
The Urban Transition in
Sub-Saharan Africa

Implications for Economic Growth
and Poverty Reduction

Christine Kessides

1818 H Street, NW

Washington, DC 20433 USA

Tel: (202) 473-9233

Fax: (202) 522-3224

info@citiesalliance.org

www.citiesalliance.org

Th
e U

rb
an

 Tran
sitio

n
in

 Su
b

-Sah
aran

 A
frica



The Urban Transition in
Sub-Saharan Africa

Implications for Economic Growth
and Poverty Reduction

Christine Kessides



© The Cities Alliance 2006

1818 H Street, NW
Washington D.C., 20433, U.S.A.
http://www.citiesalliance.org

All rights reserved
First printing, August 2006

The material in this publication is copyrighted. Requests for permission to reproduce whole or portions of it should be directed
to the Communications Unit of the Cities Alliance Secretariat at the address shown above. The Cities Alliance encourages active
dissemination of its work. Permission to disseminate will normally be given promptly and, when the reproduction is for non-
commercial purposes, without asking for a fee.

Cover Photo: The fast–paced chaos of life in Lagos typifies both the challenges and opportunities urbanisation in Africa presents.
Edgar Cleyne / Still Pictures
Design: Circle Graphics, Inc.



F O R E W O R D vii

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S ix

A B B R E V I A T I O N S  A N D  A C R O N Y M S x

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y xiii

1. Introduction 1

2. The Context of Urban Development in Sub-Saharan Africa 5
The Demographic Setting for the Urban Challenge 5
The Urban Economy: Growing, Yes—But from Informal,

Small-Scale and Vulnerable Enterprises 9
Urban Poverty: Already Significant, and Likely to Grow 17
The Institutional Setting: Urban Governments Becoming More

Mature, from a Low Base 21

3. What Cities and Towns Can Do for a Country’s Development

Agenda—and How 25
Urban and Rural Development as a Virtuous Circle 25
The Role of Urban Centres in Fostering Productivity, Entrepreneurship,

and Economic Modernisation 28
How Urban Development Can Be Good for Poverty Reduction 29
Urban Development as an Exercise in Local Governance and

Institution-Building 34

4. Making African Cities More Effective in Promoting Economic

Growth and Poverty Reduction 37
Listening to the Firms 37
What Cities Require to Be Productive 40

iii

Contents



5. The Opportunity Cost of Neglecting the Cities—What Is at Stake for

National Development in Africa 45

6. Strategic and Operational Choices and Priorities: Attempting

to Gain the Best from the Urban Transition 51
Issues of Spatial Focus 51
Issues of Sectoral Focus 54
Issues of Institutional Development 54
Priorities for Further Urban Research in Africa 55

7. Conclusions 57

A P P E N D I X

A Review of Investment Climate Survey Results for Sub-Saharan Africa

and Selected Asian Countries 61

A D D I T I O N A L  S T A T I S T I C A L  T A B L E S

SA1. Population Growth 1982–2003: Total Population, Urban Population,
Urbanisation, and Population in Largest City (Primacy) 68

SA2. Economic Sector Summary (Agriculture, Industry, Services)
in GDP, 1990–2003 70

SA3. Sectoral Sources of Growth Among High Growth African Countries
(1996–2003) 72

SA4. Poverty Rates, Urban and Rural, and Urban Share of Total Poor 73

E N D N O T E S 75

R E F E R E N C E S 81

iv C O N T E N T S



F I G U R E S

1.1. Real Per Capita Income Has Stagnated In Sub-Saharan Africa 2
2.1. Most Population Growth in the Next Thirty Years Will Be in Urban Areas 6
2.2. Sub-Saharan Africa Is Undergoing Urban Transition with a Relatively High Urban

Population Growth Rate 7
2.3. Africa’s Urban Population Distribution by Settlement Size is Similar to that of

Other Regions (2000 estimates) 8
2.4a. Developing and Transition Economies: Comparing Levels of Per Capita Income

and Urbanisation, 1990–2003 9
2.4b. Sub-Saharan Africa: Comparing Levels of Per Capita Income and Urbanisation,

1990–2003 10
2.5a. Sectoral Output as Share of GDP, 1990–2003 (average %) 11
2.5b. Average Annual Growth of Output by Major Sector, 1990–2003 (%) 12
2.5c. Contribution of Industry and Services to Total GDP Growth, 1990–2003 (%) 13
2.6. Industry and Services Were the Main Sources of GDP Growth among the Better African

Performers from 1996–2003 14
2.7a. Rural and Urban Poverty Rates, latest year 18
2.7b. Urban Shares of Total Poverty, latest year and projected 2020 19
2.8. Urban Poverty Rates Are Not a Function of Urban Population Growth 20
4.1. Access to Land as a Constraint in Urban Centres 39
4.2. Crime, Theft, and Disorder as a Constraint in Urban Centres 40
5.1. Urban Poor Children Face Higher Disease Risks than their Rural Peers 46
5.2. The Urban Poor Do Not Always Have Effective Access to Healthcare 47
A1. Access to Land as a Constraint in Urban Centres 62
A2. Corruption as a Constraint in Urban Centres 64
A3. Crime, Theft, and Disorder as a Constraint in Urban Centres 65

T A B L E S

2.1. Relative Importance of the Informal Economy in Employment 15
2.2. Contribution of the Informal Sector to the GDP in Selected Developing Countries 15
4.1. Concerted Efforts Raised Municipal Financial Performance in Benin’s Three Largest Cities,

1999–2004 42
5.1. Health Status of Children in Kenyan Slums 47
A1. Burdens of Obtaining Land 63
A2. Firm Responses on Costs Due to Security Problems 63

B O X E S

3.1. Urbanisation, Markets, and Rural Development 26
3.2. Rural-Urban Linkages: A Virtuous Circle 27
3.3. Urban Migrants Have Done Well in Uganda 32
3.4. Sustainable Growth Draws on Phenomena Requiring the Urban Transition and

Well-Working Cities 35
5.1. Crime Issues and Responses in Three African Countries 48

C O N T E N T S v





Africa is urbanizing fast. In this short treatise, Christine Kessides provides a
succinct outline of the challenges that rapid urbanization constitutes

specifically in sub-Saharan Africa and some of the ways in which these can be
met. She examines the context in which this rapid urbanization is taking place: (i)
how the emerging cities and towns can be made to contribute positively to the
development of the continent, reducing the pervasive poverty among both rural
and urban residents; (ii) what requirements need to be met to make this happen;
(iii) what is at stake or what are the opportunity costs to African countries if these
requirements are not met; and (iv) what are the strategic and operational choices
and priorities that would enable most African countries to gain the best in the
process of transition to a largely urbanized society.

These are all weighty questions to ask and even more daunting to attempt to
answer. For the truth is that the urban transition in Africa is at the centre of two
other major revolutions which are being played out with varying degrees of suc-
cess in virtually all countries of the continent. These revolutions are, on the one
hand, the increasing sway of democratic culture and values with its emphasis on
decentralization and devolution of powers and resources to local and municipal
governments; and, on the other hand, the displacement of state controlled
economies by a very expansive free and globalizing market economy.

These revolutions are why Kessides’ concern is about the implications of the
urban transition in sub-Saharan Africa for its economic growth and poverty
reduction. The report stresses that the urban transition in sub-Saharan Africa is
proceeding at a historically unprecedented rate averaging over 5 per cent per
annum over the past two decades. Consequently, the critical issues that each
country must face in dealing with the expected high increases to its urban popu-
lation in the next decade relate to the nature of the institutional and other
arrangements being made to receive these additional populations, provide them
decent housing and ample employment opportunities, strive to reduce poverty
among them, and ensure that they enjoy a tolerable quality of life and standard
of living.

Governance reforms and fiscal sustainability, based on participatory democ-
racy and social inclusion, are thus one of four development priorities which
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Kessides posits will be important to achieve these
goals. The other three are economic modernization
to foster increased productivity through mobi-
lizing knowledge, skills, technology and in-
novation; private sector development to nurture
entrepreneurship, develop centers of demand
(larger markets), information-sharing, easier
access to credit, and support risk-taking through
various other income alternatives and through
networks with other entrepreneurs; and finally,
an agricultural transformation to enhance mar-
ket demand for agricultural goods and for
non-farm activities in rural areas, stimulate agri-
cultural intensification and promote its evolution
to higher value production, and generally trans-
form the rural areas in keeping with enhanced
living conditions in urban centres.

This publication contains numerous innova-
tive ideas for fostering the development of urban
centres in all countries of sub-Saharan Africa and
ensuring that they make major contributions to
the economic growth and development of their
nations.

Ibadan, June 1, 2006
Akin L. Mabogunje

This concise publication pulls together evidence
and analysis on key themes that together inform
significantly the World Bank’s approach to Africa. It
takes on three key dimensions of African urban-
ization, setting the evidence squarely in an interna-
tional context. First, while African cities are growing
rapidly, the overall share of the population living
in urban areas is on a familiar trend compared to
the experience of other countries. Second, urban-
ization and economic growth typically go hand-
in-hand in Africa as elsewhere in the world. Third,
urbanization is not the cause of poverty but can
make a significant contribution to its alleviation.

The recommendations here support the World
Bank’s strategy that acknowledges urbanization as
a positive factor to promote development in
Africa. The report calls for recognizing what cities
can offer and suggests that urban policies and
investments need to be far more central to national
development efforts. Taking a balanced approach,
the report links the modern themes of urban pro-
ductivity and investment climate to the traditional
sources of growth in Africa, such as rural develop-
ment and agriculture, showing how together they
can create a virtuous circle. Institutionally, the
focus is on the proactive role that city governments
and municipalities must play for Africa to realize
the potential of urbanization. Both approaches can
serve Africa and its development partners well.

Washington, D.C., July 27, 2006

Katherine Sierra
Vice President
Sustainable Development
The World Bank
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