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Abstract	

Poverty and rapid urbanization are two of the greatest challenges facing Africa today. 
Many analysts have observed in post colonial Africa a
          new process of urbanization unleashed by the masses of relatively low
          income migrants who have flocked into the cities since independence,
          and are seeking to solve their problems of accommodation and employ-
          ment informally, and on their own terms…; the urban poor are dominant,
          and in most cases are transforming the city to meet their needs, often in
          conflict with official laws and plans.
 UN-Habitat estimates that sub-Saharan African cities have over 166 million slum dwellers, most of who work in the informal sector where they simply do not earn enough to afford decent shelter and services. To survive, most townspeople maintain close ties with their rural communities, and engage in extensive urban agriculture. Although some elite neighborhoods enjoy relatively high quality housing and residential environment, basic amenities lag behind population growth in vast areas of the cities. Unlike the historical experience of Europe and North America where cities and national populations grew slowly, over the centuries, allowing sufficient time for the institutions and structures for urban management to develop apace, the rapid rate of city growth in Africa is occurring in the context of widespread poverty, with little industrialization to provide jobs, and ahead of the development of the requisite capacity and institutions for managing and providing adequately for townspeople.
      The paper examines how urban poverty and the informal city have developed in Nigeria and other African countries since the colonial period, the extent to which government policies have helped or constrained the poor, and how poverty which leads to slum conditions can be alleviated and reversed in order to reduce social tensions and worsening disparities in access to basic urban services. Government officials and planners face a difficult dilemma of how to uphold the rule of law, and contain the adverse health and environmental effects of slums and irregular settlements without disrupting the livelihood of the poor. Some governments have adopted the misguided policy that blames the victims, and tries in vain to outlaw and repress the informal sector by forcibly evicting hundreds of thousands of so called ‘squatters’. For instance, the ruthless “War Against Environmental Indiscipline” in Nigeria under the Military, like the more recent “Operation Restore Order” in Zimbabwe, destroyed the homes and businesses of millions of poor townspeople, and by so doing worsened the problem of social exclusion and marginalization of poor groups. On the other hand, some more promising new policy initiatives have recently been introduced in Nigeria to upgrade slums, to establish micro-finance banks that provide small credits and other forms of financial and business services to the urban  poor;  programmes to promote self employment through training and financial support for unemployed youths, and so on.     Current research suggests that the path to urban peace and sustainability in Africa lies in building more inclusive and socially equitable cities, where all citizens enjoy the right to the city; and “ where everybody, regardless of their economic means, gender, age, ethnic origin or religion, are enabled and empowered  to participate productively and positively in the social, economic and political opportunities that the cities offer”. The new approach calls for rethinking and broadening the narrow technical  focus of conventional town planning and urban management.
     The paper considers how housing and planning codes, standards and regulations inherited from the discriminatory polices and segregationist practices of the colonial period have continued to inhibit the access of the poor to affordable land and housing security; how the laws and regulations for planning and development should now be reviewed to make them more realistic, flexible and compatible with local conditions. It argues that to achieve sustainable urbanization in Africa greater priority should be given to the health and development concerns of the poor. It draws insights from the human settlements dimension of Agenda 21, the  Habitat Agenda, ILO’s Decent Work Agenda, WHO’s Healthy Cities Programme, the NEPAD Cities Programme, and other recent global initiatives which provide guidance on how state and local authorities, the private sector and civil society organization, the international development community and the urban poor themselves should collaborate to build cities that are safe, productive, inclusive and socially sustainable. 
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