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It gives me great pleasure to present The State of African 
Cities 2014: Re-imagining sustainable urban transitions - 
the third publication on Africa in UN-Habitat’s rapidly-

expanding regional State of the Cities report series. 
The first African regional report (2008): ‘A framework for 

addressing urbanization challenges’ provided a general overview 
of housing and management conditions in African cities and 
set information benchmarks on city level data and trends. 
The second publication (2010): ‘Governance, inequalities and 
urban land markets’, expanded the baseline views of the 2008 
report, analyzing urban governance modalities in the light 
of newly-emerging urban spatial configurations, exposing 
inequality in African cities and examining how African urban 
dwellers access land.

This third State of African Cities report was realized in close 
cooperation with ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability 
- Africa and United Cities and Local Governments Africa 
(UCLGA). It attempts to take analysis to a next level in 
the context of the globally changing conditions. It seeks to 
stimulate discussion on the need for radically different, re-
imagined development visions to guide sustainable urban and 
other transitions in Africa over the decades to come.

African cities are often analyzed from a perspective that 
sees urbanism and urban living as progressing towards the 
example set by Western paradigms. But the conditions and 
circumstances that prevailed in the world’s industrialized 
societies during the 20th century - and which shaped their 
cities’ form and function - are no longer the same in today’s 
world. Global climate and environmental change, as well as 
increasing awareness of water, food or energy insecurities, for 
instance, are now starting to shape our understanding of the 
dire need for new visions on what good urban management 
for the 21st century entails. 

The overarching challenge for Africa in the decades to come 
is massive population growth in a context of wide-spread 
poverty that, in combination, generate complex and inter-
related threats to the human habitat. The main premise of 
this report is that successfully and effectively addressing the 
vulnerabilities and risks to which the African populations are 
increasingly being exposed may, perhaps, require a complete 
re-thinking of current urban development trajectories if 
sustainable transitions are to be achieved.

Urban development decisions typically involve vast capital 
layouts and, consequently, can lock cities or even entire 
countries in a particular development path. In other words: 
today’s decisions and interventions fix the parameters into 

a particular development direction for decades. Given the 
comparatively late onset of the urban transition in Africa, 
however, there exist real opportunities for embracing new 
urban paradigms that are more conducive to both the present 
and long-term needs of African cities and nations. 

Greener solutions, climate change adaptations, vulnerability 
reduction, technological innovation, urbanization and the 
economic development of African cities all go hand in hand 
in this context. Whereas a ‘re-imagined African urbanism’ 
would undoubtedly embrace some parts of the ‘Western urban 
model’, Africa now has an opportunity to also seek policy and 
strategic directions that incorporate long-term sustainability 
for social, environmental and economic development that 
will better deliver than the imported urban paradigms have 
done so far.

This report, however, does not give ready-made solutions. 
Cities are simply too individual and specific in their needs 
and vulnerabilities for standardized solutions. Rather, the 
current report analyses the emerging challenges and risks 
to which urban and rural Africa are being exposed with a 
view to facilitating discussions at regional, national and local 
levels on how best to address the challenges ahead and apply 
solutions that are innovative, location-specific and effective. 
Not a single African city today is exempted from distinct and 
often multiple vulnerabilities. Careful consideration of the 
intervention options available and, indeed, the courage to 
embark on a ‘re-imagined African urbanism’ is what is called 
for in this report.

One thing is of particular importance in this context. Cities 
are not stand-alone entities. They are all part and parcel of 
often shared geographical, social, environmental and political 
contexts. Given that many of the challenges ahead are of a 
trans-boundary nature, this report seeks to stimulate local, 
national and regional cooperation among African cities 
and nations to re-imagine shared approaches to urban 
development and capture the most effective interventions to 
facilitate sustainable urban and other transitions in Africa.

Joan Clos
Under-Secretary General, United Nations
Executive Director, UN-Habitat

Foreword by UN-Habitat
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This third report in the UN-Habitat series on the State of African Cities, the State of African Cities Report 2014: Reimagining 
Sustainable Urban Transitions, was conceptualized during 2011 by a three way partnership comprising the United Nations Human 
Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat), ICLEI-Africa and the United Cities and Local Governments of Africa (UCLGA), with 
inputs at various meetings from the Sustainability Institute (Prof Mark Swilling and Blake Robinson), the African Centre for 
Cities at the University of Cape Town (Ntombini Marrengane), the University of KwaZulu Natal (Catherine Sutherland) and the 
compilation of a concept and outline by MLA-Sustainability Matters (Marlene Laros).
Drafting of the State of African Cities Report 2014: Reimagining Sustainable Urban Transitions was coordinated by Dr. Joseph 
Maseland, Lusungu Kayani and Katharina Rochell (UN-Habitat) under the supervision of Dr. Alioune Badiane (UN-Habitat), in 
co-operation with Marlene Laros (MLA-Sustainability Matters); Kobie Brand, Dr. Jenny Clover, Faith Chihumbiri and Lucinda 
Fairhurst (ICLEI-Africa); and Jean-Pierre Elong Mbassi and Charles Patsika (UCLGA).
Lead authors and content editors, for the publication were Marlene Laros (lead author and editor) and Freda Jones (content and 
technical editor) from MLA-Sustainability Matters.
Chapter 1, the overview chapter, was written and coordinated by Marlene Laros (lead author), with contributions from Dr. 
Camaren Peter (Sustainability Institute), Dr. Joseph Maseland (UN-Habitat), Dr. Sean Fox (London School of Economics) and 
Freda Jones.
The Northern Africa sub-regional chapter was written and coordinated by Richard Cornwell (lead author), with contributions from 
Dr. Joseph Maseland and Dr. Camaren Peter.
The Western Africa sub-regional chapter was written and coordinated by Dr. Camaren Peter (lead author), with contributions from 
Dr. Joseph Maseland.
The Eastern Africa sub-regional chapter was written and coordinated by Richard Cornwell (lead author), with contributions from 
Dr. Joseph Maseland and Dr. Camaren Peter.
The Central Africa sub-regional chapter was written and coordinated by Dr. Guillaume Iyenda (lead author), with contributions 
from Dr. Joseph Maseland and Dr. Camaren Peter.
The Southern Africa sub-regional chapter was written and coordinated by Prof. David Simon (Royal Holloway, University of 
London; lead author), with contributions from Dr. Camaren Peter and Dr. Hayley Leck (London School of Economics).
UN-Habitat is grateful to all external reviewers: Anton Cartwright (African Centre for Cities, University of Cape Town; Chapter 
1.2); Dr. David Dodman (IIED; Chapter 1.2); Anna Taylor (African Centre for Cities, University of Cape Town; Chapter 1.3); 
Ntombini Marrengane (African Centre for Cities, University of Cape Town; Chapter 1.3); Prof. Aly Karam (Associate Professor in 
the School of Architecture and Planning, University of the Witwatersrand; Chapter 2: Northern Africa); Dr. Ben Page (University 
College London; Chapter 3: Western Africa); Jason Stearns (Rift Valley Institute; Chapter 4: Eastern Africa); Dr. Edouard Din 
(Chapter 5: Central Africa); and Dr. Nancy Odendaal (University of Cape Town; Chapter 6: Southern Africa).
Pre-final drafts of the peer-reviewed regional chapters were reviewed at the Editorial Board Meeting (EBM) at the UN-Habitat 
Headquarters at Gigiri, Nairobi, on 5-7 August 2013. The EBM was attended by: Dr. Joseph Maseland and Katharina Rochell, 
Faith Chihumbiri, Dr. Jenny Clover, Richard Cornwell, Dr. Guillaume Iyenda, Marlene Laros, Jean-Pierre Elong Mbassi and 
Charles Patsika (UCLGA), Dr. Camaren Peter and Prof. David Simon.
Contributors of case studies and text boxes, used for this report, were: Hamidou Baguian (Climate Change Focal Point, Municipality 
of Bobo Dioulasso), Kate Berrisford (Green Africa Directory), Richard Cornwell, Marielle Dubbeling (RUAF), Lucinda Fairhurst 
(ICLEI-Africa), Dr. Sean Fox, Afton Halloran (FAO), Dr. Guillaume Iyenda, Freda Jones, Dr. Mary Lawhon (African Centre for 
Cities, University of Cape Town), Dr. Hayley Leck, Dr. Joseph Maseland, Dr. Immaculata Nwokoro (University of Lagos), Hassan 
Partow (UNEP), Dr. Camaren Peter, Dr. Deborah Potts (King’s College), Blake Robinson (Sustainability Institute), Katharina 
Rochell, Prof. David Simon, Catherine Sutherland (University of Kwazulu-Natal), Prof. Mark Swilling (Sustainability Institute), 
Moussa Sy (IAGU/RUAF) and Anna Taylor (African Centre for Cities, University of Cape Town).
Editing for UN-Habitat was undertaken by: Olu Sarr. 
Layout and design of the publication was undertaken by: Michael Jones Software.
This report was translated into French by Thierry Naudin.
Generous financial support from the Government of Norway, the Cities Alliance and the British High Commission in South Africa 
was critical to the production of this report.
We thank all participants and contributors for their role in the production of the State of African Cities Report 2014: Reimagining 
Sustainable Urban Transitions.
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The current report is the third in The State of African 
Cities series. The first, The State of African Cities 2008: 
A framework for addressing urban challenges in Africa, 

was explorative and analyzed general urban conditions and 
trends and identified benchmarks. It drew the attention to 
very rapid future growth of African cities and towns; to the 
apparent inability of local authorities to deal with present, let 
alone future urban population increases; and to the need for 
Africa to prepare for new urban configurations very different 
from the traditional concepts that see a city as an urban area 
within a clearly defined boundary and governed by a single 
municipal authority.

The subsequent report: The State of African Cities 2010: 
Governance, inequality and urban land markets, tried to 
answer some of the many questions raised by the 2008 
report. The 2010 version concluded that inadequate urban 
governance policies and low urban institutional capacities; 
high levels of inequality among different socio-economic 

Executive Summary

population strata; as well as limited options for the poorer 
Africans to access urban land, all contributed to urban slum 
proliferation and would continue to do so, unless vigorously 
tackled. The 2010 report further showed that guiding urban 
growth in Africa will require the establishment of realistic and 
sustainable national urban development policies; enhanced 
urban management capacities within cities and towns of all 
sizes; better distribution of urban populations over different 
settlement-size classes; and significant improvements in 
broad-based access to urban livelihood opportunities. The 
report also advised that governments should urgently reduce 
the land, housing, services and mobility-demand pressures on 
their highly primate capital cities by seeking more balanced 
national urban hierarchies.

Many African governments have since started to promote 
new urban developments away from their major population 
concentrations. Satellite cities are being established to guide 
population pressure away from the capitals, while urban 
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