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Abstract: Managing contemporary and future urbanisation to create sustainable outcomes is a
globally acknowledged policy goal. However, despite the increasing uptake and implementation
of National Urban Policies (NUPs), little research has explored how these policies incorporate and
promote sustainability as a concept in the context of urbanisation. This paper provides a critical
analysis of the extent to which sustainability is promoted within urban policy in the context of
Ghana. We review Ghana’s NUP and supporting Action Plan (AP) to determine whether their
initiatives promote sustainability. An evaluation matrix is used to show how the initiatives in the
documents align with the dimensions of urban sustainability outlined in the UN-Habitat’s City
Prosperity Index (CPI); and in addition, consideration is given to how the contents align with the
dimensions of the World Bank’s Urban Sustainability Framework (USF). The overarching argument
that emerges from the analysis is that while Ghana’s NUP and AP provide adequate scope and an
eclectic mix of initiatives that promote urban sustainability, the sustainability benefits are potentially
undermined by factors which include: (i) threats to inclusivity and social sustainability due to the
neo-liberal outlook of policy documents; (ii) explicit lack of a poverty reduction strategy; and (iii) lack
of environmental performance targets. To this end, suggestions are provided that could potentially
enhance the sustainability impacts of Ghana’s NUP and AP in the context of urbanisation.
Keywords: sustainability; sustainable development; urbanisation; policy; urban; cities; Africa; Ghana

1. Introduction
Cities and their urban forms provide visual expressions of policies formulated at the national
level and implemented at the local level [1]. Therefore, in an era where more than half of the global
population lives in urban areas [2], it can be argued that as much as the forces of urbanisation (including
globalisation) shape urban sustainable development, the development of cities tends to reflect the
national planning and policy regimes that exist. This is especially relevant when the implications
of urbanisation for sustainable development are put in context. On the one hand, urbanisation
can promote sustainable development by stimulating the creation of conditions for improved living
standards (such as the provision and access to infrastructure, services, jobs, etc.), which are necessary
for modern urban living [2]. On the other hand, urbanisation becomes a development quagmire when it
deepens socio-economic inequalities, intensifies environmental degradation, magnifies climate change
impacts [2], etc. As a result, the urgency of rapid urbanisation and its implications for sustainable
development have led to a clarion call for policy prescriptions that will enable relevant decision-makers
to address the challenges of rapid urbanisation and, in turn, promote sustainable urbanisation and
urban sustainability. In response to this call, the UN-Habitat [3] (para. 1) prescribes the formulation and
implementation of National Urban Policies (NUPs) to guide urbanisation and development of urban
areas based on the expectation that NUPs will result in: (i) the identification of urban development
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priorities; (ii) the provision of guidance on the future of development; (iii) “the better coordination and
guidance of actions”; and (iv) increased and more coordinated investment. However, there is a dearth
of research on how sustainability is incorporated within urban policy [4].
In the less-developed regions of the world, especially Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), where poverty is
pervasive, and institutions, as well as regulations guiding urban development are weak [5], the need
for solutions to address the challenges of rapid urbanisation is inevitable. Facing the new reality of a
more urban (51%) populace [6], Ghana took a big step forward. In 2012, the Ghanaian Government
launched a NUP [7] with a view to steering contemporary and future urbanisation into sustainable
outcomes, as well as a supporting Action Plan [8] that detailed the specific actions to be undertaken
in order to fully implement the main objectives of the NUP. Importantly, while the extant literature
(e.g., [9,10]) contributes significantly to our understanding of urbanisation in Ghana, there is little focus
on urban policy. This paper attempts to address this knowledge gap, through the study of Ghana’s
NUP and AP, by examining how sustainability and its representative dimensions are incorporated
and promoted through the initiatives in the policy documents. It is worth noting, however, that as
the aforementioned policy documents have only been launched in the last decade, the opportunity to
judge the policy outcomes is limited. Therefore, the focus of this paper is not to superficially praise or
criticise the documents under consideration, but rather to attempt an evaluation of their overarching
influence on urban sustainability in Ghana.
2. Literature Review
Popularised by the publication of the Brundtland Commission’s ‘Our Common Future’, sustainable
development has been defined as “development that meets the needs of the present generation without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” [11] (p. 8). Also used
interchangeably with sustainable development (as is the case in this paper), sustainability simply
describes development that balances environmental, social, and economic goals [12]. Despite the
widespread uptake of sustainable development as a concept across the globe [13], its definition
remains highly contested. This is because the abstract nature of the concept has enabled alternative
interpretations of the linkages between economic, environmental, and social aspects of development to
flourish and evolve. As a result, many dozens, if not hundreds, of definitions have appeared since the
Brundtland Commission first defined sustainable development [14]. Furthermore, the fuzziness of
sustainable development as a concept tends to make its constitution open to debate, while there is a
paucity of comprehensive frameworks based on which the complexities of sustainable development
could be holistically understood due to the concept’s transdisciplinary nature [15]. As a result, there is
a range of opinions and schools of thoughts on what it means to develop sustainably. Nevertheless,
as argued in [16] (p. 248),
“the lack of a precise definition of the term ‘sustainable development’ is not all bad. It has allowed a
considerable consensus to evolve in support of the idea that it is both morally and economically wrong
to treat the world as a business in liquidation”.
Therefore, drawing predominantly, but not exclusively, on the Brundtland Commission’s definition
of sustainable development, this paper will present sustainable development (sustainability) as a
concept that is underpinned by a desire to provide equal opportunities among and between generations
by balancing the demands of economic growth, human well-being, and ecological protection. Especially
in the urban context, the interpretation of sustainability as a concept in this paper is one that supports
the design and management of urban areas such that urban citizens are able to participate in a modern
way of life (e.g., through access to jobs, housing, etc.), while the integrity of the ecological environment
is maintained [17].
In the context of sustainability, urban policies have increasingly been used as instruments through
which cities have tried to revitalise and reorganise their systems in ways consistent with sustainability
principles [18]. The literature is replete with evidence of research carried out on urban sustainability
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policies. For example, the authors of [19], in an explorative study on the pursuit of sustainability
in American cities, examined thirteen cities based solely on their urban policies and concluded
that only seven of the cities were on a path to sustainability. Others [20,21] have also studied the
level of sustainability commitment and activity in urban policies across cities in the United States.
The general inference made from these studies is that the extent to which sustainability principles are
incorporated in the urban policies of American cities, more often than not, depends on the respective
local socio-economic and demographic contexts. However, the author of [22] (p. 488) also evaluated
climate action in the urban policies of over 35 small and large cities and concluded that most of
the plans “lack the strong actions and political and institutional commitment needed to mitigate
emissions”. Furthermore, in [4], the sustainability construct in urban policy and metropolitan strategies
in Australia was evaluated. The authors concluded that the dominance of urban politics and neo-liberal
urbanism hinders the potential of urban policies to stimulate transformative change in the context of
sustainability, as in most cases, the priorities of political actors shape the potential of these policies to
deliver transformative sustainability change. In this context, according to [23] (p. 89),
“the political precept of neoliberalism is that, while all essential collective decisions need to include the
constitutional State, State intervention in the social and economic life should generally be minimal.
Rather, the role of the State should be primarily to guarantee and ensure freedom of individual
economic agents”. Furthermore, in [24] (p. 2), neo-liberal urbanism is defined as “a form of urbanism
subordinated to the dictates of capital, where urban powers attempt to position their cities in higher
positions of the hierarchical global urban network in which competitiveness is the key”.
Critically, the literature suggests that there is insufficient evidence on whether the formulation of
urban policies alone provides enough evidence to show that cities are taking sustainability seriously [4]
and warrants an exploration of how urban policies incorporate and promote sustainability.
For the cities of SSA, where urbanisation is rapidly taking place, and weak urban management is
pervasive [5], it has been suggested that NUPs are critical in harnessing the gains of urban growth
and expansion [25]. A response to the international demand for delivering better outcomes in
urban areas has, therefore, led to the proliferation of NUPs on the African continent (e.g., Ghana’s
NUP). Nevertheless, in addition to their scarcity [26], the formulation and implementation of urban
policies in Africa over the past few decades have been described as haphazard [27]. This raises
serious concerns about the capacity of urban stakeholders to design and deliver essential elements of
well-functioning urban areas for a continent that is only halfway through a problematic and risk-replete
urban transition [28–32]. Several reasons are usually proffered for the lack of urban-centric policies in
African nations. These include weak institutions, inadequate financial resources, outdated regulations,
and development agency bias [33–36].
From the point of view of sustainable urbanisation, policy initiatives that direct urban development
at a local level are possible solutions for managing future challenges in the transition towards urban
sustainability. However, as highlighted earlier, the scarcity of NUPs, or where they exist, the haphazard
implementation of NUPs, mean that there is little understanding about how they actually provide
improved information and the decision-support tools to adequately deal with the urban sustainability
challenges of a rapidly urbanising region such as SSA. This will require an examination of existing
NUPs in order to determine the extent to which they address the critical and complex issues facing
African governments and planners in capturing the benefits while managing the risks of the continent’s
urban transition. The literature explored invites the following questions: How is sustainability
being promoted in NUPs in Africa? What are the salient ‘urban issues’ captured in these policies?
Which factors potentially undermine the sustainability impacts of NUPs?
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3. The Ghanaian Urbanisation and Policy Context
3.1. Overview of Ghana’s Urban Situation
Ghana represents an important case of the growing trend of rapid urbanisation in SSA. In 1950, only
15.4% of Ghana’s population lived in urban areas. However, by 2010, the urban proportion of Ghana’s
population had increased to 51.2%; and it is estimated that by 2050, over 70% of Ghanaians will live in
urban areas [6]. The pace of urbanisation in Ghana, as evidenced by the figures presented above, is rapid.
This presents diverse challenges that are potentially inimical to urban sustainable development in
Ghana as has also been highlighted in the extant literature. For example, rapid urbanisation exacerbates
the housing crisis in Ghana, where a housing stock deficit of 1.7 million units has been reported [37],
perpetuating undesirable conditions such as overcrowding [38]. Urban unemployment is widespread
and there is an inadequate supply of formal jobs in Ghana [39]. As a result, the informal sector,
which is characterised by activities that happen outside the regulative ambit of relevant authorities,
is a significant source of employment for urban citizens [39–41]. Poverty and inequality have led
to an increased proportion of urban poor in Ghana. For example, in Accra (Ghana’s capital city),
urban poverty reduced from 23% in 1992 to 4% in 1999, before increasing further to 23% in 2006 [42].
Additionally, climate change processes have increased the occurrence of natural disasters such as
floods in urban Ghana [43]. Furthermore, air pollution is intensifying, and in Accra, particulate matter
(PM2.5 ) is reported to be higher (30 to 70 µg/m3 ) than in cities in the Global North (20 µg/m3 ) [44,45].
Consequently, the Ghanaian government has been keen to address the challenges of urbanisation
to sustainability through strategies and policies which include the NUP. However, considering the
intensive capital requirements needed for urban development [46,47], these strategies tend to have a
neo-liberal outlook, thereby exposing urban development to market forces. Aside from the benefits
accrued through neo-liberally shaped arrangements such as public–private partnerships (PPP) [48,49],
the process of exposing urban development to market forces can be detrimental for sustainability;
and in Ghana, the people these arrangements seek to help are sometimes marginalised in the process.
For example, as reported in [50], the urban poor in the informal sector are sometimes dispossessed of
their lands, which may be their source of livelihood, in urban development and regeneration projects.
Furthermore, as in most of the global South, policy-making in Ghana tends to be elitist (e.g., [51]),
does not cut across and deliver benefits at various levels (e.g., [52]), and from an overall national
development perspective, the programmes addressing urban challenges in Ghana could be seen
as a form of ‘urban bias’ as they potentially favour urban residents compared with rural residents
(e.g., [51,53]).
3.2. Overview of Ghana’s National Urban Policy
An overview of Ghana’s NUP is presented as follows. Ghana’s urban vision, as articulated in
the main goal of the NUP, is “to promote a sustainable, spatially integrated and orderly development
of urban settlements with adequate housing, infrastructure and services, efficient institutions, and a
sound living and working environment for all people to support the rapid socio-economic development
of Ghana” [7] (p. 21). Table 1 outlines the twelve objectives to be pursued in order to realise the goal of
the NUP through the AP.
Table 1. Main objectives supporting the goal of Ghana’s NUP.
No

Objectives

1

“to facilitate balanced re-distribution of urban population”

2

“to promote a spatially integrated hierarchy of urban centres”

3

“to promote urban economic development”

4

“to improve environmental quality of urban life”

5

“to ensure effective planning and management of urban growth and sprawl, especially of the primate cities and other large urban centres”

6

“to ensure efficient urban infrastructure and service delivery”
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Table 1. Cont.
No

Objectives

7

“to improve access to adequate and affordable low-income housing”

8

“to promote urban safety and security”

9

“to strengthen urban governance”

10

“to promote climate-change adaptation and mitigation mechanisms”

11

“to strengthen applied research in urban and regional development”

12

“to expand sources of funding for urban development and strengthen urban financial management”

Source: [7] (pp. 21–22).

In general, the NUP sets out the Ghanaian government’s response to the reality that half of
Ghana’s population lives in urban areas. The NUP is the outcome of a set of activities that began in
March 2009 and included: situation analysis and framework for urban development and management
in Ghana; stakeholder consultations; technical expert reviews; strategic environmental assessment;
stakeholder (public) consultation workshops; and central government consideration and approval [54].
The NUP recognises the need to provide for the increasing urban population vis-à-vis the prevailing
urban challenges in Ghana (as outlined in Section 3.1). Consistent with the scarcity of NUPs in
Africa [19], the top-down nature of urban governance and lack of effective decentralisation in Ghana
mean that municipal authorities do not have the requisite powers to autonomously formulate and
implement tailored local urban policies for specific towns or cities. The top-down nature of urban
policy formulation and implementation in Ghana is explicitly captured by the author of [55] (p. 51)
who writes that:
“Tetteh’s analysis (pp. 22–30) of the ‘role of Architecture and Planning’ in the Future of Our Cities
was very insightful. He argues that central government takes the responsibility of planning the cities
while city authorities are tasked with controlling the development they did not plan for”.
Despite the factors described above, overall, the NUP specifically provides a framework and
direction for remedying the challenges in Ghanaian urban areas by addressing urban development
and management issues; urbanisation challenges; urban governance issues; urban security issues;
urban economic development issues, with emphasis on the informal sector; urban infrastructure
provision; urban environmental improvement issues; and urban planning issues [7,56].
4. Materials and Methods
This study is part of a wider research project carried out between 2016 and 2020 that aimed to provide
an African perspective of urban sustainability based on evidence from Ghana. In this study, we assess
Ghana’s NUP and the associated AP documents in order to identify how they align with specific elements
or indicators that characterise and maximise sustainability in modern urban policy. In doing so, we follow
the methods used in [4] in a study of the sustainability construct and incorporation in metropolitan
policies in Australia. However, unlike [4] which used an evaluation matrix that was premised on the
UN-Habitat’s eight emerging trends of urban sustainability as an analysing framework, our evaluation
matrix is based on selected dimensions of the UN-Habitat’s City Prosperity Index (CPI) [57] which was
launched in 2012 to measure sustainability and prosperity in urban areas. Our preference for the CPI over
the UN-Habitat’s eight emerging trends in this study is because the CPI represents an updated package
for measuring urban sustainability and seems to be more comprehensive in terms of the number of items
covered by its sub-dimensions which serve as pointers to sustainability. A simple evaluation matrix was
constructed to serve as a checklist, where ticks are assigned based on the extent to which the selected CPI
sub-dimensions are covered in the NUP and AP of Ghana: zero ticks implies an absolute lack of coverage
of the sub-dimension reviewed; one tick implies that the sub-dimension is highlighted but there is a lack of
detailed discussion or associated implementation process in the NUP and AP; two ticks imply that there
is a detailed or associated implementation process about the specific sub-dimension in the NUP and AP.
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In critiquing the sustainability construct and incorporation in Ghana’s NUP and AP, we adopt
the World Bank’s Urban Sustainability Framework (USF) [58] as the lens of analysis, in contrast to [4]
in which an urban political ecology lens was used for the analysis. Therefore, in critiquing how
sustainability and its dimensions are infused and promoted in the policy documents, we consider the
dimensions of the measuring framework of the USF which are categorised into enabling (Table 2) and
outcome dimensions (Table 3).
Table 2. Enabling dimensions and associated goals in the USF.
Enabling Dimensions

Goals

1

Governance and integrated planning

2

Fiscal sustainability

Achieve integrated well-planned urban development.
Ensure accountable governance and fiscal sustainability.
Source: [58].

Table 3. Outcome dimensions and associated goals in the USF.
Outcome Dimensions

Goals

1

Urban economies

Attain sustainable economic growth, prosperity, and competitiveness across
all parts of the city.

2

Natural environment and resources

Protect and conserve ecosystems and natural resources into perpetuity.

3

Climate action and resilience

Work toward mitigating greenhouse gas emissions while fostering the
overall resilience in cities.

4

Inclusivity and quality of life

Work toward creating inclusive cities and improving cities’ liveability,
focusing on reducing poverty levels and inequality throughout cities.
Source: [58].

Critically, while we recognise the importance of exploring other relevant urban-related documents
in this study, it is difficult to achieve that in the present study due to the widely recognised paucity of
data on urban areas in Africa and, where data exist, difficulty in accessing them [5]. Therefore, in solely
analysing the NUP and AP, we not only concentrate on the most important national documents that
have been specifically and strategically formulated to guide Ghana’s urban transition, but we also
select unarchived documents that are widely available on the government websites, thereby enhancing
transparency and replicability in our research. More importantly, as the uptake of NUPs in Africa is
scarce and has been described as haphazard where they exist [26,27], a deeper analysis of Ghana’s
NUP and AP provides a relevant starting point in deconstructing how sustainability is promoted or
undermined in urban policy in Africa.
5. Analysis of Ghana’s NUP and AP in the Context of CPI and USF
5.1. An Evaluation Matrix Based on the City Prosperity Index
In Table 4, we present an evaluation matrix which shows how the contents of the NUP and AP
align with 18 sub-dimensions of the CPI. From the table, two ticks are assigned to a greater majority
(13 out of 18) of the selected CPI dimensions. This highlights the presence of detailed or associated
implementation processes in the NUP and AP that relates to the 13 dimensions of the CPI identified in
the table. One tick is assigned to four sub-dimensions of the CPI (economic equity; ICT; public spaces;
and gender inclusion), meaning that while they were explicitly mentioned, detailed policy initiatives
or associated processes were not provided in the NUP and AP. Finally, one sub-dimension (air quality)
receives zero ticks as there was no explicit mention, and neither was a detailed set of actions specified.
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Table 4. Evaluation matrix for NUP and AP based on CPI sub-dimensions.
No

City Prosperity Index
(CPI Sub-Dimension)

Urban Sustainability Framework (USF Dimension)

NUP/AP Score

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

Economic Strength
Employment
Economic Agglomeration
Housing Infrastructure
ICT
Urban Mobility
Public Space
Safety and Security
Land Use
Economic Equity
Social Inclusion
Gender Inclusion
Air Quality
Waste Management
Energy
Municipal Finance and Accountability
Participatory and Institutional Capacity
Governance of Urbanisation

Urban economies
Urban economies
Urban economies
Urban economies
Urban economies
Urban economies
Natural environment and resources
Inclusivity and quality of life
Natural environment and resources
Urban economies
Inclusivity and quality of life
Inclusivity and quality of life
Natural environment and resources
Natural environment and resources
Climate action and resilience
Fiscal sustainability
Governance and integrated planning
Governance and integrated planning

2
2
2
2
1
2
1
2
2
1
2
1
0
2
2
2
2
2

5.2. Evaluating the Approach to Sustainability in the NUP and AP Based on the USF
Following the evaluation matrix presented in the previous Section 5.1, it can be argued that the
NUP and AP provide adequate pointers for urban sustainability in Ghanaian policy, particularly in the
context of how their contents align with the sub-dimensions of the CPI. The following, therefore, is a
critique of the contents of the NUP and AP as discussed through the lens of the dimensions of the USF.
5.2.1. Urban Economies
A wide range of urban economic sub-dimensions is captured in the NUP and AP that covers the
entire urban economic continuum (i.e., from high-end formal activities to low-end informal activities).
For example, in highlighting the potential role of urban areas as engines of economic growth, the NUP
makes a case for the designation of some urban areas as ‘growth centres’ of economic activities
and infrastructural development by enhancing their investment portfolios and making provisions to
mobilise resources for their investment and infrastructural needs. The NUP and AP further recognise
the impact of globalisation and seek to make Ghanaian urban areas globally competitive. At the lower
end of the urban economic continuum, the NUP and AP widely capture the urban informal sector.
While elaborating all the mechanisms that the NUP and AP proffer as solutions to stimulate urban
economic development is difficult, a key theme that emerges is the role of the informal economy.
Rather than merely making efforts to reduce informality, the NUP and AP recognise the significance
of the informal economy to the overall urban economy, as four of the eight policy initiatives under
urban economic development are explicitly based on the informal economy. Specifically, these policy
initiatives are intended to: (i) change official attitudes towards informal enterprises—from neglect
to recognition and policy support; (ii) ensure that urban planning provides for the activities of the
informal economy; (iii) build up and upgrade the operational capacities of the informal enterprises;
and (iv) improve funding support for the informal economy. In general, it is evident that the NUP and
AP capture elements of the urban economy and propose policy initiatives aimed at promoting economic
growth which would, in turn, potentially make Ghanaian urban areas economically competitive.
5.2.2. Fiscal Sustainability
Meeting the infrastructural demands for urban areas is capital-intensive, a situation made worse
in a fundamentally weak economy such as Ghana [46,47]. Therefore, the NUP and AP recognise the
issue of urban development finance and fiscal sustainability. For example, the NUP advocates for
financially innovative ways of funding urban development and managing the economic sustainability
of urban investments. It does this by promoting a project financing approach such as PPP, as an
alternative option that will help alleviate the financial pressures on government; and by promoting
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the implementation of fiscal decentralisation proposals through which the central government will
devolve its fiscal tools to local metropolitan or municipal authorities, usually in terms of responsibility
for revenue mobilisation and spending decisions. Therefore, in the traditional Ghanaian setting where
the central government is the main financier of urban services and projects, the NUP and AP recognise
the need to find fiscally sustainable means of providing the requisite finance to meet the needs of a
growing urban population.
5.2.3. Inclusivity and Quality of Life
The housing situation in Ghana is used as a demonstrable exemplar to assess the quality of
life. Therefore, from a housing perspective, the NUP and AP give explicit policy support for the
provision of housing infrastructure for urban citizens. Accordingly, the NUP advocates for an enabling
environment in order to propel private sector delivery of affordable housing in Ghana’s urban areas.
At the same time, the NUP and AP make a case for the upgrading of slums in urban areas and promote
private sector involvement in slum upgrade and redevelopment. This shows that the Ghanaian
government, through the NUP and AP, recognises the urgency of the housing situation in Ghana
(as evidenced by the reported national housing stock deficit of 1.7 million units) and how it impacts
quality of life for urban citizens in Ghana. In terms of inclusivity, the pervasiveness of poverty in
Ghana has already been highlighted in this paper. However, there is an inadequate explicit focus
on poverty reduction in the NUP. While it can be suggested that some of the objectives of the NUP,
including, for example, “promoting urban economic development”, may lead to poverty reduction,
and others such as slum upgrade and the policy initiatives regarding informality may have the urban
poor as intended beneficiaries, critically, there was no detailed breakdown or specification of actions to
be carried out to mitigate or reduce urban poverty in a coherent way.
5.2.4. Natural Environment and Resources
From an urban environment perspective, the NUP seeks to “improve the environmental quality
of urban life”. Four of the policy initiatives captured in the AP focus on sanitation and waste
management. Policy initiatives for creating environmental awareness through public education, as well
as environmental management in mining towns, are also captured. The remaining initiatives focus
on the protection of environmentally sensitive sites such as wetlands or coastal areas. Furthermore,
while 12 policy initiatives were outlined in the AP to cater for the urban environment, there were
no environmental targets set in the NUP and AP. To illustrate, while four of the policy initiatives
focused on waste management, no target is captured; for example, the NUP and AP do not indicate a
target to suggest that Ghana intends to hypothetically achieve 10% urban plastic waste recycling by a
particular year.
5.2.5. Climate Action and Resilience
Ghana’s NUP tackles climate change with a policy objective as follows: “to promote climate-change
adaptation and mitigation mechanisms”. Consequently, the contents of the NUP and AP show that
the emphases on urban climate action are for public education on climate and energy conservation,
cleaner technologies, emission control, institutional governance, and coastal or wetland management.
However, a striking feature of the climate-related policy objective, as captured within the NUP and AP,
is the lack of specific targets for climate change action (e.g., emission reduction targets). For example,
none of the policy initiatives under climate makes mention of greenhouse gas (the main proponent in
the climate change conversation) or provides any targets for their reduction. Furthermore, rather than
provide concrete evidence-based measures, the initiatives promoted in the NUP and AP to manage
climate change are somewhat vague. For example, one of the key activities to encourage the progressive
reduction of hazardous substances by industry is to “apply appropriate and deterrent sanctions to
defaulting firms or companies”. However, relevant pollutant or climate emission targets based on
which the proposed punitive measures will be applied are hardly mentioned.
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5.2.6. Governance and Integrated Planning
Ghana’s NUP and AP take into cognisance the role of effective governance and planning in dealing
with the challenge of population growth and development pressure due to rapid urbanisation. One of
the key features of the NUP is the introduction of two cross-cutting initiatives which are intended to
achieve multiple objectives namely: The Land Use and Spatial Planning (LUSP) Bill, and Development
Guidelines. Passed as the LUSP ACT, 2016, it essentially provides revised legislative foundations based
on which sustainable development of land and human settlements will be pursued. The Development
Guidelines serve as instruments for the steering of spatial development and comprise planning models,
planning standards, and land-use zoning regulations. The planning models captured in the NUP are
presented in Table 5. Overall, this demonstrates that the Ghanaian government, through the NUP and
AP, recognises how achieving sustainable urbanisation will require integrating national and urban
development through the balancing of national and local interests.
Table 5. Planning models captured in Ghana’s National Urban Policy.
Planning Model

Coverage

1.National Spatial Development Framework
2. Regional Spatial Development Framework
3. District Spatial Development Framework
4. Structure Plan
5. Local Plan

National.
Administrative regions, sub-region, multi-region.
District, multi-district.
District, multi-district, sub-district.
Sub-districts (specific localities).
Source: [7].

6. Discussion
6.1. Sustainability Coverage in Ghana’s NUP and AP
How sustainability and its dimensions in urban policy are framed and understood at the national
level will eventually determine the extent of adherence or effectiveness at the local level (e.g., [1]). In the
specific context of how the contents of Ghana’s NUP and AP align with the selected sub-dimensions of
the City Prosperity Index, our analysis demonstrates that the NUP and AP provide adequate scope
for urban sustainability since there is a significant alignment with the selected sub-dimensions of the
CPI. Conspicuously missing (as shown in Table 4), however, is an explicit focus on ‘air quality’ in the
NUP and AP. One may suggest that the significance of such an omission might be mitigated by the
existence of broad policy goals such as “to improve the environmental quality of life”. However, to a
small extent, we argue that it is rather a reflection of the tendency for urban policies to be vague in the
context of sustainability. This is especially true when we consider how, for example, the literature [44]
has highlighted the increased incidence of air pollution in urban Ghana; as well as the significance of
air quality in terms of the emission of pollutants such as greenhouse gases and their implications for
sustainability in urban areas. Essentially, the analysis provided, albeit minimally, lends credence to the
suggestion about the haphazardness of urban policy formulation and implementation that is common
in most of SSA [27], which includes Ghana.
6.2. The Policy Approach to Sustainability Based on the Dimensions of the World Bank’s USF
6.2.1. Urban Economies
In the context of urban economies, this analysis demonstrates that the NUP and AP provide a
strong impetus for economic growth which could, in turn, potentially lay the foundation for sustainable
development in Ghana’s urban areas. Particularly regarding the urban informal economy, the analysis
gives cognisance to the idea that rapid urbanisation in Ghana will render it difficult to create adequate
productive employment opportunities to meet the demands of an increasingly urban population [39].
The analysis highlights how informality is not ephemeral but rather a mainstay in the economic space
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in Ghana, thereby warranting policy support for the informal sector that ensures that its positive
contributions to the wider urban economy are maximised (as evidenced in the NUP and AP). It is
worth noting, however, that the significant attention given to informality in the NUP and AP marks a
shift away from elite policy-making, see [51], and also promotes social development by ensuring that
the interests of the most vulnerable urban citizens are captured in national policy-making. However,
we are also of the opinion that when the focus on urban informality is considered vis-à-vis the equally
important need to develop Ghana’s rural areas, the NUP and AP could be characterised as examples of
‘urban bias’ as the policy initiatives potentially change the development conditions in favour of urban
residents [51,53]. This could give further impetus to rural–urban migration, potentially magnify the
pace of urbanisation to unsustainable levels, and undermine urban sustainability.
6.2.2. Fiscal Sustainability
Considering the fiscal sustainability dimension, the analysis demonstrates the commitment of the
Ghanaian government to ensure that urban development is financed in an efficient and sustainable
manner; for example, through PPP [48,49]. However, the proposals outlined for financing urban
development in Ghana present both opportunities and challenges that will either enhance or undermine
urban sustainable development. For example, the fiscal decentralisation promoted in the NUP and
AP could allow revenue to be mobilised and spending decisions made based on locally determined
needs and priorities. Challenges could, however, arise where the devolution of fiscal tools threatens
macro-economic stability; for example, where the local development priorities of a municipal authority
(which are dynamic) do not align with the overall national sustainable development goals.
6.2.3. Inclusivity and Quality of Life
In terms of inclusivity and quality of life, the analysis, by focusing on urban housing, highlights
the urgency and measures promoted in the NUP and AP to improve the housing situation for urban
citizens in Ghana. However, we suggest that an apparent threat to inclusivity and, by extension,
the sustainability outcomes of the NUP and AP, is the neo-liberal outlook of the policy initiatives [48,49].
For example, considering slum upgrade, there is a possibility that the pursuit of often capital-intensive
redevelopment projects could marginalise the urban poor who are usually the intended beneficiaries of
such efforts and make them landless in the process [50]. This assertion is consistent with the suggestion
in [4] on how the dominance of neo-liberal urbanism can impede the potential of urban policies to
deliver transformational change in the context of sustainability. Furthermore, while we admit that the
wider policy initiatives (e.g., support for informal sector, upgrade of slums, etc.) might contribute to
overall urban poverty reduction, we argue that inclusivity and quality of life are potentially undermined
in the NUP and AP as the analysis shows that they do not adequately address urban poverty in
more explicit ways. This, therefore, reflects the need to formulate urban policy in a way that ensures
sustainability through the incorporation of explicit inclusivity measures, including a poverty reduction
strategy, in policy design.
6.2.4. Natural Environment and Resources
Urbanisation exerts varying degrees of pressure on the natural environment in urban Ghana [43].
While the contents of the NUP and AP highlight the actions being pursued to manage the delicate
trade-offs between the anthropogenic impacts of urbanisation and the threats to the integrity of
the natural environment, the analysis suggests that policy initiatives outlined in the NUP and AP
do not have accompanying targets to serve as benchmarks for environmental action. In our view,
the absence of such targets makes it difficult to decipher how the policy initiatives will contribute to
urban sustainability. This shows that the NUP and AP provide a broad guiding framework rather
than the means and tools for achieving specific environmental targets. Critically, however, the analysis
makes it evident that the NUP and AP provide a strong starting point for mainstreaming environmental
concerns into urban policy and decision-making.
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6.2.5. Climate Action and Resilience
As a country that is expected to exceed an urbanisation level of 70% by 2050 [6], one of Ghana’s
most significant challenges is managing the trade-off between urban growth and climate change
processes [43]. The analysis demonstrates that the NUP and AP provide strategies for climate change
mitigation in Ghana’s urban areas. However, the insight gained from the analysis about the lack of
emission targets for climate change action in the NUP and AP provokes this question: are Ghanaian
urban areas ready for climate change? This is because the apparent lack of urban-related emissions
targets or data for urban climate change action makes it difficult to determine whether the climate
change-related initiatives in the NUP and AP encompass the necessary elements that are needed
for successful climate change mitigation and adaptation in Ghana’s urban areas, especially in ways
which could eventually contribute to urban sustainability. While we recognise that mitigating climate
change requires a multi-sectoral approach where various sectors (e.g., the power generation and
manufacturing industries) may already have implemented national plans towards greenhouse gas
reduction and climate change mitigation, the lack of targets in critical documents such as the NUP
and AP makes it difficult to determine the ambitiousness of the policy initiatives, and the national
capacity thereof, to achieve them. Therefore, the analysis is consistent with the views shared in [7]
(p. 488) in which it is argued that the majority of urban plans “lack the strong actions and political and
institutional commitment need to mitigate emissions”. Based on the analysis presented, it remains to
be seen, crucially, what the capacity of local authorities for climate action in Ghana’s urban areas will
be if national-level urban policy documents are limited in scope in terms of progress and targets for
climate change.
6.2.6. Governance and Integrated Planning
The analysis outlines the Ghanaian Government’s commitment to the effective governance
and planning of urbanisation by introducing cross-cutting legislative instruments and development
guidelines. In particular, the development guidelines, which are expected to provide a framework
for development planning from the national to the local levels, may address the widely-held view
about the tendency for policies to fail due to the limited extent to which policy elements cut across
different levels or departments [52]. Therefore, while the effectiveness of the legislative instruments and
development guidelines proposed in the NUP cannot be determined at the moment, they highlight the
critical steps being made to address the institutional capacity weaknesses that are known to undermine
sustainable urbanisation in SSA and, by extension, Ghana.
7. Recommendations and Limitations
This study is framed within the wider discussion on how policy can contribute to sustainable
development. Therefore, to address the challenge of maximising the sustainability impact of policy
in the context of rapid urbanisation, the following two steps are suggested. Firstly, the absence of
relevant benchmarks or emissions targets shows that there is an apparent lack of data on urban systems
in Ghana (e.g., climate-related data) which can be used to inform policy. This makes it relevant
for the authorities to conduct research that helps to develop Ghana-specific indicators and establish
criteria, based on which progress to sustainability could be evaluated for policy-making purposes.
Secondly, the pervasiveness of poverty in urban Ghana and its importance for sustainability have been
highlighted in this study. Therefore, considering the explicit lack of poverty focus in urban policy
documents studied, it is imperative for relevant authorities to restructure aspects of the policies and
situate them within a coherent poverty reduction strategy.
Despite the potential significance of our study, we report some limitations. Firstly, in interpreting
the insights of this analysis, it must be acknowledged that our study focused solely on the NUP and
AP as the sources of data due to the paucity and difficulty in accessing data in Ghana. While focusing
on Ghana’s NUP and AP ensured that we analysed the most relevant and accessible urban policy
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documents, further research could expand the scope of analysis to include other policies that may
be influenced by the NUP (e.g., Ghana’s National Housing Policy), and also to deepen urban policy
research by providing a comparative analysis of urban policies implemented in other countries.
Secondly, our study adopted the UN-Habitat’s CPI and World Bank’s USF to analyse data and frame
discussions on the sustainability construct and incorporation in Ghana’s urban-related policy documents.
This means that our analyses were restricted to the dimensions captured in the aforementioned index
and framework. However, the potential bias that the restriction to the CPI and USF may have
induced in our analysis is potentially mitigated by the reality that the CPI and USF are relevant, reliable,
and internationally accepted. Future research could, however, consider conceptualising and developing
other indices for urban policy analysis in Ghana, as well as framing urban policy analysis based on other
relevant sustainability-related theoretical frameworks. Thirdly, although poverty and neo-liberalism
emerged as critical to urban sustainability in Ghana in this analysis, a deeper consideration of these
concepts was limited by the scope of our study. Therefore, future research could consider the nexus
between poverty, neo-liberalism, and sustainability in the context of urban policy. Fourthly, future work
could improve on the matrix developed in this study and test its applicability, as a means of establishing
a checklist of the representative dimensions of sustainability in urban policies in different countries.
Finally, as our analysis focused on how sustainability is incorporated and promoted in urban policy,
further research is needed to explore the factors that challenge sustainability operationalisation in
urban policy.
8. Conclusions
This study contributes to our understanding of policy responses to urbanisation, and it assesses
how sustainability and its dimensions are promoted within Ghana’s National Urban Policy and Action
Plan. On the whole, the study shows that, to a large extent, the NUP and AP incorporate elements
that promote sustainability when considered strictly within the dimensions of the CPI. Nevertheless,
the study also highlights how critical dimensions of the CPI such as air quality are not explicitly
captured. This, we argue, could be due to the tendency of urban policy to be vague, thereby making
certain critical elements inconspicuous and potentially undermining alignment with sustainability.
When the contents of the NUP and AP are considered through the lens of the USF, the study shows that
the NUP and AP put forward sets of actions which could promote urban sustainability, and prominent
actions among them include: (i) urban economic growth initiatives with a strong focus on the informal
sector; (ii) sustainable financing of urban development through measures such as PPP; (iii) improving
the quality of life by providing affordable housing; (iv) promoting environmental quality and creating
environmental awareness; (iv) climate change mitigation by promoting cleaner technologies, emission
control, etc.; and (iv) providing governance and legal framework for managing urbanisation. However,
we highlight certain factors which could undermine the sustainability impacts of the policy initiatives
and these include: (i) the neo-liberal outlook of the NUP and AP which, if not well managed,
could threaten inclusivity of marginalised citizens; (ii) the lack of a coherent poverty reduction focus;
and (iii) the lack of an explicit outline of environmental and emission targets. Therefore, we conclude
that while Ghana’s NUP and AP are evidence of the right national strategy for managing the country’s
current and future urbanisation into sustainable outcomes, critical issues such as the lack of emission
targets need to be addressed in order to maximise the sustainability impacts of the policy initiatives.
Essentially, by assessing Ghana’s NUP and AP, our study makes a contribution to scholarly literature
as it frames a perspective on the extent to which sustainability is embedded in policy-making for urban
sustainability in Ghana, which, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, is not evidently captured in the
extant literature.
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