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POPULATION OF AFRICAN CITIES TO TRIPLE
African city populations will more than triple over the next 40 years, warns UN-HABITAT’s new report, 
The State of African Cities 2010: Governance, Inequalities and Urban Land Markets.

For the first time, in 2009, Africa’s total population exceeded one billion, of which 395 million, almost 40 per cent, 
lived in urban areas. This urban population will grow to one billion in 2040, and to 1.23 billion in 2050, by which 
time 60 per cent of all Africans will be living in cities. 

“No African government can afford to ignore the ongoing rapid urban transition taking place across the continent. 
Cities must become priority areas for public policies, with hugely increased investments to build adequate 
governance capacities, equitable services delivery, affordable housing provision and better wealth distribution,” 
said Joan Clos, the Executive Director of UN-HABITAT. 

According to the report, with an urban growth rate of 3.41 per cent, Africa is the fastest urbanizing continent 
in the world and will in 2030 cease being predominantly rural. The increase in urban populations will lead to an 
exponential increase in the demand for shelter and services. But as the authors point out African cities are already 
inundated with slums; a tripling of urban populations could spell disaster, unless urgent action is initiated today.

DiMEnsiOns Of uRBAnisAtiOn

The report highlights various dimensions of urbanisation in Africa making a number of observations:  

•	 Cairo,	with	11	million	inhabitants	is	still	Africa’s	largest	urban	agglomeration.	But	not	for	much	longer.	In	2015,	
Lagos will be the largest with 12.4 million inhabitants. In 2020, Kinshasa’s 12.7 million will also have overtaken 
Cairo’s then 12.5 million population. Luanda has recently surpassed Alexandria and is now Africa’s fourth 
largest agglomeration. It is projected to grow to more than 8 million by 2040.

•	 Up	to	2020,	Kinshasa	will	be	the	fastest-growing	city	in	absolute	terms,	by	no	less	than	four	million,	a	46	per	
cent increase for its 2010 population of 8.7 million. Lagos is the second-fastest with a projected 3.5 million 
addition, or a 33.8 per cent increase. Dar es Salaam, Nairobi, Ouagadougou, Cairo, Abidjan, Kano and Addis 
Ababa will all see their populations increase by more than one million before 2020.

•	 The	average	for	the	10	proportionally	fastest	growing	cities	is	around	51	per	cent.	Abuja,	Bamako,	Luanda,	
Lubumbashi and Nairobi are projected to grow at rates between 47 and 50 per cent over the current decade, 
while Dar es Salaam, Kampala, Mbuji-Mayi and Niamey are projected to grow between 50 and 57 per cent. 

•	 In	 the	 case	 of	 some	African	 cities,	 projected	proportional	 growth	 for	 the	2010−2020	period	defies	 belief.	
Ouagadougou’s population is expected to soar by no less than 81 per cent, from 1.9 million in 2010 to 3.4 
million in 2020. With the exception of the largest cities in the Republic of South Africa and Brazzaville in 
Congo, from 2010 to 2020, the populations of all sub-Saharan million-plus cities are expected to expand by an 
average of 32 per cent. 

•	 But	70	per	cent	of	all	African	urban	population	growth	will	be	in	smaller	cities	and	those	with	populations	of	
less than half a million. This is where the real urban transition of Africa is taking place.  Therefore, this means 

12005-2010 Africa rate United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2010). World Urbanization Prospects : The 2009 Revision.
CD-ROM Edition - Data in digital form (POP/DB/WUP/Rev.2009).
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that smaller cities will increasingly need public investment to cater for this growth.

DRAwinG lEssOns 

Drawing lessons from urbanisation in other continents and other times, the authors argue that strong demographic 
growth in cities is neither good nor bad on its own. If anything, worldwide, 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 steer demographic growth, create healthy urban 
economies, and ensure equitable distribution of wealth. 

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 is predicated 
on good governance that sees to proper housing and basic services for all. 

This model is the reverse of the socio-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.  African governments must regain control 
over their cities’ development.

viii

IN
TR

O
D

U
CT

IO
N

1

EX
ECU

TIV
E SU

M
M

A
RY

AFRICAN URBAN POPULATION TREND 1950-2050

* Projections

Introduction

This State of the 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 
substantive 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.

Overall Summary

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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