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I. Background, objectives, expected outcomes and organization of the 

meeting 

1. The Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) held an Expert Group Meeting in Addis 

Ababa on 30 and 31 August 2017 to review the report entitled “National urban policies in Africa: 

the contribution of cities to economic growth”. The meeting was held under the framework of 

the implementation of the ECA work programme for the biennium 2016–2017. The main 

objectives of the meeting were to discuss, in detail, each chapter of the report and to review the 

key findings and policy messages and recommendations for selected countries; identify any 

areas of improvement, with further analysis; and discuss how to turn the report into an 

actionable policy paper that member States could use. 

2. The expected outcomes of the Expert Group Meeting were to receive a comprehensive 

review of the report along with specific and substantial comments and suggestions on how it 

might be improved. 

3. The meeting was attended by representatives of the municipalities of various cities in 

Africa and experts from a number of universities research institutes, national development 

commissions, the African Development Bank (AfDB) and the United Nations Human 

Settlement Programme (UN-Habitat), among others. (See the list of participants included in 

annex I to the present report.) 

4. The meeting was organized into four substantive sessions that corresponded to each 

chapter of the report under review, with the exception of session 1, which combined both 

chapters 1 and 2. In addition to substantive sessions, opening and closing sessions and group 

work were arranged, including the reporting of the key conclusions and recommendations to 

emanate from the group discussions. (See the work programme for the meeting contained in 

annex II to this report.) 

5. The substantive sessions began with presentations given by the authors of the report, 

followed by comments made by the lead discussant and experts and a brief response by the lead 

author. The group work was conducted in English, and the guidelines were shared with the 

experts. (See the guidelines contained in annex III to this report.) The meeting was chaired by 

the Director of the Social Development Policy Division at ECA, Thokozile Ruzvidzo, and the 

sessions moderated by the Chief of the Urbanization Section of the Social Development Policy 

Division, Edlam Yemeru.  

II. Opening session 

6. Ms. Ruzvidzo welcomed the participants to the Expert Group Meeting. She briefly shared 

the ECA mandate with regard to assisting African countries in formulating and implementing 

policies and programmes that could lead to inclusive and sustainable development. She 

informed participants of the re-establishment of the ECA urbanization programme in 2012 to 

strengthen knowledge production on urbanization and shape urbanization processes that 

promoted Africa’s transformation in an inclusive and sustainable manner. She also stated that 

the work of the urbanization programme was aligned to global and regional priorities such as 

Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

including Sustainable Development Goal 11 to make cities and human settlements inclusive, 

safe, resilient and sustainable. 
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7. Ms. Ruzvidzo reported that, while progress in Africa had been made in terms of 

advancing economic development in the past years, the social indicators had not seen a 

corresponding improvement. In addition, she highlighted the relationship between urbanization 

and structural transformation, the role of agglomeration economies and the potential that cities 

had in terms of boosting employment and reducing economic inefficiencies. She stressed the 

importance of facilitating a change in the urbanization narrative in Africa on the bas is of the 

evidence contained in the report under review, which would be used to better inform policies 

for national development. She concluded by acknowledging the participation of experts from 

other United Nations organizations and the African Union Commission and wished the meeting 

successful deliberations. 

8. Ms. Yemeru welcomed the experts to the Expert Group Meeting and said that 

urbanization had considerable implications for inclusive and sustainable growth. She referred 

to the 2017 Economic Report on Africa, which illustrated the substantial economic potential of 

cities for national development and in which the fact that urbanization required a multisectoral 

approach in national development planning was emphasized. In addition, she noted the 

inextricable link between the rural and urban agendas in Africa.  

9. Ms. Yemeru also highlighted the role of cities and human settlements for economic 

growth and structural transformation, which had been well recognized, even at the global level, 

and captured in the New Urban Agenda, the outcome document of the United Nations 

Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III). She reiterated that 

the work resulting from the Expert Group Meeting would promote the role of productive cities 

as foundations for productive economies and emphasized the importance of the economic 

contribution of cities in Africa, given the timely focus on urbanization at all levels.  

10. She concluded by stating that the comments from experts would be used to strengthen not 

only the publication that was under peer review, but also other ECA work such as the guidelines 

on how to integrate urbanization into national development planning and the work on urban 

data and statistics in Africa.   

III. Account of proceedings 

11. The opening session was followed by substantive ones that corresponded to each chapter 

of the report. In session 1, the context for the report was set out and a broad background of its 

main focal areas and its aims was provided. In addition, a review of some of the subnational 

gross domestic product (GDP) compilation methods were incorporated. In session 2, an 

overview was given of the major challenges relating to measuring GDP at the subnational and 

city levels. In session 3, a presentation of the proposed method for the calculation of city-level 

GDP in Africa was included, taking into consideration the background information presented 

in the previous sessions. The final session culminated in key conclusions and perspectives. Each 

session began with a comprehensive presentation of the corresponding chapter’s key findings, 

brief comments by the lead discussant, comments and feedback from participants and 

clarifications by the lead author.  

A. Session 1: background (chapter 1) and review of subnational gross 

domestic product compilation methods (chapter 2) 

12. The session, chaired by Ms. Ruzvidzo and mediated by Ms. Yemeru, was divided into 

two halves, corresponding to the first two chapters of the report. The first half of the session 

was to set the context for the Expert Group Meeting by providing clarification of the motivation 

behind the report and the objectives, value addition and expected outcomes associated with it. 
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The second half of the session focused on reviewing the major subnational GDP compilation 

methods used around the world, taking examples from the European Union and the United 

States of America.  

13. Abbi Kedir of the University of Sheffield, an international consultant and the lead author 

of the report under review, began by presenting a brief introduction of the complete report, with 

a view to contextualizing the subsequent discussion on the changing urban dynamics that Africa 

had been undergoing. With regard to specific issues, the importance of cities was highlighted 

in economic terms, with data underscoring the contribution of cities to GDP globally and in 

Africa. He noted, however, that there were severe data limitations on the continent that hamper 

the ability to calculate city-level GDP and obscure the importance of cities to the economic 

development of countries. Mr. Kedir said that the overall purpose of the report was to review 

current methodologies for the calculation of city-level GDP in order to come to a specific policy 

recommendation for the measurement of city-level economic contribution in Africa. The report 

conflated a number of methodologies used globally to come to a unique solution that could be 

implemented throughout Africa.  

14. Mr. Kedir gave a brief overview of the efforts regarding the history of subnational GDP 

calculation. He told participants that the contribution of ECA to methodologies for GDP 

compilation had dated back to 1961, when the institution held a joint conference with the 

International Association for Research in Income and Wealth for that purpose. He highlighted 

some of the key challenges with regard to the development of a standardized methodology for 

the calculation of the urban economic contribution in Africa and stated that all countries used 

various methods for the estimation of GDP irrespective of the level of calculation, which could 

affect the comparability of data and results and prevent the standardization of results. In Africa, 

although the net positive effect of urbanization in terms of growth was undeniable, there was 

also (in some cases) a negative relationship between urbanization and manufacturing value 

added, indicating that urbanization had not contributed to economic growth in Africa uniformly 

and unequivocally. 

15. The second half of the first session delved into some of the main methodologies employed 

for subnational GDP calculation in other parts of the world and an overview of the general GDP 

calculation methodologies. Mr. Kedir stated that, although only three main methods (production, 

expenditure and income) were employed globally for the calculation of GDP, there were 

differences in country procedures and protocols, which led to variations in the degree of 

accuracy, arbitrariness and reliability of the final estimates. He described some of the key 

principles for the calculation of GDP, including additivity and comparability, residency of 

activities, valuation–gross value added at basic or producer prices and economic territory (often 

clear-cut but could change) and commuting. 

16. Mr. Kedir briefly described some of the main methodologies for the subnational 

calculation of GDP. He discussed the framework established by UN-Habitat for city-level GDP 

calculation and gave examples, using Ethiopia as a case study. He gave a presentation on the 

Eurostat regional accounts method, the conceptual reference point for many of the Organization 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries and advanced countries. 

Participants were informed that the Eurostat method used the gross value added of each 

industrial sector for each region’s city using the income and production approaches, and that, 

although some African countries had claimed to use similar approaches, it was difficult because 

of a lack of guidance notes, which are commonplace in the European Union.  
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17. Mr. Kedir introduced the approach for the calculation of GDP of metropolitan areas in 

North America. He stated that the two main approaches used in North America were the 

standard methodology and advanced methodology. For those methods, regular labour force 

surveys and the gathering of data on wages and earnings were critical. He explained that the 

method of measuring GDP of metropolitan areas, as applied by Canada and the United States, 

relied on regular survey data on industry output, wages, earnings, employment and the prices 

of goods and services. In terms of its implication for Africa, a large proportion of data required 

were missing owing to a dearth of regular labour force and firm surveys. He stated that it was 

therefore not feasible to attempt to compute city-level GDP for Africa using the method of GDP 

of metropolitan areas as adopted in North America. 

18. Mr. Kedir discussed novel methods for the calculation of subnational GDP, which 

included geographic information systems or satellite technologies and night lights. Those 

methods were especially relevant under poor and irregularly assembled GDP data environments 

that promised solutions to measure the size of economies at the city level. In addition, private 

sector organizations, such as PricewaterhouseCoopers, Oxford Economics and McKinsey & 

Company, used projections to show the size of cities for various parts of the world. He explained 

that the key ingredients of the models used were not easily available or as transparent as the 

subnational GDP compilation methodologies reviewed earlier.  

1. Discussion   

19. The lead discussants for the session were Robert Ndugwa and Ronald Wahl. They noted 

that the meeting had been very relevant and timely in terms of the topic examined. They 

mentioned that cities were hubs of economic activity and innovation and, if well planned, could 

promote economically, socially and environmentally sustainable societies. They asserted that 

the exercise undertaken had brought to the fore the problem of data availability not only at the 

national level, but also at the subnational level in Africa, and stressed that it was therefore 

critical to achieve specific solutions with regard to data in order to optimize economic planning 

on the continent. Some of the important issues that required attention included whether the 

central problem was in the way that national statistical systems were managed and whether the 

central issue was a problem of capacity, even if all the methodologies were correct. Another 

issue that required consideration was that of data harmonization for comparability in Africa, 

given that there was a plethora of approaches with regard to the compilation of economic data. 

20. The lead discussants also highlighted their profound concern for a workable definition of 

“cities” that could be applied throughout Africa. In addition, participants discussed how to use 

existing spatial data for the calculation of city-level GDP, which would prevent the duplication 

of efforts. Some experts also pointed to the limitation of GDP and questioned whether using 

any other measure could be simpler. Another point made was how to tap into the use of mobile 

technology for assisting in the calculation of the urban contribution of GDP, given the high 

penetration of mobile connectivity in Africa. The lead discussants pointed out some of the 

potential complexities in determining the urban boundaries in Africa, such as the contribution 

of commuters to the economy who were residents of villages but who travelled to cities for 

work. Lastly, experts questioned what city policymakers needed the most for decision-making 

on a day-to-day basis and what the best practices were in Africa that were already being used 

for the subnational compilation of economic data that could be replicated. 
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2. Recommendations 

21. In the light of the discussions, the following main recommendations were made: 

(a) An abridged and simplified version of the report should be made in a manner that 

is more understandable for non-technical people;  

(b) Post-independence leadership considers Africa an agricultural place, which results 

in a rural-oriented policy and a general neglect of the importance of urban areas as engines of 

economic growth. Consideration should therefore be given to how to break this policy inertia; 

(c) One definite methodology should be used for the calculation of city-level GDP at 

the continental level for harmonization. Any framework for the calculation of cities’ 

contribution to GDP needs to incorporate the quality of growth into its structure rather than 

merely focusing on quantitative issues;   

(d) The various methods of the calculation of national GDP in African countries should 

be analysed, and there is a need to check whether national GDP is aggregated from subnational 

data, in which case existing data could be used to calculate the contribution of cities to national 

GDP. The methodology should be applied to secondary cities in Africa so that their economic 

potential can be understood and optimized; 

(e) If the methodology is approved by the Statistical Commission for Africa, there 

should be an opportunity to test its reliability and robustness with another methodology to 

confirm whether the same results were achieved;   

(f) Consideration should be given to the informal economy and how to measure its 

economic contribution, in view of its importance in the context of Africa. For example, firms 

may report only a portion of their outputs as formal, which could obscure the actual economic 

facts. It is therefore imperative to devise a methodology to capture the contribution of the 

informal economy in various cities; 

(g) The task of calculating the city-level GDP contribution could be outsourced to 

private enterprises, but Governments would need to set broader parameters to reflect private-

enterprise involvement. In the same vein, there is a need for a bottom-up approach to collecting 

the economic data of cities. For example, in West Africa, although the population changes quite 

rapidly, it takes six months and five or six experts to measure these changes; 

(h) The exercise should not be limited to data on GDP, given that data on employment 

and income are also required. In addition, it is essential not only to limit the scope to the 

estimation of GDP at the city level, but also to have economic figures disaggregated by various 

sectors. An expert informed the participants that city officials in China had their performance 

evaluated regularly, and one of the indicators was the ratio of the economic contribution of 

various sectors. This is an example of how data can help Governments to monitor performance 

and enact structural transformation; 

(i) Frequent economic rebasing in Africa is an important issue, and consideration 

should be given to how rebasing would affect the quality and coherence of economic data; 

(j) The vision for the use of the report should be clarified going forward;  

(k) In order to expedite the effect of the report, it might be necessary to decide on 

essential recommendations and present them at the forthcoming African summit instead of 

waiting for the finalization of the report. 
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B. Session 2: challenges in measuring gross domestic product at 

subnational and city levels 

22. The session corresponded to chapter 3 of the report under review. The Chair and 

moderator of the session was Ms. Yemeru. The session began with a presentation by the lead 

author of the report, Mr. Kedir, followed by a general review by the lead discussant, Mr. Wahl, 

comments by experts and replies to comments by the lead author. 

23. Mr. Kedir began his introduction to the chapter by elucidating the importance of 

understanding the challenges associated with computing GDP figures at the city level, in the 

context of practical problems that existed at the national level, and how examining those 

challenges could explain the differences in methodology and estimates of city-level GDP 

throughout the various regions. He described the following key challenges:  

(a) Netting out the rural areas from the city-level GDP calculation and defining the 

boundaries between primate and secondary cities;  

(b) Lack of data, which posed a serious challenge to the computation of reliable GDP 

estimates. The inadequacy of data, however, often arose not from the lack of data collected, but 

rather in the absence of capacities in documenting, archiving and publishing the available data. 

That negative aspect has been attributed to poor institutional quality in which subnational units 

were unable to find consistency among themselves to make data comparable and applicable; 

(c) The importance of rebasing, in which outdated base years were used as the basis 

for GDP estimates in Africa. Rebasing exercises in countries such as Ghana, Nigeria and 

Malawi had resulted in an upward revisions of national economies. Accordingly, the city-level 

GDP estimates must be rebased, especially considering the dominance of the large informal 

sector in city economies, which had been routinely excluded in national accounts. Leading on 

from that, components that were often excluded in the computation of GDP were now listed, 

such as new industries and the non-observed, informal and undeclared economy. 

24. Mr. Kedir also pointed to the lack of knowledge and expertise required in the compilation 

of city-level GDP due to the lack of investment in statistical infrastructure, training and staff 

retention. The last challenge presented was the lack of comparability of data throughout various 

cities. 

1. Discussion  

25. The lead discussant, Mr. Wahl, spoke at length about the comments and discussion 

questions regarding chapter 3. He remarked upon the limited availability of data in Africa, 

compared with the other regions of the world. He also suggested that the choice to examine 

GDP be put into context by looking at other indicators, such as happiness, accountability, 

inequality (Gini index), the Ibrahim Index of African Governance and the Environment 

Performance Index. Various forms of capital in specific sectors could also be looked at, such 

as employment, innovation, competitiveness and the activities of firms. In order to compensate 

for the lack of available data, Mr. Wahl urged the report to be more innovative in its data 

collection rather than waiting too long for surveys and census. He suggested, as an example, 

the use of “dirty statistics” and alternative methods, such as remote sensor, GPS, maps, 

individuals to provide data and mobile apps. 

26. He also suggested new methods of forecasting and raised the issue of municipalities and 

the central Government, in which local political dynamics interfered with the reliable data 

collection of cities. He argued for the need for a higher entity that would intervene, such as the 
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African Union or ECA, to carry out a top-down approach to data collection and data 

dissemination. He also pointed out the difficulty in distinguishing the boundaries of cities, given 

that secondary cities were usually clustered around the primary one. Mr. Wahl ended with the 

suggestion for experts to think about geographically weighted models. 

27. In the ensuing discussion, experts looked at length at the issue of data availability. They 

disagreed with the perception of data unavailability and advised against hiding under the pretext 

that there were no data in Africa. Data exist, albeit in bad quality, but the experts argued that 

poor-quality data could be analysed and transformed into realistic measurements, given the 

expertise available. Concerns were raised about a lack of experts and the lack of capacity and 

knowledge on how to compute GDP at the subnational level in Africa. Experts acknowledged 

that improving digital literacy and information and communications technology would support 

the collection of urban data. They also mentioned that, as commuting and migration had become 

a common urban phenomenon, traditional methods of data collection were not able to 

incorporate the constant flows into the data. Accordingly, the experts agreed that technology 

should be used to track the movement of people and that there was a need for a more accessible 

form of teaching mechanism, such as a massive open online course and other online teaching 

platforms. 

2. Recommendations 

28. In the light of the discussion, the experts made the following recommendations: 

(a) With regard to rebasing in Africa, given that new sectors emerge in urban areas, the 

revision of city measures should be updated and incorporated into the framework accordingly. 

For example, if the national GDP is being revised upwards, then the city GDP must also be 

revised upwards, given that the cities are main contributors to GDP. The effects of rebasing are 

felt more at the subnational level than at the national level, in which it is averaged out; 

(b) The report should contain a section that gives a better understanding of urban 

systems and a clear distinction between “rural” and “urban”, given that the demarcation 

sometimes can be a political one. The perception that African cities are “countries within 

countries” feeds into the tension between the municipalities and central Governments. Once 

statistics and data are generated, the concern is that central Governments will begin to make 

policy interventions or budget cuts using this data; 

(c) A case should be made as to why calculating the city-level GDP is of importance. 

Incorporating this information into the report is the only way to transform the report into 

specific national policies. The report should also contain an outline of how cities would assist 

national economies and why GDP has been chosen above other alternative methodologies. 

C. Session 3: recommendation of a method to measure city-level gross 

domestic product in Africa 

29.  Session 3 was moderated by Ms. Yemeru, and the lead discussant was Le-Yin Zhang. 

The session was organized to introduce the experts to chapter 4 of the report, specifically the 

method suggested in the report to measure city-level GDP in Africa.  

30. In his presentation on the method suggested to estimate GDP at the city level in Africa, 

Mr. Kedir stressed the need to use international best practices in compiling city-level GDP, 

while acknowledging the need to give proper attention to the informal economy, which accounts 

for a large proportion of the urban economy in most African countries. Regarding the 
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methodology suggested, he indicated that it would be based on production approaches, given 

the specificities of data availability on the continent. He provided details on the method 

proposed to estimate the informal economy. He concluded his presentation with some policy 

recommendations to deal with the issue of data, capacity and institutional gaps.   

1. Discussion 

31. In her remarks, Ms. Zhang expressed her appreciation for the proposed methodology to 

estimate GDP at the city level but recognized that more needed to be done to strengthen the 

proposal made in the report. She noted a few of the aspects that could be addressed for that 

purpose. She highlighted the fact that the report was as much technical as political, given that 

it was supposed to inform a new narrative and more proactive policies on urbanization in Africa. 

One way to fill that gap was by strengthening the justification for the topic of the report. This 

justification would help to respond to the strong resistance on the continent to an open 

discussion on urbanization, oblivious to the fact that cities are increasingly going to be 

important. The report, if well substantiated, could help to counterbalance the negative 

arguments on urbanization in Africa. 

32. Ms. Zhang stressed that the report was devised to justify the importance of African cities, 

including for economic growth. She said that the report would help to create data at the city 

level, develop arguments to demonstrate how cities were important and enable better economic 

management at the city level because only by knowing the statistics at the city level could city 

managers be able to better influence the urban economy, including through a better allocation 

of resources. She indicated that the report was linked directly to the issue of better governance 

in Africa. 

33. She pointed out that chapter 4 should be used to develop the rationale and justification 

behind the proposed methodology. With regard to the methodology, she mentioned that the 

section should be linked to chapters 2 and 3 of the report and be better articulated. It should 

also draw from the OECD and the International Labour Organization (ILO) methodologies, 

while making use of the new definitions in reference to informal enterprises and the informal 

economy established since 2003. With regard to the way in which to facilitate the 

implementation of the suggested methodology, Ms. Zhang stressed the legal obligation that 

member States and economic units should have to produce statistics. To ensure that data will 

be produced in a reliable and credible way, she indicated that institutionalizing data collection 

by all economic units and the role of central Governments to ensure coherence, quality and 

credibility become important. Issues such as capacity-building should be dealt with through 

training. 

34. During the general debate that followed her remarks, the experts raised the following 

issues: 

(a) Clarification. Users of the report need to be clarified; 

(b) Justification for the choice of the topic. A strong justification should be presented 

to the readers and the practical applications of the methodology. Arguments could be developed 

to include the expected effect on quality of life, trade, investment attractiveness, budgets, 

allocations and transfers, staffing and development priorities. Implications for local and central 

Governments should also be considered in the justification of the topic;  

(c) Methodology. A strong justification for the suggested methodology should be 

developed. In addition, some technical aspects should be clarified, including the robustness of 
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the model. As for the informal sector, the model will benefit from using the various 

methodologies developed by ILO; 

(d) Implementation of the methodology. Training is of crucial importance. The role of 

regional organizations to support member States and cities to use this methodology should also 

be mentioned in the report. 

2. Recommendations 

35. In the light of the discussion on chapter 4, the experts made the following 

recommendations: 

(a) Strengthen the justification for the choice of this topic; 

(b) Establish a link between the preceding chapters and chapter 4; 

(c) Strengthen the justification for the chosen methodology by bringing, among others, 

its value added, compared with other methodologies, building on more cases, including from 

Africa; 

(d) Produce an abridged version for wider dissemination among different 

constituencies. 

D. Session 4: conclusions and perspectives 

36. The session was moderated by Ms. Yemeru and the presentation given by Mr. Kedir, the 

lead author of the report. 

1. Discussion 

37. Mr. Kedir began the discussion by suggesting some potential policy recommendations, 

such as acknowledging data gaps and creating data-sharing protocols, ensuring legal obligation, 

boosting the commitment for data revolution, enhancing technical capacity and building 

institutions with better coordination and accountability.  

38. As a way of opening up the suggestions for future research areas beyond the scope of the 

current report, Mr. Kedir proposed that experts should look at indicators beyond GDP and the 

capacity of cities to create jobs in order to make a better case for measuring the productivity of 

African cities. In addition, he reinforced the need to agree on a consistent methodology to 

compute city-level GDP and the need to design a framework or guideline that local authorities 

could easily use to make computation easier and more consistent. He explained that, in order to 

achieve a better understanding of the economic contribution of cities, the various drivers of city 

productivity must be analytically investigated, with a strong focus on policy recommendation 

and implementation. 

39. Mr. Kedir stated that, on the basis of the principles, feasibility and the need to build on 

existing methodologies, data could be mixed to establish the GDP measure of interest. A 

mixture of the production and income methodology for comparability, on the basis of a unified 

framework and guide, could be adopted. 
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2. Recommendations 

40. Mr. Kedir made the following specific recommendations: 

(a) Using the methodology would build on existing human capital and accumulated 

skills in statistics offices and ministries; 

(b) The labour input method can be used to estimate the non-observed or informal 

economy using labour force surveys and firm or enterprise surveys; 

(c) Member States need to be provided with a guideline that will support measurement 

and standardization; 

(d) Protocols that guide and support the actual compilation should be in place, together 

with data-sharing protocols and a legal obligation from member States. 

E. Working group 1: chapter 2 (review of subnational gross domestic 

product compilation methods) 

41. The lead discussant for the working group was Belay File. The working group held an 

extensive review of the UN-Habitat GDP method, including a discussion of the calculation of 

the gross value added, its top-down approach and the effectiveness of its incorporation of 

employment. The experts criticized the method because of its assumption that urban industries 

had the same productivity as rural industries when, in fact, cities were far more productive. 

42. Subsequently, the UN-Habitat method was compared with the methodology suggested in 

the report by Mr. Kedir, which was a more bottom-up approach by beginning with firms at the 

city level. The suggestion of a comparison of the two methodologies using data from Ethiopia, 

however, was countered that it might not be feasible at that point because it would be a longer 

and more complicated process, notwithstanding hopes of piloting the report’s methodology in 

the future.  

43. With regard to the expenditure methodology, the experts commented that it was too 

dependent on the location and that it would be difficult to define the boundaries. In addition, 

purchasing would be measured on the person rather than the firm, which would bring in issues 

of residency and commuters. The (X-M) calculation was considered to be extremely difficult, 

if not impossible to measure in a specific city, even with frequent and thorough surveys. 

44. Experts shared their experiences of working with national census, conducted on average 

every 10 years, and could therefore not account for changing urban dynamics to capture the 

exact performance of cities. An expert suggested that disaggregated local experts were needed 

to collect and record the economic activities of firms annually. Some discussion on the period 

of data collection followed, which resulted in the recommendation that city-level GDP 

calculation would be undertaken every three to five years, with a system in place for updating 

and registering the dynamic data in between.  

45. Experts discussed the methodology suggested in the report. One of the main issues was 

the way to capture the informal economy in the city-level GDP. The gross value added of 

industries was said to be insufficient in incorporating the informal sector in cities. It was 

criticized as simply counting the big and observable industries to compute GDP and leaving out 

the informal sector, which, in some countries, accounted for more than 70 per cent of the 

economy. The 1-2-3 survey for the informal sector was viewed as a way to compensate for that 

omission because surveyors went directly to the households for the first survey and interviewed 

and conducted various other ones, and to the informal establishments for the second survey. 
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The experts raised concerns about the labour input method, as suggested by the report, in 

reference to its capacity to capture the informal sector. 

46. The experts brought up the issue of data availability and data collection to reiterate that 

data on Africa already existed, and they emphasized that the real problem was with mining and 

exploiting data. They mentioned that there was a large amount of information already gathered 

at the local level, but national Governments summed up all data to publish national indicators 

without making the raw data at the regional and subregional levels available. They also 

mentioned that most data were inaccessible or that payment was required to gain access to them. 

The experts stated that, in specific cases, ECA or the African Union had mandates to gain access 

to some of the national statistics. Once data were accessed, however, there remained the issue 

of computing data. The experts shared their experiences from their countries in which there was 

a lack of disaggregated local data. The Strategy for the Harmonization of Statistics in Africa, 

which is being developed under the guidance of AfDB, was also discussed as a positive step. 

47. Other concerns of the proposed methodology that came under discussion included the 

need to examine the calculation behind the national-level GDP, given that it might not be 

applicable to the cities. In addition, the concern regarding revenue intervention from the central 

Government when the city-level GDP becomes available was voiced. The experts speculated 

that cities would not want to look “rich” in order to receive or keep their resources and funding, 

which would create problems of “underreporting”. 

Recommendations 

48. In the light of the discussions in the working group, the experts made the following 

recommendations: 

(a) The report should include a critical analysis of the methods described by discussing 

their limitations and gaps and make a case for how the new approach could resolve some of the 

issues identified;  

(b) The importance of analysing available data should be emphasized in the report, 

given that national authorities would not analyse the data that they already have if they do not 

understand why doing so is important;  

(c) The report should contain the reasons why the suggested methodology was chosen 

over existing methodologies; 

(d) There is a need to balance the political sensitivity involved with the city-level GDP 

becoming publicly available. 

F. Working group 2: chapter 3 (challenges in measuring GDP at 

subnational and city levels) 

49. The lead discussant for the working group was François Yatta. The experts raised the 

concern that the report did not contain a section that would demonstrate how to tackle issues 

other than those of the informal sector, as pointed out in the chapter. The experts emphasized 

the issue of data collection with regard to decentralizing it. To do so, national-level laws would 

be required. One expert mentioned that, in many countries, data collected at the subnational 

level were not legal, given that only a few governmental institutions could legally collect them. 

The working group agreed that other data from other institutions should be acknowledged, 
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especially because there was a quantitative limit on how much work the national statistics 

offices could do, and that the agreed that data collection should be delegated. 

50. The experts presented the cases of Ethiopia and Nigeria. One expert stated that the central 

statistical agency in Ethiopia had regional branches that were directly responsible not to the 

region, but to the agency and were therefore not affiliated with the local authorities. Another 

expert stated that institutions in Nigeria were working with the state branch at the national 

bureau of statistics to attain the required data, but that they could not affect the “national 

argument” that influenced resource allocation and budget plans. The experts said that there was 

a need to find a way to make the data neutral. 

51. The experts remarked that, in some of their countries, ministries were increasingly 

conducting their own research as opposed to relying on the central statistical agency, creating 

two different data sets. Often the ministries would have a better system of computation because 

they had a greater understanding of the context. For example, the Ministry of Urban 

Development would incorporate a number of urbanization drivers, such as industrial parks and 

migration. 

Recommendations 

52. In the light of the discussion, the experts made the following recommendations: 

(a) The issues relating to the legal, constitutional and institutional context when it refers 

to “how” to collect and analyse data needs to be examined; 

(b) Data collection relies on the demand for data, and, at present, there has been very 

little demand for the informal sector. There is a need to acknowledge that big corporations want 

to be sure that decisions and policies are backed up by data. This can also be used to involve 

the private sector; 

(c) A section should be added to the report that points out where to go from here; 

(d) A message should be put forward in the report stating that the report is an important 

area of work. In addition, the following issues should be emphasized: 

(i) Lobby for a shift from rural to urban areas; 

(ii) Prioritize cities, given the economic weight of cities and urban centres; 

(iii) Pinpoint where cities are in national development planning and investment; 

(iv) Encourage strategic and spatial economic planning at the national level; 

(v) Lobby for cities to be able to take loans as legal entities. 

G. Working group 3: chapter 4 (recommendation of a method to measure 

city-level gross domestic product in Africa) 

53. The lead discussant for the working group was Koech Cheruiyot. During the ensuing 

discussion, the experts questioned whether, on the basis of the suggested method in the report, 

it would be feasible to develop productivity indicators at the city level in Africa. The experts 

stressed that, because of the predominance of the informal sector, the development of city-level 

GDP was challenging. Owing to such predominance and the associated difficulty in obtaining 

data, proxies might need to be used.  
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54. The adequacy of the labour input method for estimating the informal sector also came 

under discussion. Some of the experts suggested that the method was feasible in Africa because 

it used existing data, which had to be mined further. The bottom-up approach produced a 

plethora of data that could be aggregated at the national level. They also suggested that the 

system of national accounts was a robust method for measuring economic output for African 

cities. For example, economic statistics were available in Ethiopia at the regional level and with 

a large amount of detail, which implied that the methods for generating economic data were 

available at the subnational level in Africa and that the same methodology could be used for 

measuring statistics at the city level.  

55. The ILO method for measuring the informal economy also came under discussion. The 

experts asserted that the method had already been implemented in some countries with good 

results, which indicated that the data for informal economy was, in many cases, available or 

could be made available and that the informal sector was not an unsurmountable obstacle for 

the measurement of city-level GDP in Africa. 

Recommendations 

56. In the light of the discussions, the experts made the following recommendations: 

(a) It would be helpful to pilot the methodology in a few cities to assess the limitations 

and robustness of the approach; 

(b) The proposed method should be supplemented with additional approaches to make 

the methodology more robust. In addition, a discussion on additional methods of measuring 

productivity should be included in the report; 

(c) The analysis of revenue generation at the city level can also give an indication of 

the types of enterprises that are operating in that region. This can also supplement the 

methodology for measuring city-level GDP; 

(d) Quarterly measures of GDP could be estimated using data from foreign direct 

investment (FDI) figures because there is a high correlation between FDI and GDP; 

(e) There needs to be an external institutional framework for facilitating the process of 

measuring GDP for African cities, given that their capacities are weak; 

(f) The suggested frequency for which countries should develop indicators for city-

level productivity is two years. Given that national-level GDP is measured annually and even 

if new data are not available, there are methods to forecast the change in GDP. Similar methods 

can be used for the extrapolation of city-level GDP data every two years, even if primary data 

are not available at this frequency. 

H. Working group 4: chapter 4 (conclusions and recommendations) 

57. The lead discussant for the working group was Andrew Tucker. He stressed the 

importance of internalizing the distinction between policy needs and policy implications. He 

also suggested three main issues that could help to summarize the report: the question of why 

GDP was important, a proposed methodological approach for estimating the contribution of 

cities to GDP and specific policy measures relevant to Africa in this regard. He recommended 

that the experts consider some kind of stylized summary that would comprehensively highlight 

the three components, which could also be disseminated to policymakers. He explained that, 

even though the measurement of GDP was imperative, it was also important to go back to the 
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introduction to group the main reasons for the importance of GDP. For example, at specific 

times, knowing GDP could help to estimate other proxies and other proxies could lead to GDP. 

He stated that, by expanding the introduction in that wayit would help to optimize the impact 

of the report and enhance its reception by policymakers.  

58. Mr. Tucker stressed that it was important to acknowledge the various indicators that 

measured productivity at the city level and that, given the lack of statistics and indictors in 

Africa, GDP was a fundamental starting point that sets a benchmark, which can later be used 

for other measures.  

59. In the light of the discussion, the experts made the following recommendations: 

(a) Reference should be made to the continental target of 7 per cent growth so that the 

importance of the GDP measurement of cities in Africa could come to the fore; 

(b) The importance of the contribution that women had made to the city economy 

should be incorporated into the report; 

(c) Policy-relevant issues should be included and brevity maintained by putting the 

additional aspects in the footnotes and letting the focus remain on the title; 

(d) A by-product of the report (toolkit) should be developed specifically for 

policymakers. It is important to create awareness of this by writing blogs; 

(e) In order to convince policymakers, there should be a section that explains the use 

of GDP, why it is not an end goal and how it can be used to arrive at other important measures; 

(f) The report should be transformed into training courses for wider dissemination and 

enhanced policy impact; 

(g) Consideration should be given to moving beyond administrative borders in order to 

investigate the possibility of having geographically coordinated data.  

I. Rapporteurs’ contribution on main conclusions and recommendations 

emerging from the working groups 

60. The rapporteurs recognized the importance of the report and the research that had gone 

into it. They commented that the report could have a spillover effect by creating new knowledge 

using home-grown expertise. The report could affect capacity-building, the harmonization of 

data, having a body of regulation in place for the collection of data and providing a guideline 

for institutional data collection. They stated that the report had the potential to be the buy-in for 

local and national governments, but that it was also important to consider the role that the 

private sector could play.  

61. The rapporteurs also mentioned that the economic potential of cities would make a good 

case to attract foreign investment.  In order to do so, however, statistics were vital and foreign 

investors’ choice of operation would depend on their judgement of the existing market 

economies of the candidate cities. It was therefore important to calculate GDP that was 

comparable to cities outside Africa. They stressed that, because the implementation could not 

occur at the same time throughout the whole region, prioritization would be important. They 

said that a few pilot cities would be selected and extended to cover cities that were strategically 

important for regional and national economies. They also expressed that the region was too 

dependent on research outside Africa. In order to domesticate the research, the experts 

suggested ways in which attract young people, such as the visualization of data through 

mapping and geographic information systems. 
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62. In addition, they made specific suggestions about the structure of the report. First, even 

though it was essential to keep the focus of the report on measuring the economic contribution 

of cities, the report needed to be encased in a broader context both theoretically and practically. 

Second, there needed to be an understanding that the report would be a starting point for further 

research and work that would build on the conceived methodology to develop deeper measures 

for the productivity and contribution of cities. Lastly, various versions of the report, tailored in 

terms of scope and size, needed to be developed to keep the target audience as broad as possible.  

J. Closing remarks 

63. Ms. Yemeru ended the Expert Group Meeting by expressing her gratitude to the experts 

for their participation and interest in the question of urbanization in Africa. She remarked that 

the report and the Expert Group Meeting were highly interconnected with other research areas 

that were currently in progress at the ECA. For example, the Urbanization Section had been 

reviewing five countries and their national development plans with regard to urbanization, on 

the basis of which a report was being compiled. The report would be finalized on the basis of 

the report of Mr. Kedir and the ensuing Expert Group Meeting. Drawing from that material, 

there was also a draft guidebook on how ministries responsible for national development 

planning could better integrate urbanization into their plans. In consideration of those points, 

she emphasized that broader reflectors of urban productivity could be better integrated into the 

theme of the contribution of cities to economic growth. 

64. The experts mentioned another related area of work, namely, an African programme on 

urban data and statistics, which would also entail the preparation of a quick reference guide for 

member States to gain a deeper understanding of how urbanization was unfolding in their 

countries, given that it was one of the weakest points for monitoring and transforming 

urbanization in Africa. In response, Ms. Yemeru highlighted that the Urbanization Section was 

developing a reference guide by working with the member States who were endeavouring to 

establish the fact that, even with data limitations, more indicators for urbanization could be 

identified, developed and obtained. Lastly, she also noted that the 2017 Economic Report on 

Africa was based on urbanization and its relation to structural transformation on the continent. 

The key recommendation given in the report was to better integrate urbanization into national 

development planning and sectoral planning. She concluded by urging continued partnerships 

with the experts to take the work forward. 

65.  In her closing remarks, Ms. Ruzvidzo expressed her great interest in the discussions of 

the Expert Group Meeting and acknowledged that it had given the Social Development Policy 

Division direction on how to improve the reports in progress and had provided additional 

information on how to develop them into specific policies. She also expressed the Division’s 

vision to make the publication more user-friendly for dissemination to stakeholders and 

potentially piloted in some countries. She used the example of both Uganda and Zambia, which 

had shown a lot of interest in the project and which had the potential to become pilot countries. 

She emphasized the critical importance of urbanization, given its link to all social development 

issues.  

66. Lastly, she offered her appreciation to Mr. Kedir and the experts present for their efforts. 

She called upon them to uphold the interest and participation in the development of the report 

through enhanced communication and networking. She also expressed her anticipation in 

working closer with the African Union and other institutions. She closed the session by 

expressing her desire to continue to seek the input and knowledge of the experts for the report 

and other related work on urbanization in Africa.  
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being used in your country (e.g., which method is in use in your country?) 

4. Can you give us information or a web link to guidelines and procedures on city 

GDP compilation (or measurement of city productivity or competitiveness 

indicators) being used in your country? 
 

Working group 2  
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2. Please give specific recommendations on what needs to be done as a continuation 

of the report. Alternatively, what would you like to see done in the future to keep 
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