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A new vision of Africa’s
urbanisation

By David Benazeraf OECD Sahel and West Africa Club

Africa has the fastest urban growth
rate in the world. The urbanisation
rate will reach 60% by 2050 from 50%
today. Most of Africa’s population
growth will be absorbed by cities.
This offers great opportunities for
innovation, policy change and the
structural transformation of African
economies. However, urbanisation also
creates challenges for African citizens,
businesses and governments.

Africa’s urban population
grew from 27 million in 1950 (618
agglomerations) to 567 million in 2015
(7 600 agglomerations). For example,
Kenya had more urban dwellers in
2015 than the whole of Africa in 1950.
50% of Africa’s population live in
one of the continent’s 7 600 urban
agglomerations. Urban growth is
due to several factors: population
growth in existing cities, rural exodus,
transformation of rural areas. These
factors generates different shapes
of urban development. Urban
planning and management are
essential to development challenges.
Understanding urbanisation, its
drivers, dynamics and impacts, is key
to designing targeted, inclusive and
foward-looking policies at the local,
national and continental levels.

A standardised methodology
There is no universal or generally

accepted definition of cities or urban
agglomerations. The word city mostly
refers to an administrative unit whose
boundaries and legal status are
defined by national governments
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according to varying administrative
and/or functional criteria, contexts and
objectives. The heterogeneity of the
data provided by national statistics
presents a problem for comparing
and analysing urbanisation across
countries. Most definitions are based
on administrative, numerical and
functional criteria or a combination. In
Africa, the most widely used criteria is
administrative (25 countries), followed
by mixed (15 countries) and numerical
(13 countries, ranging from 1 500 to
30 000 inhabitants).

Traditionally, the focus has been
put on larger cities as opposed to
smaller urban agglomerations. The
United Nations “World Urbanisation
Prospects” provides population
estimates for 221 cities with more
than 300 000 inhabitants. Yet, smaller
agglomerations with populations
between 10 000 and 100 000
inhabitants represent one-third of
Africa’s overall urban population.
Africa’s urbanisation expands beyond
administrative limits. For example,
the built-up area of Maputo and
Matola (Mozambique), two separate
municipalities, expands beyond
administrative limits, including in areas
considered as rural.

A single harmonised definition of
the urban is necessary to implement
development policies appropriately
adapted to territorial realities,
to measure and compare urban
phenomena at different territorial
scales and over time. Africapolis
is the only international database

that systematically includes small
urban agglomerations above 10 000
inhabitants. It includes 7 600 African
agglomerations, comparable at the
continental level. 97% of Africapolis
agglomerations have fewer than
300 000 inhabitants.

Africapolis’ methodology combines
official population data and satellite
detection of built-up areas, with a
homogeneous definition of urban.
The database uses three types of
information: the list of localities of a
country, the population by locality
(census data), and the continuous
built-up area (satellite images).

During the first step of the
methodology, population data by
locality are processed: data collection
and harmonisation of available
national and local population statistics,
disaggregation into local units (points),
geo-referencing of the local units.
During the second step, satellite
images are processed: teledection
of built-up areas, delimitation of the
perimeter of the agglomerations
(polygons); manual verifications, geo-
referencing of the polygons. Finally,
locality (points) and built-up areas
(polygons) are cross-referenced to
identify all the agglomerations of more
than 10 000 inhabitants in Africa.

Main outcomes
First, very large agglomerations

are emerging. For example, the urban
agglomeration of Onitsha is expected
to reach 25 million inhabitants by
2050, within in a vast urban area of



50 million inhabitants combined with
Aba, Uyo and Port Harcourt. This vast
continuously built-up agglomeration
is formed under the combined effects
of growing urban areas, the merging
of agglomerations, the absorption
of smaller settlements and the
densification of rural areas. Onitsha
emerged in a vast densely populated
area with several historic urban
areas. Today, it englobes the cities
of Aba, Nnewi, Owerri and Umuahia
each with populations of more than
500 000 as well as many smaller ones
like Ihiala and Nkwerre, all of which
are experiencing their own growth.
However, one important condition for
the formation of Onitsha has been
the very high rural density in the
periphery and surrounding areas. This
mostly scattered and linear settlement
has become so dense as to be
considered urban due to the underlying
demographic pressure.

Second, intermediary cities play
a key role in Africa’s urbanisation.
There are only few big cities in Africa
but many small ones. Africa has 11
urban areas with more than five million
inhabitants for a combined population
of 95 million people, and it counts
6 740 small urban agglomeration
with fewer than 100 000 inhabitants
home to 180 million. The focus on
larger cities has resulted in skewing
the perception of African cities and
the understanding of urbanisation
dynamics. An important, yet often
overlooked, driver of urbanisation in
Africa is the continued emergence of
urban agglomerations. Since 2000,
the number of urban agglomerations
between 10 000 and 100 000
inhabitants increased by almost 2 000.
Many of the continent’s future cities
are emerging through the fusion of
smaller cities or through population
densification in rural areas — trends that
are not captured in official statistics
and government data, which tend to
focus on cities as administrative units
with defined boundaries.

Third, with population growth,
some rural areas become urban.
Population growth is a key driver of the
urbanisation process within rural areas.
Many of the new « agglomerations »
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are rural areas which became towns
with population growth. The majority of
new agglomerations emerge in areas
with high rural population densities
and in proximity to large metropolitan
areas. The natural growth of rural
settlements is one important driver in
the increase in the number of urban
agglomerations. This urbanisation is
driven by population growth in rural
settlements leading over time to a re-
classification from rural to urban, once
the threshold of 10 000 inhabitants is
reached.

Fourth, urbanisation is shaping
transnational clusters of cities,
or regions with high-density of
urban agglomerations (with a very
high number of agglomerations
and connections between them).
Africapolis identifies six main
conurbations/clusters with a high
density of agglomerations (North
African cluster, Gulf of Guinea cluster,
Nile River cluster, Ethiopian Highland
cluster, Great Lakes cluster, South
African cluster), and 121 smaller
ones. For example, the Gulf of Guinea
cluster has 3 908 connected urban
agglomerations (including Lagos).
Agglomerations that are close to one
another are more likely to have stronger
physical and socio-economic links.

Fifth, border cities play an
important role in Africa’s regional
integration. Africa has ten national
capitals that are located at a national
border: Bangui (Gambia), Brazzaville
(Congo), Bujumbura (Burundi),
Gaborone (Botswana), Kinshasa
(DRC), Lomé (Togo), Maseru (Lesotho),
Mbabane (Eswatini), N'Djamena
(Tchad), Porto Novo (Benin). There
are 47 border cities at less than ten
kilometres and 635 border cities at
less than 40 kilometres from another
urban agglomeration in a neighbouring
country. More than 42 million people
(or almost 8% of the total urban
population of the continent) live in
these agglomerations. In Africa, border
regions are often centres of economic
activity, but they can also be difficult to
administer.

Regional and continental integration
are other domains in which Africapolis
can concretely impact governance.

With the African Continental Free
Trade Area (AfCFTA) agreement
about to enter into force, the need for
a better understanding of the role of
African cities in driving cross-border
integration is even more pressing.
Border cities are pivotal in regional
integration dynamics. Developing
transboundary infrastructure (e.g.
transportation corridors, dry docks,
joint border posts, free trade zones
and pipelines), co-planning with
neighbouring border cities, minimising
marginalisation and fostering cohesion
at national level are amongst the
multidimensional place-based policies that
can be set up to support urban growth
and form cross-border urban regions.

Conclusion: Better understanding
of Africa’s urbanisation

Administrative definitions and
statistics do not reflect Africa’s real
urbanisation. Many of tomorrow’s cities
are still considered as rural areas.
Rural exodus is not the only driver for
urban growth. The emergence and
development of intermediary cities needs
to be accompanied. Understanding
urbanisation, its drivers, dynamics and
impacts, is key to designing targeted
policies at the local, national and
continental levels.

Africa’s cities and their inhabitants
are increasingly reshaping the
region’s economic, social and political
landscape. A large majority of these
agglomerations are secondary cities
and small towns that act as hubs
and catalysts for local and regional
production as well as for the transfer of
goods, people and information, linking
the local and regional economies to
the global economy.

As governments continue their
efforts towards the vision laid out in the
New Urban Agenda and to meet the
targets of Sustainable Development
Goal 11 to “make cities and human
settlements more inclusive, safe,
resilient and sustainable”, Africapolis
data and evidence supports cities
and governments to make urban
areas more inclusive, productive and
sustainable, ensuring that future trends
are anticipated and acted upon with
the most reliable data at hand. ¥
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