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Executive summary 
Cities are centers of economic growth and development, but many African countries still don’t have 

measures of economic activities within the boundaries of these cities. In most cases national income 

accounts only capture gross domestic product (GDP) at the national level with a limited attempt to 

disaggregate the output value to sub-national levels. As the African continent is urbanizing rapidly, the 

dynamism and intense vivacity of cities become even more prominent. Cities account for a substantially 

large share of gross domestic product, thus, underlying their importance in economic growth and 

development. For instance, about 85 percent of the global gross domestic product in 2015 was generated 

in cities (Gouldson et al. 2015). Evidence shows that in many cities, city size is positively associated with 

economic growth. There has been therefore an increased interest in the measurement of city sizes. In 

many countries such as Zimbabwe, city GDP is not only crucial as an indicator of city size, but it is also an 

important indicator for tracking progress in developmental goals. However, the absence of reliable data 

on city indicators in many African countries constraint policy makers (town planners, government officials 

and researchers).  

 

The process of devolution in Zimbabwe has aroused interest among policy makers and sub-national 

players in the need to measure sub-national GDP. The 2013 Constitution of Zimbabwe advocates for 

decentralization. In this regard, the new government dispensation of 2017 has started to implement 

devolution by decentralizing national activities. Recently, the national statistical agency has started to 

measure provincial GDP. While provincial GDP is a good sub-national development indicator in Zimbabwe, 

it does not separate urban areas’ contribution to GDP. Since urban areas are homes of prosperity and 

sources of human satisfaction, it is important to separate the roles played by these centers of 

development in this wave of urbanization. Because of the policy constraints resulting from limited data 

on city GDP, ECA has been working on the development of a core set of urban indicators, together with 

National Statistical Offices across. This study is therefore part of ECA’s intervention in the development of 

city indicators to track progress in economic and social development. The main objectives of the study are 

therefore to: 

o Identify and assess the availability of data for city GDP estimation in coordination with local and 

national statistical authorities,  

o Define the most appropriate methodology for city GDP estimation in Harare based on available 

data (no new data is expected to be collected), 

o Collect and compile the raw data sets required for the city GDP estimation, and 

o Estimate GDP of Harare. 

 

The study made an attempt to obtain improved Harare city GDP estimates based on the top-down 

approach where GDP at national level is apportioned to Harare city using workers’ productivity. This 

approach is widely used and has the capacity to disaggregate national level GDP to city level GDP. The 

findings in this study show that Harare contributes at least 34 percent of the national GDP since 2015. In 

2018, the overall Harare GDP in 2012 at constant price was about US$7.70 billion which marginally 

increased to US$7.72 billion in 2019 and US$7.8 billion in 2020. Per capita income for the city averaged 

slightly above US$2700 since 2015 and was about US$2970 in 2019 and fell to US$2901 in 2020. These 
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estimates slightly deviate from those established by ZIMSTAT. For instance, in 2018 Zimstat estimated the 

current price Harare GDP to be US$9.2 billion while in this study it was estimated to be US$8.3 billion. The 

Zimstat figures are slightly larger than what was obtained in this study. The main source of this deviation 

is the difference in methodologies applied. Zimstat applied earnings shares while this study applied 

employment shares. Hence earning shares may overestimate GDP figures since they fail to portray real 

output unlike employment figures. In addition, while Zimstat relied on data from the CIP, SS and QEI 

surveys, this study also utilized the LFCLS which is more recent than the other surveys. In sectors such as 

manufacturing, construction and transport, informal sector players contribute about 40 percent of the 

city GDP. These estimates are useful for policy makers and planners to plan and to track progress in 

developmental targets while researchers may want to assess the impact of urbanization of economic 

growth or any other variable of interest. Furthermore, estimates in this study are based on constant prices 

using 2012 base year while Zimstat figures are based on current prices. 

 

The estimates show that developments in Harare are key to the growth of the Zimbabwean economy. The 

city plays a critical role in national development strategies. The main implication of these estimates is that 

the economy of Zimbabwe is largely shaped by economic developments of Harare city. A GDP contribution 

of 38 percent or more from only one city is remarkably high for the city to drive growth of the economy. 

Therefore, the bad infrastructure of the city is not only a problem of city fathers, but it has negative 

consequences on the city’s contribution to national development. 
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1. Background 

1.1 Context/rationale 

Cities play a critical role in the growth and development of economies. The rapid urbanization in 

developing countries and the increasing population in cities are widely considered to promote 

industrialization, growth and productivity in these countries (Frick & Rodríguez-Pose, 2016; United 

Nations, 2014; Henderson, 2010). For instance, about 85 percent of the global gross domestic product in 

2015 was generated in cities (Gouldson et al. 2015). Thus, underlying their importance in economic growth 

and development. It is, however, important to note that rapid urbanization and growth of urban 

population in developing economies is also associated with enormous challenges in urban areas such as 

pressure on urban infrastructure and social amenities as well as increased pollution (Liang & Yang, 2019 

and Frick & Rodríguez-Pose, 2016). Sustainable urbanization is therefore a crucial driver of development 

and living standards in a nation (United Nations-Habitat, 2020). United Nations – Habitat (2018) project 

that between 2018 and 2050, seven of the world’s 10 fastest urbanizing areas will be in Africa and the 

developing countries’ urban population will reach 2 billion of which the largest proportionate increase will 

be in Africa. This rapid urbanization requires better planning which is only possible if policymakers are 

aware of the economic size and relative needs of cities (Kumar, 2019). 

 

Since cities are regarded as homes of prosperity and sources of human satisfaction (United Nations-

Habitat, 2012), City GDP becomes an important indicator for not only economic size of the cities but also 

for tracking urbanization impact on living standards in developing nations. Concerns about GDP 

measurement have, however, remained an issue in many countries (Moulton, 2018). Economic size of 

many African cities has hardly been quantitatively measured in a standard way due to the constraints of 

these countries to produce and supply reliable quantitative data (United Nations-Habitat, 2018). The need 

to measure the economic size of cities is further substantiated by Mavrič and Bobek (2015). They argue 

that there is an increasing need to identify the stages of development and to establish a system for the 

ranking and positioning of cities and regions since cities have become core centres of development. 

Mavrič and Bobek (2015) further identify a methodological gap that exist on the measurement of city 

performance. The existing methodologies affect a wider field of urban and regional disparities while 

specific approaches provide limited indicators. However, an improvement can be achieved using non-

aggregated indicators; therefore, identification of appropriate and a small number of relevant indicators 

is crucial.  

 

Although the economic sizes of Harare and Bulawayo provinces have been previously estimated under 

provincial GDP, there are no estimations from 2019. In addition, estimates from informal sector do not 

exist. Furthermore, the methodologies applied in the measurement of provincial GDP in many African 

countries is not coherent with international standards and are sometimes measured using different 

techniques (Jerven, 2010a; 2010b). Infrastructure and Cities for Economic Development (2017) argues 

that explaining urbanization trends in Zimbabwe is challenging due to inconsistencies in measurement 

and gaps in knowledge and data. To estimate city sizes properly, it is important to relook at and examine 

city sizes in Zimbabwe. Harare is a good starting point to estimate city sizes in Zimbabwe because of its 
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