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Abstract: Urban studies in Nigeria mostly focus on large cities and metropolitan areas, with minimal
attention given to sustainable urban development in midsized cities. In this study, we address this
knowledge gap and examine the policies and practices driving urban growth in Uyo, a midsized
city in Nigeria. Specifically, we evaluate to what extent the prevailing urban governance culture and
practices move the city toward or away from being inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable—central
tenets of UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11. This study critically explores the strategic and
operational approaches deployed by public stakeholders in pursuit of urban development, housing
security, and economic and infrastructure development. We find the lack of continuity in commitment
to urban infrastructural development projects and a flawed land tenure system that exacerbates
housing insecurity are the two most critical challenges to address in attaining the goals of SDG11 in
Uyo. The former calls for better fiscal management and adoption of good governance practices across
the administrative hierarchy. The land tenure system can be made equitable and less cumbersome
by overhauling the 1999 Land Use Act law of the country. Our findings can inform policies to make
midsized cities facing similar challenges more inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable.

Keywords: urban sustainability; land tenure; urban growth; governance; development; urban
planning

1. Introduction

The number of people living in urban areas has increased rapidly over the past
decades, especially in developing regions of the world [1]. The urban growth in many
developing countries has been much faster than the pace of infrastructure development [2].
Furthermore, the growth of small- and midsized cities has been a major contributor to high
levels of urbanization [3]. Though Africa’s high urbanization rates may look similar to those
of other rapidly growing cities, it is important to note that factors that drive urbanization
in this continent operate differently from those experienced in developed countries and
even in other developing countries [4,5].

Nigeria is one of the largest countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, and has been the third
most rapidly urbanizing country after China and India [6,7]. Farrell (2018) contended that
most of the emerging cities in Sub-Saharan Africa are in Nigeria. Indeed, 50% of Nigeria’s
population resides in urban areas, and the urban population is projected to reach 87% by
2050 [7,8], which will require massive infrastructural development [1,9,10].

To date, most of the rapid growth of the cities in Nigeria has happened in an unplanned
and unrestrained manner [9,11]. This points to the fact that both scientific and policy
approaches to sustainable urban growth must urgently address these issues [12,13]. A
review of the literature shows different approaches to how changes in technology, economic
conditions, and governance influence change in cities as they develop [14] in addition to
economic growth, demographic change, and environmental factors [15-17].

Globally, urban studies typically focus on large cities and metropolitan areas, with
minimal attention given to sustainable urban development in midsized cities, characterized
by widespread urban poverty and degradation of infrastructure [2,13,18,19]. Many mid-
sized cities, having been subjected to various infrastructural development projects over the
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years, have experienced uneven urban growth, due to a lack of proper planning that takes
into account urban sustainability [20]. Further, most urban studies rely on statistics from
the United Nations, World Bank, and African development reports, which rely on official
national data. To our knowledge, no other study in the African context has evaluated
urban governance-based fieldwork and local data to compare cities” progress towards SDG
11 goals.

In this study, we evaluated the prevailing urban governance culture and practices in
Uyo, a midsized city in Nigeria, to identify which governance factors are the most influential
in moving the city toward or away from being inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable—
central tenets of UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 11—which acknowledges that
a multitude of factors can influence urban sustainability both through strong national
policy commitments and local governance initiatives [8,18]. To this end, we use Uyo as
a representative case study to address the following questions: (1) What, if any, strategic
and operational approaches are deployed by public stakeholders toward sustainable urban
development in Uyo? (2) How do governance practices affect the economic growth, housing
security, and infrastructural and urban development in Uyo?

2. Study Area and Materials
2.1. Study Area

Uyo, the capital of the state of Akwa Ibom, is a midsized city in Nigeria that has been
rapidly developing over the past few years due to an increase in allocation of the state oil
rent revenue in 2006 [21,22]. The state of Akwa Ibom is located in southeast Nigeria [20],
and receives the highest oil rent revenue from the federal government compared to other
states in the country, because the state has the highest oil production in the country. This
revenue has prompted rapid infrastructural investment within the city [20,23], and has
also resulted in the rural-urban and interstate migration of people to the city in search of
better living conditions [24]. In 1960, the population of Uyo was 36,061, which grew to
847,480 by 2015 and is estimated to reach 1,135,775 by 2020 (Figure 1), representing a 6%
annual change [25]. Thus, the city ‘s population increased more, when it became the capital
of the state in 1987 [24]. The city has attracted citizens from different ethnic groups with
varying socioeconomic backgrounds. As it is the capital of Akwa Ibom, substantial financial
resources have been channeled toward modernizing the city by successive governmental
administrations [20]. Consequently, Uyo has been one of the few cities in Nigeria that has
experienced continuous urban growth in recent years [23] (Figure 1). Urban growth in the
city is relatively high compared to that of its neighboring cities because there are greater
job opportunities and relatively better access to basic social amenities. However, one of the
biggest problems in the city is the socio-spatial segregation of communities from different
backgrounds [20]. Interactions among the different groups of urban dwellers across the city
create challenges as well as opportunities in employment and education [6]. However, poor
governance and planning practices have contributed to an increase in social and economic
inequalities among its residents [26].
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Figure 1. Urban population growth in Uyo (source: NPC, 2015).

2.2. Data Collection

In Uyo, qualitative data were examined and presented through a narrative event
explored by the interviewers; as well, we reviewed governmental documentation data from
each ministry related to urban development, which were examined and are discussed in our
results. A structured technique and approach taken from [27,28] were used in formulating
our research questions to answer important questions such as: How many projects have
been completed, abandoned, or are still in progress since 2000? What is the role of the
community in every project planning process? What are the criteria for compensation
and what further provision does the government make to assist displaced people? The
interview guide questions were presented to the respondents as a checklist and had been
given to the respondents before the interviews. The checklist questions were designed as a
guide for understanding and interpretation of the data [29].

Furthermore, we reviewed data from the state government’s infrastructural devel-
opment projects of each of the government ministries from 2000 to 2018 to gather more
knowledge about the development strategies in the study area, because this was the peak
period of infrastructural development in the city [20]. These data include project awards
and commissioning, fund allocation to different sectors, housing schemes and policies,
population growth, urban infrastructural development and maintenance plans, which
were compiled to assess the developmental trend and future sustainable plans [8,30]. We
critically studied all of the gathered information to evaluate to what extent the policies
were aligned with the guidelines stated in SDG 11 to make cities inclusive, safe, resilient,
and sustainable.

3. Method
3.1. Structured Interviews

The data for this research were collected through structured interviews, fieldwork,
and a reconnaissance survey of the city. We followed the approach suggested by [27], that
10 to 20 in-depth interview cases are adequate to obtain information. However, a higher
number of respondents could be used if more respondents were accessible and willing to
take part in the interview process [28]. As well, we visited different infrastructural facilities
in Uyo’s urban and suburban areas to establish detailed knowledge of the existing urban
growth. We also reviewed governmental documents to assess the urban governance and
policies in the city.
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First, we conducted discussions and interviews with key urban policymakers to obtain
information about government policies and planning in response to the rapid growth of
the city. During this process, the focus was on six target governmental ministries related to
urban planning, policy, and economic development, and 60 public participants (Table 1).
These were the Ministry of Works, the Ministry of Land and Housing, the Ministry of
Economic and Rural Development, the Ministry of Urban and Town Planning, the Ministry
of Internal Revenue, and the Ministry of Information and Strategy. We identified one
key respondent from each of these ministries. The criteria for the selection of these key
respondents were based on their rank (directorate level) and the number of years they were
employed in the ministry. The respondents were people that had at least twenty-five years’
experience working with different governmental heads.

Table 1. List of key respondents in different sectors.

Key Respondents Positions
1 Ministry of Information and Strategy Director
2 Ministry of Work Director
3 Ministry of Land and Housing Director
4 Ministry of Economic and Rural development Director
5 Ministry of Urban and Town Planning Director
6 Ministry of Internal Revenue Director
7 Community Stakeholders Leaders
8 Academic sector Researchers
9 Commercial Businesses Business owners
10 Public servants Level 12
11 Private professional experts CEO

3.2. Qualitative Data Analysis

The interpretation and grouping of the classified data were done following theoretical-
based models proposed by [31]. The objective was to group different classes of data to
obtain information about factors that influence urban sustainability in the study area. The
interview was structured with insightful questions and guided checklist questions. We
began each interview by elaborating on the objective of the interview to the respondent,
to inform the respondent on how the generated data would be used to respond to our
research questions. We used a three-step data framework of grouping data into different
categories [31]. This approach separates data that are similar to each other based on
respondents having the same questions [27,28]. Most of the responses were similar, and
we computed them to generate data. We grouped similar data into the same categories
and extracted vital information from the data. Our findings are discussed in detail in the
sections below.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Economic Growth in Uyo

Sustainable economic growth can drive high production levels, create modest jobs for
all and encourage entrepreneurship [8]. This would entail accountability and responsibility
that would bring changes within the different economic sectors in various communities
and economic enlightenment to handle its impact on society and urban areas [8]. In
Uyo, according to the interview results (Figure 2), economic reforms and infrastructural
development have transformed the city into a rapidly growing urban area due to high
revenue obtained from the extraction of its main natural resource (crude oil) [20]. These
revenues, channeled from the federal government, have been the primary source of income
driving the state economy for years, even though the state government had created a few
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industries within the city neighborhoods, such as a paper mill in Oku Iboku and a paint
factory in Etinan [32]. These industries create employment for the young labor force, and
also aid in sustaining the economic growth of the city and the state. Moreover, a significant
chunk of the generated revenue is reinvested in the city because of its position as the state
capital based on our government data report.
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Figure 2. Factors influencing urban growth in Uyo.

Economic growth and reform (Figure 2) have also created employment in different
sectors of the city economy (Figure 3), but manufacturing is among the slowest-growing
sectors, despite most of the labor force increasing (Figure 3). Studies have shown that
manufacturing industries managed by the governments in some African countries have
struggled in contemporary times [5], even though there have been improvements in the
education and informal economic sectors (Figure 3). These results were attributed to
governmental decisions (Figure 2), the frequent turnover of governmental administrations,
poor accountability, and the collapse of state-owned industries (Figure 2). This probably
explains why the Nigerian government has recently embarked on large-scale privatization
of state assets built during the post-independence era [33].

In response to unplanned urban growth in the city, the state’s masterplan was re-
designed toward achieving its urban development plans [20]. However, though few heads
of administrations have focused on completing the projects that were already initiated
prior to their terms, most instead emphasize creating small-scale industries such as pencil,
toothpick, and cassava processing mills to provide quick employment opportunities for
the growing labor force and export purposes. However, because of poor product quality
and inconsistency in these industries, the goods manufactured with these raw materials
are rarely used within the state, being more expensive than comparable products on the
market, and are not exported as intended. Furthermore, the funds generated from these
companies are misused [34].
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Figure 3. Employment sectors in Uyo (source: Essien & Samimi 2021).

Consequently, these industries usually fold up at the end of the tenure of the adminis-
tration that opened them due to changes in management by the new government (Figure 2).
Based on our respondents’ data, governmental decisions (Figure 2) have hindered the suc-
cessful, sustained diversification of the city’s economy, which is essential to attain SDG 11.
Our data show (Figure 2) that governmental heads channel most of the revenue generated
from natural resources to investment in small-scale projects with different products, such as
wine, tomato, and flour mill industries. Although these industries were meant to alleviate
poverty by providing employment to citizens, they were also designed for export to boost
the economy [35]; however, these goals do not appear to have been achieved and do not
support SDG 11.3, which entails sustainable planning and management in all countries. To
address these issues, government administrations need to focus more on the continuity of
governmental projects and the regulation of small-scale businesses in urban areas. This
would also help governmental heads assess how their economic growth plans align with
SDG 11.A, which endorses positive economic growth.

4.2. Large-Scale Infrastructural Development in Uyo

Sustainable infrastructure development must be inclusive and respect human rights;
that is, such infrastructure must meet the needs of the poor by increasing infrastructure
access, supporting general poverty reduction, and positively impacting GDP per capita [35].
However, the development trend in Uyo shows that the city is yet to follow any of the
strategies that may lead to sustainable and just urban growth in the provision of energy,
water, and affordable housing [36]. Based on the reviewed governmental data, there are
no plans to provide a structured public transportation system in the city to reduce traffic
congestion. The government efforts instead center on improving road infrastructure and
providing free education for primary and high school levels.

According to some of the governmental respondents, a major urban transition of Uyo
depends on infrastructure development, but sustaining this development is a major concern
for stakeholders. There are many urban sustainability problems in Nigeria, such as poor
energy supply, unregulated water supply, indiscriminate sewage disposal, unpaved streets,
and loss of urban vegetation [37]. Due to their importance for quality of life and economic
development, some administrations have tried to mitigate some of these problems. For
example, past administrations invested more in roads, yet the city is still congested because
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infrastructure for public transportation, such as buses and railways, has been neglected.
The respondents highlighted that most of the large-scale infrastructure in the state does not
serve its intended purpose.

Based on our governmental data, the state invested USD 1 billion into building a
power plant for reliable energy supply to the city, but abandoned the project after a change
in administration, claiming the project went over budget. Hence, parts of the city have no
electricity, while others experience frequent outages. Most occupants and companies use
alternative means of power supply, such as power generators, causing a lot of noise and air
pollution [38]. In addition, most government-sponsored projects take much longer than
scheduled to complete because of poor planning and lack of proper oversight.

Furthermore, some respondents are concerned that most of the large-scale investments
in the state do not receive any capital return. Based on our review of the governmental data,
the administration invested USD 52.3 million in buying the first state-owned commercial
airline (Ibom Air) in the country, rather than maintaining the recently constructed airport
that was aimed to function as an international airport. Due to the state ‘s geographical
location, the airport was to serve not only local travelers but also international travelers of
the southern region of Nigeria. The most pressing question is what are the existing plans
and policies to sustain such investments from collapsing at the end of each government’s
tenure. Policies that encourage such investments tend not to be linked with the SDG
11.3 target.

4.3. Housing Security in Uyo

The very first target of SDG 11 stipulates ensuring access for all to adequate, safe and
affordable housing and basic services, and upgrading slums by 2030 [8]. The UN report
states that the provision of affordable housing and shelter is a fundamental human right,
and it is considered an essential requirement of better living conditions [39]. Although
major inequalities exist among many urban dwellers, there is a critical need for better
housing conditions in developing countries [39], particularly with their rapidly growing
urban centers and populations, adjudged to be the fastest growing in the world [40].

Uyo is one of the few capitals in Nigeria where a remarkably high proportion of
state population resides in the city [24], and according to the respondents, the city has
experienced drastic population growth due to migrants coming from poorer parts of the
country in search of better opportunities (Figure 2). Consequently, housing costs are high
in the city center, and this has generated heterogeneous patterns of built-up areas (Figure 4).
Public housing programs meant for middle-income earners and civil servants are grossly
insufficient to meet demand (Figure 5); also, qualifying for such housing means overcoming
many bureaucratic hurdles [35,40]. This situation results in people sourcing alternative
means of housing such as converting cargo containers meant for importing and exporting
goods to dwellings and shops on the suburban fringes of the city (Figure 4).

In our review, many of the respondents adjudged the poor housing security in Uyo to
formal residential buildings often being demolished to open up space for the construction of
various public infrastructure projects, such as the construction of a recreation center (Ibom
Plaza) and an overpass (Atiku Abubakar). Although the development of the overpass has
helped boost economic integration of the city with other states and eased traffic, many
people were forcefully displaced and poorly compensated for the loss of their homes
and properties for development purposes (Figure 2). This resulted from the 1999 Land
Use Act law of the country, which posits that all land within the state belongs to the
government [41], and as such, the compensation paid to such individuals only reflects the
value of the existing building structures or agricultural crop grown on the land.
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Figure 4. Land cover maps of Uyo for 1986, 2003, and 2017 (source: Essien & Samimi, 2019).
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Figure 5. Breakdown of housing type in Uyo.
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Based on data from respondents in the governmental ministries, there have been
government initiatives in the past to build affordable housing units for the civil servants
in the state, but these initiatives were hijacked by corrupt politicians who claimed to be
civil servants to buy the houses and resell them at a higher rate to the general public.
Therefore, in addition to the provision of affordable housing for low-income citizens
through governmental funding, there should also be legislation to regulate housing prices
within the urban centers [35]. However, at present, there is not even an affordable housing
plan for non-governmental and low-income earners. This is contrary to SDG 11.1, which
supports affordable and adequate housing for all.

4.4. Governance Practices

Urban governance in Nigeria is highly compartmentalized, without adequate inter-
departmental collaboration [42]. Moreover, the state planning authority (i.e., the Ministry
of Town Planning and Rural Development (MTPRD)) rarely adheres to its stated environ-
mental planning ethics or follows its existing master plan [43]. Though this ministry was
tasked with planning and ensuring that every approved building meets specified quality
levels and standards, most buildings are approved without proper scrutiny. Importantly,
it is expected that more than 60% of the urban centers to be opened in Nigeria by 2050
have yet to be planned [6]. This calls not only for provision of strict planning laws but
also their effective enforcement by public stakeholders to regulate urban infrastructural
development [40].

According to the information gathered from the governmental ministries and related
literature of many other developing countries [5,40], Uyo follows a system of disbursing
funds from the state to the local governments, and this limits the financial independence of
local governments [44]. Generally, even though the state generates revenue from taxpayers
from the local governments under its jurisdiction, they still depend largely on federal funds.
The state government usually requests financial support from the federal government
for large-scale projects and sometimes even for minor projects, and in turn, the federal
government usually sources foreign investment for the state government. This support
may come in the form of a loan, depending on the bilateral relationship with the foreign
country [45]. Initially, foreign loans were meant to provide support to huge projects that
cannot be financed by the state, but at present, such loans are being used to service major
and minor infrastructural projects within states depending on the governmental head
decision (Figure 2). However, the focus should instead be on generating funds within the
state to support, at least, minor projects rather than collecting foreign loans. Funds can be
generated within the community if there is a good and transparent system of tax collection
from high-, medium-, and low-income earners [46].

The majority of the respondents are of the view that beyond tax accountability [46],
fiscal policy and budget management also need to become more transparent at all levels
of government. Proper assessment should be done by the federal government before
releasing funds to the state governments for project implementation, and continuous project
auditing should be done to ensure that these projects are executed at the planned time to
achieve their purpose. This will help to achieve sustainable infrastructural development
goals that alleviate poverty for vulnerable people [30], reduce misuse of public funds for
unsustainable projects that burden the governments with debt they may not repay, and/or
avoid establishing tariffs that end users cannot afford [30,36].

A comprehensive review of our respondents” data from the different governmental
ministries shows that the Nigerian system of governance is characterized by turnover of
administrations every four years, and this is mostly accompanied by a change in planning
and administrative policy by the incoming heads of the administrations (Figure 2). It is
common for government heads to squander public funds on their pet projects (Figure 2).
For example, a previous government head liked golf and decided to build a golf resort in
the city just because of his love of golf, while his predecessor liked football and decided
to build one of the best stadiums in Nigeria (Godswill Akpabio Stadium) although the
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city already had a stadium that could have been renovated or restructured, using the
vast amount of bare land surrounding it for expansion. Instead, this old stadium was
simply abandoned and is no longer maintained. If the old stadium had been renovated
instead, the funds used towards building the new stadium could have been channeled
into other needed infrastructure developments such as industries capable of creating more
employment opportunities for the majority of the city’s urban dwellers, who work in
unskilled jobs [47].

Furthermore, based on the view of governmental stakeholders, even sound infrastruc-
ture developments often fall victim to rivalry among political parties. A new government
might simply discontinue the project it inherited from the previous administration, claim-
ing corruption or mismanagement, and spend the first two years of its administration
investigating its predecessor’s governmentally awarded contracts. Often, there is also
incentive to re-award these projects to political allies or cronies. All these issues easily
distract an incoming administration from delivering good governance to its constituents,
resulting in incomplete infrastructural development projects in the city [43]. This approach
needs to be reviewed because it has restrained most of the cities not only in Nigeria but
across Sub-Saharan Africa from being appropriately developed [5].

Finally, as asserted by some of the respondents (Figure 2), the opinions of community
leaders are rarely taken into consideration when making urban development plans within
the state. Community leaders should act as a direct link between the people and the
government when implementing urban development projects [48], yet these leaders are
hardly consulted. There is evidence of productive collaborations among community leaders,
government officials, and private investors in cities such as Navi Mumbai in India, Pudong
in China, and New Town in Vietnam, bringing their respective cities closer to the community
dwellers to achieve unified development [48]. This system of governance should be adopted
in Uyo and SDG 11.A should be integrated into every piece of legislation and policy at all
levels of the government in Nigeria.

4.5. Toward Sustainable Urban Growth in Uyo

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) member states adopted 17 goals (referred to as
the Sustainable Development Goals, SDG) as part of the vision of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, and a period of 15 years was proposed to achieve these SDGs [8].
Although progress in achieving these goals has been made in many cities across the globe,
there are many more that have yet to take any tangible action [8]. With just a few years left
to achieve these goals, during the 2019 summit, world leaders called for speedy action to
be taken and institutions to be strengthened to achieve these SDGs by the target date of
2030 [8].

Many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa face enormous challenges in achieving SDGs.
Never-ending power struggles and contestation of authority distract the elected govern-
ments from implementing good governance in cities [49]. Likewise, in Uyo, there is an
urgent need for tighter interaction and coordination among respective urban governance en-
tities. Decision-makers should always try to properly manage friction during the transition
of power between governmental administrations to promote sustainable infrastructural
development. This will help increase productivity [35], reduce the number of incomplete
projects within the state, and promote unification in achieving the overall goals of every
project. Strategies for managing state-owned industries should be designed to achieve high-
quality and affordable products. These sustainability strategies will also help to eliminate
the chances of industries and infrastructure collapsing as a result of poor management or
governance.

Currently, in Nigeria, the land-use law provides the government sovereignty over all
land in the state, neglecting the communal and land tenure system of land ownership [41,50].
Land can only be owned after proper land registration at the Ministry of Land and Housing,
although the associated administrative processes mean years of bureaucratic hurdles [40].
Citizens with little knowledge of the law or limited financial means to register their land
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may begin building structures for shelter without proper registration and approval. The
provisions of SDG 11 should be integrated into legislation and policy at all levels of
government in Nigeria. This should include rules and regulations that govern land use
planning practices in the country. Regarding this aspect, the 1999 Land Use Act law
that governs land in the country needs to be reviewed. A systemic approach to urban
governance that can educate the people, speed up land registration processes, and promote
collaboration among different departments toward moving the city toward SDG 11.A
should be encouraged.

Housing challenges have been largely overlooked within the city (Figure 2). The state
government should aim at providing housing security for urban dwellers, especially the
poor and displaced people. Housing policy should be designed and implemented by the
Ministry of Land and Housing. Housing rent should be regulated and made affordable
to the public without constant increases, which will help to reduce the existing level of
inequality among urban dwellers [35,40]. The government should properly monitor the
implementation of all these strategies to ensure that the aims and objectives of SDG 11.1
are achieved in the city.

Poor accountability and lack of transparency in revenue collection [46] and implemen-
tation of infrastructural projects have increased the fiscal challenges in Uyo. An efficient
and transparent system of tax collection from businesses and workers, as well as the re-
mitting of these taxes to the government, should be designed and implemented by the
ministry of internal revenue. These taxes will help to boost the city’s economy, as well as
the development and maintenance of some infrastructural facilities.

5. Conclusions

In this study, we examined the urban governance policies and practices in Uyo, a
midsized city in Nigeria, in light of SDG 11: Sustainable cities and communities. This
study agrees with other related scientific studies, and it is the first in Sub-Saharan Africa
to analyze urban governance towards sustainable development. Specifically, we analyzed
the influence of governance practices in the city on infrastructural development, housing
security, economic growth, and urban development. Our findings show that the main
causes of the poorly planned development in the city are: (i) the friction between successive
governmental administrations, (ii) the lack of allocated funds for housing security and
the maintenance of many existing infrastructures, and (iii) the lack of transparency and
accountability in revenue collection and execution of projects within the city. Using Uyo
as a case study, we highlighted the specific challenges that many other midsized cities in
Sub-Saharan Africa and other developing countries share. We also identified potential
ways to address these challenges in creating healthy, just, and equitable environments with
a high quality of life from the local to the national level.
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