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Despite the perceived role of efficient infrastructure as a critical 
element for economic growth, poverty reduction and the attainment 
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), there is abundant 
evidence that Africa’s infrastructure is much below international 
standards in terms of quantity and quality. This paper is an 
appraisal of the role of infrastructure in economic development 
and poverty eradication in Africa. The relevance of infrastructure 
to growth and poverty alleviation in Africa is empirically robust. 
In addition to overt neglect of the sector by African governments 
since attaining independence, there has been a “policy mistake” 
founded on the dogma of the 1980s/90s that infrastructure would 
be financed by the private sector. This has not materialized and 
the results have been rather disappointing, especially in water 
and transport, two extremely important sectors. Poverty was not 
carefully addressed as part of the regulatory and other reform 
packages implemented during the 1990s. Not surprisingly, the 
infrastructure needs of the poor, the majority of who reside in 
rural and peri-urban areas have not been met. They continue to 
rely on unsafe, unreliable and often overpriced alternatives to 
compensate for the policy failures.

Access, affordability and quality of service continue to be key 
issues in all infrastructure sectors. There is now a significant base 
of experience during much of the last 25 years from which useful 
lessons can be learned. The choice is no longer simply a dichotomy 
between public and private provision but mutual collaboration 
and pragmatism between the two sectors. The public sector is 
now expected to retain a much more important role in financing 
infrastructure development than previously admitted, while the 
private sector would assist in meeting the significant needs 
associated with infrastructure construction, operation, and, to 
some extent, financing in sectors such as telecommunications, 
energy generation, and transport services in which commercial 
and political risks are much lower. Small-scale operators, who have 
played an increasing yet generally underestimated role in catering 
to the needs of the populations not supplied by the actors with 
higher visibility, must also be brought on board.
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Ur b a n i z a t i o n 
is one of the 
most powerful, 
irreversible forces 
in the world. It 
is estimated that 
93 percent of 
the future urban 
population growth 
will occur in the 
cities of Asia and 

Africa, and to a lesser extent, Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 

We live in a new urban era with most of 
humanity now living in towns and cities. 

Global poverty is moving into cities, mostly 
in developing countries, in a process we call 
the urbanisation of poverty.

The world’s slums are growing and growing 
as are the global urban populations. Indeed, 
this is one of the greatest challenges we face in 
the new millennium.

The persistent problems of poverty and slums 
are in large part due to weak urban economies. 
Urban economic development is fundamental 
to UN-HABITAT’s  mandate. Cities act as 
engines of national economic development. 

Strong urban economies are essential 
for poverty reduction and the provision of 
adequate housing, infrastructure, education, 
health, safety, and basic services.

The Global Urban Economic Dialogue series 
presented here is a platform for all sectors 
of the society to address urban economic 
development and particularly its contribution 
to addressing housing issues. This work carries 
many new ideas, solutions and innovative 
best practices from some of the world’s 
leading urban thinkers and practitioners 
from international organisations, national 
governments, local authorities, the private 
sector, and civil society.

This series also gives us an interesting 
insight and deeper understanding of the wide 
range of urban economic development and 
human settlements development issues. It will 
serve UN member States well in their quest 
for better policies and strategies to address 
increasing global challenges in these areas

Joan Clos 
Under-Secretary-General, United Nations 

Executive Director, UN-HABITAT  
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