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Introduction 

• The world is steadily becoming more urban, as 
people move to cities and towns in search of 
employment, educational opportunities and 
higher standards of living.   

• This paper will discuss the rural-urban migration 
trends and their associated effects in Africa, 
highlighting the major push and pull factors. 

• Four countries, one from each region, have been 
selected to offer lessons from across Africa.  

 



Rural-Urban Migration Trends in 
Africa 

 
  

• The trends in rural-urban migration in Africa are 
quite disturbing. As of 2010, Africa‘s 412 million 
city dwellers far exceed North America‘s 286 
million. 

•  It is estimated that by 2025, more than half of 
Africa‘s population (60 percent) will live and work 
in urban centers, compared with 14.5 percent in 
1950, 28 percent in 1980 and 34 percent in 1990. 



Rural-Urban Migration Trends in 
Africa Con’t… 

• In 1960, Johannesburg was the only city in sub-Saharan 
Africa with a population of over a million; however, by 
1970, there were four: Cape Town, Johannesburg 
(South Africa), Kinshasa (in what is now the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo) and Lagos (Nigeria).  

• By 2010, there were 33 African cities with populations 
of over 1 million, including: Addis Ababa (Ethiopia), 
Nairobi (Kenya), Khartoum (Sudan), Luanda (Angola), 
Harare (Zimbabwe) and Dakar (Senegal) 
(aconerlycoleman.wordpress.com: October 24, 10.15 
am). 



Rural-Urban Migration Trends in 
Africa Con’t… 

• According to Mwase (1995, p209), Zambia with 53 percent 
of its 8.6 million people living in urban areas was by the 
1990s Africa’s most urbanized country prompted by its 
copper-dominated mineral.   

• The United Nations Population Fund‘s 2007 State of World 
Population report estimated that 72 percent of sub-
Saharan Africa‘s urban population lives in slum conditions. 
This is partly due to the fact that on the continent of Africa, 
urbanization typically outpaces infrastructure building and 
expansion in local governance. 

• The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) also projects 
that between 2000 and 2030, sub-Saharan Africa‘s urban 
population will double. 
 



Push and Pull Factors of Urbanization 

Push Factors: 

• Lack of clean water, hospitals, schools, 
recreational facilities, unemployment etc in 
rural areas. 

Pull Factors: 

• Availability of clean water, hospitals, schools, 
good roads, recreational facilities, 
employment opportunities etc in urban areas. 



Cases from four African Countries 
 

Egypt 

• Egypt’s cities are growing fast and will continue to 
grow. With an annual national population growth 
rate of 2.2–3% over the past decades, Egypt has 
approximately 1 million new citizens to house 
every 8 months (GIZ, 2012).  

• Population growth combined with rural to urban 
migration cause staggering rates of population 
increase of almost 4% annually in Egypt’s urban 
centres (GIZ, 2012). 



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Egypt 

• According to CIA World Factbook, 2012), 43.4 
percent of the total population lived in the 
urban areas in Egypt in 2012. This means 
Egypt had almost half of the population living 
in urban areas in 2012. 

• In 2008, Cairo, Egypt’s capital had a 
population of an estimated 18 million people. 



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Nigeria 

• With the largest and one of the most rapidly 
growing cities in sub-Saharan Africa, Nigeria 
has experienced the phenomenon of 
urbanization as thoroughly as any African 
nation, but its experience has also been 
unique-in scale, in pervasiveness, and in 
historical antecedents. 



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Nigeria 
• Rapid urbanization and urban growth has brought 

about serious challenges in Nigeria’s cities just like is 
the case with other countries in Africa. 

• One of the challenges is inadequate housing supply 
leading to overcrowding in urban housing . 

• It has been estimated that about 85% of the urban 
population in Nigeria live in single rooms, often with 
eight to twelve persons per room.  

• In 1996, only about 27% of urban dwellers had access 
to piped water and less than 10% of urban dwellers 
had an indoor toilet. 



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Kenya 
• According to UN Habitat (2007, p1), the process of urbanization in 

Kenya is still an evolving phenomenon. However, it has proceeded 
at a tremendous pace over the past four decades especially after 
political independence in early 1960s.  

• UN Habitat (2007, p1) adds that in 1962, for example, only one 
Kenyan out of every 12 lived in urban centres. However, by 1999 
the proportion of the urban population had increased to 34.5 
percent affirming that one out of every three Kenyans currently live 
in urban areas. This percentage is expected to increase to 50 
percent by the year 2015. Further, UN Habitat (2007, p1) reported 
that during 1989-1999 period, Kenya’s urban population had more 
than doubled by increasing from 3.88 million to 9.90 million 
representing an increase of 155 percent. 



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Kenya 
• Over the same period, the number of urban centres had also risen 

from 139 to 194 representing 40 percent increase. 
• The acute shortage of housing and the problem of inadequate 

shelter have manifested themselves in the rapid formation and 
growth of informal settlements in most major cities in Kenya (UN 
Habitat 2007, p2).  

• Most urban areas of Kenya are divided between comparatively well-
off suburbs and then disadvantaged poor living in slums and 
informal settlements. It is estimated that more than half of Kenya’s 
urban population now live in slums and informal settlements, 
implying that over five million urban residents live in slums and 
informal settlements with deficient housing and infrastructure (UN 
Habitat 2007, p2). 



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Malawi  
• Although Malawi is not heavily urbanized at present, it has the 

highest annual rate of urbanization in the world at 6.3 percent (UN 
Habitat 2009, p16). 

• According to 2008 Population and Housing Census report Malawi 
had a population of 13,077,160 in 2008 11.5 million people in 1998. 
The report also indicates that urban population in Malawi increased 
from 850,000 in 1987 to 1.4 million in 1998 and 2.0 million in 2008.  

• 15.3 percent of the population reside in the urban areas and of the 
total urban population, 12 percent reside in the four major cities of 
Blantyre, Zomba, Lilongwe and Mzuzu while 3.3 percent reside in 
the other urban areas (PHC 2008).  



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Malawi 
• Lilongwe’s population, for example, stood at 674,448 in 2008 with 

an annual growth rate of 4.3 percent out of which over 70 percent 
lives in informal settlements (UN Habitat 2011, p18).  

• These statistics show that Malawi is increasingly getting urbanized 
and the demand for services such as housing, clean water, 
hospitals, schools jobs etc in the urban areas is immense.  

• According to the 2012 Report on Capacity Needs Assessment for 
Relevant Government Departments, City Councils and Communities 
involved in Slum Upgrading Programmes conducted by Mzuzu 
University, points out that Malawi’s rapid urbanization and the 
inadequate capacity at all levels to manage the urbanization is 
manifesting itself in the proliferation of unplanned settlements and 
slums that are growing at the annual rate of 3.9 percent.  



Cases from four African Countries 
Con’t… 

Malawi 
• In Lilongwe, for example, formal housing is inadequate and has led 

to the increase in population in the informal settlements.  
• The majority of informal settlement residents are living in sub-

standard housing conditions with inadequate social infrastructure 
and lack of access to the basic urban services (UN Habitat 2012, 
p18).  

• On its part, the government of Malawi has made some strides in 
ensuring that urban dwellers have access to land, water roads etc. 
For example, the government of Malawi created traditional housing 
areas in cities such as Kawale, Biwi, Chilinde, Mchesi and others in 
Lilongwe and Bangwe, Zingwangwa, Chilomoni, Chilobwe and 
others in Blantyre in the 1970s to manage the population inflow in 
the two cities. 



Policy Implications of Migration in 
Africa 

 
• Apparently, the greatest challenge for most Africa states in 

my view does not lie on how to slow down rural-urban 
migration but rather how to cope with rapid urban growth 
and the challenges associated with rapid urban growth.  

• This is because, based on the trends presented in this 
paper, rural-urban migration is increasingly becoming an 
inevitable and perhaps irreversible phenomenon.  

• According to the 2008-09UN Habitat State of the World 
Cities Report, 66.4 percent of urban population live under 
slum conditions meaning that the population lack durable 
housing, sufficient living area, access to improved water, 
access to sanitation, energy and secure tenure.  

 



Policy Implications of Migration in 
Africa Con’t… 

• The Malawi Government established what used to be called rural 
growth centres, now secondary centres whose primary aim was to 
slow down the rural-urban migration. 

• The idea with rural growth centres was that people would be 
attracted to remain in the rural areas as the rural growth centres 
had same amenities as those found in the urban areas. However, 
the establishment of the rural growth centres did not help much to 
arrest the rural-urban migration. 

• Therefore, the rapid urban growth being experienced in many 
African countries calls for concerted efforts by all concerned 
starting with African National Governments themselves to come up 
with urban management strategies aimed at addressing the 
challenges brought about by rapid urban growth. These challenges 
range from inadequate shelter, informal settlements, 
unemployment, lack of clean water, inadequate drainage and 
sanitation to urban poverty. 



Policy Implications of Migration in 
Africa Con’t… 

• Without planning, cities can grow absent-mindedly, 
spread over every available empty space and over run 
the ability of public services, where they are available, 
to meet demands or cope with growth of slums 
(United Nations Population Fund 2011, p77). 

• Given most municipal councils weak financial and 
administrative capacity in most African countries to 
cope with rural migrants, unplanned settlements have 
sprung up which have very limited access to basic 
urban facilities (Mwase 1995, p209).  



Policy Implications of Migration in 
Africa Con’t… 

• The lack of housing policy in Malawi further complicates 
the housing situation, which is worsened by lack of clear 
cut allocations of housing responsibilities among key 
stakeholders (UN Habitat 2011, p18).  

• At the time of writing this paper, the draft housing policy 
was being reviewed after being in draft form since 1997.  

• One of the slum areas in Malawi is Mtandire in Lilongwe, 
the Capital City where according to “The Nation” of 
Tuesday 30 October, 2012, malaria and diarrhea are no 
strangers. The majority of the households in Mtandire have 
no access to improved sanitation, without drainage, 
stagnant waters are breeding grounds for mosquitoes.  



Policy Implications of Migration in 
Africa Con’t… 

  
• In some developing countries, notably in Africa, this growth reflects 

rural crisis rather than urban-based development. But without 
improvements in local governance and infrastructure, as well as 
coordination between local, national, and international groups, 
many experts caution the region’s urban areas will remain 
impoverished.  

• At least one-quarter of African city dwellers do not have access to 
electricity. A 2000 World Health Organization report estimated that 
only 43 percent of urban dwellers had access to piped water.  

• Waste disposal presents a tremendous health hazard in many urban 
areas; in Kibera, Nairobi’s largest slum, plastic bags are used as 
“flying toilets.” Indoor air pollution, poor nutrition, and urban crime 
all pose threats to urban residents (Todaro 1997, p29).  

 



Conclusion 
 

• The rural-urban migration in Africa is an issue of great concern to national 
governments. The rural-urban migration in Africa is attributable, to a great 
extent, to inadequate jobs and social amenities in rural areas as some of 
the push factors. On the other hand, availability of clean water, hospital, 
schools and recreational facilities in urban areas are some of the pull 
factors contributing to the rapid rural-urban migration currently being 
experienced on the continent.  

• The trends of rural-urban migration in all the selected four countries 
above are similar in that the major driving force is inadequate jobs and 
social amenities in rural areas. 

•  The rapid urban growth happening in Africa pose serious challenges to 
national governments and policy makers alike with regard to how to cope 
with the demands brought about by rapid urban growth. Unfortunately, 
most African governments do not have adequate resources, both financial 
and human to deal with the demands associated with rapid urban growth. 

• However, if no immediate action is done, the slum conditions will 
deteriorate and poverty will deepen in most African countries. 
 

 



Recommendations 

In view of the issues raised and evidence provided in this paper, I 
recommend the following:  

• African governments should strive to provide social amenities and 
facilities in the rural areas for the rural inhabitants to enjoy thereby 
discouraging people to move to the urban areas.  

• African governments should also create jobs for the rural people for 
this is one of the ways rural people can be encouraged to stay in the 
rural areas  

• Informal settlements should not be demolished instead they should 
be regularized and upgraded. National governments in Africa 
should provide necessary infrastructure to the residents of these 
areas. 

• The review of the Malawi Housing Policy which has been in draft 
form since 1997 should be expedited and approved.  
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