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The Sahel and West Africa Club (SWAC) is an independent 
international platform. Its Secretariat is hosted at the 
Organisation for Economic Co‑operation and Development 
(OECD). Its mission is to promote regional policies that will 
improve the economic and social well‑being of the people 
in the Sahel and West Africa. Its objectives are to produce 
and collect data, draft analyses and facilitate strategic 
dialogue in order to nurture and promote public policies 
in line with rapid developments in the region. It also 
promotes regional co‑operation as a tool for sustainable 
development and stability. Its current areas of work are 
food dynamics, cities and territories, and security.

SWAC Members and partners include: Austria, 
Belgium, Canada, CILSS (Permanent Interstate Committee 
for Drought Control in the Sahel), the ECOWAS (Economic 
Community of West African States) Commission, the 
European Commission, France, Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Switzerland, the UEMOA (West African 
Economic and Monetary Union) Commission and the 
United States. SWAC has a memorandum of understanding 
with the University of Florida Sahel Research Group. 

More information: www.oecd.org/swac 

The Sahel and West Africa Club

The African Development Bank
The African Development Bank Group is Africa’s premier 
development finance institution. It comprises three 
distinct entities: the African Development Bank (AfDB), 
the African Development Fund (ADF) and the Nigeria 
Trust Fund (NTF). On the ground in 41 African countries 

with an external office in Japan, the Bank contributes to 
the economic development and the social progress of its 
54 regional member states.

For more information: www.afdb.org

United Nations Economic Commission for 
Africa (ECA)
Established by the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
of the United Nations (UN) in 1958 as one of the UN’s 
five regional commissions, ECA’s mandate is to promote 

the economic and social development of its member 
States, foster intra-regional integration, and promote 
international cooperation for Africa’s development.
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Urbanisation is one the most profound transformations 
that the African continent will undergo in the 21st 
century. Since 1990, the number of cities in Africa has 
doubled in number - from 3 300 to 7 600 - their cumulative 
population has increased by 500 million people. Africa’s 
cities are the most rapidly growing cities in the world; 
they are the youngest and they are changing fast. Their 
impact on Afri‑ ca’s economic, social and political 
landscape in the coming decades is likely to be profound. 
Urbanisation, therefore, presents immense opportunities 
to accelerate progress towards the 2030 and 2063 
development agendas and for promoting continental 
integration in the context of the Af‑ rican Continental Free 
Trade Area (AfCFTA). For African policy makers, it also 
entails very important challenges in planning, managing 
and financing urban growth, both a t the local and the 
national levels. In many places in Africa and beyond, 
there is a prevaling negative perception of the 
externalities of urbanisation and its impact on 
development. This has slowed policy processes to make 
urbanisation a central part of Africa's development 
strategies.

This report presents compelling evidence - 
from 2  600  cities across 34 countries - that 
urbanisation in Africa contributes to better economic 
outcomes and higher standards of living. It shows that 
in most socio‑economic dimensions, Africa’s cities 
significantly outperform the countries in which they are 
located, and that the gap between the performance of 
African cities and the national averages is larger than in 
many other parts of the world. One of the most 
underappreciated achievements of African cities over the 
last 30 years has been that, despite growing by 500 
million people, they have maintained their economic 
performance, providing several hundred million people 
with better jobs and improved access to services and 
infrastructure. Positive spillovers from urbanisation are 
also spreading to rural areas, which benefit from 
proximity to cities.

Nevertheless, economic and political constraints 
continue to limit cities’ potential to contribute to econom‑ 
ic growth and social development. Too many people have 
been left behind. The need for new approaches tailored 
to local dynamics is urgent, and the challenges ahead 
very important. This report underlines the importance of 
investing in better planning in large urban centres. Mean-

while, it shows the potential of enlisting small and 
mid‑sized cities as a means of accelerating job 
creation, productivity and service delivery, and of 
developing connectivity and clusters of cities to 
promote economic integration. It also argues for the 
crucial importance of co‑ordinated policies and the need 
to anchor the role of cities in national development 
planning. Finally, local governments need greater 
fiscal and administrative capacity so they can play a 
more active role in economic development.

Current United Nations projections indicate 
that Africa’s cities will grow by an additional 900 
million inhabitants between now and 2050, welcoming 
two‑thirds of Africa’s population. This urban expansion 
not only demands a need to plan, manage and finance 
infrastructure and public services, it will require 
strategies that promote employment, stimulate green 
technology uptake and digitalisation, improve 
competitiveness and ensure climate  neutrality and 
sustainability. National development agendas need to 
acknowledge the important role of cities in promoting 
economic development, boosting resilience and 
addressing climate change and future sustainability 
challenges. Coherent policies are called for to ensure that 
national strategies are effective at the local level.

However, confronting the challenges of Africa’s 
urban growth also inherently entails opportunities to 
envision an urban future that may not follow the same 
path as that of the Americas, Asia, Europe, and the rest 
of the world. Cities of the 21st century will be 
different from the cities of the 20th century. African 
cities, and in particular its small and mid‑sized cities, 
are significantly less entrenched in carbon‑intensive 
models of development than cities in many other 
regions. Meanwhile, significant investments in urban 
infrastructure have yet to be made, and the population of 
African cities is mainly young. These are important 
foundations on which to build new models that are 
more climate neutral, more inclusive and more liveable.

While this report presents one of the most com‑ 
prehensive data analysis on African cities’ economic 
performance to date, it also highlights the need for 
more evidence and analysis to support policy making. 
New challenges, such as recovery from COVID-19 
pandemic and new scales of economic and political orga-
nisation - including the African Continental Free Trade
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area (AfCFTA), urban governance and regional 
development - will increasingly demand deeper 
understanding of local contexts. Better data and evidence 
is an important basis for making policy processes more

forward‑looking, trans‑ parent and inclusive. Shaping the 
future of African cities and thus of its people, territories 
and countries depends on the contribution of all 
stakeholders at all levels.

Mathias CORMANN
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Chief Executive Officer,  
African Union Development Agency 
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Vera SONGWE

United Nations Under‑Secretary‑General 
and Executive Secretary of the Economic 

Commission for Africa
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Vice‑President, Private Sector, Infrastructure 
and Industrialization, African Development 
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