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1. The Spread of Agglomerations of more than 10,000  inhabitants in West Africa 
 
 

In 2020 
 
 

�  1 431 Agglomerations  
�  123 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  34% Urbanization Rate 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 In 2010 
 
 

 
�  1 224 Agglomerations 
�  97 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  33% Urbanization Rate 
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 In 2000 
 
 

 
�  992 Agglomerations 
�  78 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  31% Urbanization Rate 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 In 1990 
 
 

 
�  745 Agglomerations 
�  48 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  27% Urbanization Rate 
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 In 1980 
 
 

 
�  538 Agglomerations 
�  31 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  23% Urbanization Rate 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
In 1970 
 

 
 

�  366 Agglomerations 
�  19 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  19% Urbanization Rate 
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 In 1960 
 
 

 
�  220 Agglomerations 
�  10 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  13% Urbanization Rate 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

In 1950 
 

 

 
�  125 Agglomerations 
�  4 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  7.5% Urbanization Rate 

 
 
 
 

In 1910 
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�  46 Agglomerations (8 Outside Nigeria) 
�   1.5 Million Urban Inhabitants 
�  4% Urbanization Rate 
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2. Population Distribution in West Africa 
Projection and Initial Distribution 2020 – 1960 

 
2020: The projection of observed trends and estimated local 
variations gives a highly contrasted picture of the population’s 
geographical distribution. A study of eighty years of changes in 
population over a constant regional grid of 222 units reveals a 
continuing intense trend toward coastal areas and their associated 
networks and a confirmation of major regional centers abutting the 
Sahel, as much around Kano in Nigeria as in Ouagadougou in 
Burkina Faso. The lack of forested areas in between remains 
definite. 

Polarization is less evident in Mali where the river’s axial effect 
continues to play a structuring role, but without reducing its 
dispersion around areas of food crop agriculture, as in Niger. 
The importance of metropolization becomes ever more evident. In 
Nigeria, the Delta is tending to become the most densely populated  
area, combining very high rural density and a tight agglomeration 
grid. 
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In 2010 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
In 2000 
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In 1990 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
In 1980 
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In 1970 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

In 1960 

 
 
Polarization around Ouagadougou was not clear at this time, nor 
was the intense population concentration around the coastal areas 
of Côte d’Ivoire. 
 
Settlement areas were the norm, with the Hausa country around 
Kano, the Yoruba country around Ibadan and the East of the Delta, 
with no equivalent in the rest of West Africa. 
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3. Agglomerations and their Environment 

 
The distribution of agglomerations of more than 10,000 inhabitants in 2000 was organized under three major criteria – axialization, hence 
connectivity, polarization and finally use of the environment. The importance of the North-South axes has already been stressed, as has the 
maritime window. The old urbanization centers such as the Yoruba country north east of Lagos or in Kano also appear on the map above. This 
map particularly highlights the agglomeration’s relationship with its environment, particularly the relationship between urban centers and 
commercial agriculture. 
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The Kano area, in the north of Nigeria, is typical of a configuration with a central location organizing the farming of agricultural land with links to 
secondary towns and market towns. It is associated with a North-South development axis, which has promoted the growth of Kaduna and Zaria 
toward the forested region of the Sahel. In the south, the Federal District of Abuja is marked by the capital’s linear development, occupying a 
virtual urban void. The plateau area with Jos is also notable for the presence of a major town with no secondary links. 
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The area of the Niger Delta combines an old settlement site, with the old Biafran urban centers and more recent developments, first around the 
cultivation of rubber trees, and then of oil, which have generated linear urban structures. Settlement axialization here extends to all settlements, 
including rural ones, which spread out on either side of the major roads. The inter-river relief of the Kogi, between the Niger and its last tributary, 
the Benue, forms an axis of extremely dense rural settlements linked with urban centers, including Ankpa, Nsukka and Enugu. 
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Lagos and the Yoruba country, a very dense urban center linked to the major North-South axis and with highly concentrated commercial 
agricultural centers. 
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Coastal settlements, a North-South axis and centers of agricultural exploitation, particularly cocoa, with a central location and associated market 
towns. 
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The Sub-Sahelian urbanization band and national metropolitan areas. 
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Axialization in Senegal and centers of forest exploitation in Guinea. 



19 
 

4. Agglomeration Density and Rural Density in 2000 

 
 
The density of agglomerations of more than 10,000 inhabitants in 
2000 was a response to the regional rationales of town networks. It 
was independent of rural densities. The Sahelian areas thus had 
very crowded towns. The regional capitals and, a fortiori, the 
national capitals had higher densities than the secondary towns, 
with a marked differential in land rent and therefore a consequent 

building densification and elevation. Density was in that sense a 
good indicator of economic polarization. Indeed, urban land was the 
sector where wealth settled and prioritized investment in a context 
of chronic inflation and banking insecurity. The introduction of 
peripheral land outside the market was one of the engines of the 
urban economy.  
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Senegal had a clearly hierarchized town network. Density was 
inversely proportional to the demographic weight of agglomerations, 
a sign of the greater availability of finance in the larger towns, with 
Dakar in the lead, which raised the value of the land, leading to 
densification. 
 
In contrast, in the profile of Guinea, Konakry was not clearly 
dominant in terms of density and had no density hierarchy below. 
The town network was also very noticeably less dense than the one 
in Senegal, with forest agglomerations spreading out without 
rationalization or intensification of land occupancy, a sign of 
extremely weak land capitalization. 
 
 

 
 

Density and Number of Inhabitants of Agglomerations in Senegal 
and Guinea in 2000 

 

 
Guinea is in red, Y Axis population lengthwise, X Axis, density km2  

The average density of agglomerations did not grow from 1950 to 
2000, as far as we can estimate at this stage of our work from the 
sample of 97 towns for which we have the area in 1960. This 
sample accounts for one ninth of total agglomerations of more than 
10,000 inhabitants in West Africa, but for 44% of the urbanized 
area. It includes mainly the larger agglomerations.  

It should be noted that the total area of agglomerations in 2000 was 
14,400 km2, or no more than 2.3% of the 6.2 million km2 of West 
Africa, where 32% of its inhabitants lived.  
Between 1950 and 2000, our sample’s urbanized area went from 
766 to 6,381 km2, so that the average annual expansion of the 
urbanized area was 5.1% as opposed to 4.3% for the population. 
This differential accounts for demographic growth that had the 
population expanding out into peripheral areas in small density and 
often illegally, with a predominance of a “courtyard habitat”, 
associated to a de-densification of the old central areas, which 
became slums or were taken over by tertiary commercial activity 
with few residents. 
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In the coastal metropolitan areas and their hinterland of commercial 
agriculture, rural densities are keyed to that of the towns, showing 
an overflow into market towns of less than 10,000 inhabitants and 
villages, in a trend toward expansive metropolization.  
The town network in Ghana was significantly less intense compared 
to the rest of the region and was not highly hierarchized. 
Competition between Kumasi and Accra for economic rents no 
doubt partly explained the modest densification of the coastal area; 
this, in contrast, was very intense around Abidjan and Lome, where 
it included the whole coastal area, as it did around Cotonou. 
Nevertheless, within the grid of the 222 harmonized regions of West 
Africa, there was no simple relationship between rural and urban 
trends.   

The annual variation rate of the urban population, whatever the 
period examined, bore no relation to the rural rate – there is no 
correlation whether for the 50 years between 1950 and 2000 or for 
each decade. At the national level, the relationships were no more 
evident.  
The increase in the number of agglomerations or of urban density 
and the relative or absolute change in the rural population or its 
density are no more correlated. 
This is of course because the opening up of these settlement 
networks into complex dependency rationales was being played out 
on multiple levels whereas movement to and from these places 
were not dependent on these networks. No doubt, there were areas 
where, at a given time, a small increase in rural population could be 
explained by a shift toward the towns and market towns of the same 
region, directly toward metropolitan areas for example, but 
elsewhere it would be different; indeed the area would be in a 
reverse cycle, marked by its urban population overflowing into 
villages or, again, by an in situ trend promoting market towns 
without migration. The variety of localized growth cycles and 
dependency levels prevents the imposition of any mechanical 
relationship between urban and rural growth.  
This means that all models pretending to estimate or predict urban 
populations as a result of overall trends can only be wrong and the 
level of error increases with the fineness of the grid considered. 
Only by taking account of strictly urban morphologies can one deal 
with the actual reality of towns, strongly independent of its closest 
environment. 
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5. The Urbanization Rate in West Africa 1950 – 2020  
 

 
 In 1950 

�  Urbanization Rage: 7.5% 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  

In 1960 

 
�  Urbanization Rate: 13% 
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 In 1970 
 

 
 

�  Urbanization Rate: 19% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 In 1980 
 

 
 

�  Urbanization Rate: 23% 
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 In 1990 
 

 
 

�  Urbanization Rate: 27% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 In 2000 
 

 
 

�  Urbanization Rate: 31% 
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 In 2010 
 

 
 

�  Urbanization Rate: 33% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

In 2020 
 

 
 

�  Urbanization Rate: 34% 
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6. Size and Changes In Population of the Agglomerat ions of West Africa 1950-2020 
 
Agglomerations of more than 10,000 Inhabitants in 1960 and 
annual variation rate, 1950-1960 
 

 
 
Only Dakar was in opposition to the Nigerian urban tropism. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Agglomerations of more than 10,000 Inhabitants in 1970 and 
annual variation rate, 1960-1970 
 

 
 
 
The smaller growth of the Yoruba country in Nigeria was confirmed 
as the Kano-Lagos bipolarity grew stronger. The increase in the 
towns of the Delta was affected by the Biafran conflict. 
 
The Sahelian metropolitan areas started to impose themselves, as 
did the metropolitan port areas between Accra and Dakar. 
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Agglomerations of more than 10,000 Inhabitants in 1980 and 
annual variation rate, 1970-1980 
 

 
 
The hinterlands became structured, particularly in Côte d’Ivoire and 
Ghana. Metropolitan polarization increased in the the Sahelian 
countries, Mali, Burkina and Niger.  
Lagos increased its demographic domination with a noticeable 
growth differential becoming increasingly noticeable in coastal 
agglomerations.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Agglomerations of more than 10,000 Inhabitants in 1990 and 
annual variation rate, 1980-1990 
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Agglomerations of more than 10,000 Inhabitants in 2000 and 
annual variation rate, 1990-2000 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Agglomerations of more than 10,000 Inhabitants in 2010 and 
annual variation rate, 2010-2020 
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Agglomerations of more than 10,000 Inhabitants in 2020 and 
annual variation rate, 2010-2020 

 
 
The convergence of decreasing growth rates accompanies a 
recalibration of the urban grid between the old Nigerian town network 
and the rest of West Africa. 
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7. The Average Distance to Agglomerations in West A frica 1950-2000
 

 
 

The average distance of one agglomeration of more than 
10,000 inhabitants in 2020 to the grid of 222 regions of West 
Africa. 

 

 

In 2020, almost all the regions of West Africa, 201 out of 222, will 
have at least one town of 10,000 inhabitants, as opposed to 56 in 
1950. 
 
The consolidation in the spread of agglomerations, going from 125 
units to 1433 in 70 years, has promoted this filling of empty space, as 
well as a densification in already urbanized areas.  
The average distance from one agglomeration to another has been 
divided by three, going from 111 kilometers to 33 kilometers for the 
whole region and from 60 to 31 in urban areas.  Accessibility to towns 
and their services has therefore considerably increased; at the same 
time, the provision of transport has been reduced and its speed has 
increased tenfold.  
 
  1950 1070 2000 2020 
Regional Urban Area % 29.2 60.5 85.4 92.5 
Urbanized Areas Number 56 118 193 201 
Agglomerations Number 125 366 993 1,433 
Total Area Dist. Kms 111.5 64.6 39.1 32.6 
Urbanized areas Dist. Kms 60.2 50.3 36.2 31.4 
 
This strengthening of the grid influences migrations, promoting a 
reduction in residential migrations compensated by an 
unprecedented rise in traffic movements. 
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Average Distance to an Agglomeration of more than 10,000 
inhabitants in 2010 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Average Distance to an Agglomeration of more than 10,000 
inhabitants in 2000 

Regional Examples in the Reduction of Distance to A gglomerations  

Country Region  1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 

Côte 
d’Ivoire 

Bongouanou No of Agglos 0 0 2 3 3 3 3 3 

  Average Dist - - 26 22 22 22 22 22 

           

Nigeria Ondo &Ekiti No of Agglos 5 12 14 16 21 33 4 1 49 

  Average Dist 31 20 19 18 15 12 11 10 

           

Benin Zou No of Agglos 1 1 2 7 7 14 18 21 

  Average Dist 70 70 49 26 26 19 16 15 

           

Ghana Northern No of Agglos 1 2 2 4 7 12 13 22 

  Average Dist 132 94 94 66 50 38 37 28 

           

Niger Zinder No of Agglos 1 1 1 1 5 6 7 7 

  Average Dist 191 191 191 191 85 78 72 72 

           

Mali Tombouchtou No of Agglos 0 0 1 3 3 2 3 4 

  Average Dist - - 355 205 205 251 205 177 
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Average Distance to an Agglomeration of more than 10,000 
inhabitants in 1990 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Average Distance to an Agglomeration of more than 10,000 
inhabitants in 1980 
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Average Distance to an Agglomeration of more than 10,000 
inhabitants in 1970 

 
Many coastal regions still did not have a single agglomeration of 
more than 10,000 inhabitants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Average Distance to an Agglomeration of more than 10,000 
inhabitants in 1960 
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Average Distance to an Agglomeration of more than 10,000 
inhabitants in 1950 
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8. Terminology and Codes for Regions of West Africa  (standardized Africapolis database 1950-2020) 
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Code Noms
BEN01 ATACORA
BEN02 ATLANTIQUE
BEN03 BORGOU
BEN04 MONO
BEN05 OUEME
BEN06 ZOU
BFA01 BAM
BFA02 BOUGOURIBA
BFA03 BOULGOU
BFA04 BOULKIEMDE
BFA05 COMOE
BFA06 GANZOURGOU
BFA07 GNAGNA
BFA08 GOURMA
BFA09 HOUET
BFA10 KADIOGO & BAZEGA
BFA11 KENEDOUGOU
BFA12 KOSSI
BFA13 KOURITENGA
BFA14 MOU HOUN
BFA15 NAHOURI
BFA16 NAMENTENGA
BFA17 OUBRITENGA
BFA18 OUDALAN
BFA19 PASSORE
BFA20 PONI
BFA21 SANGUIE
BFA22 SANMATENGA
BFA23 SENO
BFA24 SISSILI
BFA25 SOUM
BFA26 SOUROU
BFA27 TAPOA
BFA28 YATENGA
BFA29 ZOUNDWEOGO
CIV01 ABENGOUROU
CIV02 ABIDJAN
CIV03 ABOISSO
CIV04 ADZOPE
CIV05 AGBOVILLE
CIV06 BONDOUKOU
CIV07 BONGOUANOU
CIV08 BOUAFLE
CIV09 BOUAKE
CIV10 BOUNA
CIV11 BOUNDIALI
CIV12 DABAKALA
CIV13 DALOA
CIV14 DANANE
CIV15 DIMBOKRO
CIV16 DIVO
CIV17 FERKESSEDOUGOU
CIV18 GAGNOA
CIV19 GUIGLO
CIV20 ISSIA
CIV21 KATIOLA
CIV22 KORHOGO
CIV23 LAKOTA
CIV24 MAN

Code Noms
CIV25 MANKONO
CIV26 ODIENNE
CIV27 OUME
CIV28 SASSANDRA
CIV29 SEGUELA
CIV30 SOUBRE
CIV31 TOUBA
CIV32 ZUENOULA
GHA01 WESTERN
GHA02 CENTRAL
GHA03 GREATER ACCRA
GHA04 VOLTA
GHA05 EASTERN
GHA06 ASHANTI
GHA07 BRONG AHAFO
GHA08 NORTHERN
GHA09 UPPER EAST
GHA10 UPPER WEST
GIN01 BEYLA
GIN02 BOFFA
GIN03 BOKE
GIN04 CONAKRY
GIN05 COYAH
GIN06 DABOLA
GIN07 DALABA
GIN08 DINGUIRAYE
GIN09 DUBREKA
GIN10 FARANAH
GIN11 FORECARIAH
GIN12 FRIA
GIN13 GAOUAL
GIN14 GUECKEDOU
GIN15 KANKAN
GIN16 KEROUANE
GIN17 KINDIA
GIN18 KISSIDOUGOU
GIN19 KOUBIA
GIN20 KOUNDARA
GIN21 KOUROUSSA
GIN22 LABE
GIN23 LELOUMA
GIN24 LOLA
GIN25 MACENTA
GIN26 MALI
GIN27 MAMOU
GIN28 MANDIANA
GIN29 NZEREKORE
GIN30 PITA
GIN31 SIGUIRI
GIN32 TELIMELE
GIN34 YOMOU
GMB01 BANJUL & KANIFING
GMB02 LOWER RIVER
GMB03 MACCARTHY ISLAND
GMB04 NORTH BANK
GMB05 UPPER RIVER
GMB06 WESTERN
GNB00 BISSAU
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Code Noms
GNB01 LESTE
GNB02 NORTE
GNB03 SUL
GNB04 BOLAMA (BIJAGOS)
LBR01 BOMI TERR.
LBR02 BONG
LBR03 CAPE MOUNT
LBR04 GRAND BASSA
LBR05 GRAND GEDEH
LBR06 GRAND KRU
LBR07 LOFA
LBR08 MARSHALL TERR.
LBR09 MARYLAND
LBR10 MONTSERRADO
LBR11 NIMBA
LBR12 RIVERCESS TERR.
LBR13 SINOE
MLI01 KAYES
MLI02 KOULIKORO
MLI03 SIKASSO
MLI04 SEGOU
MLI05 MOPTI
MLI06 TOMBOUCTOU
MLI07 BAMAKO
MLI08 GAO
MLI09 KIDAL
MRT01 HODH EL GHARBI
MRT02 HODH ECH CHARGUI
MRT03 ASSABA
MRT04 GORGOL
MRT05 BRAKNA
MRT06 TRARZA
MRT07 ADRAR
MRT08 DAKHLET NOUADHIBOU
MRT09 TAGANT
MRT10 GUIDIMAKA
MRT11 TIRIS ZEMMOUR
MRT12 INCHIRI
MRT13 NOUAKCHOTT
NER00 NIAMEY
NER01 AGADEZ
NER02 DIFFA
NER03 DOSSO
NER04 MARADI
NER05 TILLABERI
NER06 TAHOUA
NER07 ZINDER
NGA01 ABUJA (FCT)
NGA02 ADAMAWA & TARABA (GONGOLA)
NGA03 ANAMBRA, ENUGU & EBONYI 
NGA04 BAUCHI & GOMBE 
NGA05 BENUE & PT. E. KOGI
NGA06 BORNO & YOBE (BORNU)
NGA07 CROSS RIVER ET AKWA IBOM

Code Noms
NGA08 DELTA & EDO (BENDEL)
NGA09 IMO & ABIA 
NGA10 KADUNA & KATSINA
NGA11 KANO & JIGAWA 
NGA12 KWARA & W. KOGI & W. NIGER
NGA13 LAGOS
NGA14 NIGER (EXCEPT W)
NGA15 OGUN
NGA16 ONDO & EKITI
NGA17 OYO & OSUN
NGA18 PLATEAU & NASSARAWA
NGA19 RIVERS & BAYELSA
NGA20 SOKOTO, KEBBI & ZAMFARA
SEN00 DAKAR
SEN11 KOLDA
SEN12 SEDHIOU
SEN13 VELINGARA
SEN21 BIGNONA
SEN22 OUSSOUYE
SEN23 ZIGUINCHOR
SEN31 BAMBEY
SEN32 DIOURBEL
SEN33 MBACKE
SEN40 MATAM
SEN41 DAGANA
SEN42 PODOR
SEN51 BAKEL
SEN52 KEDOUGOU
SEN53 TAMBACOUNDA
SEN61 KAFFRINE
SEN62 KAOLACK
SEN63 NIORO-DU-RIP
SEN71 MBOUR
SEN72 THIES
SEN73 TIVAOUANE
SEN81 KEBEMER
SEN82 LINGUERE
SEN83 LOUGA
SEN91 FATICK
SEN92 FOUNDIOUGNE
SEN93 GOSSAS
SLE01 EASTERN
SLE02 NORTHERN
SLE03 SOUTHERN
SLE04 WESTERN
TGO01 MARITIME
TGO02 PLATEAUX
TGO03 CENTRALE
TGO04 KARA
TGO05 SAVANES
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