authorities hold mandates that are 
the key to cost-effective climate change responses, including 

land use planning, functional zoning, or water and waste 
management. The local level also provides the best locus to 
experiment with, and learn from, innovative governance on a 
relatively small scale. Cities are best placed to develop solutions 
that are adapted to often very specific local conditions and 
consistent with local priorities. At the same time, local success 
stories also have the potential to inform regional and national 
adaptation and mitigation approaches.

It is particularly important to understand that the manner 
in which cities are developed today will have impacts on future 
options for climate change resilience. For instance, depending 
on the nature of urban spatial planning decisions, demographic 
expansion can cause significant environmental inefficiencies 
and ecologically unfriendly spatial configurations. Spatial 
separation of related urban functions, such as residential areas, 
on the one hand, and work, schooling or shopping facilities, 
on the other, can dramatically increase urban transportation 
demand and contribute to carbon emissions from private 
vehicle use. Such a spatial structure is evident among many 
of the world’s metropolitan areas, including in Africa. For 
instance, Cape Town in the Republic of South Africa has 
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grown into a city region with a 100 km commuting radius. 
The resulting ecological footprint requires a land mass equal 
to the size of Greece to provide for the needs and process 
the wastes.36 Similar patterns are found in Cairo, Dar es 
Salaam, Kinshasa, Lagos, Nairobi or just about any other 
large metropolitan area in Africa.

Urban planning involves large, long-term capital 
expenditure requirements in real estate, infrastructures and 
other public and private assets; therefore, a city will have to 
live with any urban planning decision for many years, whether 
or not it is conducive to long-term climate resilience. All the 
urban planning decisions made today will have an impact on 
the way infrastructure, economic activity, population and 
poverty are geographically distributed. These decisions may 
either exacerbate or restrict exposure and vulnerability to the 
growing threats of climate change. Consequently, there can 
be benefits in pro-active, forward-looking climate change-
sensitive urban planning through spatial decisions and land-
use management that take into account any and all likely 
future impacts, whether intended or unintended.

However, forward-looking and well-thought out climate 
change-sensitive spatial planning is not enough on its own. For 
effective adaptation strategies, it is also important to explore 
the linkages between national, regional and local policies to 
address climate change. Given the inherent limitations and 
strengths associated with each level of governance, multi-level 
approaches are invariably the most promising way forward, 
because they tend better to recognize opportunities for 
both vertical and horizontal cooperation, and can promote 
the involvement of a wide range of private-sector and non-
governmental entities at the local level.

The vertical component of multi-level governance is 
especially important since national governments cannot 
effectively implement a national climate strategy without 
working closely with local authorities acting as their agents of 
change. Conversely, cities and local communities cannot be 
effective if they do not interact with all levels of government, 
as they often lack the authority, the resources or capacities 
to take action on their own. Nevertheless, cities and local 
communities are well-positioned to help develop policy 
and programmatic solutions that best meet specific local 
conditions. Active involvement of all interested public and 
private urban stakeholders will, therefore, be essential in the 
design and delivery of timely and cost-effective adaptation 
policies. Empowering local authorities would enable national 
policies to leverage existing local experiments, accelerate 
policy responses, mobilize more resources and engage local 
stakeholders.

Understanding climate change in the local context can 
highlight opportunities to maximize the crucial roles of local 
stakeholders and the benefits of mitigation and adaptation 
action, which in turn can facilitate political acceptance of often 
difficult decisions regarding climate change. Prior to that, it 
is essential, for experts and local stakeholders (including local 
government) to build a shared understanding about the way 

climate change may affect local development choices, and 
how those choices in turn can affect future climate patterns.

A priority for national governments is to encourage urban 
policy networks, and the engagement of regional and local 
non-governmental stakeholders in policy processes, in order 
to deepen knowledge as well as develop and implement 
strategies for mitigation and adaptation that resonate from 
the bottom up. This would put local authorities in a better 
position to shape social norms and review different possible 
urban forms and their interface with climate change. The 
aim is to allow for systemic changes in urban planning and 
development and cause behaviour change generate climate 
resilient, low-carbon economic growth.

Experience shows that climate change policies are modeled 
after three main institutional patterns, as follows:
(a) Government-led, top-down enabling frameworks: 

national policy steers local or regional authorities to 
take climate change into account at the local level. The 
frameworks deployed by central government can include 
national mandates that leave wide latitude for local 
authorities to shape policies on climate change in order to 
fit local conditions and circumstances.

(b) Locally-led, bottom-up action: learning and experience 
acquired through autonomous local initiatives inform and 
steer policymaking at higher levels of government.

(c) Hybrid models: central government provides enabling 
frameworks but gives local authorities enough discretion 
to tailor-make initiatives on the ground, and higher 
tiers of government can subsequently replicate best local 
practice on a broader scale.

Additionally, it is important to realise that - unlike municipal 
approaches to climate change mitigation and adaptation 
- regional approaches, due to their scale, are generally in a 
better position to bring about structural change, thanks to 
superior technical and financial capacities and environmental 
expertise. Regions can also develop strategies to link policies 
and programmes that would otherwise operate in isolation, 
e.g., connecting initiatives between urban and rural areas or 
across multiple adjacent municipal authorities.

Promoting participatory governance with regard to 
climate change across all levels of government and relevant 
stakeholders is crucial if policy gaps are to be prevented 
between local action plans and national policy frameworks 
(vertical integration) and if (horizontal) cross-scale learning 
between relevant departments or institutions in local and 
regional governments is to be encouraged. Vertical and 
horizontal integration brings two-way benefits: locally-led 
(or ‘bottom-up’), where local initiatives influence national 
action; and nationally-led (or ‘top-down’), where enabling 
frameworks empower local stakeholders. The most promising 
frameworks combine the two into hybrid models of policy 
dialogue, where any lessons learnt are brought to bear on 
enabling frameworks and are disseminated horizontally, in 
the process achieving more efficient local implementation of 
climate change strategies.
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1.4
Public and Private Financing for 
Urban Housing and Infrastructure

Current finance for urban housing and infrastructure is 
inadequate both in terms of capital resources and of lending 
policies and conditions compared with the types of income 
and borrowing capacity of the large majority of Africa’s urban 
populations. This inadequacy is only compounded by the 
rapid demographic expansion of cities in sub-Saharan Africa. 
This section reviews the current patterns of urban expansion, 
infrastructure and housing, as well as opportunities for future 
improvement.

0�6�������	�� �		���


Although urban demographic growth is generally 
considered a positive force for economic development, 
very rapid urbanisation can pose great challenges for urban 
economies, particularly with regard to infrastructure and 
services. In no other region of the world today is urbanisation 
more sustained, but urban economic growth more sluggish, 
than in Africa. From 2010 to 2030, Africa’s urban population 
is projected to grow about 45 per cent faster than the total for 
the region. By 2030, almost half of the African population 
will be living in areas classified as urban, and this share is 
projected to increase to well over 60 per cent by 2050 (See 
Table 1.2).
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Demographic expansion in African cities has created and 
will continue to create serious challenges in terms of affordable 
housing and water supply, transportation, waste collection 
and disposal, and controlling air and water pollution.37

For years, a number of troublesome forces have accompanied 
the process of rapid urbanisation in Africa. Municipalities 
have not been structured to cope with extremely fast-growing 
populations, and particularly migration to urban areas of large 
numbers of unskilled labour. Existing municipal revenue and 
finance-generating structures fall well short of the capital 
expenditures which upgrading or extension of infrastructure 
would require. Municipalities cannot afford investments in 
housing construction schemes, either; those central and local 
governments who tried this on an extensive scale in sub-
Saharan Africa between 1970 and 1990 found that matching 
housing supply with population growth was the road to 
bankruptcy. Private sector investment in infrastructure is 
limited and typically focuses only on the largest economies, 
e.g. the Republic of South Africa. Any formal housing finance 
offered by local banks reaches only the top 15-20th income 
deciles of the population, partly because formal land titles 
and secure tenure are not available to the majority of urban 
populations. Informal housing finance is limited in size and 
cannot accommodate the vast potential demand. Finally, 
because much urban land use and investment in property 
is informal, municipalities lack a broad property tax base 
which could pay for urban infrastructure and neighbourhood 
improvement, a point to be discussed further in Section 1.5.
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Municipal investment in urban infrastructure has been 
uneven across Africa, but generally lags the needs of ever-
growing urban populations. As discussed further in Section 
1.5, municipal revenue collection is often inefficient, while 
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financial management is in many cases inappropriate. As a 
result, the financial condition of municipalities is generally 
weak, with most relying on central government disbursements 
to top up fiscal shortfalls. Added to this weak financial 
position is the increasing decentralization of service delivery 
functions to the local authority level, and continued high 
centralization of financial resources at the central government 
level.38 This has resulted in rapidly increasing urban decay and 
the proliferation of slums, which accommodated 71.9 per 
cent of the urban population in sub-Saharan Africa in 2001.39
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Sub-Saharan Africa attracted US $36.5 billion in private 
sector investments between 1990 and 2005. Half of these went 
to the Republic of South Africa and focused on infrastructure 
and services (See Table 1.3).
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Land and housing finance markets are rather underdeveloped 
in Africa’s urban areas, with far-reaching impacts on overall 
urban conditions. 

Access to Formal Urban Land
Access to formally surveyed and registered land is often 

scarce in African cities. Rapid expansion causes concomitant 
rises in land values in city centres and desirable new 
neighbourhoods, with scarcity boosting the price of formally 
registered land in particular. Most African households cannot 
afford formal urban land ownership, and south of the Sahara 
the only alternative for them is some form of informal 
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settlement or slum. In addition, among the 28 per cent of 
the African urban population who do not live in slums, many 
stay in informal settlements, in non-permanent structures or 
without proper titles.

Access to Housing Finance
Due to lack of regular or predictable incomes for most 

city dwellers, and an absence of financial instruments that 
could adjust accordingly, only 15 per cent or so of Africa’s 
urban population may be eligible for formal housing loans, 
effectively excluding the remaining 85 per cent.

Primary Loan Instruments: Formal housing finance includes 
mortgage and construction loans. These are typically offered 
by commercial banks and building societies, which demand 
a lien on land (i.e., the right to keep possession until the 
debt is discharged) or other pledge of property interest, as 
well as proof of income if a borrower is to be eligible. Savings 
societies, housing cooperatives and social housing funds also 
offer housing and home construction loans, typically through 
local membership schemes.

Secondary Finance for Housing and Construction: Their own 
funding constraints restrict the types and duration of lending 
services that banks and building societies can provide. The 
typical sources are deposits/savings, and borrowing, which can 
include bond issuance (either corporate or asset-backed, as in 
mortgage securitization), with the securities sold to pension 
funds, other banks and corporate institutional investors. In 
more advanced African economies, several secondary finance 
alternatives are available for housing and construction. In the 
Republic of South Africa, mortgage securitization started as 
early as the 1980s and the United Building Society securitized 
Rand250 million (or about US $36 million) mortgage loans 
in 1988.40 The four major South African banks together hold 
over 85 per cent of all mortgage loans, accounting for Rand 
167.1 billion (US $21.7 billion).41 Where debt markets are 
not well developed, banks rely primarily on deposit funding 
to support housing and construction lending. In Zimbabwe, 
building societies provide 65 per cent of all mortgage loans, 
while the formal housing finance sector is very small. In 2007, 
the total amount disbursed in the formal housing sector in 
Zimbabwe was a mere US $1.15 million.42 

Only the strongest financial institutions have access 
to foreign sources of funding and the ability to manage 
attendant exchange rate fluctuations. Even those institutions 
often lack access to long-term secondary financing sources, 
which restricts the maturities they can offer borrowers for 
construction or home loans. In addition, central banks or 
bank regulators typically restrict lending in the housing sector 
to formal mortgage finance, since it is secured by a formally 
registered lien on property.

Some African governments play a very important role in 
the financing of low-income housing. The Republic of South 
Africa, for instance, operates large-scale housing subsidy 
programmes for the lower-middle and low-income segments 
of the population. The broad-ranging subsidies are granted 
for individual ownership, rental and social housing subsidies, 
as well as for projects and institutions; the poorer receive 

full subsidies, while lower-middle income groups receive 
partial subsidies. Between 1994 and 2004 in South Africa, 
government-sponsored housing finance provided 2.4 million 
subsidies and facilitated access to ownership for more than 
seven million people.43

+�%��&�����!
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The vast majority of Africa’s urban poor have no access to 
any formal financial instruments, and no alternative but to 
finance their houses through informal mechanisms. These 
include mainly personal savings, small loans from relatives, 
friends or microfinance institutions, or through incremental 
building. Short of access to these, renting is the only available 
alternative, often at highly inflated prices for poor quality 
shelter, which adds to the vicious spiral of poverty, unsanitary 
living conditions and lack of opportunity to climb the social 
ladder. The poor are denied access to formal housing finance 
due to lack of collateral resulting from the quality and/or 
legal status of their housing, limited incomes or uncertain 
employment status.

 ��
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Potential improvements to Africa’s current housing finance 
system include the following:
1. Reform of land regulations, property rights and land 

markets must allow private ownership, leasehold and 
transactions on open land markets;

2. Stronger tax bases for municipalities, putting them in a 
better position to borrow and access capital markets;

3. Encouraging greater private investment and finance 
in urban infrastructure and services, whether through 
guarantee schemes, creation of separate entities with 
service-fee revenue bases, or a combination of the above, 
including public-private partnerships with international 
financial institutions and private operators and/or 
investors;

4. Promotion of housing finance through microfinance 
institutions and housing cooperatives who know how to 
reach out to low-income urban communities and whose 
strong repayment record can attract private and donor 
funding;

5. Financial regulation must allow for a broader range of 
housing finance instruments, including those tailored to 
informal incomes;

6. Support for increased secondary finance for housing 
micro-loans and community projects;

7. More resources for well-designed government subsidy 
programmes (taking inspiration from foreign best practice 
(such as Chile’s Ahorro, bueno, credito programmes, the 
Sofales experience in Mexico, current subsidy programmes 
for the urban poor in Indonesia, etc.); and

8. Promoting access by the poor to microfinance services, 
including loans for housing, construction materials, water 
and sanitation.
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1.5
Local Authority Finance

Across the world, public finance for urban infrastructures 
and service delivery typically accrues from municipal tax rev-
enues, user fees and government transfers. For many African 
municipalities, property tax is the major source. This is the 
case, for instance, in Nairobi, where property tax provided 
46.9 per cent of total municipal revenue in 1991-1992, com-
pared with as much as 66 per cent in Mombasa (1975-1984) 
but only 21.5 per cent in Dar es Salaam (1996).44
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Municipal property tax revenues have been increasing in all 
nine major cities in the Republic of South Africa. They play 
important roles in Cape Town (25.5 per cent in 2007/08), 
Tshwane (more than 25 per cent in 2007/08) and eThekwini 
(30 per cent in 2007/08)45 (see Graph 1.3).

In Somalia, the share of property tax in municipal revenues 
varies between 28 per cent in Hargeisa and barely 4 per cent 
in Berbera (see Graph 1.4).

In some African cities, user fees and service charges overtake 
property tax as major sources of municipal revenues. This is 
the case in all municipalities in the Republic of South Africa, 
where these revenues (2007-2008) were more than double 
those of property tax (Graph 1.3).46 In Nairobi, fees and 
service charges accounted for 46.7 per cent of total municipal 
revenue in 1996-1997.47

Transfers from higher government tiers are another impor-
tant source of municipal resources. In the Republic of South 
Africa, these are the second largest contributor to municipal 
funding, accounting for 22.4 per cent of the total in 2007-
2008, compared with 30 per cent in Nairobi. In contrast, the 
contribution of government transfers was 61 and 81 per cent 
in Accra and Cairo respectively (2008). However, in Somalia, 
inter-governmental transfers are almost negligible, reflecting 
the nation’s almost complete lack of central government au-
thority. Virtually all Somali municipal revenues are generated 
by the municipalities themselves, with commodity taxes and 
market fees the dominating sources of income.
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revenue source often unfairly place much of the burden of 
operational costs on real estate owners. On the other hand, 
those relying on business taxes may increase the burden on 
enterprises. Whatever the case, it is important to seek fair 
revenue generation means, and more diversified sources are a 
good way of achieving that.

����
��������������&��	
�$���A

Graph 1.6 highlights the huge expenditure gaps African 
cities would need to bridge if they were to achieve the 
standards prevailing in more advanced economies. In the 
UK in 2003, local authority expenditure per head was an 
equivalent US $2,798 (PPP). In Africa, the country with 
the highest local authority resources is the Republic of South 
Africa, amounting to only about 25 per cent of the UK’s. In 
Swaziland, local governments only spent US $2.3 (PPP) per 
head in 2003, or less than 1/1,000th of UK spending. African 
cities such as Banjul, Harare and Windhoek, to mention a 
few, receive no central government funding whatsoever, and 
therefore are left to their own devices. How do they and 
others cope? Clearly, innovative approaches are called for and 
some cities indeed are becoming extremely inventive when it 
comes to closing fiscal gaps.

Local infrastructure and services can be paid for in a number 
of innovative ways. In Harare, the main revenue sources are 
property taxation, business licenses and borrowing. Under 
its 2010 municipal expenditure plan (US $505 million), 
Zimbabwe’s capital city raised US $230 million (or 45.5 per 
cent) from property tax, US $102 million (20.2 per cent) 
from water service charges, US $63 million (12.5 per cent) 
from water rates; US $25 million (5.0 per cent) from waste 
collection charges and the remaining 16.8 per cent from fees 
and charges on other types of services such as vehicle licences, 
market fees, health fees, etc.50
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The wave of structural adjustment policies in the 1980s 
and 1990s resulted in widespread decentralization in 
Africa, where central government took to transferring some 
responsibilities to local authorities. The general idea behind 
decentralization was: (a) to enable local authorities to make 
decisions on public affairs within their jurisdictions; and (b) 
to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of service delivery 
and management to the local population.48 However, effective 
decentralisation must also extend to financial allocations and 
powers, allowing local authorities to generate the revenues 
they need for increased service provision and management. 
In many cases, though, only the responsibility for service 
provision and management was decentralised, which led to 
significant ‘vertical’ fiscal imbalances. These fiscal imbalances 
have still not been remedied in many African countries, where 
decentralization remains largely ineffective as a result. African 
countries must improve local governments’ financial capacities 
and enhance local resource mobilisation instruments.49

This situation does not preclude many municipalities from 
increasing their own revenue sources, even in the face (in 
some countries) of central government attempts to strengthen 
their own control over municipal authorities. For example, in 
Tanzania, government transfers increased from 81 per cent 
to 89.9 per cent of total municipal revenue between 2002 
and 2005/06, with a concomitant relative decline in local 
revenue sources (from 18.9 per cent in 2002 to 9.8 per cent 
in 2005/06). Local authorities virtually have no borrowing 
powers as shown in Table 1.4). Due to central government 
control, local authorities often lack real power and in many 
cases can act only as mere implementation agents.

Those local authorities looking to be of better service to 
constituents must do what they can to increase their financial 
capacities. However, cities where property taxes are the main 
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Windhoek, the capital of Namibia, has more decentralized 
responsibilities than any other city in the country, but does 
not benefit from either VAT and/or central tax collection 
within its boundaries. Therefore, the city charges fees for all 
the services it provides. Its largest revenue sources in 2006 
were electricity charges (398 million Namibian dollars 
(NAD), or US $52.7 million), general service charges (NAD 
324.7 million, or US $42 million), and water charges (NAD 
190 million, or US $25 million).51 The city is, by necessity, 
very proactive with regard to land valuation and taxation. 
Properties are valued every five years for rating purposes and 
innovative methods include establishing additional revenue 
collection points and introducing new technology such as 
electronic payment terminals, while involving corporate 
partners in municipal bill collection.52 This is the case53 with 
electricity charges, under a partnership with First National 
Bank which enables consumers to pay bills through the bank’s 
Automatic Teller Machines (ATMs). This makes payments 

easier for customers while saving significant labour costs for 
the power utility.

In Somalia, municipal revenue sources are very different 
from those in other African cities, with commodity, market 
and property taxes providing the lion’s share of municipal 
revenues (see Table 1.5), which together contributed an 
average 86 per cent of municipal revenues in 2007, but 90 
per cent and more in Hargeisa, Burao and Borama, and just 
short of 100 per cent in Berbera.

Commodity tax stands out as the single most important 
source in these six Somali municipalities, contributing an 
average 48.2 per cent, which includes 93.9 per cent in Berbera, 
55.4 per cent in Erigavo and 41.8 per cent in Lasanod. Market 
tax was the second-largest source of municipal revenues, with 
an average 21.2 per cent, which includes 35.1 per cent and 
40.2 per cent respectively in Burbao and Hargeisa. Property 
tax comes third, averaging 16.7 per cent, with a maximum 28 
per cent in Hargeisa and a minimum 4 per cent in Berbera.

3���	����0�6������
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With an appropriate regime, urban land can be turned 
into a major revenue source for municipalities through one 
of three types of taxes: (a) a tax based on annual or rental 
value of property; (b) a tax based on the capital value of land 
and any improvements; or (c) a tax based on the site or land 
value.54 Property tax is now widespread in African cities and, 
as noted earlier, ranks among the most significant municipal 
revenue sources. But they still generate only a fraction of their 
potential. Africa’s urban taxation problems are mainly due to 
poor property valuation and low collection rates. Municipal 
valuation rolls are often incomplete and out of date, as it 
the case, for example, in Kenya, Uganda and Zambia. In 
other localities, like for instance Berbera, property assets are 
not well-recorded55 and revenues are extremely low when 
compared with other Somali municipalities. Thanks to a 
UN-HABITAT property survey, Berbera in 2009 began to 
experience a significant increase in municipal tax revenues.56
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Also important is land value tax (or site value tax), which 
is levied regardless of on-site buildings, improvements or 
personal property,57 and is based on the value of the site at its 
best permitted (rather than current) use. On top of adding to 
municipal revenues, the land value tax dampens speculation 
and instead tends to bring unused or under-utilised sites into 
full use. This increases the supply of land for development and 
can be conducive to reduced land prices. Therefore, taxing 
land values and spending the revenues on infrastructure 
or public services can be instrumental in building a more 
sustainable and equitable urban community.

Timely expansion of municipal boundaries can also add to 
revenues through a broader tax base. Against a background 
of rapid demographic and spatial growth, anticipating on 
eventual urban encroachment on peripheral rural lands can 
create a significant additional source of municipal revenue. 
Boundary extensions will more often than not require 
central government intervention, but this can give municipal 
authorities a good opportunity to include significant amounts 
of government-owned land in their spatial and financial 
planning portfolios. An added benefit is that under these 
conditions, municipalities are in a position to pre-empt 

on speculators, as they stand to be the sole beneficiaries of 
the higher values which their long-term, forward-looking 
planning is going to bring to those boundary extensions. Not 
only is this wise governance in financial terms, it also gives 
the municipality, as the owner of the land, better control over 
future developments, including creation of green belts and 
access to land for future infrastructure planning.

By way of conclusion, if Africa’s local and municipal 
authorities are better to match their financial resources with 
the increased responsibilities deriving from decentralization, 
public authorities should embark on the following three steps: 
1. Promoting fiscal decentralisation, with more local 

revenue-raising power through local taxes and other 
financial instruments;

2. Promoting secondary borrowing by municipalities 
with strong balance sheets, whether from local banks or 
through national debt capital markets; and

3. Encouraging decentralized revenue-raising authority and 
public-private partnerships in order to stimulate greater 
private sector investment in revenue-generating munici-
pal infrastructures.
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1.6
Ten Years of the Millennium 
Development Goals

The eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were 
adopted as part of a commitment by the world’s governments 
to tackle poverty. Their significance is twofold: (1) collectively, 
they address some of the major dimensions of poverty, which 
is conceived far more broadly than merely money income; 
and (2) they are matched with 18 ambitious targets for 
2015 against which progress and eventually outcomes can 
be measured on a set of 48 different indicators, and those 
responsible for implementation – mostly national and regional 
governments – can be held to account. Importantly too, the 
near-universal adoption of the Goals links both donor and 
recipient governments, with the former committing targeted 
official development assistance to help achieve them (see 
www.un.org/millenniumgoals for background information 
and details).

Critics argue that the Millennium Development Goals are 
too ambitious and somewhat arbitrary, with both discernible 
overlaps and gaps, or that they are little more than political 
sops that stand no more chance of being met than previous 
targets, such as that OECD members should give at least 0.7 
per cent of gross domestic product in overseas development 
aid. While these claims have some validity, there can be no 
denying that sincere efforts are under way, with progress 
monitored and reported at regular intervals. It is, therefore, 
very likely that the Millennium Development Goals have 
already made a positive difference overall.

Most of the Goals and associated targets are for national, 
sector-based enforcement (e.g., providing universal primary 
education, eradicating extreme hunger and poverty, 
combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases), while 
some are explicitly gendered (e.g., improving maternal 
health). As with all such national indicators, they conceal 
often sharp differences at various sub-national scales and 
do not distinguish between urban and rural areas. Goal-
oriented efforts must be made in a general sort of way but 
very few have any distinctive urban relevance. The most 
obvious exceptions are targets and indicators under MDG 
7 (ensuring sustainable development), which address energy 
consumption per head, carbon dioxide emissions, and the 
proportion of populations with access to safe drinking water 
and improved sanitation, and – in particular – reducing the 
slum population as a percentage of the urban population. 

The State of the World’s Cities 2006/07 (UN-HABITAT 
2006) outlines a qualitative urban balance sheet for each 
Millennium Goal, setting the positive factors of population 
densities, concentrations of educational and health facilities 
and personnel, greater awareness and physical accessibility 
against overcrowding and constrained capacity of services, 
widespread lack of affordability to the urban poor, and risky 
behaviour as the odd desperate effort to make ends meet.

It is now a full decade since the Millennium Development 
Goals were adopted and thus two-thirds of the time available 
to meet the targets has elapsed. Progress has been very uneven 
within and across countries and regions. Africa (especially 
south of the Sahara) is generally regarded as one of the weakest 
performers, with most countries unlikely to meet some, if 
any, of the targets. Indeed, only a minority of the targets are 
now likely to be met; others will take much longer or are very 
unlikely to be met at all. This was already apparent before the 
onset of the global financial crisis of 2008/09, but prospects 
around the world are now far poorer. The reduced ability of 
cash-strapped governments to sustain spending programmes 
in the face of falling export prices, coupled with reduced 
development aid by some OECD countries (notably not 
the UK which, despite the severity of its public sector deficit 
after bailing out the banks, has ring-fenced development 
aid), has had a negative impact, especially in the poorest 
countries. Furthermore, the purchasing power of many urban 
poor households has been eroded, even among those who 
have retained their jobs as factories shed labour. Emergency 
expenditure by governments facing extreme weather events 
or ‘natural disasters’, which have occurred in many areas, also 
divert funds and scarce human resources from longer-term 
development expenditure.

More positively, however, primary school enrolment in sub-
Saharan Africa did increase by 15 percentage points between 
the year 2000 and 2007, while a combination of enhanced 
vaccination campaigns and accelerated distribution of 
insecticide-treated bed nets to combat malaria have reduced 
child mortality in recent years.

With respect to the more specifically urban Millennium 
Development Goals, progress has been more limited 
worldwide; indeed, “…slum improvements are barely keeping 
pace with the rapid growth of developing country cities”58. 
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As reviewed by Satterthwaite, environmental health59 
problems highlight the current challenge of urban 
sustainability, which has to do with the dynamics of ongoing 
expansion in most regions of the world against a background 
that has changed to economic crisis and climate threats. For 
poorer regions, including much of Africa, this crisis will 
sharpen the perceived trade-offs between the apparently 
competing priorities of employment generation and meeting 
basic needs, on the one hand, and promoting longer-term 
environmental sustainability, on the other. In reality, however, 
as the 2006 Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change 
demonstrated,60 the ultimate costs of inaction in the face of 
climate change will exceed those of the ‘green technologies’ 
and sustainable resource uses that can mitigate the threat.

African countries will be able to address these dilemmas only 
with strong political leadership, backed by appropriate tech-
nology transfers and development assistance agreements. These 
efforts would come in support of the UN Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change process as embodied in the Copenha-
gen Accord in December 2009 and the proposed legally bind-
ing agreement to be negotiated during 2010, as well as associ-
ated bilateral agreements. This ongoing process highlights the 
mismatch between Africa’s small contribution to global warm-
ing and the fact that it stands to suffer heavily from climate 
change. While global carbon dioxide emissions increased from 
21.9 to 28.7 billion metric tonnes between 1990 and 2006, 
the respective figures for Africa were only 0.7 and 1.0 billion 
tonnes (sub-Saharan Africa: 0.5 and 0.6 billion tonnes; North 
Africa: 0.2 and 0.4 billion tonnes), or 4.5 per cent of the total.61 
In Africa, these emissions have both urban and rural origins. In 
urban areas, the atmosphere is polluted by the consequences of 
economic momentum (industrial and motor vehicle emissions) 
and poverty (kerosene or biomass for lighting or cooking); in 
rural areas, greenhouse gas emissions have increased substan-
tially with widespread forest clearance and burning.

The first target of Millennium Development Goal 7 
(ensuring environmental sustainability) is to integrate the 
principles of sustainable development into country policies 
and programmes and to reverse the loss of environmental 
resources. Such commitments have indeed increasingly been 
incorporated into African national development plans and 
policy documents but are not yet widely implemented on 
the ground. Greater coordination is also required to ensure 
that rural-urban feedback and integration are adequately 
recognised. For example, ensuring adequate urban water 
supplies requires not only local supply augmentation and 
urban conservation measures (such as reducing leakage from 
outdated networks where any; reducing consumption per 
head among urban elites; and increasing water harvesting), 
but also rural environmental conservation in a bid to maximise 
water retention in soils and reduce soil erosion (and hence 
siltation in reservoirs), together with greater efficiency and 
effectiveness of agricultural irrigation. Several development 
Goals and targets can also be addressed simultaneously 
through appropriate interventions. For instance, reducing 
deforestation will not only improve rural and urban water 
availability, but also lower rural greenhouse gas emissions.

The target of halving the proportion of the population 
without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation is unlikely to be met in many African countries, de-
spite considerable progress, especially in urban areas. In 2006, 
some 242 million people had access to appropriate facilities 
in sub-Saharan Africa; however, in order to meet the target, 
this figure would have to increase by 370 million by the year 
2015. This is a daunting challenge: in 2008, approximately 
22 million urban and 199 million rural residents still prac-
tised open defecation – about 10 per cent of the worldwide 
total – with often considerable risks to public health.62

However, an even more challenging target for sub-Saharan 
Africa remains the “significant improvements in the lives of at 
least 100 million slum dwellers by 2020”. This requires mul-
tiple interventions in the areas of sanitation and safe drinking 
water supply, as well as the upgrading of the physical fabric 
of buildings and other infrastructure and services. A signifi-
cant decline in the proportion of sub-Saharan Africa’s urban 
populations living with shelter deprivations occurred between 
1990 and 2005, from 71 per cent in 1990 to 62 per cent in 
2005; however, continuing demographic expansion has can-
celled out that achievement, so that today many more people 
find themselves in those dire conditions.63 Particular problems 
arise in countries where recent or ongoing armed conflicts 
have diverted public expenditure away from socio-economic 
development and/or where the urban fabric has been dam-
aged or destroyed and people displaced on a large scale, as in 
Angola, Sierra Leone, Somalia and parts of Sudan. Such con-
flicts have exacerbated long-standing problems of urban un-
derinvestment, lack of political will and widespread poverty. 
Rural conflicts can displace people to relatively secure urban 
areas, as is the case with Benguela, Lobito, Luanda, Ango-
la and Freetown, Sierra Leone, whereas urban fighting and 
destruction can drive people out of cities, as in Mogadishu, 
Somalia. In affected towns and cities, up to 80 per cent of ur-
ban dwellers live in substandard conditions. The proportion 
is the same in Addis Ababa, although for different historical 
reasons. Across Africa, a variety of strategies will be required 
to facilitate any communal and household self-help efforts 
deployed to meet locally appropriate standards. Efforts in this 
direction would somewhat reduce the vulnerability of cities 
and poorer residents to systemic shocks (see Section 1.1).

It is worth pointing out that progress on Millennium 
Development Goals appears generally stronger in countries 
with strong political will and accountable forms of 
governance. This reflects a culture of responsiveness to the 
needs and demands ‘from below’ rather than just ‘from above’ 
in terms of donor conditions. Conversely, allocation of scarce 
capital to expensive prestige or lavish projects that detracts 
from anti-poverty investments tends to be more prominent 
in less responsive and accountable regimes, where the elite 
have more leeway to serve their own interests. Similarly, 
civil or cross-border conflicts and related instability cannot 
favour concerted poverty reduction interventions since 
they create fear and tension, divert government resources 
into unproductive military expenditure, and lead to direct 
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destruction of infrastructure and service breakdowns, while 
displacing or killing people. In other words, the nature of 
domestic governance has a direct bearing on the prospects of 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals.

Future prospects appear more uncertain at present than 
during the generally optimistic years of the decade preceding 
the current global economic crisis. As explained above, few 
countries in any region will achieve all the Millennium Goals; 
in Africa, more will be missed by more countries. Within 
individual countries, however, cities are more likely to achieve 
or at least come close to some Goals than most rural areas. 
Unless the data are disaggregated sub-nationally, regional or 
urban-peri-urban-rural differences will remain largely obscured.

This raises the question whether the Millennium 
Development Goals are likely to be achieved or not. Will 

the targets be scaled down to more achievable levels under 
prevailing conditions? Will the deadlines be extended instead, 
to buy more time and save face? Or, in order to steer clear of 
cynicism and ‘MDG fatigue’, will they be abandoned by the 
time the deadlines expire in favour of some new slogans and 
targets, in a bid to galvanise and justify ongoing development 
assistance and anti-poverty programmes? The answer is 
difficult to predict, since so many donor and recipient 
countries will hold elections before 2015. Nevertheless, much 
will depend on how close at least a set of key ‘litmus test’ 
countries in each region have come to the respective targets. 
If these results suggest only a modest boost or extension of 
deadlines, then these are likely. However, if many countries 
fall well short, the Millennium Development Goals might be 
abandoned in order to avoid embarrassment.
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1.7
Africa’s Largest Cities − 2005-2020

In 2010, the African continent was host to 47 cities with 
populations in excess of one million, or three more than 
forecast in the 2008 issue of this report. The combined 
population of these cities was 126.4 million or 11 million 
less than projected in 2008. Although their average size 
increased from 2.56 to 2.68 million, they did not reach 
the expected average of 3.11 million. Between 2005 and 
2010 (projections), Africa’s accumulated million-plus city 
population (as a share of total urban population) seems to 
have very slightly decreased (by 0.1 per cent) to 31.6 per 
cent, suggesting persistent demographic momentum in 
smaller cities.

At the top of the African city-size ranking, no change has 
occurred since 2005. Cairo, with just over 11 million (2010 
projections) remains Africa’s largest urban agglomeration, 
followed by Lagos with 10.5 million and Kinshasa with 8.7 
million and Khartoum with 5.1 million. Luanda, with a 
2010 populations of 4.7 million, has moved to the fifth place 
in 2010, surpassing Alexandria (4.3 million) and Abidjan 
(4.1 million). It is projected that Luanda will keep a fifth 
position at until 2025 when it overtakes Khartoum. It is 
further projected that by 2015, Cairo will be home to 11.6 
million, only to be dwarfed by Lagos, whose 14.1 million 
population will then make it Africa’s largest conurbation. It 
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is further projected that, by 2020, Kinshasa’s 12.7 million 
exceed Cairo’s projected 12.5 million, and push the Egyptian 
capital into third place.

As expected, the largest African cities have continued to 
grow rapidly during the five-year period 2005-10. The most 
rapidly growing cities in absolute and proportional terms are 
shown in Table 1.6.

Between 2005 and 2010 (projections), Cairo added 
436,000 to its population, a 4.1 per cent increase. The next 
three largest African cities, however, each grew by more than 
one million: Lagos (by 1.8 million), Kinshasa (by 1.6 million) 
and Luanda (by 1.2 million), while Nairobi and Abuja were 
the fourth and fifth fastest growing with additions of 709,000 
and 680,000 respectively. Despite the huge expansion in Lagos 
and Kinshasa, these were not the fastest growing large African 
cities in proportional terms, which instead included Abuja (+ 
51.7 per cent), Ouagadougou (+ 43.7 per cent), Luanda (+ 
35.0 per cent), Lomé (+ 27.2 per cent) and Nairobi (+ 25.2 
per cent).

The combined population of Africa’s million-plus cities 
increased 17.3 million between 2005 and 2010. Since the 
total urban population increased 63.8 million over the same 
period, it is clear that the largest cities are absorbing only a 
relatively small share (27.1 per cent) of Africa’s urban transi-
tion. The bulk (72.9 per cent) of the increase occurred in cit-
ies with populations under one million, a continuation of the 
trend already highlighted in the previous (2008) issue of this 
report. Africa’s largest cities are expected to absorb ever-lower 
shares of total urban population growth - 25.8 per cent over 
the 2010-2020 decade, on current projections. The policy 
implications should be clear: African governments should 
pursue further improvements in the management capacities 
of cities with populations under one million, where three-
quarters of urban demographic growth are expected to occur.

This, however, does not imply that capacity-building, 
housing and urban services provision in Africa’s largest cities 
can now be scaled back. Between 2010 and 2020, a projected 
40.3 million will be added to those African cities with 
populations over one million. Although on the whole, they 
will be hosts to diminishing shares of total urban demographic 
growth, some will continue to grow, and even very fast.

During the 2010/20 decade, the 10 large African cities 
growing most rapidly in absolute terms will all add more 
than one million to their respective populations. Kinshasa 
is projected to grow fastest in absolute terms by no less than 
four million, a 46 per cent increase for its 2010 population of 
8.7 million. Lagos is expected to be the second-fastest with a 
projected 3.5 million addition, or a 33.8 per cent increase on 
its 2010 population of 10.5 million. Likewise, Luanda can 
expect a 2.3 million addition, or a 48.3 per cent increase for 
its 2010 population of 4.7 million. Dar es Salaam, Nairobi, 
Ouagadougou, Cairo, Abidjan, Kano and Addis Ababa will 
all see their populations increase by more than one million 
over the next decade, as shown in Table 1.8.

Rapid demographic growth is neither good nor bad 
per se for any city: it all depends on whether it is properly 
accommodated (with infrastructures, amenities and services), 
and perceived as a factor that can strengthen local and national 
development objectives. Clearly, rapid demographic growth 
that merely results in massive urban slum proliferation, steep 
inequality and human misery is not good urban growth. 
When demographic expansion is harnessed in support of 
economic progress and development through job creation 
and higher productivity, this is ‘good’ urbanisation. Such 
progress and development is predicated on proper housing 
and basic services for all, among other dimensions of good 
urban governance. This model is the reverse of the socio-
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economic conditions currently prevailing in African cities 
regardless of size, where demographic expansion is continuing 
against a background of significant and ever-growing shortfalls 
in housing, services and livelihood opportunities. These 
deficiencies can only worsen if African cities are allowed to 
mushroom under current laisser-faire modalities of urban 
expansion.

Urban demography is not only measured in absolute 
terms; it can also be expressed as proportional growth, 
i.e., demographic expansion as a share of current urban 
population figures. In the case of some African cities, projected 
proportional growth for the 2010−2020 period defies belief. 
With the exception of the largest cities in the Republic of 
South Africa and Brazzaville in Congo, the populations of 
all sub-Saharan million-plus cities are expected to expand 
by an average 32 per cent between 2010 and 2020. In that 
number, the average addition in the 10 proportionally fastest 
growing cities is more than 47 per cent. Abuja, Bamako, 
Luanda, Lubumbashi and Nairobi are projected to grow at 
rates between 47.3 and 49.3 per cent over the current decade, 
while in Dar es Salaam, Kampala, Mbuji-Mayi and Niamey 
the range is projected between 50 and 56.7 per cent. Way 
ahead of this fast-expanding group will be Ouagadougou, 
whose population is expected to soar by no less than 81 per 
cent, from 1.9 million in 2010 to 3.4 million in 2020 (see 
Table 1.9). Clearly, these 10 cities should, as a matter of 
priority, build their management capacities now if they are 
to cater to huge prospective demand for housing, services 
and livelihoods, not to mention the already existing backlogs. 
Failure to do so will ensure that many African cities will be 
heading for serious economic and social tension that may 
threaten local and national political stability.

The above figures refer to urban agglomerations only. City 
regions, mega urban regions and urban development corridors, 
as they have begun to emerge on the African continent, have 
not been taken into consideration as no accurate or verifiable 
population data is available for these new configurations. The 
size of the populations of huge regional urban concentrations 
like the North Delta Region in Egypt, the Greater Ibadan-
Lagos-Accra (GILA) urban corridor along the Gulf of Guinea 
and the Gauteng mega urban region in South Africa can only 
be estimated.

These extraordinarily large multi-nodal urban configurations 
are comparatively new to Africa and will require urban 
management reforms that go well beyond the conventional 
20th century mono-centric urban management pattern. Not 
only is serious reform required to deliver urban ‘hardware’ 
like housing, services and infrastructures commensurate with 
these expanding urban concentrations, but urgent attention 
should also be paid to their socio-political implications 
against a prevailing background of urban inequality, poverty 
and unemployment. On top of this, African governments 
must consider how they are to provide these huge urban 
populations with food and water security in the near future. 
As Box 1.9 argues, medium- and longer-term food and water 
security for Africa’s rapidly growing urban populations is a 
matter of very serious concern.
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2.1
The Social Geography 
of Urbanization

For the purposes of this report, Northern Africa includes 
seven countries: Algeria, Egypt, the Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, 
Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia and Western Sahara. The population 
of the subregion was an estimated 212.9 million in 2010. 
Most urban settlements are concentrated along the Nile River 
Valley and the north-western Mediterranean coast (see Map 
2.2). As many as 40 per cent of the subregion’s urban dwellers 
live in the Nile Valley and Delta region and 49 per cent live 
in the coastal areas.1 More than one third (39.67 per cent) of 
the subregion’s population, or 84.5 million, lives in Egypt. 
Between the year 2000 and 2005, the urban population in the 
region grew an average 2.4 per cent every year, and this rate is 
projected to remain steady through 2010.2 

With the exception of Egypt and Sudan, the majority of the 
Northern African population now lives in urban areas. The 
high rates of rural-urban migration that prevailed in the 1980s 
and 1990s have largely abated in the last decade, with the 

exception of Sudan whose urban population is still increasing 
at over 4.3 per cent on an annual average basis as urbanisation 
seems to be ‘catching up’ after decades of civil strife. During 
2005-2010, urban demographic growth was much slower in 
other Northern African countries: 1.56 per cent in Tunisia, 
1.99 per cent in Egypt, 2.27 per cent in Morocco, 2.23 per 
cent in Libya and 2.48 per cent in Algeria.3

Currently, the proportion of the national population living 
in cities is 66.50 per cent in Algeria, 43.40 per cent in Egypt, 
77.89 per cent in Libya, 58.24 per cent in Morocco, 40.10 
per cent in Sudan, 67.28 per cent in Tunisia and 81.83 per 
cent in Western Sahara. By 2030, the region-wide proportion 
of the population living in cities is expected to increase to 
60.53 per cent (see Table 2.1), while urbanisation rates are 
projected to grow further in all countries, reaching 82.88 per 
cent in Libya, 76.23 per cent in Algeria, 75.17 per cent in 
Tunisia and 69.18 per cent in Morocco. By 2030, Sudan’s 
54.54 per cent urbanisation rate will have overtaken Egypt’s 
which by then will stand at 50.92 per cent (see Table 2.2).

All Northern African countries have progressed in 
economic terms between 2005 and 2008, with the highest 
increases in gross national income (GNI) per head recorded 
in Libya (97 per cent) and Sudan (92 per cent) and the 
smallest in Tunisia (15 per cent) and Morocco (29 per cent). 
While the economies of Algeria, Libya and Sudan still rely 
largely on mineral (mainly oil) resources, other countries in 
the subregion have made significant efforts to diversify away 
from agriculture and manufacturing to the service and high-
technology sectors, with tourism taking advantage of historic, 
cultural and environmental assets. Significant disparities 
remain in the subregion as measured by the UN poverty 
index. Libya and Tunisia feature the lowest poverty rates 
and highest life expectancies, while the highest incidences of 
poverty are found in Algeria and Sudan (see Table 2.3). 

Even though the agricultural sector still accounts for 42.7 
per cent of overall employment in Northern Africa, cities have 
become the main engines of economic growth, with a steady 
shift to urban economic activities where output per job is on 
average five times higher than in agriculture (see Table 2.4). 

In most Northern African countries, the major economic 
activities are concentrated in a small number of cities. Tourism, 
industry and real estate development are the main sectors 
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attracting foreign domestic investment in Egypt, Morocco 
and Tunisia. This phenomenon reinforces the role of cities 
as the engines of national economies. Since these three major 
sectors have been affected by the 2008/09 financial crisis, 
governments are now looking to enhance their countries’ 
global competitiveness. In Egypt, for instance, income taxes 
and custom duties have been significantly reduced. As a result, 
net flows of foreign domestic investment grew from US $2 
billion in 2004 to US $13.1 billion in 2008. Nevertheless, 
Egypt’s economy was unable to absorb the 700,000 new 
entrants in the labour force in 2008.4

Cairo and Alexandria are the main engines of Egypt’s 
economy: 57 per cent of all manufacturing activities are 
located in Greater Cairo and another 22.5 in Alexandria, 
the country’s main seaport.5 In Morocco, Casablanca is host 
to 60 per cent of industrial workers and 55 per cent of the 
country’s production units,6 although the city accounts for 
only 10 per cent of the total population. In Sudan, three-
quarters of industrial activities are concentrated in Khartoum, 
the political and economic capital. However, 74 per cent 
of the labour force in urbanised areas was employed in the 
informal sector in 1996.7

Despite the steady rise in income per head, unemployment 
remains a problem and is increasingly concentrated in 
the larger Northern African cities. In Morocco, urban 

unemployment decreased only slightly, from 19.5 per cent in 
2001 to 18.2 per cent in 2007.8 As of 2007, 80 per cent of 
unemployed Moroccans lived in cities, as opposed to 50 per 
cent in 1990. Urban unemployment disproportionately affects 
the younger, more educated segment of the population. In 
2004, the unemployment rate among urban workers with less 
than basic education was 11 per cent, compared with 32 per 
cent among those with secondary education degrees and 35 
per cent among university graduates. Although women with 
higher education degrees represent only about 10 per cent of 
the labour force, they accounted for some 20 per cent of the 
unemployed.9 These higher rates reflect parents’ reluctance to 
let unmarried daughters accept jobs away from home, and of 
married women to commute for jobs far from home due to 
childrearing duties.

In Tunisia, unemployment has remained steady at 14.2 per 
cent of the active population.10 In Algeria, the 2007 household 
survey arrived at an unemployment rate of 14.2 per cent for 
an urban labour force of nearly 6.2 million, and of 13.1 per 
cent for a rural labour force of 3.8 million. Young people 
accounted for the bulk of urban unemployment: 35 per cent 
of the active population under 20 years, 30 per cent of the 
20-24 age group and 22 per cent of the 25-29 age group were 
looking for work in 2007. Taken together, those under 30 
years of age account for 71 per cent of urban unemployment, 
with females accounting for 25.6 per cent.11

In Sudan, urban poverty has been on the rise as a result 
of internal displacement caused by war and natural disasters. 
Most of the urban poor live in the Khartoum Governorate, 
where many internally displaced citizens have found shelter 
in camps and informal settlements. The western and central 
Sudanese states also account for significant portions of the 
urban poor.12

In Northern Africa as a whole and despite significant 
progress over the past decade, disparities persist between urban 
and rural populations. In Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco, the 
proportions of the population living below national poverty 
lines are two to three times higher in rural than in urban 
areas. In 2004/05 in Egypt’s urban governorates, average gross 
domestic product per head (10,457 Egyptian pounds (EGP), 
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clean water sources are reflected in the infantile mortality 
gap between rural and urban areas. Most Northern African 
countries feature surfeits of doctors in urban areas and 
shortages of health care workers in rural and peri-urban 
areas.16 In Sudan, nearly two-thirds of health expenditures go 
to 14 urban hospitals.17 In addition, fees for health services 
hinder access for the rural population. In 2007, 25 per cent 
of the population in rural areas could not afford the fees, 
compared with five per cent in urban areas. Only one per 
cent of those who cannot afford the fees in rural areas have 
access to a social support system, compared with 62 per cent 
in urban areas.18 

In Northern Africa, capital cities remain demographically 
and economically dominant, to the exception of Morocco 
whose principal city is Casablanca, rather than the capital 
Rabat. Recent urban demographic growth in Algeria, 
Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia has taken place in multiple, 
geographically dispersed, smaller cities, with a concomitant, 
steady decline in the primacy of the largest conurbations. 
Algeria’s two largest cities, Algiers (2.8 million) and Oran (0.77 

or about US $1,800) was almost twice as high as in the rural 
governorates in the Delta (EGP 5,245, or about US $920) or 
Upper Egypt (EGP 5,197), or US $910). The percentage of 
the Egyptian population living below the poverty line was 5.7 
per cent in metropolitan areas, and 39.1 per cent in the rural 
areas of Upper Egypt.13 

Similar disparities can be found in most other countries in 
the subregion. In Morocco, about two-thirds of the population 
below the poverty line lives in rural areas with limited access 
to basic social services. Although the national poverty rate has 
declined from 19 per cent in 1999 to 15 per cent in 2009, 
most of the gains occurred in cities, as the rural poverty rate 
has stabilised at 22 per cent and about two-thirds of the poor 
live in rural areas.14 In Sudan, education levels in rural areas 
are significantly lower than the national average. For instance, 
in 2001, only 30 per cent of males and 10 per cent of females 
in rural areas were literate, as compared with 60 per cent and 
42 per cent respectively in the country as a whole.15

The concentration of health services in urban areas and 
a continuing, albeit diminishing, differential access to 

5�3F0�%�(���������
���
�	��������	
�������

��+��%#�5����-(�,������2�!D$$$3 ����������(5)��'�+�+�(��(�4�/�����2C3

	��(���- ����- ��9�� ����- ��9��

��
�
�	 &-�$�!%$$(# << << +�"�!%$$)# +*"�!%$$)#

0
��� '$�$�!%$$(# ()���!%$$(# &-���!%$$(# -+"�!%$$)# --"�!%$$)#

F���	 �-�$�!%$$(# << << )+"�!%$$$# *%"�!%$$$#

��
���� '$�$�!%$$(# )-�'�!%$$'# &+���!%$$'# (+"�!%$$)# �$$"�!%$$)#

7�9	� ��(�$�!%$$$# �''�!�--$# ��*�!�--$# )'"�!%$$)# *+"�!%$$)#

5��� �	 %'�$�!%$$(# &$�$ �)�$ +'"�!%$$)# --"�!%$$)#

����	�����&$�����I�����'�!��6�����������
�"�'�	�
��
���
�(�
�$� ���������

�

/	 	��	��	����
��������.����(���������������



65

TH
E STA

TE O
F N

O
RTH

ERN
 A

FRICA
N

 CITIES

million), are hosts to 10 per cent of the urban population but 
are now growing more slowly than the national urban average 
of 2.5 per cent. In Morocco, Casablanca (3.2 million), Rabat 
(1.8 million), Fes (one million) and Marrakech (0.9 million) 
collectively hold 22 per cent of the total and 38 per cent of the 
urban population. While Casablanca’s population is growing 
at under one per cent per year, in other cities the rates are 
close to two per cent. In 2004, Tunis and Sfax, the second 
largest city, had a combined population of 1.085 million19, 
and accounted for approximately 16 per cent of the urban 
population. In Egypt, the degree of concentration in the 
largest cities is much greater, with Cairo accounting for 22 per 
cent and Alexandria for 13 per cent of the urban population 
as of the latest (2006) census.20 

Both Egypt and Morocco have adopted ambitious policies 
to steer new urban populations to new areas. In Egypt, the 
strategy focuses on the need to stem losses of arable land to 
urban sprawl, redirecting demographic pressure away from 
Nile Valley conurbations and on to the adjacent desert plateau. 
As a result, new settlements are under development in the 
desert to the east and west of the Nile Valley. Concurrently, 
major land reclamation projects intended to bring desert land 
into agricultural use are under way to compensate for urban 
expansion on arable land in the delta region.

In Morocco, two “new towns” are under development by 
the dedicated central holding company, Al Omrane, as part 
of its mandate to eliminate substandard living conditions and 
focus on social housing; they are known as Tasmena, 15 km 
from Rabat, and Tamansourt, 7 km from Marrakech.

Libya is Northern Africa’s most urbanised country with 
78 per cent of the 6.4 million population living in urban 
areas. It is also the wealthiest, with gross domestic product 
per head equivalent to US $13,100 (on a purchasing power 
parity basis). The country’s two dominant cities, Tripoli (1.1 
million)21 and Benghazi (1.2 million)22 account for 36 per 
cent of the urban population and are growing at 2 per cent 
and 2.7 per cent respectively. Libya’s population is projected 
to be 80 per cent urban by 2020, with just over 55 per cent 
living in Tripoli and Benghazi.

Sudan’s total population has more than tripled since 1960 
while its rate of urbanisation has quadrupled. Most of this 
growth has been concentrated in Khartoum (5.1 million), 
which currently houses 12 per cent of Sudan’s total popula-
tion and 29 per cent of its urban population. With 4.5 million 
in 2005, Khartoum’s population is growing at an annual 2.7 
per cent pace, adding some 130,000 every year. Demographic 
growth rates are projected to remain above two per cent into 
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2025, when the Khartoum population will reach about 8 mil-
lion, accounting for 15 per cent of Sudan’s total population. 
Smaller cities are located primarily along the Nile River. The 
few outliers include Port Sudan on the Red Sea coast (284,000 
in 2008), and El Obeidid and Abu Zabad, which are located 
along the major oil pipeline and railway line.
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Between 1990 and 2010, the numbers of urban slum 
dwellers in Northern Africa decreased from 20,794,000 to 
11,836,000, or about 43 per cent.23 The decline was significant 
between 1990 and 2005 in Morocco, Egypt and Tunisia, but 
remained around 12 per cent in Algeria. In  , only 1.6 per 
cent of urban dwellings were classified as substandard in the 
2004 census while 99 per cent had access to the municipal 
water supply system. In Morocco, most of the urban slums 
are located in the Casablanca-Fes-Tangier triangle, where 
economic activity is concentrated. About 30 per cent of the 
households in Morocco’s informal settlements have access to 
safe drinking water.24 In contrast in Sudan, the percentage of 
the urban population living in slums increased from 86 per 
cent in 1990 to 94.2 per cent in 200525 due to both rural to 
urban migration and internal strife.

Overall, health conditions in the Northern African slums 
are significantly worse than in non-slum urban areas, as 
evidenced in Egypt and Morocco, where post-neonatal 
mortality in informal settlements is twice that prevailing in 
non-slum areas. 

Although they are often lumped together under the 
general term ‘slum’, a distinction must be drawn between 
older, dilapidated areas and informal settlements. Informal 
settlements include several forms of unplanned urbanisation 
that require different regularization or upgrading treatments 
because they amount to irregular subdivisions, illegal 
occupancy of publicly owned land, or unauthorized 
construction in environmentally hazardous areas. Older 
deteriorated neighbourhoods embedded in the urban fabric 
and former village cores engulfed in urbanisation are also 
referred to as slums and require special treatment. 

Initially built in peri-urban locations, informal settlements 
are, for the most part, constructed of durable materials 
and have access to trunk infrastructure such as electricity, 
potable water supply and some form of sanitation. With high 
densities on agricultural land, they often lack adequate social 
infrastructure, including schools and government services, 
mostly due to lack of vacant sites where these could be 
provided.26 The combination of accelerated urbanisation and 
rapid densification results in overloaded infrastructures and 
inadequate transportation networks.

In Egypt, the first enumeration of informal settlements was 
undertaken in 1993 and demonstrated the magnitude of the 
problem. A more accurate survey based on aerial photography 
showed that those settlements amounted to over 60 per cent 
of urbanised areas in 2008.27 Although the percentage of the 

Egyptian urban population living in slums decreased from 58 
per cent in 1990 to 17.1 per cent in 2005, absolute numbers 
remain high, with estimates varying between 16 and 21 
million in 2008. Informal settlements have invariably grown 
around villages in peri-urban fringes, and therefore display 
mixes of rural and urban socio-economic characteristics. In 
Alexandria, 30 informal settlements house about 1.4 million 
people, or almost 40 per cent of the city’s population. One of 
these settlements, known as Naga El Arab, epitomizes the mix 
of rural and urban characteristics. In this area, 50 per cent of 
the streets are unpaved, densities are high, unemployment is 
running at 17 per cent, high illiteracy rates prevail (35 per 
cent of males while 62 per cent of females aged 30-65 years 
of age have never attended school), and access to sanitary, 
healthcare, education, and community facilities is inadequate. 
For all these deficiencies, though, most informal settlements 
in Egypt do not combine the four defining primary shelter 
deprivations set out by UN-HABITAT which involve access to 
safe water sources, sanitation, durable housing and sufficient 
living area. These settlements usually owe their ‘slum’ status to 
inadequate sanitation, as connections to municipal networks 
are often a function of the construction of new primary trunk 
and treatment systems.
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2.2
The Economic 
Geography of Cities

-����&���+��9!���	�

Gini coefficients generally provide good indicators of 
inequality based either on income or household consumption 
(except for any mention to the contrary, subsequent Gini 
coefficients are based on income). Most Northern African 
countries have maintained the low degrees of inequality 
associated with urban Gini coefficients ranging between 
0.300 and 0.399, which are lower than the 0.46 (‘high 
inequality’) average for Africa as a whole in 2008. However, 
Gini coefficients do not reflect the depth of poverty or 
such non-economic aspects of equality as access to services, 
education and health. Algeria is a case in point.

In Algeria, the Gini coefficient decreased from 0.39 to 0.35 
between 1988 and 1995 in urban areas, reflecting an annual av-
erage 1.46 per cent narrowing of the urban divide28, while gross 
domestic product per head decreased from US $2,447 to US 
$1,488 at current prices.29 Inequality in rural areas was steeper 
than in cities. Since 1995, the situation has reversed, with eco-
nomic development resulting in rising incomes and widening 
disparities within cities, as urban output per head kept rising 
every year, reaching an equivalent US $4,959 in 2008.

In Morocco, the nationwide Gini coefficient is higher than 
the urban one, signalling that cities are ‘less unequal’ than 
rural areas. In urban areas, the coefficient held steady at a 
‘relatively low’ 0.37730 from 1990 to 1998 while output per 
head increased from US $1,163 to US $1,424 (at current 
prices).31 However, at 0.52, the ‘very high’ Gini coefficient for 
Casablanca in 2006 was significantly higher than that for the 
urban population as a whole, which goes to show that in the 

larger cities where business and finance are concentrated, the 
benefits of prosperity are not so broadly distributed.

In Egypt, Gini coefficients increased from 0.34 in 1990 to 
0.39 in 1997 in urban areas, reflecting an annual average 1.78 
per cent increase in inequality. During the same period output 
per head increased from US $682 to US $1,280 (at current 
prices). Between 2000 and 2005, the share in national income 
held by the lowest quintile remained stable at 9 per cent.32
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In Tunisia’s urban areas, the Gini coefficient worsened 
somewhat in the first half of the 1990s while remaining about 
stable in rural areas. In the second half of the 1990s, the 
situation was reversed as the Gini coefficient remained steady 
in cities, but increased slightly in rural areas.33 

In Sudan, inequality has increased significantly. The urban 
Gini coefficient increased from a ‘very high' 0.56 in 1990 to 
an ‘extremely high' 0.72 in 1996,34 creating a potential for 
social unrest. While urban inequalities have been higher than 
in rural areas, rural inequality has also been rising steeply, 
with the Gini coefficient soaring from 0.34 in 1967 to 0.65 
in 1996.

����(�!&�*������
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In spite of considerable progress over the last decade, 
Northern Africa’s urban economies remain unable to provide 
jobs for significant segments of the labour force, as demon-
strated by high rates of urban unemployment particularly 
among young people. Of special concern are the high pro-
portions of individuals with secondary or higher education 
among the unemployed: 41 per cent in Algeria (2008), 44 per 
cent in Morocco (2007) and 46 per cent in Tunisia (2004). In 
addition, significant proportions of urban jobs are part-time 
or casual - for instance, 32 per cent in Algeria. 

In all countries, middle-school graduates make up the 
largest proportions of the urban unemployed. In Morocco 
and Tunisia, unemployment is high among secondary school 
graduates. The superior benefits of higher education in 
the urban job market are only evident in Tunisia, where a 
combination of relative affluence, a solid middle class and 
a strong private business sector (tourism, manufacturing, 
services, etc.) is generating demand for qualified professional, 
managerial and technical occupations. 

Morocco is the only country in Northern Africa where 
informal sector employment and production (including 
construction) have been surveyed (in 1984-85), followed 
by micro-enterprises in 1988. These surveys have not 
been updated and similar studies are not readily available. 
World Bank research shows that since the early 1990s, the 
unemployment rate in Morocco’s informal and micro-
enterprise sector has remained at an estimated 30 per cent.

Typical self-advancement strategies differ markedly between 

slums (as defined by the number of UN-HABITAT shelter 
deprivations), squatter areas (where lack of legal ownership 
rights hinders self-improvement strategies) and informal 
settlements. Squatters include poor families, widows, 
students and rural migrants who struggle to earn a livelihood. 
They lack security of both employment and occupancy, with 
unauthorized or outright illegal tenure. In contrast, residents 
in informal settlements enjoy secure occupancy rights and 
are generally upwardly mobile, median-income households 
seeking to improve their economic situation and social status 
through investment in asset-building and education.

Rural migrants seek low-skilled and menial jobs such 
as handling goods, removing construction debris and 
street-sweeping. They work as day labourers on informal 
construction sites and similar work, or earn a living peddling 
produce or rural artefacts. They typically settle in inner 
city slums, which are well embedded in the urban fabric, 
as these locations provide more opportunities for work. In 
older, deteriorating neighbourhoods, people tend to work as 
shopkeepers, restaurant owners, craftsmen, or in domestic or 
personal services.

Residents in urban informal settlements work in a variety of 
occupations that reflect their level of education, such as plant 
and machine operators, crafts, trades and service workers, 
clerical workers and technicians. In Egypt, nearly 76 per cent 
of household heads were employed (2004/05), and less than 
25 per cent of the group fell into the following categories: 
unemployed, not in the labour force, and unpaid family 
worker.35

In informal settlements, residents chart self-improvement 
strategies based on individual household conditions. In those 
Northern African cities that are also sources of emigration, 
the typical pattern is as follows: 

• Savings are mobilised to fund the migration of at 
least one family member. This includes travel and 
accommodation costs for those most likely to find 
work abroad. It often happens that the first remittances 
received go to fund the emigration of a younger sibling.

• Increasing shares of the remittances are saved in order 
to invest in asset building.

• Purchase of a land parcel. In Northern Africa, 
ownership of land or property is most lucrative and 
highly coveted, generating income and conferring 
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social status. Purchasing a land plot is the first step in 
this process.

• The property is developed as fast as possible given 
the cumulative remittances and earnings that family 
members can generate.

• The value of real estate assets is enhanced with 
commercial and rental developments.

• The cumulative earnings can ensure a good education 
for the next generation.

In Northern African conurbations, informal settlements 
are predominantly hosts to medium- and lower-income 
households ranging from the 60th to the 20th percentile. Some 
of those with lower incomes can be found renting housing 
that has been built incrementally by households whose 
incomes are on either side of the median.

In Egypt, the residents of informal urban settlements 
represent a broad range of educational levels, incomes and 
occupations, including lower ranking civil servants.36 As 
of 2005, the majority (52 per cent) had primary school 
education or more; 22 per cent were illiterate and 20 per 
cent could read and write. Approximately 25 per cent had 
an intermediate level of education and 16 per cent had a 
university degree. Fifty-five per cent of informal settlement 
dwellers were found to be regular wage earners, a proportion 
higher than the national average that reflects the need for 
low-income household members to cumulate incomes if 
they are to survive economically.37 This multiplicity of wage 
earners and diversity of income sources is the cornerstone of 
household strategies for self-improvement.

In Northern Africa, informal settlements consist of multi-
storey buildings on agricultural land held under legal though 
mostly unregistered titles. This category of settlements is 
referred to as habitat spontané in Morocco, Tunisia and 
Algeria. The typical settlement features only one shelter 
deprivation, and then only temporarily, i.e. water-borne 
sewerage, until the municipal network is extended to the 
area. These settlements are widely viewed as middle-class 
neighbourhoods. Household turnover is limited and follows 
the same pattern as in other middle-class areas. Despite the 
dense urban fabric, these settlements are attractive to a large 
segment of the population.

As settlements mature, they develop into dense urban 
neighbourhoods that are well integrated in the city’s socio-

economic fabric. They attract those families with above-
median incomes whose wage earners are in professional 
or managerial occupations in the public or private sectors. 
Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Sudan and Tunisia all run 
programmes for skills-based education (from vocational 
training to commercial schools, including computer training). 
However, and as in many developing countries, formal job 
creation has lagged behind the large numbers of new entrants 
into the labour force. If the creation of small and micro-
enterprises is to be promoted, greater emphasis should be put 
on the development of entrepreneurial and managerial skills.
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The significant reduction in the overall number of slum 
dwellers (from 20,794,000 in 1990 to an estimated 11,836,000 
in 2010) in Northern Africa is the result of vigorous and 
effective government programmes for slum upgrading and 
prevention, particularly in Egypt, Libya and Morocco. 
Between 1990 and 2010, Libya reduced its slum population 
by 71 per cent and Egypt and Morocco by 65.9 per cent and 
65 per cent respectively.38 In Morocco, 4.4 million people 
have moved out of slum conditions over the past 20 years, 
with the percentage of the urban population living in slums 
declining by about two thirds from 37.4 per cent in 1990 to 
an estimated 13 per cent in 2010. Egypt managed to reduce 
slum prevalence from 50 per cent in 1990 to an estimated 
17.1 per cent in 2010, improving the living conditions of 
11.2 million people. Tunisia has essentially eliminated all 
slums through a vigourous programme managed by Agence 
de réhabilitation et de rénovation urbaine (ARRU). Since the 
1980s, the Tunisian government has been controlling urban 
sprawl, improving housing conditions in the older districts, 
regularizing substandard fringe settlements and providing 
the urban population with potable water, sanitation, schools 
and health facilities, especially in informal peri-urban areas. 
These achievements highlight one of the strengths of ARRU, 
i.e., its effective coordination with public authorities, and 
more specifically its ability to adapt to the greater role local 
authorities are playing as part of decentralization, and to 
build their inputs into its own policy schemes.
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Today, thanks to the determined policies of a number of 
countries, nine out of 10 urban slum households in Northern 
Africa suffer from only one shelter deprivation, which typically 
involves improved sanitation in Egypt and adequate living 
areas in Morocco.

If it were to accommodate nationwide demographic growth 
(1.5 per cent on an annual average basis) and the associated 
50 per cent proportion below 25 years of age, Egypt should 
build housing for 500,000 households annually. At the 
moment, government production is only about 85,000 units, 
which implies that 80 per cent of demand must be met by 
the private sector, both formal and informal. Government 
programmes offer a range of housing options: apartments (63 
m²) for low-income families; 30-40 m² units at nominal rents 
for families living below the poverty line; serviced plots (150 
m²) subject to a land or ground floor coverage ratio of 50 per 
cent and a maximum height of three floors; apartments on 
an ownership or rental basis (80+ m²) for medium-income 
families; and rural dwellings in new land reclamation areas. 
All these social housing programmes are heavily subsidized. 

The government contributes front-end subsidies and below-
market interest rates on housing loans payable over 25 to 30 
years. For serviced plots, loans are repaid over 10 years.39

In practice, though, these public sector programmes have 
all experienced delays. Deliveries have been running at 47 
per cent of production targets, prompting the government 
to work in partnership with private developers to mobilise 
more resources and increase production. Still, this partnership 
programme is of particular interest since it has managed to 
attract private sector investment into social housing, with 
discounted land prices as an incentive. Tracts of land in new 
towns and urban expansion areas are allocated to developers 
at highly subsidized prices (EGP 70 (or US $12.00) per sq 
m for serviceable land, while the cost to the government is 
about EGP 400 (or US $70.00) per sq m for serviced land) 
on condition that developers fund on-site infrastructure and 
build housing for families with incomes below the national 
median (i.e., EGP 2,500 (or US $438.00) per month) on the 
land parcel. Under this type of partnership, 17,000 units were 
built in 2009, and a total of 300,000 are expected between 

�

2�	
������7�9	����*�-,�����+�������������������



72

CH
A
PT

ER
 T

W
O

�

:
	 ����	���
9	������� ��
�����	
	��/�����0
����� ������������,��<�������5

?�� %$$)�� :
	 ���� �
����� ���� ��� 0
���A �
�	

� �� �� ���  � �����
� �� � �	��� ��9�
������5� ����(�4� ��55��(�(���
!:�/#�� 5�� � � � 	� E����� 8����
�� 6���� ����=��
	� 9�8��������� ����	��� ���� ��
� ���
	���
9	���� ��� ��
� ��� ��=����� 	�9� �6��
���
��	����8� ����������	��� ��3������9
��
/	���	��	�9�0>�����?���
�	����	���5���
	����	���
6	 � ��� ����9� 	���
9	���� ��� ��
� ��� 0
����	��
����� � ��9�
� 	� 
�8�
������ �
�

	���� ��	��
	����	�� � �� �9�J�9�
	6��	�9� �����6���6� �
��� 9�8�����
 � 	�9� ��8� ��
 � ��� ���9������
��	�����������9�	��	

��9������
�������� ���
�
��6�
<���������� ����9 ���������	�9��

:
	 ���A � �	

� ���
�E���� �� �	
���� � � ����
($�$$$����� � ������������ ���6����%$$)�	�9�
%$�&� ��� +�'����������%� ��� D:�����
� )A� /�����
5����	

���

����� ���� ����9 �6������������
������ � ����6� ��9�	�� !0��� %�($$�� �
� �7�
U'&+�$$#��?������@
 ����	 ��� �J� �8	
��9���<
�6����&+����)&��%�	�9����� �6�
������
�9����
	���	 �I��
��	 ���	 � �!�8�
��$�����(���	
 �
���	���
9	����@�	���	����
� #��/����
	���
���
<
���� � ��
� ���� �	

�
� ���� � �	8�� ��9� :�/� ���
���� ���������	���
���� �� �>�������	 � ��5��

�9���� ��� �
������� �� � �� :�/� � � � ��	9<
��	
��
�6	�� �	�9�	�����	������ ��
������<

�
��������
����� ���
��6�<B��
�����.���	��� �6���<
 ����9����9� �
������	������9����� ����8�
������
 �� �9�� � ��
� ��6�
<������� �	����� � !��� ��� �(�
��
��������������� ������������ �#�	
������
�9�	 �
�
���<��9� �����  �� �� 
�9����
� 9�6�<�	����� �
��� �
9�
� ��� �	�����	��� 	���  � ��
� ����
� �	����� ��
:������������ ��:�/�� � �����
����	����
�@�	����
 ����������������6�
<��������	����� ��	.������

�>��
�9� 9�6�<�	������� ��  ����	��  ������ �	��
	  � ��	���
� �9��� �6���
��������@�	���	��9��@���<
��� �	�9�	
����	��������	����
�
	
���� �	����� ��
5���
�<����������� ���
����� ����� ����9 ��	��
@
 ����8�� �����  �	���
� ���� � ��	�� 	
�� 	���
9	����
��������	�9��	����	�
�������  ��=��� �8��
���	��
���� ����9��@������ ���
 � ��

� � �	
�� ��� ���� �
�E����� :�/� ����9 �  ����
���
�
���������� �	������� �� �����9��
�  ����� �� 	� �� ��<
�	��������
��	��	
�	 ��	������	�������=�� ��
�<
��
����� �	�9�9	�<�	
������
� ��6�����	
��������
�	�	
�9� ��� �����
	�����6���� ���� 0
����	�� 
�8<
�
������	�9I�
����<
�8�
�����	���

	��J	���� ��
:�/�6���� 
��	����	E�
���� �6��
 ������� 
��	��� 	�9�
�����
��	�� �
���
��� � 6����� ��	 ��
�  �	��� ���
���
9��	
��� ���

:������������ �����
���� �8��	��
�	��������� <
��
� 9�8��������� ��
� ��6<������� ��� ����9 ��

:
	 ���� ����	 �J� �  � �	��	�������� 6�����
	�9���������	 ��6	��
� � ���������9�	�9�
���<
���9�����

�
	����	�9 �	��9�	
�	 �	�9��������<
�
	������� �	���	 �6����	 �����
� �	���
�D

���A�
	
�	 ��  ��
� � @��9 � 	�9� ��	�<

���9 �� �� ���	��
����	���������� �	�9�
������ � ���9�6	 ����?��
	99������� :�/� �	 � �	
���
�9� 6���� ���� 7���	��
H��9���
�4�8������������
��	 ��
�
��9 ��
���
H��9< ��� �
�9�  �	��� ���
��
����
 �� 	�9� �	 �
�����9���
����������
	����
�����
� ��:�/��	 �
	� ��  ��� ��� ���� D0�� ��	�A� ����
�� ��� �
�8�9�� 	�
 	����	8�����
� �
��������9
����	�9�	�����
����
�
6����A � .��� �9�8������������������
	��9����
��	
��	�����

	��J	���� �

/�� �
���������
	�� ���%$$*�	�9�����@
 �� 
� �<
9��� ���8�9��������	���%$$+�������	������������
�	���6	��
������������
������ ������	�9� �6	
��
��	�� �6�
�� �����	���	�9��6���������������
���
J��� � 6�
�� ��������9�� 3�� ���� ��9� ��� %$$-��
�%�$$$����� ��	9�������������&�$$$���
��6�
��
��9�
� ��� �
�������� 	�9�  ����� �����  	�� � ���
��������9� ���� � �	8�� ���.�9� ���� 
�	����
� 	��
	8�
	
���(���
�9	��

:
	 ���� ��6� ��	� � ��� 9�8����� ��
�� �	

�<
 �	������ ��
�� �	�� ����0
����	�9�����
�����<
�
�� ��	���
� ��
�	
� ����	���
9	������� ��
�'�

3:;�%�����*G �@��������������������������	*������	������ ���	����� 



73

TH
E STA

TE O
F N

O
RTH

ERN
 A

FRICA
N

 CITIES

3:;�%�%���*G �@���	���������������	��
�0��� ��	���������G

2009 and 2015.40 The Orascom Housing Communities 
scheme in the ‘October 6’ new town demonstrates the strong 
potential of such partnerships (see Box 2.1)

The cost to the Egyptian government of extending 
infrastructure to project sites in the desert has increased 
markedly from EGP 10.4 billion (or US $1.8 billion) in 
2000/01 to 17.2 billion (US $3 billion) in 2004/05 to 36 
billion (US $6.3 billion) in 2008/09 as planned urbanisation 
on the desert plateau gathers momentum and moves further 
away from the Nile valley. Land-based financing is used to 
defray the costs of infrastructure. Sustained demand for land 
and associated rapid price escalation in the new towns has 
enabled the government to meet the costs of infrastructure 
provision to new urban extensions and derive a net profit of 
EGP 200/m² (or US $35) on the land it sells in those areas 
(except for the subsidized land allocated for social housing).42

Still in Egypt, another determined 10-year government 
programme has combined regularisation, infrastructure 
improvements and the demolition of housing built in 
hazardous areas. As a result, 904 informal settlements were 
upgraded between 1994 and 2004. Despite the emergence 
of new ones, the number declined from 1,174 to 1,121 over 
those 10 years, while still extending over a significant 1,943 
km². It should be noted that 70 per cent of slum dwellers are 
concentrated in the two largest cities, Cairo and Alexandria, 
a feature shared by other North African countries. As in other 
developing countries, informal settlements in Egypt are often 
only one step away from moving out of the ‘slum’ category: 
for 85 per cent of the 1,014 settlements in this category, 
this would involve better compliance with building code 
requirements; for the remaining 15 per cent that encroach 

on government-owned land, upgrading would only require 
legalization of tenure.43

Egypt has devised a national strategy to contain the spread of 
unplanned urbanisation around the following four principles: 

• Establishing urbanisation perimeters for towns and 
villages and developing plans for areas within the 
perimeters;

• Surrounding existing, rapidly growing settlements 
with belts of planned projects;

• Increasing the production of housing affordable to 
low- and limited-income groups; and

• Steering rural migrants to the new settlements in 
developed areas in the desert.

Past experience demonstrates that informal developments 
cannot be contained by regulatory measures alone, since 
enforcement is at best sporadic due to corruption among local 
district officers in charge of authorisations and inspections.

In Alexandria, the governorate has launched a demand-
driven upgrading programme to improve basic infrastructure 
and other community services, generate economic 
opportunities for residents and make tenure more formal 
and secure through proper documentation. The first phase 
involved three large settlements, or about 15 per cent of the 
Governorate population. Four additional settlements are to 
be upgraded in the second phase of the project.44 

In 2009, the Egyptian government set up the Informal Set-
tlement Development Facility, which provides funding and 
technical assistance to public authority projects (see Box 2.2).

In Morocco since the 1980s, authorities have acted 
vigourously to eradicate bidonvilles (French for ‘shantytowns’) 
through upgrading, construction of apartments and provision 
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of serviced plots. In 2003, the Moroccan government adopted 
a new strategy that granted the private sector a more significant 
role in the provision of affordable housing and credit schemes 
for low-income earners who had no access to mortgage 
finance. In 2005, the government launched the Cities without 
Slums upgrading programme in 250 neighbourhoods in 
25 cities. The scheme targeted neighbourhoods with high 
unemployment, poor housing conditions and lack of access to 
basic services. An equivalent of US $900,000 was allocated to 
each neighbourhood. A consultative participatory process has 
been established to enhance social inclusion. This programme 
has already enabled Morocco to reduce its slum population by 
65 per cent between 1990 and 2010.

Since 2004, Al Omrane, the dedicated government-owned 
holding company has played a major role in Morocco’s Cities 
without Slums programme, funding the construction of 
affordable urban housing through its real estate development 
arm. In the process, the agency has contributed to the 
country’s poverty reduction efforts through the creation 
of economic activity zones for small- and medium-sized 
enterprises in its urban projects. These cover a wide range of 
schemes: re-housing of families living in makeshift dwellings 
(over 75,000 in 2007 and 2008); upgrading underserviced 
neighbourhoods; regularising land tenure in informal 
settlements; and developing new towns and urban expansion 
zones where a share of the land is allocated to construction 
of affordable housing. Between 2003 and 2009, Al Omrane 
completed 724,000 housing units for a cumulative cost of 
35.9 billion dirhams (MAD) (or US $4.6 billion).

Morocco’s newly adopted capital expenditure strategy for 
2008/12 focuses on greater private sector involvement through 
tax incentives, as well as development of mixed-income urban 
housing projects targeted at expatriate Moroccan workers. Al 
Omrane plans to build 30,000 housing units with a sales price 
of MAD140,000 (US $17,800); 37,200 for MAD250,000 
(US $32,000) for moderate-income households; and another 
37,200 at market rates to cross-subsidize the units for lower-
income households. The lower-cost units are a new product 
that will be affordable to households with monthly earnings 
between MAD1,800 and 2,700 (US $229 and US $343) and 
will be available on a priority basis to those living in dilapidated 
units, as well as to public sector employees. Buyers of low-cost 
units will be eligible for mortgages guaranteed by Fonds de 
garantie pour les revenus irréguliers et modestes (FOGARIM), 
an agency created in 2004 to encourage banks to provide 
long-term credit to lower-income individuals and those with 
a less than steady source of income. The Fund guarantees 
monthly loan repayments of up to MAD1,500 (US $190). 
By mid-2009 the Fund had guaranteed 48,000 loans worth 
MAD7 billion (US $890 million).

In Tunisia, the government’s direct involvement in the 
production of affordable housing has declined significantly 
in recent years. One of the main protagonists was the Société 
nationale immobilière tunisienne (SNIT) an independent 
government-owned company whose production peaked at 
15,000 units a year during the Sixth Plan (1982/86). As of 
2002, however, the number had fallen between 1,000 and 

1,500 units a year. Given that less than one per cent of the 
urban population was classified as living in substandard 
housing in the 2004 census, current government policy 
has shifted to infrastructure improvements in working class 
neighbourhoods46, including street lighting, water and sewer 
systems. The implementation of upgrading policies is the 
responsibility of the national Agence de réhabilitation et de 
rénovation urbaine  (ARRU), which since 2002 has spent over 
US $72 million on urban projects that have improved living 
conditions for 1,140,000 people.

These policies reflect a shift away from the traditional role 
of Northern African governments in the 1970s and 1980s, 
when urban improvement schemes were the sole responsibility 
of specialised public agencies. Since the turn of the century, 
an increasingly sharp distinction has been drawn between 
the regularisation and servicing by local authorities of land 
that has already been developed, on the one hand, and, on 
the other, the assembly of serviced land to be developed into 
mixed-income housing by public and para-statal entities and 
private developers, with various cross-subsidisation schemes 
to secure private sector involvement. This approach has 
allowed the leveraging of public funds to deliver a range of 
new, improved affordable housing, in the process causing 
significant declines in the numbers of slum dwellers and 
underserviced households in informal settlements.
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2.3
The Geography of 
Urban Land Markets
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Despite geographic and economic differences, a shared 
legacy of laws and institutions governing tenure, use, control 
and taxation of land has generated strong similarities in 
Northern Africa’s urban land markets. Prior to Western 
colonization, all these countries were under Ottoman rule, 
where tenure systems were still solidly anchored in sharia 
law and reflected the evolution of Islamic jurisprudence over 
1,500 years. Overlays of primary and derivative rights would 
combine to create a complex system whereby ownership of 
shares of a land parcel or a building could be held by different 
individuals. An 1897 Ottoman statute abolished government 
ownership of agricultural land across the empire and allowed 
beneficial rights holders to turn their tenure into fee-simple 
ownership. As a result, urban settlements were surrounded by 
privately-owned land.

Western colonial rule strengthened individual property 
rights and established the right for foreigners to own real 
estate. After independence, land reform combined with na-
tionalisation of large land holdings and the repossession of 
property owned by foreigners who had left the country. These 
moves added sizeable amounts of well-located land to public 
land reserves. Nevertheless, public land holdings on the ur-
ban fringes fell short of accommodating the accelerated ur-
banisation of the 1970s and 1980s when the surface area of 
the main cities doubled as a result of rural-urban migration, 
natural demographic increases and massive inflows of private 
capital and remittances into urban real estate. As urban ex-
pansion was no longer constrained by government ownership 
of land (which, incidentally, had prevented fragmentation 
and conversion of agricultural land to urban use), the result 
was a proliferation of unplanned subdivisions of fields and 
rapid densification of peri-urban informal settlements.

Inheritance laws mandating division of assets among heirs 
have added to the fragmentation of property ownership, 
which turns modern-day property registration methods into a 
serious challenge, based as they are on recording the physical 
attributes of a property, as opposed to traditional systems that 
recorded the attributes of the parties involved.

In Egypt, the bulk of government-owned land is located in 
the desert. Turning privately-owned agricultural land to urban 
uses is prohibited, except within the designated perimeters 
of urban settlements. Despite government efforts to develop 
state-owned desert land, the formal sector has been unable 

to meet the demand for affordable housing. As a result, 
vast informal housing areas have been developed illegally 
on agricultural lands on urban fringes and on government-
owned desert lands on the edge of the Nile valley. A 2007 
World Bank study on Egyptian informal housing enumerated 
as many as 8.5 million informal housing units, of which:
• 4.7 million units on agricultural land within or outside 

municipal boundaries;
• 0.6 million on government-owned desert land within 

municipal boundaries; and
• 3.2 million outside administrative village boundaries.47

In Cairo, 81 per cent of informal units sit on privately-
owned agricultural land, with 10 per cent on government-
owned desert land and the remainder on state-owned 
agricultural land.48

In Libya, all private property rights were abolished in March 
1978, although beneficial rights to residential dwellings 
were maintained. The government liberalised property 
regulations in the early 1990s and transferred ownership of 
dwellings to sitting occupants who, with the exception of 
low-income families, made monthly mortgage payments to 
the government equivalent to one third of the former rent. 
At present, private and public land markets operate side by 
side, but property rights are not secure and there remains a 
significant degree of regulatory uncertainty.49 

Morocco first introduced a land registration system in 
1913, under colonial rule, to delineate and title all privately-
owned property. In recent years, the housing shortage has 
driven up urban land prices. 

In Tunisia, as of 2006 most land was privately held and col-
lective land, as defined by a 1901 law, is typically tribal land. 
A 1964 law allowed the conversion of communal land into 
private holdings. In 2006, government-owned land still rep-
resented a significant portion of non-urban land, but private 
property was growing by an average 70,000 hectares per year.50 

In Sudan, land law and tenure combine customary law, 
sharia and English common law and a host of tribal customs 
in the southern region, each of which creates distinct rules, 
regulations and practices. Customary law is given greater 
importance in the South, whereas sharia and common law are 
dominant in the North. In many instances, a combination of 
tradition and custom prevails, even when they are not in line 
with formal regulations. 51 

In addition to the private sector, charitable religious 
endowments, the awqaf (plural for waqf, also known as 



76

CH
A
PT

ER
 T

W
O

‘habous’) are managed by a dedicated government department. 
To this day, they still control significant amounts of property 
in Northern African cities, particularly in the historic centres. 
They typically hold ownership rights to all or part of 20 to 40 
per cent of the properties.52  These endowments cannot dispose 
of such property and are not inclined to keep non-revenue 
earning buildings in a good state of repair, which contributes 
to the deterioration of historic centres. Tunisia is the notable 
exception since the awqaf were nationalised in 1956 and their 
properties transferred to the municipal authorities. In Egypt, 
a system of land swaps has been established, enabling the 
Ministry of Awqaf to exchange property in the city centre for 
land of equivalent value on the outskirts of the city.  
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As might be expected, land tenure systems in Northern Af-
rica are heavily influenced by Islamic jurisprudence regarding 
ownership transfer and inheritance of both primary and deriv-
ative rights. In contrast, development regulations have retained 
little from the historic rules that governed land development 
and building construction. The regulations that apply today 
are adapted from the Western practices first introduced under 
colonial rule to develop European-style neighbourhoods.

Development regulations in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia 
include zoning and dimensional requirements to implement 
locally-designed urban plans. Municipalities are also allowed 
to designate areas for rehabilitation or redevelopment. 
In Egypt, laws enacted in 1978 and 1982 introduced new 
regulations for the planning, subdivision and use of land, also 
allowing regularization of unplanned informal settlements. In 
1995 and 1997, new laws authorized the sale of government-
owned land to private institutions and adjusted regulations 
on subdivisions according to the type and proposed use of 
land.53  Egypt’s law No 119 of 2008 amalgamated all current 
legislation and regulations governing land development 
and building construction, including planning design, 
subdivision and dimensional regulations, building codes, 

management of property held in co-ownership and tenancy 
rules. The country’s urbanisation strategy unequivocally steers 
new developments toward desert land, with government 
departments and governorates facilitating implementation.54 
Despite these regulations, chaotic urbanisation has continued 
to spread unabated due to lack of effective control over land 
use, except for health and safety concerns e.g. nuisances caused 
by polluting activities and structurally unsound buildings.

In Libya, the government controls the planning and im-
plementation of large projects, including new residential 
districts. Unplanned areas house mainly lower-income con-
tracted migrant labour and illegal migrants. In Sudan, accel-
erated urbanisation in greater Khartoum has overpowered the 
regulatory framework, resulting in chaotic land development.
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The main factor behind urban land development in 
Northern African countries is the high cost and rapid 
appreciation of land. No other asset has risen in value at this 
pace in the subregion, with average prices doubling every 
three years since 1970. As a result, central city densities are 
high and new developments have been occurring primarily 
on urban peripheries. Populations in historic centres have 
been shrinking as older residential buildings are converted to 
commercial uses.

Sharp discrepancies can be found between land markets in 
older districts, where property prices are distorted by various 
forms of rent control, and in urban fringes, where formal and 
informal settlements are under development to host urban 
populations that continue to grow at annual rates varying be-
tween 1.7 per cent in Tunisia to 2.5 per cent in Algeria.55 In 
the face of sustained demand for land and government in-
ability to deliver adequate amounts of serviced land, public 
authorities have come to tolerate informal urban sprawl as 
well as piecemeal enforcement of regulations and codes, as 
urbanised areas have doubled or even tripled in size. Under-
serviced areas have grown at rates two to three times faster 
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than urbanised areas as a whole. The percentages of the urban 
population living in informal settlements in Northern Africa 
range from 20 per cent in Tunis to upwards of 60 per cent 
in the Cairo Region. However, it is important to note that 
buildings in these settlements are of reasonably good quality, 
layouts are rectilinear and, except for Sudan, they rarely suffer 
from more than one shelter deprivation, usually lack of water-
borne sewerage, or overcrowding.

In the informal sector, rising land prices have encouraged 
a resurgence of such traditional ownership patterns as joint 
ownership and various tenancy arrangements based on de-
rivative rights. In Morocco, in particular, it is common for 
one party to purchase the land and for another to pay for the 
bulk of the building, leaving it for each party to complete the 
building as they see fit. In some cases, individuals sharing a 
common bond (professional association or kinship) have es-
tablished cooperatives to acquire and subdivide land.56 These 
practices enhance the affordability of urban land and housing.

In Egypt, raw land prices vary significantly, ranging from 
EGP 450/m2 (or US $79) (for agricultural land that is 
expected to be serviced in the foreseeable future and where 
there is a likelihood of securing a building permit) to EGP 
250/m2 (or US $44) in more isolated locations. As might 
be expected, private freehold land with formal tenure status 
tends to command the highest prices and is often purchased 
as a speculative investment.57 In informal settlements, land 
prices vary widely depending on location and access to 
services. For instance, in the north-eastern sector of the Cairo 
Region, the average land price increased from EGP 280/m2 
(or US $49) in 1997 to EGP 1,800/m2 (or US $315) in 2003 
as a result of proximity to the city centre and access to roads, 
infrastructure and public transport.58 Serviced building plots 
on government-owned land are typically available at prices 
ranging from medium to high, but have also generated high 
degrees of speculation.

Still in Egypt, two main development patterns prevail. 
Private developers and small-scale contractors actively 
participate in the illegal subdivision of agricultural land for 

the construction of informal housing. As for developers of 
legal subdivisions, they have tended to rely on government-
supplied land, as regulations and mandatory service standards 
have made it difficult to develop privately-owned agricultural 
land in the absence of primary infrastructure systems. The 
Government is a major developer in its own right, providing 
serviced sites in the desert for settlement by new communities, 
where land prices have been doubling every other year. 
As a result, a growing number of investment companies 
have become involved in financing urban development on 
government-provided land. In Egypt, private financing of 
land development has grown from about EGP 15 million 
(or US $2.6 million) in 2005 to EGP 3,000 million (US 
$526 million) in 2009; today, 16 banks and nine investment 
companies, with a current capitalization of EGP 1,000 million 
(or US $175 million) are active in the real estate market.
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The urban form of most Northern African cities consists 
of a series of historic layers characterised by relatively homo-
geneous land markets, each with their own rules. The fab-
ric of the historic city (medina) typically consists of a dense 
agglomeration of buildings subdivided into small dwellings, 
with commercial uses on the ground floor. Some of these his-
toric centres feature on the UNESCO World Heritage List, 
including medieval Cairo, the medinas of Tunis, Fez, Meknes 
and Marrakech and the kasbah of Algiers.

Furthermore, to the exception of Tunisia, significant 
proportions (often up to 40 per cent) of historic district 
properties are owned by the awqaf charitable foundations. 
Many properties have deteriorated for lack of maintenance 
by absentee owners, as their rent-controlled housing attracted 
successive waves of rural migrants. Governments have 
deployed programmes to restore and preserve the historic 
centres as a valued cultural heritage and an architectural 
and urban legacy that can be attractive to domestic and 
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foreign tourism. This effort is made more complicated by 
the fragmented ownership patterns and the reluctance of the 
awqaf to participate in improvement initiatives that do not 
generate revenue. Nevertheless, significant improvements to 
public spaces, streets, facades, markets and historic buildings 
have been made in the majority of the listed historic centres.

The next historic layer in Northern Africa’s typical urban 
form is the planned city as developed during the colonial period. 
This consists of a Mediterranean urban pattern of multi-storey 
buildings, with distinct neighbourhoods reflecting the socio-
economic mix of the population. In these planned cities, large 
proportions of the centrally located residential stock have been 
converted to offices as the economy began to shift to tertiary 
activities. Following independence, planned extensions were 
built through a combination of public improvements and 
private investment. From 1975 to 1985, land values doubled 
every three to four years while prices on urban fringes rose by 
a factor of 15 to 20.59

The third layer is the peri-urban informal urbanisation that 
began in the 1970s and has accommodated most of Northern 
Africa’s sustained urban demographic growth rates of 2 to 4 
per cent on an annual average basis since the 1980s. This trend 
was facilitated by the post-colonial resurgence of traditional 
tenure systems, including:
• The right of settlers to claim ownership of wasteland that 

they have improved;
• Acquisition of property rights through adverse possession, 

with a typical 10-15 years’ lapse of time depending on the 
country; and

• Protection of inhabited dwellings from demolition 
regardless of regulatory status, except where the area or 
buildings are unsafe, or the site is needed for public use. 
The agency appropriating the land must provide relocation 
housing.60

These traditional rights have protected squatters on idle 
government-owned land and facilitated the regularisation of 
informal settlements. Where urbanisation of agricultural land 
is prohibited, land and/or property rights are transferred by 
notarial private contract but without the registration of the 
deeds or issuance of titles that are mandatory under property 
registration rules. In practice, this has created two parallel 
property transaction systems operating simultaneously in one 
and the same city. Unregistered titles remain commonplace 
and are upheld by courts, but cannot be used to challenge 
any owners with registered titles. Although the high cost of 
land is an incentive to register titles, registration is relatively 
expensive and therefore acts as a deterrent.

Since the 1990s, specialized public and para-statal agencies 
have been developing a fourth type of urban layer, namely 
planned urban extensions, new towns and development corridors. 
In response to high rates of urban demographic growth 
and associated demand for housing, these agencies began 
to redirect expansion beyond the urban fringe. These new 
districts, towns and corridors are reshaping larger centres into 
structured city regions. They are also effectively changing the 
spatial distribution of land values as these increase in and 
around newly developed sites. For instance in Egypt between 

1995 and 2007, 110 km² of desert lands were urbanised while 
expansion on agricultural lands was contained to 55 km².

Across Northern Africa today and through para-statal 
agencies and local authorities, government plays a major 
role in the formal urban land market, opening up new areas 
for development with transportation and infrastructure 
extensions in a bid to attract private development and 
channel it to desired planned locations. Public authorities also 
redevelop dilapidated slums in city centres to take advantage 
of the commercial potential and release higher land values.
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Over the next decade, the subregion’s urban population is 
to grow by an estimated 27 million and both provision of 
serviced land and enforcement of development regulations 
will continue to pose significant challenges to governments. 
The demand for affordable housing, both rental and 
home-ownership, will require significant improvements 
in land management practices and the definition of public 
interventions that ensure complementary roles for local 
authorities and the private sector.

Across Northern Africa and since the 1980s, various 
decentralization laws have shifted responsibility for land 
planning and management to local authorities. However, 
political and fiscal decentralisation has lagged behind this 
functional devolution. Despite the growing powers of 
governors and the mayors of large cities, decisions regarding 
large projects are still made at the ministerial or cabinet level, 
and funding for local improvement projects must be secured 
from central government, too. Furthermore, provincial and 
municipal authorities maintain their own separate appointed 
executives and elected councils.

In these countries, dedicated national departments are 
responsible for surveying and establishing the cadastre or land 
register, whereas local planning departments handle land-use 
rules and regulations, including delineation and adjustment 
of building lines, height limits and land coverage ratios, as 
well as encroachments on public rights of way. In the larger 
cities, routine, day-to-day, land-related decisions are dealt 
with by several distinct municipal departments, such as the 
following:
• issuance of building permits, certificates of occupancy, 

orders to vacate structurally unsound buildings threatening 
to collapse, and demolition orders; and 

• enforcing rules and regulations, including penalties for 
non-compliance.
Issues relating to tenure are adjudicated by the courts, 

which includes competing claims to ownership of land 
and disagreements among holders of different rights. Non-
compliance with development regulations or any land uses 
posing health or safety threats come under administrative law 
and can be enforced by local authorities.

Registration of property transfers is a cumbersome and 
costly process in all countries in the subregion, requiring a 
notarial act, a formal survey of the property undertaken by 
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the specialised department, payment of a registration fee, and 
filing the notarial bill of sale with the land registry.61 As a 
result, property owners, particularly in informal settlements, 
often do not bother registering their land plots.62
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When considering land and informal settlement issues in 
Northern Africa, it is important to draw a distinction between 
two different categories of unplanned urbanisation that are 
often lumped together and classified as informal settlements. 
The first type consists of parcels bought by limited-income 
households from legal owners of agricultural land on urban 
fringes. These land transfers are legal and can be registered. 
However, in some countries, the parcel cannot be used as a 
building plot since conversion of agricultural land to urban 
use is prohibited by law except within designated urban 
perimeters.

With this type of unplanned urbanisation, unserviced 
parcels cannot be legally subdivided, and buildings in these 
informal settlements are therefore encumbered with two 
instances of non-compliance: (a) illegal subdivision of land 
and change in use; and (b) unauthorised construction.

This category of informal settlements is currently the 
target of regularisation programmes. Their typical rectilinear 
patterns deriving from the original fields or orchards stand 
in sharp contrast with the organic morphology of squatter 
settlements, which instead tend to reflect the topography of 
the sites where they are located.
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Farmers intending to sell their land to an informal developer 
often leave the land barren. The land owner will send a 
request to the survey authority to declare the land as no longer 
arable. The land can then be sold to developers who proceed 
to subdivide it and sell the plots for building purposes.67 The 
resulting substantial mark-up makes informal developments 
on agricultural land unaffordable to households with incomes 
below the 30th percentile and only affordable to those 
above, who typically fund purchases from remittances from 
migrant relatives. Municipalities extend services to informal 
settlements as a function of available financial resources. As 
densities increase, infrastructure becomes overloaded; lack of 
sewerage and accumulations of solid waste pose serious health 
hazards.

The second type of informal urbanisation sees a takeover 
of public land by unscrupulous developers in collusion with 
corrupt local officials. This is happening in cities combining 
acute housing shortages and a scarcity of developable land. 
Developers proceed to erect apartment buildings and sell the 
flats to limited- and middle-income families. Sales prices are 
agreed in advance and cash payments are made in three to 
four instalments as construction makes progress, effectively 
pre-financing the project. These blatant violations are 
concentrated on the outskirts of the larger cities in Northern 
Africa. Once the settlements have reached a critical mass that 
makes it difficult for the government to evict residents, the 

probability of demolition becomes quite low, the settlement 
is usually regularized and infrastructure is provided.

In Egypt, this phenomenon has received extensive media 
attention over the past two years as developers have become 
bolder and the buildings higher and more visible. Recently, 
governors have been required to take all necessary steps to 
stem illegal occupancy of publicly-owned land.

The persistence of these two types of informal settlements 
show how difficult it is for most countries in Northern Africa 
to provide sufficient serviced land to accommodate demand 
for new housing against a background of continued rapid 
urban expansion.

3��� ���	�����-����&���%�0�6������


Although any productive or beneficial uses of urban property 
are subject to taxation, assessment and collection of property 
taxes are the responsibility of government departments and 
only a share of the revenues is redistributed to local authorities. 
Owner-occupied and rental housing, commercial premises and 
locales used for workshops and production activities, together 
with the incomes they generate, are all subject to one form of 
taxation or another. For all its size and role, the informal economy 
escapes taxation, which as a result weighs as a disproportionate 
burden on the formal property/real estate and business sectors. 
Added to these distortions comes a persistent, strong reluctance 
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to tax unproductive land and vacant premises, which effectively 
acts as a disincentive to any kind of development.

Tax yields from the real estate sector are comparatively low 
relative to market values. This is primarily due to one or more 
of the following eight factors: 
• Complex tenure systems and successive transfers of 

unregistered titles, resulting in unclear ownership patterns.
• Central government control of high-yield tax bases, including 

property taxes, which hampers updating of tax rolls.
• A perennial lag in the recording of new tax-producing assets 

in land registries.
• A redistribution system that is less a function of locally-raised 

revenues than of non-financial criteria such as population size, 
social fairness, geographic balance, development potential or 
national policies.

• Taxation schedules based on real or imputed rental values, 
rather than the capital value of the assets, a system that tends 
to understate the market value of real estate assets and their 
capital appreciation.

• Tenant protection regulations and rent laws that further 
depress property assessments based on rental valuation, 
thereby adding to the erosion of municipal tax bases. In 
Egypt, which features the most stringent rent control laws 
in the region, rents in the pre-1960 building stock have not 
increased since roll-backs to 1953 levels were enacted. Today, 
affluent families living in large five- or six-room apartments 
pay four to five time less than poor households renting two 
rooms in an informal settlement.

• Subsidies, tax rebates and exemptions granted to encourage 
specific categories of development (e.g., affordable housing).

• The exclusion from tax rolls of informal developments on 
urban fringes, except in Egypt.68

Taxation of urban property varies across countries. As of 
2008, Egypt would only tax improved lands. Originally, 
properties in new towns were tax-exempt, but this is no 
longer the case.69 Morocco levies two types of urban property 
tax: the taxe urbaine (urban tax) and the taxe d’édilité (council 
tax), both assessed on the rental value of the property. While 
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the rate of the taxe urbaine increases as a function of property 
value, residents of new units enjoy a five-year tax exemption. 
The taxe d’édilité is a flat 10 per cent levied on occupants 
of a dwelling to defray the cost of providing urban services. 
Owner-occupants benefit from a 75 per cent rebate on 
both taxes.70 Unlike Morocco and Egypt, Tunisia taxes both 
occupied and unoccupied urban land parcels.71 The central 
government collects property taxes and returns all but 10 per 
cent of the revenues to municipal authorities. In Sudan, urban 
property taxes are levied on improvements, not land, which 
encourages wasteful, low-density sprawl and a pattern of large 
parcels in affluent, centrally located neighbourhoods.72

This review suggests that efficient, rational property taxation 
systems are urgently needed in North Africa. The same holds 
with coordination among central and local entities responsible 
for land management. The multiplicity of laws and regulations 
governing the use, subdivision and development of land should 
be harmonized and streamlined. Law 119/2008 in Egypt came 
as a first attempt to do that. Although some clauses in the execu-
tive regulations may need revision, the law remains a significant 
step towards harmonised, streamlined land legislation.

����3���
�%������
��
&���
	��	������
�
,�����&��	

Northern African cities are struggling to balance decentrali-
sation as a prerequisite to participatory processes in urban 
management, on the one hand, and coordination of urban 
plans, projects, and investments among national and local au-
thorities, on the other. An overriding concern is the economic 
competitiveness of cities in a changing global economy.

In this complex endeavour, policymakers are faced with the 
following three major challenges:
• The high costs and rapid appreciation of land, which keeps 

families with incomes below the 30th percentile out of 

formal land markets, and tends to make the informal land 
market less affordable. Rising land values have led to an 
increase in density and building heights, often in violation 
of land use regulations and building codes. As a result, 
the quality of the urban environment has suffered and 
both infrastructure and transport systems are overloaded. 
Collusion among local officials, small developers and 
contractors encourages weak enforcement of codes and 
regulations, thereby undermining efforts to manage urban 
land development.

• Worsening water shortages throughout the subregion, 
which call for conservation measures. Land development 
regulations should include requirements for the reuse of 
treated wastewater, as well as planting and landscaping that 
are adapted to the prevailing arid climate.

• Rising sea levels as a result of climate change, which are 
likely to affect settlements in coastal areas and threaten 
ecologically important areas and bird habitats. Urbanisation 
of these areas should be prohibited and every effort made to 
contain the spread of informal settlements on ‘at risk’ land.
These challenges can be met with a combination of 

assertive spatial planning, transparency and accountability 
in land management together with stringent enforcement of 
development controls. Even more importantly, rapid release 
of serviced land affordable to limited-income groups is critical 
to proper living standards in Northern African cities.

Some countries are experimenting with new forms of public-
private partnerships to increase the supply of serviced urban 
land that is affordable to larger segments of the population. 
In Egypt, the government makes subsidized land available to 
developers, with off-site infrastructure to build housing that 
will be affordable to families with incomes below the national 
median. In Morocco, a share of the land developed by Al 
Omrane is allocated to the construction of housing for lower- 
and limited-income families.
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2.4
The Geography of 
Climate Change

UN-HABITAT has identified the cities that are vulnerable 
to the impacts of climate change; in Northern Africa, these 
are almost all coastal cities including Alexandria, Algiers, 
Casablanca, Tripoli and Tunis. There appears to be a 
consensus in the international community that sea-level rise 
is accelerating. From 1961 to 2003, sea-level rise increased 
by 1.8 mm/year on average, but from 1993 to 2003 the pace 
accelerated to an average 3.1 mm/year.73 Forecasts of sea- 
level rise in the Mediterranean range from 30 cm to over 50 
cm by 2100. Although issues like solid waste management, 
infrastructure and environmental sanitation are among those 
facing any conurbation, they are particularly relevant to 
those coastal cities exposed to sea-level rise. These cities can 
respond to climate-related problems with well-adapted land 
management policies, preventing unauthorized settlement 
in high-risk areas and providing for adequate, scientifically-
based treatment of structures such as seawalls, breakwaters 
and marinas that affect coastal currents.

Increased human-made pressure throughout most of the 
Maghreb has been changing the natural Northern African 

landscape, most likely increasing the pace of desertification. 
Access to fresh water (see Table 2.9), a traditionally 
important issue in Northern Africa, is likely to become 
even more difficult as agricultural and urban uses continue 
to compete for limited natural resources, and this situation 
is compounded by the increasing frequency of intermittent 
droughts. Demographic growth and economic development 
have led to overexploitation. In Algeria, Egypt, Libya, 
Morocco and Tunisia, water availability has already fallen 
below, or is approaching, 1,000 m3 per head and per year, the 
standard benchmark for water scarcity.74 Egypt and Libya are 
withdrawing more water annually than is renewed, and both 
countries are relying on desalination plants to supplement 
supply (see Box 2.3).

Improved water provision requires watershed management 
planning, adequate monitoring of groundwater levels and 
replenishment of aquifers for oases, as well as strict licensing of 
boreholes. Desalination plants have become more widespread 
in coastal areas on the back of advances in technologies.

One problem in North Africa is that current national and 
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sub-regional fresh water management systems overlook the 
cross-border nature of aquifers and rarely engage communities 
in conservation efforts. This is where a participatory approach 
emphasizing stakeholders’ role, including non-governmental 
organisations, would greatly help. Multinational strategies co-
ordinate the use of river basin waters, as in the case with the 
Nile River (see Chapter 4, Box 4.9).83 Several initiatives are 
underway to address these issues, although it is too early to 
assess their impact. USAID and the Arab Network for Envi-
ronment and Development (RAED) have formed a strategic 
partnership to increase regional capacity and enhance aware-
ness in the Middle East and Northern Africa with regard to 
critical water issues.84 The European Union is working with 
the African Union’s ‘Situation Room’ to establish a Continen-
tal Early Warning System on climate change.85

World Bank initiatives in Northern Africa, both in 
partnership with the Arab Water Council or bilaterally with 
governments, focus on rationalizing water consumption. In 
particular, participating municipalities now take to forecasting 
future precipitation levels, modernizing irrigation, expanding 

wastewater collection and treatment, and improving 
groundwater management and ‘water accounting’.86 They 
look to curb ‘non revenue’ water, i.e., systemic losses due to 
outdated or poorly maintained distribution networks, which 
can account for over 30 per cent of consumption. On top of 
these efforts, treatment and reuse of wastewater must increase 
significantly (see Box 2.6).
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Specific geographic, cultural, economic, and political 
features will shape any country’s adaptation efforts and the 
readiness, or otherwise, of local populations to change daily 
routines.87 Persuading cash-strapped local authorities that they 
must spend resources on a problem that will only manifest 
itself over the longer term is just as difficult, especially 
in view of more pressing economic and social concerns 
including poverty alleviation, infrastructure deficiencies, 
housing shortages and inadequate public services, together 
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with the overriding need for any city today to enhance its 
competitiveness as a desirable location for private productive 
investment and attendant job creations.

Furthermore, cities’ ability to effectively respond to the 
anticipated impacts of climate change is constrained by three 
major types of factor:
1. The conflicting scenarios generated by distinct agencies 

and experts, which confuse city officials and compound 
the difficulty of deciding on mitigating action (coming on 
top of lack of local data regarding most of the foreseeable 
effects which climate change will have on any specific 
location). 

2. Lack of the financial and technical resources needed to 
respond to the complex nature of the impacts. 

3. Lack of control over any public or private entities that 
operate outside the jurisdictional boundaries of a locality 
but whose actions magnify the effects of climate change 
on that locality.88 Nonetheless, urban authorities can put 
themselves in a position to mitigate the potential impacts 
of climate change, such as through their planning and 
management functions.

While Alexandria is considered one of the most vulnerable 
cities to sea-level rises, the city proper is built on high 
ground and is only threatened by storm surges. However, 
urban sprawl and informal urbanisation of villages in the 
rural hinterland are at risk of flooding if the sea level rises 
by more than 30 cm. An effective mitigation strategy would 
be to restrict development in the most flood-prone areas 
through stringent land management, while at the same time 
steering developments towards safer areas with the provision 
of adequate infrastructure. 

As for urban sprawl, its detrimental effects are clearly evident 
in Northern Africa. In Tunisia, net density has decreased from 
110 to 90 individuals/ha since 1975 while the population has 
increased by 4.5 million89 and nearly doubled in Tunis over 
the same period.90 Although some of this expansion is on safe 
ground, development in low-lying areas around the salt-water 
Lake of Tunis and along the coast is exposed to flooding as 
the sea level rises.

The complex nature of climate change impacts dampens 
the effectiveness of local responses, which would require both 
horizontal and vertical coordination among various entities. 
It is incumbent on municipalities, jointly with relevant 
government departments, to control urbanisation, tourism 
and industrial sitings while safeguarding the ecology of coastal 
areas.91 
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Research conducted at the University of Paris highlights 
both a rise in minimum and maximum daily temperatures 
in Sfax, and a significant lengthening of the hot season in 
this major Tunisian resort.92 The thermal rise is attributed 
to phenomena known as the urban ‘heat island’ effect, the 
‘North Atlantic Oscillation’ (NAO) and nebulosity increase, 
with annual maximum temperatures rising by over 2°C 
between 1970 and 2002 while minimum annual temperatures 
rose by no more than 1.2°C.93 The extension of the hot 
season seems to have been more dramatic between 1970 and 
1994, increasing in length from 25 to 35 periods94, while the 
cold season shrank from 35 to 13 periods. These trends are 
expected to continue in the future. 

Remote sensing, field observation stations and geographic 
information systems (GIS) are needed to collect the data 
required to assess and forecast climate change impacts. Egypt’s 
Nile delta coast is already highly vulnerable to sea-level rise 
due to flat topology, tectonic subsidence and lack of new 
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sediment deposits since the construction of the Aswan High 
Dam, with sea currents adding to vulnerability. The most 
affected area will be the Egyptian Mediterranean coast from 
Port Said to Rosetta. In the two cities, the coastline at the 
estuary has receded by 3 to 6 kilometres due to the combined 
effects of beach erosion and scouring.95

While the extent of impacts is not precisely known, climate 
change is bound to throw fresh challenges at Northern 
African countries. Bilateral and multilateral cooperation 
is addressing the need for accurate information regarding 
local impacts. The United Nations University’s Institute for 
Environment and Human Security (UNU-EHS) is building 
the capacities of central and local agencies to identify high-
vulnerability flood zones around the globe as well as potential 
forced migration flows as a result of climate change, while 
establishing Early Warning Systems for natural disasters. 
Regarding North Africa, the World Bank has recently funded 
research on climate change adaptation and natural disaster 
preparedness in Alexandria, Casablanca and Tunis.
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In ongoing environmental research, policy debates are 
beginning to shift away from trend reversal to adaptation. It 
is generally agreed that effective action to halt environmental 
degradation will be slow in coming, because of political 
reluctance to address the economic and social root causes. 
Therefore, it is incumbent on all cities, and especially those 
more vulnerable, to develop practical strategies for adaptation. 
For example, in Algiers, a city dominated by industrial land 
uses, inter-agency workshops were held in 2010 on disaster 
risk assessment, focusing on flash floods and mudflows, the 
frequent landslides of recent years and the 2003 earthquake.

Egypt is widely viewed as one of the three countries in 
the world that are most vulnerable to the effects of climate 
change. Flooding, coastal erosion and salt water intrusion in 
the Northern Delta will submerge lagoons and lakes and in-
crease soil salinity, with adverse effects on agriculture. Egypt 
has begun upgrading its geographical information (GIS) data-
base with high-resolution satellite images that can accurately 
help identify vulnerable areas along the northern coastline, 
positioning tide gauges to monitor changes in sea levels.96

Faced with these challenges, authorities in Alexandria have 
begun to take a number of strategic steps. The governor has 
established a special committee on climate change including 
experts in marine sciences, water resources, hydraulics, coastal 
zone management, remote sensing, industry and trade to ad-
vise on the impacts of climate change. The governor enjoined 
the committee to make the best use of available data and 
start developing mitigation schemes. Longer-term adaptation 
strategies would be based on new, more accurate data.97

Coastal vulnerabilities are compounded by poor land poli-
cies and uses, such as the proliferation of recreational resorts 
with marinas and breakwaters that affect Mediterranean 
coastal currents and alter natural sand deposits. Immediate 

concerns include significant beach erosion (up to 50m over 20 
years), salt-water intrusion, and rising levels of both ground-
water and Lake Mariout (to the south of Alexandria) which 
flood streets and ground floors along the northern shore. Al-
though climate change is not a factor behind these problems, 
these will all be compounded by sea-level rise. This prospect 
highlights the urgent need for adaptation strategies as well as 
reviews of land policies and uses. Based on recommendations 
from the climate change committee, the governor of Alex-
andria has already decided that submerged structures would 
reduce scouring and help replenish beaches, and that ground-
water affecting historic monuments would be pumped out, 
as both problems are of some importance to domestic and 
foreign tourism.

It remains for the governorate to develop a strategy for man-
aged urbanisation in the rural hinterland, where 840 hectares 
and expanding villages housing 400,000 are at risk of flooding 
by rising sea levels.98 The need here is for a long-term plan and 
a land management strategy to deter further settlement ex-
pansion in high-risk areas, while consulting with the national 
government over any issues of more than local relevance.
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2.5
Emerging Issues
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Northern African countries are strategically located on the 
informal migration routes leading from sub-Saharan Africa 
to Europe. It is estimated that between 65,000 and 120,000 
sub-Saharan Africans cross the Maghreb countries (Algeria, 
Libya, Mauritania, Morocco and Tunisia) every year, most 
on their way to Europe although some stay in Northern 
Africa. Some 100,000 sub-Saharan Africans now reside in 
Algeria and Mauritania, one to 1.5 million in Libya, and 2.2 
to 4 million (primarily Sudanese) in Egypt. More recently, 
Northern Africa has also received temporary immigrants from 
Bangladesh, China, India, Pakistan, and the Philippines, who 
work in construction, trade, and services.99

Those immigrants who do not stay in Northern Africa 

move on to the northern Mediterranean shores. From the 
coast of Libya, many emigrants try to reach Malta, Sicily or 
Lampedusa. In Algeria, migrants from Tamanrasset in the 
Sahara travel to northern cities or through to Morocco on the 
border near Oujda. From coastal areas like Al Hoceima, they 
try to reach Malaga or Almería in southern Spain. Another 
major migration pattern is from Algiers to Sète or Marseille, 
France. Emigration flows from Tan-Tan and Tarfaya, 
Morocco, to the (Spanish) Canary island of Fuerteventura are 
also apparent. With increased border controls across the Strait 
of Gibraltar, more migrants tend to leave from Mauritania 
and south coastal settlements on the perilous boat trip to the 
Canary Islands.
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To the exception of Libya and Sudan, Northern African 
countries have been experiencing sustained emigration of 
their working-age populations in search of jobs, primarily 
in Europe and the Gulf States. Between 2005 and 2010, in 
Algeria, Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia, the annual net numbers 
of emigrants ranged between 4,000 and 85,000, compared 
with net numbers of immigrants between 4,000 and 27,000 
in Libya and Sudan.100 As of 2008, North Africa received US 
$22.8 billion in remittances from expatriate workers, or about 
5 per cent of the world total. However, the 2008 financial 
crisis has led to a decrease in emigration and a concomitant 
decline in remittances that has exacerbated the impact on the 
economy of the downturns in tourism, foreign investment 

and general business activity. Egypt was the largest receiver of 
remittances with US $8.68 billion, equivalent to 5.3 per cent 
of GDP in 2008. Morocco was the second largest receiver 
with US $6.89 billion, or 8 per cent of GDP. In Libya, recent 
hostile attitudes and the subsequent deportation of some 
145,000 immigrants, primarily to sub-Saharan countries, have 
temporarily disrupted migration patterns in the region.101

In Morocco, many urban youths with relatively high 
education feel alienated and frustrated.102 They perceive 
emigration to Europe as a survival strategy to escape the high 
rates of unemployment prevailing in urban centres at home 
which, at just over 35 per cent, are significantly higher than 
the nationwide 9.5 per cent.103
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Established in July 2008 to reinforce and build upon the 
goals of peace, security and stability set forth by the 1995 Bar-
celona Declaration, the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) 
consists of 43 member states including all EU members and 
the African and Middle Eastern countries along the Mediter-
ranean shorelines (Libya only has observer status) or the At-
lantic Ocean (Mauritania).104 The Union funds those projects 
best suited to advance its objectives in the following categories:
• Renewable solar energy, including the plans for cross-

Mediterranean power lines carrying energy harvested in the 
Sahara.105

• Transportation improvements, with upgrading of ports and 
rail networks. Projects completed to date include sea freight 
lines between Agadir (Morocco) and Perpignan (France), 
and between Tunis and Genoa (Italy). The Transport 
Project is now considering 215 proposed improvements to 
coastal rail networks and seaports in the Mediterranean, the 
majority in Northern Africa.106 

• Water and sanitation. The ‘Horizon 2020’ initiative aims to 
eradicate pollution in the Mediterranean by the year 2020. 
Urban areas, with discharges of industrial effluent and 
municipal waste water and the dumping of solid waste are 
the source of 80 per cent of the pollution in the Mediter-
ranean.107 The current objective is to provide waste water 
treatment for an additional two million people by 2020.108 

• Sustainable Urban Development. The Union’s predominantly 
urban orientation is based on the fact that cities are the 
major beneficiaries of projects. In anticipation of future 
cooperation and funding, Northern African cities are now 
looking to improved links with the European Union. In 
particular, coastal cities on the northern and southern 
Mediterranean shores are intensifying exchanges and 
looking to launch joint initiatives. These trends will be 
reinforced as UfM develops and leverages funding from 
the European Investment Bank and other multilateral or 
bilateral sources. Another Union aim is improved standards 
for urban housing.

• Business Support. The Union promotes trade between 
member states along the lines set out by the Euro-Med Trade 
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Roadmap, which the Ministers discussed in December 
2009. The Roadmap emphasizes free trade and the creation 
of a favourable investment environment.109

• Civil Protection and Disaster Management. This includes the 
anticipated impacts of climate change. 

• Culture. The Union plans to promote sustainable Mediter-
ranean architecture and safeguard the region’s architectural 
and urban design heritage, but has yet to highlight spe-
cific projects. Ministers were to select some early projects 
in 2010. In the meantime, a new Euro-Med scheme based 
in Marseille, known as the Medinas 2020 Initiative, has 
launched a programme for the rehabilitation and conserva-
tion of Northern Africa’s historic urban centres.110

Ministers jointly select projects, most of which are supported 
by multinational rather than bilateral funding; together with 
Germany’s KfW Bank, the European Investment Bank, the 
African Development Fund and the World Bank have made 
available over a billion Euros worth of loans for Union-
approved projects.

To countries on the northern Mediterranean shores, 
the rationale behind the Union is to promote economic 
development and private investment to foster peace in the 
area and stem emigration to Europe. Countries along the 
southern Mediterranean shoreline view the scheme both as a 

channel for foreign direct investment and a potential stepping 
stone on the way to eventual EU membership.

3���
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Urban corridors are typically shaped by major 
transportation routes and anchored by cities. Cities located 
along development corridors have been growing at faster rates 
than those in the hinterland. A major challenge is how to 
link hinterland cities to corridors and attract development to 
those urban settlements located beyond the impact areas of 
the corridors. 

Two incipient transnational corridors are now consolidating 
in Northern Africa: the Southern Mediterranean Coastal Region 
and the Nile Valley Corridor.

3���(�!	�����,�
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The southern Mediterranean coast was a rich agricultural 
area in ancient times when the climate was less arid and rain-
fall more substantial, as it still is in Morocco due to the prox-
imity of the Atlantic Ocean. The rich legacy of archaeological 
sites such as Leptis Magna and Carthage testify to the great-
ness of the Hellenistic and Roman eras in the region. Whereas 
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Egypt and Libya served as granaries to ancient Rome, the loss 
of perennial agriculture along the south Mediterranean coast 
and the shifting of trade routes led to partial decline. However, 
the coastal region has experienced an impressive revival in more 
recent times, especially since the 1960s, driven by the develop-
ment of oil-related industries, manufacturing and tourism.

Tourist resorts started in Tunisia and are now expanding 
rapidly in Egypt, driven by private real estate development 
companies. As mentioned earlier, the associated breakwaters 
or marinas have interfered with coastal currents and marine 
ecology, on top of restricting public access to beaches. 
Industrial development has resulted in the expansion of ports 
and industrial zones, particularly in oil terminals, including 
the SUMED pipeline from Suez to Alexandria, Al Khums, 
Benghazi, Tripoli and all the way to Algiers and Oran.

There is little doubt that this incipient coastal corridor is 
to consolidate over time. The issues that have emerged so far 
are as follows:
• Mediating conflicts between competing land uses, since 

tourism and industry do not mix. Noise, fumes and 
pollution degrade the coastal environment prized by 
resort developers. In general, priority is given to ports and 
manufacturing, which generate exports and more jobs. In 
Egypt and Tunisia, tourism is a major source of foreign 
exchange and a crucial component of national development 
plans. The importance of tourism tends to ensure that it is 
given priority in prime coastal areas, but public access to 
beaches is a significant concern.

• Industry and tourism have both affected the coastal 
environment. The corridor badly needs a thorough 
assessment leading to guidelines and regulations for the 
protection of marine ecology, including beach flora and 
fauna. In this respect, national plans can be supplemented 
by international agreements in the future. 

3��������8������$����
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The Nile has traditionally acted as a link and a bond 
between countries in the watershed (Egypt, Sudan and 
Ethiopia). Trade patterns and the necessity of sharing water 
areas with riparian countries have reinforced contacts among 
cities along the river. The construction of the Aswan High 
Dam had temporarily interrupted traditional trade patterns 
as the rising waters spread over Old Nubia, forcing the 
resettlement of communities on either side of the border 
between Egypt and Sudan. Today, the level of the reservoir 
has stabilized and Egypt has begun rebuilding the Nubian 
villages on the plateau overlooking the lake, with land and 
housing allocated to those Nubian families displaced in 1964, 
or their heirs. While this ‘New Nubia’ stands to re-establish 
the physical continuity of settlements between Aswan and 
Khartoum, sustenance in these villages is problematic since 
most Nubians now work in Egyptian cities or beyond in oil-
producing countries or the West. 

People along the Nile valley corridor continue to interact 
as they have done for millennia. In many ways, the major 
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issue today relates to use of the Nile waters by the settlements 
stretching along the banks. Riparian states determine their 
respective shares through international agreements, but the 
allocation of shares among cities within each country stands 
out as a priority, particularly in Egypt, together with the 
associated need for rationalised use of the water. 

$�	��.�����


Managing rapid urban growth poses a challenge to all 
countries in Northern Africa. In Morocco, the three national 
agencies involved in urban development were merged in 
2004 under one holding company, the Al Omrane Group, 
which is now responsible for all aspects of urban and regional 
development. This includes the planning and implementation 
of extensions to existing cities and new towns with a mix of 
market-rate and social housing. Both projects include a wide 

range of economic activities and related employment, from 
industrial parks to handicraft. 

In Egypt, the sprawl associated with rapid urban expansion 
is consuming already scarce agricultural land at an alarming 
rate, particularly in the delta region. Since 1982, Egypt’s 
national policy has aimed to redirect urban growth onto 
desert land, with development corridors anchored on existing 
cities in the Nile Valley and new towns in the desert. Further 
extensions to these corridors will create new poles in natural 
or artificial oases. New growth nodes are also to be developed 
along the Mediterranean coast east and west of Alexandria. 
In Cairo, where most urban development had taken place 
illegally on agricultural land, the balance is beginning to 
shift: between 1995 and 2007 and as noted earlier, 110 km² 
of desert land were urbanised, while expansion on urban 
agricultural lands had diminished to 55 km².

Greater Cairo is the only megacity in Northern Africa and 
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it was also the first city region to develop in this part of the 
continent. The Greater Cairo Region (GCR) is home to 44 
per cent of Egypt’s urban population and 22 per cent of the 
total population. One of the densest cities in the world, Cairo 
faces the typical challenges of cities in the developing world: 
traffic congestion, pollution, overcrowded living conditions, 
limited green space, and high rates of unemployment. Over 
40 per cent of the region’s urbanised area consists of illegal 
settlements. The recently adopted Cairo 2050 strategy 
proposes to enhance the competitiveness of the Egyptian 
capital and upgrade living conditions to international 
standards. The six main components of the strategy are as 
follows:
• De-densify the city centre and accommodate new growth 

with redistribution of the population to such new periph-
eral urban areas as the ‘October 6’ Governorate and the 
Helwan Governorate.

• Improve accessibility within the region, increasing the 
number of subway lines to 15 and constructing 14 new 
highways to link the inner and outer ring roads.

• Upgrade infrastructure and services in informal areas, 
resettle people living in hazardous areas and relocate 
polluting industries outside the conurbation.

• Improve governance with clear-cut complementary roles 
for governorates and district councils.

• Encourage private sector participation in development 
projects.

• The Greater Cairo plan also proposes to enhance the 
Egyptian capital’s competitiveness with the following 
projects:
-  Establishing a world-class centre for financial services.
- Encouraging new firms specializing in export-oriented 
services, including health, and the development of high-
technology products.
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- Preservation of historic Islamic, Coptic and Khedivial 
centres, with associated tourist-oriented development. 
The emergence of the Cairo city region has spawned a 

challenge for governance. Constituent entities are typically 
reluctant to be amalgamated into a single metropolitan 
government area, which can prove unwieldy to manage and 
too far removed from constituents. In the case of Greater 
Cairo, the region has been reorganised into five governorates, 
with two new ones in April 2008. 
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In the early 1980s Northern African countries recognized 
the need to redeploy their traditionally highly centralised 
administrative structures and enacted laws to that effect. 
Nevertheless, more than two decades later and as in many 
other regions of the world, devolution of responsibilities 
has not been matched by commensurate financial resources 
through either transfers or new sources of revenue.

As it stands in North Africa today, the decentralised 
framework seeks to foster participation and promote 
efficiency in the use of scarce resources through partnerships 
between central agencies (which provide finance and technical 
expertise), local authorities (in charge of implementing 
projects), and the communities that stand to benefit from the 
projects. The more positive examples include the following: 
• In Tunisia, the government-controlled Urban Rehabilitation 

and Renovation Agency (ARRU) selects projects, and 
the National Solidarity Fund (also known as the ‘26/26 
Fund’) provides funding for those focusing on improved 
conditions in low-income urban districts. ARRU’s current 
projects focus on dilapidated districts in the larger cities 
through partnerships among central and local authorities 
and the private sector. Municipalities can borrow from the 
Solidarity Fund to meet the costs of local infrastructure and 
community facilities, and transfer the borrowed funds to 
ARRU to undertake the projects. Project costs are split as 
follows: Solidarity Fund: 65 per cent; Housing Fund: 5.2 
per cent; government departments: 1.4 per cent; and the 
private sector: 2.8 per cent.

• Morocco’s Al Omrane regroups under a single holding 
company the country’s land development and urban 
upgrading agencies, and secures funding for its projects.

• Egypt’s General Organization of Physical Planning (GOPP) 
designs strategic development plans for governorates and 
cities, and the recently instituted Informal Settlement 
Development Facility provides funding and technical 
assistance to local authorities implementing urban 
improvement projects.
The strengths of specialised agencies lie in their ability to 

concentrate expertise and attract funding from donors as well 
as multilateral and bilateral development organizations. This 
model can be replicated in other countries. Indeed, this type 
of specialized agency is needed wherever a well-focused long-
term intervention is in order, together with a commitment 
of public sector resources and resort to public powers such as 
eminent domain.
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3.1
The Social Geography of Urbanisation

For the purposes of this report, the Western African 
subregion includes Benin, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, the Gambia, Ghana, Liberia, 
Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Saint Helena, Senegal, 
Sierra Leone and Togo.

Each of these countries is challenged by the need to manage 
the opportunities and constraints arising from an accelerating, 
inevitable transition to urban demographic predominance. As 
in many other developing regions, cities act as the engines of 
economic growth because they create wealth, enhance social 
development and provide employment. However, when not 
properly governed or planned, as is largely the case in Western 
Africa, cities can become repositories for poverty, social ills, 

exclusion, environmental degradation and potential hotbeds 
of social unrest.

The ongoing urban transition comes under many different 
forms and rapidly changing conditions in Western Africa, 
including rapid and massive coastal urbanisation, the 
emergence of urban regions and domestic and cross-border 
development corridors. This raises many new challenges, 
including the rapid geographic concentration of poverty in 
urban areas, latitudinal and longitudinal mobility, climate 
change and its effects, etc. These features make urban 
expansion in its various guises an important common 
challenge for governments in the subregion, who should more 
than ever before see it as a priority for national policies, as 
well as a collective priority for the subregion as a whole, since 
Western Africa is an integration space where cities act as the 
driving force of development and modernization.

In 1950, a mere 6.6 million people lived in Western African 
cities. The number and the rate of urbanisation increased only 
slowly until 1990. Around that time, the urbanisation rate of 
Western Africa overtook the continental average and began to 
accelerate. The urban population rose to 92.1 million in the 
year 2000 and 137.2 million (a near 50 per cent increase) in 
2010. This accelerating trend of urbanisation rates is expected 
to peak at an annual average rate of 6.24 per cent between 
2020 and 2030, after which the trend should decelerate. 
Western Africa will become predominantly urban around 
2020 with an estimated 195.3 million city dwellers. By 2050, 
that number will reach 427.7 million, or 68.36 per cent of the 
total population.

During the current decade up to 2020, Western Africa 
will become host to an additional 58 million urban dwellers, 
another 69 million during the 2020-30 decade and a further 
79 million between 2030 and 2040. Even then, urban 
demographic growth will not subside in absolute terms, despite 
the expected onset of a declining inter-decade urbanisation 
trend around 2030. The 2040-50 decade is projected to add 
a further 84 million people to Western African cities. The 
message embedded in these statistics should be clear: Western 
African nations must give urgent attention to their rapidly 
growing urban populations. They must build governance 
and management capacities in cities of all sizes and plan for 
significant spending on services provision.
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The urban geography of Western Africa varies widely 
across the subregion’s countries. For example, in 2010, the 
percentage of people living in areas classified as urban was 
highest in Cape Verde with 61.0 per cent and lowest in 
Niger with 17.1 per cent and a regional urbanisation average 
of 42.0 per cent. Five of the subregion’s 17 nations were 
already estimated to be predominantly urban in 2010: Cape 
Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana and Liberia. The mid-
range to relatively low concentrations of urban populations 

in some Western African countries notwithstanding, cities 
such as Porto Novo, Benin, Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, 
Accra, Ghana, Niamey, Niger, Lagos, Nigeria and Lomé in 
Togo, are all confronted with ‘over-urbanisation’. This means 
that in these cities the populations are growing much faster 
than local economies, leading to major social and economic 
challenges like high unemployment rates, slum proliferation, 
social polarization and crime. Other commonplace urban 
challenges in the region include rapid changes in land use and 
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land cover, and deteriorating environments, not to mention 
the effects of climate change.

The current rapid demographic growth in cities is bound, 
over the next decades, to pose particularly daunting chal-
lenges in terms of poverty alleviation and environmental deg-
radation. However, urban demographic growth cannot, on 
its own, account for human exposure to socio-economic and 
environmental risks. Rather, it is the pace of urban change 
that is adding to human vulnerability. This change involves 
rapidly proliferating, deep urban poverty that disproportion-
ately affects women and children, which, together with ethnic 
and racial conflict, urban crime, homelessness and degraded 
urban environments all have far-reaching political and socio-
economic implications. Economic prospects look bright for 
some Western African nations, which gives their cities the po-
tential to improve the living conditions of countries' poorest 
residents. However, cities with the highest rates of population 
growth and urban change tend to be found in the nations 
with the most listless economies. For the cities, the risks of 
further deterioration are both obvious and there to stay.

The concentration of populations in urban areas is in prin-

ciple positive, since this can generate efficiencies and eco-
nomic gains through agglomeration of all kinds of resources, 
first and foremost human. In cities and regions with sluggish 
economies, however, stark spatial disparities and socio-eco-
nomic polarization are becoming increasingly visible. With 
the demographic and spatial expansion of cities, the capac-
ity of several Western African nations to manage and address 
the implications is lagging way behind. The more harmful of 
those implications, whether of a social, economic or environ-
mental nature, fall especially heavily upon the poor, most of 
whom become excluded from the benefits of prosperity.

The problems of the urban poor cannot but affect national 
efforts to achieve sustainable development. In an increasingly 
interdependent world, high prevalence and persistence of do-
mestic urban poverty can have implications for other nations, 
apart from emigration flows. Deep deprivation weakens na-
tional capacities to combat organized crime, human traffick-
ing, armed conflict, terrorism, social unrest and the spread of 
diseases. These, in turn, can have severe domestic economic, 
environmental and security consequences, and also affect 
neighbouring states and the global community. In a global 
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age, the outcomes associated with high poverty incidence can 
often no longer be contained within national boundaries, and 
can therefore also affect regional and global stability.

However, it is not just deprivation of income or consumption 
opportunities that forces huge numbers of urban dwellers to 
live in the unacceptable conditions associated with socio-
economic exclusion. A broader view encompasses the non-
income dimensions of poverty such as access to education 
and health services, gender equity and access to basic services 
like clean water and adequate sanitation facilities. Inequality 
is closely related to poverty and a factor in domestic wealth 
distribution, income and consumption. It is different from 
inequity, which refers to an ill-balanced distribution of 
economic, political, social and cultural opportunities.

Throughout history, one of the functions of cities has been 
to protect residents from the onslaughts of invaders and civil 
strife. Over time, the concentration of wealth, knowledge and 
power in cities has allowed for specialization which, in turn, 
has contributed to technical, cultural and social innovation 
and generally rising levels of economic and social prosperity. 
However, in Western Africa, as elsewhere in the developing 
world, cities have been largely unable to accommodate rapid 
demographic expansion and to provide new residents with 
jobs, land, housing as well as basic and other services (the 
‘urban advantage’, compared with rural areas). This inability 
keeps millions excluded from the socio-economic benefits of 
urban life, and this exclusion finds its tangible expression in 
extensive urban slums that are hosts to millions of extremely 
poor households who are effectively deprived of their fair 
shares in national prosperity. They have little option but 
informal settlements and slums which, by definition, have 
limited if any access to urban and social infrastructures, and 
find themselves spatially and socially segregated from those 
who have the wealth or power to benefit from the urban 
advantage. The practical mechanisms of exclusion are complex 
and the segregation that began during the colonial period, 
and was maintained after independence by small political 
and economic elites, has now given way to new patterns of 
inequality and inequity that go beyond the distribution of 
urban spaces. Nevertheless, the continuing proliferation 
of urban slums and informal settlements remains the main 
manifestation of exclusion and inequality in the majority of 
Western African cities.

Exclusion, poverty and proliferating slums go hand in hand 
with poor urban governance. Breakdowns in central and lo-
cal government ability to manage and steer urban growth are 
the inevitable consequence of geographicaly selective fiscal 
retrenchment by the urban public sector. In most cases, the 
poorer sections of the city have been all but abandoned and are 
essentially forced to manage by themselves. Poorly maintained 
drainage systems, inadequate waste collection and solid waste 
dumps inhabited by the underprivileged are rife in Western 
Africa. This spatially selective degradation of the urban envi-
ronment is the result of laisser-faire attitudes and the conse-
quential, uncontrolled self-help urbanisation that promotes 
indiscriminate urban sprawl on peri-urban space and agricul-
tural lands; this interferes with natural drainage patterns, or 
adds to denuding of hillsides in pursuit of urban land.

�����������$�����	��	������
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With its urban population projected to double over the 
next 20 years, as noted earlier, a majority of Western Africans 
will be living in urban areas by 2020. The subregion will 
soon host Africa’s two largest urban agglomerations, with the 
continued rapid growth of the already colossal demographic 
concentrations of Lagos and Kinshasa.

While these two very large conurbations are soon to rise to 
the apex of Africa’s urban hierarchy, they nevertheless absorb 
only relatively small shares of urban demographic growth: 
cities below one million and secondary ones (up to 500,000) 
are where (about three-quarters) that growth is anticipated.

Depending on respective historical, political and cultural 
backgrounds and development opportunities, Western 
African countries are urbanising in very different ways. With 
the exception of the desert zone comprising Mali, Mauritania 
and Niger, urbanisation in Western Africa over the past 30 
years has been relatively dense and very rapid. From South to 
North and from West to East, four relatively homogeneous 
urbanisation strata are apparent (see Map 3.3). The area 
from the South Atlantic coast to 10 degrees north and from 
the western coast to the eastern region of Nigeria is host to 
the largest urban centres in the subregion. Nigeria features 
a particularly tight and increasingly dense network of cities 
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(zone 1). Next come the countries along the Gulf of Guinea 
(zone 2), where urban networks are much less dense than in 
Nigeria but which, nevertheless, feature dense urban pockets. 
The third zone is characterized by a relatively loose pattern 
of stagnant urban settlements and an absence of large towns. 
Niger is typical of this pattern, with most of its northern 
territories featuring a low urbanisation rate (estimated at 17 
per cent in 2010) and one of the least dense urban settlement 
networks in Western Africa. Mauritania stands out as the 
exception, owing its urban vitality to the capital Nouakchott 
where more than 21 per cent of the nation’s total population 
and about 75 per cent of the total urban population of the 
country are currently concentrated.

The fourth zone is none other than the western extension 
of an elongated desert strip that runs from the Red Sea to 
the Atlantic Ocean and separates sub-Saharan from Northern 
Africa. This is a particularly inhospitable area where cities 
are scarce. Existing settlements like Zouerate, Chinguetti 
and Taoudeni (north-western Sahara) experience few new 
developments due to climatic conditions, lack of functional 
connections and absence of a rural demographic reservoir 
to feed cities. All these factors combine to restrict urban 
formation and growth. Insecurity and political conflict do not 
favour urban growth, either. However, if and when regional 
integration and cooperation becomes a reality and long-
distance roads materialize, existing urban areas could become 
important new population nodes between sub-Saharan and 
Northern Africa. The recent opening of the trans-Saharan 
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Morocco-Mauritania highway, for instance, has shown that, 
with infrastructure development, settlements that have 
been in a state of lethargy for centuries can quickly become 
economically vibrant urban growth poles.

Overall, Western Africa’s urban network has maintained the 
same configuration for decades and is not expected to change 
much in the near future. However, a few urban growth poles 
have emerged in recent years. Some of these appear as incipient 
regional clusters, as they connect with the dense networks 
in the more urbanised parts of Western Africa, particularly 
those in the Ashanti (Ghana), Hausa (Kano) and Yoruba 
(Lagos) triangle. Map 3.4 shows the population distribution 
projections for 2020 and the emergence of regional urban 
clusters in Western Africa.

The largest of these clusters is located in southern Nigeria. 
It extends over 160 km from Ondo to Illorin and along an 
east-west axis from Omuo to Oyo over a 200 km distance. 
This is the region with the highest urban settlements density 
in Western Africa, where distances between one city and the 
next rarely exceed 10 km. The region extends towards Lagos 
through a smaller cluster currently emerging north-east of 
the business capital and which, in time, will embrace smaller 
towns like Owode, Ode Lemo and Ibefun. In the northern 
Nigerian cities of Sokoto and Kware, a relatively large cluster 
is also emerging. It is expected to absorb smaller towns like 

Guidan Madi, Bunkari Silame and connect to border towns 
in Niger such as Birni N’Koni, Malbaza Usine and Galmi.

In southern Ghana and west of Accra in particular, a very 
large settlement cluster is now emerging as an extension of the 
Accra Extended Metropolitan Region. The cluster stretches over 
200 km along an east-west axis and nearly 150 km south to 
north. Over the next few years, it is likely to connect to the Ku-
masi agglomeration, which already includes more than a dozen 
towns, and then turn into Ghana’s first major urban corridor.

Transnational urban clusters are also beginning to emerge 
throughout the subregion. A large one is located between 
Togo and Benin and extends west to east from Mission-Tové 
in Togo to Sé in Benin. This cluster is part of the enormous 
Greater Ibadan-Lagos-Accra (GILA) corridor, and one of its 
more dynamic segments. The Togolese part is soon expected 
to connect with Dzodze and Penyi in Ghana. Other trans-
national clusters are to emerge over the next few years between 
northern Benin and southern Niger, as well as between Ghana 
and Côte d’Ivoire.

In view of the important role that cities play in regional 
development, regional urban clustering deserves special 
attention, especially where resulting from spontaneous spatial 
and geographic processes. Urban clusters are major economic 
activity centres. The geographic concentration of cities, and 
therefore of people and human activities, can be beneficial and 
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should be promoted. It creates a self-reinforcing accumulation 
of agents of production in agglomeration economies, which 
will make up for logistical shortcomings and distance by 
linking markets and major transport infrastructure nodes 
such as ports, railway stations and airports. In Senegal, for 
example, the development of an economic and logistical 
hub in Diamniadio and the construction of an international 
airport nearby are part of a laudable effort to bring supply 
and demand closer together. As shown in Map 3.5, the urban 
cluster around Dakar is about to become one of the larger 
economic zones in Western Africa. This process owes as much 
to manufacturing and tourism as it does to the establishment 
of structuring facilities such as the airport and highways.

Two main factors determine the emergence of urban 
regions: (a) the existence of two or more metropolitan cities in 
relative proximity and connected by infrastructures (road, rail 
and/or waterways); and (b) the gradual functional integration 
of the metropolitan spaces with the semi-urban and rural 
spaces between them. In Western Africa - as is mostly the case 
south of the Sahara - regional urban configurations and city 
regions are comparatively new phenomena; the outcomes of 
the demographic momentum generated by large cities. The 
emerging urban patterns are highly conducive to domestic 
economic development and regional integration when and 
where they cross national borders and functionally link up with 

similar configurations in neighbouring countries. However, 
regional agreements on the free movement of people, goods, 
finance and communications are a significant pre-condition if 
the outcomes of regional development, integration and trade 
are to be maximised.

As the demographic transition accelerates larger Western 
African cities tend to lag behind intermediate and smaller 
cities. Beyond demographics, though, larger cities retain 
their essential roles in spatial dynamics. Their economic and 
political power fuels the emergence of urban regions whose 
catalyser and gravitational effects spur the expansion of urban 
peripheries, and connect with each other to form extended 
metropolitan urban regions, as explained below.

The emergence of urban regions in Western Africa is 
essentially the result of major shifts in metropolitan spatial 
organisation that are, in turn, one of the main outcomes of 
functional specialization. While central business districts and 
their immediate surroundings increasingly host top-level 
political, economic and commercial functions, the peri-
urban and adjacent rural areas are mostly left to cope with 
rising land demands for housing and other urban functions 
as required by demographic growth, or as rising land prices 
or other factors displace residents from central to peri-urban 
locations. Recent high peri-urban demographic growth rates 
and the resulting rapid urban sprawl are mainly caused by 
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the reconfiguration of urban residential areas. This has less to 
do with rural migration than with the shifts of existing city 
dwellers to urban peripheries.

For instance, the major changes the Senegalese capital 
Dakar experienced during recent years have involved a revival 
of the city centre’s administrative and commercial functions 
to the detriment of residential uses. The demographic bal-
looning of suburbs like Pikine and Guédiawaye and the large 
increases in urban peripheral neighbourhoods such as Ru-
fisque, Bargny or Diamniadio, for instance, are mainly caused 
by land market-driven functional rearrangement. Increasing 
demand for central urban locations and the associated sharp 
rises in land values render residential functions commercially 

less viable and pushes them out to the urban periphery. How-
ever, the emergence of a dynamic urban region around Dakar 
is hampered by an obsolete and inefficient transportation 
network that provides poor connections between peripheral 
residential neighbourhoods and the city’s commercial centre. 
Regional city configurations always demand major improve-
ments in urban mobility, especially efficient mass transit op-
tions, to ensure that the very urban dynamism and produc-
tivity that drive city-region formation do not get stranded in 
congestion and associated negative environmental externali-
ties.

The crucial role of efficient urban mobility is well 
understood in Lagos, Nigeria’s business capital and main 
conurbation. Huge investments are currently under way to 
improve urban mobility through interesting public-private 
partnership initiatives, as elaborated upon in Box 3.1.

Around the Accra agglomeration in Ghana, the metropolitan 
transportation system is relatively well developed. The urban 
region now extends over more than 900 km2, more than 
70 km west-east and 30 km north-south. It includes four 
Metropolitan Districts: Accra, Ga West, Ga East and Tema 
and is gradually encroaching on the Metropolitan District of 
Dangme West. The spatial extension of Accra is facilitated by 
the good performance of its transportation system which plays 
a very important role in the mobility of people and production 
factors from the central areas toward the peripheries.

Accra clearly shows that good urban mobility through an 
efficient public transportation network is a major factor be-
hind urban performance (see map 3.7). Among the Western 
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African urban agglomerations exceeding 200 km2, Accra is 
the only one where the configuration of the transport network 
facilitates rapid and direct access to central areas. It takes, on 
the average, less than 25 minutes to commute to work, com-
pared with 45 minutes in smaller conurbations like Abidjan 
or Conakry, or 60 minutes in Monrovia. The ease of mobility 
in Accra has proven essential to good connections between 
the central business district and the urban region, facilitating 
a host of beneficial spin-offs, including ease of demographic 
growth absorption in peripheral towns since 1970.

Between 1970 and 2000, Ashiaman and Madina, for ex-

ample, have seen their populations increase from 22,000 and 
7,000 to 150,000 and 76,000 respectively. These numbers are 
expected to reach 200,000 and 140,000 respectively by 2020, 
while other peripheral towns seem bound to experience even 
higher demographic growth rates over the next ten years. By 
2020, the Oduponkpehe-Buduburam-Nyanyano-Bortianor 
urban agglomeration is likely to grow into a compact urban 
region with the potential to counterbalance Central Accra 
and its large north-east suburbs. This is expected to dimin-
ish the current extreme primacy of Central Accra without 
compromising accessibility. Further, the incipient urban zone 
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around the peripheral town of Tema is to become more influ-
ential in the years to come and fill in any gaps in the urban 
fabric. Clearly, Accra and its extended metropolitan region 
shows how Africa’s large urban agglomerations can address 
the debilitating urban mobility challenges they have to face.
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Just like the cities that produce and maintain them, urban 
form and functions are not neutral creations. Whether 
classified as legal or illegal, they reflect actual organisational 
modes and operational systems. Over time, urban form and 
functions become the spatial reflexions of social change, 
politics and development options. In Western Africa, recent 
developments in urban form, particularly in the larger cities, 
have often occurred through crisis-like socio-economic 
processes. Very high urban growth rates during the past 
25 years, and their consequences such as escalating urban 
unemployment, declining household incomes, increasingly 
difficult access to urban land, shelter and services, all reflect 
the quality of the organisation and management of cities. 
All-too often, though, the very social structures of urban 
populations have led to undesirable geographies of socio-
spatial fragmentation.

The perception of the processes that underpin the spatial 
structuring of urban populations has changed profoundly. 
Contrary to earlier analyses, and partly under the influence of 
the urban sociology developed by the Chicago School in the 
1950s, recent studies attach less importance to ethno-cultural 
or linguistic affinities when seeking to understand spatial 

and socio-economic formation and reconstitution of urban 
population groups, their residential choices, or the daily 
movements of individuals within urban spaces. For instance 
in Abidjan, neighbourhoods such as Petit Bouaké and Petit-
Ouaga, or Conakry’s Mosquée Sénégalaise indicate spatial 
groupings based on domestic or cross-border migratory 
origins, and therefore stand as remnants of an urban pattern 
when ethnic identity still played an essential role in residential 
choices. Today, ethnic identity or geographic origin no longer 
serve as the main factors behind the geographic structuring 
of groups in Western African cities. Instead, socio-economic 
criteria and derivative factors like poverty, social polarization 
and exclusion have become the main spatial determinants.

Urban poverty, social polarization and slum development 
have become established through a variety of social, economic 
and political factors that define individual or group status 
and, by extension, individual or collective options for 
political power leveraging. This has often major geographical 
implications for services delivery, tenure security and the 
soundness of government decisions. The rapid proliferation 
of slums is underscored by the reluctance of the urban 
poor to invest in permanent and safe housing due to poor 
security of tenure. Many urban slum communities can afford 
improvements to their living environments, but lack of 
political leveraging and the risk of eviction often make the 
expenditure too risky.

Urban poverty, social polarization and slum proliferation 
have distinct spatial dimensions, as people with comparable 
socio-economic characteristics tend to converge on the same 
locations. Spatial segregation is not necessarily a bad thing, 
though, as people have self-segregated for millennia based 
on language, ethnicity, profession or other social criteria. 
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However, the spatial confinement of urban social categories 
- particularly the poorest - and the continuous spatial 
fragmentation of Western African cities are no longer entirely 
voluntary nowadays, which makes particular urban areas 
highly susceptible to political, social, economic and life-chance 
inequalities. These transformation processes are driven mainly 
by rapid and steady growth in urban populations, as well as by 
mismatches between supply and demand for liveable urban 
spaces and housing. A second factor is a direct consequence of 
the first and follows market-driven mechanisms. Irrespective 
of the resource (commodity, privilege, etc.), when demand 
exceeds supply, competition becomes inevitable and the poor 
become more vulnerable to inequalities.

Therefore, the persistence of illegal housing and the 
proliferation of urban slums, informal settlements and 
land squatting are mostly the outcome of competition for 
space. Formal urban land markets systematically serve the 
wealthy who can afford the best land and housing options, 
while driving out the poor. The latter are then forced into 
informality in the least desirable, if not uninhabitable urban 
areas, such as low-lying and flood-prone lands, factory fringes, 
garbage dumps, road reserves, etc.

Having been initially confined to larger cities, economic and 
residential informality is now spreading to cities of all sizes and 
with similar effects everywhere. In Lagos, the rich and well-
serviced neighbourhoods of Ikoyi, Victoria or Apapa contrast 
sharply with overpopulated, under-equipped and unsafe areas 
like Mushin, Shomolu or Iju. In Dakar, one finds similar 

contrasts between Fann Résidence, Almadies, Corniche 
Ouest and central neighbourhoods like Grand-Dakar, Usines 
Ben Tally and Niarry Tally, or poor, dense and under-serviced 
peripheral areas like Pikine, Guédiawaye and Ngor. Likewise 
in Abidjan: the rich Plateau neighbourhood has extended 
deeply into the popular neighbourhood of Adjamé, driving 
out the original, economically less affluent residents, while the 
middle-class neighbourhoods of Cocody and Riviera are built 
right up against the infamous low-income neighbourhood 
of Abobo. In Abidjan, spatial fragmentation is heightened 
by the presence of the Ebrié lagoon which, in some places, 
sharply demarcates urban neighbourhoods. Western Africa 
offers many more similar examples. In some cases, however, 
the emergence of urban middle classes has encouraged the 
materialization of distinct lower-middle income residential 
areas like Sacré Cœur, Libertés and Mermoz in Dakar, or 
Ajegunleand Ilupeju in Lagos.

The social geography of today’s Western African cities fea-
tures very clearly delineated boundaries that are determined 
by market forces. The gap between rich and poor is bound 
to deepen, not only in terms of well-being, but increasingly 
also as expressed in the spatial differentiation that deter-
mines access to public resources, facilities and life chances. 
In the current absence of effective interventions, inequalities 
between urban communities will inevitably increase the dis-
parities between rich and poor urban groups, with the risk of 
destabilizing urban communities and the national political 
equilibrium alike.
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3.2
The Economic Geography of Cities

Cities are humankind’s most complex creations, never 
finished, never definitive. They are the physical manifestation 
of history and culture, the incubators of innovation, industry, 
technology, entrepreneurship and creativity. Cities around the 
world have moved to the forefront of global socio-economic 
change, with half of humankind now living in areas defined as 
urban and the other half increasingly dependent upon cities 
for their economic, social and political advancement.

As privileged spaces of accelerated social transformation, 
cities serve as nodes for the coordination and servicing 
of national economies that are increasingly becoming 
internationalized. This transition comes with substantial 
social costs, most notably a growing polarization between 
small, successful trans-national urban elites and increasingly 
impoverished majorities of city dwellers. Informal settlements 

keep mushrooming away from the central areas where jobs, 
cultural and economic opportunities are concentrated, and 
this phenomenon increasingly results in highly undesirable 
patterns of urban duality (the ‘urban divide’) that are not 
only highly discriminatory, but that also have the potential 
to undermine the systemic stability and dynamism of cities.

One of the most conspicuous changes over the past decades 
has been the growth of ‘privatized’ urban space, especially 
gated residential communities. These have emerged in part as 
the response to the apparent inability of public authorities to 
address the rise in crime and other security concerns; however, 
they are increasingly contributing to the fragmentation and 
polarization of urban space and the segregation of the poor 
from other segments of society. Gated communities comes 
in various shapes and guises, but they share the following 
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broad functional features: (a) separation from neighbouring 
land by fences, walls or other constructed or natural 
obstructions, including symbolic barriers; (b) filtered entry 
through human, mechanical or electronic access control; and 
(c) privatized internal public areas and circulation systems. 
For all the generally negative nature of the opinions and 
practical assessments they generate, the proliferation of 
privately guarded urban enclaves is a fact, providing solid 
evidence that the ability of public authorities to maintain 
public security is fragile at best. However, the provision of 
security and protection is part and parcel of the municipal 
mandate. Since urban areas are mostly governed through 
elected and appointed local government representatives with 
the political and administrative mandates to provide safety 

and security, it can be credibly argued that the emergence 
of gated communities is not just an outcome of economic 
factors, but also political ones.

If the political system defers its own specific responsibilities 
to the markets, the economy becomes the political system 
under another name. When politics shows no empathy for 
the poor and the vulnerable, self-help solutions will be the 
inevitable outcome, as predicted by market theory. In practice, 
this means that anti-social and criminal solutions are at work 
at both ends of the income spectrum because there are no 
public institutions to counter or control the market. Good 
governance provides not just security, but also empowerment 
as part of a system that balances and controls the acquisition 
and application of individual power or opportunity. Security 
only for the already empowered is defeating the very notion 
that assisting and empowering the poor and vulnerable would 
result in less need for security for the wealthy.

Many Western African nations have recently experienced 
economic and political crises. Consequently, poverty has 
spread as wages have fallen while the prices of goods and 
services have risen. As wages slip, people buy less and falling 
demand puts even more people out of work. In several 
Western African countries, economic crises have had especially 
harmful effects on urban economies, because the prices of 
food, utilities and essential imported consumer goods have 
increased while currency values have fallen.

Analysts were initially optimistic that the impact of the 
2008/09 global financial crisis on sub-Saharan Africa would 
be negligible, because African economies were among the 
least-exposed to the global financial system. African banks 
held few ‘toxic assets’, as they hardly ever used the high-risk 
financial instruments that sparked the global crisis in the first 
place. However, as the crisis deepened into a global recession, 
it became clear that many African nations would be strongly 
affected by the secondary effects, such as reduced demand for 
primary commodities and declining revenues from tourism. 
On current estimates, economic growth in sub-Saharan Africa 
slowed, from an annual average in excess of six per cent over 

5�3F0�&�(�� �� �����0�	*��	���������	��	��
��������
�G�2C3D��������
�F�����	�������	����	������

������&�'�� �� �����0�	*��	���������	��	��
��������
�G�2C3D�
�������
�F�����	�������	����	������

$

�$

%$

&$

'$

($

)$

*$

7�	
�����������I��� �����������9�������
� ��%$"

�����	�������8��
�����6��74����
�9	�

5�

�
�!%
$$
)#

1�

�
�
	�!
%$
$'
#

1�

�
�
!%$

$(
#

��
	�
	�!
%$
$)
#

3�

.��

	�H
	 �

�!%
$$
&#

3�
���
�!%
$$
&#

"
��
���

��
��
	�
��
�

*(�(
$8J7M

*(�(
$8J"M

*(�(
$8LJ"

*(�(
$8L&7

*(�(
$8L&A

*(�(
$8JLL

����	���
50�%��(�����(���&(
����
��3$����� !"# #
�0��������������
������
���5��#+�����������
+��*���
���
����
+4�3
�
������������������
$�����$��9��0�5B>�5B�

����	���
50�%��(�����(���&(
����
��3$����� !"# #
�0��������������
������
���5��#+�����������
+��*���
���
����
+4�3
�
��������
����������
$�����$��9��0�5B>�5B�

 �)�-��(���-('(�4�9�-�/��
���K!8$$���+�,�2C3

�������<�(���5�������5)�(����
��-+�9,�����)�������&$C *(�(����<Q�(���

3�����!%$$&# '*�&& )�-� $�&+)

3�
.��	�H	 ��!%$$&# ()�(' )�-) $�&-)

��	�	�!%$$)# %-�-- (�%$ $�'%+

1�
�
�!%$$(# )(�++ (�+( $�'&-

1�
�
�	�!%$$'# )'�'� (��& $�'%*

5�
��!%$$)# &+�)+ *�)% $�&''



112

CH
A
PT

ER
 T

H
RE

E

the past five years, to a paltry 1.5 per cent in 2009. This is 
happening at a time when Western African countries require 
high rates of economic growth to outpace their population 
growth; to make progress in alleviating poverty; and to meet 
the targets of the Millennium Development Goals.

The proportion of people living in Africa on less than US 
$1.25 a day (the current international poverty line) has hovered 
around 50 per cent since 1981, but the number of poor people, 
in absolute terms, nearly doubled from 200 million in 1981 
to 380 million in 2005, and is still increasing due to present 
economic constraints. Table 3.5 shows recent UN-HABITAT 
data for selected Western African nations on the percentage of 
populations living below one dollar a day (the previous interna-
tional poverty line); the share of income or consumption held 
by the poorest 20 per cent; and the Gini coefficient measuring 
economic (income or consumption) equality.

The conditions reflected in Graph 3.4, give no grounds 
for optimism against an unfavourable global economic 
background. At the time of writing, the world was barely 
emerging from a largely unprecedented two-year economic 
and financial crisis. However, it is all too apparent that besides 
declining economic growth, the short-term effects will be 
further job losses and unemployment rates well above five 
per cent in most of the advanced economies, while in many 
developing countries the figure is above 20 per cent. With 
manufacturing, industrial output and retail sales declining, 
disposable incomes for households have also been reduced.
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The magnitude of the socio-economic and spatial 
inequalities in urban societies is basically determined by 
two factors: (a) the permeability of the urban market (access 
to employment, land, housing, services and staple foods) 
particularly for the most underprivileged; and (b) cities’ 
exclusionary power. The more accessible the markets, the 
larger the number of people who can earn an income and 
the higher the consumption rate will be. Conversely, the 
lower the number of people who have access to the labour 
market, the more difficult it is to earn an income and the 
lower the consumption rate. In the first case, the outcome 
is a low degree of economic inequality as reflected in a low 
Gini coefficient (i.e., tending towards 0) both for income and 
consumption (see Chapter 1, Section 1.2 for an explanation 
of the Gini coefficient). The situation is reversed in the second 
case where the bulk of income and consumption are in the 
hands of a minority, resulting in high Gini coefficients (i.e., 
tending towards 1). It is important to realize that the more 
a city becomes integrated in the international economy, the 
higher its Gini coefficient may be, because the local elites have 
less need to invest in local business or projects that would 
provide incomes to the population (similarly, local elites 
draw maximum benefits from the legal security generally 
associated with transactions with developed countries, while 
maintaining legal insecurity at home for their own profit and, 
again, to the detriment of vast population majorities). This, in 

a sense, is the origin of ever-growing inequality for the poor in 
Western African cities.

Income- and consumption-based Gini coefficients are 
compiled by UN-HABITAT’s Global Urban Observatory 
(GUO) in cities in 33 African countries. A review suggests 
three main conclusions:
(a)  significant Gini coefficient disparities can be found among 

African countries;
(b) the gaps between income- and consumption-based Gini 

coefficients can be relatively large; and
(c)  large differences can be found across African cities, on the 

one hand, and Western African cities, on the other.
Gini coefficients denote the following degrees of inequality: 

below 0.299: low inequality; 0.3 to 0.399: relatively low; 0.4 to 
0.449: relatively high; 0.45 to 0.499: high; 0.5 to 0.599: very 
high; and 0.6 and upwards: extremely high.

In Africa as a whole, urban areas in the Republic of South 
Africa feature the most unequal income distributions with Gini 
coefficients around 0.75. In Nigeria, low Gini coefficients are 
found in cities such as Sokoto (0.33) and Zamfara (0.34). In 
Kinshasa, DRC, and in Pointe-Noire, Congo, the coefficients 
stand at a relatively low 0.39. Analyses of consumption-based 
Gini coefficients show that in the Namibian cities of Hardap, 
Omaheke and Karas consumption is least equal, with a Gini 
coefficient of almost 0.70, 0.64, and 0.61 respectively. The 
lowest coefficients are to be found in Tanzania and Burundi: 
0.25 in Muleba, Tanzania, and 0.26 in Kirundo, Burundi.
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