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Urbanization is one of the defining features of the 
twenty-first century and is a determining factor for 
the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development. This is particularly true within 
the context of Africa, which, in a matter of a few 
years, will become the fastest urbanizing region 
in the world. It is estimated that by 2035, more 
than half of the continent’s population will be liv-
ing in cities, thereby upending the millennia-old 
trend of rural predominance in the continent. So 
profound a transformation presents significant 
opportunities for African countries to leverage 
the agglomeration benefits that cities generate to 
nurture inclusive and sustainable economies and 
accelerate structural transformation. 

Until now, however, the rapid population growth 
in Africa’s urban regions has not been matched 
by concomitant increases in productivity. If not 
well planned and managed in a proactive man-
ner, urban growth can exacerbate the continent’s 
economic, social and environmental challenges. 
Furthermore, the fact that rapid population 
growth is taking place simultaneously with a tran-
sition towards a more youthful population profile 
renders the urban transition in Africa of extreme 
importance. It is thus critical to harness the enor-
mous potential of cities to generate employment 
at scale in order to optimize the demographic 
dividend in Africa.

Although the focus of development in Africa has 
traditionally been on rural areas, the importance 
that cities hold for the future of the continent 
is well recognized in the tenets that under-
pin Agenda 2063 of the African Union. Yet it is 
observed that far too often, urbanization is viewed 
from a functional lens in national development 
plans, with a focus on issues such as housing, 

environmental degradation and social services. 
A compartmentalized approach of that kind, of 
delinking urbanization from broader and strategic 
macroeconomic issues, renders it difficult if not 
impossible to harness the economic potential of 
urbanization. In the light of that, and consider-
ing the immense importance that cities hold for 
Africa’s inclusive economic growth, it is critical to 
accord urbanization a pivotal and strategic role 
in national development planning by linking it 
to broader economic targets and the structural 
transformation agenda. 

It is against that backdrop that the Economic Com-
mission for Africa has undertaken a regional review 
of the Integration of Urbanization in National 
Development Planning in Africa. The present 
report makes available findings drawn from 
national-level reports in five countries of the conti-
nent, namely, Cameroon, Chad, Morocco, Uganda 
and Zambia. The report is informed by facts on the 
ground, complexities and dynamics associated 
with urbanization, and national development 
planning in the continent, and for those reasons 
is able to offer a unique and unprecedented per-
spective. In doing so, the report presents ways 
to strategically integrate urbanization in national 
development planning that can leverage the 
potential of African cities for inclusive economic 
growth and development. Specific entry points 
that can be instrumental in achieving that goal are 
outlined, and relate to economic sector targeting, 
urban productivity and the national spatial system.

It is hoped that the present report will be instru-
mental in informing policy measures that unleash 
the profound potential of African cities, and in 
realizing the continent’s vision for inclusive and 
sustainable transformation.  
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