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CHAPTER 13

CHARACTER OF URBANIZATION IN AFRICA: THE FATE 
OF MEGACITIES

Alexey Vasiliev1

Urbanization is a worldwide phenomenon, and Africa is no exception. However, 
the continent occupies a special place in the global economic and social order. 
The same can be said about the process of urbanization in Africa: while replicat-
ing with varying degrees of accuracy many tendencies inherent to other countries, 
this process, however, reveals a number of specific features that are peculiar to the 
African context.

The rate of urbanization in Africa is 3-4 times higher than the correspond-
ing figures for Europe at the time of the Industrial Revolution and has not yet 
decreased for four decades. Despite the fact that in 2012 the level of urbanization 
in Sub-Saharan Africa amounted to only 38.6% (for comparison: the figure for 
developing countries is 45.9%, for North African countries - 54.6%), the growth 
rate of the urban population in Sub-Saharan Africa was the highest (4-5% in the 
1980s-1990s and over 3% in the 2000s). 	

Currently, the African continent is undergoing a phase of quantitative 
and qualitative demographic changes. In 1990, two-thirds of the African 
population lived in rural areas, but by 2030, 760 million Africans, or more 
than 50% of Africa’s population, will live in cities. By 2050, the continent’s 
urban population will exceed 1.2 billion people - more than the entire popu-
lation of the West.

As seen from table 1, the least urbanized sub-region of Africa is East Africa, 
where less than a quarter of the total population lives in cities, although the rate 
of urban population growth there is higher than in Africa as a whole. Only in 
North Africa and Southern African countries most of the population lives in cit-
ies, while the rates of urban population growth and total population growth here 
are the lowest. 

1. Russian Academy of Sciences.
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TABLE 1 
Key indicators of urbanization in Africa’s sub-regions

Sub-region
Level of urbanization 

in 2012 (%)

Rate of urban 
population growth 

2005-2012

Population in 2012 (million) Rate of population 
growth in 2005-2012

Urban population Total population

North Africa 54.61 2.45 116.258 212.927 2.20

West Africa 44.85 4.05 137.271 306.067 3.5

East Africa 23.6 3.86 77.194 327.093 3.4

Central Africa 43.1 5.9 55.592 128.909 3.8

Southern Africa 58.7 2.1 34.021 57.957 1.47

All Africa 40.6 3.71 420.336 1,033.034 2.6

Calculated by the author based on: State of World Cities 2012/2013: prosperity of cities, 2012 and The State of African Cities 
2010: governance, inequality and urban land markets, 2010. 

TABLE 2
Distribution of African cities by size in 2010 and 2025

Size > 10 million 5-10 million 1-5 million 0.75-1 million < 0.75

Number of cities in 2010 2 3 45 20 No data

Population (million) 21.579 24.504 97.917 17.053 259.271

Share in the total urban population 5.13 5.83 23.30 4.05 61.68

Number of cities in 2025 3 8 73 34 No data

Calculated by the author based on: The State of African Cities 2010: Governance, Inequality and Urban Land Markets, 2010.  
p. 244-247.

In absolute terms, ​​the population of major cities will increase most significantly 
in the coming years. They will account for over one third of the total increase in 
Africa’s urban population.

In 1950, Africa had only two cities with the population of more than 1 million 
people – Cairo and Alexandria. In 2010, there were fifty such megacities. At that,  
the average number of inhabitants of the African megacities was 2.8 million, while the 
 entire population of these cities exceeded 144 million. By 2015, there will already 
be 59 megacities on the continent, with an average of 3.1 million residents, and the 
entire population of Africa’s megacities will exceed 170 million.

Currently Africa’s biggest agglomerations are Cairo (Egypt), Lagos (Nigeria) 
and Kinshasa (Democratic Republic of the Congo). The growth rates of these mega-
cities are among the highest in the corresponding global category of cities. Today, 
Cairo (without Giza and other suburbs) has 12 million people, Lagos – 10 million, 
and Kinshasa – 8 million. In 2015, Cairo will have 13.5 million residents, Lagos – 
12.5 million, Kinshasa – 11.3 million, and they will occupy the 11th, 17th and 19th 
places, respectively, among the twenty largest urban agglomerations in the world.
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The largest absolute contribution to the growth of the urban population in 
the coming years will be made by Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo (more than 4 million people), Lagos, the largest city in Nigeria (+3.6 
million), and Luanda, the capital of Angola (+2.3 million), while the population of 
Cairo, which is currently the largest city in Africa, will grow by only 1.5 million.

In addition to the accelerated growth of megacities, in Africa there is a ten-
dency for the formation of large urban systems that concentrate around one, two 
or three major cities and gradually pull surrounding towns and the countryside into 
their orbit of influence. This process has a strong synergistic effect: the addition 
of numbers, in this case the populations of towns and cities, leads to important 
qualitative changes in their development, which manifests itself in an accelerated 
socio-economic growth of urban areas and their simultaneous isolation from the 
rest of the country or group of countries.

The examples of such urban systems include the following: the Nile Delta 
area in Egypt with a population of 67 million people, which includes the Greater 
Cairo (more than 20 million inhabitants), Alexandria, Port Said and Suez and 
many medium and small cities; Gauteng area in South Africa with the population 
of 10.5 million inhabitants, which incorporates Johannesburg, Pretoria/Tshwane 
and Emfule/Vereeniging.

The process of urbanization is usually accompanied by an increase in per capita 
income and the development of industry and economy in general. This trend has 
been observed in Europe, North and Latin America and in much of Asia. However, 
Africa, unlike other regions of the world, has not demonstrated this trend in all 
countries and for all time periods. Particularly negative in this regard was the period 
from 1970 to 1995. During this period, Africa’s urban population grew on average 
by 4.7% annually, while per capita gross domestic products (GDP) declined by 
0.7 % per year. This inverse relation between indicators of urbanization and per 
capita income is a unique phenomenon even for the world’s poorest countries.

Africa experienced a destructive process of structural adjustment, which was 
imposed on the continent. At the same time, the accelerated growth of African 
cities was not accompanied by an increase in industrial production, as it was the 
case in the developed countries of Europe and America. On the contrary, what at 
times accompanied it in Africa was the process of deindustrialization. Indeed, in 
assessing Africa, we must not ignore South Africa’s special place on the continent.

Until the 21st century, a peculiarity of the African urbanization was that 
the continent’s urban population continued to grow rapidly despite low and 
(in some cases) negative growth of public production. Stagnation in the African 
economy did not restrain urbanization, whilst the latter, in turn, did not stimulate 
economic growth.
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In this connection, in the 1980s-1990s, there was a fairly widespread concept 
of the so-called “false urbanization” or “pseudo-urbanization”. Nevertheless, despite 
all its inconsistency, the process of urban growth in Africa stimulates socio-economic 
development, albeit in distorted and non-traditional forms, and cities themselves, 
amid limited material, financial and other resources, are becoming a sort of “out-
posts of growth”, simultaneously linking African countries to the global market.

At the same time, the trend we see in Africa towards urbanization in the 
absence of economic growth can be partly explained by distorted incentives that 
encourage workers to move to the city in order to receive subsidies and other social 
benefits rather than to have an opportunity to find a better paying job.

Substantial funds were invested in the development of the public sector, 
which was characterized by low efficiency but created a significant number of jobs. 
Besides, subsidizing basic goods in cities was done for political reasons: it ensured 
relative social stability.

What lay at the heart of rural-urban migration in Africa was not just economic 
“pull” of cities, but also, to a large extent, factors pushing people out from the 
countryside, including widespread farm bankruptcies, land scarcity, and the relative 
and absolute overpopulation in agrarian communities, as well as natural disasters.

Furthermore, wars and civil unrest on the African continent for decades have 
been forcing millions of people to flee to cities.

Yet, since the beginning of the 1990s, the proportion of migrants in the total 
urban population growth has begun to decline, and now it does not exceed 40%. 
African cities are increasingly relying on own resources for growth, i.e. natural 
growth of the urban population.

 Migration flows do not decrease during structural economic adjustment or 
social and economic upheavals. Conversely, the scale of migration, both legal and 
illegal, increases significantly. Another thing is that these flows in the context of 
globalization are increasingly beginning to rely on foreign labor markets, overcom-
ing not only national but also continental boundaries. The bulk of these flows will 
be absorbed by the “global city”. 

Urbanization processes in Africa under the conditions of weak economy, 
high rates of population growth and high population mobility increasingly acquire 
crisis outlines.

The crisis has affected almost all aspects of life in African cities – employment, 
education and health, food and welfare benefits, environment and the access to 
urban social services, and many other areas.
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The problem of widespread urban poverty has come to the forefront in all its 
complexity and severity. By the end of the first decade of the 21st century, more than 
15% of the urban population of Africa continued to live on $1 a day. As a result of 
the global financial and economic crisis, the number has undoubtedly increased.

Absolute poverty is the inability to satisfy basic needs. The growth in rela-
tive and absolute poverty in African cities continues against the backdrop of the 
widening gap between the richest and the poorest segments of the population.

 Filth and unsanitary conditions reign in African slums; electricity, water 
supply, sewages, and garbage disposal are completely absent. Population density 
here is uncontrollable, and thousands of homeless sleep in the streets.

However, the rapid growth of the urban population leads to an increase 
in the proportion of people of working age in cities, i.e. of potential workforce.  
The workforce in African cities is growing rapidly, which provides cheap labor for 
the economy, including its informal sector (IFS).

In some African countries, especially the poorest, the IFS absorbs up to 60% 
of urban employment.

As a rule, income levels of most of the people employed in the IFS do not 
exceed the survival threshold.

Visible growth of employment in the IFS does not eliminate the problems 
of urban poverty and pauperization.  The city becomes the base of a marginal 
social category.

Indeed, there exist upper layers of the IFS linked to the modern sector of the 
economy (small business, etc.), which form social groups that are in transition to 
modern social groups.

Cities also contribute to improving the quality of labor by educating and 
training it. Urbanization significantly expands the scope of hired labor in the 
economy, thereby making a substantial contribution to the modern structure of 
employment. In African cities female employment also increases: cities provide 
women with more opportunities to work and study.

Thus, the formation of modern economic sectors and types of employment 
in African cities is continuous.

However, the process is increasingly taking the form of a crisis. Youth is in 
a particularly difficult situation. Most of the urban unemployed (50-75%) are 
people under 25 years of age. Young intellectuals – recent graduates – who have 
difficulties finding suitable jobs after the abolition of the system of work assign-
ment that existed in several countries in the 1980s - 1990s are also lumpenized.
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Women and children are the worst off. The increasing number of angry 
and desperate people in African cities and swelling to a critical mass lumpenized 
population which, complicate the general socio-political situation in many 
African countries.

Marginal masses of urban residents are involved in riots and unrest of the 
general urban population, which have become ubiquitous on the continent. Suffice 
it to recall the events of the winter and spring of 2011 in North Africa. African 
conflicts increasingly often cross national boundaries, and African refugees and 
illegal migrants have become one of the world’s major problems. The events of 
2011-2014 in Arab countries may repeat themselves in Sub-Saharan Africa.

An ideal government policy would be to ensure a level playing field so that 
large, medium and small cities and rural areas compete with each other on an 
equal footing. However, the implementation of such policies would require not 
just the removal of subsidies and tax incentives. The process of urbanization also 
demands an increase in investment in public infrastructure.

Mounting contradictions in African urbanization and a peculiar intersection 
of traditional and modern, internal and external factors determine the need for a 
radical transformation of many components of the socio-economic structure of 
African countries, as well as of their position in the world economic system.

In this sense, extensive cooperation between BRICS countries and African 
states can have a positive effect on solving the problem of megacities, and facili-
tate their transformation. Such cooperation can contribute to Africa’s economic 
development, including the development of industrial production drawing on its 
huge workforce, improving social infrastructure, raising the level of education and 
health care, and subduing the crisis of urbanization. Africa and African megacities 
possess the potential for qualitative and quantitative development and for overcom-
ing current socio-economic difficulties.


