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Executive Summary



Cities

Africa today is the site of numerous transfor-
mation processes. These changes affect the 
economic, political and social spheres. They 
are accompanied by a growing African sense 
of community as expressed in the ambitious 
Agenda 2063 and are consistent with internatio-
nal norms as expressed in the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals, the Paris Climate Agreement, 
and the New Urban Agenda. However, the rise 
of this pan-African vision is happening at a time 
of global crises and movements that seem to 
oppose the idea of common acting for the better 
of all. Nevertheless, it remains a collective global 
responsibility that can be energised through ef-
fective strategic action between Europe and Af-
rica to take stock and figure out collectively how 
to best reboot the economic, political and social 
protection systems. The paper argues that this 
expansive international agenda can best be 
operationalised through a careful considera-
tion of urbanisation and its potentialities.
   
Today, Africa’s most profound challenge still is 
the curse of path-dependence. In this context, 
path dependence denotes the process whereby 
a country’s economy is trapped by historical de-
terminations of economic focus connected to a 
structural position marked by limited bargaining 
power. Due to colonialism, African economies 
were directed to be subservient to metropolitan 
economies as a supplier of primary commodi-
ties and cheap labour. In the postcolonial era 
this design was extended when economic re-
sources and control transferred to companies 

based in the coloniser regions. Development 
economists recognise that this dynamic has by 
and large persisted until today due to the ways 
in which global economic institutions are desig-
ned and governed. The unfair nature of trade 
rules compounds the problem. It is equally clear 
that poor governance and political cultures built 
around corruption and patronage have made a 
bad situation event worse. The net economic ef-
fect of this is most starkly visible in the fact that 
only five out of 54 African countries are regar-
ded as having diverse economies.

At the heart of Agenda 2063 is the determined 
desire to shift Africa onto a new growth path 
that is simultaneously inclusive and sustaina-
ble. This points to the urgent need to foster 
national and regional economies that are la-
bour-intensive, job generating and positioned 
to become resilient over the medium-term by 
avoiding carbon-intensive investments and 
paying attention to ecological regeneration. It 
demands that countries and sub-regions con-
front the structural drivers of path dependen-
cy. Therefore, several challenges need to be 
addressed. The infrastructure coverage, be 
it with regard to mobility as well as electricity 
and water, has to be adapted to the regional 
needs. It is equally necessary to address the 
lack of affordable finance to solve the massive 
infrastructure deficits and to enable local firms 
to raise their productivity and output. The bu-
ild-up of institutional preconditions needs to be 
fostered to enable nations to act. 
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The paper aims at an audience that includes 
policy makers and researchers in Europe with 
a deep interest in the long-term prosperity of 
Africa wishing to understand how urbanisation 
as a mega trend can best be engaged with. 
Therefore, a set of recommendations adopts 
a systematic institutional perspective that pro-
poses the following building blocks as crucial 
for crafting an effective engagement between 
European and African actors. The recommen-
dations are offered as a starting point for deli-
berations that will, hopefully, lead to renewed 
commitment and more strategic action. 

First, in terms of next steps, it is essential to dee-
pen recent political commitment to see urbani-
sation as an opportunity to achieve the SDGs 
and the goals of Agenda 2063. Second, it is 
crucial to fortify the globally agreed upon policy 
mechanism to drive urbanisation policies at the 
country level: National Urban Policies (NUPs). 
Ideally, it translates political will into actionable 
steps to achieve policy coherence and imple-
mentation. If the NUP has a strong sustainability 
and inclusion thrust, it creates an ideal platform 
for driving a more strategic focus. Third, as inti-
mated throughout the paper, it is crucial to en-
hance the knowledge system in Africa on what 
contextually appropriate sustainable infrastruc-
ture means for rethinking development invest-
ment priorities and urban/territorial manage-
ment. Closely related, it is equally important to 
figure out the financing challenges that hobble 
most infrastructure investment plans, especial-

ly ones that seek to innovate and be inclusive. 
Infrastructure investments provide the bridge 
between the current unsatisfactory context and 
the ambitious vision of Agenda 2063. Lastly, the 
most important zone of action is the city level 
and it is also at this scale that new kinds of re-
search and development eco-systems will have 
to be constructed to drive contextual innovation 
with deep impact.

International and African development insti-
tutions have all in the recent past expressed 
an appreciation of the importance of cities 
in achieving high-level development goals 
as expressed in the SDGs. The role of cities 
now seems beyond dispute but there remains 
a profound gap between policy pronounce-
ments and concrete programmes at a pan-Af-
rican and national scale. The paper sets out 
evidence that too much policy formulation and 
prioritisation remain “space-blind” and not ap-
preciative of the importance of urban develop-
ment as a catalytic dynamic to achieve struc-
tural transformation and a green economy. An 
argument is made for the promotion to sus- 
tainable infrastructure to achieve sustainable 
urbanism – the only viable bedrock for struc-
tural transformation that produces a labour-in-
tensive and green economy over the next two 
decades. Development partners in Africa and 
Europe can use this paper as a resource to 
review their current priorities and identify prac-
tical ways to become more active and effective 
in advancing sustainable urbanism. 
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