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List of Acronyms 
COVID-19   Coronavirus Disease 2019 
DA 13 United Nations Development Account 13: Building Urban 

Economic and Financial Resilience in Light of COVID-19 
ERRP Economic Recovery and Resilience Building Plan 
SDG Sustainable Development Goal 
UNDP United Nations Development Programme 
UNCDF    United Nations Capital Development Fund 
UNECA United Nations Economic Commission for Africa 
UNECE United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
UNECLAC United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and 

the Caribbean 
UNESCAP United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia 

and the Pacific 
UNESCWA United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Wes 
tern Asia 
UN-Habitat United Nations Human Settlements Programme 
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Economic and Financial Resilience: COVID-19 in an urban context 
 
COVID-19 had a major impact on Africa’s urban centers. Urbanization is a megatrend reshaping 
Africa’s economic growth and social development in major ways. In the prior three decades since 
1990, Africa has added nearly 400 million people to its cities, and over the next three decades to 2050, 
the continent will add an additional 900 million. Africa’s annual urban growth rate is the highest in the 
world, standing at 3.58 per cent (2020). The COVID-19 pandemic unfolded in Africa in a context of this 
rapid urban transition. Globally, more than 90% of the COVID-19 cases were in urban areas.  

This policy brief examines the economic and financial resilience of African cities through the impacts 
of COVID-19, the underlying drivers of vulnerability as well as key policy pathways towards future 
resilience. It does so by drawing on the experience of Accra, Ghana; Harare, Zimbabwe; and Yaoundé, 
Cameroon (Box 1).  

 
Box 1: Building Urban Economic Resilience During and After COVID-19: Accra, Yaoundé, Harare 
 
In 2020, a project on Building Urban Economic Resilience during and after COVID-19 started was launched 
with the objective of strengthening the capacities of local governments to design, implement and monitor 
sustainable, resilient and inclusive COVID-19 economic and financial response, recovery and rebuilding plans. 
Its implementation involved 7 UN entities; the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), the UN Economic 
Commission for Europe (ECE), the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 
the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP), the UN Economic and Social 
Commission for Western Asia (UNESCWA), the UN Capital Development Fund (UNCDF), and the UN Human 
Settlements Program (UN-Habitat). It covered 16 cities globally with a focus on Accra (Ghana), Harare 
(Zimbabwe) and Yaoundé (Cameroon) in Africa excluding North Africa.  
 
The project proceeded through five phases: 

- A diagnostics assessment of urban economic and financial resilience in light of COVID-19 
- Economic resilience visioning workshops with stakeholders in each city 
- Local workshops on policy options and implementation 
- Preparation of a recovery and resilience-building plan to be integrated and mainstreamed into city 

planning efforts focused on the resilience of the local business environment, local labour market, 
local financial system, economic governance, and basic service infrastructure and connectivity.  

- Preparation of financing options for each city 
 

 

 
 Image: Downtown buildings in Harare, Zimbabwe 
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Urban economic resilience in Africa 
Urban economic resilience is the capacity of local governments to plan for and anticipate negative 
shocks to their economic ecosystems and allocate the necessary resources to mitigate, withstand, and 
recover from these shocks. It further refers to the ability to rebuild economies to the pre-crisis level, 
if not better, and plan for future exogenous shocks. The COVID-19 pandemic revealed that African 
cities face a number of constraints weakening their economic and financial resilience. These can be 
considered across five key dimensions of the urban economy.  
 
Business Environment 
 
COVID-19 related restrictions, global supply chain disruptions, shifting commodity prices, and falling 
demand posted major challenges for businesses in African cities. Small, informal and medium-sized 
enterprises without cash-reserves and sources of sustainable financing have been affected the most. 
During Ghana’s lockdowns in 2020, 78% of small businesses reported facing cash flow problems, 
compared to only 47% of large businesses (Ghana Statistical Service, 2020). The slowing of cash flows 
during the most intense periods of lockdown and restriction made it difficult for businesses to pay 
employees, maintain supply chain functions, and pay rents, taxes, and other fees. This reduction in 
cash flows was compounded by challenges in accessing affordable finance, especially as banks 
tightened lending conditions. The market share of financial institutions and other financiers offering 
affordable finance for start-ups and innovations is typically limited in these cities, with few investors 
and types of finance being available for start-ups and innovative businesses. 

Labour Market Conditions 
 
The pandemic resulted in a loss of employment and incomes in African cities, particularly in the 
informal sector. Most urban residents rely on the informal sector, which employs 71% of Africans, 
making them highly vulnerable to loss of income and unable to abide by restrictions and lockdown 
measures. When the pandemic struck, it had serious impacts on employment and livelihoods in cities, 
especially those who are already poorest and most vulnerable. As many as 55 million Africans were 
estimated to have fallen into extreme poverty due to the pandemic (UNECA, 2022) with informal 
workers covered by fewer social protections and being particularly vulnerable. 
 
Furthermore, ccascading impacts from unemployment were reported, including increases in gender-
based violence, crime, forced marriages, and teenage pregnancies among those who lost jobs and 
income due to COVID-19. Unpaid household labour was reported to have increased due to lockdowns, 
business restrictions, school closures, and labour market impacts with the burden of shouldered 
overwhelmingly by women and girls.  
 
Financial Systems 
Local government finances were severely impacted by the pandemic. City revenues decreased 
substantially under COVID-19 amidst increasing expenditure. Following the adverse impacts of the 
pandemic on local revenue sources, Accra, Yaoundé, and Harare experienced a decrease in tax 
revenues of between 16% and 50%. Local government spending on pandemic response put stress on 
city budgets.. Financial stress on businesses and individuals further shrunk capacities of cities to raise 
own-source revenues from activities such as taxation, user fees, and permitting. From the perspective 
of city finances, large informal sectors also limit revenue generation potential (though taxes and 
business licencing) and contribute to constrained municipal budgets. Fiscal flexibility (the ability to 
change tax rates and independently introduce new taxes) was weak in several cities, reflecting their 
inability to independently adjust revenue sources in response to COVID-19 without approval from 
higher levels of government. 
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At the same time, budget transfers from central governments were delayed or reduced, further 
constraining municipal budgets. This has exacerbated already low levels of per capita annual spending 
by local governments in Africa (which are currently the lowest in the world at $21 per citizen). Given 
significant budget shortfalls, cities experienced reduced capacity to plan and implement recovery and 
resilience building efforts without external sources of funds and support. 

 

Economic Governance 
The economic governance structures necessary to manage and recover from economic shocks 
revealed moderate resilience under the COVID-19 pandemic. The strength of economic governance 
structures and leadership, including the inclusiveness of governance structures and access to public 
information shines a light on the ability of local government to respond in crisis situations. In Accra, 
Yaoundé, and Harare, the need for economic governance measures capable of managing and adapting 
to a crisis situation was made clear.  As cities shifted their short-term priorities and spending towards 
pandemic response, other local government functions such as infrastructure planning and 
development and service delivery experienced delays, budget cuts, and setbacks. The inclusivity of 
governance structures and public access to information suffered under the governance context of 
COVID-19 responses, leaving gaps in economic governance performance.  
 
 
Infrastructure 
The COVID-19 risk factors are acute in African cities, in part due to the largely unplanned and poorly 
managed urbanization process resulting in widespread informal settlements and severe infrastructure 
and service deficits. In 2019, about 47% of Africa’s urban population lived in slums or informal 
settlements, which translates to about 257 million people across the whole of Africa. Only 55% and 
47% of Africa’s urban residents have access to basic sanitation services and hand washing facilities. 
Moreover, congested public transport systems posed challenges for social distancing in response to 
the pandemic. In addition, per capita public space was limited but was important in the COVID-19 
pandemic for safe, physically distanced recreation and outdoor socialization 

With public and private infrastructure investments in African cities lacking, they face an infrastructure 
deficit undermining their productivity, competitiveness and revenue base. Africa’s urban 
infrastructure deficits constrain the productivity  as firms and workers have difficulty accessing 
transport networks, electricity, affordable housing and other vital services. An estimated USD 12.5-80 
billion investment annually is required for Africa’s cities, and there is an Africa-wide infrastructure 
shortfall in spending of USD 29-177 billion annually (AfDB, 2018).  Combined with a need for better 
land management, these infrastructure issues contribute to African cities being disjointed, negatively 
affecting the cost of living and accesses to jobs and social services.  

 

Responses to the COVID-18 crises in cities 
 
While the challenges were considerable, there were also observed practices and responses to the 
pandemic that effectively eased the impacts. Local governments were first responders to the COVID-19 
pandemic emergency needs. Some of the key measures taken by cities to tackle the immediate and 
medium-term impacts of the pandemic include the following: 
 

- Reopening informal markets through physically distancing vendors and facilitating access to 
soft loans helped to mitigate the overall impacts of COVID-19 on the local business 
environment.    

- Pre-existing resilience strategies and/or emergency response committees were able to adapt 
their activities to address the COVID-19 pandemic impacts and coordinate mitigation activities. 
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- Expanding and prioritizing resilience planning initiatives in order to mitigate ongoing impacts 
and coordinate local stakeholders around future crises response. 

- Flexibility in governance arrangements (i.e., institutional flexibility, presence of public private 
partnerships, financing arrangements) allowed for the rapid establishment of committees, task 
forces, and structures to guide COVID-19 response and recovery efforts. Partnerships with 
external organizations helped strengthen health care capacity, addressing specific areas of crisis 
such as gender-based violence, and for provisioning supplies of personal protective equipment.  

- Shocks and stresses experienced before COVID-19 influenced responses. Experience with 
previous major challenges built knowledge and capacity around emergency management and 
public health response in some of the cities, leaving them better prepared to deal with the 
impacts of COVID-19.  

- Leveraging central government financing and support programs to continue operations, 
establish COVID-19 impact support programs, and measures.  

- Establishing training programs for job resilience and innovative entrepreneurship, often 
through partnerships with external organizations. 

 
 

 

 

 

Pathways for building urban economic and financial resilience 
 
Recovering from the economic impacts of COVID-19 and building the economic and financial resilience 
of local government in Africa will be critical for overall national and regional recovery from the 
pandemic. Towards this, defining priorities for policy and action through Economic Recovery and 
Resilience Plans (ERRP) at the city level is critical. The ERRPs formulated by Accra, Yaoundé and Harare 
highlighted a number of priorities for action across key dimensions of urban economic resilience (see 
Table). 
 

Urban economic resilience 
dimension 

Defined action Accra  Yaoundé Harare 

Business environment Update procurement policy    
 Build informal sector capacity    
 Support SMEs    
 Informal sector regulations    
 Support business innovation    

Image: Building in Harare, Zimbabwe. 
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Labour markets Upgrade markets    
 Skills training    
 Expand social protections    
Financial Market Financial access programs    
 Dialogue with banking sector    
 E-platforms for revenue collection    
 Diversifying revenue sources     
 Support formalization    
Economic Governance Early warning systems    
 Resilience planning    
 Pro-business regulation    
 Economic development strategy    
 Participatory budgeting     
Infrastructure and connectivity  Healthcare investment    
 Waste management improvements    
 Public transit priority     
 Pedestrian priority measures    

 

 
 
 
 
Overall, key entry points for action towards future economic and financial resilience include the 
following. 
 

Local economic diversification 

Low levels of economic diversity can make the economy of cities vulnerable to shocks experienced in 
specific sectors. Economic diversity can help cities to mitigate impacts from external shocks and 
recover from the economic and financial fall-out that can occur with economic and financial 
dependence on a few outsized sectors. Diversity can also provide a variety of economic resources to 
contribute to the recovery process. 

Access to finance for SMEs  

Improving access to affordable financing for businesses is a key pathway towards enhancing resilience, 
for small and medium size enterprises in particular. Access to financing can spur innovation, enable 
successful businesses to expand, enhance productivity, and help businesses to survive and adapt to 
economic shocks and slowdowns. The delivery of affordable financing, including microfinancing, to 
small and medium size informal businesses also the informal sector can serve as an opportunity to 
encourage and enable phased transitions to formalization. Increasing business formalization rates has 

Image: Market street in Accra, Ghana. 
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been identified as a key step in enhancing long-term urban economic resilience. Administrative and 
regulatory burdens (i.e., business registration, permitting, access to utilities, credit access) can further 
be highly constraining in some cities. These burdens can prevent informal sector businesses from 
registering, making it more difficult for the city to collect revenue and administer services and support.  

Promoting ecosystems for business innovation and growth 

Low levels of entrepreneurship and innovation can lead to conditions where the economy can be slow 
to adapt to and recover from changing conditions. There are also several other pathways to 
strengthening the resilience of the business environment in cities. These include strengthening the 
role of the public sector in supporting ecosystems for business innovation and growth. This can be 
done through encouraging pro-business approaches throughout government, creating a business-
enabling regulatory environment and fostering innovation through the support of start-up and 
incubator programs.  

Increased social protection coverage 

There is a demonstrated need for stronger social protection. Enhancing available social protection for 
labour is also a key resilience-building measure for cities. To enhance social protections for labour, 
policy can focus on increasing the distribution of unemployment benefits, support programs, and 
social protections to those most in need. 

 

 

Urban job creation 

While informal sector employment can serve as a flexible form of support and protection for workers 
who lose formal sector jobs, promoting formalization is a key resilience-building measure to build 
long-term resilience. Formalization brings employment under the protections and regulations of the 
government, better protecting workers and increasing their access to social programs and supports. 

Leveraging digital technology 
Opportunities also exist to improve the digital environment and expand the uptake of digital 
technologies. The pilot cities noted that many businesses expanded their use of digital technologies 
in response to the pandemic. As digital access expands, the opportunities for digital businesses and 
innovation will continue to grow. Opportunities for the expanded use of digital technologies, big data, 
and Internet of things (IoT) for city planning and management may also lead to strengthened economic 
governance resilience performance. 

Image: Busy road in Yaoundé, Cameroon. 
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Use of digital technologies and the application of data to urban challenges (i.e., transportation, 
sanitation, unemployment) could help bring insight to municipalities that could reduce costs, improve 
service delivery, and cut down on factors such as traffic and pollution that reduce overall urban 
economic resilience. Use of digital technologies could also build resilience to future crises where 
distributed and virtual work is necessary for municipal employees. 

Strengthening local finances 

Enhancing local fiscal flexibility and capacity often requires legal and governance changes, including 
at the national level. Legal structures that limit the municipal government’s ability to independently 
set rates for taxes and fees need to be addressed. Pathways towards enhancing fiscal flexibility within 
such cities will require collaboration with other levels of government. Within the fiscal space that cities 
do occupy, challenges often exist in revenue mobilization, including difficultly in levying fees and taxes, 
the presence of non-valued and non-taxable properties, non-registered businesses, and services with 
no clearly billed end-user. Enhancing the quality-of-service delivery may result in more end users 
exhibiting a willingness to pay, while modernizing revenue collection through digital technologies may 
help improve the efficiency and effectiveness of revenue collection. 

Leveraging additional innovative financing and revenue sources, including municipal bonds, private 
sector participation, and public private partnerships is a promising pathway for enhancing the 
resilience of local financial systems. These sources can be explored on a project-by-project basis to 
best match the needs of the city with the financing stream available. City financing strategies can 
provide information on possible financing sources and provide tools for supporting decision-making 
in accessing finance. 

Working to strengthen public financial management is a pathway that can have compounding positive 
effects by leading to credit rating enhancements and the availability of further financing options. 
Consistent monitoring and reporting of financial information, along with the development of medium-
term expenditure frameworks are critical steps towards strong financial performance.    

Additional measures that can enhance the local financial systems include improving financial literacy 
among the population and increasing access to registered digital financial accounts, including amongst 
those who work and operate businesses in the informal sector.  

Crises preparedness 

Effective crisis management and well-planned cities are critical to responding to crises such as COVID-
19. Integration of crisis management provisions in city planning and budgeting is key. Vulnerability 
assessments of basic infrastructure and systems are needed.  

Enhancing emergency preparedness and crises management planning represents an opportunity for 
enhancing economic governance, and for coordinating and prioritizing actions in crisis situations such 
as COVID-19 response. Ensuring that robust vulnerability assessments are regularly conducted on 
basic infrastructure and systems is also a key pathway for building urban economic resilience. Relevant 
actions that arise from such assessments should be incorporated into city plans and budgets at all 
levels. 

Improved basic service infrastructure and connectivity 

The quality and robustness of the basic infrastructure and service delivery of an urban area plays a 
major role in the overall potential for economic growth and resilience within the city. Economic 
resilience to a wide array of shocks and stresses, and especially to natural hazards, relies in part on 
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the quality and extent of basic services and infrastructure within a city. As urbanization accelerates 
and cities grow in size, density and complexity, the importance of physical resilience increases. 

Overall, there is a need for continued improvements to services such as regular solid waste collection, 
water, and sanitation, particularly for residents in informal settlements. The enhancement of urban 
mobility through the improvement of public transport and expanded walking and cycling 
infrastructure is of importance when building urban economic resilience. Reductions to commuting 
times and urban congestion will be important factors for enhancing business productivity and labour 
market flexibility in Africa. Reliable electricity, mobile phone, and internet coverage are essential for 
the delivery of such tools and are important contributors to urban economic resilience.  

 

 
 
 

 
Africa’s economic recovery: The role of cities 
 
From pandemics to war, cities play a core role in national economic recovery and resilience to acute 
and chronic events that stress economic wellbeing. Understanding how African cities respond the 
challenge of addressing citizen health while mitigating and remedying adverse economic effects of 
Covid-19 will help government officials across Africa confront these common challenges. The need to 
understand how African cities respond to crisis continue to be of paramount importance, as the 
current war in Ukraine is highlighting. Within a few weeks, the global response to this Ukraine/Russia 
conflict has sent food prices to unprecedented levels and disrupted food supply chains. Africa is 
heavily reliant on food imports from both Ukraine and Russia, in particular wheat and sunflower. This 
reliance is stressing food security across the continent, challenging economies across the continent 
that are still dealing with the effects of Covid 19.  African cities are now relying on their experience 
and knowledge to respond these events and continue to play a key role in national recovery. 

Cities and local governments can, for instance, support revenue mobilisation as to address liquidity 
and debt challenges. Africa had the lowest public revenue per capita in the world in 2019, much lower 
than the world average. The financing is further constrained by worsening domestic tax revenue and 
foreign inflows since the outbreak of COVID-19, with a fiscal deficit of -7.6 percent of GDP in 2020 
which declined to -4.2 percent in 2021.  The tax revenue in 2020 fell to 11.9 percent of GDP from 14.9 

Image: COVID-19 supplies in Accra, Ghana. 
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percent in 2019.1 In this context, improved fiscal performance of African cities offers opportunities to 
accelerate progress towards national targets for recovery. 

Given the prioritisation of a green, climate resilient growth, it becomes critical to consider how well 
planned and managed urbanization can contribute to this. Considering the high risks associated with 
climate and disasters in African cities, the urban dimension of a green recovery requires emphasis. 
The recent flooding and land slides in KwaZulu Natal province, South Africam illustrate the risks 
associated with informal settlements in African cities.  Indeed, the AU Green Recovery strategy does 
already prioritise Green and Resilient cities.  

The work done has led to an understanding of how city economies in Africa are vulnerable and where 
they have built economic resilience in the context of COVID-19 in Africa. With plans put in place to 
lean on these strengths and address areas of economic susceptibility, urban regions can become far 
more responsive to global economic stressors.  Successful recovery will come for urban regions in 
Africa by focusing on key drivers of economic success including local economic diversification, access 
to finance for SMEs, promoting ecosystems for business innovation and growth, increased social 
protection coverage, urban job creation, leveraging digital technology, strengthening local finances, 
crises preparedness, and improved basic service infrastructure and connectivity. Addressing the role 
of cities across Africa is paramount to responding to turbulent global economic challenges. Shared 
knowledge, combined with the capacity to localize specific actions in each urban region will drive 
faster recovery for cities, nations, and the region as a whole.   

 

  

 
1 ECA, 2022 (COM paper on economic and social conditions) 
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