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Abstract
Urban sprawl has gained popularity in academic discourse in recent times, but the majority of the
research was conducted in developed countries. There is a marginal body of works on the
character and nature of urban sprawl in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), although the region is
experiencing one of the fastest rates of sprawl. Urbanisation in SSA is very rapid, and in addition
to the emerging challenges of globalisation, climate change and poverty, SSA cities have an
enormous task to manage urban sprawl. This paper reviews the literature on urban sprawl in SSA
to identify research gaps and propose a research agenda. Published articles from five Anglophone
countries in three of the four regional blocks in SSA were selected. The literature was organised
into the causes and effects of urban sprawl and showed that the previous research on the subject
focused mainly on its environmental impacts. Few studies have looked at the effects of sprawl on
rural livelihoods, agriculture and food security considering the challenges of global climate
change and poverty. Other studies have used Remote Sensing and Geographic Information
Systems, but these were conducted largely for change detection. The paper recommends the
deployment of a more comprehensive methodology incorporating remote sensing/GIS with
ethnographic methods to capture better the complexity and impacts of urban sprawl in SSA.
Additionally, further research attention must be paid to the effects of urban sprawl on rural
livelihoods and overall sprawl-induced agrarian change.
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Introduction
The urban population in developing countries will double by 2050, rising from 2.6 billion in 2010
to 5.3 billion people (Madlener & Sunak, 2011). Between 2005 and 2010, Africa’s urban
population grew on average by thirteen million people per annum and is projected to reach 25
million per annum between 2045 and 2050 (UN-DESA, 2011). Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) has the
highest urban growth rate of about 3.6% per annum (UN, 2006). It is often regarded as the world’s
fastest urbanising region with an urban population of about 472 million people currently, and this
figure will double over the next 25 years (Saghir & Santoro, 2018). This rapid rate of urban growth
in SSA has implications for the attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
especially Goal 11 which concerns developing sustainable cities and communities and good and
affordable public housing schemes. Rural-urban migration is the primary driver of population
growth in most urban areas (Hove et al., 2013; UN-Habitat, 2009) and increases demand for built
infrastructure, resulting in the infill of undeveloped spaces and expansion into the rural areas.
Other factors driving urban development include increasing income, decreasing commuting cost,
preference for countryside living (people still prefer to live in a rural and less busy environment
than the busy hustle and bustle in cities), relatively low housing/land prices, increasing preference
for the nuclear family, land development speculation and better life-transforming opportunities in
cities (Pendall, 1999; Bart, 2010; Habibi & Asadi, 2011; Osman et al., 2016).
The current growth rate of African cities outstrips the capacity of many city authorities to provide
adequate, affordable housing. To bridge the housing gap, many governments have liberalised the
housing sector to allow for private sector participation in housing provision, and this has
contributed to the rapid expansion of most SSA cities beyond their boundaries (see Fuseini &
Kemp, 2016; Fuseini et al., 2017). The rapid development of cities often results in urban sprawl –
the uncontrolled and uncoordinated expansion of a city or a metropolitan area (Johnson, 2001).
The rapid sprawling of cities leads to the encroachment of urban land use on rural land (Liu et al.,
2011), diminishing the spatial segregation between urban and rural areas. The transformation of
the rural landscape due to urban sprawl has significant implications for agriculture and food
security (Bristow & Kennedy, 2013).
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Research on the effects of urban sprawl can be grouped into impacts on the environment (e.g. Bart,
2010), transport and energy use (Ahmadi, 2014; Rodríguez-Álvarez, 2016), public health
(Frumkin, 2002) and socio-cultural changes (Hove et al., 2013; Fuseini et al., 2017). Ji et al. (2006)
and many other researchers have, however, argued that research on urban sprawl is limited in
developing countries and is, even worse, in SSA. Meanwhile, Africa and Asia account for about
90% of global urban population growth (the primary cause of urban sprawl), with Africa’s urban
population tripling by 2050 (UN-DESA, 2014). According to UNECA (2017), East Africa is the
least urbanised sub-region in SSA but is urbanising the fastest, while Southern Africa, the most
urbanised, is urbanising at the slowest rate. This paper is a review of the literature, purposely to
examine the state of knowledge, features and direction of research on urban sprawl in selected
SSA countries and identify pressing gaps for further study.

Methodology
Selection of Study Countries
There is substantial disquiet about the linkage between urbanisation and development, health,
environmental degradation, poverty and social welfare in SSA (White et al., 2008). It is even more
worrying as various projections into 2050 and beyond show that SSA will experience higher rates
of urbanisation than any other region in the world. This review, therefore, explores the level of
knowledge on urbanisation in the sub-region. We divided SSA into four sub-regional blocks –
West, East, Central and Southern Africa. We selected Nigeria, Kenya and South Africa, since they
have the largest urban populations and Ghana, which has one of the ten fastest-growing cities in
SSA (UNECA, 2017). The selected countries contain over 80 per cent of the largest and fastestgrowing cities in SSA (Figure 1). The selection was limited to only the Anglophone countries since
we do not understand Portuguese and French.
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Figure 1: Map showing the largest cities by population in Africa
Source: Copied from UNECA (2017)

Data Source and Content Analysis
ScienceDirect, JSTOR, SAGE, Google and Google Scholar were the databases consulted. These
databases index a wide range of journals and are outlets that the authors were able to access.
Keywords used in the search were ‘urbanisation’, ‘urban sprawl’, ‘urban change’, ‘urban
expansion’, ‘urban land use’ and ‘urban growth’ in combination with ‘impacts’, ‘factors’,
‘drivers’, ‘driving forces’, ‘consequences’, ‘causes’ or ‘effects’. We also included country and
4
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sub-regional names as well as the names of the urban centres in the keywords so that we could
obtain country-specific articles as well as articles that looked at the phenomenon across the subregions. The literature search was conducted in August 2017 with no time limit imposed on the
literature consulted.
We excluded the articles that dealt with the physical expansion of cities and issues of urbanisation
not related to urban sprawl such as those that exclusively explored land-use change. Following the
selection of articles, thematic analysis using the three-step approach was done to document
analysis (Huang et al., 2010; Wesley, 2010; Yiran & Stringer, 2017). This involved:
i.

A quick scan through each article to identify and highlight sections that contained the
variables used to describe/explain the urban sprawl phenomenon.

ii.

A thorough reading of the highlighted parts of the article to pick out keywords/variables
and

iii.

A grouping of variables into themes and subthemes (see results section).

A three-level categorisation was used, and it included listing the variables used to describe urban
sprawl in the literature, grouping variables into subthemes and categorisation into themes. To
identify the variables, we searched the literature for words or phrases such as causes, drivers,
driving forces and factors responsible for urban sprawl, effects, consequences, and impacts of
urban sprawl, among others. We constructed a table in Microsoft word for each theme with the
articles’ titles, the subthemes and variables as columns in each country. Once a variable, subtheme
or theme is identified, the numeral one (1) is entered under the appropriate column in the table for
that article. The citations of these articles were exported into EndNote, and the numbered reference
style was used, which ensured that an article that was entered multiple times maintained the same
number in the tables since some articles had more than one theme or subtheme. The tables were
exported to excel and entries summed up to obtain the number of articles reporting a theme,
subtheme and variable. The numbers were used to plot graphs.
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Results
The search returned over a million articles, but after a preliminary reading of their titles and
abstracts, a little over 600 articles were downloaded for this review. After applying the inclusionexclusion criteria, this number reduced to 103 comprising 28 from Ghana, 27 from Nigeria, 26
from Kenya, and 22 from South Africa with two main themes on causes and effects of urban sprawl
identified. The variables used to discuss the causes of urban sprawl were grouped into six
subthemes (Figure 2) while those used to discuss the effects were grouped into nine subthemes
(Figure 3). The variables are factors or expressions that are used directly by the authors in their
discussion. The explanations of these themes/subthemes are provided in the country-level analysis.
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Figure 3: Effects1 of urban sprawl in sub-Saharan Africa
Source: Authors’ construct
In the next subsections, we present the variables used to discuss the subthemes in each of the
selected countries. It is worth noting that to avoid being repetitive, factors that have been explained
in one section are not repeated in subsequent sections.
Urban Sprawl in Ghana
Causes of Urban Sprawl in Ghana
The factors we grouped into the policies (Figure 2) subtheme which have been reported to cause
urban sprawl include neo-liberalisation (Owusu, 2013; Fuseini et al., 2017), globalisation (Simon
et al., 2004; Owusu, 2013), weak institutions (Owusu, 2013), lack of/inadequate planning schemes
and non-enforcement of planning regulations (Amoateng et al., 2013; Cobbinah et al., 2017;
Kleemann et al., 2017; Owusu, 2013) and of deliberate policies to make some towns economic

1

The effects are both positive and negative though there was more research on the negative effects
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growth poles (Fuseini et al., 2017). Neo-liberalization pertained to the government, allowing
private sector participation in the provision of goods and services, especially housing in the case
of urban sprawl. This permitted individuals and estate agencies to acquire land from families and
chiefs and develop residential facilities to bridge the growing housing gap, thus leading to
development outpacing planning schemes. Also, institutions were said to be weak due to political
interference, lack of logistics and above all, corruption, which makes them ineffective in enforcing
building/planning regulations. In many places, the planning schemes available do not cover the
areas where new residential developments are active, which allows developers to site properties
without following laid down procedures and regulations. These factors have, in various ways,
contributed to urban sprawl in Ghana.
The next subtheme is population growth which results in increased demand for housing.
Population growth mainly resulted from natural increases including increasing nuclear/decreasing
extended family systems (Simon et al., 2004; Rain et al., 2011; Owusu, 2013; Oppong & Yeboah,
2013; Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015; Fuseini & Kemp, 2016; Fuseini et al., 2017, Kleemann et al., 2017,
Cobbinah et al., 2017) and rural to urban migration (Simon et al., 2004; Rain et al., 2011; Cobbinah
et al., 2017; Fuseini et al., 2017; Kleemann et al., 2017). Generally, population growth, mainly due
to people moving to cities, as reported in the literature, results in increasing demand for
infrastructure, shelter and other social activities; this, in turn, leads to conversion of more land into
urban use. It was also explained that the extended family system where many people lived as one
household is giving way to the nuclear family, which consists of a husband, wife and children.
This has put extra pressure on the housing system because people who could have lived with their
brothers and sisters, as is done in rural areas, are made to search for their accommodation.
Affluence (i.e. income levels) was related to lifestyle and included rising numbers of people in the
middle-income class and their varied preferences, including the desire for neat surroundings
(Amoateng et al., 2013; Oppong & Yeboah, 2013) and the wish to avoid problems associated with
renting in Ghana (Oppong & Yeboah, 2013; Adaku, 2014). The rest of the factors in the affluence
subtheme were the desire for single occupancy/low rise buildings (Oppong & Yeboah, 2013;
Owusu, 2013), family pressure on the individual to own property due to social status (Adaku,
2014; Owusu, 2013), high cost of rent resulting in the displacement of the urban poor (Cobbinah
8
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et al., 2017), and the general increase in demand for housing (Kleemann et al., 2017; Fuseini et al.,
2017; Owusu, 2013; Simon et al., 2004). Increasing affluence or income levels come along with
changing tastes and desires, and these have contributed to urban sprawl, according to the literature.
These studies indicated that there was an increase in the number of people in the middle and upper
economic classes. Once they could afford a home and a car, their tastes changed. The tastes or
preferences varied from whether they wanted big houses, large compounds, beautiful landscaped
environments or swimming pools in the house, among others, so that they bought or built their
own homes at a fast rate, thus increasing the extent of the city faster than could have been imagined
by city authorities. Another factor that compelled the higher economic class is the extortion by
property owners who increased their rents exorbitantly on every renewal date.
Transportation and utilities were another subtheme that caused urban sprawl. The factors that made
transportation a cause of urban sprawl include expansion of and good road network in the suburban
areas (Amoateng et al., 2013; Owusu, 2013; Kleemann et al., 2017; Fuseini et al., 2017) and
utilities including provision/extension of water and electricity (Simon et al., 2004; Fuseini &
Kemp, 2016; Kleemann et al., 2017). According to the literature, people moving to suburban areas
have cars and require roads. However, because most of these areas are outside the planning zones
of the cities, there are no roads. An analysis of unpublished data collected for studies on urban
sprawl in Accra indicates that the initial road network is constructed by individuals or a group who
pull their resources together to remove tree stumps and level the road to their properties. Once the
area begins to densify, pressure is put on the government to gravel the roads and later surface them
with bitumen. A similar process applies to electricity, whereby people buy poles and erect them
near their properties and electricity companies only connect the premises to the power supply. For
water, many use groundwater or rely on tanker services until the water supply company extends
supply lines to the area. These issues are not so difficult for the affluent to resolve since their
comfort is a priority, and therefore this contributes to fueling the sprawl.
Land tenure related causes include unregulated land sales (Simon et al., 2004; Amoateng et al.,
2013), compulsory land acquisition and land title registration (Owusu, 2013), speculation that land
prices will soon go higher or residential development will reach there sooner (Kuusaana & Eledi,
2015), land ownership/management (Amoateng et al., 2013, Kleemann et al., 2017), low land
9
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values at the outskirts (Amoateng et al., 2013, Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015) and high land prices for
other uses than agriculture (Peprah, 2014; Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015), all of which result in the easy
acquisition of land for building. Land in Ghana is primarily owned by individuals, families and
stools/skins who dispose of it when there is demand for it or the family/individual needs money.
Our experience in Ghana (and this may apply across several SSA countries) is that the
family/individual engages surveyors to demarcate the land into plots of 70ft by 100ft which are
sold to prospective developers. The prices of these plots in the outskirts of cities are lower than
those in the city, so people purchase either single plots or in bulk if they have the means.
One article (Rain et al., 2011) reported climate change and related climatic events, especially
flooding and subsequent pollution of water, as a cause of sprawl. In this case, flooding of certain
parts of cities makes people move out of those places to areas without flooding, mostly to the
outskirts, where rent or land prices are relatively lower. The reason climate change did not feature
prominently as a cause, as is the case in other countries, is that climate change is largely seen as a
driver of migration from rural to urban areas. Thus, the literature indicates immediate causes rather
than remote ones.

Effects of Urban Sprawl in Ghana
Not surprisingly, the effects (Figure 3) received more attention than the causes (Figure 2).
Environmental impacts were most popular, and these are shown in Table 1.

10

Urban Sprawl in sub-Saharan Africa: A review of the literature in selected countries

Table 1: Variables describing the environmental effects of urban sprawl

Factors

References

Unsustainable residential development

Cobbinah & Aboagye, 2017

Water and air pollution

Simon et al., 2004; Rain et al., 2011; Adaku, 2014; Cobbinah
et al., 2017; Cobbinah & Aboagye, 2017

Vegetation destruction

Peprah, 2014; Cobbinah et al., 2017

Erosion and siltation

Peprah, 2014

Flooding

Rain et al., 2011; Amoateng et al., 2013; Cobbinah et al., 2017

Consumption of green/open spaces

Peprah, 2014; Adaku, 2014; Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015;
Cobbinah et al., 2017

Cobbinah & Aboagye (2017) argued that land conversion for residential development, especially
at the periphery of many cities, is unsustainable. Also, indiscriminate disposal of waste results in
water pollution when it rains, as the rain washes the rubbish into water bodies. As shown in Table
1, air pollution is among the significant effects, and a critical review of the literature indicates that
this is due to increased vehicular traffic as people commute from the outskirts to city centres. As
people move to the suburbs to build, they cut the trees and shrubs, sometimes destroying forests,
and this degrades the vegetation of the sprawled areas. The literature (Table 2) also reported that
people build in waterways or wetlands, and when it rains, those properties are flooded. Some
scholars were of the view that the clearing of vegetation and the construction of impervious
surfaces in the outskirts increase runoff, causing flooding. Some literature also indicated that open
spaces and even cemeteries were being converted dwelling places as a result of urban sprawl.
Another subtheme is the social/political and cultural effects of urban sprawl as summarised in
Table 2.
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Table 2: Factors of socio-political and cultural effects of urban sprawl

Factors
References
Increased development of
Cobbinah & Aboagye, 2017
slum communities
Gender, inequalities and Cobbinah et al., 2015, Peprah, 2014, Cobbinah et al., 2017,
social exclusion
Nyantakyi-Frimpong et al., 2016
Loss of cultural values
Cobbinah & Aboagye, 2017, Codjoe et al., 2016
Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015; Nyantakyi-Frimpong et al., 2016;
Conflicts and land insecurity
Cobbinah et al., 2017
Increase in social vices
Peprah, 2014
Extinction of indigenous
Cobbinah & Aboagye, 2017
population
Increased access to social
Peprah, 2014; Fuseini & Kemp, 2016
services
From the literature (see Table 2), urban sprawl led to the development of squatter/slum settlements
in certain areas in the peri-urban areas due to the inability of the poor to acquire land or to rent,
which causes them to squat at any available space. There are also increased conflicts between
prospective property owners and among family members resulting from land transactions and land
insecurity, leading to the engagement of land guards. The land tenure system in Ghana, and Accra
in particular, is such that individuals and families own the land. There are reported cases of families
breaking up into factions and fighting over the right to sell a piece of land. This has led to multiple
sales in some cases, resulting in conflicts among buyers and court cases in some instances. The
expansion of cities to the periphery comes with an increase in social vices such as armed robbery,
stealing and rape, which were prominent in the literature (Table 2) because of wealthier people
settling in the peri-urban areas. Additionally, in some cases, urban sprawl resulted in the
indigenous people being outnumbered by settlers or disappearing due to cross marriages and crossfertilisation of cultural values. When this happens, most cultural norms are no longer observed,
and indigenous languages may die.
In the case of health effects, the factors were poor sanitation (Simon et al., 2004; Amoateng et al.,
2013; Peprah, 2014; Cobbinah et al., 2017; Cobbinah & Aboagye, 2017) and wastewater use
(Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015; Nyantakyi-Frimpong et al., 2016,). It was evident in the articles that
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due to unsanitary conditions, there are increased incidences of malaria, diarrhoea and cholera
cases, in the raining season. Other effects are related to transportation/energy including traffic
congestion (Amoateng et al., 2013) and physical development outstripping utilities (water and
electricity) (Amoateng et al., 2013, Cobbinah & Aboagye, 2017). Because most of the people
settling in the peri-urban areas are in the middle- to the high-income bracket; they own vehicles,
thus contributing to congestion on the major roads leading to their suburban areas. Studies
elsewhere (as shown in the introduction) have established the link between urban sprawl and air
pollution due to increased vehicular use, but the situation is not yet clear in Ghana.
Some scientists also discussed the effects of urban sprawl on agriculture and food security. They
listed factors such as loss of productive agricultural land (Amoateng et al., 2013, Kuusaana &
Eledi, 2015, Simon et al., 2004), decrease in food production (Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015), loss of
agricultural labour (Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015), increased food prices (Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015)
and food insecurity (Peprah, 2014, Codjoe et al., 2016) as important effects. Besides agriculture,
other socio-economic effects identified were economic factors such as increased government
revenue (Amoateng et al., 2013), access to housing units by low- and middle-income earners
(Amoateng et al., 2013), deepening poverty (Cobbinah et al., 2017, Kuusaana & Eledi, 2015) and
profit from sales of land (Peprah, 2014). Poverty was pervasive among the indigenes as they lose
their economic base, i.e. their land, to residential development.
Urban Sprawl in South Africa
Causes of urban sprawl in South Africa
As shown in Figure 2, urban sprawl in South Africa has been linked to apartheid rule (Adebayo,
2012; Britz & Meyer, 2006; Musakwa & Van Niekerk, 2013; Musakwa & Van Niekerk, 2014)
classified here as policy cause. The apartheid government had a planning scheme that resulted in
spatial and socio-economic fragmentation of the cities along racial lines (Adebayo, 2012;
Musakwa & Van Niekerk, 2013; Musakwa & Van Niekerk, 2014). At the start of the end to
apartheid in 1991, various policies implemented during the apartheid era had segmented South
African cities into urban (black) African townships with limited socio-economic opportunities for
majority-black African inhabitants, on the one hand, and a core and sub-urban areas dominated by
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white and Indian populations with much better employment opportunities and adequate residential
and transport systems, on the other hand (Britz & Meyer, 2006).
Population growth (Figure 2) as a result of migration also features prominently as a major cause
of urban sprawl in South Africa (Britz & Meyer, 2006; Todes, 2012). Rural-urban migration, as is
the case in most SSA countries, is a major driver of urban sprawl. With decreasing agriculture
output in rural areas, making it unattractive to the youth, a considerable proportion are moving to
cities in search of jobs. This is resulting in an increased demand for affordable housing in the cities.
Since most of these migrants including those from other SSA countries to South African cities are
unable to afford housing in prime and well planned residential areas due to their high cost/rent,
they are settling at the periphery of the cities where housing costs are lower (Britz & Meyer, 2006).
Improved transport systems from the CBDs to the periphery (Britz & Meyer, 2006; De Swardt et
al., 2005; Zuma, 2013) have also resulted in the sprawl of South African cities. For example, due
to improved road network, many city dwellers in Cape Town, Johannesburg and Pretoria have
moved to the periphery and travel to the city centre to work and shop, resulting in the sprawling
of these cities. Land tenure system, population growth (Zuma, 2013), affluence (De Swardt et al.,
2005) and climate change as drivers of urban sprawl have not received significant attention in the
South African literature.
Effects of urban sprawl in South Africa
Socio-economic, as well as environmental effects of urban sprawl in South Africa, have received
considerable focus in the articles reviewed. Studies by Todes (2012) discussed the environmental
impacts of the sprawl of South Africa cities. Focusing on the changing lifestyle of people because
of urban sprawl, Ewing et al. (2008) looked at the relationship between physical activity such as
walking and the health of city dwellers. Also, emphasising the health impacts of sprawl, Pick &
Cooper (1997) and Pick & Obermeyer (1996) discussed the relationship between urbanisation,
household composition and the reproductive health of women, including antenatal care attendance,
total number of pregnancies, the use of contraceptives and reported gynaecological illnesses.
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Some researchers have also paid attention to the effects of sprawl-induced land-use change on
agriculture and food security (Rogerson, 1993). Other effects of urban sprawl that have received
attention in the literature are housing (Todes, 2012) and how household energy, transportation and
education have been impacted in various ways by urban sprawl. These effects have, however, not
been examined extensively in the literature in South Africa. Particularly, the implication of sprawl
on rural energy and transport requires research attention.

Urban Sprawl in Nigeria
Causes of urban sprawl in Nigeria
The major factors of urban sprawl identified in Nigeria include land tenure, population growth due
to migration, climate change, affluence, weak regulation and transport and utilities (Sirakaya et
al., 2018). The land tenure regime makes it easy for individuals to acquire land for development
in urban areas, and this, coupled with increasing population due to rural-urban migration, is driving
the uncontrolled expansion of the cities (Wapwera, 2014). Unenforced (poor) regulation is also
contributing to urban sprawl (Moglia, 2014). With increasing numbers of people settling in cities,
coupled with the limited number of urban planners in Nigerian metropolises and under-resourcing
of city authorities, there is limited capacity to initiate and execute development plans in cities. In
contexts where development plans exist, authorities lack the resources to monitor and enforce the
development of built areas in the cities. The result is the uncontrolled and largely haphazard
expansion of Nigerian cities.
The effects of urban sprawl in Nigeria
The impact of urban sprawl in Nigeria includes environmental degradation in the form of
deforestation, water pollution and air pollution (Owoeye & Ogundiran, 2014) due to unregulated
land use. Linked to environmental degradation, the rapid and unplanned growth of cities leads to
waste management challenges in Nigeria, exposing people to various health hazards (Oyeyemi et
al., 2012; Owoeye & Ogundiran, 2014). The health effects of urban sprawl in the literature
15
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highlighted how the changing activity type and movement pattern of people affect their health
(Tofowomo, 2008). Oyeyemi et al. (2012), for instance, examined the environmental factors
associated with overweight adults in Nigeria. Defining overweight as body mass index (BMI)
greater than 25, they identified remote access to commercial facilities, poor neighbourhood
aesthetics, crime and traffic congestion which makes walking unsafe, as being among the factors
that cause people to be overweight. All the literature reviewed identified encroachment on
agriculture land as a major effect of urban sprawl in Nigeria. The unregulated expansion of cities
is leading to the conversion of agricultural land to residential, industrial and commercial land uses.
As urban sprawl engulfs rural agrarian economies, there will be negative consequences for sociocultural systems in rural communities as well as food security and rural livelihoods.
Urban Sprawl in Kenya
Causes of Urban Sprawl in Kenya
Population growth due to rural-urban migration was found to be the most significant cause of urban
sprawl in Kenya (Omwenga, 2010; Adebayo, 2012; Mubea & Menz, 2012; Simiyu, 2012; Steyn,
2012). According to Mubea & Menz (2012), the city of Kisumu has about 60% of its population
living in dense, congested informal settlements. Ngayu (2011) also postulates that the urban
population of Kenya is estimated to expand to 38 million by 2030 and to account for about 60%
of the national population. Evidence of rural-urban migration is seen in the density of the
population in cities in Kenya. There have been increasing densities in both low rise and high rise
informal settlements as is the case in Kibera where densities as high as over 2000 people per
hectare are typical. There is also a high-rise settlement called Zimmerman located on the periphery
of Nairobi. This neighbourhood is characterised by congestion and poor infrastructure resulting in
a poor-quality environment.
The second major cause of urban sprawl is the land tenure systems which make land acquisition
in urban areas easier, coupled with policy deficiencies (Nicodemus & Ness, 2010; Steyn, 2012;
Binswanger-Mkhize et al., 2016). The Kenyan government has over the last decades pursued
policies geared towards the promotion of secondary towns. This has made the acquisition and
ownership of land relatively easier in the urban areas, thereby increasing the influx into urban
16
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communities. However, these policies have not been structured to accommodate the management
of rural-urban migration and its attendant problems. Several cities in SSA such as Kampala, Lagos
and Accra have grown beyond their zoned/planned areas, resulting in the coexistence of
residential, industrial, commercial and agricultural land use simultaneously. This, in addition to
the sprawl of cities, has significant implications for livelihoods and the environment (Omwenga,
2010). Climate change is seen as another cause of urban sprawl in Kenya (Omwenga, 2010) as it
largely affects agriculture, resulting in poor income for rural households and forcing them to move
to urban areas for better opportunities.
Effects of Urban Sprawl in Kenya
The effects of urban sprawl in Kenya were categorised according to their influence on the
communities and the economy on the whole. The main categories considered the effects of urban
sprawl on the environment, health, social and political situations, economic impacts, agriculture,
energy and housing (Figure 3). For instance, the impact of urban sprawl on housing in Kenya
includes the encroachment of residential and commercial land use on farmlands. The uncontrolled
expansion of Kenyan cities is also leading to the destruction of ecological wetlands by the
conversion of such lands into residential areas. In Nairobi, urbanisation has caused the city to
encroach on green spaces such as nearby parks and forests. The consequences of urban sprawl can
be economic, physical, social, emotional and aesthetic. Economic effects include increased health
burden (Steyn, 2012, Mubea & Menz, 2012) cost of infrastructure, loss of farm and forest lands
(Nicodemus & Ness, 2010; Simiyu, 2012), urban decay, greater fiscal disparities among localities,
depletion of environmental resources (Omwenga, 2010; Adebayo, 2012; Simiyu, 2012;
Binswanger-Mkhize et al., 2016), higher tax burden, and higher land prices. Physically, urban
sprawl has resulted in congested roads and overcrowded markets. The emotional consequences of
urban sprawl in Kenya are a loss of community spirit and a sense of ownership of land (Simiyu,
2012). Although an estimated 80% of Kenya’s economy relies on agriculture (Mubea et al., 2014),
only about 20% of the country’s landmass can support rain-fed farming. The uncontrolled
expansion of Kenyan cities is putting massive pressure on land for agricultural purposes
(Binswanger-Mkhize et al., 2016). Other issues of focus in the literature include the impact of
urban sprawl on transport and utilities (Nicodemus & Ness, 2010; Simiyu, 2012).
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Discussion
Our search indicates that urban sprawl in SSA has received considerable attention. Given that the
databases consulted represent a fraction of all databases that African scholars and their
collaborators as well as other researchers outside the sub-region publish in, and yet returned this
number of articles, we can confidently say that there is a high level of knowledge on urban sprawl
in SSA. While there is considerable research on SSA, it still lags behind many other regions (Ji et
al., 2006).
It is evident from Figure 2 that the prominence of the factors constituting causes varies across
countries. For example, in Ghana, more studies are focused on policy failures as a cause of urban
sprawl while in Kenya population growth received more prominence. Climate change as a cause
of urban sprawl is less reported across the countries. This could be because climate change is
considered a remote cause, contributing to rural-urban migration. Except for Ghana, affluence (an
economic measure ranging from poor to rich) receives less attention in the literature. It is also
worth noting that while the factors varied among the countries, some were the same. Differences
could be associated with cultural variations in various countries. For example, the customary land
tenure system in Ghana may be different from what pertains in the other countries, and this could
cause a variation in the factors that make land tenure system a cause of urban sprawl.
The effects of urban sprawl also exhibit some patterns. From Figure 3, the effects were more
prominently considered in East and West African countries. On average, Kenya has the highest
number of researches on the effects of urban sprawl. Whereas environmental, health, income and
housing effects were of concern to researchers in Kenya, only social impacts and, to some extent,
housing were important in South Africa. Nigerian researchers recognised all subthemes as key
effects, while in Ghana, the critical effects were mainly on the environment, agriculture, and
transport.
Urban growth is happening in the study countries, and as indicated by UN-DESA (2014), the cities
will continue to grow with the urban population estimated to hit 56% by 2050. Among the four
sub-regions in SSA, West Africa is the fastest-growing sub-region with the population expected
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to exceed 1.3 billion while central Africa is the slowest with an estimated population of less than
200 million by 2050 (UNECA, 2017). Thus, the growth of most cities in the sub-regions is so rapid
that urban sprawl is inevitable. It is demonstrated in this paper that urban sprawl is accompanied
with a lot of effects, both environmental and human. Although there are studies on the effects of
urban sprawl, there is still a paucity of critical studies on how each of the themes or factors is/are
influencing urban sprawl in SSA. For example, in many developed countries, specific studies have
been undertaken on fuel consumption, the efficiency of energy use, climate change, greenhouse
gas emissions, and loss of energy through transmission relating to urban sprawl (Madlener &
Sunak, 2011; Ahmadi, 2014; Rodríguez-Álvarez, 2016). Most of these studies have provided
useful information on urban energy planning and on managing urbanisation in general (see
Madlener & Sunak, 2011). Such studies are critical in SSA as it is a sub-region where about 48%
of the global population has no access to electricity (Castellano et al., 2015). Yet, projections of
climate change impacts particularly on electricity in SSA is high (Edenhofer et al., 2014) and the
city dwellers are increasingly using energy-consuming electrical appliances and putting up housing
units which require energy mostly for cooling (Madlener & Sunak, 2011). There is the need for
research to determine the type and trend of demand to enable governments to plan effectively to
meet such demand. New forms of energy such as liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) have also emerged
in the sprawled areas, but studies linking these new forms of energy to urban sprawl as well as
comparing them to the biofuels (charcoal and firewood) use are very critical in the face of
increasing effects of climate change.
The environmental impact of urban sprawl in SSA is still generic, while some continents and
countries have delved into specifics. For example, in some developed countries, water
demand/supply, air pollution and their relationship with urban sprawl have been explored. Brook
et al. (2008), for instance, examined the link between diabetes mellitus and traffic-related air
pollution and found a positive relationship. They, however, called for further research to determine
whether or not the link is a cause-and-effect one. Tu et al. (2007) also examined the impacts of
urban sprawl on the quality of water in Massachusetts and found that the effects stem from the
impact of population and land-use change. These and many other environmental impacts and
health-related studies are very useful in SSA, which is experiencing most of these health challenges
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(BeLue et al., 2009). Health issues are likely to become critical shortly as African cities continue
to grow and sprawl at an alarming rate. These issues will be fundamental considering the way
urban sprawl is reported to be taking place in the countries without regard to any land use plan,
resulting in land-use conflicts (mixed uses) with both environmental and health consequences. The
transportation sector is also less investigated because the few studies available examined the
relationship between improvement in road networks and urban sprawl. Studies in the United States
and Canada for example (Frumkin, 2002) have instead examined the impacts that increase in
vehicular use as a result urban sprawl has on air pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, physical
activity and health challenges. Studies like these, including the impact of sprawl on non-motorised
modes of transport, are critical in SSA. The research we reviewed indicates that in many cases
physical development in peri-urban areas does not follow proper planning schemes and thus results
in a type of physical development that gives little or no consideration to open spaces and makes
no provision for biking or walking, which has implications for physical activity and is linked to
health challenges in other regions (e.g. Frumkin, 2002).
Issues of agriculture, income and social outcomes of urban sprawl are also generic. These can be
described as socio-economic or livelihood facing. Most of the reviewed articles focus on the
negative impacts of urban sprawl on livelihoods, especially agriculture and food insecurity, loss
of income and cultural values, among others. However, urban sprawl has some potential positive
outcomes such as new forms of employment, utilities and social amenities. Some of these
livelihood activities may also be out of reach for many people living in the newly developed areas
due to poverty or lack of skills. This means that a cost/benefit analysis (which is scarce in the
literature) accounting for spatial and temporal differences is required, to determine the overall
impact of urban sprawl on livelihoods.
The review indicates some variations in research focus or reports among the countries, but this is
not peculiar to the SSA countries; similar variations have been reported in studies from other
regions (Pendall, 1999; Bart, 2010; Habibia & Asadi, 2011; Osman et al., 2016). Also absent in
the literature on urban sprawl are comparative studies even for cities within countries. However,
such studies are needed as they will contribute greatly to enhancing the understanding of factors
responsible for the intra-country and inter-country variations of urban sprawl identified above. A
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comparative study will further enable knowledge and best practice sharing, thereby helping find
African ways of dealing with African problems, as external solutions do not usually work on the
continent (Casimir et al., 2014). We also observed from the literature that the methods used in the
studies vary and few studies incorporate in their data analysis modern techniques such as Remote
Sensing and GIS which can, in combination with other methods, provide a detailed understanding
of urban sprawl.
As urbanisation (i.e. the growth of urban areas) in SSA intensifies, the linkages between rural and
urban areas increase while their differences decrease (UN-Habitat, 2015). One of the phenomena
that bring about this change in the linkage is the flow of people from rural to urban areas. Urban
growth, especially in developing countries, is primarily due to migration from rural areas to urban
centres (Misilu et al., 2010). The migrants, upon arrival, increase the demand for shelter and other
social infrastructure. This demand, as gathered from the reviewed articles, is most often met by
converting lands in the periphery of the cities for housing. The land conversion reported in the
articles is uncontrolled and uncoordinated; it results in sprawling of cities beyond their frontiers
and into neighbouring rural areas. In fact, from the studies, some of the rural areas have become
part of the cities. This means that some urban areas now have the characteristics of both urban and
rural areas. Thus, the traditional conception of urban and rural areas as distinct geographic entities
are changing as the geographic boundaries between them is decreasing/blurring due to urban
sprawl. The movement of people from rural areas to urban areas results in an inflow of knowledge,
economic resources and information between urban and rural areas (Rodriguez, 2014). Other
interactions discussed in the literature are changing lifestyles, loss of livelihoods and cultural
values, and increasing social vices, among others, attributed to urban sprawl. Urban sprawl is thus
contributing to the changing dynamics of urban and rural areas and increasing the linkage between
these geographic entities.
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Conclusion
The review has demonstrated that there is considerable research on urban sprawl in SSA countries.
The effects and implications of urban sprawl on the rural poor were studied from the selected SSA
countries. Urban sprawl was investigated with different lenses, although the literature is not widely
diversified. Urban sprawl has been found to have an impact on land use, water use, the environment
and health. However, there is still much more to be learnt. We have identified several research
gaps, most of which have a bearing on the SDGs and therefore investigating them will contribute
to achieving the SDGs. First of all, we found that there is some level of knowledge about urban
sprawl in Africa. But compared with the developed world, we find most of the studies on urban
sprawl in SSA still more generic focusing, at the broad level, on causes and effects while little is
known about the relationship between specific factors of global or national concern. For example,
while the developed world is concerned with issues like the link between urban sprawl and diabetes
or hypertension, Africa is still studying the relationship with health in general. Other knowledge
gaps we identified include lack of comparative studies of cities within and across African
countries, the paucity of knowledge on the spatial variations of urban sprawl, a cost/benefit
analysis to determine the actual impacts of urban sprawl, among others. Moreover, in the literature
investigated, very few studies have used modern methods to quantitatively analyse urban sprawl,
and this poses a challenge for policymaking and land use planning. We acknowledge here that the
phenomenon of urban sprawl is complex, and our list of research gaps is by no means exhaustive;
therefore, a holistic, integrated approach to studying urban sprawl may be required. There is,
therefore, the need for further research to gain a deeper understanding of the threats and
opportunities associated with urban sprawl and design policies and programs for sustainable urban
and rural development.
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