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Abstract

Central to the successful implementation of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 
urban Africa will be the establishment of robust 
multilevel governance and public finance sys-
tems that can be responsive to local context. 
There have been numerous decentralization 
reforms across Africa over the past 30  years. 
However, in many countries, the fiscal architec-
ture of multilevel government and the fiscal 
empowerment of subnational governments 
remain uneven and contested. Drawing on sub-
national fiscal data on 21 African countries, this 
chapter explores subnational fiscal decentral-
ization and empowerment in Africa. This chap-
ter makes three arguments. First, due to the 

incredible local diversity across the continent, 
there is limited comparative data on subna-
tional finance in Africa. Second, the available 
data foreground several challenges, including 
limited fiscal transparency and different fiscal 
accounting and reporting styles, meaning that 
existing fiscal data sets need to be considered 
within their individual contexts. Finally, there 
is considerable conflation between “local gov-
ernment” and “city government” with serious 
implications for fiscal decentralization that is 
tailored to the specific needs of rural, urban, 
and metropolitan areas. Building on these find-
ings, the chapter argues that the prospects for 
financing sustainable development in Africa 
will depend on a better understanding of the 
complexities of the local fiscal space.

Keywords

Public finance · Subnational fiscal data · Fiscal 
decentralization · Multilevel governance

9.1	 �Introduction

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
require significant levels of finance to be mobi-
lized to meet development objectives. The 
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United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) puts the global invest-
ment needs to meet the SDGs at between US$ 5 
trillion and US$ 7 trillion per year. For develop-
ing countries alone, the investment needs range 
from US$ 3.3 trillion to US$ 4.5 trillion. This 
includes finance for basic infrastructure such as 
roads, rail and ports, power stations, and water 
and sanitation. It further extends to investment 
required to address food security such as agri-
culture and rural development, climate change 
mitigation and adaptation, health, and education 
(UNCTAD 2014). The economic and financial 
shocks associated with COVID-19 have further 
increased the levels of finance required for the 
achievement of the SDGs by 2030, especially at 
the local government level (UN 2020; OECD 
2020).

Most suggested measures to address the SDG 
finance gap focus on ways to mobilize or 
increase sources of funding, such as Official 
Development Assistance (ODA), Foreign Direct 
Investment (FDI), and other private funding and 
domestic revenues (Move Humanity 2018), 
even if these have been declining (UN 2020). 
However, governments have the mandate and 
provide the institutional apparatus for the SDGs 
to be implemented. Public finance should there-
fore be central to debates on SDG implementa-
tion. Moreover, considering the importance of 
local governments in achieving the SDGs in 
urban contexts, such debates should consider 
the importance of subnational government 
finance.

While global agendas recognize the impor-
tance of local governments, most overlook the 
issue of local finance. For example, Agenda 
2030 only makes reference to finance as part of 
SDG 17.1, which focuses on the need to 
strengthen domestic resource mobilization, 
including through international support to 
developing countries, to improve domestic 
capacity for tax and other revenue collection. 
Meanwhile, SDG 17.2 and 17.3 link to ODS and 
FDI levels. Similarly, the Addis Ababa Action 
Agenda (AAAA), the most important interna-
tional framework dedicated to development 

finance,1 makes no mention of cities at all and 
only has one mention of subnational 
governments.

The New Urban Agenda (NUA) is the only 
global agenda that provides suggestions for urban 
local government financing; however, these pro-
visions are very general and fail to provide robust 
guidance (UN 2017).2 Recent UN reports have 
started to include more attention to subnational 
financing, especially when it comes to infrastruc-
ture finance in contexts of rapid urban growth 
(UN 2018). However, action areas that are identi-
fied for subnational financing are generic and do 
not take the specificity of existing fiscal systems 
into account.

In most African countries, the public finance 
apparatus—through which funding for the 
SDGs is meant to flow—remains a work in 
progress. Reforms implemented through the 
decolonization period, and later structural 
adjustment, have laid a patchy groundwork for 
fiscal governance. In many countries, reforms 
are still underway, with powers and functions 
shifting, at times with and at times without the 
resources needed. These reforms are overlaid on 
dynamic processes of urbanization, wherein 
metropolitan regions, cities, and towns are 
growing and placing new pressures on local 
states. In order to assess the prospects for SDG 
financing in African cities, we must have a bet-
ter understanding of the workings and dynamics 
of the local fiscal space.

In this chapter, we therefore draw attention to 
the importance of local government finance and 
raise questions about the ways in which finance 
flows, who controls it, and how much of it there 
actually is, in order to highlight the importance of 

1 The AAAA is the outcome document of the Third 
International Conference on Financing for Development 
which builds on two previous conferences that took place 
in 2002 in Monterrey and in 2008 in Doha; see Engberg-
Pedersen (2016).
2 They include attracting private sector and commercial 
investments, creating supportive frameworks for subna-
tional borrowing, making use of land-based financing, and 
fiscal decentralization (see, e.g., article 15 (a) and (c) 
(iv)).
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fiscal decentralization for SDG implementation 
in African cities.

9.2	 �Why Decentralization 
Requires Effective Multilevel 
Governance

Global development agreements generally repre-
sent the ambit of national governments, as the 
main signatories and entities responsible for 
implementation. However, many of the areas that 
development agendas address—such as water or 
health—have been devolved to subnational levels 
of government. Subnational government refers to 
all of the levels or tiers of government below the 
national. In many contexts, this includes regional 
governments, such as states or provinces, and 
local municipal governments. As such, subna-
tional levels of government, despite their often-
limited role in global forums, are central to the 
effective implementation of global agendas. An 
important part of localizing the SDGs, therefore, 
is establishing robust multilevel governance sys-
tems that can allow for different levels of govern-
ment to play their role.

A key part of multilevel governance systems is 
determining what different levels of government 
can and cannot do, what they are and are not 
responsible for, and how the relationships 
between them will operate. As countries are 
internally differentiated, another important part 
of designing these systems is addressing the 
diverse needs and capabilities of different types 
of areas and by extension those authorities 
responsible for them. There are several interre-
lated concepts which together have produced a 
strong discourse around the most appropriate 
assignment of functions, political powers, and 
resources to subnational governments (Smoke 
2001; Bird and Vaillancourt 2008). The first sig-
nificant concept is the principle of subsidiarity 
(Moeti et al. 2007). Subsidiarity argues that pub-
lic goods or service provisions should be assigned 
to the smallest or lowest level of government, 
granted that this is practical and that economies 
of scale are still possible (Boadway and Shah 
2007). Subsidiarity is closely aligned with the 

neo-classical “decentralization theorem” which 
argues that assignment should be made to the 
lowest level at which provision is efficient and 
public good maximized (Oates 2008; Buchanan 
1989). The classical economic case for fiscal 
decentralization is predicated on the assumption 
that welfare gains are maximized when decision-
making is brought closer to constituents (Oates 
2008).

The decentralization of functions, political 
power, and fiscal resources to subnational  
levels of government is key to this agenda. 
Decentralization refers to the process of shifting 
powers from central governments to subnational 
levels of governments. The decentralization of 
functions, political power, and resources is 
widely assumed to be a precondition for achiev-
ing good governance in developing countries 
(Faguet 2014). In theory, decentralization can 
achieve more accountable and efficient allocation 
of resources that respond to local needs and pri-
orities, combatting top-down decision-making 
and corruption. As a development mantra, it has 
been pushed by multilateral institutions, think-
tanks, and policy-oriented scholars (UN-Habitat 
2009; Lincoln Institute and World Bank 2016). It 
features in key United Nations agendas including 
the AAAA, Agenda 2030, and NUA, all of which 
articulate the importance of empowering subna-
tional governments to enable them to play more 
central roles in development processes (UN 
2015, 2017).

9.3	 �Urban Africa’s Multilevel 
Government Experience

There is much to debate regarding the applicabil-
ity of these neo-classical arguments and their 
applicability to the African context. As the wider 
debates on decentralization have progressed, 
many questions have been raised regarding the 
assumptions that underpin these theories. 
Regardless, decentralization has been aggres-
sively pursued in Africa since the 1980s, includ-
ing in both political and fiscal decentralization 
reforms (Ribot 2002; Smoke 2003; Tanzi  
2016; Farvacque-Vitkovic and Godin 1998). 

9  Fiscal Decentralization, Comparative Data, and Sustainable Development: What Do We…
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Dovetailing with the Structural Adjustment of 
African economies, decentralization formed part 
of a suite of reforms that focused on “institution-
building” and “good governance” (Becker et al. 
1994; Clarke Annez et al. 2008). In some African 
countries, reforms were supported by central 
states in order to access debt relief. In other cases, 
decentralization allowed states to “neutralize 
regional ethnic tensions,” offering fiscal, admin-
istrative, or political power to regional elites and 
curbing opposition (e.g., in South Africa, 
Ethiopia, and more recently Kenya) (Smoke 
2003, p. 12).

Decentralization reforms have reshaped 
African countries, shifting powers, functions, and 
resources away from central governments. 
However, these reforms, both political and fiscal, 
have been hotly contested. In many cases, reforms 
have been resisted by national governments who 
fear the loss of both fiscal and political control 
(Wunsch 2001). Africa’s capital cities have been 
a particularly important site for this resistance, as 
has been apparent in cities in metropolitan areas 
such as Gauteng and Dakar (Bekker and Therborn 
2012). Private sector actors, such as construction 
companies and infrastructure lenders, have also 
resisted decentralization, preferring to do busi-
ness with centralized technical agencies, rather 
than democratized local authorities. This is par-
ticularly true when it comes to large infrastruc-
ture projects that require coordination between 
several local governments and in cases where 
local governments are perceived to be heavily 
influenced by party politics. While great strides 
have been made in terms of democratic decen-
tralization, the question of how money flows, and 
who controls and shapes budgets, is a vital part of 
understanding decentralization in practice. In 
other words, political decentralization and fiscal 
decentralization have not always gone hand in 
hand. Understanding the nature of the fiscal 
requires understanding more than just the legal 
and regulatory frameworks which underpin fiscal 
processes—it requires understanding how these 
operate in practice.

9.4	 �Method

Unpacking fiscal dynamics in Africa requires 
both understanding aggregates and comparisons 
across the continent, as well as the specificity of 
particular places. Both require contextualization 
of data, either among a family of cases or of the 
particular histories, arrangements, and develop-
ment trajectories of countries and cities. For this 
purpose, this chapter consolidates and synthe-
sizes material from several studies of subnational 
finance in Africa. The bulk of the insights are 
drawn from a study on subnational government 
in Africa, which collected data on 21 African 
countries.

The 21 countries, listed in Table 9.1, fall into 
different income groups and population sizes and 
were selected due to their availability of fiscal 
data (see Table 9.1, columns 2 and 3). The fiscal 
data was collected for 2016 as this was the year 
with the most complete data set in the year of col-
lection. The authors for this chapter were inte-
grally involved with the data collection process. 
The raw data was collected from enacted govern-
ment budgets, central banks documents, public 
finance transparency forums, and organizations 
such as the International Budget Partnership 
(IBP), the Commonwealth Local Government 
Forum (CLGF), and United Cities and Local 
Governments of Africa (UCLGA) and using 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), UNICEF, 
and World Bank reports (when official govern-
ment budgets were unavailable) (see Table  9.1, 
column 5). The collected data was standardized 
through a framework developed as part of a 
multi-year fiscal data observatory. For several 
countries, including South Africa, Nigeria, 
Ethiopia, and Namibia, more detailed fiscal 
breakdowns were available and have been used to 
provide nuance. The raw data is available online 
as part of the United Cities and Local Governments 
(UCLG) and Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) as part of 
the OECD-UCLG World Observatory on 
Subnational Government Finance and Investment 
(OECD and UCLG 2019a).

L. R. Cirolia et al.
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9.5	 �The Fiscal Multilevel 
Governance Context 
in Africa

The rest of this chapter unpacks the findings from 
this work. We have arranged these findings into 
three key insights. First, we argue that there is 
limited comparative data on African countries 
decentralization. Ambitious efforts to consolidate 
data on subnational finance have usefully demon-
strated the incredible diversity and heterogeneity 
of Africa’s experience of fiscal decentralization. 
Second, these data exercises have foregrounded 
several challenges related to data and compari-
son, including limited fiscal transparency and dif-
ferent fiscal accounting and reporting styles. The 
implications are that such data sets need to be 
considered in context and triangulated with qual-
itative information. Finally, there is considerable 
conflation between local government and city 
government. This has serious implications for fis-
cal decentralization, which requires tailored 
approaches for rural, urban, and metropolitan 
areas.

9.5.1	 �Comparing Across Diversity

Ambitious efforts to consolidate data on subna-
tional finance have usefully demonstrated the 
incredible diversity in African contexts. The data 
shows that African subnational governments 
today are highly heterogeneous (Paulais 2012; 
Clarke Annez et  al. 2008). According to the 
UCLG data sets, there are over 15,000 recog-
nized subnational governments across the 54 
countries in Africa. Most African countries have 
emerged from decentralization reform processes 
with two levels of subnational government: the 
regional level and the municipal (local) level, 
which forms the lowest level of government 
(UCLG and Cities Alliance 2015). For example, 
Zimbabwe has two tiers, with 92 local councils at 
the local (municipal) level and 8 provinces and 2 
metropolitan cities at regional level. There are 
also several cases that have three subnational lev-
els. The level between the regional and the local 
is often referred to as the intermediate level. For 

example, Togo has a three-tier system of 5 
regions, 39 prefectures at the intermediate level, 
and 116 municipalities at municipal level. Finally, 
some African countries only have one level of 
subnational government. In these cases, it is often 
hard to tell if this single level should be referred 
to as a local level or a regional level. For exam-
ple, Malawi has only 35 councils, and Kenya has 
only 47 counties (OECD and UCLG 2019b). 
These differences in subnational architecture 
have significant impacts on the public finance 
systems and operations of countries, shaping how 
money flows.

The extent to which subnational governments 
control expenditure is an important indication of 
the level of fiscal decentralization. Table 9.2 out-
lines the subnational spending per capita, as a 
proportion of total government spend is divided 
between current and capital. Unfortunately, the 
UCLG data set did not differentiate between 
regional and local government spending for most 
countries. It is only possible to ascertain this for 
federal countries, such as South Africa, and coun-
tries with only one tier of subnational govern-
ment (as it can thus be assumed that it is all local 
spend).

When comparing subnational expenditure lev-
els per inhabitant (see Table 9.2, column 2), the 
highest level of subnational expenditure per cap-
ita is in South Africa. South Africa, however, is a 
severe outlier, as the next highest country is 
Botswana, with less than a quarter of the per cap-
ital spending of South Africa. The lowest per 
capita expenditure is in Burundi and Malawi. 
These extremes show the diversity across the 
continent. Notably, while there is no clear trend 
in terms of regions, the upper-middle-income 
countries have higher levels of subnational 
spending per capita. In the cases of Botswana and 
Mauritius, two of the higher spending countries, 
this can be attributed to a combination of the 
countries’ economic wealth, their small popula-
tion number (resulting in higher expenditure per 
capita), and the decentralization of responsibili-
ties in the sectors of general public services, 
economic affairs and transportation, environmen-
tal protection, and culture and recreation. In 
South Africa, the high level of expenditure per 
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inhabitant is a direct result of the country’s well-
established and comprehensive legal fiscal frame-
work at subnational levels and its overall wealth 
(although unequally distributed).

In terms of total spend, expenditures are 
highly centralized in Angola, Burundi, Senegal, 
Malawi, and Eswatini, where subnational expen-
diture share in the general government is equal to 
or below 5% (see Table 9.2, column 3). There are 
different explanations for this in the various 
countries. Angola and Eswatini experience highly 
centralized control of all government responsi-
bilities and resources due to the current political 
regimes (although in Angola there appears to be a 
move towards allowing subnational governments 
greater control of their finances). In Malawi and 
Senegal, a lack of capacity to manage resources 
at the local level is largely the cause for their low 
levels of expenditure (OECD and UCLG 2019b). 
In the case of Burundi, the low levels of total sub-

national spending are mostly due to a lack of 
resource allocation from the central government, 
resulting in subnational governments  not being 
able to fully implement and fulfill their devolved 
functions. According to a World Bank Public 
Expenditure Review, an adequate and transparent 
intergovernmental transfer system is yet to be 
defined and put in place by the Burundian gov-
ernment (World Bank 2014). In contrast to 
Nigeria, Ethiopia, and South Africa, subnational 
expenditure accounts for nearly half of all public 
expenditures (see Table  9.2, column 3). For 
Nigeria, the federal structure concentrates fiscal 
resources with the states. In South Africa, the 
provinces control big-ticket items, such as health, 
education, and housing subsidies.3 The larger 

3 For both South Africa and Nigeria, there was available 
data on subnational spending between the regional and 
local governments.

Table 9.2  Subnational expenditure data for selected countries in Africa (OECD and UCLG 2019c)

Country

Subnational 
government 
expenditure PPP per 
capita (in US$)

Subnational 
government 
expenditure as % of 
total government 
expenditure

Current expenditure as 
% of subnational 
government 
expenditure

Capital expenditure as 
% of subnational 
government 
expenditure

Angola 81 5.10% 92.60% 7.40%
Benin 29 6.00% 55.00% 44.80%
Botswana 579 10.20% NO DATA NO DATA
Burundi 6 3.90% 41.00% 5.60%
Cabo Verde 213 9.80% 74.00% 26.00%
Eswatini 60 2.20% NO DATA NO DATA
Ethiopia 152 48.00% 62.40% 37.60%
Kenya 133 15.00% 68.00% 32.10%
Malawi 7 3.70% 15.60% NO DATA
Mauritius 320 6.10% 85.00% 15.00%
Morocco 273 11.80% 64.20% 35.80%
Mozambique 65 16.80% NO DATA 1.60%
Namibia 286 6.40% NO DATA NO DATA
Nigeria 254 47.90% 76.30% 23.70%
Rwanda 107 18.80% 75.00% 25.00%
Senegal 37 3.90% 74.20% 25.80%
South Africa 2703 49.30% 90.70% 9.30%
Tanzania 40 17.90% 81.50% 18.50%
Tunisia 246 7.90% 40.40% 59.60%
Uganda 57 17.20% 91.60% 8.40%
Zimbabwe 49 9.00% NO DATA NO DATA
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South African metropolitan areas also control 
large infrastructure grants for urban service deliv-
ery. In Ethiopia, the high proportion of subna-
tional expenditure is a direct result of large social 
sector expenditure undertaken at the subnational 
level. For example, in 2016, about 60% of the 
national health on-budget expenditure and 47% 
of the national education expenditure were 
incurred by subnational governments (UNICEF 
2017). Ethiopia stands out as the most decentral-
ized country among the low-income countries, 
with 48% of public expenditure occurring at the 
subnational level. This is mainly due to Ethiopia’s 
public sector-led development strategy, which 
includes high levels of pro-poor expenditure at 
subnational level in the sectors of health, educa-
tion, nutrition and food security, water, energy, 
electricity, and road construction.

Beyond the question of proportional control, it 
is important to understand the nature of subna-
tional expenditure. In particular, it is important to 
understand how much control subnational gov-
ernments have over capital expenditures and cur-
rent expenditures. In Africa, subnational 
governments are important public employers, 
pushing up current expenditures (see Table 9.2, 
column 4). In some countries, current expendi-
ture is more than 90% of subnational expendi-
ture. In contrast, capital expenditure across the 
continent ranges between 7 and 58% of total sub-
national expenditure, with Benin and Tunisia 
leading (see Table 9.2, column 5). In the Tunisian 
case, local governments have few management 
responsibilities in areas requiring substantial cur-
rent spending and therefore can play more of an 
investment role (OECD and UCLG 2019b). 
These cases, however, are exceptions, and capital 
investment on the continent generally accounts 
for a small share of total subnational expendi-
tures (e.g., see Mali, Mauritania, Malawi, 
Uganda, and Zambia).

Moving from expenditure to revenue, there 
are similar trends which can be seen (this is 
because governments can only spend what they 
have in revenue, except in cases of extreme over 
or under spending). Revenues include the reve-
nues from own collection and grants. Similar to 
expenditure patterns, higher-income countries 

tend to have higher per capita incomes (e.g., 
South Africa, Botswana, and Mauritius). Most 
African countries fall in the range of US$ 10 to 
US$ 2500 per capita revenues (see Table 9.3, col-
umn 2). Similarly, the federal states of Nigeria, 
South Africa, and Ethiopia show the highest pro-
portion of subnational revenue. In all three coun-
tries, regional (states, provinces) entities raise a 
larger proportion of subnational revenues, and 
local (municipalities) entities tend to rely signifi-
cantly more on transfers from the federal govern-
ment compared to regions. Table 9.3 shows the 
break down in subnational revenues between 
transfers and own-source revenues. Transfers 
dominate subnational revenue (see Table 9.3, col-
umn 5). Extreme cases include Uganda, Tanzania, 
and Rwanda, where transfers make up around 
90% of subnational revenue. In Zimbabwe, by 
contrast, transfers are very low, less than 4%. 
This is largely due to severe political tensions 
between local and national government in 
Zimbabwe which result in limited transfers. For 
instance, Zimbabwe’s 2013 Constitution (Article 
301), introduced the fiscal transfer to provinces 
and local authorities of 5% of national revenue 
raised, but this has not yet been implemented. 
This is not uncommon, as in many African coun-
tries central governments resist transferring 
money to subnational governments (OECD and 
UCLG 2019b).

Overall, this data on revenue and expenditures 
shows that there is incredible diversity among 
African countries.

9.5.2	 �Need for Contextualized 
Understanding

Apart from the vast diversity in fiscal experiences 
across the continent, there are some serious gaps 
in the data which make it difficult to both under-
stand what is going on, and to compare across 
contexts. Everything from effective forward 
planning to risk calculation relies on being able 
to understand what is happening, or could hap-
pen, in different geographies. Notably, we have 
significantly lower levels of insights into the fis-
cal data space in Africa compared to many other 
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parts of the world. While this knowledge gap is as 
much political as it is technical, a well-rehearsed 
and important part of this story relates to the lim-
ited data which is collected in and on Africa. As 
the possibilities of the digital age emerge, there 
are many questions about what sort of data can 
and should be collected in Africa and who should 
be responsible for analyzing, sharing, and pro-
tecting such data. Limited subnational data col-
lection is not particularly surprising considering 
the many challenges regarding access and avail-
ability at the city level (Borel-Saladin 2017). 
However, the gap in fiscal documentation is more 
difficult to comprehend as public finance (unlike 
other aspects, such as the informal economy, cor-
ruption, or other more subjective data) is gener-
ally part of the financial accounting frameworks 
of countries. Unfortunately, there are very few 
contemporary examples of publicly available and 
disaggregated fiscal data on Africa.

The recently published data set on subnational 
government finance, developed by UCLG with 
the support of the OECD, aims to fill some of the 
gaps in subnational fiscal data collection glob-
ally, with a considerable sample of African coun-
tries. The observatory/database aims to track data 
regularly over time, providing insights into trends 
and patterns regarding subnational finance and 
fiscal decentralization. As we show above, useful 
insights can be gained from this exercise. 
However, while the framework provided a robust 
method for data collection, the actual data col-
lected on Africa remained limited. Some insights 
are possible, but there are also gaps which require 
additional research and contextualization.

Two important data issues are worth mention-
ing. First, there are many contexts where it is 
simply impossible to access reliable subnational 
data. For many countries, data is not published 
online, or if it is, the information is scattered. 
This issue is attributed to limitations in terms of 
capacity, accountability, and transparency (IBP 
2017). African countries, except for South Africa, 
rank low on international budget transparency 
indexes for their limited budget accessibility and 
transparency to the public. Fiscal data on expen-
diture, revenue collection, and debt at subnational 
levels are largely on a cash basis and remain 

unknown and inaccessible for 33 countries on the 
continent, situated mostly in West, East, and 
Central Africa. Second, a particularly important 
and underexplored issue related to fiscal data is 
the incomparability and incommensurability of 
the data, owing to different systems of public 
finance accounting.

The differences among African countries stem 
from diverse fiscal legal regulations and account-
ing systems used in different countries. Most 
national governments in Africa have inherited 
and adopted—entirely or at least partially—the 
judicial and institutional framework of their 
respective colonial powers. For example, 
Anglophone African governments have adopted a 
mixed legal system of English common and cus-
tomary law. The Francophone and Arab govern-
ments have adopted a mixed legal system of 
French civil law and Islamic law. The handful of 
Lusophone countries have inherited the legal sys-
tem of Portuguese civil law and fiscal policies. 
When comparing British, French, and Portuguese 
colonial legacies, there is a greater uptake of 
accrual financial accounting methods and adop-
tion of international accounting standards and 
reporting practices among Anglophone-speaking 
countries with legal systems based on the English 
common law. Overall, these challenges make 
comparing fiscal data difficult as the categoriza-
tion of information is not uniform across the dif-
ferent contexts.

9.5.3	 �Local vs. City Government

In the context of African urban debates, there is 
considerable conflation between “local govern-
ment” and “city government” as there are many 
different ways in which subnational governments 
are administratively defined. This has serious 
implications for fiscal decentralization, which 
requires tailored approaches for rural, urban, and 
metropolitan areas. For instance, local govern-
ments in Africa are increasingly characterized as 
either “urban” or “rural.” As shown in Table 9.4, 
examples of countries which categorize local 
government as urban or rural include Botswana, 
Burkina Faso, Burundi, Eswatini, Guinea, 
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Malawi, Mauritius, Namibia, Niger, Senegal, 
Senegal, and Zimbabwe. Further differentiation 
may be made for larger cities, which can be 
granted “city” or “metropolitan” status (exam-
ples of local governments like this include 
Mombasa, Johannesburg, Dakar, Kampala, and 
many others). The definition of “urban” used 

across African countries is also highly differenti-
ated (Farvacque-Vitkovic et al. 2008). However, 
the growing attention to rural urban differentia-
tion—in particular, when it comes to the structure 
of public funding—is a useful recognition of the 
complex processes of urbanization evident on the 
continent (Ribot 2002; Pieterse 2008).

While South Africa is the only country with 
official metropolitan classifications of local gov-
ernment, there are several cases where some level 
of metropolitan level coordination is being 
attempted in capital cities, for example, in 
Senegal (Dakar, established in 1996) and Ivory 
Coast (Abidjan, established in 2011), both of 
which have created bodies to coordinate the local 
government units which make up big cities. In 
other cases, where there are very large cities, 
these metropolitan areas more closely align with 
regional government boundaries, for example, in 
the case of Nairobi City County, Maputo City 
province, Addis Ababa [Chartered] City, and 
Lagos State. There are also cases wherein 
national bodies have been created, in parallel to 
the elected local government, to manage key cit-
ies. A good example of this is the Nairobi 
Metropolitan Services  (NMS). These different 
arrangements reflect the efforts that African 
countries are making to grapple with their largest 
urban areas.

In the context of rapid, and highly uneven, 
urbanization in Africa, it is impossible to con-
sider decentralization without accounting for 
urban dynamics. Rapidly growing urban and 
metropolitan areas on the continent have the 
potential to become the engines of inclusive and 
resilient growth. However, this requires a better 
understanding of these cities, in terms of how 
they operate and how they fit into the spatial and 
fiscal hierarchies of countries and regions. 
Overall, and particularly in comparison to 
Western counterparts, data on African cities is a 
challenge. This is particularly true for fiscal data 
which may be collected at the local level, but are 
rarely made public or aggregated for analysis. 
However, where data has been collected, there 
are interesting insights about inter-city fiscal dif-
ferentiation which can be seen. Reflecting on 
data from 27 cities in Africa, we see several inter-

Table 9.4  Data on urban differentiation in 25 African 
countries (Source: compiled by authors)

Country name Urban differentiation
Angola None
Benin Special status given to Cotonou, Porto 

Novo, and Parakou
Botswana Differentiation of town councils and 

city councils
Burkina Faso Differentiation of urban municipalities
Burundi Differentiation of urban municipalities
Cabo Verde None
Eswatini Differentiation of urban municipalities
Ethiopia Differentiation between districts and 

city administration. Special status of 
“Chartered City” given to Dire Dawa 
and Addis Ababa

Ghana Differentiation of metropolitan 
assemblies

Guinea Differentiation of urban communes. 
Special status given to region of 
Conakry

Kenya Nairobi and Mombasa granted status 
as city-counties

Malawi Differentiation of urban districts
Mauritius Differentiation of urban councils
Morocco None
Mozambique Four different types of urban 

municipalities, ranging from type “A” 
to “B” and “C” for provincial capitals 
and other cities, and type “D” for small 
towns. Capital city of Maputo 
singularly classified as type “A”

Namibia Differentiation of city councils and 
town councils

Niger Differentiation of cities and urban 
municipalities

Nigeria None
Rwanda None
Senegal Differentiation of cities and urban 

municipalities
South Africa Differentiation of metropolitan 

municipalities
Tanzania None
Tunisia None
Uganda Special status given to Kampala City
Zimbabwe Differentiation of urban municipalities

L. R. Cirolia et al.



149

esting factors related to city level finances (see 
Table 9.5).

As with the country data, revenues and expen-
ditures track each other closely. Across African 
cities, per capita spending is wildly variate, rang-
ing from less than US$ 1 in Dar es Salaam and 
Conakry to US$ 439 in Rabat (notably, no South 
African cities were included in this data set). This 
is a substantial level of variation which would 
have been further exacerbated by the inclusion of 
South Africa. Most African cities which were 
reviewed for this work spent below US$ 50 per 
inhabitant per year. The nature of this expendi-
ture is also important. In most of the cities, most 
of the spending is on current expenditure, in other 

words staff costs and operations (UCLGA 2017). 
There is limited capital expenditure, ranging 
from US$ 15 to less than US$ 1 per inhabitant per 
year. There are exceptions to this, for example, 
Rabat has a total capital expenditure of US$ 210 
per inhabitant per year, and Ezulwini has a total 
capital expenditure of US$ 126 per inhabitant per 
year. The extent to which cities are able to spend 
on capital and development has fundamental 
implications for the role they play in shaping the 
urban fabric. Together, Tables 9.4 and 9.5 point 
not only to the rising importance of urban areas 
and city finance but also the important role that 
metropolitan regions are now playing in the fiscal 
structures of African countries.

Table 9.5  City level expenditure and revenue data for selected African cities (UCLGA 2017)

City Country
Population of 
city

City 
revenues per 
capita (in 
US$)

Total city 
expenditure per 
capita

Current city 
expenditure per 
capita

City capital 
expenditure per 
capita

Abodo Ivory Coast 1,450,000 1.67 1.48 1.47 0.10
Antananarivo Madagascar 1,848,998 2.89 2.51 2.23 0.28
Bambari Central 

African Rep.
41,486 2.20 1.57 1.19 0.38

Banjul The Gambia 31,301 36.06 38.02 38.02 0
Brazzaville Congo, 

Republic
1,600,000 19.31 21.94 18.32 3.61

Bujumbura Burundi 590,297 7.41 9.09 5.57 3.52
Conakry Guinea 2,164,282 1.60 0.23 0.10 0.13
Dakar Senegal 1,146,053 43.66 50.92 35.18 15.74
Dar Es Salam Tanzania 3,700,000 0 0 0 0
Ezulwini Eswatini 5800 134.09 260.93 134.09 126.84
Gitega Burundi 184,026 1.59 1.99 1.21 0.77
Gomoa West Ghana 135,189 6.34 6.09 6.09 0
Kampala Uganda 1,750,000 22.31 20.92 10.87 10.05
Kigali Rwanda 835,000 9.97 4.83 1.80 3.04
Koutiala Mali 151,212 12.1 12.86 12.10 0.75
Lilongwe Malawi 826,614 4.85 4.85 4.40 0.45
Lomé Togo 921,563 15.01 13.07 10.45 2.62
N’Djamena Chad 1,000,000 7.04 8.69 6.71 1.98
Nairobi Kenya 2,900,000 37.74 42.38 27.46 14.92
Niamey Niger 1,302,910 15.16 32.98 21.72 11.26
Nouakchott Mauritania 958,399 3.15 1.19 1.19 0
Ouagadougou Burkina Faso 2,031,540 11.73 11.66 9.65 2.01
Port Louis Mauritius 144,894 168.87 178.46 168.48 9.99
Porto Novo Benin 331,419 3.02 7.05 0.90 6.15
Praia Cabo Verde 515,320 27.02 31.28 21.19 10.08
Rabat Morocco 1,884,917 283.64 439.29 228.9 210.39
Sousse Tunisia 231,484 58.86 55.97 44.45 11.51
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9.6	 �Conclusion

Public finance will be central to any chances of 
successfully implementing the SDGs. The ques-
tion is not only about how much funding is needed 
but also who controls available funding. Given 
the limitations in fiscal data, it is very difficult to 
get a clear picture of the extent to which city gov-
ernments in Africa control money. And by exten-
sion, it is difficult to assess the extent to which 
city governments are fiscally capacitated to sup-
port SDG implementation.

Despite this challenge, the chapter makes 
three important arguments. First, we show that 
there is incredible diversity in subnational gov-
ernment control over finance. Making broad-
brush statements about the extent to which 
subnational governments are or are not fiscally 
capacitated thus requires more detailed interro-
gation. Second, the data is uneven and incom-
plete, therefore requiring a more holistic 
understanding of the complexity of the local 
government fiscal space. In addition to an overall 
lack of fiscal data, there is insufficient data on 
the divide in fiscal control between intermediate 
and local government. There are also serious 
challenges related to the commensurability of 
data. This is owing both to gaps in data collec-
tion and very different methods of fiscal and 
financial accounting.

The vastly differentiated multilevel gover-
nance arrangements and urban classifications 
make homing in on urban fiscal data a challenge. 
Significantly more work is therefore needed to 
get a clear understanding of the complex spatial 
and fiscal dynamics that are emerging through 
Africa’s urbanization process.
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