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Figure 1: Growth of an informal subdivision on the periphery of Greater Accra (2000, 2010, and 
2019) 

Source: Google Earth 
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Already the Great Khan was leafing through his atlas, over the maps of the cities 

that menace in nightmares and maledictions: Enoch, Babylon, Yahooland, Butua, 

Brave New World. 

He said: “It is all useless, if the last landing place can only be the infernal city, and 

it is there that, in ever-narrowing circles, the current is drawing us.” 

And Polo said: “The inferno of the living is not something that will be; if there is 

one, it is what is already here, the inferno where we live every day, that we form by 

being together. There are two ways to escape suffering it. The first is easy for many: 

accept the inferno and become such a part of it that you can no longer see it. The 

second is risky and demands constant vigilance and apprehension: seek and learn to 

recognize who and what, in the midst of the inferno, are not inferno, then make 

them endure, give them space.” 

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities (1974) 
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ABSTRACT

PLANNING AND THE POLITICS OF INFORMAL URBANIZATION 

Chandan Deuskar 

Eugenie L. Birch 

Over a billion people worldwide live in informal settlements or “slums”, according to the 

United Nations, a growing figure which indicates the failure of urban planning and policy to 

address urban inequality. One of the primary reasons that urban planning has failed to engage 

effectively with urban informality is informal politics. In particular, clientelism—the 

provision of benefits to the poor in exchange for political support—is an important channel by 

which the urban poor access land and services in developing democracies, and is central to how 

many cities grow and function. Clientelism conflicts with the aims of planning and 

disincentivizes political leaders from implementing plans. Yet planning scholars have not 

systematically investigated how clientelism is related to informal urban growth nor provided 

guidance as to how planners might operate more effectively in clientelistic environments. This 

study aims to addresses this gap in planning research, by asking two questions: (1) Are clientelism 

and informal urban growth related, and if so, how? (2) Does clientelism in informal 

settlements impact urban planning, and if so, how do planners respond? This study uses mixed 

methods to answer these questions. Employing statistical analysis of a large global sample of cities 

to address the first question, it finds that cities in more clientelistic countries are more likely to see 

the growth of informal settlements that show signs of having been laid out spatially in advance of 

settlement. The study uses a qualitative case study of Ghana to address the second question, 

finding that while the major constraints on effective planning in Ghana are political in nature, 

planners have developed ways to try to resist the political 

vi
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pressures they face without open conflict with political leaders. The study offers 

recommendations for a ‘politically adaptive planning’ approach in Ghana which identifies and 

builds on what is already working for planners and the urban poor in their own political 

context, rather than emulating practices from elsewhere. The dissertation also outlines 

principles for the application of a politically adaptive approach to planning in other contexts. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Background 

Over one billion people worldwide lived in ‘slums’ in 2014, according to the United 

Nations.1 Between 2000 and 2015, this figure grew by six million people each year. Given 

that the world’s urban population is expected to nearly double between 2015 and 2050 

(United Nations, 2016), and that 90 percent of new urban growth is occurring in low- and 

middle-income countries, this number is likely to continue to rise dramatically in coming 

decades (PSUP, 2015).  

Urban informality, of which ‘slums’ or informal settlements are a prominent manifestation, 

may grant the poor some access to necessities that are otherwise inaccessible, but this access 

is typically inadequate, precarious, and unequally distributed. Informality also undermines 

the ability of the state to deliver welfare and implement progressive plans aimed at urban 

equity and sustainability. For example, informality creates challenges for the state in making 

publicly-owned land available for open space or other amenities; protecting ecologically 

sensitive land via environmental regulations; protecting urban residents from natural 

1 According to the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (data.worldbank.org), the urban 
population of the world in 2014 was 3.88 billion, and 29.8% of the world’s urban population lived in slums 
that year, per the United Nations definition of “slums” as settlements lacking access to improved water, 
access to improved sanitation, sufficient living area, and durability of housing.   
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disasters, climate change, and disease;2 building and allocating public housing; and operating 

viable public transportation services. Urbanization has the potential to be an engine for 

economic advancement, to forge more inclusive social relations, and foster environmentally 

sustainable modes of living. However, if governments are to respond effectively to the 

Sustainable Development Goal of making cities and human settlements “inclusive, safe, 

resilient and sustainable” by 2030,3 they must engage more effectively with urban informality. 

National governments and international organizations often see informal urbanization as the 

result of a lack of urban planning, and call for resources to build planning capacity (Asian 

Development Bank, 2013; Government of India, 2013; Lall, 2013; Lall et al., 2017; Ozlu et 

al., 2015; United Nations, 2016). For example, the Government of Kenya’s 2030 strategy 

for Metropolitan Nairobi aims to “plan, plan, plan” (Klopp, 2012). According to urban 

sociologist Lisa Björkman, “[t]he notion that slums arise from lack of planning, and must 

therefore be prevented and upgraded using planning-related tools, has become a veritable 

battle-cry” across the rapidly growing cities of the ‘Global South’ (2014b, p. 37). 

However, others have argued that simply planning more is not the solution, and that 

planning, as it has been practiced in low- and middle-income countries, may in fact have 

caused more problems than it has solved (B. Patel, 2015; UN-Habitat, 2009). Several authors 

2 The coronavirus pandemic of 2020 remains a rapidly developing situation as this dissertation is being 
finalized, and it is unclear how the ability to contain the spread of the virus will be affected by high 
population densities and limited access to clean water in informal settlements worldwide. 
3 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg11  
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have pointed to ways in which planning interventions and regulations have in fact helped to 

create and perpetuate informality (Bhan, 2016; Datta, 2012; D. E. Davis, 2014; A. Roy, 

2012). They argue that when the state has tried to assert itself in cities dominated by 

informality through planned interventions, it has often done so in the form of ‘mega-projects’ 

that exclude the poor (Follmann, 2015; Huchzermeyer, 2011). Other criticize planners 

working among the urban poor for prioritizing economic growth over the immediate needs 

of the poor, valuing their own professional knowledge over that of poor communities, and 

offering simplistic solutions that fail to account for the sociopolitical complexity of informal 

settlements (Satterthwaite & Mitlin, 2013). 

Most would accept that in rapidly urbanizing countries there is a legitimate role for the state 

in performing some urban planning functions, i.e. anticipating and coordinating the provision 

of public goods in urban areas. Yet, given past failures and ongoing ineffectiveness, simply 

adding more resources for urban planning is unlikely to improve matters. Instead, planning 

theory and practice must adapt to the context of rapid informal urbanization in the 21st 

century (UN-Habitat, 2014; Watson, 2009).  

Part of this adaptation involves developing a much more sophisticated understanding of the 

politics of informality, and the ways in which it shapes cities in general and informal 

settlements in particular. While urban informality may appear unplanned, haphazard, and 

chaotic, in fact an underlying order exists, governed by complex but well-established social 

and political relationships (Chalana & Hou, 2016). Informality has emerged for many reasons, 

including rapid population growth, a lack of jobs, housing markets that do not serve the poor, 
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various forms of discrimination, a lack of state capacity, and the neoliberal withdrawal of the 

state where nascent capacity once existed. However, in the developing democracies of Asia, 

Latin America, and Africa, informality persists because powerful actors, including state 

actors, have learned to benefit financially and politically from it, and thus have disincentives 

to effect change (Payne, 2016). These disincentives, which include corruption and 

clientelism, frequently undermine formal planning efforts, and are arguably more responsible 

for the limited impact of planning than lack of technical training, funding, technology, public 

participation, or ‘political will’ (Awal & Paller, 2016; Gandhi, 2012; Gandy, 2006; 

Goodfellow, 2012; Holland, 2017; UN-Habitat, 2014). In fact, these political factors can 

often cause these other challenges. 

Clientelism refers to the provision of benefits to the poor in exchange for political support. 

This form of exchange has existed in various forms throughout history and in many parts of 

the world, but it is a particularly important mode of informal politics in developing 

democracies today. Clientelism can encourage informal urban growth, as political patrons 

supply land and services for informal settlements or protect informal settlements from 

removal after they have formed, in exchange for political support from the residents of these 

settlements. Clientelism also undermines urban planning. By creating an alternate, informal 

channel by which political leaders supply the poor with urban land and services, it 

disincentivizes both political leaders and the urban poor from supporting broad-based, formal 

planning efforts. Planning agencies therefore lack the political support needed to implement 

plans, build financial and technical capacity, and involve the public in planning. Politicians 
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manipulate planning decisions, allocating urban resources in accordance with their electoral 

calculations rather than public need, and may retaliate against planners who do not play along. 

Clientelism and related forms of informal politics have been widely documented in informal 

settlements around the world. However, there has been little research devoted to 

understanding the extent to which clientelism impacts informal urban growth, exactly how 

it affects planning practice, and what planners do or could do to contend with informal 

politics. The aim of this study is to address this gap in the literature and produce knowledge 

that might help urban planners and policymakers bring about more inclusive and sustainable 

outcomes in environments dominated by clientelism.  

Research questions 

This study explores the relationships between clientelism, informal urban growth, and urban 

planning, by asking two questions:  

(1) Are clientelism and informal urban growth related, and if so, how?

(2) Does clientelism in informal settlements impact urban planning, and if so, how do

planners respond? 

Research design 

This study combines quantitative and qualitative methods in a mixed-method research design. 

Following a discussion based on a literature review on clientelism in informal settlements in 
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developing democracies around the world, it uses statistical models to explore the first 

question above and a qualitative case study of Ghana to address the second.  

The statistical analysis takes advantage of the availability of recently released, globally 

standardized data on patterns of urban growth and clientelistic politics to explore the 

relationships between the two. It uses quantitative data on patterns of spatial growth in a 

globally representative sample of 200 large cities around the world from the Atlas of Urban 

Expansion (Angel, Blei, et al., 2016) and on clientelistic politics at the national level from the 

Varieties of Democracy database (Coppedge et al., 2018).  Regression models use variables 

from these data sets, along with control variables, to determine whether there is a statistically 

significant relationship between clientelism and types of informal urban growth. Existing 

qualitative research in individual settlements or cities tends to focus on contextually specific 

elements of the relationships between politics and urban space and cannot make claims as to 

the generalizability of these relationships. By shedding light on previously unobserved 

regularities in these relationships across a large global sample of cities, this use of statistical 

analysis supports the argument that the study of informal politics is widely relevant to the 

core concerns of urban planning.  

By contrast, the second question cannot be adequately answered without reference to specific 

planning institutions and regulations situated within an institutional, political, and cultural 

context, which necessitates case study research. The informal politics and ‘tacit knowledge’ 

that this question explores are not well captured in quantitative or archival data, and therefore 

the question does not lend itself to statistical or historical analysis. Past qualitative work on 
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urban clientelism has focused on the political economy within informal settlements, and the 

dynamic relationships among large populations that they study require sustained and 

immersive ethnographic research. However, the focus of this case study is not on patron-

client relationships themselves but on how professional planners make sense of and respond 

to these relationships, which means it is better suited to interviews as the primary mode of 

qualitative data collection. 

The case study research mainly took the form of semi-structured interviews conducted over 

11 weeks in Ghana, mostly in Accra: five weeks in July-August 2018 and six weeks in June-

July 2019.4 The selection of interviewees combined ‘opportunistic sampling’ to make initial 

contacts and ‘snowball sampling’ to identify and make contact with other relevant experts 

(Maxwell, 2013, p. 97). The interviewees, some of whom gave more than one interview, 

were: eight physical (i.e. spatial) planners in local governments, two other local government 

officials, one former mayor, one physical planner at a regional government, four physical 

planners at the national Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority (LUSPA), one 

representative of the Ghana Institute of Planners, four other national government officials, 

four representatives of Ghanaian nongovernmental organizations, two representatives of 

international organizations, two private planning consultants, seven academic researchers, 

 

4 Most meetings were one-on-one, but several interviews during the 2018 field visit were conducted jointly 
with another University of Pennsylvania doctoral researcher (Kimberly Noronha), and Professor Jeffrey 
Paller from the University of San Francisco organized and participated in some meetings during the 2019 
visit. 
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one researcher at a think tank, one private real estate developer, and an architect. More casual 

meetings with other experts, including political party ‘foot soldiers’ active in informal 

settlements in Accra, provided additional material. The fieldwork also involved a visit to 

Kumasi, site visits to indigenous and informal settlements in Accra, including Ga Mashie, Old 

Fadama, and Agbogbloshie, and visits to outlying areas of Greater Accra. The case study also 

drew from secondary sources, including government documents and academic studies. 

Arguments and findings summarized 

Clientelism among the urban poor in particular is “broadly accepted to be ubiquitous in the 

Global South” (Satterthwaite & Mitlin, 2013, p. 61). In Asia, Africa, and Latin America, 

clientelism (often referred to as ‘patronage’ or ‘vote-buying’) is so widespread that 

clientelism may be considered the ‘normal’ form democracy around the world today 

(Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019). Chapter 2 highlights common themes from the social science 

literature on clientelism in urban informal settlements in developing democracies. The goods 

that are distributed by patrons in exchange for political support in dense urban settlements 

often include neighborhood-scale urban infrastructure, such as water pipes, electrical 

connections, sewerage, or paved roads. Clientelism is also responsible for access to land for 

informal settlements. Political patrons provide land to client communities directly or ensure 

that new informal settlements are not demolished, and help to connect them to infrastructure 

and services incrementally after they have formed. Leaders in informal settlements often take 

on the role of brokers, cultivating relationships with political patrons and negotiating deals 

for community benefits in exchange for votes and attendance at political rallies. Clientelism 
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is often the only means by which the urban poor can access urban services and tentative 

security of tenure. Yet clientelism can be detrimental to the interests of the poor in the long 

term, as it may disincentivize the state from providing tenure security and reliable services, 

undermine state capacity, result in inequitable and poorly-targeted distribution of benefits, 

prevent the poor from mobilizing politically, foster dependency, and result in exploitation. 

Recent decades have seen a profusion of studies of urban clientelism, but few examine its 

relationship to urban planning. Urban planning and clientelism are effectively competitors: 

they are both means of distributing urban land and services, and as such, the prevalence of 

one crowds out the other. They operate according to mutually contradictory logic. 

Clientelism, typically characterized by the provision of narrowly targeted, short-term 

benefits, is contrary to the ethos of planning, which aims to provide long-term, public goods. 

In more practical terms, clientelism often means that politicians help informal settlements 

occupy land which plans have reserved for streets, public open space, or other public 

infrastructure, or land that is deemed too ecologically sensitive or hazard-prone to build on, 

or that, during election campaigns, politicians redirect municipal funds previously set aside 

for planned infrastructure. Politicians have little incentive to support formal long-term 

planning if it interferes with their personalized patron-client relationships. Although some 

perceive clientelism as a transitory phase of democratic development, one which countries 

will outgrow as a result of economic growth and urbanization, it is not clear that this will 

necessarily happen. Chapter 2 concludes with a brief review of several cases from around the 

world in which urban clientelism has declined to various degrees, though lessons for urban 
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planners from these cases are not obvious, as most of these involve national political shifts 

that are beyond the ability of planners to influence.  

While the literature implies that clientelistic politics and informal settlements appear 

together, lack of data made it impossible to test the global relationship between clientelism 

and informal settlements empirically, until recently. Two recently released data sets now 

allow this relationship to be analyzed at the global scale. The analysis in Chapter 3 uses data 

on political behavior from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) database and urban growth 

from the Atlas of Urban Expansion to identify, for the first time, a statistical correlation between 

clientelism and informal urban growth, across a globally representative sample of 200 cities.  

The analysis finds that cities in more clientelistic countries are more likely to experience 

urban growth in the form of informal settlements that appear to have been planned in advance 

of settlement (‘informal subdivisions’). If a country were less clientelistic by one point on a 

0-10 scale in 1990, the proportion of residential growth in the form of informal subdivisions 

between 1990 and 2015 in its cities would decrease by 16% of its previous value, according 

to the main model. The effect of this one point reduction in clientelism on the share of 

informal subdivisions is equivalent to the effect on the share of informal subdivisions of a 

$2,700 increase in 1990 gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in purchasing power parity 

(PPP) terms. The analysis finds no significant positive or negative correlation between 

clientelism and the share of unplanned, ad-hoc informal growth (‘atomistic settlements’) or 

the total share of informal settlements (informal subdivisions plus atomistic settlements). 
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The relationship between clientelism and informal subdivisions might occur through several 

possible mechanisms: clientelism may cause the growth of informal subdivisions through 

direct provision of land or it may encourage the growth and persistence of new informal 

subdivisions through post-settlement protection and regularization; clientelism may lead to 

the ‘informalization’ of settlements over time; or settlements with strong leadership and 

more coordination may be more likely both to be laid out in advance and to cultivate 

clientelistic relationships with patrons.  

The analysis provides an example of how newly available data may be used to advance our 

understanding of the relationship between politics, urban space, and informality. The results 

reinforce the argument from Chapter 2, that informality is not simply associated with poverty 

but also with politics, and that powerful state actors may be as implicated in the creation and 

perpetuation of informality as the urban poor. They also indicate that particular political 

dynamics may have a spatial ‘signature’ on the urban landscape; that, conversely, certain 

urban spatial forms may be conducive to certain kinds of politics; or both. By drawing 

attention to the small-scale, informal spatial planning already occurring, the chapter suggests 

alternate ways for planners to engage with informality, particularly as this form of informal 

spatial planning may make settlements more conducive to infrastructure upgrading in the 

future. 

The qualitative case study presented in Chapters 4-7 then refines and complicates the 

understanding of the relationship between clientelism and informality developed in the earlier 

chapters, by placing it within a specific political, cultural, and institutional context, that of 
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urban Ghana, and bringing state-led planning into the picture. Despite the existence of 

planning institutions and supporting legislation, planners and planning scholars believe 

planning to have failed to effectively influence urban growth in Ghana, as Chapter 4 discusses. 

While plans, policies, and reports from Ghanaian government agencies pledge support to the 

informal sector, actions on the ground tell a different story, with harsh crackdowns on 

informal street vendors and demolitions of informal settlements being regular occurrences. 

Still, most urban growth ignores urban plans and regulations with impunity, and nearly all 

recent urban expansion, including the growth of both low-income settlements and middle-

class neighborhoods, is informal in its disregard for planning permissions and procedures.  

Chapter 5 explores the reasons behind this apparent planning failure. While it is true that 

planning in Ghana suffers from a lack of financial and human resources and that the mode of 

planning practiced is often ill-suited to the country’s needs, the most binding constraints to 

effective planning in Ghana are political in nature. In Ghana, the political parties vie for votes 

through ‘competitive clientelism.’ Mayors, members of Parliament, and local assembly 

members act as political patrons to urban communities that are deemed electorally valuable. 

Planners face political pressure to approve or ignore developments that do not conform to 

plans, under threat of being transferred to an undesirable post if they do not play along. A 

host of other political challenges to planning, described in Chapter 6, co-exist with, and are 

sometimes enabled by, this clientelistic political environment. These include corruption, 

administrative fragmentation, inefficient decentralization, and the power of traditional chiefs 

to informally subdivide and sell peri-urban land without reference to spatial plans.   
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Despite these constraints, planners in Ghana have found ways to subtly push back against 

political interference without openly defying mayors, as Chapter 7 discusses. They may seek 

support from professional networks, quietly appeal to other government officials who are 

less exposed to politically motivated retaliation, call for public participation in the decision, 

or involve the media. Clientelism in Ghana is unlikely to erode in the near future, but 

planning can adapt to working within it.  

Past recommendations for planning reform in Ghana from international organizations and 

academic researchers have largely been apolitical and vague. Chapter 7 includes three specific 

recommendations for ‘politically adaptive planning’ in Ghana. Such an approach 

acknowledges the political environment and builds on what is working within it, even if it is 

only working partially, occasionally, or temporarily so far. The first recommendation 

involves the creation of an independent planning ‘watchdog’ or oversight organization, which 

would formalize and strengthen a role that the Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority, the 

Ghana Institute of Planners, and the media already play. Such an organization would help free 

planners from some political interference but could also check that newly independent 

planners do not abuse their power, ensuring that any moves to remove informal settlements 

are justified and carried out in accordance with certain procedures. The second 

recommendation proposes an attempt at ‘planned clientelism’, which would involve planners 

helping communities receive more coordinated, long-term public goods via clientelism than 

they do now. Planners could work with communities to develop lists of needs that can be 

met by political patrons on an item-by-item basis (like gifts in a wedding registry). This 
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approach might be appealing to planners, politicians, and the poor alike. Planners would be 

able to have parts of their plans implemented without much official expenditure; politicians 

would have a guide to what patronage would be most appreciated in any given community; 

and the poor would receive more vital benefits than before through clientelism while also 

being able to hold politicians accountable more easily. While this approach makes use of 

clientelism, it also has the potential to undermine it, because the more long-term public 

goods communities receive, the less dependent they would be on patrons. The third 

recommendation involves government planners providing non-legally-binding spatial plans 

to traditional authorities when they subdivide peri-urban customary land, replacing the 

unlicensed surveyors who already provide this service. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of how these approaches may be applicable to other countries with institutional 

and political environments similar to Ghana. 

The concluding chapter provides a general framework that outlines the principles of 

‘politically adaptive’ planning in order to guide its use elsewhere, particularly in countries 

that have a high degree of informality. This  approach builds on what is already working in a 

given political context, adapts planning interventions and policies based on the powerful 

actors likely to support or obstruct them, and is strategic in identifying organizations and 

opportune moments for implementation. 

The study concludes by suggesting directions for future research. While this study focuses on 

spatial and land use planning, it could offer a basis for comparing the relationship between 

clientelism and planning in other areas, including transportation planning and environmental 
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planning. Future studies might build on the quantitative analysis presented here, making 

further use of new global data sets on urban growth and political dynamics to yield insights 

about the relationship between the two. Comparative work might contrast a country like 

Ghana, where traditional authorities play an important role, with a country that has a different 

mechanism for subdivision of peri-urban land, e.g. organized land invasions in Latin America. 

Future scholarship on urban informality can also build on the recent turn away from a focus 

on transnational forces and towards local power dynamics, and address difficult tradeoffs 

between progressive formal planning ideals and support for informality.  
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Chapter 2: Clientelism and Planning in the Informal Settlements of 

Developing Democracies 

 

“[T]he campaign is coming and if you want votes, come down to earth: I need 

water for my people.” 

- Maria, a neighborhood leader in a squatter settlement in 

Montevideo, Uruguay, to a government official, quoted in 

Álvarez-Rivadulla (2017, p. 57) 

 

Introduction 5 

For planning to have a more positive impact on the urban poor in developing democracies, 

planners and policymakers must recognize and adapt to the sociopolitical order underlying 

urban informality, rather than treating informality simply as the outcome of a lack of 

planning. Clientelism, i.e. the provision of benefits to the urban poor in exchange for political 

support, is a particularly important aspect of the politics of urban informality in many 

countries. While political dynamics vary greatly from one time and place to another, common 

themes emerge from the recent, multidisciplinary literature on clientelism across contexts 

explored in this chapter. Clientelism may benefit the urban poor in some ways, but it 

 

5 A version of this chapter has been published as Deuskar C (2019) Clientelism and Planning in the Informal 
Settlements of Developing Democracies. Journal of Planning Literature 34(4): 395–407. DOI: 
10.1177/0885412219842520. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0885412219842520
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interferes with the implementation of formal plans and the reliable and equitable delivery of 

basic services. Some informal settlements around the world have transitioned away from 

clientelism to varying degrees, and this chapter discusses whether there are lessons that 

planners might learn from these examples.  

An overview of clientelism 

Political relationships between authorities and communities living in informal settlements in 

developing democracies are often ‘particularistic’, meaning that they involve the distribution 

of benefits to specific individuals or small groups, as opposed to providing broadly accessible, 

‘universalistic’ benefits. Particularistic relationships may take various forms, including 

corruption, the exchange of benefits by public officials for money, and clientelism, the exchange 

of benefits for political support (Herrera, 2017).6 The urban poor lack the resources to 

engage in corruption on a large scale, but in democracies they do have votes, which allows 

them to engage in clientelism to gain some access to benefits, including land and services.  

Although some studies (Kramon, 2016; Sparling, 2019; World Bank, 1997) discuss 

clientelism as falling within the broader category of corrupt behavior, others distinguish 

6 Some authors, e.g. Kitschelt and Wilkinson (2007) use the terms clientelism and patronage interchangeably, 
a convention that this study largely follows. Other scholars distinguish between these two terms, albeit in 
inconsistent ways. Piliavsky (2014) suggests that anthropologists use the term patronage to refer to the same 
thing that political scientists term clientelism. Sparling (2019, p. 106) explains that some political scientists 
use patronage to refer to a highly personalized relationship, as distinct from clientelism, which they associate 
with “mass-based politics and the party machine”. Others ((Grindle, 2012; Herrera, 2017)) use patronage to 
mean the particularistic distribution specifically of public sector jobs. Yet others use the term patronage to 
refer to the goods and benefits distributed through clientelistic exchange ((Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019, p. 
25))  
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between the corruption and clientelism (Herrera, 2017). The concept of corruption, at least 

as defined by the World Bank (1997) as the abuse of public office for private gain, does not 

exactly capture the dynamics of clientelism. Corruption is the use of public office to gain 

wealth, while clientelism is the use of wealth to gain public office. Wealth from corruption 

accumulates to the powerful while in the case of clientelism, wealth is distributed to the less 

powerful. While corruption and clientelism may be conceptually distinct, they are not 

mutually exclusive, and, in fact, are often mutually reinforcing. Politicians may use private 

wealth to buy their way into public office, which they then abuse through corruption to gain 

more private wealth, some of which they use to retain public office through clientelism, and 

so on. Studies in developing democracies like Ghana and Indonesia find that politicians believe 

that if they do not engage in corruption to gain wealth while in office, they would not be able 

to keep up with the costs of the clientelism required to compete in future elections (Aspinall 

& Berenschot, 2019; Ayee & Crook, 2003; ICF Consulting Services, 2017; Westminster 

Foundation for Democracy & CDD-Ghana, 2018).  

Clientelism remains so entrenched in many countries that some have argued that the “normal” 

form of democracy is in fact not programmatic democracy7 but patronage democracy 

(Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019). A recent study of clientelism in Indonesia finds that politicians 

feel compelled to engage in clientelism even when they would rather not, out of fear of being 

 

7 Programmatic democracy refers to a regime in which the delivery of public services to individual citizens 
cannot be conditioned on political support and instead involves clearly defined eligibility rules based on 
publicly verifiable characteristics ((Bardhan & Mookherjee, 2018)) 
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outbid by rivals and of failing to meet voter expectations of election-time benefits: “It takes 

particular moral courage, or an unusually strong political base, to run for office without 

distributing patronage, and many candidates who take this path lose” (Aspinall & Berenschot, 

2019, p. 250). 

Scholarship has been catching up with the importance of clientelism. An analysis of academic 

publications in the Scopus database from 1972 onwards with the word ‘clientelism’ in the 

title, abstract, or keywords finds that, prior to 1995, there were never more than 10 such 

publications in any given year, whereas in 2016, 2017, and 2018 there were 121, 119, and 

127 publications about clientelism respectively (Figure 2).8 

 

8 
https://www.scopus.com/term/analyzer.uri?sid=33962ca06d14986709c9bcbdf0d98eec&origin=resultslis
t&src=s&s=TITLE-ABS-KEY%28clientelism%29&sort=cp-
f&sdt=b&sot=b&sl=26&count=1281&analyzeResults=Analyze+results&txGid=001da65bafff0b833c78b93
19c1bbe8d 

https://www.scopus.com/term/analyzer.uri?sid=33962ca06d14986709c9bcbdf0d98eec&origin=resultslist&src=s&s=TITLE-ABS-KEY%28clientelism%29&sort=cp-f&sdt=b&sot=b&sl=26&count=1281&analyzeResults=Analyze+results&txGid=001da65bafff0b833c78b9319c1bbe8d
https://www.scopus.com/term/analyzer.uri?sid=33962ca06d14986709c9bcbdf0d98eec&origin=resultslist&src=s&s=TITLE-ABS-KEY%28clientelism%29&sort=cp-f&sdt=b&sot=b&sl=26&count=1281&analyzeResults=Analyze+results&txGid=001da65bafff0b833c78b9319c1bbe8d
https://www.scopus.com/term/analyzer.uri?sid=33962ca06d14986709c9bcbdf0d98eec&origin=resultslist&src=s&s=TITLE-ABS-KEY%28clientelism%29&sort=cp-f&sdt=b&sot=b&sl=26&count=1281&analyzeResults=Analyze+results&txGid=001da65bafff0b833c78b9319c1bbe8d
https://www.scopus.com/term/analyzer.uri?sid=33962ca06d14986709c9bcbdf0d98eec&origin=resultslist&src=s&s=TITLE-ABS-KEY%28clientelism%29&sort=cp-f&sdt=b&sot=b&sl=26&count=1281&analyzeResults=Analyze+results&txGid=001da65bafff0b833c78b9319c1bbe8d
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Figure 2: Number of academic publications per year with the word ‘clientelism’ in the title, abstract, or 
keywords 

Source: Scopus/ Elsevier B.V. 

Clientelism in informal settlements 

Today, scholars have “broadly accepted” clientelism among the urban poor to be “ubiquitous 

in the Global South” (Satterthwaite & Mitlin, 2013, p. 61). Political scientists, 

anthropologists, sociologists, and others have researched clientelism in poor urban 

settlements extensively, including in South Asia (e.g. Auerbach, 2016; Banks, 2016; 

Benjamin, 2005; Björkman, 2014a; Chidambaram, 2011; de Wit, 2017; Hackenbroch & 
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2017; Paller, 2014b, 2016, 2017; Rajack et al., 2013; Robins, 2008), and Latin America and 

the Caribbean (e.g. Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; Auyero, 2000; Gay, 2006; Gray, 2004; 

Herrera, 2017; Holland, 2017; Murillo et al., 2019; Shefner, 2006; Weitz-Shapiro, 2012). 

Some scholars consider planning in their discussions of clientelism, but give it limited 

attention, usually commenting only on the role of planning in the eviction of informal settlers. 

They do not discuss how planning could operate more effectively in a clientelistic 

environment. International development institutions which promote urban planning in the 

developing world, like the World Bank, have discussed clientelism in the contexts of service 

delivery (World Bank, 2003) and governance (World Bank, 2017a) but not in the context of 

urban planning specifically. 

Clientelism involves the provision of private (or ‘club’) goods to the poor in contingent exchange 

for political support, often mediated through brokers. The following discussion examines each of 

these elements of clientelism in the context of low-income urban settlements. 

• ‘Private or club goods’:

The goods which patrons distribute may be private goods, e.g. food, clothes, or cash. 

However, in dense urban settlements, these goods are often ‘club’ goods which benefit the 

residents of a particular neighborhood, like water pipes, electrical connections, sewerage, or 

paved roads (Burgwal, 1995; Rojo et al., 2014; A. Roy, 2003). For example, several accounts 

of clientelism discuss water provision in informal settlements, in India (Björkman, 2014a; De 

& Nag, 2016; de Wit & Berner, 2009; Weinstein, 2014), Pakistan (Inskeep, 2011), Indonesia 

(Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019), Mexico (Herrera, 2017), and Nigeria (Gandy, 2006). The 
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fact that urban clientelism involves the provision of urban services makes it a competitor of 

formal municipal systems of service delivery. 

Patron-client relationships also provide land to the urban poor. Political patrons may own or 

otherwise control land and distribute it as a private good to clients. For example, politicians 

or government officials own over half the land in Kibera, the large informal settlement in 

Nairobi (Syagga et al., 2002, cited in Fox 2014), and these figures or their brokers informally 

allocate plots of land to residents. Perhaps more commonly, politicians protect informal 

settlements from demolition after they have formed, which acts as indirect provision of land 

(Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; Benjamin, 2008; Holland, 2017). Chapter 5 discusses the example 

of the demolition of an informal settlement being called off in order to protect a ruling party’s 

popularity, a phenomenon which others have also observed elsewhere, e.g. in Tanzania (S. 

Fox, 2014). According to Huchzermeyer (2011, p. 26), “the modalities of patronage and 

exploitation […] are part of the reason why, despite hostility, threats, sporadic evictions and 

even large-scale displacement, informal settlements have continued to exist in most African 

cities.”. Informal settlers sometimes plan their actions around these dynamics. For example, 

Burgwal (1995) describes how leaders from among the urban poor in Quito, Ecuador, waited 

several months before initiating a planned ‘land invasion’ on vacant private land, so that the 

invasion would coincide with an election campaign during which they knew they would 

receive political support.  

The Pakistani activist Perween Rehman argued that, in Karachi, “the government, the 

political parties, the police, the members of the national assembly, [and] the councilors” are 
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all involved in “land grabbing” to set up organized squatting.9 In the absence of adequate 

formal land supply, she argued, these informal land grabbers are really “land suppliers”, who 

provide land, infrastructure, and services to the poor, which in her view makes the 

municipality and planners redundant (Inskeep, 2011, p. 105). Informal settlements in Karachi 

often grow in size and number just before elections (A. H. Khan, 1992). 

Clientelistic benefits may be private or public in origin. i.e. a candidate may use personal 

funds to pay for patronage, or, particularly if already incumbent or supported by an 

incumbent party, direct public resources towards clients (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019).  

• ‘To the poor’: 

Clientelism involves asymmetrical power relationships, with those distributing the goods in 

positions of greater power or authority than those receiving them. Some authors (Holland, 

2017) explicitly include a ‘progressive’ element (i.e. benefits going disproportionately to the 

poor) as a defining criterion of clientelism, but even when this is not explicit, the recipients 

of clientelistic goods are usually the relatively poor, whose needs can be affordably met by 

patrons at a scale large enough to matter electorally (Muller, 2007).  

 

9 The grassroots organization European Coordination Via Campesina defines land grabbing as “the control - 
whether through ownership, lease, concession, contracts, quotas, or general power - of larger than locally-
typical amounts of land by any persons or entities - public or private, foreign or domestic - via any means - 
‘legal’ or ‘illegal’ - for purposes of speculation, extraction, resource control or commodification at the 
expense of peasant farmers, agroecology, land stewardship, food sovereignty and human rights.” (European 
Coordination Via Campesina, 2016)  
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• ‘Contingent exchange’:

To be considered clientelism, an exchange must involve mutually contingent reciprocity, i.e. 

the community provides political support only if the patron has already provided benefits or 

can credibly commit to providing future benefits, and vice versa: the patron provides benefits 

only if a community has demonstrated or credibly promised political support (Álvarez-

Rivadulla, 2017; Holland, 2017). Maintenance of the relationship depends on mutual 

monitoring. The provision of the same benefits to a poor community that is not directly 

contingent on political support would simply be an instance of welfare, ‘constituency 

service,’10 or ‘pork-barrel politics’, rather than clientelism. Nonetheless, some authors note 

that despite the contingent nature of clientelism, it typically does not simply involve a one-

off quid pro quo exchange, but rather the cultivation of long-term relationships built on 

iterative problem-solving and the gradual building of trust (Muller, 2007).  

Recent scholarship also notes that patrons often monitor voting in poor urban settlements 

not at the individual level but at the level of the neighborhood or voting booth, and that, as 

mentioned above, they target benefits not to individual households but to entire 

neighborhoods. Some scholars (Auerbach et al., 2016) categorize this kind of exchange as 

10 Bussell (2019) argues that constituency service plays an important but underappreciated role in 
clientelistic democracies. Based on fieldwork in India, she finds that nonpartisan, noncontingent but 
nevertheless individualized (i.e. nonprogrammatic) constituency service in the form of favors provided by 
high-level officials serves as an attractive alternative for constituents who are not favored by clientelistic or 
partisan distribution of benefits at the local level, while also allowing the politician to reach additional 
potential voters and develop a personal reputation for responsiveness and generosity. In this manner, 
clientelism at the local level necessitates the granting of non-clientelistic favors by higher-level politicians.  
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more in the realm of ‘pork-barrel politics’ than traditional clientelism. However, in their 

study of clientelism in Indonesia, Aspinall and Berenschot (2019) argue that regardless of the 

scale of the exchange or the difficulty of monitoring reciprocity, as long as it is intended as a 

contingent exchange, it still constitutes clientelism. They note instances in which a candidate 

will take back a benefit provided to the neighborhood if he or she believes that a community 

which received clientelistic club goods has not fulfilled its end of the bargain at the voting 

booth. The candidate may go so far as to pull out water pipes, take down street lights, and 

rip tiles out from mosques after a poor electoral result (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019, p. 144), 

suggesting that the exchange is very much a contingent one.  

This study uses the term ‘clientelism’ broadly, to include the provision of club goods and the 

monitoring of votes at the neighborhood scale. This is in the spirit of Hicken and Nathan’s 

argument that a dogmatic focus on monitoring as a defining criterion of clientelism misses 

broad commonalities between similar types of exchange. They argue that distinctions 

between “real” and “not-quite” clientelism are arbitrary, and that politicians may have reasons 

to practice clientelism even if they cannot easily monitor votes (2020).  

• ‘Political support’:

Clientelism is sometimes described as election-time ‘vote buying’, referring to when a 

candidate provides material inducements to voters to switch their vote choice in his or her 

favor. However, it may also involve ‘turnout buying’, i.e. inducement to voters assumed to 

already support the candidate to show up to vote, or ‘abstention buying’, i.e. the opposite 

(Gans-Morse et al., 2014). While voting is central to clientelistic exchange, communities 
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may also demonstrate support in other ways, such as attendance at political rallies in large 

numbers (Auyero, 2000; Björkman, 2014a; Herrera, 2017; Kramon, 2016; Larreguy et al., 

2018).  

• ‘Through brokers’: 

Accounts of clientelism in informal settlements typically highlight the role of ‘brokers’ who 

act as intermediaries between communities and officials. These brokers may be agents of 

parties or politicians entering informal settlements from the outside. However, they are often 

the opposite: leaders of poor communities selected and promoted from within to forge 

political connections and channel benefits to the informal settlement. Auerbach and Thachil 

(2016, pp. 3–4) found the latter to be the case when they surveyed residents in 110 informal 

settlements in two Indian cities. They argue that the “bottom-up construction of informal 

slum leadership demands that we take the agency of residents seriously in explaining the rise 

and mechanics of patron-client networks.” Aspinall and Berenschot (2019, p. 1) support this 

view with the example of a community leader in Jakarta, Indonesia, proactively contacting 

candidates in a 2014 election so that the residents of his neighborhood could “leverage their 

voting power to gain benefits for their community.” Similarly, in her study of squatting in 

Montevideo, Uruguay, sociologist María José Álvarez-Rivadulla (2017, p. 157) describes one 

broker who cultivated connections with several political parties and, as the broker himself 

put it, “flirted” with many politicians before establishing a relationship with one on behalf of 

his community. Another community leader in a Montevideo informal settlement approached 

a political contact of hers in the municipality and (as she later recalled) stated bluntly: “[T]he 
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campaign is coming and if you want votes, come down to earth: I need water for my people” 

(Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017, p. 57).  

Depending on how competitive the political landscape is, political candidates may compete 

to win the favor of such brokers before elections, with the expectation being that residents 

of informal settlements vote in blocs under the direction of their leaders. Álvarez-Rivadulla 

and others describe this as “market clientelism”. For example, anthropologist Robert Gay 

describes how during one election in Rio de Janeiro, two candidates made competing offers 

to the president of a neighborhood association in a favela prior to an election: one offered sets 

of soccer shirts, the other promised the construction of toilets in a preschool in the 

settlement. The association president negotiated with the latter candidate for six weeks 

before agreeing on a budget for the construction. As soon as a check was handed over for the 

construction of toilets, the neighborhood association president publicly endorsed the 

candidate and accompanied him on door-to-door visits around the settlement. According to 

Gay, the politician’s policies and his party’s platform did not even need to be mentioned 

during these visits; the candidate’s gift and the neighborhood association president’s 

endorsement were enough (Gay, 2006).11  

 

11 Clientelism does not always feature this level of competition. Bénit-Gbaffou (2012) notes that while 
clientelism exists in informal settlements in Johannesburg, South Africa, the dominance of the African 
National Congress (ANC) party limits the options available, and does not force accountability on the part of 
patrons to the extent seen in the discussion above.  
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Benefits of clientelism to the urban poor 

For the poor, patron-client relationships are often the only means of accessing the power of 

an otherwise unresponsive state (Auerbach & Thachil, 2016; Auyero, 2000; Chidambaram, 

2011; Jha et al., 2005; Mitlin, 2014; Robins, 2008). Patrons and brokers themselves benefit 

politically, but in exchange they are often highly receptive to the needs of the communities, 

building trust over time by developing personal relationships with households (Auyero, 2000; 

de Wit, 2017). Describing clientelism in an informal settlement in Buenos Aires, sociologist 

Javier Auyero (2000) relates examples of brokers distributing food and medicine to residents, 

holding “office hours” to listen to residents’ complaints and requests, and even arranging to 

take schoolchildren to the beach. In her landmark 1976 study of favelas in Rio de Janeiro, 

Perlman (1976) mentions political brokers negotiating collective benefits like sewerage and 

cement steps. Burgwal (1995) describes how clientelism gave a Quito settlement access to 

electricity, a paved road, a market, bus service, and sewerage. Sociologist Lisa Björkman, 

describing an informal settlement in Mumbai, India, notes how residents rely on assistance 

or information from leaders to accomplish a range of everyday activities, including accessing 

municipal water, disposing of garbage, and unblocking drains (Björkman, 2014a, p. 621).  

Residents of informal settlements often see political patrons and brokers in positive terms. 

For example, according to Auyero, the urban poor in Argentina view political brokers as 

“‘helpful’ and ‘sacrificing’ and ‘good people’ with whom problem holders have a personal 

relationship sometimes described as ‘friendship’” (p. 74). The personal nature of these 

relationships is critical. Álvarez-Rivadulla (2017, pp. 26–27) recalls being surprised early in 
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her research to find that the urban poor in Montevideo referred to high-ranking state officials 

by their first names and had their phone numbers in their home directories. In a study of 

urban Ghana, political scientists Awal and Paller argue that “[e]veryday interaction is a crucial 

– but poorly understood – component of how accountability is generated between leaders

and citizens in the absence of formal mechanisms” (2016, p. 8). This personal relationship 

means that a sense of obligation or gratitude rather than a strictly transactional exchange of 

votes for services often motivates the support which the poor provide to these political 

figures.  

For these reasons, some scholars dispute critiques of clientelism which dismiss it without 

regard to its benefits nor adequate consideration as to what could replace it (Mitlin, 2014, p. 

3). They defend clientelism as the “poor country's welfare state”, the removal of which would 

deprive the poor of their only networks of support and would lead not to programmatic 

democracy but instead to mass neglect (Brusco et al., 2004, p. 84). Clientelism, they argue, 

can act as a counterweight to elite influence and unrealistic technocratic standards in 

development (Nelson, 1979, p. 211), and under certain circumstances help consolidate 

democracy (Gay, 1998).  

Costs of clientelism to the urban poor 

Noting the benefits of clientelism described above helps understand why residents of informal 

settlements may be reluctant to abandon their trust relationships with patrons in favor of 

untested formal systems of service provision, no matter how ‘inclusive’ or ‘participatory’ in 
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their intent. However, clientelism clearly does not represent an ideal system for the poor 

either, for several reasons: 

• Clientelism may produce worse outcomes for the poor than formal municipal systems of 

service delivery, in various ways. Studies of service provision in informal settlements in 

India (De & Nag, 2016) and Pakistan (Shami & Majid, 2014) find that settlements or 

households that are likelier to engage in clientelism are less likely to receive access to 

public goods. Clientelism may be associated with lack of completion of infrastructure 

projects (Keefer & Vlaicu, 2005). Scholars also argue that state effectiveness and 

institutional development are undermined when clientelism is the source of legitimacy of 

political players (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019; Fergusson et al., 2016; Goodfellow, 

2012; Herrera, 2017; McCaffery, 1993). 

• Patrons may distribute clientelistic benefits unequally, with the most disadvantaged 

groups being the ones least likely to benefit (Satterthwaite & Mitlin, 2013).  

• Clientelistic benefits are often supply-driven and targeted inefficiently. For example, a 

study of urban clientelism in Turkey (Yıldırım, 2020) describes the ruling party providing 

poor households with coal for heating at the peak of summer during an election campaign 

but not in winter, and distributing washing machines to households that had no running 

water. Examples from Ghana include politicians paying for the construction of a large 

block of public toilets without providing water for them to function (ICF Consulting 

Services, 2017, p. 129), and building schools and clinics not where they are most urgently 
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needed but where past or potential supporters of the incumbent party live.12 

• Coercion and violence may mark clientelistic relationships, especially if organized crime 

is active in the settlement, as studies observe in the case of Latin America (D. E. Davis, 

2014), India (Gandhi, 2012), Jamaica, South Africa, and Bangladesh (Satterthwaite & 

Mitlin, 2013). When clientelism involves protection of residents from the law, it 

effectively functions as a type of ‘protection racket,’ in which the promise of protection 

for a price comes with an implicit threat of punishment if the price is not paid. For 

example, in parts of Beirut, the militant organization and political party Hezbollah grants 

exceptions to planning regulations to its base, allowing the party’s supporters to retain 

their ‘illegal’ structures as a ‘favor’ pegged to allegiance to the party (Fawaz, 2017). 

• Clientelism locks residents of informal settlements into dependency, as political patrons 

have little incentive to allow the poor to access land and services independently 

(Benjamin, 2005; Nelson, 1979). Many scholars (Keefer & Vlaicu, 2005; Larreguy et al., 

2018; Paller, 2019a) have observed that clientelism disincentivizes politicians from 

providing secure property rights in order to maintain this dependency. For example, Roy 

(2003) describes how politicians in Kolkata (Calcutta), India, promise land to squatters 

but never deliver secure tenure to them, as a means of keeping them “continuously 

mobilized” as an electorate. 

• Clientelism can be exploitative. In the context of Brazilian favelas, da Silva and Shaw 

 

12 Amedzro, K.K. 2018, personal communication, 17 August 
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(2012) describe clientelism as harkening back to feudalism and slavery. Evidence from 

Mumbai and Nairobi describe a specific ploy through which some powerful interests 

exploit informal settlers for their own ends: they first encourage the poor to occupy land 

which formal plans have deemed unsafe or ecologically sensitive, and then, once it has 

been accepted as residential land, force out or price out the settlers and sell the land to 

middle class residents or real estate developers (Pethe et al., 2014; Rajack et al., 2013). 

An elderly resident of a peri-urban settlement in Kolkata interviewed by Roy explains 

that this form of exploitation is common there: “You see, there is an unwritten law 

here—that the poor like us develop areas, fill in marshes, build homes, struggle to get 

infrastructure, and are then evicted to make way for the rich who move into a now 

desirable area” (2003, p. 154).  

• Lastly, clientelism stifles political mobilization and activism among the urban poor 

(Nelson, 1979). Some (de Wit & Berner, 2009; Satterthwaite & Mitlin, 2013, p. 63) 

argue that, in the absence of state provision of infrastructure and services at scale, 

clientelism simply “buys off, co-opts and absorbs pressure and protest from the urban 

poor.” 13 Research on South Africa in particular provides multiple examples of the role of 

 

13 These observations echo descriptions of “bossism” in the United States in an earlier era. For example, in 
his account of the Republican political machine or ‘Organization’ in Philadelphia between 1867 and 1933, 
McCaffery (1993) observes that “even though the Organization managed to secure the support of the 
overwhelming majority of Philadelphia’s new immigrant, poor, and black population in return for the 
‘personal service’ it rendered, it exploited those social groups as much as it helped them […I]t effectively 
prevented political parties and government from responding to the real needs of the city’s poor inhabitants, 
and also thwarted the emergence of alternative structures grounded in the effective mobilization of mass 
political power at the grassroots level” (190). 
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clientelism in undermining mobilization in this manner. When authorities threatened the 

eviction of a Johannesburg settlement in 2010, the residents initially sought help from a 

rights-based nongovernmental organization (NGO), which began to work with them on 

resisting the eviction. However, when the ANC stepped in and promised to preserve and 

refurbish their homes, the residents distanced themselves from the NGO, and denounced 

it as undermining the nation (Bénit-Gbaffou & Oldfield, 2014). Robins (2008) explains 

how local leaders embedded in clientelistic politics and open to ANC patronage thwarted 

the efforts of Shack/ Slum Dwellers International (SDI) to produce horizontal networks 

of the urban poor in Cape Town. In a discussion of how clientelism impacted the 

provision of resettlement housing in Cape Town, Levenson (2017) describes how the 

emergence of competing factions among potential beneficiaries was a boon to authorities 

who had promised housing to former squatters, as they were able to provide housing only 

to the best-organized faction and leave the others on a decades-long waiting list. 

Evidence from studies of neighborhood organizations among the urban poor in both Quito 

(Burgwal, 1995) and Montevideo (Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017) complicate this last point, 

suggesting that neighborhood organization and clientelism are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive but can be mutually reinforcing, as neighborhood organizations help strengthen the 

bargaining power of the poor and make it easier for patrons to engage with communities. 

However, such mobilization among the urban poor in a clientelistic environment tends to 

remain highly local, with communities competing with each other to attract patronage 

(Satterthwaite & Mitlin, 2013, p. 64). Burgwal acknowledges that while the community in 
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Quito that he studied was able to use its collective power to successfully negotiate for a range 

of clientelistic goods, it probably did so at the expense of other neighborhoods, which 

reinforces the argument that clientelism undermines broad mobilization of the poor.  

Even when the poor are aware of the ways in which their political patrons prevent them from 

independently accessing the benefits of the state, they have little choice but to accept this 

system, given the precariousness of their situations and their reliance on these patrons. 

According to De Wit and Berner (2009, p. 931), for the poor, “relations of patronage and 

reciprocity that offer some security have to be maintained regardless of their long-term costs. 

To cut off links with exploitative patrons and intermediaries would imply foregoing all claims 

to emergency assistance.” To Wood (2003, p. 456), remaining poor in exchange for staying 

secure is a “Faustian bargain”. “To be poor means, inter alia, to be unable to control future 

events because others have more control over them. […] Securing any kind of longer term 

future requires recruiting the support of these others, but this only comes at a price: of 

dependency and the foreclosure of autonomy. Becoming a client, in other words.” In short, 

the urban poor are stuck in a system that they know is failing them. 

Clientelism as a barrier to planning 

The responsibilities, legal status, and institutional location of the state’s urban planning 

function vary from one country or city to another. Each context has its own ‘planning 

culture’, which evolves over time (Sanyal, 2005), and non-state actors may also perform 

activities that involve planning. All this makes it difficult to talk about planning as a monolithic 
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concept. Having said that, bearing in mind the definition of public-sector planning offered in 

the introductory chapter, i.e. the state’s role in anticipating and coordinating the provision 

of urban public goods, then clearly, clientelism interferes with the ability of the state to plan. 

This definition of planning entails the provision of public (i.e. nonexcludable) goods, and a 

long-term vision. Planning also should involve broad public participation in decision-making, 

which requires transparency. The logic of clientelism, which involves targeting benefits to 

specific individuals or groups, in the short term, and in the form of nontransparent deal-

making, is incompatible with all three of these aspects of planning.  

In more practical terms, clientelism often means that powerful politicians help informal 

settlements occupy land which plans have reserved for streets, parks, or other public 

infrastructure, or land that is deemed too ecologically sensitive or hazard-prone to build on. 

Similarly, a local government cannot implement medium-term plans for infrastructure if the 

incumbent mayor unexpectedly diverts municipal resources towards an informal settlement 

in order to secure its votes for re-election. This is not to say that such formal plans would 

necessarily have positive outcomes for the poor if implemented, nor that clientelism is always 

bad for the poor (as discussed above), but to demonstrate the incompatibility between 

clientelism and planning. 

Once clientelistic land and service provision is established, those who benefit from it often 

oppose the entry of formal planning or of any program that provides universal access to basic 

services to formal and informal settlements alike (S. Fox, 2014; Mitlin, 2014). Diane Davis 
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describes how, in Latin America, when planners turned their attention to informal 

settlements and tried to formalize them in the late 20th century,  

[I]t was too little too late… [U]rban planners’ room for manoeuvre was highly 

circumscribed, owing to the prior informal relations of brokerage that had flowered 

during earlier periods of state neglect. Even when they sought to introduce new 

urban projects into informal areas, planners were sometimes kept at bay by the 

local power brokers whose authority rested in the maintenance of a clear 

distinction between the formal and informal city (D. E. Davis, 2014, p. 386).  

This echoes Janice Perlman’s observations about community leaders in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas 

who acted as brokers in the 1960s and ‘70s:  

If the squatter settlements were to achieve legal rights to their lands and full urban 

services and facilities, in many cases the usefulness, power, and importance of these 

leaders would be severely reduced… In order to survive, they must persuade 

residents to be content with token change and slow progress, and to trust that local 

leadership is doing its best to deal with the difficult problems of infrastructure and 

tenure. This may sound Machiavellian, but it is generally true (J. E. Perlman, 

1976, pp. 166–167). 

Similarly, in the context of clientelism in informal settlements in Mexico, Herrera (2017) 

argues that “politicians fail to provide reliable and high-quality public services because they 

often benefit politically from manipulating public service provision for electoral gain.” 

Holland (2017) argues that once the post-hoc regularization of squatting is established as an 
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informal welfare policy, both the poor and the state are locked into a “forbearance trap,”14 

where the poor organize their demands around acceptance of informality rather than more 

involved forms of welfare (e.g. public housing provision), which, as a result, the state does 

not develop the capacity to provide. 

Clientelism and informal urban growth 

Clientelism may cause informal growth, informal growth may cause clientelism, or both. As 

mentioned previously, clientelism may lead to informal urban growth through the direct or 

indirect supply of land to informal settlers. This may be land that politicians own or otherwise 

control, as in the example of Kibera in Nairobi mentioned above. Even if political patrons do 

not own the land, they may collaborate with informal land brokers to organize the informal 

settlement of land, as in Karachi. If political patrons are not involved in the initial occupation 

of the land, they may still become involved in protecting and ‘regularizing’ the settlement 

after it has formed, which acts as an indirect form of land supply. They may intervene to 

prevent demolitions (S. Fox, 2014; Gillespie, 2017) and organize the provision of urban 

services such as water and electrical connections and neighborhood-level infrastructure like 

paved roads, sewerage, or public toilets, often through brokers (Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; 

Björkman, 2014a; Burgwal, 1995; De & Nag, 2016; de Wit & Berner, 2009; Gandy, 2006; 

 

14 In her book Forbearance as Redistribution, political scientist Alisha Holland argues that the selective non-
enforcement of the law by authorities (which she terms ‘forbearance’), such as the law against squatting, acts 
as a form of redistribution of resources like land to the poor. As a means of redistribution, this selective non-
enforcement is much less expensive and more credible than other forms of welfare like public housing 
construction or state-sponsored land distribution.  
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Herrera, 2017; Inskeep, 2011; J. Perlman, 2010; Weinstein, 2014). This encourages the 

growth of informal settlements, as settlers in such an environment are more confident of their 

ability to remain on the land and access services. 

Clientelism may also result in the ‘informalization’ of settlements, if political leaders are able 

to prevent them from receiving infrastructure and services, perhaps in response to their lack 

of political support. This causes these settlements to deteriorate and take on the qualities of 

an informal settlement. For example, the local government of Mumbai itself allocated land 

to households in an area called Shivajinagar-Bainganwadi in the 1970s, but antipathy on the 

part of subsequent political leaders towards its residents caused it to deteriorate into what is 

now widely considered an “informal settlement” (Björkman, 2014b). Similarly, the informal 

settlement of Old Fadama in Accra originated partially as a temporary government-provided 

camp for migrant refugees during a violent ethnic conflict elsewhere in Ghana, but is now a 

permanent informal settlement to which authorities are hostile (see Chapter 5).  

Clientelism may also lead to informal urban growth in other, less direct ways. Clientelism 

undermines state capacity in general and urban planning capacity in particular. This lack of 

capacity may restrict the ability of the state to formally supply or regulate the formal supply 

of land and services, leaving poor urban residents, particularly migrants, to resort to informal 

alternatives. The broader lack of state capacity in a clientelistic country may also result in a 

weaker economy, leading to more poverty and therefore more informality.  
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Conversely, the prevalence of informal settlements could lead to an increase in clientelism. 

As discussed previously, some informal communities, particularly those that are internally 

cohesive and have proactive leadership, may seek out and cultivate patron-client relationships 

with politicians (Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; Burgwal, 1995). Politicians would find clientelism 

to be a more attractive strategy when faced with densely populated, low-income settlements, 

which have needs that can easily be met through clientelism, especially if they appear able to 

provide unified political support.  

Chapter 3 returns to this discussion of causal linkages between clientelism and informal urban 

growth in the context of its hypothesis that clientelism is correlated with specific spatial 

forms. Further, the case study presented in Chapters 4-7 demonstrates that in Ghana, several 

of these mechanisms are at work in parallel. There, clientelism undermines urban planning 

capacity, resulting in informal growth (see Chapter 5). Clientelistic politicians also protect 

informal settlements from demolition (as in the case of Old Fadama – see Chapter 5). 

Politicians also do not intervene when community leaders, usually traditional authorities, 

informally subdivide and distribute land, possibly fearing that any intervention would result 

in a loss of political support (see Chapter 6). 

How clientelism declines 

In what circumstances can residents of informal settlements transition away from clientelistic 

systems which do not meet their best interests, and which prevent urban planning from being 

effective? Recent publications have observed that relatively little is known about why some 
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countries and not others transition away from clientelism (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019, p. 

21; Larreguy et al., 2018, p. 2). One reason clientelism is so entrenched is that “supply-side” 

reform, i.e. reform that targets patrons, presents a collective-action problem: as long as 

clientelism is affordable and popular, no individual political party or candidate has an 

incentive to drop it as an electoral strategy (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019, p. 253). For 

successful reform on the patrons’ side, every candidate would simultaneously have to agree 

to campaign without resorting to clientelism, trusting that everyone else would stick to that 

agreement, a scenario that is difficult to imagine. 

According to Sparling (2019, p. 106), “All mass democracies in the modern age have passed 

through (or remain in) highly clientelistic conditions.” This statement underlines the 

importance of clientelism in the political history of the world, but also gives the impression 

that clientelism is a passing phase characteristic of democratic juvenility. Many assume that 

economic growth, democratization, and urbanization eventually causes clientelism to give 

way to programmatic policies.  

Political scientists have traditionally assumed that clientelism naturally declines as incomes 

grow, because (i) the cost of the clientelistic benefits demanded becomes prohibitive to 

patrons; (ii) economically secure voters are able to risk voting on the basis of policies, and do 

not have to sell their vote to obtain basic necessities; (iii) the growing number of middle-class 

voters, who are typically not the prime target group of clientelism, punish clientelistic 

politicians in elections; and (iv) economic growth is associated with urbanization, and the 
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voting behavior of dense urban settlements is harder to monitor (Aspinall & Berenschot, 

2019). 

However, data lend only qualified support to these assumptions. The Clientelism Index, a 

national-level index of clientelistic behavior (explained in greater detail in the next chapter), 

does show that, when countries are aggregated by income, wealthier countries are less 

clientelistic (i.e. have higher Clientelism Index values), and on average, each income group 

improved between 1990 and 2015 (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3: Clientelism Index, averages by income group, 1990 & 2015 15  
Source: Author’s analysis of Clientelism Index (Coppedge et al., 2018) and World Bank 

country classification by income 16 

 

15 In this figure, countries are grouped according to their 1990 income, such that countries are not 
reclassified between 1990 and 2015. This allows observation of changes in clientelism over time within 
unchanging cohorts of countries. 
16 http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/site-content/OGHIST.xls. Accessed 7 January 2019. 
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However, this grouping masks variation within groups. At the level of individual countries, 

only a moderate correlation exists between per-capita GDP and clientelism (with Pearson’s 

correlation coefficients of +0.40 in 1990 and +.044 in 2015). As Figure 4 reveals, practically 

no relationship exists between the two variables if we ignore the least clientelistic countries, 

those with a Clientelism Index value of greater than 8 (above the dashed line). When these 

least clientelistic countries are excluded, the Pearson’s correlation coefficients between 

clientelism and GDP per capita are +0.11 in 1990 and 0.10 in 2015. 

 

Figure 4: GDP per capita & Clientelism, 2015 
Source: Author, using data from V-Dem and World Development Indicators 17 

 

17 GDP per capita, PPP (constant 2011 international $), 
(https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.KD. Accessed 23 September 2016). 
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The absence of a uniform linear trend away from clientelism is evident in the fact that, despite 

growth in most of their economies, many former Soviet states have become more clientelistic 

in recent decades (Figure 5, Figure 6, Figure 7). Similarly, several developing democracies 

in Asia and Africa, including India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, the Philippines, Indonesia, Ghana, 

and South Africa, remained nearly constant in terms of clientelism between 1990 and 2015, 

improving or declining by only half a point or less on a 0-10 scale, despite economic growth 

in all of them. Further, no correlation exists between change in GDP per capita and change 

in clientelism during this period. This suggests that clientelism is a problem that will persist 

rather than gradually disappear with income growth. 

Several factors may explain why the assumed relationship between increasing wealth and 

declining clientelism appears not to hold true. First, the argument that the cost of patronage 

becomes prohibitive as an economy grows may not apply when one of the benefits is urban 

land. As an economy grows, so do the demands of the poor, but so also does the value of 

urban land. This means that the value of this clientelistic benefit to the client increases as the 

economy grows, while the cost to the patron, that of protecting informal developments from 

regulation, remains largely unchanged. The literature does not discuss this argument and it 

would require empirical corroboration, but it seems a plausible explanation for why 

economic growth alone would not reduce the incentives for land-based clientelism. 
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Figure 5: Clientelism Index 1990  
Sources: Author, using data from V-Dem and country boundaries from CShapes 

(Weidmann et al., 2010) 

 

 

Figure 6: Clientelism Index 2015 
Sources: Author, using data from V-Dem and country boundaries from UIA World 

Countries Boundaries 18 

 

18 https://hub.arcgis.com/datasets/252471276c9941729543be8789e06e12_0 Accessed 13 November 
2018. 

https://hub.arcgis.com/datasets/252471276c9941729543be8789e06e12_0
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Figure 7: Clientelism Index, change 1990-2015 
Sources: Author, using data from V-Dem and country boundaries from UIA World 

Countries Boundaries 

Second, while middle-class voters may have more programmatic preferences, they often 

simply disengage from politics rather than trying to discipline candidates through their votes. 

In the context of Ghana, Nathan (2019) finds that while middle-class urban voters do prefer 

‘universalistic’ policies to particularistic ones, they do not believe that politicians can deliver 

such policies. They therefore disengage from politics and abstain from voting altogether. For 

their part, politicians do not risk promising programmatic policies that are complex and 

costly. Instead, they ignore middle-class preferences and focus on particularistic exchanges 

with the poor (see Chapter 6). This suggests that the growth of the middle class alone is 

unlikely to conquer clientelism, to the extent that middle class disengagement from voting is 

a pattern across developing democracies.  
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Last, the evidence does not support the idea that urbanization thwarts clientelism. As this 

chapter has shown, clientelism is very much alive in urban informal settlements. The Asian 

and African countries listed above as having nearly stable levels of clientelism between 1990 

and 2015 have also experienced rapid urbanization during the same period. A recent study 

finds that in parts of Indonesia that have relatively undiversified economies, clientelism is in 

fact more prevalent in urban areas than in rural areas (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019).  

Transitions away from clientelism in low-income urban settlements 

Given that existing theory does not reliably point to a way out of clientelism, real-world 

examples may provide better guidance. The discussion below identifies and briefly describes 

cases in which clientelistic urban service delivery has given way to more programmatic service 

delivery and examines whether these cases hold any lessons for planning. 

• Bureaucratic reform, national welfare, and other changes (United States) 

“The man in the slum votes according to his light, and the boss holds the candle,” quipped the 

journalist and social reformer Jacob Riis in 1902, referring to the political ‘bosses’ in the 

slums of New York City (Riis, 1902/1969, p. 427). However, ‘bossism,’ the form that 

clientelism took in the United States, lost its grip on the urban poor over the first half of the 

twentieth century. A once-popular explanation for the demise of clientelism in American 

cities was sheer demographic growth in the number of middle class voters, who opposed 

clientelism. However, according to Nathan (2019, pp. 282–284), recent scholarship 

questions this explanation, pointing out that clientelism persisted long after middle class 
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growth, and instead ended during a period when middle classes were fleeing to the suburbs 

and the average urban household was becoming poorer, not wealthier. Scholars also cite 

restrictions on immigration from the 1920s onwards as an explanation for the decline in 

clientelism, as it reduced the number of vulnerable and factionalized newcomers in American 

cities. However, recent scholarship questions this explanation too, noting that political 

‘machines’ which were not dependent on immigrant groups also declined at roughly the same 

time as the others. 

Scholars (Hays, 1974; Lapomarda, 1970; Nathan, 2019; Nelson, 1979; Shannon, 1969) point 

to other plausible explanations for the decline of ‘bossism’ in the United States. Some of these 

involve broader shifts in society and technology. For example, increased access to education 

provided better opportunities to urban youth for attaining wealth than patronage jobs, and 

mass communication technology made it more efficient for politicians to appeal to 

constituents beyond the neighborhood level. However, many explanations refer to concerted 

civic reforms originating in the Progressive era. Civil service reforms dating from the 1890s 

made it harder to manipulate jobs as patronage. Reforms in municipal accounting made 

irregular expenditures harder to hide. Business elites and an emerging professional class 

centralized power in the city, removing it from ward- and community-level bosses and 

placing it in the hands of municipal-level technocrats, aided by new ‘organization 

technologies’ and institutions. Later, the implementation of national welfare programs, 

especially the 1930s New Deal and the 1960s Great Society programs undermined the power 

of local bosses further.   
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• Political crisis and reform (Naples, Italy)

Naples, Italy, saw an end to clientelism in the 1990s, when corruption scandals destroyed 

Italy’s long-incumbent Christian Democratic Party. Reforms followed, including the direct 

election of mayors (who until then had been appointed by elected local councils), and a 

requirement that mayoral candidates win an absolute majority of votes. Whereas the previous 

coalition-based system allowed candidates to get a seat at the table by making deals for only 

a few thousand votes each, clientelistic procurement of votes was not possible at the scale 

necessary under the new system (Pasotti, 2010). 

• Neighborhood-scale crisis as an inflection point (Rio de Janeiro, Brazil)

Gay (2006, p. 205) documents how a favela called Vidigal in Rio de Janeiro managed to escape 

the confines of clientelistic service provision in the 1970s and 80s. A threat of eviction which 

their usual political patron was unable or unwilling to fight provided the impetus for this 

change. In response, community leaders in Vidigal joined with NGOs and church groups to 

combat the eviction threat, a move which “effectively eliminated the practice of clientelism 

in the favela.” From this point on, unlike in neighboring settlements in Rio, the leaders in 

Vidigal presented their demands not to local politicians in the settlement but to more senior 

officials in city hall. Neighborhood leaders no longer made deals with candidates, and in fact 

refused to endorse candidates at all. They even made a concerted effort to convince the 

residents that public services were their right, and that public works programs organized by 

political candidates did not obligate residents to vote for them. While the community leaders 

still allowed politicians to organize public works projects in the settlement, candidates were 
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prohibited from campaigning directly on the basis of those projects. Instead, they were 

invited to present their broader policy positions and platforms to the residents.  

Gay is cautious in his appraisal of this apparent success, partly because the residents of Vidigal 

did apparently continue to reward parties electorally that had initiated public works in the 

favela. Gay labels this behavior as ‘semi-clientelism’. He observes that even if the public works 

influenced voting, residents did not vote for candidates as part of a quid pro quo deal or under 

any coercion or pressure, but independently in response to parties whose actions had 

benefited them.  

• The role of local elite reformers during a broader political transition (Mexico)

Herrera (2017) describes relatively successful reforms that changed water provision from 

clientelistic to programmatic systems in several cities in Mexico. These reforms occurred in 

the 1980s and 1990s, as part of a broader move towards market-oriented and democratic 

reforms that were initiated in cities where an opposition party had come into power in the 

local government, displacing the more autocratic party that had held power across the 

country for decades.  

In the city of Leon (population 1.4 million), the local business community became actively 

involved in the water and sanitation sector following a severe water shortage. This prompted 

reform in the water sector, which resulted in the city’s water utility becoming effectively 

independent of political interference. The reform of the utility focused on charging user fees 

that, at times, appeared to favor the business interests which were represented on the board, 
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which led to protests from poor communities. Still, service delivery improved citywide, and 

became less clientelistic in nature. Similarly, in Irapuato (population around half a million), 

the same newly incumbent reform party moved the water utility towards cost recovery as a 

means of breaking clientelistic ties between the former incumbents and residents, which had 

involved low negotiated rates between the utility and community leaders in informal 

settlements. In both Leon and Irapuato, elite groups participated broadly in water reforms.  

Two other Mexican cities – Naucalpan and Celaya – were similarly successful in pursuing 

water utility reforms, but unlike the previous pair of cities, did so through much narrower 

coalitions of reformers. Mayors rather than broader groups of elites led reforms in both cities, 

but as in Leon and Irapuato, they geared the changes towards collection of user fees, which 

led to protests that eventually subsided, leaving less politicized service provision.  

Herrera describes four other Mexican cities whose experiences differ from the four above. In 

Toluca, Xalapa, Neza, and Veracruz, the newly incumbent parties preferred to retain or even 

expand the old clientelistic networks of water provision inherited from the former 

incumbents. Herrera uses these eight cities to argue that the presence of a strong middle-class 

political base as well as water-intensive industries were key factors in initiating and sustaining 

programmatic reform of water provision. 

While Herrera emphasizes the role of elite reformers in weakening clientelism, Shefner 

(2006), also studying clientelism in Mexico, explores the community-based ‘anticlientelist’ 

activism of an NGO called UCI (Union of Independent Settlers). In collaboration with Jesuit 
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organizations and other NGOs, UCI fought for better service provision in informal 

settlements in Guadalajara. Notably, Shefner observes that UCI lost its momentum once it 

became formally involved in electoral politics. 

• National land titling programs to weaken the power of local incumbent parties (Mexico) 

While explanations of the decline of clientelism tend to focus on institutional reform and 

political shifts, a recent study (Larreguy et al., 2018) shows how a specific programmatic 

policy may also weaken clientelism in informal settlements even in the absence of broader 

change. The study explores the case of Mexico, where a large-scale, long-term national 

government program known as the Committee for the Regularization of Land Ownership 

(Comité para la Regularización de la Tenencia de la Tierra, CORETT) program has provided land 

titles to residents of informal settlements on communal land in urban areas in Mexico 

beginning in the 1970s. Many of these settlements were originally formed with 

encouragement from politicians, who would then condition the community’s ability to 

remain on the land on its demonstration of political support. Incumbent parties at the 

municipal level benefited from their ability to manipulate these voters, giving them an 

incumbency advantage.  

The study demonstrates a correlation between the receipt of titles from the federal CORETT 

program and reduced vote share for municipal incumbents in future elections, suggesting that 

the federal titling program helped to weaken the clientelistic advantage of municipal 

incumbency. This was a successful strategy for the federally incumbent party, as even though 

the titling program cost it too some ability to engage in clientelistic politics where it was in 
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power locally, voters rewarded the party in national elections. (See Chapter 7 for a discussion 

of the implications of this for Ghana, which recently considered a shift from presidential 

appointment of mayors to local election of mayors.) 

• Broad political reform and fiscal crisis (Bogota, Colombia) 

Bogota, a city in which informal settlements occupy nearly 40 percent of the land area, also 

experienced a shift away from rampant clientelism in the 1990s. According to Pasotti (2010), 

the introduction of direct mayoral elections in 1986 set the conditions for reform, as they 

replaced the previous, highly centralized system in which the national Parliament controlled 

the nomination of mayors. When a new constitution which favored independent electoral 

candidates without party affiliations came into effect in 1991, identification with established 

parties among the electorate declined rapidly. This led to the collapse of the clientelistic 

political machine in Bogota. Campaigns now sought to mobilize public opinion instead of 

buying votes. Bogota also faced a fiscal crisis in the early 1990s, which led to several reforms 

that consolidated and strengthened the authority of mayors, and also prompted them to move 

away from clientelistic politics. 

• The legacy of a technocratic dictatorship (Santiago, Chile) 

Holland (2017) describes the transition from politically supported squatting to public housing 

provision in Santiago, Chile. The early 1970s saw a spike in the formation of informal 

settlements, with 400,000 people participating in land invasions, often in relatively central 

and visible locations in the city. According to Holland, the refusal of the socialist government 

of the time to suppress these invasions added to the sense of social chaos which culminated in 
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the military takeover in 1974. The military dictatorship suppressed new land invasions and 

initiated a formal housing subsidy program through a technocratic housing ministry. When 

Chile re-democratized starting in 1990, the democratic government took advantage of the 

existence of this technically competent housing ministry and used it to establish a housing 

program of its own, as a means of demonstrating that democracy could deliver public goods 

to the poor. In order to prevent squatting from re-emerging as a housing option for the poor, 

which would undermine the housing program, the new democratic continued to suppress 

squatting. 

• A move towards right-wing politics (Istanbul, Turkey)

Holland also discusses the example of Istanbul, which also had a history of clientelistic support 

for informal settlements prior to 2002, when the conservative Justice and Development Party 

(AKP) came to power and began to dominate Turkish politics. It took advantage of Turkey’s 

declining poverty rate, which meant that the median voter was no longer poor, and the fact 

that its political base was the majority Sunni population, which no longer formed the majority 

of urban migrants. The government was able to associate informality with Kurds, Roma, and 

other ethnic minorities. The ruling party’s political fortunes did not rely on clientelistic ties 

to the urban poor, and the government proceeded to demolish some informal settlements. 

(However, clientelism in informal settlements did not completely disappear, as research 

conducted in 2015 documents active clientelistic ties between the AKP and settlements that 

are, or at least were when they first formed, informal (Yıldırım, 2020).)  
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• Grassroots community organizations (multiple countries)

In several countries, grassroots organizations have attempted to move communities away 

from clientelism. Mitlin (2014) and Satterthwaite and Mitlin (2013) analyze ways in which 

grassroots NGOs active among the urban poor in Asia and Africa have been partially 

successful in subtly shifting the balance of power away from clientelism. These organizations 

include Karachi’s Orangi Pilot Project (OPP), with its focus on building neighborhood-level 

sanitation using community savings and labor; Mumbai’s Society for the Promotion of Area 

Resource Centres (SPARC), which later formed alliances with the National Slum Dwellers’ 

Federation (NSDF) and Shack/Slum Dwellers International (SDI), and formed a women’s 

saving group called Mahila Milan; and the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights (ACHR), which 

has been involved in urban upgrading in informal settlements across the Asian continent. 

These three self-help organizations, all originally formed in the 1980s, have slightly different 

focuses and modes of operation, but share common features. They all tend to rely primarily 

on community savings to build neighborhood-level infrastructure. Also, the leaders of each 

of these organizations and the members of their savings groups are overwhelmingly women, 

many of whom have never been involved in civic or community activities before.  

Importantly for this discussion, activists in these organizations tend to be highly critical of 

clientelistic provision of services, understanding them to be insufficient, unreliable, unequal, 

and divisive (Mitlin, 2014). They are determined not to “deliver the poor as a vote bank to 

any political party or candidate” (Appadurai, 2001, p. 29). Still, these organizations typically 

avoid contesting existing power structures through protest and confrontation. Instead, they 
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engage constructively with whomever is in power and aim to empower themselves and loosen 

the hold of political patrons through more subtle strategies. Mitlin highlights three approaches 

which “encapsulate the essence of the strategy to address clientelism” (Mitlin, 2014, p. 21). 

The first is the prevalence of women-led, alternate forms of organization such as savings 

groups, which the political elite do not see as threats, but which are highly accountable to 

residents. Second, community-led mapping and surveying provides these organizations with 

information that is useful not only to themselves but to government officials. Third, these 

organizations form city-wide networks of poor communities and other partners, which helps 

share information and practices, and strengthens the collective power of communities to 

bargain for rights.  

These organizations do not claim to be self-sufficient, and they recognize the need for 

government support in scaling up. However, rather than angling for patronage, they prefer 

to start with ‘precedent-setting’ projects that demonstrate the kinds of interventions they 

consider necessary (Mitlin, 2014). Patel et al demonstrate this proactive approach in their 

account of Mahila Milan’s activities in Mumbai, India. They recount how community women 

developed housing prototypes themselves, and then invited senior government officials at the 

ward, city, and state level to view and consider implementing them (S. Patel et al., 2016).  

The extent to which grassroots organizations like these can eliminate clientelism altogether 

is debatable. Datta (2012, pp. 96–97) suggests that the work of Mahila Milan and another 

NGO in an informal settlement in Delhi, India, did in fact help to “connect working-class 

women to civil society organizations and subsequently move away from informal structures 



56 

of patronage, privilege, and customary authority.” However, as noted earlier, other authors 

(Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; Burgwal, 1995) do not find that mobilization among the poor 

necessarily helps transition away from clientelism, even if it helps the poor bargain more 

effectively for clientelistic benefits. A common theme across Mitlin’s work (Mitlin, 2008, 

2018; Mitlin & Mogaladi, 2013) is that grassroots organizations tend to move 

opportunistically between various strategies, including openly contentious politics, 

collaboration with state actors, and subversion of state regulations, which suggests that they 

may not necessarily eschew clientelistic opportunities altogether. As Satterthwaite and Mitlin 

observe, “It is clearly not possible for a bottom-up process alone to either overcome 

clientelism or to provide the finance for universal solutions to be implemented” (p. 197). 

Discussion: a role for planners?  

While each of the transitions away from clientelism discussed above took place in a specific 

political and institutional context, it is possible to identify some recurring features. Crises 

appear to have acted as inflection points in the movement towards change in Rio de Janeiro, 

Leon (Mexico), and Bogota. In Mexico, Colombia, Chile, Turkey, and Italy, the move away 

from clientelism is impossible to separate from broader political transitions at the national 

level, which had impacts far beyond informal settlements. The Chilean case involves a 

military coup, while the Turkish case involves demonization of informal settlers, neither of 

which is likely to be in the best interests of the poor. Beyond being opportunistic in 

capitalizing on broader conditions that support urban planning, lessons for planners are hard 

to discern from any of these examples. 
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It is easier to imagine urban planning playing a role in supporting the grassroots organizations 

and NGOs discussed above, including both the neighborhood organizations associated with 

individual informal settlements and national and transnational networks like OPP, SDI, and 

ACHR. Álvarez-Rivadulla (2017, pp. 64–65) notes that when land invasions are organized 

and planned in advance, squatter organizations often “imitate” formal urban planning by 

subdividing the land into streets and parcels and reserving land for public spaces and 

community facilities, with the expectation that the settlement may eventually be integrated 

into the formal city. Urban upgrading by ACHR or provision of neighborhood-level sanitation 

by OPP involves organizing the provision of long-term public goods through community 

participation, which aligns with the broad definition of planning discussed above. To the 

extent that these organizations do help move away from clientelism, the fact that they 

perform planning-like functions indicates a potential role for professional planners in 

facilitating a transition from clientelism.  

The idea that professionally trained urban planners might offer their expertise directly to 

individual urban communities rather than city governments has a long history (Davidoff, 

1965), but in the context of informal settlements, the relationship between professionals and 

communities is often challenging. Mitlin (2013) discusses some of the challenges with regard 

to the “co-production” of solutions between professionals and communities. Professionals are 

often expected to arrive with solutions prepared, despite a lack of sufficient local knowledge. 

They are expected to act as intermediaries between communities and the state, a role they 

may not be equipped to play. Academic researchers and consultants often have their own 
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agendas, such as the preparation of research papers or reports, which differ from those of 

communities. 

Community-based organizations like SDI are open to professional help, but they are often 

careful to ensure that they are not dominated by outside professionals (Mitlin, 2008). SDI 

uses various strategies to manage the relationship between communities and professionals, 

including getting involved in the training and recruitment of professionals and maintaining 

clear boundaries between professionals and communities so that communities can maintain 

control over projects (Mitlin, 2013). 

Conclusion 

Planners need to develop an understanding of clientelism and its role in the provision of urban 

land and services, and of why both the politically powerful patrons and the residents of the 

informal settlements themselves may resist change to formal service delivery or land use 

planning. While clientelism provides the poor with some access to the state, it also prevents 

them from participating fully in democracy and hinders the long-term provision of public 

goods. National governments and international organizations can use these insights to refine 

their support to cities, beyond simply providing technical capacity building or budgetary 

support for politically ‘naïve’ urban planning and management.  

Gaps remain in the understanding of the relationships between planning and clientelism. 

First, while instances are known in which clientelism has declined in favor of a more formal, 

programmatic system of land and service provision, lessons for planning are not obvious. 
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Some of these cases reveal the need for more research into the role of planners. Even beyond 

these specific instances, it is likely that some planning initiatives or approaches around the 

world have been more effective than others in understanding and operating within 

clientelistic environments, even if they have not brought about such transitions. How do 

planners respond to clientelism? How successful are these responses? These underexplored 

questions suggest avenues for future research. Later chapters in this study begin to address 

these questions through a case study of the relationships between planning, informality, and 

clientelism in urban Ghana. While this global overview has treated planning and clientelism 

in the abstract for the sake of conceptual clarity, the case study will place them in a specific 

political, institutional, and cultural context, thus deepening and complicating the picture of 

how clientelism and planning interact.    

Second, while the discussion so far has taken for granted that clientelistic politics and informal 

settlements go hand-in-hand, in fact most of our knowledge of clientelism comes from 

research in specific cities or settlements, which means we have no evidence to confirm the 

intuition that there is a systematic relationship between these phenomena. This is largely 

because, until recently, lack of data has made it impossible to test the global relationship 

between clientelism and informal settlements. However, two recently released data sets now 

allow this relationship to be analyzed empirically at the global scale, and it is to this analysis 

that this study turns next.   
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Chapter 3: The Spatial Patterns of Politics - Measuring the Global 

Relationship between Clientelism and Informal Urban Growth 

Introduction 19 

Are clientelism and informal urban growth related? Anecdotal evidence from around the 

world indicates that they are. It suggests that political patrons provide land informally to the 

urban poor in exchange for their political support, that informal settlements whose residents 

are loyal to the ruling political party seem to escape demolition, and informal settlements 

appear to breed the kind of politician who thrives on clientelism. Previously, empirical testing 

of this relationship at a global scale was impossible due to a lack of data, but the release of 

new data that measure political behavior and urban growth now allows the identification, for 

the first time, of a statistical correlation between clientelism and patterns of informal urban 

growth, across a globally representative sample of 200 cities.  

The results of the analysis presented in this chapter indicate that cities in more clientelistic 

countries are more likely to experience urban growth in the form of informal settlements 

that appear to have been spatially laid out in advance of settlement (“informal subdivisions”). 

If a country were less clientelistic by one point on a 0-10 scale in 1990, the proportion of 

residential growth in the form of informal subdivisions between 1990 and 2015 in its cities 

 

19 A version of this chapter has been published as Deuskar C (2019) Informal urbanisation and clientelism: 
Measuring the global relationship. Urban Studies. DOI: 10.1177/0042098019878334. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098019878334
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would decrease by 16% of its previous value. The magnitude of this effect is equivalent to 

that of an increase in 1990 GDP per capita (PPP) of $2,700. Clientelism is not correlated 

with unplanned, ad-hoc informal growth or with overall informal growth. The chapter 

discusses plausible causal mechanisms which explain these findings.  

The main finding of this analysis, that clientelism may affect urban spatial form, reinforces 

the argument that planners must take clientelism seriously, and that for planners and 

policymakers to make positive contributions in informal settlements, they must adapt their 

planning approach to account for informal politics. The analysis also provides an example of 

how newly available data may be used to advance our understanding of the relationship 

between politics, urban space, and informality. 

Scholars across disciplines have long studied the relationships between political dynamics and 

urban growth, either through theoretical explorations (MacLeod, 2011; Molotch, 1976; 

Ortalo-Magné & Prat, 2014; Phelps & Wood, 2011), or through qualitative studies and 

narrative accounts (Barriga, 1995; Frisken, 2007, among others; Nada, 2014; Sridharan, 

2011). In recent years, scholars have devoted extensive attention to the role that clientelism 

in particular plays in poor urban settlements in low- and middle-income countries, as 

discussed in detail in Chapter 2. Some of these studies (e.g. Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; 

Benjamin, 2008; S. Fox, 2014) discuss the relationship between clientelism and the growth of 

informal settlements. These studies mostly explore causality in one direction, i.e. from 

clientelism to the growth of informal settlements. However, some studies (Álvarez-

Rivadulla, 2017; Auerbach, 2016; Burgwal, 1995) imply that the causality may also run in 
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the opposite direction, i.e. that the growth of informal settlements may create conditions 

suitable to clientelism. In a review of the political science literature on urban politics in the 

developing world, Post (2018) suggests that more research is needed in order to understand 

whether this is the case.  

The above suggests that scholars believe that political dynamics, including clientelism, are 

associated with informal settlements, including their growth. Yet, attempts to measure these 

relationships systematically have been rare, and specific to one or a small handful of countries. 

For example, Holland (2016) measures the progress of cases against illegal construction by 

squatters in Bogota, Colombia, and Lima, Peru, and Alves (2018) examines the impact of 

victories by the center-left party Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) in Brazilian municipalities 

on slum growth and upgrading.  

There have also been several attempts to model the growth of informal settlements through 

simulations, though a review of such models (D. Roy et al., 2014) found that most do not 

incorporate the role of politics. The only one to do so is Patel et al’s (2012) agent-based 

model, ‘Slumulation’, which incorporates the impact of politicians who aim to benefit 

electorally from a concentration of informal settlements. McGrath (2016) modifies the 

Slumulation model to incorporate electoral cycles, such that rents are lower and enforcement 

of laws in informal settlements is more lax during election periods. 

No study has yet attempted to identify a statistical correlation between clientelism and 

informal growth across a large cross-sectional sample of cities. This is partly because the kind 
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of consistent data on either clientelism or patterns of urban growth that would be necessary 

to conduct this analysis on a global scale have not existed until recently. This changed with 

the release of two new global data sets within the last few years, one on patterns of urban 

growth and the other on clientelism. The first is the 2016 version of the Atlas of Urban 

Expansion (Angel, Lamson-Hall, et al., 2016), which includes metrics on different categories 

of urban growth, as discernible from satellite imagery, in a globally representative sample of 

200 cities. The other is the eighth version of the Varieties of Democracy (‘V-Dem’) data set, 

released in 2018 (Coppedge et al., 2018). The V-Dem project, headquartered at the 

University of Gothenburg, Sweden, uses thousands of country experts to produce metrics on 

political practices in 201 countries from 1789 onwards, in what it describes as “one of the 

largest-ever social science data collection efforts.”20 The 2018 version includes for the first 

time a Clientelism Index among its variables. While others have produced comparative 

metrics of clientelism, notably the Democratic Accountability and Linkages Project or DALP 

(Kitschelt, 2013), V-Dem is more extensive in both geographic and temporal scope (DALP 

has data on 80 democracies, for 2008-09 and changes since a decade prior). This analysis uses 

the Atlas of Urban Expansion and V-Dem data to test the global relationship between clientelism 

and informal urban growth. 

20 https://www.v-dem.net/en/about/. Accessed 8 February 2019. 

https://www.v-dem.net/en/about/


64

Hypothesis 

This analysis makes use of a distinction that Angel et al make in the Atlas of Urban Expansion 

between two forms of informal growth. Atomistic settlements are those “with irregular layouts 

that were clearly not subdivided or laid out before residential construction took place. This 

category includes squatter settlements that grew incrementally without an overall plan, 

homes built on irregular parcels of land, or homes built on rural plots that were not regularly 

subdivided before their conversion to urban use” (Angel, Lamson-Hall, et al., 2016, p. 30).  

The other type of informal growth is informal land subdivisions (often referred to simply as 

informal subdivisions.)21 The Atlas of Urban Expansion defines informal subdivisions generically 

as residential areas that appear to have been subdivided for urban use, with structures that are 

“typically laid out along straight or almost-straight roads, with regular intersections and 

standardized widths” and blocks that are “regular or semi-regular in size and shape, when 

topography permits”, but are nonetheless “informal” as they “lack visible evidence of 

conformity to land subdivision regulations such as regular plot dimensions, paved roads, 

street lights, or sidewalks.” (A later section in this chapter discusses the limitations of 

identifying settlements as “informal” purely on the basis of visual characteristics.) 

21 As documented in a comprehensive literature review by Payne (1989), studies on every region of the 
world began to pay sustained attention in the 1970s and especially the 1980s to how the informal subdivision 
of land by various actors facilitates the creation of informal land and housing submarkets. Shlomo Angel, 
who led the team of researchers which produced the Atlas, was among the first to write about informal 
subdivisions, in a study of Bangkok ((Angel et al., 1983)). Publications in recent years have continued to 
investigate the process of informal subdivision of land in both the Global North and South ((Cunha, 2009; 
Hasan & Mohib, 2003; Mukhija & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2014; Navarro & Turnbull, 2010, among others)). 
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The other categories of residential land use in the Atlas are formal land subdivisions (or simply 

formal subdivisions) and housing projects. The first of these, formal subdivisions, “exhibit a higher 

level of regularity, a higher level of provision of infrastructure [fully paved roads, sidewalks, 

street lights], and better connections to existing roads.” The second, housing projects, “range 

from large apartment tower projects to suburban tract housing” and are characterized by 

homogeneity of design, suggesting that they were “built by a single developer using variations 

on the same plan.” Examples of the four categories of residential land use are depicted in 

Figure 8. 

This analysis hypothesizes that countries with more clientelistic politics tend to experience a 

larger share of residential urban growth in the form of informal subdivisions, i.e. pre-planned 

informal settlements, but that there is no positive or negative correlation between  clientelism 

and any of the other types of residential urban growth (atomistic settlements, formal 

subdivisions, or housing projects), for reasons discussed in the next section.  
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Figure 8: Four types of residential land use identified in the Atlas of Urban Expansion  
Atomistic settlements (top left), informal subdivisions (top right), formal subdivisions (bottom right), 

and housing projects (bottom left).  

Source: Angel et al (2016). 

 

Causal mechanisms 

Possible mechanisms linking clientelism to only informal subdivisions 

While this analysis does not attempt to test causality, in order to establish that the 

hypothesized correlation is theoretically plausible, the following section briefly outlines 

possible causal mechanisms linking clientelism to informal subdivisions. 
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Possible mechanism 1: Clientelism causes the growth of informal subdivisions through direct provision of 

land (clientelism → informal subdivisions). As mentioned in Chapter 2, political patrons may own 

or otherwise control land and distribute it to clients. For example, politicians and 

government officials own over half the land in Kibera, the large informal settlement in 

Nairobi, and these figures or their brokers informally subdivide and allocate plots of land to 

residents (Syagga et al., 2002, cited in Fox 2014). Even if political patrons do not own the 

land, they may collaborate with informal land brokers to organize the informal settlement of 

land, as in Karachi, Pakistan (Inskeep, 2011; A. H. Khan, 1992). The land may be settled 

gradually, but brokers may subdivide it informally in advance, resulting in the physical 

features associated with informal subdivisions.  

Possible mechanism 2: Clientelism encourages the growth and persistence of new informal subdivisions 

through post-settlement protection and regularization (clientelism → informal subdivisions). Even if 

political patrons are not involved in the initial occupation of the land, they may become 

involved in ‘regularizing’ the settlement after it has formed, by intervening to prevent 

demolitions (S. Fox, 2014; Gillespie, 2017) and organizing the provision of urban services 

such as water and electrical connections and neighborhood-level infrastructure like paved 

roads, sewerage, or public toilets, often through brokers (Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; 

Björkman, 2014a; Burgwal, 1995; De & Nag, 2016; de Wit & Berner, 2009; Gandy, 2006; 

Herrera, 2017; Inskeep, 2011; J. Perlman, 2010; Weinstein, 2014).  

This kind of post-settlement support may happen regardless of whether the built form of the 

settlement is as an informal subdivision or an atomistic development. However, evidence 



68

suggests that in clientelistic environments, leaders among the urban poor are likelier to 

organize “planned” land invasions, in which an entire community settles a site in concert. For 

example, Álvarez-Rivadulla (2017) demonstrates that in Montevideo, Uruguay, the 

formation of ad-hoc “accretion” informal settlements had always been common, but 

“planned” land invasions grew in number during a period of intense political competition, 

when political parties eagerly courted the votes of the urban poor. Burgwal (1995) provides 

evidence of the connection between clientelism and coordinated, pre-planned settlement 

with the example of a land invasion in Quito, Ecuador, whose leaders waited several months 

in order to carry out the land invasion during campaign season, when they would be less likely 

to be evicted as political candidates fought for their votes. In both examples, settlers appear 

to have taken the opportunity of a clientelistic atmosphere to execute larger, more organized 

land invasions. Pre-planned invasions like these are likelier to involve some level of site 

planning, which would make them take the form of informal subdivisions rather than 

atomistic settlements. Álvarez-Rivadulla notes that participants in these pre-planned 

invasions often subdivide land into streets and individual parcels in advance of settlement. 

Similarly, Hasan and Mohib (2003) observe that in Karachi, in contrast to “unorganized” land 

invasions, informal subdivisions of state land tend to be planned in a grid pattern. The fact 

that pre-planned invasions are more likely to occur in clientelistic environments and also 

more likely to be spatially laid out in advance suggests that, even when patrons are not 

involved in the initial settlement, planned informal subdivisions are more likely to arise in 

clientelistic environments. 
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Possible mechanism 3: Clientelism leads to the ‘informalization’ of subdivisions (clientelism → informal 

subdivisions). Given that the Atlas does not distinguish between settlements based on their legal 

status but only on their physical characteristics, some settlements classified as informal 

subdivisions may have been settled legally but still be poorly served by infrastructure. 

Clientelism may be a factor in this scenario if political patrons are able to prevent 

infrastructure from being formally provided or maintained, in order to act as gatekeepers 

such that access to infrastructure is contingent on political support. The example of the 

Shivajinagar-Bainganwadi settlement in Mumbai suggests that such a mechanism is plausible. 

Here, the local government laid out the settlement in a grid pattern and allocated land to 

households in the 1970s, but antipathy on the part of subsequent political leaders towards its 

residents caused it to deteriorate into what is now widely considered an “informal settlement” 

(Björkman, 2014b). 

Possible mechanism 4: Settlements with strong leadership and more coordination are likelier to be laid 

out in advance and also likelier to foster clientelism (neighborhood leadership → informal subdivisions; 

neighborhood leadership → clientelism). Some accounts of the growth of informal settlements 

(Álvarez-Rivadulla, 2017; Burgwal, 1995) suggest that informal settlements that have strong 

leadership and coordination from the outset are both likelier to be laid out in advance and 

better able to successfully engage in clientelistic bargaining with politicians. These 

communities often proactively seek out patrons, but even if they do not, patrons may be 

attracted to communities that appear able to provide unified political support. This means 

that even if there were no clientelism at the time of the emergence of the settlement, the 
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existence of a cohesive community under strong leadership could induce clientelism. Given 

that such a community is also likelier to have subdivided land in advance reinforces the 

hypothesis that informal subdivision and clientelism are likely to go together, even if 

clientelism does not directly cause these types of settlements to form.  

The argument here is not that clientelism is associated only with informal subdivisions and not 

with other types of residential urban growth. If this were the case, more clientelism would 

be correlated with a significantly smaller share of the other types of growth. Rather, the 

argument is that the other types of growth may or may not be associated with clientelism, 

and so would not necessarily form a larger or smaller share of residential growth in a 

clientelistic environment. An informal settlement that lacks a regular layout, i.e. an 

“atomistic” settlement, may indeed result from clientelism, or may foster clientelism after it 

forms. Similarly, clientelism may be involved in the provision of land or services to what the 

Atlas describes as “formal subdivisions” (Agyemang & Morrison, 2018), or in the allocation of 

public housing to beneficiaries (Levenson, 2017). However, atomistic informal settlements, 

formal subdivisions, and housing projects could also arise in the absence of clientelism, 

whereas the discussion above suggests that informal subdivisions are particularly likely to be 

linked with clientelism and may be unlikely to form in its absence. For this reason, the 

hypothesis posits a correlation between clientelism and the share of informal subdivisions, 

but not between clientelism and the share of the other types of growth. 
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Other causal mechanisms linking clientelism to all informal growth 

The following mechanisms would also result in a correlation between clientelism and 

informal growth, but are not consistent with the hypothesis above, as they would result in a 

correlation either between clientelism and all urban growth, i.e. informal subdivisions and 

atomistic settlements, or between clientelism and atomistic settlements specifically. In some 

cases, this correlation would also disappear if GDP is included as a control variable.  

Low state capacity may independently cause clientelism and informal growth (low state capacity → 

clientelism; low state capacity → informal growth). A correlation between clientelism and overall 

informal growth (atomistic settlements and informal subdivisions) may result from omitted 

variable bias, in which the omitted variable is low state capacity. In a version of events in 

which this is the only reason for the correlation between clientelism and informal growth, a 

weak state fails to provide land and services to the poor, resulting in informal growth, and 

also fails to deliver on programmatic policies at the national level, leading to the prevalence 

of clientelism.22 This could result in a correlation between clientelism and informality 

without any direct causal relationship in either direction. However, this would not be 

consistent with the hypothesis, as in this case there would be a correlation either between 

clientelism and all informal growth, i.e. atomistic settlements and informal subdivisions, if 

informal settlers could and sometimes would subdivide their land even in the absence of 

22 For a discussion of the relationship between state capacity and clientelism, see Bustikova and Corduneanu-
Huci (2017). 
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clientelism, or between clientelism and atomistic settlements specifically, if they could or 

would not. The hypothesized correlation, between clientelism and informal subdivisions 

alone, would not be consistent with a version of events in which this is the only causal 

mechanism. 

Clientelism may weaken state capacity, which in turn causes informal growth (clientelism → low state 

capacity → informal growth). In this version of events, the causal relationship between 

clientelism and state capacity runs in the opposite direction, with clientelistic politics 

reducing the incentive or ability to build state capacity. Consequently, diminished state 

capacity to provide formal land and services results in the growth of informal settlements. If 

the only relationship between clientelism and informal settlements is via state capacity, as 

above clientelism would be correlated with the share of urban growth in the form of all 

informal settlements or with just atomistic settlements, not with just informal subdivisions.  

Low GDP may independently cause clientelism and informal growth (low GDP → clientelism; low GDP 

→ informal growth). As with state capacity, GDP may be correlated with both clientelism and

informal growth, and low GDP could independently cause both informal growth and 

clientelism, without any direct causal link between clientelism and informal growth. 

However, a version of events in which is the only causal link between clientelism and informal 

growth would not be in keeping with the hypothesis because again it would result in a 

correlation between clientelism and all informal growth, or just atomistic settlements, in the 

absence of GDP as a control variable, and this correlation would also not remain once the 

GDP variable is included.  
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Clientelism may cause low GDP which in turn causes informal growth (clientelism → low GDP → 

informal growth). The causal relationship between clientelism and GDP could run in the 

opposite direction, with clientelistic politics preventing conditions conducive to economic 

growth from arising, and low GDP in turn resulting in informal settlements. If the only 

relationship between clientelism and informal settlements is via GDP in this manner, 

clientelism would be correlated with all informal growth, or with just atomistic settlements, 

in the absence of GDP as a control variable, and this correlation would not remain once the 

GDP variable is included. 

Informal growth causes low GDP which in turn causes clientelism (informal growth → low GDP → 

clientelism). In this version of events, there is no clientelism in informal settlements 

themselves, but their existence lowers productivity in the economy as a whole, which creates 

conditions conducive to clientelism. As above, if the only relationship between clientelism 

and informal settlements is via GDP in this manner, clientelism would be correlated with all 

informal growth, or just atomistic settlements, in the absence of GDP as a control variable, 

and this correlation would not remain once the GDP variable is included. 

Study design 

The models in this study test whether the share of each of four types of residential growth 

experienced by a city between 1990 and 2015 is correlated with the level of clientelism in 

the country at the beginning of that period, controlling for the country’s initial GDP per 

capita, the city’s initial size and density, and other variables. The dependent variables in the 
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models are the shares of the four different categories of residential urban growth defined in 

the Atlas of Urban Expansion (Angel, Lamson-Hall, et al., 2016), which together add up to 

100%: informal subdivisions, atomistic development, formal subdivisions, and housing 

projects. For the purposes of this analysis, the former two categories are considered “informal 

growth” and the latter two are “formal growth.”  

Data 

Categories of residential urban growth. The Atlas of Urban Expansion presents a range of metrics on 

a globally-representative sample of 200 cities with populations of 100,000 people or more as 

of 2010.23 For each of these cities, the Atlas team digitized and analyzed a random sample of 

10-hectare “locales” within areas of each city that existed before 1990 and areas that grew

between 1990 and 2015, using high-resolution Bing and Google Earth imagery. They used 

this analysis to estimate, within both the pre-1990 areas and the 1990-2015 areas, the shares 

of each of the four residential categories.  

Clientelism. This study uses a measure of clientelistic politics at the country level, as an 

approximation of clientelism at the local level, from the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) 

Project (Coppedge et al., 2018; Sigman & Lindberg, 2017). The V-Dem team constructs the 

Clientelism Index (‘e_v2xnp_client’ in the V-Dem database) from indicators for vote-buying 

(‘v2elvotbuy’), particularistic vs. public goods (‘v2dlencmps’), and whether party linkages 

23 The Atlas data are available in the form of interactive charts and maps, as well as downloadable GIS and 
Excel files, at www.atlasofurbanexpansion.org.   

http://www.atlasofurbanexpansion.org/
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are programmatic or clientelistic (‘v2psprlnks’). The original e_v2xnp_client variable is on 

a 0 to 1 scale, but this study rescales it to a 0 to 10 scale to facilitate the interpretation of 

coefficients. Like in most V-Dem indicators, higher values mean ‘more democratic’, which 

in this case means less clientelistic. In other words, the more clientelistic a country’s politics, 

the closer its Clientelism Index will be to 0. It is calculated for each year. The models use the 

value of the Index at the beginning of the period under consideration (1990-2015). Figure 5 

and Figure 6 in Chapter 2 map the 1990 and 2015 values of the Clientelism Index 

respectively. 

Control variables. The control variables included in the models are listed below, along with 

reasons why they may be expected to determine the shares of the settlement categories. 

Unless otherwise indicated, they were taken from the Atlas of Urban Expansion, and are 1990 

values. 

• Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita, based on purchasing power parity (PPP) in

constant 2011 international dollars (World Development Indicators24): All else equal,

cities in wealthier countries may be expected to have a smaller share of informal growth

(informal subdivisions and atomistic settlements) and a larger share of formal growth

(formal subdivisions and housing projects).

• City population: As more populous cities tend to be more economically vibrant and have

24 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.KD. Accessed 23 September 2016. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.KD
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a higher demand for land, all else equal, larger cities may be expected to see a smaller 

share of informal subdivisions, which require larger areas of land at once; a larger share 

of atomistic settlements, which require less land and may house migrants attracted to 

large cities; a larger share of formal subdivisions, which may be more affordable to 

residents of larger cities; and a larger share of housing projects, in response to a high 

demand for housing.  

• City population density: Denser cities may be expected to have a smaller share of formal 

and informal subdivisions, as they require more land at once; and a larger share of 

atomistic settlements which require less land at once.  

• National annual population growth rate (World Development Indicators,25 average 1985-

1995): Countries with rapidly growing populations may be expected to experience more 

demand for residential land, which would lead to the same outcomes as high population 

density discussed above. 

• National urbanization level (share of population in “urban centers” per Global Human 

Settlements Data26): Countries that were more urbanized at the beginning of this period 

may be expected to have lower demand for new urban land, which, all else equal, may 

lead to a larger share of informal subdivisions and a smaller share of atomistic settlements. 

• Capital city: Residential growth in capital cities may be more politicized, and as a result 

 

25 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.GROW. Accessed 11 June 2019. 
26 This variable was obtained from a pre-release version of the Global Human Settlements data set shared by 
the European Commission team in 2016. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.GROW
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may experience a greater impact of clientelism than other cities in that country, which 

would lead to more informal subdivisions. 

• Cohesion Index: This is a metric approximately expressing how circular in shape a city is, 

used here as a proxy for the geographic constraints faced by the city as it grows. A more 

constrained city, e.g. a city in a valley, would have a smaller supply of land, and may have 

more atomistic settlements and less of the other types of growth.  

• Inclusion: This is the proportion of the 1990-2015 “growth” of the city that was in fact 

outlying development built prior to 1990, with which the city merged as it grew. These 

areas would have different characteristics than areas actually being settled during this 

period, though the exact differences are hard to predict.  

• USSR: Some models include a dummy variable indicating whether a country belonged to 

the USSR. Plotting the data shows that cities in former Soviet countries have a larger 

share of informal subdivisions in 1990-2015 growth than would otherwise be expected 

(see Figure 9). As the map of change in clientelism over this period (Figure 7 in Chapter 

2) showed, many former Soviet countries became more clientelistic during this period, 

suggesting that if a later Clientelism Index value replaced the 1990 value, these countries 

might in fact conform to the general trend.  

Table 1 summarizes these variables for the observations in the sample.  
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Table 1: Summary statistics 

Mean 
Std. 
Dev. 

Min.* Median** Max.* 

Dependent variables (categories of residential urban growth, by share, 1990-2015) 
City-level (no. of observations = 200): 

Informal subdivisions 29% 26% 
0% 

New York, 
USA 

24% 
Sao Paulo, 

Brazil 

98% 
Yanggu, 
China 

Atomistic development 31% 24% 
0% 

Berezniki, 
Russia 

26% 
Bicheng, 

China 

98% 
Vinh Long, 

Vietnam 

All informal development 
(informal subd. + atomistic) 

60% 29% 
4% 

Modesto, 
USA 

60% 
Cairo, 
Egypt 

100% 
Ibadan, 
Nigeria 

Formal subdivisions 28% 27% 
0% 

Tashkent, 
Uzbekistan 

19% 
Tianjin, 
China 

90% 
Modesto, 

USA 

Housing projects 12% 14% 
0% 

Manchester, 
UK 

6% 
Vienna, 
Austria 

72% 
Singapore, 
Singapore 

Independent variables 
City-level (no. of observations = 200): 

City population  
(millions, 1990) 

2.124 3.642 
0.006 

Palmas, 
Brazil 

0.698 
Caracas, 

Venezuela 

29.181 
Tokyo, 
Japan 

Population density  
(persons/ hectare, 1990) 

98 83 
5 

Palmas, 
Brazil 

72 
Tangshan, 

China 

444 
Hong Kong, 

China 

Cohesion Index 
(0-1 scale, 1990) 

0.79 0.11 
0.35 

Cabimas, 
Venezuela 

0.81 
Manchester, UK 

0.99 
Zunyi, 
China 

Inclusion growth 
(proportion, 1990-2015) 

0.26 0.13 
0.05 
Oyo, 

Nigeria 

0.24 
Alexandria, 

Egypt 

0.68 
Beira, 

Mozambique 

Country-level (no. of observations = 78, unless otherwise noted): 

Clientelism Index  
(0-10 scale, 1990) 

5.8 2.5 
1.1 

El Salvador 
6.0 

Turkey 
9.8 

Germany 

Clientelism Index (0-10 
scale, avg. 1985-1995) 

5.7 2.4 
1.2 

Thailand 
5.8 

Algeria 
9.8 

Germany 

GDP per capita  
(PPP, constant 2011 dollars 
in thousands, 1990) 
No. of obs. = 71 (7 missing) 

12.168 11.634 
0.375 

Mozambique 
8.084 

Belarus 
46.600 

Switzerland 
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National annual pop. growth 
rate (%, avg. 1985-1995) 

1.72 1.06 
-0.29 

Hungary 
1.86 

Mozambique 
4.37 

Yemen 

National urban population 
(share in urban centers, 
1990, according to Global 
Human Settlement data) 

0.43 0.16 
0.09 

Uganda 
0.43 

Ukraine 
0.99 

Singapore 

* When multiple cities/countries share minimum or maximum values, the table reports the 
largest city/ country among these. 

** For variables with even numbers of observations, city/country names reported under median 
values are the larger by population of the two middle values. 

 

The figures below depict the relationships between clientelism on the x-axis, GDP per capita 

(dot size), membership of the former USSR (dot color), and on the respective y-axes, the 

shares of informal subdivisions (Figure 9), atomistic settlements (Figure 10), all informal 

growth (informal subdivisions plus atomistic settlements; Figure 11), formal subdivisions 

(Figure 12), and housing projects (Figure 13). Figure 9 shows that less clientelistic countries 

(countries with a higher Clientelism Index value) have lower shares of informal subdivisions, 

as hypothesized. However, it is also evident that less clientelistic countries are also wealthier 

(the dots to the right are larger), which suggests the need to model the relationship between 

clientelism and informal subdivisions controlling for GDP per capita. The fact that cities in 

member states of the former Soviet Union have higher shares of informal subdivisions than 

expected, as discussed above, is also evident in Figure 9, as lighter colored dots do not 

conform to the general downward trend.  
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Figure 9: Clientelism and informal subdivisions 
 

Source: Author, using data from V-Dem, Atlas of Urban Expansion, and World Development 
Indicators 
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Figure 10: Clientelism and atomistic settlements 

Source: Author, using data from V-Dem, Atlas of Urban Expansion, and World Development 
Indicators 
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Figure 11: Clientelism and all informal growth (informal subdivisions + atomistic settlements) 
 

Source: Author, using data from V-Dem, Atlas of Urban Expansion, and World Development 
Indicators 
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Figure 12: Clientelism and formal subdivisions 

Source: Author, using data from V-Dem, Atlas of Urban Expansion, and World Development 
Indicators 
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Figure 13: Clientelism and housing projects 
 

Source: Author, using data from V-Dem, Atlas of Urban Expansion, and World Development 
Indicators 

 

Model specifications 

The models use ordinary least squares regression. The dependent variables in the models are 

the shares of each category of residential growth between 1990 and 2015. The independent 

variables are country-level variables, such as clientelism and GDP per capita, and city-level 
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variables including population size and density, as of 1990 or thereabouts.27  In generic terms, 

the models treat the log-transformed28 share of residential growth of a particular category (Y) 

as a function of country-level factors (X1) and city-level factors (X2) which might be expected 

to be correlated with Y: 

𝑌 = 𝑓(𝑋1, 𝑋2) 

In each model, the unit of observation is the city, with cities in the same country being 

assigned the same value for the country-level variables. To account for this for the purposes 

of significance testing, standard errors are clustered at the country level. Of the 200 cities in 

the Atlas data set, eight are dropped due to missing 1990 GDP data. 

Three types of sensitivity tests were conducted. The first involved adding control variables 

to each model incrementally to observe changes in the magnitude and significance of the 

coefficient of clientelism. Second, the models were rerun replacing the Clientelism Index 

value for 1990 with an average value for 1985-1995, to ensure that brief fluctuations in this 

metric do not distort the results. Lastly, the cities were randomly assigned to five groups of 

equal size, and the models were run five times with one group removed each time, to test 

the robustness of the trends to the exclusion of observations.  

 

27 The analysis was conducted in R (R Core Team, 2017), and used the ‘car’ (J. Fox & Weisberg, 2011), 
‘estimatr’ (Blair et al., 2018), ‘ggplot2’ (Wickham, 2016), and ‘stargazer’ (Hlavac, 2018) packages. 
28 For ease of interpretation and to avoid taking the undefined log of 0, the log-transformation used the 
function f(y)=log(100y+1), where y is the original variable. 
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Results 

The results broadly support the hypothesis that cities in more clientelistic countries have a 

significantly higher share of informal subdivisions, but do not have a significantly higher or 

lower share of the other types of growth, even when controlling for GDP per capita and other 

variables. 

Table 2 displays the results of two models for each of the types of growth, one with a limited 

number of controls and another with the full set of controls. Models 1 and 2 use the share of 

informal subdivisions as the dependent variable. Consistent with expectations, the models 

find a statistically significant negative relationship between the value of the Clientelism Index 

in 1990 and the (logged) share of informal subdivisions in residential growth during the 1990-

2015 period. Unsurprisingly, the models find GDP to be strongly negatively correlated to 

the share of informal subdivisions: the poorer the country, the higher the share of informal 

subdivisions.  

Model 1 explains 45% of the variation in the share of informal subdivisions. By taking the 

exponents of the coefficients in model 1, we find that if a country were one point less 

clientelistic on a 0-10 scale in 1990, the proportion of residential growth in the form of 

informal subdivisions between 1990 and 2015 in its cities would decrease by 16% of its 

previous value. For comparison, if GDP per capita in 1990 were higher by $1000 (PPP), the 

proportion of informal subdivisions would decrease by 6% of its previous value. The 
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magnitude of the effect on share of informal subdivisions of a 1-point change in clientelism is 

approximately equivalent to that of a $2,700 change in GDP per capita (PPP). 

Table 2: Results 

 

Model no. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

 Logged share of 1990-2015 growth of - 

Dependent variable  
Informal 

subdivisions 
Atomistic 

settlements 
Formal 

subdivisions 
Housing 
projects 

Clientelism Index 
(0-10 scale), 1990 

-0.171* -0.170** 0.030 0.037 0.012 0.001 0.056 0.044 

(0.083) (0.056) (0.049) (0.055) (0.074) (0.076) (0.124) (0.115) 

GDP per capita 
(thousands), 1990 

-0.063** -0.058*** -0.014* -0.018** 0.064*** 0.058*** -0.011 -0.016 

(0.022) (0.014) (0.007) (0.007) (0.011) (0.008) (0.029) (0.032) 

City population 
(millions), 1990 

-0.028 -0.031 0.017 0.012 0.042* 0.042 0.037 0.033 

(0.025) (0.024) (0.012) (0.012) (0.020) (0.024) (0.031) (0.031) 

City pop. density 
(p/ha), 1990 

-0.003 -0.003 0.003** 0.003** -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) 

National annual 
pop. growth rate 
(%), avg. 1985-
1995  

 0.149  -0.092  -0.138  -0.136 

 (0.162)  (0.122)  (0.164)  (0.290) 

National urban 
population  
(share of total), 
1990 

 0.486  -0.450  0.449  0.656 

 (1.018)  (0.705)  (0.809)  (1.279) 

Capital city (N=0, 
Y=1) 

 0.090  0.077  -0.137  -0.043 

 (0.202)  (0.149)  (0.257)  (0.299) 

Cohesion Index (0-
1 scale), 1990 

 0.322  -0.523  -0.355  -0.343 

 (0.889)  (0.427)  (0.502)  (0.770) 

Inclusion growth 
(proportion), 1990-
2015  

 -0.972  0.149  0.684  0.321 

 (0.958)  (0.876)  (1.004)  (1.075) 

Former USSR 
(N=0, Y=1) 

 2.080***  -1.090*  -1.097  -0.575 

 (0.392)  (0.519)  0.628  (0.483) 

Constant 
4.818*** 4.079** 2.757*** 3.565*** 1.858*** 2.262* 1.735*** 2.073 

(0.256) (1.292) (0.328) (0.634) (0.473) (0.974) (0.465) (1.509) 

R2 0.457 0.588 0.125 0.201 0.363 0.403 0.017 0.039 

Adjusted R2 0.445 0.562 0.106 0.156 0.349 0.370 -0.004 -0.014 

Number of observations in each model = 192 
Figures in parentheses are standard errors, clustered by country. 

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 
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In the expanded model with many more controls (model 2), these results are very similar. 

None of the other control variables, other than the one denoting membership of the former 

USSR, are significantly correlated with the share of informal subdivisions. Cities in former 

Soviet states have a share of informal subdivisions eight times higher than cities elsewhere, all 

else equal. 

None of the models using the other shares of residential growth as dependent variables 

(models 3-8) show the coefficient of clientelism to be significant. In other words, clientelism 

does not appear to be significantly associated either positively or negatively with any of the 

other kinds of urban residential growth, including atomistic settlements. This is consistent 

with the theoretical argument above, as these types of growth can occur in both clientelistic 

and non-clientelistic environments. Other models show that clientelism is also not 

statistically significantly correlated with the total share of informal growth, i.e. atomistic 

development plus informal subdivisions (see Appendix 3 for detailed results of these models).  

The models also indicate the relationships between the control variables and the shares of 

different types of growth. GDP is significantly negatively correlated with the share of 

atomistic settlements and total informal growth, and significantly positively correlated with 

the share of formal subdivisions, as expected, but is not correlated with the share of housing 

projects. City population size is not consistently significantly correlated with any of the types 

of growth. The coefficient of city population density is only significant in the models for 

atomistic settlement, where an additional 10 people per hectare corresponds to an increase 
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in the share of atomistic settlements of 3% of its previous value. Cities in former Soviet states 

had a significantly lower share of atomistic settlements, all else equal. 

The sensitivity tests suggest that the main results are robust to small changes in the models 

(see Appendix 3). For the informal subdivision models, the coefficient of clientelism is much 

larger (-0.357) when clientelism is the only independent variable, but once GDP is included 

as a control, the clientelism coefficient remains relatively stable, between -0.154 and -0.173 

regardless of the addition of other controls, and is consistently significant. When the 

Clientelism Index value for 1990 is replaced with a 1985-1995 average, the coefficients for 

clientelism in models 1 and 2 change from -0.171 and -0.170 to -0.184 and -0.161 

respectively but are still significant in both cases. When the full model with all controls 

(corresponding to model 2) is run with samples arbitrarily reduced by 20% each time as 

explained above, the coefficient of clientelism is slightly less stable, varying from -0.146 to -

0.194, but is still consistently significant. This range of values suggests that if a country were 

one point less clientelistic on a 0-10 scale in (or around) 1990, the proportion of residential 

growth in the form of informal subdivisions between 1990 and 2015 in its cities would 

decrease by between 13.6% and 17.6% of its previous value.29  

29 There is moderate collinearity in the models. Most notably, there is a correlation of +0.60 between GDP 
and the Clientelism Index. A full correlation table is provided in Appendix 3. 
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Discussion 

The results of the statistical analysis are generally consistent with the expectations established 

above. The evidence suggests that more clientelism is associated with a greater share of 

residential growth occurring in the form of informal subdivisions, but does not suggest that 

clientelism is associated with any other type of growth. As discussed earlier, these results do 

not reveal anything about causality. The mechanism behind the observed relationship may be 

any of the four possible mechanisms discussed above, or some combination of these or others. 

Most likely, different mechanisms or combinations of mechanisms may be relevant in 

different cities. However, as the results do not show a correlation between clientelism and 

either atomistic settlements or the total share of informal growth, they do not support the 

other mechanisms discussed, in which clientelism and informal growth are only indirectly 

linked via low state capacity or low GDP. 

The fact that clientelism is significantly correlated with more informal subdivisions but not 

less of any of the other three categories that add up to 100% of residential growth suggests 

that the increase in informal subdivisions does not occur at the expense of any one other 

category in particular. In other words, it is not clear that the additional informal subdivisions 

that are associated with clientelism would have taken the form of a specific one of the other 

types of growth in a less clientelistic environment.  

As stated above, the main models suggest that if a country were one point less clientelistic on 

a 0-10 scale in 1990, the proportion of residential growth in the form of informal subdivisions 
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between 1990 and 2015 in its cities would decrease by approximately 16% of its previous 

value. The example of Lahore, Pakistan, serves as a useful illustration, as model 1 predicts 

the share of informal subdivisions for Lahore more accurately than for any other city (the 

model predicts 31.36%, very close to the observed share of 31.38%). Figure 14 depicts the 

shares of informal subdivisions in 1990-2015 residential growth in Lahore that model 1 

predicts for every value of the Clientelism Index for 1990. Pakistan’s Clientelism Index in 

1990 was 2.6 on a scale of 0 to 10. If it were one point worse in terms of clientelism, at 1.6 

(between Nigeria and Nepal), holding all other variables constant, the predicted share of 

informal subdivisions would change from 31% to around 37%. This is equivalent to the effect 

of reducing Pakistan’s 1990 GDP per capita from $3,057 to around $360, close to that of the 

poorest country in the sample (Mozambique). If it were one point better in terms of 

clientelism in 1990, at 3.6 (between Egypt and the Philippines), the share of informal 

subdivisions would reduce from 31% to 26%. This is equivalent to the effect of increasing 

Pakistan’s 1990 GDP from $3,057 to around $5,760, close to that of Tunisia.   
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Figure 14: Observed share of informal subdivisions in 1990-2015 growth and shares predicted at every 
level of clientelism (Lahore, Pakistan) 

Source: Author’s calculations 

Figure 15 and Figure 16  provide the equivalent graphs for two other cities, Accra (Ghana) 

and Vienna (Austria), are in as further examples. Ghana is the subject of the case study 

presented in later chapters, and Vienna had a similar population size in 1990 as Accra but was 

in a much wealthier country (Ghana’s 1990 GDP per capita in PPP terms was $1,919, while 

Austria’s was $31,113). Accra’s observed share of informal subdivisions is higher than the 

model predicts, while the model correctly predicts a share for Vienna as close to zero. The 

two graphs together demonstrate how the share of informal subdivisions is much more 

sensitive to changes in clientelism in poorer countries. 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

S
ha

re
 o

f 
in

fo
rm

a
l 
su

b
d

iv
is

io
ns

 i
n 

re
si

d
e
nt

ia
l 
ur

b
a

n 
g

ro
w

th
  
(1

9
9

0
-

2
0

1
5

)

Clientelism Index (1990)

Predicted share Observed share



93 

 

Figure 15: Observed share of informal subdivisions in 1990-2015 growth and shares predicted at every 
level of clientelism (Accra, Ghana) 
Source: Author’s calculations 

 

 

Figure 16: Observed share of informal subdivisions in 1990-2015 growth and shares predicted at every 
level of clientelism (Vienna, Austria) 

Source: Author’s calculations 
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Limitations and precautions 

Identification of informal settlements based on standardized, purely visual characteristics. While this 

study borrows the term ‘informal subdivisions’ from the data source, it does so with full 

acknowledgment that informality is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, one which 

varies widely between contexts. Many scholars would argue that informality is not simply a 

physical fact that can be recognized from satellite imagery, but rather a designation resulting 

from the perceptions and prejudices of authorities (Ghertner, 2015; A. Roy, 2012; Yiftachel, 

2009). Settlements perceived as “informal” may or may not be illegal in their origins 

(Björkman, 2014b), and properties that are considered “formal” may violate as many 

regulations as those that appear “informal” (A. Roy, 2012). McFarlane and Waibel (2012) 

explain that informality is not simply a spatial category (the “slum”), but also an organizational 

form, characterized by spontaneity and tacit knowledge rather than explicit rules; a 

governmental tool which enables certain modes of intervention; and a “negotiability of value” 

shaped through shifting social relations. Satellite imagery alone reveals little about the 

political circumstances or intentions surrounding the growth of a settlement. Recent 

scholarship also argues against what it sees as a reductive and constrictive “formal-informal” 

duality, which implicitly “others” the informal (Acuto et al., 2019). By using “informal 

subdivisions” as a globally consistent category, as discerned from satellite imagery, this 

analysis risks further reinforcing this formal-informal duality, flattening the cross-context 

variation in modes of informality, and associating informality primarily with visual 

characteristics of the built environment. If so, it does this in service of the larger goal of 
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showing how these seemingly superficial characteristics are in fact linked to informal behavior 

on the part of powerful actors in the supposedly “formal” political system, and that despite 

local variations, there is some global regularity in the link between these phenomena. 

Subjectivity in input data. Both of the key data sets used in the statistical analysis, namely the 

classification of types of spatial expansion using satellite imagery from the Atlas of Urban 

Expansion and the classification of national political environments from the V-Dem data set, 

rely on subjective assessments. While both projects go to considerable lengths to harmonize 

the classifications from different evaluators, there is still room for variation in perceptions. 

Use of national-level data at the city level. In the absence of city-level data for clientelism and 

GDP, national-level data have to be used uniformly across all cities in a country, even though 

the levels of clientelism and wealth may vary between cities in a country. This is particularly 

problematic for the largest countries, which are the most represented in the Atlas sample of 

200 cities: China (34 cities), India (17 cities), and the United States (14 cities). The statistical 

technique of clustering standard errors only addresses the impact that this has on statistical 

significance in the models and does not address the underlying accuracy concern. 

Long time-period in Atlas data. For each city, classification of residential land use is available in 

the Atlas data for just two unbroken periods of growth: pre-1990 and 1990-2015. The latter 

period, the one relevant to this study, covers a quarter-century in which the income levels of 

many countries increased dramatically, and in which political environments are likely to have 
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gone through multiple phases. The effects of these changes on urban growth cannot be 

measured with these data.  

Inability to infer causality. While this analysis observes a correlation between clientelism and 

the growth of informal subdivisions, it does not attempt to establish causality. While the 

models use values of clientelism for 1990 and urban growth for a subsequent period (1990-

2015), this should not be taken to mean that clientelism necessarily ‘caused’ this growth, 

since hypothetically settlements in the pre-1990 areas of the city, which may be similar to 

post-1990 areas, may have led to the observed clientelism. In theory, regression models could 

use clientelism as the dependent variable and the types of growth as independent variables. 

However, the data currently available do not lend themselves to testing this direction of 

causality, because clientelism is only available at the national level and not the city level. It 

would be a stretch to claim that the presence of informal subdivisions in certain cities could 

determine the overall level of clientelism across an entire country.    

Conclusions 

While clientelism in informal settlements has been observed across regions of the world in 

individual studies, this study is the first to measure this relationship empirically across a large, 

globally representative sample of cities. Using new data, it finds evidence for a theoretically 

plausible relationship between clientelism and informal subdivisions, i.e. informal 

settlements that show evidence of prior organization.  
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This study only uses a fraction of the indicators that are now publicly available through the 

Atlas of Urban Expansion and V-Dem, as well as others such as the Global Human Settlements 

Urban Centre Database (Florczyk et al., 2019). Future research can build on this study and 

use these data to explore many other such relationships, complementing the already advanced 

qualitative literature through quantitative studies that are only now becoming possible.  

These specific findings have a broader significance for our understanding of the relationship 

between politics, urban space, and informality. The analysis here supports the notion that 

informality is not associated only with poverty or a lack of planning and enforcement, but 

also with politics, and that powerful state actors are as implicated in the creation and 

perpetuation of informality as the urban poor.  

The main finding of this analysis, that clientelism may affect something as fundamental to the 

core concerns of urban planning as the layout of a city’s streets and parcels of land as it grows, 

reinforces the argument made previously, that planners must take clientelism seriously. It 

emphasizes the notion that for planners and policymakers to make positive contributions in 

informal settlements, they must understand the informal political dynamics that tend to 

accompany them and adapt their planning approach to account for them. For example, while 

clientelism may interfere with the ability to implement formal spatial plans, some degree of 

informal planning already appears to take place in clientelistic environments. This suggests 

that professionally trained planners might find it effective in certain cases to provide their 

expertise directly to informal settlers, or perhaps even to political patrons and their brokers. 

Planners may find it beneficial to become involved at the stage of initial formation of informal 
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subdivisions because their specific spatial pattern, that of straight, gridded streets and 

regularly sized parcels, could be conducive to upgrading of infrastructure in the future. 

Chapter 7 develops a version of this recommendation in the context of Ghana.  

Abstract analysis at this global scale using standardized data is useful to establish broad 

regularities, but nonetheless leaves several questions unanswered. How do clientelism and 

informal growth interact ‘on the ground’ in a complex urban environment? How do the 

various other forces specific to a particular context affect this relationship? Where does 

professional planning fit into the picture? These questions are best explored by focusing on a 

specific case study, which the next chapters do. 
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Chapter 4: Urban Informality and Planning Failure in Ghana 

Planning has failed to exert effective influence on the growth of human settlements 

in Ghana […] The district assemblies undertake little forward planning and the 

few plans that are prepared are rarely implemented. 

- Yeboah and Obeng-Odoom (2010, pp. 78, 80)  

 

Unfortunately, the answer to the question of how spatial planning responds to the 

rapid urbanisation, increased land use competition, and national and 

international demand for sustainable development is, ‘not very good’. [sic] 

- Fuseini and Kemp (2015, p. 318) 

 

[U]rban planning has failed to create liveable and functional cities in Ghana. 

- Cobbinah and Darkwah (2017, p. 1229)   

 

Introduction 

An investigation into the interactions between clientelism, informality, and urban planning 

needs to be situated within a specific political, institutional, and cultural context, and 

therefore lends itself to a case study approach. Ideal countries in which to explore these issues 

are low- or lower-middle-income countries (as these are likelier to have informal 

settlements), which have cities in the Atlas of Urban Expansion’s sample of 200 cities used in 
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the preceding analysis, and which are not governed by authoritarian regimes (The Economist 

Intelligence Unit, 2019). For the purposes of this study, the country also needed to be one in 

which English is a language of government (Central Intelligence Agency, 2020), to facilitate 

interviews with government officials and reference to government documents. Among the 

ten countries which meet these criteria,30 Ghana is the only one which has one of the two 

median values (i.e. ranked fifth or sixth of ten) for both GDP per capita and the Clientelism 

Index, suggesting that it is reasonably representative of the group in relevant economic and 

political terms.  

Ghana is among the more economically advanced and politically stable countries in Sub-

Saharan Africa. It is a middle-income country with one of the most rapidly growing 

economies in the world. It has had peaceful, democratic transitions of political power for a 

quarter century, and is relatively free of violent crime, terrorism, and sustained armed 

conflict. For these reasons, Ghana might seem to have the ideal economic and political 

conditions for urban planning to serve its growing urban population, which now constitutes 

half the national population.  

 

30 Ghana, India, Kenya, Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia. 
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Instead, practically all academic, governmental, nongovernmental, or news publications 

describe planning in Ghana as ineffective.31 The experts interviewed for this case study 

concur, emphatically arguing that planning in Ghana has failed,32 that plans are not 

implemented,33 and that it is impossible for planners to “do any real planning.”34  

The extent to which urban growth in Ghana occurs informally, without regard to plans and 

regulations lends credence to this narrative of planning failure. Between 65 and 80% of 

construction across income categories in Greater Accra, the largest urban area in the country, 

did not comply with building permit regulations (Arku et al., 2016). In the country’s second 

largest city, Kumasi, almost all new construction starts without a building permit, and only 

a small fraction of buildings successfully obtains permits at any stage (Owusu-Ansah & 

Braimah, 2013). Given that development control through land use and building permits is 

the means by which spatial plans are implemented, the fact that such permits are ignored 

supports the notion that planning has failed. Poor urban infrastructure and service provision 

is additional evidence of the weak state of planning. For example, in Accra, only half the 

population has access to an improved toilet facility (Ghana Statistical Service, 2014; World 

Bank, 2017b), and unreliable water supply requires three-quarters of the city’s population to 

31 The one partial exception is Larbi, who concluded his 1996 assessment of planning in Accra by saying that, 
while it may be tempting to describe spatial planning in the city as a complete failure, some planned 
industrial and residential estates, mostly on state-controlled land, were well-planned and developed. Still, he 
noted that there had been “gross disregard of planning” on customary land, which made up 87% of land in 
the city(1996) 
32 Amoako, C. 2019, personal communication, 9 July 
33 Owusu-Donkor, P. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
34 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
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purchase drinking water from private providers (Gaisie et al., 2019). Most drainage 

infrastructure is uncovered and frequently clogged (World Bank, 2010), resulting in frequent 

and often fatal floods. 

Why has planning in Ghana failed? Building on the arguments and findings from previous 

chapters, this case study demonstrates that the primary constraints to planning in Ghana are 

political in nature. Having established a general relationship between clientelism and informal 

urbanization both theoretically and empirically in previous chapters, this case study explores 

the texture of this relationship but also complicates it by placing it in a specific context. This 

case study also focuses on urban planning, the central concern of this study. It addresses how 

clientelism and other political pressures impact planning in Ghana and how planners respond. 

It begins in this chapter by presenting Ghana’s planning “failure” in context and examining 

the widespread informality which provides evidence for it. 

Urban Ghana 

National context 

The struggle of planning in Ghana to guide urban development effectively is all the more 

important to understand in light of the fact that, far from being a failed state, Ghana is in 

many ways a posterchild for postcolonial development. It was the first Sub-Saharan African 

country to gain independence from European colonization, has experienced a quarter-

century of robust multiparty democracy and peaceful transitions of power, and enjoys among 

the highest economic growth rates in the world. As an urbanizing middle-income democracy, 
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studies of urban politics in Ghana also have broad applicability to the countries across the 

Global South that fall in the same category, including India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, 

the Philippines, Mexico, Brazil, Nigeria, Kenya, South Africa, and others.  

Ghana is a West African country located on the prime meridian a few degrees north of the 

equator. It borders Burkina Faso to the North, Cote d'Ivoire to the West, Togo to the East, 

and the Gulf of Guinea to the South.  Most of the country’s 29 million inhabitants trace their 

heritage to groups which are believed to have migrated to the area within the last 600 years. 

They were in contact with, and influenced by, Islamic empires of northern Africa since the 

14th century, and began trade with the Portuguese in the 15th century (Fage et al., 2019). In 

subsequent centuries, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Prussia 

colonized and exploited the country first for gold and then slaves. It was formally a British 

colony (the “Gold Coast”) from 1901 until 1957, when it achieved independence. Kwame 

Nkrumah, a leader of the independence movement, served as the country’s president during 

its first nine years of independence, before being deposed in a coup in 1966. Political 

instability marked the next several years. Jerry Rawlings, an air force officer, seized power 

in another coup in 1982, and presided over a decade-long military junta in the country. 

However, the Rawlings government led a transition to multiparty democracy in the 1990s, 

enacting a new constitution in 1992. Since then, the country has successfully maintained 

stable electoral democracy. However, as this case study discusses in detail, democratic 

competition has at times created perverse incentives with respect to the delivery of long-term 
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public goods. A classification of regime types by the Economist Intelligence Unit now 

categorizes Ghana as a “flawed democracy” (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2019). 

Ghana’s economy, based mostly on the export of gold, oil, cocoa, and other natural 

resources, has achieved strong growth in recent decades. This is true even in per capita terms, 

despite a more than four-fold increase in population since independence. In 2011, the World 

Bank reclassified Ghana from being a low-income country to a lower-middle-income country 

in GDP per capita terms, joining a group that includes Kenya, Nigeria, India, the Philippines, 

and others. In April 2019, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) predicted that Ghana 

would have the fastest growing economy in the world in 2019, with a GDP growth rate of 

8.8% (Naidoo & Wallace, 2019).  

Ghana is officially a secular country, although religion plays a prominent role in daily life in 

Ghana. An estimated 60% and 18% of Ghanaians practice Christianity and Islam respectively, 

with the remainder following traditional and other religious practices (Fage et al., 2019). The 

official state language is English. Ghanaians speak many ethnic languages, including Twi as a 

lingua franca, and others including Ewe and Ga.  

Ghana is home to more than a hundred ethnic groups and subgroups (Stacey, 2019). The 

largest ethnic group is the Akan, which accounts for nearly half of the national population, 

and is subdivided into several subgroups (Nathan, 2019, p. 77). The Ashanti, an Akan 

subgroup, established an important kingdom in the 17th century with its capital at Kumasi, 

and the Ashanti king (‘Asantehene’) remains the most powerful figure in the Ashanti Region. 
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The indigenous people of Greater Accra are known as the Ga, although today the majority of 

Greater Accra’s population is Akan (Andrews, 2017).  

Since its democratic transition in 1992, Ghana has had two major political parties: the New 

Patriotic Party (NPP) and the National Democratic Congress (NDC). The constitution 

created high barriers to entry for new political parties, and as a result the two main parties 

have dominated politics in recent decades and given Ghana one of the most well-

institutionalized party systems in Africa (Nathan, 2019, p. 75). The two parties have fought 

close elections and have regularly exchanged power since the 1990s. The NDC was in power 

under presidents John Atta Mills and John Mahama between 2009 and 2017, after which the 

NPP came to power under president Nana Akufo-Addo.  

Urbanization in Ghana 

Ghana has experienced rapid urbanization, despite having an economy that relies mainly on 

agricultural and mining. Official sources estimate that around 55% of its population lives in 

urban areas as of 2017, having increased from 30% in 1975, based on a definition that counts 

all localities with over 5,000 inhabitants as “urban” (United Nations, 2018). According to one 

estimate, Ghana had 456 urban settlements with more than 5,000 people in 2010, though 

only 199 settlements had populations over 10,000, and only 27 had populations over 50,000 

(Government of Ghana, 2015b). Alternatively, the European Commission’s Global Human 

Settlements (GHS) database classifies 50% of Ghana’s population as residing in 51 high-

density “urban centers” with populations over 50,000, and an additional 28% as residing in 
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“urban clusters” (towns and suburbs) which satisfy lower size and density criteria. The 

corresponding values in 1975 were 21% in urban centers and 45% in urban clusters. In 2015, 

urban centers and clusters together only occupied less than 3% of the total land area of the 

country .35   

The two largest urban areas in Ghana are Accra and Kumasi. Accra lies on the country’s 

southern coast. Due to administrative fragmentation in Greater Accra (discussed in detail in 

Chapter 6), no one local government unit has boundaries coterminous with the urbanized 

area of Greater Accra. Official sources state that in 2010, 91% of the population of the 

Greater Accra Region was urban (i.e. in settlements of over 5,000 people), suggesting that 

the urban population of the region was around 3.6 million (Government of Ghana, 2017). 

The GHS database puts the population of the Accra urban center at 4.41 million as of 2015, 

having increased from 1.92 million in 1990. Using a different approach to defining urban 

areas, the Atlas of Urban Expansion arrives at a very similar population for Accra in 2015, 4.43 

million, up from 1.31 in 1991.36 According to the Atlas, the population of the Accra urban 

area grew at 4.0% per year between 2000 and 2014, which was a slightly lower growth rate 

than the average for Sub-Saharan African cities in the Atlas sample (4.6%) but higher than the 

average of all cities in its global sample of 200 cities with populations over 100,000 (2.8%). 

 

35 https://ghsl.jrc.ec.europa.eu/gate.php?waw=708010138021  
36 http://atlasofurbanexpansion.org/cities/view/Accra  

https://ghsl.jrc.ec.europa.eu/gate.php?waw=708010138021
http://atlasofurbanexpansion.org/cities/view/Accra
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Figure 17 shows the expansion of Greater Accra’s urban footprint since the beginning of the 

20th century. 

Figure 17: Spatial expansion of Accra, 1903-2014 
Source: Atlas of Urban Expansion 

The relatively low population density within Accra’s urban extents—51  people per hectare 

in 2014, lower than both the average for Sub-Saharan Africa (79) and the world (67) in the 

Atlas sample—reflects the fact that residential development in Accra primarily takes the form 

of single-story housing. The GHS database puts the population density of the Accra urban 

center higher, at 89 people per hectare.

The Greater Accra Region is the least poor region in the country, with a poverty headcount 

ratio of 6.6% in 2015, while the Accra Metropolitan Assembly (AMA), defined by its 

boundaries as of that year, had a poverty headcount ratio of 2.6% (Ghana Statistical Service, 
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2015a). Using a measure based on education, English literacy, and formal-sector 

employment, Nathan estimates that the share of Greater Accra’s middle class has grown from 

7% in 1993 to nearly 25% in 2014 (2019, p. 49). Access to health facilities in the Greater 

Accra Metropolitan Area is relatively high (77%). Access to electricity is even higher (93%) 

(Ghana Statistical Service, 2014), although residents of informal settlements are often unable 

to acquire electrical connections formally and therefore have to pay bribes and high prices to 

middlemen to access it informally (Birch & Mensah, 2020). Only 50% have adequate access 

to an improved toilet facility, and only 30% of households have a toilet at home (Ghana 

Statistical Service, 2014; World Bank, 2017b). Thirty percent of AMA residents rely on 

public toilets, but this proportion varies across the city, increasing to 60% of households in 

the Ashiedu Keteke sub-metro, which includes the indigenous settlement of Ga Mashie 

(World Bank, 2010). While somewhere between half and three-quarters of Greater Accra 

has access to piped water (Bartels, 2016; Gaisie et al., 2019), the supply is intermittent, 

requiring households to rely on water delivery from private tanker trucks to fill the gap 

(Bartels, 2016). Less than a quarter of Accra’s population uses piped water for drinking due 

to fears about contamination, with the rest buying drinking water packaged in bottles or 

sachets (Gaisie et al., 2019). The majority of neighborhoods have municipal drainage 

infrastructure, but most drains are uncovered (World Bank, 2010). Waste management is 

also a major challenge for Accra. Poor waste management results in solid waste clogging 

drains. This contributes to flooding, which frequently causes loss of life and property and 

spreads water-borne diseases (Accra Metropolitan Assembly & 100 Resilient Cities, 2019).  
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Kumasi, Ghana’s second-largest urban area, lies approximately 125 miles (200 kilometers) 

inland in south-central Ghana. A 2013 plan for Kumasi (Japan International Cooperation 

Agency et al., 2013) estimated the population of the “Greater Kumasi Conurbation” as 2.5 

million in 2010, with 2.0 million people residing within the boundaries of Kumasi itself. The 

GHS database estimates the population of the Kumasi urban center as nearly 3.0 million in 

2015 (from just under 1.0 million in 1990), and its population density as 110 people per 

hectare. The Kumasi Metropolitan Assembly has a poverty headcount ratio of 5.3% (Ghana 

Statistical Service, 2015a). Kumasi’s middle class has grown from just 3% of its population 

in 1993 to 20% in 2014 (Nathan, 2019, p. 49). While 80% of residents have access to piped 

water (Maoulidi, 2010), 40% of residents rely on public toilets, most of which were found 

by a 2015 study to be in poor condition (WSUP, 2016).  

Analyses of urban resilience in Accra identify a number of hazards as potential threats, 

including flooding, disease outbreaks (particularly cholera), fires, earthquakes, building 

collapses, coastal erosion, and sea level rise (Accra Metropolitan Assembly & 100 Resilient 

Cities, 2018; World Bank, 2017b). Ghana is projected to be among the West African 

countries most affected by climate change. Southern Ghana is expected to experience more 

extreme heat as a result of climate change, with some areas, including the Ashanti region of 

which Kumasi is the capital, experiencing drought. The impacts of climate change in 

Northern Ghana are also likely to hasten migration towards Accra and Kumasi (World Bank, 

2018).  
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Local government in Ghana 

Ghana had ten first-level administrative jurisdictions or ‘regions’ until 2019, when the 

government created six additional regions. Each region comprises local governments known 

as metropolitan, municipal, or district assemblies (generically, MMDAs) depending mainly 

on population size. Metropolitan assemblies, including Accra and Kumasi, have sub-

metropolitan district councils which play a coordination and implementation role.  

Ghana is a unitary republic, with an elected president as head of state, as well as members of 

Parliament (MPs) elected simultaneously. Chief executives, often referred to as ‘mayors,’ 

lead MMDAs. Chief executives are appointed by the president rather than being locally 

elected. In addition to the chief executive, local assemblies consist of locally elected 

members, MPs from the area (who cannot vote in the local assembly), and presidential 

appointees (up to a third of the total assembly membership). Locally elected assembly 

members are not allowed to affiliate with political parties (Local Governance Act, 2016), but 

even senior government officials acknowledge that the non-partisan nature of assembly 

members is a pretense and that the party affiliations of assembly candidates are well known 

to voters (Amoah, 2018; Obeng-Odoom, 2013). The Accra Metropolitan Assembly (AMA) 

comprises the metropolitan chief executive, 76 elected assembly members (one from each of 

the 76 electoral areas), 40 appointed members, and 13 MPs from the AMA area (Accra 

Metropolitan Assembly, 2018). The chief executive of an MMDA chairs an Executive 

Committee, which also includes the chairpersons of various sub-committees (Development 

Planning, Social Services, Works, Justice and Security, Finance and Administration, and any 
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others necessary), and two other members elected by the assembly members (Local 

Governance Act, 2016).  

Figure 18 shows the structure of the Accra Metropolitan Assembly, in which 16 departments 

report to the Metropolitan Coordinating Director (MCD), and ultimately to the 

metropolitan chief executive (MCE). The Metropolitan Planning Coordinating Unit (MPCU) 

coordinates the work of the assembly and prepares a Medium Term Development Plan 

covering 4-5 years. The AMA also has 14 sub-committees (Social Services, Finance & 

Administration, Development Planning, Revenue Mobilization, Justice & Security, 

Education, Works, Environmental Management, Youth & Sports, Culture & Trade and 

Industry, Disaster Management, Food & Agriculture, Health, and Women & Children) 

(Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 2018). 
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The Government of Ghana has recently created or updated several laws and policies related 

to local governance and urban development. Relevant national urban policy documents 

released in recent years include the National Urban Policy Action Plan (Government of Ghana, 

2012), National Housing Policy (Government of Ghana, 2015a), and National Spatial 

Development Framework (Government of Ghana, 2015b). The government enacted the Local 

Governance Act of 2016:  

…to provide for local governance in accordance with the Constitution; to establish 

a Local Government Service; to provide for the establishment and administration of 

the District Assemblies Common Fund; to provide for a National Development 

Planning System; to define and regulate planning procedures of District 

Assemblies; to co-ordinate, facilitate, monitor and supervise internal audit 

activities within District Assemblies and for related matters (Local Governance 

Act, 2016).  

Another act, the Land Use and Spatial Planning Act of 2016, is intended: 

…to revise and consolidate the laws on land use and spatial planning, provide for 

sustainable development of land and human settlements through a decentralised 

planning system, ensure judicious use of land in order to improve quality of life, 

promote health and safety in respect of human settlements and to regulate 

national, regional, district and local spatial planning, and generally to provide 

for spatial aspects of socio-economic development and for related matters (Land 

Use and Spatial Planning Act, 2016).  
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Planning in Ghana 

An important feature of planning in Ghana is the distinction between “development planning” 

and ‘physical planning’ (also referred to as ‘spatial planning’). Development planning in this 

context refers to the identification and coordination of planned projects of the MMDA’s 

departments, and their alignment with the national government’s strategic economic, social, 

and other goals, in consultation with the public. An MMDA’s Planning Coordinating Unit, 

of which the chair is the chief executive and the secretary is the director of development 

planning, is responsible for development planning. Representatives of other departments, 

including Physical Planning, are also members of the Planning Coordinating Unit. The unit 

prepares a Medium Term Development Plan (MTDP) covering 4-5 years. The 2018-2021 

MTDP for the AMA runs over 900 pages, with detailed lists of intended projects from each 

department for each year within the planning period (Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 2018).  

Given this study’s interest in the relationship between politics and spatial growth, it focuses 

on “physical” planning. While development planning has a broad remit, physical planning 

pertains specifically to the preparation of spatial plans and zoning regulations and the issuance 

of development and building permits. MMDAs have a Spatial Planning Committee, chaired 

by the chief executive, with the director of physical planning as secretary, and with 

membership including representatives of the Departments of Works, Roads, and Disaster 

Prevention, the Lands Commission and the district’s traditional council (Land Use and Spatial 

Planning Act, 2016).  
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Appendix 2 provides a detailed history of planning in Ghana (primarily Accra) prior to the 

current democratic era, which began in the 1990s. Regulatory and institutional reforms 

enacted in 1994 put in place the “development planning system,” an ethos which Acheampong 

(2019) criticizes for its “aspatial” quality. Development planning dominated until the Land 

Use Planning and Management Project, funded by the Government of Ghana and the Nordic 

Development Fund and implemented between 2007 and 2010, revived spatial planning as a 

parallel system. These reforms resulted in the enactment of the Land Use and Spatial Planning 

Act in 2016, which replaced the previous town planning regulations which dated back to the 

1940s. The new act renamed the Town and Country Planning Department the Land Use and 

Spatial Planning Authority (LUSPA), and streamlined the planning process by instituting 

National, Regional, and Local Spatial Development Frameworks (SDFs). SDFs form the basis 

for Structure Plans, which address zoning, and Local Plans, which are detailed subdivision 

plans (Acheampong, 2019).  

The 2016 act also promoted the decentralization of physical planning to MMDAs, so that 

LUSPA at the national and regional levels are under the Ministry of Environment, Science, 

Technology, and Innovation, but under the Ministry of Local Government at the local level.37 

Accordingly, in 2019, 790 officers from the national Civil Service under LUSPA were 

transferred to the Local Government Service under the Department of Parks and Gardens, 

as a step towards greater administrative decentralization. This included 110 professional 

37 Arkhurst, B. 2019, personal communication, 28 June 
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planners, 430 technical officers, and 103 auxiliary staff, to be deployed across regions and 

MMDAs throughout Ghana (Duho, 2019).  

Political appointees like chief executives do not officially control the appointment of 

technocrats, either before or since this decentralization measure. However, politicians 

occasionally use their influence to have planners or other government officers transferred 

from cities to remote areas if they perceive these officers to be uncooperative, aligned with 

the opposition, or too powerful. As discussed further in Chapter 6, planners worry that the 

decentralization of planners to local governments makes them more vulnerable to being 

transferred by chief executives. 

Private consultants, overseen by LUSPA, prepare spatial development frameworks 

throughout Ghana, often with donor funding.38 A 1991 plan remains the latest MMDA-level 

spatial plan for AMA, though physical planners at AMA have updated Local Plans since then 

and are now preparing to update the overall AMA plan in accordance with the new 

regulations.39 A regional spatial development framework for the Greater Accra Region was 

released in 2017 (Government of Ghana, 2017). Also in 2017, president Akufo-Addo 

initiated the large ‘Marine Drive’ project, which is poised to transform 241 acres (around 1 

sq. km.) of Accra’s city center and waterfront with new tourist attractions, residential and 

commercial developments, and government buildings. The Ministry of Tourism, Arts and 

 

38 Owusu-Donkor, P. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
39 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2018, personal communication, 23 July 
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Culture leads the project, which President Nkrumah had first envisioned around the time of 

Independence. The designer is Ghanaian-British architect David Adjaye (Ministry of Tourism, 

Arts and Culture & Adjaye Associates, 2017). In 2018, the national government announced 

that it intended to hire Liu Thai Ker, known as the “master planner” of Singapore in the 1970s 

and ‘80s (Leyl, 2015), to help “transform Accra into a modern city” after Ker met with the 

Ministry of Finance and investors (Graphic Online, 2018), though it is unclear if this has 

happened.    

Planning has been less active in Kumasi. A 1962 land use plan for Kumasi, which led to the 

construction of a ring road, remained the latest land use plan until 2013, when the Japan 

International Cooperation Agency (JICA) prepared the Comprehensive Urban Development Plan 

for Greater Kumasi. This plan also included a spatial development framework for the Ashanti 

region (Japan International Cooperation Agency et al., 2013). Four years later, in 2017, 

another spatial development framework was prepared for the region, this time with World 

Bank funds.  

Urban land in Ghana 

The Ghanaian constitution considers 80 percent of land in Ghana, including roughly that 

proportion in both Accra and Kumasi, to be customary land. Customary land may be ‘stool 

land’ (or ‘skin land’ in the North), which is customary land controlled by chiefs, or ‘family 

land’, which is allocated by chiefs to family heads. According to the Ghanaian constitution, 

traditional authorities hold the land ‘in trust’ for their communities, though as Chapter 6 



118 

discusses, chiefs often treat it as their private wealth. Technically, private entities may lease 

land for 50 or 99 years from customary owners, but as these arrangements involve high 

upfront payments and only nominal recurring rents, they are more like sales than leases.40 

The World Bank’s Land Administration Project helped establish Customary Land Secretariats 

throughout the country to formally document customary land holdings, though many have 

closed due to lack of funds or have strayed from their original purpose to become land brokers 

for chiefs (Andrews, 2017).  

Disputes over family land are common. These disputes may be between different branches of 

a family, or between different buyers who have bought the same piece of land as a result of 

fraudulent duplicate sales. Notices put up throughout urban Ghana, like those in Figure 19, 

are evidence of these disputes over family land. Research in peri-urban Accra (Bartels et al., 

2018) finds that in order to combat these fraudulent duplicate sales, land buyers might: 

(i) put up signs indicating that the land is already taken […], (ii) plant crops on 

the building land acquired, (iii) hire land guards to guard their plot of land, (iv) 

hire caretakers that live in incomplete houses and thus watch the land and the 

house that is under construction (v) buy the same plot of land several times but 

from different actors, and by this means make the acquisition legitimate for all 

parties claiming control over the land in question and/or (vi) go to court.  

 

40 Dadson, J.E. 2019, personal communication, 1 July 
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Figure 19: Signs in Greater Accra indicating land disputes and fraudulent land sales 
Source: photographs by the author 

Some liken land in Accra to cocaine, presumably alluding not just to its high price and 

desirability, but also to the violence that accompanies its possession and trade.41 As mentioned 

41 Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June 
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above, the disputes over land parcels around Accra have prompted many landowners to hire 

gangs of armed ‘land guards’ to patrol their properties and keep off prospective encroachers, 

buyers and sellers, private surveyors, and even government officials. Land guards use 

violence, even fatal violence, against anyone entering a property, though they may be 

persuaded to leave through payment (Andrews, 2017). Land guards are particularly prevalent 

on the fringes of Greater Accra, where there is still undeveloped land.42 Customary 

authorities, families involved in land disputes, and property developers are the most frequent 

employers of land guards. However, public institutions have also resorted to land guards to 

remove unauthorized structures on their land, while residents of informal settlements in turn 

hire land guards to keep authorities away.43 Chapter 6 discusses the implications of this 

privatized violence for planners, who themselves have been violently attacked or threatened 

by land guards in the course of their work. 

Twenty percent of land in Ghana is state land. The government may acquire land from 

customary owners for public purposes for a compensation (i.e. through eminent domain). 

For example, the government recently acquired a parcel of land for an industrial estate near 

Tema, in the eastern part of Greater Accra, to be built by a Chinese company.44 As discussed 

in Chapter 6, the land acquired is not always used for the intended purposes and may even 

eventually be sold to private interests (Boamah & Amoako, 2019).   

 

42 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2019, personal communication, 16 July 
43 Dadson, J.E. 2019, personal communication, 1 July 
44 Ibid. 
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The Lands Commission is responsible for the management of public land and the regulation 

of land titles, and also provides advice to government and traditional authorities on land 

management. It deals only with land ownership, not land use, which is monitored by local 

governments.45 The Lands Commission has divisions responsible for surveying and mapping, 

land valuation, and the management of private, state, and stool land (Andrews, 2017). While 

the Lands Commission has an arbitration wing, it is largely inactive, and the Commission’s 

involvement in dispute resolution is largely limited to providing property records to the 

police’s property fraud unit or to courts. A Lands Commission official interviewed for this 

study estimated that 80% of development in Ghana occurs without land title.46  

Urban informality in Ghana 

The primary evidence for the failure of planning to regulate and direct urbanization in Ghana 

is widespread informality, which dominates urban Ghana in the 21st century. The informal 

sector in urban Ghana includes informal settlements and informal economic activity, 

including informal retail, informal transportation services, and informal waste collection. 

Various entities have defined and understood Ghanaian ‘informality’ in various ways 

depending on the context (see Appendix 1). However, ‘informality’ in Ghana generally refers 

to activities that violate some regulation, but where regulations are unenforced or enforced 

irregularly.  

45 Dadson, J.E. 2019, personal communication, 1 July 
46 Ibid. 



122 

The informal urban economy 

Scholars typically ascribe the growth of the informal sector of the economy in Ghana to the 

decline in state employment and the rise in urbanization that followed structural adjustment 

(Adom, 2016; Obeng-Odoom, 2011; Osei-Boateng & Ampratwum, 2011; Paller, 2014b; 

Stacey & Lund, 2016). Even the World Bank now blames the growth of the informal sector 

in Ghana on the collapse of industrial establishments that occurred as a result of structural 

adjustment and globalization (World Bank, 2015, p. 13). Statistics on formal employment in 

the 1980s and 1990s support this narrative. The World Bank and IMF initiated structural 

adjustment in Ghana under their ‘Economic Recovery Program’ in 1983.Consequently, 

between 1985 and 1991, formal sector employment contracted by an average of nearly 4% 

each year. Between 1987 and 2000, the state sold over 300 enterprises, and 70,000 formal 

sector employees lost their jobs. Some returned to the formal sector at much lower salary 

levels, while many others entered the informal economy (Obeng-Odoom, 2013). 

Employment in urban Ghana is now primarily informal, with 74% of the working population 

in Accra (Accra Metropolitan Assembly & 100 Resilient Cities, 2018) and 70% of the 

population of Greater Kumasi (Japan International Cooperation Agency et al., 2013) 

employed in the private informal sector. Informal vendors operating out of makeshift 

structures or carts, or simply carrying goods in containers on their heads, are ubiquitous on 



123 

pedestrian pavements and in-between vehicles stopped at traffic lights.47 The most popular 

mode of transport in Greater Accra is the ‘tro-tro’ or informal minivan, which captures 62% 

of the modal share (Government of Ghana, 2017). 

Informal waste collectors collect a quarter of all waste (Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 2018), 

and 80% of the recycling of metallic waste is done informally (Government of Ghana, 2017). 

Of the 280,000 metric tons of electronic waste (e-waste) that entered Ghana in 2009 alone, 

99% was processed informally. The electronic waste processing hub of Agbogbloshie in Accra 

has achieved international notoriety following journalistic articles which describe it as the 

world’s largest electronic waste dump and one of the most toxic places on earth, though 

scholars believe these claims to be dubious (Daum et al., 2017). 

Informal settlements 

In Ghanaian cities, settlements that may be described as ‘slums’ or ‘informal settlements’ due 

to high densities, lack of adherence to building standards, or lack of access to services and 

infrastructure may be one of at least three different types of settlements. They may be 

indigenous settlements, whose right to the land on which they are located is supported by 

both tradition and the Ghanaian constitution. For example, Ga Mashie in Accra, comprising 

James Town and Ussher Town, may appear to be a ‘slum’ by certain criteria, but the 

 

47 Items sold to drivers and passengers of vehicles stopped at traffic lights include: fresh or packaged food and 
drink, clothes and shoes, books, stationary, framed artwork, electronics, toys and games, exercise 
equipment, personal accessories, tools, cleaning equipment, bedding, and other items. 
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government considers it to be a legitimate settlement and in fact celebrates it as Accra’s 

historic center, channeling development efforts towards its residents. A second category of 

low-income settlement occupies land acquired from local chiefs, and while these settlements 

too may have ‘slum’-like features, they are considered legitimate by the state and customary 

authorities by virtue of the nature of their initial settlement. These include ‘zongos’, 

communities settled mostly by Muslim migrants from the North on land acquired from local 

chiefs. For example, a migrant community purchased the land for the neighborhood of Nima 

in what is now central Accra from local chiefs in the early 1930s, and it remains a largely 

Muslim community. By contrast, the government considers low-income settlements like Old 

Fadama and Agbogbloshie, whose residents occupy state land without formal authorization, 

to be ‘squatter settlements’, and government agencies as well as indigenous Ga residents are 

often hostile to their existence (Paller, 2019a). (The history and current status of these 

settlements are discussed in the next chapter.)  

For these reasons, estimates of the share of ‘informal settlements’ in Accra vary widely. 

According to the AMA, there are 29 informal settlement communities in Accra (Accra 

Metropolitan Assembly, 2018). However, a survey by the nongovernmental organization 

People’s Dialogue, an affiliate of Shack/Slum Dwellers International, lists zongos and squatter 

settlements but not indigenous settlements as informal settlements, and identifies 265 

informal settlements in the AMA area. These include 116 “developing/infant” settlements, 

73 that are “growing/ consolidating”, and 76 that have “matured” (People’s Dialogue et al., 

2016).  
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According to the AMA’s Preliminary Resilience Assessment, 58% of the city’s residents live in 

informal housing. Other estimates find that informal settlements cover 40% of the Greater 

Accra region (World Bank, 2017b). The Atlas of Urban Expansion, which is based on a globally 

standardized analysis of satellite imagery and makes none of the locally-specific distinctions 

described above, produces different figures. It estimates that the share of new residential 

growth between 1990 and 2015 that occurred in the form of “atomistic settlements”, i.e. 

informal settlements not laid out prior to occupation, was 48%, compared to the Sub-Saharan 

African and global averages of 43% and 31% respectively. The share of new residential 

growth during this period that occurred in the form of “informal subdivisions,” i.e. informal 

settlements that show signs of prior spatial planning, was 47%, equal to the average for Sub-

Saharan Africa but higher than the global average of 29%. This means that in total, informal 

settlements as defined and measured in the Atlas (atomistic settlements plus informal 

subdivisions) made up 95% of new residential growth in Accra, higher than not only the 

global average (60%) but also the Sub-Saharan African average (90%) in the Atlas sample 

(Angel, Lamson-Hall, et al., 2016). 

Informality is equally prevalent in Kumasi’s urban fabric. A study of urban expansion around 

Kumasi found that almost all the home builders interviewed had started construction prior to 

obtaining a permit from the local government, with over a third never even attempting to 

obtain such a permit, and only a fifth having successfully obtained it, albeit after have already 

started construction without one (Owusu-Ansah & Braimah, 2013). However, the study 

found that every single household studied had obtained “allocation papers” from chiefs. 
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Another study based on interviews of residents in an informal settlement in Kumasi found a 

low level of awareness of building and zoning regulations (Adjei Mensah et al., 2013). It also 

found that 64% of respondents perceived land use laws to be irrelevant to them, 94% believed 

these laws too rigid for them to obey, and 99% and 98% respectively believed the process of 

acquiring building permits to be cumbersome and costly. In addition, 82%, 87%, and 88% 

respectively believed that the land use planning authorities could not stop them from 

building, demolish their structures, or punish them for building without a permit.  

Government institutions and policies relevant to informality in Ghana 

Given how widespread informality is in Ghana, practically every government agency’s work 

relates in some way to informality, at least in theory. Although many of these profess support 

for the informal sector, government actions towards informal activity on the ground is often 

far from supportive. 

National government agencies and informality 

National government agencies whose work impacts the urban informal sector include the 

Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations, the Ministry of Local Government and Rural 

Development, the Ministry of Works and Housing, and the Land Use and Spatial Planning 

Authority (LUSPA) under the Ministry of Environment, Science, Technology and Innovation, 

among others. There have been calls for a national ministry dedicated to supporting the 

informal sector (Gyesi, 2018), though there is none at present. A previous government 

(under the NDC party) created a National Committee on the Informal Economy (Gillespie, 



127

2017), but it appears to have had a “mixed track record” (Multi-Donor Trust Fund for Job 

Creation, 2014) and to be inactive at present.  

The NPP government which took office in 2017 created a new Ministry of Inner-City and 

Zongo Development (MICZD), with the president pledging US$50 million to the associated 

Zongo Development Fund (Brady & Hooper, 2019). Many perceive the MICZD as a 

politically motivated initiative to allow the NPP to build bridges with Ghana’s Muslims, with 

which it has had a difficult relationship over many decades (Amorse, 2017; Brady & Hooper, 

2019). The ministry has started to implement small projects in poor urban settlements, e.g. 

organizing waste collection drives and building sports facilities. Despite the ministry’s work 

among the urban poor, it appears to avoid the use of term ‘informal’ (MICZD, 2018). Based 

on interviews conducted in early 2018, a year after the creation of the ministry, Brady and 

Hooper (2019) find that zongo communities felt left out of the planning of the ministry’s 

activities, and also that there was a mismatch between the kinds of interventions zongo 

residents and the ministry had in mind. 

In a national address in February 2019, the president announced plans for the MICZD and 

the Ministry of Works and Housing to redevelop the low-income, majority Muslim 

community of Nima, which he referred to as “Accra’s first slum” (Nyabor, 2019). In May, 

the Minister of Works and Housing elaborated on these plans, explaining that part of the 

1,039-acre (1.6-square mile/ 4.2-square kilometer) area of Nima and neighboring Maamobi 

would be redeveloped into a “glamorous” “world-class residential enclave” for sale, while 

some of the revenue from the new development would be used to resettle the existing 
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residents and build government offices on the remaining land, at no cost to the existing 

residents or the state (GhanaWeb, 2019d). A news report found that while Nima residents 

were in favor of redevelopment in principle, they were skeptical about whether the 

government would be able to get the community on board and implement the plans with no 

cost to the residents (“Nima Redevelopment Project,” 2019).  

National government policies and informality 

At least four national policy documents released since 2012 acknowledge the need to 

recognize and support the informal sector. First, in 2012, the Ministry of Local Government 

and Rural Development released the National Urban Policy (Government of Ghana, 2012). It 

lists several actions related to the informal economy as part of its action plan. These include 

changing the official attitude towards informal enterprises “from neglect to recognition and 

policy support,” which would be accomplished by initiating regular dialogue between 

municipal authorities and informal economy operators, registering informal enterprises, 

assessing the needs of specific informal groups, and resourcing the Department of Trade and 

Industry to be able to serve the informal sector. In order to “ensure that urban planning 

provides for the activities of the informal economy,” it encourages planning legislation that 

protects and facilitates informal economic activity, local plans that incorporate the needs of 

the informal sector, and the relocation of informal traders to alternative sites that have 

competitive locations and ancillary facilities. To “build up and upgrade the operational 

capacities of the informal enterprises,” it aims to provide training and the formation of 
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informal associations. It proposes improving funding support for the informal economy by 

establishing a special fund managed by an independent body. 

Second, the Ministry of Employment and Labour Relations established a National Employment 

Policy in 2014, taking a similarly positive attitude to the informal economy. The strategies it 

proposes to address informality include facilitating and supervising the transition from 

informal to formal economy; maintaining a national database on the informal economy; 

integrating informal enterprises into urban plans; assisting informal enterprises to grow and 

employ more people; and providing financial assistance (Government of Ghana, 2014). 

Third, the National Housing Policy (Government of Ghana, 2015a) includes upgrading slums 

and preventing the occurrence of new ones among its main policy objectives. It proposes a 

National Housing Fund to support slum upgrading, among other things. It also proposes the 

formulation of a slum infrastructure improvement policy and the empowerment of slum 

dwellers to participate in decision-making, among other initiatives.  

Fourth, the National Spatial Development Framework (Government of Ghana, 2015b) 

acknowledges the importance of the informal sector, but beyond discussing “neighbourhood 

regeneration or informal settlement upgrading projects” as possibilities for cities, does not 

specifically discuss how to address informality. 

Regional policies and informality 

The regional government of Greater Accra released its Greater Accra Regional Spatial 

Development Framework (Government of Ghana, 2017) in 2017, in keeping with the 
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requirements of the Land Use and Spatial Planning Act. The regional spatial development 

framework discusses the need to “ensure that urban planning provides for the activities of the 

informal economy,” and advocates allotting 500,000 cedis (around USD 100,000) for the 

national government and regional coordinating council to adopt an “informal sector plan” to 

help convert “informal localised business and micro-survivalist enterprises into formal, small 

and medium sized mainstream business enterprises.”  

Local government policies and informality 

In its 2018-2021 Medium Term Development Plan (Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 2018), 

the AMA discusses building capacity in the informal economy as an adopted strategy, though 

the only specific activity it lists against this strategy is for the Agriculture Department to 

“demonstrate to 200 market women soya weanimix, soya milk and soya kyebab preparation,” 

with an associated budget of 2,190 cedis (USD 440). 

One of the five “discovery areas” listed in the AMA’s Preliminary Resilience Assessment, 

sponsored by the Rockefeller Foundation as part of its 100 Resilient Cities program, is 

“Recognizing, Embracing and Supporting the Informal Sector.” It lists in-situ upgrading, 

integrating informal waste collection into formal systems, and the expansion of water 

infrastructure into informal settlements as example initiatives (Accra Metropolitan Assembly 

& 100 Resilient Cities, 2018). The final version of this document, the Accra Resilience Strategy 

released in 2019, reiterated AMA’s support for the informal sector, with one of three pillars 
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aiming to “Embrace Informality’s Contributions to Resilience Building” (Accra Metropolitan 

Assembly & 100 Resilient Cities, 2019). 

The Greater Kumasi Spatial Development Framework recognizes the importance of the informal 

sector as a source of employment, but also emphasizes the need to modernize the informal 

sector by creating “linkages” with the formal sector, including research institutes (Japan 

International Cooperation Agency et al., 2013).  

Little of the government rhetoric in policy documents about supporting the informal 

economy has translated into a change in the legal status of informal activities in cities. For 

example, vending on public property such as streets and pavements remains illegal, and local 

governments have ensured that it remains so. The 1993 Local Government Act allows cities to 

make their own by-laws relevant to local government functions, and the AMA has made 

several policies which target street vendors under the guise of “decongestion.” These include 

a 1995 by-law which states that “no person shall offer for sale or sell any article in a street 

market other than the space of selling allocated to him by the AMA” (Resnick, 2019, p. 9), 

and another in 2009 which outlawed street trading and established a “Special Task Force” to 

evict street vendors (Crentsil & Owusu, 2018). 

Government actions towards the informal sector 

The discussion above demonstrates that Ghanaian government bodies have proposed a range 

of policies and initiatives to support the informal sector, including: recognizing the 

importance of the informal sector (Government of Ghana, 2012); supporting the 
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formalization of informal enterprises (Government of Ghana, 2014; World Bank, 2015); 

providing training to informal workers (Anyidoho, 2013; Government of Ghana, 2012); 

incorporating the needs of the informal sector into urban planning (Government of Ghana, 

2012, 2014, 2017); upgrading informal settlements (Government of Ghana, 2015a, 2015b); 

involving informal workers in decision-making (Government of Ghana, 2012, 2014); and 

allocating special funds for these and other activities (Government of Ghana, 2012, 2015a). 

However, these government documents are starkly at odds with the Ghanaian state’s 

reputation for sporadic but brutal antagonism towards the informal sector in practice. One 

study describes the state’s approach towards residents of informal settlements and informal 

workers as “aggressive, combative, and impulsive” (Obeng-Odoom, 2011).  

Evictions and demolitions of informal settlements 

Residents of many informal settlements are under constant threat of their homes being 

destroyed by the AMA, often with no compensation or resettlement. People’s Dialogue 

estimates that 43 of the 265 settlements within the AMA’s boundaries (as of 2016) face threats 

of eviction (People’s Dialogue et al., 2016). In August 2018, not long after releasing the 

Preliminary Resilience Assessment that expressed its support for the informal sector, the AMA 

announced its intention to demolish a thousand structures along the railway line in 

Agbogbloshie. An AMA spokesperson stated, “We have given them ample time to ensure that 

they move their belongings and failure to do so we will be forced to eject them. They are not 

supposed to be there, and the assembly is not making any arrangement to relocate them to 
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any other place” (GhanaWeb, 2018b). Across Greater Accra, local governments routinely 

demolish unauthorized structures and settlements. Government workers usually carry out 

these demolitions with bulldozers, under the direction of planners and engineers, in the 

presence of armed police or army personnel, and allegedly without prior warning. For 

example, in the month of August 2019 alone, at least three local governments in Greater 

Accra, namely the Ablekuma North, Ablekuma West, and Ayawaso North municipal 

districts, carried out such demolitions (GhanaWeb, 2019h, 2019i, 2019j). 

The AMA has repeatedly announced its intentions to demolish the Old Fadama settlement in 

Accra. The settlement has existed since the 1980s and includes among its 80,000 inhabitants 

people who were resettled there by the government itself in the 1990s. When the residents 

of Old Fadama took the AMA to court following an eviction notice in 2002, a high court 

judgment ruled that the AMA had no legal obligation to compensate or resettle the residents, 

and that evicting the “trespassers” from their “illegal occupations” did not in any way infringe 

on their human rights (Amnesty International, 2011). The settlement has also faced eviction 

threats in 2009 and 2012, and the AMA demolished part of the settlement in 2015, amid riots 

of protest (Oteng-Ababio & Grant, 2018). The next chapter presents further details about 

the history of Old Fadama and attempts at demolishing it.  

In 2014, the AMA demolished Mensah Guinea, a waterfront settlement of 5,000 residents in 

central Accra, having given them three days’ notice to clear out. While the AMA told 

residents that a cholera outbreak was the reason for the demolition, residents claim that there 

had been only 10 cases of cholera, and that the patients had been treated in hospital 
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(McTernan, 2014). In any case, some have pointed out that the appropriate response to an 

outbreak of a contagious disease would in fact have been to contain the patients rather than 

to disperse them.48  

In many cases, however, demolitions are threatened but not carried out at all, or if they are, 

residents often return immediately. This is usually due to political pressure, often from party 

leadership, as discussed in the next chapter.  

Harassment and violent removal of informal vendors 

The AMA is notorious among street and market vendors for its aggressive ‘decongestion 

exercises’, in which AMA officials knock over, burn, or bulldoze stalls and confiscate 

merchandise (Anyidoho, 2013; Obeng-Odoom, 2011; Okoye, 2013). As mentioned above, 

the AMA has enacted various by-laws outlawing street vending, and the AMA invokes these 

laws in order to justify its actions (GhanaWeb, 2018a).  

A 2019 study found that crackdowns on informal vendors has been constant in recent years, 

regardless of the party in power, with 32 crackdowns occurring between 2000 and 2016, of 

which half were in Accra (Resnick, 2019). In 2007, roadside structures used by vendors both 

for trade and as accommodation were demolished in preparation for the arrival of 

international visitors on the occasion of the fifty-year anniversary of Ghana’s independence 

(Broadbent, 2012). In preparation for Barack Obama’s 2009 visit to Accra, AMA officials set 

48 Owusu, G. 2018, personal communication, 19 July 
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fire to informal vendors’ stalls along the US president’s route, in order to clear them away to 

“beautify” the city (Obeng-Odoom, 2011). In 2011 and 2012, the AMA demolished kiosks 

and ordered the police to beat or arrest anyone who resisted (Amedzro, 2012). Gillespie 

(2017) recounts the story of a street trader who fell into a coma after being hit on the head 

with a paving stone when he resisted the confiscation of his wares by the AMA in 2011. The 

AMA and other local governments in Greater Accra have conducted decongestion exercises 

under the subsequent NPP administration as well, e.g. in January 2018 (GhanaWeb, 2018a), 

June 2019 (GhanaWeb, 2019f), and August 2019 (GhanaWeb, 2019g). Street vendors also 

accuse AMA officials of harassing them for bribes (Anyidoho, 2013; Obeng-Odoom, 2011). 

The violence is not only in one direction, however: vendors are known to throw stones at 

officials as they conduct decongestion exercises (Obeng-Odoom, 2011), and on occasion 

vendors have allegedly bitten officials or pushed them to the ground (Ghana Trade Union 

Congress, 2013).  

Decongestion exercises are also common in Kumasi. There too, guards armed with whips 

and batons drive traders away from their locations. However, traders usually return after 

bribing the guards with cash, or sometimes even with sexual favors (Owusu-Sekyere et al., 

2016). 

Decongestion exercises are generally initiated and carried out by local governments under 

direction from the chief executive, with national government agencies neither taking part nor 

taking responsibility for them (Resnick, 2019). Still, national politicians are concerned about 

the electoral implications of these harsh crackdowns. As with the demolition of informal 
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settlements, national leaders in the ruling party often instruct local officials to halt the eviction 

of informal vendors, fearful that the actions would cost the party votes in the next election. 

For example, in 2005, the ruling NPP government instructed the AMA to stop evicting street 

vendors for fear of losing popularity (Bob-Milliar & Obeng-Odoom, 2011; Gillespie, 2017), 

and the NDC government did the same in 2009 (Bob-Milliar & Obeng-Odoom, 2011). 

Similarly, the local government of Kumasi rarely conducts decongestion exercises during 

election years, and if a mayor does attempt one, higher-ups within the party overturn it. An 

exception was 2008, an election year in which the city administration did conduct a 

decongestion exercise, and the incumbent party believes that it cost them the election 

(Owusu-Sekyere et al., 2016). Victims of these demolitions are quick to blame the ruling 

party and threaten electoral boycott, and in turn, political figures deny being behind the 

actions. For example, when demolitions were carried out in Ga West in August 2019, traders 

called for the president to discipline the chief executive or risk losing their votes in the 2020 

general election. The chief executive claimed to not have known about the demolitions before 

they began. In an admission of how campaign cycles influence the timing of such demolitions, 

he told the press that he would never carry out a demolition while also running for MP in the 

area (GhanaWeb, 2019g). 

Oteng-Ababio and Grant (2018) describe this disjuncture between progressive policy 

positions in government documents and actions including the threats, evictions, demolitions, 

and confiscations that characterize the government’s day-to-day interaction with the poor as 

a form of “hypocrisy”. They note the fact that the various stakeholders and collaborators 
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involved in policymaking, including political parties, national ministries, traditional 

authorities, international organizations, and private consultants, pull planners in several 

different directions. Planners also have to deal with resource constraints, ideological 

incoherence, and infrequent opportunities to engage with communities. The authors also 

suggest that this “hypocrisy” may not necessarily be bad, as the policy documents may act as 

a means of formulating and expressing planners’ aspirations of the direction in which policy 

should go, even if they do not reflect present-day reality. 

Other organizations and informality 

A handful of nongovernmental and membership-based organizations have stepped in to help 

organize the informal sector and protect it from harassment from officials. These include 

community-based organizations, unions, and international organizations. 

Community-based organizations 

In response to an eviction notice in 2002, residents of Old Fadama sought the help of visiting 

leaders from the South African branch of Shack/Slum Dwellers International (SDI), the global 

network of community-based organizations active in informal settlements. With SDI’s help, 

the residents of Old Fadama organized themselves into People’s Dialogue on Human 

Settlements, which helped create savings groups and facilitated negotiations between the 

residents and authorities. In 2004, People’s Dialogue helped create the Old Fadama 

Development Association (OFADA), which performs tasks similar to that of local 

government (waste management, regulation of buildings, policing) while in other ways 
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mimicking practices usually associated with traditional authorities, like collecting 

discretionary contributions from residents (Stacey, 2019).  

People’s Dialogue has expanded beyond Old Fadama to form a national network, the Ghana 

Federation of the Urban Poor (GHAFUP). GHAFUP has worked with SDI on building public 

bathrooms and a hostel for the homeless, and with UN-Habitat on building a block of 

cooperative housing units (Gillespie, 2017). In 2016, People’s Dialogue, Cities Alliance, and 

the AMA worked together on the mapping exercise mentioned earlier. The exercise mapped 

265 slums across Greater Accra, recording numbers of residents, access to services, land 

tenure security, and other attributes (People’s Dialogue et al., 2016). GHAFUP is also active 

in Kumasi, Ashaiman, and Takoradi. 

Unions and associations 

Informal street vendors in Ghana often belong to local associations, e.g. the Makola Market 

Traders Association, Oxford Street Vendors’ Association, Circle Traders Association,  etc. 

in Accra, which are intended to protect their right to space against harassment by authorities, 

and are organized under an umbrella organization called the Informal Hawkers and Vendors 

Association of Ghana (IHVAG) (Anyidoho, 2013; Okoye, 2013). These associations have 

approximately 6,000 members, two-thirds of whom are women (Anyidoho, 2013; Gillespie, 

2017). IHVAG aims to share information on solutions to common problems and strategies to 

campaign for more rights for informal vendors. It trains leaders among informal vendors, 

particularly women, to negotiate with local authorities and speak to the public and the media, 
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and thereby build political power (Gillespie, 2017). A study of the informal sector (Adom, 

2016) considered the Ghana Trade Union Congress, which created IHVAG, to be the 

organization that has worked most extensively on organizing informal workers.  

Ghana’s informal transportation system also consists of unions and associations. The Ghana 

Private Road Transport Union controls 90% of the tro-tro (informal minivan) market. The 

union controls terminals and the operators which serve them. It collects dues and regulates 

the market by controlling entry of new operators. Other organizations, namely the 

Progressive Transport Owners Association and the Ghana Co-operative Transport 

Association, play a similar role in the inter-city travel and shared taxi sector (Kumar & 

Barrett, 2008).  

International organizations 

Various international organizations have been active in urban upgrading projects in informal 

settlements in Ghana. For example, the Urban Environmental Sanitation Programme, funded 

by the French Development Agency (ADF), the Nordic Development Fund, and the World 

Bank, was active in five cities in Ghana including Accra and Kumasi in the 1990s and 2000s. 

Its work involved storm water management, urban sanitation, solid waste management, 

community infrastructure development, and institutional strengthening. The United 

Nations’ Slum Upgrading Facility was active in Kumasi between 2005 and 2009 (Amoako & 

Cobbinah, 2011). The UN-Habitat Participatory Slum Upgrading Programme (PSUP) 

conducted collaborative planning exercises and paved alleys in James Town, and also 
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supported a community-driven housing project in Ashaiman. These projects have had mixed 

success. In the case of James Town, the AMA’s failure to provide the counterpart funding to 

which it had committed delayed the project’s progress (Stoquart & Majale, 2015). A study of 

slum upgrading projects in Kumasi, most of which involved international donor funding, 

noted challenges arising from inadequate involvement of residents, lack of coordination, 

political interference, and over-reliance on donor support (Amoako & Cobbinah, 2011). 

In 2016, Dutch consultants working for UN-Habitat drafted a “planned city extension” to 

accommodate 1.5 million people for the district of Ningo-Prampram on the eastern periphery 

of Greater Accra, 50km away from the city center. This effort aimed to address “explosive 

unplanned urban sprawl in the Accra region, the need to accommodate flooding during peak 

rainfall, and the necessity to provide housing for all in Accra”. Following a stakeholder 

consultation process, the district assembly approved the plan in July 2016 (Grant et al., 2019; 

UN-Habitat, 2016). However, implementation has apparently ceased since the member of 

Parliament driving the project lost his seat in the 2016 election.49 Meanwhile, local residents 

have complained of people claiming to represent the UN-Habitat project trying to defraud 

landowners in Ningo-Prampram into selling their land (Ghanaian Chronicle, 2018).  

Reports and studies by international organizations frequently address the informal sector. A 

World Bank study of urbanization in Ghana (2015) notes that informality causes lags in 

 

49 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
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productivity and housing supply, and in response recommends formalizing the land market 

and reducing the barriers to registration of property. Another World Bank study, on urban 

resilience in Greater Accra, lists the “proliferation of informality” as one of the major stresses 

on resilience, and frequently notes the ways in which informality contributes to land disputes, 

disease outbreaks, floods, and fires (World Bank, 2017b). As of 2019, the World Bank was 

also preparing the Greater Accra Climate Resilient and Integrated Development Project, 

which plans to spend USD 200 million between 2019 and 2023 on activities mainly related 

to drainage and solid waste management. The project also aims to “increase access to services, 

infrastructure and housing in most vulnerable informal settlements within Greater Accra 

Region”. One of the components of the project, for which USD 11 million is budgeted, 

involves “[s]trengthening capacity for planning, coordination, monitoring and evaluation” 

including “support for climate smart urban development planning, facilitating access to 

climate risk information […] and improving planning and coordination between the 

Metropolitan, Municipal and District Assemblies in Greater Accra, Ministries, Departments 

and Agencies and other relevant stakeholders” (World Bank, 2018). 

International organizations have implemented various other initiatives that directly or 

indirectly relate to urban informality and planning, involving financial support in the form of 

loans or grants amounting to several hundred million US dollars. These include: 

• the Land Administration Project which supported land registration and spatial planning

(World Bank, USD 50 million, 2003-2018);

• the Greater Accra Spatial Development Framework, discussed further in a later section (World
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Bank, USD 0.65 million, 2016-2017); 

• the Greater Accra Metropolitan Area Sanitation and Water Project (World Bank, USD

150 million, 2013-2018);

• the Local Government Capacity Support Project, which aimed to improve urban

infrastructure and services and municipal finance across 46 local governments in Ghana

(World Bank, USD 175 million, 2011-2018);

• the Support for Decentralization Reforms (SfDR) Project, which addressed urban

management, urban services, and capacity building (GIZ, EUR 21 million, 2003-2016);

and

• the District Development Facility 2 project which provided performance-based grants to

local governments to implement Medium Term Development Plans (multiple donors,

USD 230 million, 2014-2018) (World Bank, 2017b, p. 41).

The international organization most actively working with informal vendors in Accra is 

Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO). It has worked with 

street vendors in Accra since 2009 and with market vendors in five locations since 2013, with 

IHVAG as its primary affiliate. Its activities promote occupational health and safety and 

strengthen the vendor associations’ ability to provide welfare to its members. WIEGO also 

trains vendors in understanding the workings of government, to help them engage and 

negotiate more effectively with the AMA and other municipal and national government 

bodies. In 2013, it conducted an in-depth study in which informal vendors and their needs 

were profiled through surveys and focus group discussions (Anyidoho, 2013).  
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One of the successes of WIEGO’s engagement has been the abolition of fees for informal 

‘head porters’ (kayayei) collected by the AMA Task Force. According to WIEGO, most of 

the fees collected never reached municipal coffers and were effectively ‘harassment bribes’. 

With WIEGO’s support, the porters actively lobbied for several years to a range of senior 

officials for their abolition. In the 2016 election, the NPP, then in the opposition, promised 

that the fees would be scrapped. An estimated 80% of head porters voted for the NPP, and 

when the party won and followed through on its promise, the head porters organized a public 

procession to thank the NPP. WIEGO believes that after this visible success, an opposition 

party would be very reluctant to reinstate the fee if it were to come to power.50  

Conclusion 

Despite a growing economy, a stable political environment, a supporting institutional and 

legislative framework, and significant infusions of development aid money, urban planning in 

Ghana has failed to influence urbanization effectively. Informality is widespread, 

characterizing every aspect of urban life in Ghana. A range of government policies proclaim 

support for those working and living in informality, but government actions towards the 

informal sector consist instead of neglect alternating with sporadic but harsh evictions and 

demolitions. International and community-based organizations are active in Ghana’s cities 

and have improved conditions in certain areas, but have made little impact on informal 

 

50 Ansah, D. 2018, personal communication, 26 July. 
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growth, which continues. Why has planning in Ghana failed to make an impact, and what 

planning approaches might be more effective in this informal environment? The following 

chapters explore these questions in detail. 
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Chapter 5: The Impact of Clientelism on Planning in Ghana 

The primary constraint to urban planning is Ghana is informal politics, particularly the 

competitive clientelism which pervades politics at all levels. Planning agencies in Ghanaian 

cities lack adequate funding and staff, as the first section of this chapter describes. However, 

as the subsequent sections discuss, politicians including mayors, MPs, and local assembly 

members, have a greater incentive to cultivate personalized relationships with urban 

communities through the selective enforcement of regulations and the granting of favors than 

to implement plans in an objective, coordinated, and impartial manner. As a result, politicians 

frequently put pressure on planners to support politically motivated decisions, undermining 

the effectiveness of planning and of local government in general.  This suggests that simply 

providing more resources and building technical capacity without also adapting planning 

practice to this political environment would be ineffective. 

Non-political constraints to planning in Ghana 

Local governments in Ghana have planning departments which are enabled by legislation to 

plan for and regulate urban growth, but, as the previous chapter explained, their impact 

appears minimal. The moribund state of planning in Ghana is partly the result of insufficient 

human and financial capacity to perform effective planning, and unsuitable and unrealistic 

plans and regulations. 
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Low planning capacity 

Undeniably, planning authorities in Ghana lack both human and financial capacity. Trained 

planners are in short supply in the country (Fuseini & Kemp, 2015; ICF Consulting Services, 

2017; Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 2010). Ghana had only an estimated 150 accredited 

planners in 2011, which amounted to just 0.6 planners per 100,000 people. This compares 

poorly to the 12 accredited planners per 100,000 people in the United States, or the 38 

planners per 100,000 in the United Kingdom. However, Ghana lacks planners even by 

African standards. A survey of a dozen African countries found that the average country had 

just under 1 planner per 100,000 people. Nigeria had 1.4 planners per 100,000 people, and 

South Africa had 3.3 (African Planning Association & UN-Habitat, 2014). Several planners 

interviewed for this study complained of lack of human resources. The planning director for 

the Ashanti region noted that there were only 20 qualified planners overseeing 43 local 

governments in the region, with some in charge of up to five MMDAs.51   

Local governments in Ghana also lack financial capacity. The gap between the cost of the 

projects identified in Accra’s Medium Term Development Plan for 2018-2021 and the funds 

that are expected to be available for these projects is astonishing. The total cost of the projects 

identified in the plan is over 4 billion Ghana cedis (USD 700 million). The expected revenue 

during this period, combining transfers from the national government, internally generated 

 

51 Afukaar, J. 2019, personal communication, 9 July 
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funds, and donor funds, is less than 300 million cedis (USD 50 million), leaving a budgetary 

gap of 3.8 billion cedis (over USD 650 million) or 93% (Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 

2018). Even though this budgetary shortfall is mentioned only briefly in the plan, in a section 

buried over 300 pages into a 900-page document, it calls into question the seriousness of the 

entire development planning exercise and its identification of hundreds of future projects. 

Physical planning functions are particularly underfunded (Arku et al., 2016). Practically all 

the local government planners interviewed for this study listed lack of financial resources as 

a major constraint in their work. Local governments in Ghana rely heavily on 

intergovernmental fiscal transfers from the national government. Internally generated 

revenues make up only 12% of local government revenues in Ghana. According to an act 

passed in 1992 and not revised since, local governments have very limited borrowing 

capacity; they can only borrow up to 2000 cedis (USD 350 in 2019) (ICF Consulting Services, 

2017, p. 46).  

The most important unconditional transfer to local governments is the District Assembly 

Common Fund (DACF). However, the formula used to allocate the DACF prioritizes rural 

areas. In addition, the national government unilaterally deducts large portions of the DACF 

(e.g. between 66% and 72% each year in 2012, 2013, and 2014) for its own purposes 

(discussed further in the next chapter), and even the disbursement of the remaining funds is 

irregular (ICF Consulting Services, 2017). For example, DACF transfers for the second 
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quarter of 2018 reached the AMA only in mid-2019, one full year later, while local 

government offices, unable to pay electricity bills, literally failed to keep the lights on.52  

Planning authorities receive only a small portion of these local government funds. For 

example, planning authorities in Tamale receive 15-20% of the budget requested from the 

local government (Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 2010, p. 89). Due to lack of resources, 

planners sometimes have to use their personal computers and cars for official business.53 

Donors often fund the preparation of plans, but rarely fund their implementation.54 Planning 

authorities do have the authority to raise some revenue through fees for permit applications 

and other activities, but most must deposit it in their city’s general operating budget. The 

planning departments of Accra and Kumasi are the exception, as they can keep up to 15% of 

internally generated funds. However, this revenue-raising potential is inadequate: in 2009, 

the AMA’s planning authority generated an amount equivalent to only 10% of its annual 

expenditure (Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 2010).  

While lack of financial capacity may initially seem like a politically neutral issue, later sections 

of this chapter demonstrate that this is not necessarily the case. Clientelistic politics interferes 

with intergovernmental fiscal transfers, diverts resources, and gives political leaders little 

incentive to build planning capacity.  

52 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
53 Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June 
54 Owusu-Donkor, P. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
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Unsuitable planning practices 

Physical planning in Ghana takes the form of rigid formal plans that do not suit the reality of 

informality and mixed land use in the country (Amedzro, 2012; Amoako, 2016; Arku et al., 

2016; Cobbinah et al., 2017; Korah et al., 2017; Larbi, 1996). In part, this is because 

planning education in Ghana relies on obsolete and unsuitable ideas from British town and 

country planning, as promulgated during the colonial era (Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 2010). 

Only in 2016 did the government replace planning regulations based on the Town and Country 

Planning Ordinance of 1945, modeled on British town planning law of the time, with the Land 

Use and Spatial Planning Act. 

The public has limited opportunities to participate meaningfully in planning decisions.55 

Public participation occurs only indirectly, through the inclusion of invited representatives of 

stakeholder groups to Spatial Planning Committee meetings (Acheampong, 2019, p. 159). 

The 2016 act aimed to address this shortcoming by requiring three rounds of consultation in 

the preparation of spatial development frameworks (SDFs) and local plans, accompanied by 

publication of plans in various venues. While many are optimistic about the ability of the 2016 

act to encourage more bottom-up, participatory, and coordinated planning (Cobbinah & 

Darkwah, 2017; Fuseini & Kemp, 2015; ICF Consulting Services, 2017; Korah et al., 2017), 

others are skeptical that a change in legislation will be transformative (Boamah & Amoako, 

55 Amedzro, K.K. 2018, personal communication, 17 August; Awal, M. 2018, personal communication, 17 
August 
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2019, p. 11). In the preparation of the SDFs and local plans since the passage of the 2016 act, 

participation still occurs mostly through invited representation of stakeholder groups. 

Ransford Acheampong, a planning scholar who has also been involved in the preparation of 

these more recent plans as a consultant, observes that stakeholders tend to accept the 

alternatives promoted by planners without full comprehension (2019). The physical planning 

director of the AMA also does not believe that the new law has brought about much 

improvement in the situation.56 

Physical planning authorities are responsible not just for preparing plans but also for enforcing 

development controls. Studies of non-compliance with building regulations in Ghana (Arku 

et al., 2016; Owusu-Ansah & Braimah, 2013; Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 2010) list 

administrative bureaucracy, poor management, and inefficiency (permits take 3 to 5 years to 

obtain); the high cost of construction permits (up to 5% of the land value); the perception of 

planning officials as being unhelpful and corrupt; restrictive, cumbersome, and outdated 

planning regulations; lack of enforcement, and other issues as reasons for non-compliance.  

Clearly, lack of planning capacity and unsuitability of plans are real constraints. Whether 

overcoming these constraints would be sufficient for planning to be effective, and whether it 

is even possible to overcome them in Ghana’s political environment, are fundamental 

questions to which this chapter will return.  

 

56 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
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Competitive clientelism 

Planning in Ghana is pulled in many directions by political forces of precolonial, colonial, and 

postcolonial origin. Traditional authorities are precolonial in origin, though colonial regimes 

which ruled the country indirectly through these authorities, as well as the postcolonial 

constitution which recognizes the power of traditional authorities over most of the land in 

the country, have strengthened the power of traditional authorities. The British introduced 

formal town planning, and, as discussed above, their legacy has continued to influence 

planning since independence. The dominant force that has flourished in the postcolonial era, 

particularly since the democratic transition of the early 1990s, is the ‘competitive clientelism’ 

that characterizes modern Ghanaian democracy, although it too has roots in both traditional 

norms of customary leadership and patron-client relationships under British rule (Paller, 

2019a). 

Urban planners and policymakers aiming to adapt planning practice to the political realities 

of a country, particularly one dominated by informality, might find the concept of a country’s 

‘political settlement’ to be useful in characterizing the balance of powers in that country.57 

An increasing number of researchers of the Global South are applying the political settlements 

approach, first developed by institutional economist Mushtaq Khan (M. Khan, 1995, 2010), 

to issues around urban informality (Goodfellow, 2018), land governance (Kjær, 2017), and 

57 The word ‘settlement’ in ‘political settlement’ is used in the sense of agreement or arrangement, rather 
than inhabitation as in ‘informal settlement’. 
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international development policy (Parks & Cole, 2010).  A stable political settlement 

emerges when institutions correspond with the distribution of power in society. In ‘advanced’ 

capitalist states, the political settlement might be one in which formal institutions support the 

wealthy, who are the ones who hold power. In many developing countries, power is not 

based simply on financial capital, but also on traditional authority and patron-client 

relationships. Strictly formal, rule-based institutions do not easily support these forms of 

power, and so informal institutions, as well as informal adaptations of formal institutions, 

emerge. Though developing countries with clientelistic political settlements may have formal 

institutions like courts, laws, and property rights, these institutions function differently—in 

a more personalized, informal manner—than they would in ‘advanced’ countries (M. Khan, 

2010). Crucially for planning reform, attempts to formalize these institutions to the point 

where they no longer support existing forms of power would cause instability, and are 

unlikely to proceed unhindered. 

Ghana’s political settlement is one of ‘competitive clientelism’ (D. Appiah & Abdulai, 2017; 

Awal & Paller, 2016; Booth & Therkildsen, 2012; ICF Consulting Services, 2017). When 

clientelistic countries have too many factions to be included in a ruling coalition, and no one 

faction is strong enough to permanently exclude the others through legal or military means, 

the compromise reached is that of ‘competitive clientelism’, in which power is shared 

through credible elections. This political settlement is more stable than a conflict situation 

and more inclusive than authoritarianism, but is typically characterized by low enforcement 

capacity and short time horizons (M. Khan, 2010).  
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Agents of competitive clientelism in Ghanaian cities 

The general principles of clientelism described in Chapter 2 largely apply to the delivery of 

urban land and services in Ghanaian cities today as well. As in the global examples provided 

there, in Ghana too, political patrons provide neighborhood-scale benefits in the form of 

infrastructure, services, and informal property rights, in exchange for political support, in a 

manner that circumvents and undermines the formal planning system.  

Many services that are demanded by urban voters in Ghana’s informal settlements, including 

both private benefits like jobs and loans and club goods like water pipes and schools, are what 

political scientist Noah Nathan describes as “fundamentally targetable” (2019, p. 21). In a 

survey of voter preferences in Greater Accra, Nathan found that 64% of respondents 

demanded at least one club good. For example, 31% wanted sanitation, 27% wanted water 

supply, 27% wanted infrastructure, and 8% wanted educational facilities. This was higher 

than both the proportion of respondents who demanded at least one universalistic policy 

(55%) and the proportion that demanded at least one purely private good (53%) (Nathan, 

2019, pp. 97–98). Local politicians meet at least some this demand for club goods, with 

Nathan’s survey respondents recalling local politicians providing infrastructure like roads and 

street lights (48%); sanitation, including drainage (23%); educational facilities (8%); water 

pipes, tanks, and boreholes (6%); and health facilities (6%) (2019, p. 195). Nathan also finds 

that there is favoritism in the delivery of club goods, especially roads and schools (2019, p. 

271). 
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Several figures act as political patrons in the Ghanaian context, including chief executives of 

MMDAs (i.e. mayors) who belong to the incumbent political party, and (incumbent or 

aspiring) members of Parliament and district assembly members.  

Political parties 

Both of Ghana’s major political parties engage in competitive clientelism, narrowly targeting 

benefits to supporters in the interest of winning or maintaining their loyalty. Electoral 

outcomes probably depend at least as much on clientelism as on promises of broader policies 

and programs or on ethnic loyalties.  

The NDC describes itself as more socialist while the NPP describes itself as center-right and 

pro-business, but analysis of their manifestos and policies has revealed them to be 

ideologically incoherent or inconsistent. Moreover, 70-80% of the content of their election 

manifestoes overlap, and focus largely on ‘valence’ issues, i.e. advocating for things which 

are indisputably desirable. In any case, surveys find that the manifestoes lack credibility 

among the public, suggesting that they are not meaningfully distinguished by their broad 

programmatic promises. While the parties are not ethnically defined, broad trends exist in 

the support for the parties among ethnic groups and their corresponding regions of origin. 

For example, the indigenous Ga of Accra, as well Northern migrants settled in Accra, have 

mostly supported the NDC, while the NPP has been more popular among the Ashanti of 

Kumasi (Nathan, 2019).  
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Chief executives  

Appointed by the president, the metropolitan, municipal, or district chief executive 

(MMDCE, sometimes referred to as the mayor) is aligned with the political party that is in 

power at the national level. The chief executive, who chairs the Spatial Planning Committee, 

exerts heavy influence over planning decisions. Yeboah and Obeng-Odoom (2010, p. 87) 

explain that the chief executive is “the single most powerful political person in the district,” 

and that “his views on planning issues can override professional planning decisions.” New 

chief executives also routinely abandon incomplete projects initiated by their predecessors.58   

The chief executive is seen as the local representative of the president and the ruling party, 

rather than as independently powerful, and as a result often faces political pressure from 

above, making him or her unaccountable to the local public (ICF Consulting Services, 2017; 

Paller, 2019a, p. 195; Yeebo, 2014). A former president of the Ghana Institute of Planners, 

when interviewed for this study, referred to chief executives as “toothless” and “powerless”, 

“pawns” manipulated by national government officials and their political agendas.59 A former 

mayor refers to the position as the president’s “viceroy in the city.”60 

During its 2016 campaign, the NPP promised a change to a system whereby mayors would 

be locally elected rather than nominated by the president. On winning the election, the NPP 

 

58 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2018, personal communication, 23 July; Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 
17 July 
59 Tackie, F. 2018, personal communication, 30 July 
60 Amarteifio, N.N. 2019, personal communication, 2 July 
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government took steps to implement this change. Lawmakers placed a bill for a constitutional 

amendment to this effect before Parliament in February 2019, following which the public 

was to vote on the matter in a referendum in December 2019 (GhanaWeb, 2019e). The 

referendum was to pass if 75% of votes cast were in favor of the change, and if the turnout 

was at least 40% of eligible voters. If passed, the first chief executive elections would have 

taken place in June 2021 (GhanaWeb, 2019b). The NDC opposed the change, perhaps 

calculating that a victory would boost the NPP’s chances of re-election in the following year’s 

general election. The president, apparently fearing the consequences for his re-election bid if 

the referendum were to fail,61 abruptly canceled the referendum at the beginning of the 

month in which it was scheduled to take place (Citi Newsroom, 2019).  

Many observers, including planners, were optimistic about the potential for this change to 

make mayors more accountable to the local electorate and allow them to take advice from 

planners,62 as well as to make local governments more financially independent.63 One 

interviewee believed that, since mayoral candidates would be allowed to affiliate with 

political parties (unlike locally elected assembly members), the collective strength of 

 

61 Paller, J. 2019, personal communication, 18 December; Amedzro, K.K. 2010, personal communication, 
5 December. 
62 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July; Muquah, G. 2019, personal communication, 27 
June; Bob-Milliar, G. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
63 Tackie, F. 2018, personal communication, 30 July 
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opposition-party mayors would help create pressure on the incumbent party to deliver on 

promises, increasing accountability.64  

Others cautioned against seeing this change as a magic bullet that would automatically make 

mayors more locally accountable. They expressed concern about the fiscal consequences of a 

local government electing a mayor from a different party than the president, given that local 

governments depend so heavily on fiscal transfers from the national government, which can 

withhold or delay these transfers.65 An AMA planning officer pointed out that members of 

Parliament are already locally elected, and yet their behavior is not much different from 

appointed officials.66 The next chapter speculates on the impacts a move to locally elected 

mayors might have on clientelism.  

Unless the proposal to change the system is revived, the chief executive remains more of a 

conduit for patronage from his or her party rather than a self-interested patron. The exception 

is when an incumbent chief executive is also campaigning for an elected position in an 

upcoming election at the end of his or her tenure as chief executive. For example, a recent 

AMA chief executive campaigned, while in office, to become the member of Parliament for 

the Ablekuma South constituency in Accra. As a senior planner explained in an interview, 

“Eventually about sixty, seventy percent of the resources of AMA was [directed] towards 

64 Awal, M. 2018, personal communication, 17 August 
65 Amedzro, K.K. 2018, personal communication, 17 August; Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2018, personal 
communication, 23 July 
66 Tamakloe, E.M. 2018, personal communication, 23 July 
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Ablekuma South – construction of drains, roads, and everything. And eventually he won, so 

he is now an MP!”67 

Members of Parliament and district assemblies 

Members of Parliament (MPs) in Ghana can be even more powerful than chief executives, 

but only if they belong to the nationally incumbent party.68 While MPs are nominally 

legislators, their power is felt mostly through their informal role as the de facto heads of the 

local branch of their party, through which they campaign on behalf of their party’s presidential 

candidate and influence appointments and resource allocation in local government (Nathan, 

2019, p. 76).  

MPs also often have their own “development apparatus” in parallel to the local government 

structure.69 They use the MP’s share of the Common Fund to implement small infrastructure 

projects for their constituents, like the construction of roads. At times, they may consult with 

local government planners and engineers on the details of these projects. For example, one 

planner recounted the case of an MP who specified an amount he was willing to spend on 

roads from his share of the MP Common Fund but let planners and engineers select their 

 

67 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July 
68 Paller, J. 2019, personal communication, 10 June 
69 Awal, M. 2019, personal communication, 10 June 
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location.70 However, MPs may also use their influence to allow people to violate planning 

regulations.71  

Clientelism is an established and seemingly accepted part of Parliamentary elections in Ghana. 

A 2018 survey of 300 Parliamentary candidates found that 83% of them approved of the 

practice of rewarding loyal voters for their electoral support during a previous election 

(Westminster Foundation for Democracy & CDD-Ghana, 2018). Various kinds of public 

goods and services are provided through these personalized political channels. Illegal water 

connections have proliferated across the water network, “often with support from politically 

influential elements that treat free access to public resources as a legitimate part of the 

political patronage system designed to generate and maintain support factions” (ICF 

Consulting Services, 2017, p. 118). In addition, the setting of water tariffs has become subject 

to political interference, with tariffs set far below levels necessary for operation and 

maintenance, and increases being blocked during election campaigns (ICF Consulting 

Services, 2017). 

Patrons may be not only sitting MPs but also candidates. For example, during a campaign for 

member of Parliament in Odododiodio, the constituency in Accra that contains Old Fadama, 

Agbogbloshie, James Town, and other informal and indigenous settlements, a candidate 

provided not only private goods to households (jobs, school fees, loans, rice, clothes), but 

 

70 Amofa, L. 2019, personal communication, 18 June 
71 Bob-Milliar, G. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
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also paved the alleyway in front of his family home and promised to do the same for the entire 

community if he was elected (Paller, 2019a, p. 164). Meanwhile, the incumbent campaigning 

for re-election boasted about having used the District Assembly Common Fund and other 

funds to build classroom blocks and computer labs in local schools and renovate local clinics 

(Adam, 2013).  

Mohammad Awal of Accra’s Center for Democratic Development (CDD), himself a resident 

of Nima, the large zongo mentioned in the previous chapter, explains that MPs and assembly 

members provided streetlights, sanitation, drainage, and paved roads in his community, often 

using their share of the DACF, and that they were able to monitor the voting behavior of 

households closely and target such benefits accordingly. He notes that the small margins of 

victory in recent elections in Accra has forced politicians to compete for support from these 

communities, but that this has not yet translated into the communities organizing to make 

sustained demands for long-term public goods.72  

Even if MPs do support long-term plans, they are often dropped when a new MP is elected. 

For example, as mentioned in the previous chapter, Dutch consultants working for UN-

Habitat drafted a “planned city extension” for the district of Ningo-Prampram on the eastern 

periphery of Greater Accra, but although the district assembly approved the plan, 

72 Awal, M. 2018, personal communication, 17 August 
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implementation appears to have ceased once the MP driving the project lost his seat in the 

2016 election.73  

Local assembly members are less powerful than MPs, and are “fairly minor players in the 

grand scheme of Ghanaian politics” (Nathan, 2019, p. 248). Still, they can affect some local 

outcomes, partly through their use of the Electoral Area Fund set aside from the district 

budget, which they use for such private or club goods as streetlights and drainage. Paller 

(2019a, p. 140) recounts meeting an assembly member in Greater Accra who had purchased 

a stack of bulbs for streetlights with his own money, so that the Assembly could use them to 

replace streetlights that had gone out. Candidates for local assemblies do not campaign on 

policies at all, relying entirely on clientelism and constituency service (Nathan, 2019). 

Planners interviewed for this study explained that assembly members often oppose the 

demolition of buildings constructed in flood-prone areas, support construction without 

building permits (sometimes allegedly in exchange for bribes rather than just political 

support), and try to get planners to deny permits to applicants who do not support their 

party. 

Notably, informal politics in Ghana does not consist simply of ‘buying’ votes in an 

impersonal, purely instrumental quid pro quo manner before elections. The public views local 

leaders in Ghana as personal benefactors and their constituents expect them to channel private 

 

73 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
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and public goods to them. These figures include incumbent and aspiring MPs and assembly 

members, but they may also include community-level political brokers or “opinion leaders” 

who generate trust and popularity by solving problems, doing favors, and settling disputes 

for members of their communities for years before ever seeking elected office, and are an 

important component of the democratic process in Ghana (Paller, 2019a). Formal duties of 

elected officials in Ghana co-exist with informal expectations of them, which often are rooted 

in traditional notions of the leader as the head of family, with a moral responsibility to solve 

problems (Lindberg, 2010). Paller describes these multiple informal leadership roles as 

“friend, entrepreneur, parent, [and] preacher” (2014b). These informal expectations create a 

mechanism of accountability for members of Parliament and district assemblies which is more 

present on a day-to-day basis than elections are. As Awal and Paller (2016, p. 8) describe it: 

“Formal mechanisms of democratic accountability are seldom accessible for the poorest. But 

urban residents have found other ways to hold leaders to account that fit within informal 

networks and social norms.”  

The impact of competitive clientelism on local government capacity 

The observation that political leaders in a competitive clientelistic setting have a disincentive 

to build long-term bureaucratic capacity in order to maintain their power (Levy, 2014) is 

borne out in Ghana. The detrimental effects of competitive clientelism on local governance 

in Ghana is the overarching theme of the study funded by UKAID and Cities Alliance, which 

argues that the “economic impact of this practice of competitive clientelism in Ghana has been 

far-reaching” and “has engendered institutions and practices that undermine meritocracy and 
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administrative decentralization” (ICF Consulting Services, 2017, p. 11). Awal and Paller state 

that “‘[c]ompetitive clientelism’ and the associated power struggles that take place in the ranks 

of Ghana’s political parties have negative consequences for urban governance” (2016, p. 3). 

Similarly, Appiah and Abdulai (2017, p. 1) argue that competitive clientelism in Ghana “is 

central to understanding the country’s limited success in improving the effectiveness of public 

institutions.” Even the AMA’s Medium Term Development Plan 2018-2021 mentions 

“political interference” as one of three key problems that Accra’s local government faces in 

the implementation of projects (Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 2018, p. xvi). 

Nathan (2019) argues that in the context of Greater Accra, clientelism and low-quality urban 

governance are mutually reinforcing, acting as a vicious circle or “trap.” The state’s inability 

to deliver universal urban services leads voters who prefer programmatic policies (primarily 

the urban middle class) to disengage from political participation in frustration, allowing 

politicians to ignore their preferences and focus on those voters who seek particularistic 

benefits, often along ethnic lines. This allows narrow interest groups to capture city 

governments, allocate limited state resources in an inefficient and unequal manner, and 

neglect investment in state capacity. This behavior reinforces the belief that politicians are 

unable to deliver urban programmatic policies, further causing disengagement from voters 

with programmatic preferences. In other words, clientelism not only undermines state 

capacity in urban Ghana but also removes the incentives to build state capacity. 

Competitive clientelism also interferes with intergovernmental fiscal transfers (IGFTs) from 

national to local governments, on which local governments rely heavily, as noted above. The 
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UKAID and Cities Alliance study (ICF Consulting Services, 2017) describes how clientelism 

complicates the IGFTs in the form of another vicious cycle. During election campaigns, the 

national political parties promise to deliver, as “priority projects”, the urban services that 

local governments have been unable to provide. Once in office, the winning party then takes 

money out of DACF funds to fulfill these promises, which undermines local decision-making 

and implementation. This makes it all the more difficult for local governments to provide 

these services, further increasing the need for national parties to step in in order to make up 

for the lack of local service delivery. The study found that in 2012 and 2013, between 65 and 

75% of the DACF allocations were withheld by the national government and by MPs to fund 

their own priority projects. The report also describes how fiscal transfers are fought over by 

chief executives and MPs.  

Several officials and experts interviewed noted that this politicization of fiscal transfers leads 

to the use of the DACF for projects that do not conform to the Medium Term Development 

Plan, especially in election years.74 Municipalities sometimes give funds from the municipal 

budget as ‘donations’ to electorally important communities or chiefs during festivals.75 The 

national government also has the incentive to withhold or delay the release of the MPs’ share 

of the Common Fund to MPs who belong to other parties.76 

 

74 Amedzro, K.K. 2018, personal communication, 17 August; Awal, M. 2018, personal communication, 17 
August; Oduro, R. 2018, personal communication, 8 August 
75 Amofa, L. 2019, personal communication, 18 June 
76 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2018, personal communication, 23 July 
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Ghana’s political settlement, that of competitive clientelism, requires some formal 

institutions (elections, political parties, intergovernmental fiscal transfers, etc.) as vehicles 

for patronage. It therefore props up these institutions, like a parasite that needs its host to 

remain alive. At the same time, because it could not operate in a fully formal environment, 

it also prevents formal institutions that would threaten competitive clientelism (impersonal, 

programmatic service delivery and implementation of formal plans) from flourishing. It is the 

co-existence of these “pro-formal” and “anti-formal” elements of urban informal politics, to 

use a classification proposed by Goodfellow, that sustains the current equilibrium in Ghana.77 

The impact of competitive clientelism on planning  

Politicians in Ghana routinely interfere in planning decisions for short-term electoral gain 

(Cobbinah & Darkwah, 2017; Frimpong, 2017). Clifford Amoako, a professor of planning at 

Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology (KNUST) in Kumasi, refers to this 

phenomenon as a “war against ethical planning” in Ghana.78 Political interference in planning 

decisions can take many forms. Chief executives force planners to change the location of 

 

77 Goodfellow (2019)  proposes a classification of political informality into four categories: pro-formal, anti-
formal, para-formal, and a-formal. ‘Pro-formal’ informality includes practices that are outside formal rules 
but nonetheless support formal institutions, by increasing the likelihood that formal rules will be enforced or 
resolving ambiguities and conflicts in formal rules. ‘Anti-formal’ political informality involves “[p]olitical 
activities that deliberately challenge or weaken formal institutions” (6). He notes that the activities of 
politicians managing linkages with citizens under conditions of competitive clientelism are often ‘anti-
procedural’, meaning that they subvert formal programs and processes, and as such are highly anti-formal. In 
populist environments, formality itself is often vilified, as political patrons position themselves as popular 
heroes ‘protecting’ certain groups from unpopular regulations.   
78 Amoako, C. personal communication, 9 July 
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planned facilities based on electoral calculations rather than need. As a planner in LUSPA’s 

national headquarters explained: 

I’ve had conversations with some [local] planners and they tell you that… when 

they want to site a school or a health facility, the district chief executive will say: 

“No, I do not want it here. I want it located here.” So, in the end, where they site 

it becomes problematic. People are not able to access these facilities, and they 

become a waste of resources… [T]hey make the plans sometimes ineffective or 

useless to some extent… 

[Politicians make these changes to plans] based on where they think they will get 

their votes, or where most people voted for them. They will prefer to site those 

things there, even when those locations have an abundance of those facilities…  

[W]here they go against the plans that have been made, it’s mainly for getting

more votes…79 

The UKAID and Cities Alliance report recounts the example of a chief executive constructing 

a 40-seat toilet block without providing any water connection. This rendered the 

construction of the facilities useless but is nonetheless “fully consistent with the logic of 

competitive clientelism, which incentivizes political elites to focus on the provision of visible 

goods like infrastructure, without a consideration of what holds the greatest promise in 

improving the welfare of the wider citizenry” (ICF Consulting Services, 2017, p. 129).  

79 Amedzro, K.K. 2018, personal communication, 17 August 
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Nearly all the planners interviewed for this study readily related examples from their own 

careers of political pressure that they have faced to take actions which they believed to be 

detrimental to the public interest. These actions tended to involve rezoning or ignoring 

zoning violations in environmentally or culturally sensitive areas (e.g. waterways, forests, 

flood-prone areas, cemeteries) or on land reserved for public space (e.g. streets, 

playgrounds), in order to allow development of some kind. This development may be in the 

form of middle-class residential neighborhoods or commercial establishments, but it is 

particularly likely to be in the form of low-income settlements. In the words of a planner 

interviewed by Yeboah and Obeng-Odoom (2010, p. 87): “A nicely planned neighborhood 

does not vote but people who live in unapproved developments do.”  

While civil servants are not officially political appointees, politicians at the local level, with 

the help of their party colleagues at national ministries, can easily derail the careers of planners 

who do not cooperate with politically motivated decisions. The use of transfers of this sort as 

a tool for political control over bureaucrats is not unique to Ghana, being common in other 

developing democracies as well, e.g. India (Bussell, 2019; Iyer & Mani, 2012) and Indonesia 

(Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019). The ever-present threat of a transfer to an undesirable post 

acts as a mechanism by which politicians discipline planners. “It is very difficult for you to 

challenge [the chief executive], because if you are not careful, he will change your destiny,” a 
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senior planner said in an interview. 80 To avoid getting transferred, planners have to “tread 

carefully” when working with chief executives, another planner explained.81 

The threat of an undesirable transfer is sometimes made explicit, but it does not have to be. 

The frequency with which the possibility of such a transfer came up in interviews with 

planners suggests that it is a constant concern. Planners were quick to recall instances from 

their own careers or those of their colleagues in which a planner was transferred or threatened 

with a politically motivated transfer. One senior planner recalled an episode from her career 

in which she had refused to approve a commercial development, in which the chief executive 

had a personal interest, on land zoned as a playground. The chief executive complained to 

someone in the national government that he could not work with her, and she was transferred 

back to her previous job. Another planner mentioned the story of a municipal engineer being 

transferred to the Western region because he was “becoming too powerful.”82 Another 

mentioned that a chief executive who had fought with a municipal employee in another 

department was now threatening him with a transfer to the Northern region, and that the 

employee was considering resigning.83 Yet another planner recalled that the previous chief 

executive of his district had threatened the former planning director with a transfer because 

he had resisted approving an application to rezone a portion of a cemetery for development.84  

 

80 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July 
81 Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June 
82 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
83 Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June 
84 Owusu-Afriyie, A. 2019, personal communication, 25 June 
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Such a transfer may not be immediate, and when it comes, the planner is not officially given 

an explanation. Being branded among the ruling party as a supporter of the opposition or 

simply ‘difficult to work with’ or ‘no good’ damages a planner’s professional reputation and 

has a detrimental effect on his or her career.85 Not only do transfers to remote rural districts 

derail planners’ careers, but they also cause disruption for their families.86  

Whether or not the behavior of politicians here can be strictly classified as ‘clientelism,’ 

rather than ‘corruption,’ ‘constituency service,’ ‘pork-barrel politics,’ ‘forbearance,’ or 

other related behavior, depends on the extent to which they involve a contingent exchange 

of benefits for votes. Social and cultural norms in Ghana mentioned above, in which political 

leaders are expected to behave like traditional community leaders, channeling benefits to 

their communities, complicates the picture, as does the possible exchange of money between 

developers or chiefs and politicians. However, the fact that the demolition of informal 

settlements appears to occur along party lines suggests that clientelism does play a role. For 

example, in 2009, the AMA announced plans to demolish two informal settlements areas in 

Accra. Residents of the first settlement (Old Fadama), whose residents primarily supported 

the incumbent party, protested and threatened to defect to the opposition. In response, the 

president called off the demolition, saying, “[W]hen we are working to improve the 

85 Gariba, M. 2019, personal communication, June 17; Afukaar, J. 2019, personal communication, 9 July 
86 Not all planners have antagonistic relationships with their chief executives or are powerless to enforce 
plans. One planner in the Greater Accra area who has support from his chief executive, and who also has 
some legal knowledge and a sympathetic local high court judge, has taken several developers to court for 
violating regulations, including 12 within one year (Owusu-Afriyie, A. 2019, personal communication, 25 
June). 
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economy, it is not proper for us to treat our people in this manner.” Residents of the other 

settlement, who tended to support the opposition party, also protested and called for the 

president to intervene, but the demolitions continued as planned (Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 

2010).  

As noted above, low-income settlements in urban Ghana may be indigenous neighborhoods 

or migrant settlements built on land purchased from indigenous chiefs, which are seen as 

“legitimate,” or they may be squatter settlements, which neither traditional nor state 

authorities consider legitimate. Clientelism may operate in any of these types of settlements, 

at least in theory.87 Clientelistic provision of land through non-eviction is clearly more 

pertinent to squatter settlements, at least on a large scale. However, even in the other kinds 

of settlement, politicians may “provide” land by not enforcing zoning and building regulations 

or tolerating construction on public or unsafe land. Clientelism may be responsible for the 

provision of urban services and infrastructure in any of these types of settlements. 

Clientelistic support of informal settlements – the case of Old Fadama 

Government officials in Ghana readily acknowledge that politicians resist the strict 

enforcement of plans and tolerate informality among electorally important groups. When 

interviewed for this study, local planners and other government officials at all levels, e.g. a 

 

87 However, (Paller, 2019a) argues that politics in “purchased” settlements tend to develop along less 
narrowly targeted lines, and that these settlements see more provision of public goods through collective 
decision-making. 
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former mayor,88 a senior advisor in the Ministry of Inner-City and Zongo Development,89 

and the Director of the Ga Mashie Development Agency,90 all accepted that this is the case. 

The events surrounding attempted demolitions of parts of Accra’s Old Fadama informal 

settlement, mentioned earlier, illustrate the interplay between politics, planning, and 

informal settlements. Old Fadama occupies 31 hectares (77 acres) of land along the Odaw 

River and Korle Lagoon in central Accra (Housing the Masses, 2010) (Figure 20). It is 

adjacent to Agbogbloshie, another low-income settlement. Both areas have a mix of land uses, 

including residential (informal housing), commercial (vegetable markets), and industrial 

(waste processing).  

 

88 Amarteifio, N.N. 2019, personal communication, 2 July 
89 Ohene-Sarfoh, K. 2018, personal communication, 20 July 
90 Tagoe, G.N.T. 2018, personal communication, 14 August 
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Figure 20: Old Fadama in the context of central Accra 
Source: Author, Google Earth  
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The Ga ethnic group considers the land and the lagoon sacred, part of their customary 

inheritance. The name ‘Fadama’ comes from a Hausa91 word meaning “marshy, uninhabitable 

area.” In the early 20th century, commercial interests planned to build first a railway station 

and then a harbor on the site, and in the 1950s, prior to Independence, the colonial 

government planned to build low-income housing at Agbogbloshie, but the Ga opposed both. 

The Nkrumah government earmarked the area for manufacturing and light industry in the 

early 1960s, and acquired the land from Ga chiefs in exchange for monetary compensation, 

relocating the few inhabitants to a location that was named “New Fadama.” A 1970 plan 

determined the area to be too flood-prone for residential or industrial use, and designated 

the site for the construction of a retention pond and public recreation facilities, including a 

yacht club, sports stadium, botanical garden, and open-air theater (see Figure 21 and Figure 

22). Nonetheless, the site remained largely vacant, apart from small settlements, fisheries, 

and a garbage dump (Grant, 2009; Paller, 2014a; Stacey, 2019).  

91 The Hausa language is spoken across several African countries. In Accra it is spoken mostly by Muslim 
migrants from Northern Ghana. 



174

Figure 21: 1970 plan for the Korle Lagoon Recreational Area, Accra (photograph of original) 
Source: photograph by author of plan produced by Town Planning Division 
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(a)
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(b) 

Figure 22: 1970 plan for the Korle Lagoon Recreational Area, Accra (reproduced legend (a) and map 
(b)) 92 

 

 

92 Reproduced by AMA Town and Country Planning Department, 2016. 
https://www.scribd.com/document/393353413/Korle-Lagoon-Recreational. Accessed 6 December, 
2019. 

https://www.scribd.com/document/393353413/Korle-Lagoon-Recreational
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Figure 23: The Korle Lagoon area in 2018 
Source: Author, Google Earth 

Squatters started to settle on the site in the 1980s, building structures from wooden boards 

and cartons on woodchip floors  (Paller, 2019a, p. 194, 2019c). In 1991, city authorities 
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drove street hawkers and traders away from other areas in the city in preparation for a 

conference of the Non-Aligned Movement, which resulted in them settling in Old Fadama 

(Stacey, 2018). When a fire in 1993 burned down Makola Market, the city’s largest market, 

‘Makola Market 2’ was built at Agbogbloshie to relieve pressure on the original, contributing 

to the growth of neighboring Old Fadama. Settlers who were displaced for the construction 

of the new market simply moved further into the site, creating new land by filling the swamp 

with sawdust.  

It was the section built on this flood-prone land which was originally referred to as ‘Sodom 

and Gomorrah.’ Various stories regarding the exact origin of this name are in circulation. 

According to one account, a Ga leader gave this rear section of the settlement the name to 

distinguish it from the earlier-established sections that had been bought from the Ga, and the 

name was popularized when a radio reporter overheard it and used it on the air. Another 

account ascribes the name to an AMA spokesperson who stated that the people of the 

neighborhood would be destroyed like the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah in the Bible 

(Paller, 2019c).  Yet another version of events states that a doctor who used to keep horses 

on the swamp warned the earliest settlers that the structures that they built there would be 

swept away like the biblical cities of those names (Yeebo, 2014). Whatever its origins, 

eventually the name was applied to all of Old Fadama. Today the name ‘Sodom and 

Gomorrah’ is used as widely as ‘Old Fadama,’ and has even made its way into official 

government documents (Paller, 2019c). The biblical connotations of the name, as a place of 

sin that deserves only to be destroyed, is not lost in a country where even tro-tros, taxis, and 
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small roadside businesses are adorned with biblical phrases. As Paller notes, “Over time, the 

name shaped the broader public opinion of the neighbourhood, and the perception of the 

residents as squatters did not change. The settlement was transformed from a temporary 

place of refuge into an evil problem that needed to be exterminated” (Paller, 2019c). 

In 1994, an MP from Ghana’s Northern region requested that the mayor of Accra at the time, 

Nat Nuno Amarteifio, allow migrants who were fleeing a violent conflict in the North to 

camp at Old Fadama for a month or two.93 At the time, planners advised politicians against 

this, fearing that the settlement would become permanent and grow as more migrants came 

South to join their relatives who had settled there. As a former AMA planning director 

recalled: 

The entire planning department advised them: “No, if we do that, there will be a 

multiplier effect because [once someone] has got the place, he will go and call the 

brother, the sister, the aunt, and the rest. ‘Oh! There’s a place here!’ If we are not 

careful, within some small time the whole place will be inundated with squatters.” 

They ignored it. They’re politicians. They said, “No, we need to settle them right 

now. Go away.” And then? They settled their people there, and they started 

multiplying, multiplying, multiplying… It has become a political issue now.94  

For years, settlers built structures in Old Fadama from temporary materials. This norm was 

instituted and monitored by community leaders and People’s Dialogue (PD), which rose to 

93 Amarteifio, N.N. 2019, personal communication, 2 July 
94 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July 
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prominence in the area in the 2000s and established close ties to senior government officials 

(Paller, 2019a). The residents intended the use of temporary materials as a signal to 

authorities that they sought relocation and did not intend to settle there permanently. 

However, the outbreak of a fire in 2009 marked a turning point. Following the fire, PD and 

its affiliate OFADA (Old Fadama Development Association) began encouraging the use of 

concrete blocks for reconstruction, as well as enforcing informal building codes, widening 

streets, and taxing residents (Paller, 2019c).    

By 2010, the settlement was home to 80,000 inhabitants, giving it a population density of 

more than 2,500 inhabitants per hectare (over 1,000 per acre). A 2010 survey found that 

two-thirds of residents were from the Northern region. Though these households had 

originally come to Accra from the North to escape conflict, they remained mainly for 

employment: a very high proportion, 96%, were employed in some way, and 91% said that 

their main reason for not returning to their hometowns was a lack of jobs. Many women 

worked as kayayei or head porters, often living in dormitory-style structures in rooms holding 

between eight and twenty women each. Only one in three children under the age of 18 was 

in school, and nearly half of the residents had had no education (Housing the Masses, 2010). 

Seven local strongmen controlled this land and maintained order in the settlement, and 

neighborhoods and public spaces within the settlement were named either after them or 

places back home in the North (Paller, 2019c). Some allege that the settlement is home to 
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criminal organizations involved in illegal trade of guns, human organs, and even babies for 

use in rituals.95 

Old Fadama is stuck in a three-way stalemate, between the state, which owns the land on 

paper; the Ga leaders, who claim traditional rights to the land; and the settlers who occupy 

it. The state officially considers residents of Old Fadama to be illegal squatters on state land, 

as it had acquired the land from Ga authorities in the 1960s. Although in the early days of the 

settlement some Ga families informally ‘sold’ land to squatters (Paller, 2014a), Ga traditional 

authorities now also strongly oppose the existence of the settlement. However, the Ga also 

dispute the state’s claim to the land, taking the position that the government acquisition is no 

longer valid, as it did not use the land to provide local development as promised (Stacey, 

2019).  

95 Ayeh-Datey, S. 2019, personal communication, 2 July 
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Figure 24: A makeshift bridge to Old Fadama across a canal  
Source: Yepoka Yeebo (2014) 
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Figure 25: The yam market at Old Fadama 
Source: Yepoka Yeebo (2014) 
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Figure 26: Residences in Old Fadama 
Source: Penny Wang 96  

96 flic.kr/p/gaURaE. Creative Commons License - Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic 
(CC BY-NC-SA 2.0). 
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Figure 27: Residences in Old Fadama 
Source: Penny Wang 97  

 

97 flic.kr/p/gaTxhE. Creative Commons License - Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic 
(CC BY-NC-SA 2.0). 
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Figure 28: GHAFUP-led community toilet project in Old Fadama. 
Source: SDI 98 

 

98 flic.kr/p/bfgzaV. Creative Commons License - Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0). 



187

Figure 29: Evening in Old Fadama 
Source: Yepoka Yeebo (2014)  

Informal workers recycle electronic waste in Agbogbloshie, which involves burning 

hazardous materials in open fires, with little protection, if any. Studies have found toxins, 

including heavy metals and flame-retardant chemicals, in the blood of waste workers and 

nearby residents, and even in the breastmilk of mothers living in the area (Daum et al., 2017). 

The waste processing workers also suffer from burns, injuries, and respiratory illnesses 

(Acquah et al., 2019).    
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Figure 30: Informal waste workers burning electrical wires to recover copper in Agbogbloshie 
Source: Muntaka Chasant 99 

 

99 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Agbogbloshie,_Ghana_2019.jpg. Creative Commons License 
- Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 International. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Agbogbloshie,_Ghana_2019.jpg
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Figure 31: An informal waste worker burning plastic insulation off copper wiring in Agbogbloshie 
Source: Jon Spaull (Spaull, 2015) 
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Figure 32: An informal waste worker pulls a cart full of empty PC cases to be broken down by recyclers 
in Agbogbloshie 

Source: Adam Minter (Minter, 2016)  

As mentioned in a previous section, over the years the AMA has threatened or carried out 

partial evictions and demolitions of structures at Old Fadama, regardless of which party has 

been in power. Yet the settlement has managed to survive, in large part because of its 

importance in elections. Old Fadama is particularly important from an electoral standpoint, 

not only because it is home to 80,000 residents, but also because political parties believe that 

the political views of these residents strongly influence the votes of their relatives in the 

North. As a former AMA official explained in an interview, “Each individual in Sodom and 
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Gomorrah represents a household at Sodom and Gomorrah and also has a link to the Northern 

part of this country… So no government, no politician takes that place for granted.”100 The 

constituency in which it lies, Odododiodio, has been important since the country’s early 

years, with Kwame Nkrumah himself having represented it as an MP. Its residents boast: “If 

you win Odododiodio Constituency, you win Ghana” (Paller, 2019b). Moreover, Old 

Fadama is also a valuable source of labor for political party business, as it is home to a large 

population of underemployed youths (Paller, 2019a).  

The events surrounding attempts at removing the settlement underscore how its political 

importance has helped it to remain in place, despite hostility from the AMA and the 

surrounding Ga population. The government served an eviction notice to the residents of Old 

Fadama in 2002, to make room for the Korle Lagoon Ecological Restoration Project. The 

Centre for Public Interest Law fought this eviction notice in court but lost. However, by now 

the settlement had become electorally important, and with the launch of campaigns for the 

2004 election, the government put aside its plans for demolition. Voters in Old Fadama were 

instrumental in the victory of the NDC candidate for MP in that election, providing some 

respite for its residents (Paller, 2019a).  

Although Old Fadama was largely aligned with the NDC, the NDC chief executive appointed 

in 2008 had close ties to Ga leaders who were hostile to the existence of the settlement 

 

100 Ayeh-Datey, S. 2019, personal communication, 2 July 
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(Paller, 2019a). As mentioned previously, in 2009, the AMA again earmarked Old Fadama 

for demolition as part of an “urban renewal” program, but when the residents threatened to 

defect from the ruling NDC to the opposition NPP, the president quickly and publicly called 

for the demolition to be stopped. Meanwhile, demolitions in other areas perceived as NPP 

strongholds proceeded as planned (Yeboah & Obeng-Odoom, 2010, p. 88).  

A fire in 2012 provided the opportunity for leaders from the NPP to consolidate their 

organizing machinery in the settlement by promising disaster relief to their supporters, with 

the aspiring NPP candidate for MP asking them to “coordinate within their groups and to 

write down what they needed” (Paller, 2019c, p. 450).   

In June 2015, heavy rainfall in Accra caused a devastating flood which affected over 50,000 

people in Accra. The flood also resulted in an explosion at a petrol station, which caused yet 

another fire, killing 150 people (Ministry of Environment, Science, Technology and 

Innovation, 2016; World Bank, 2017b). In response, the AMA chief executive called for the 

demolition of structures in Old Fadama that had allegedly caused the flooding by obstructing 

the flow of water in the lagoon. However, the AMA demolished more structures than they 

had initially announced (Bigg, 2015). Analysis of satellite imagery reveals that government 

bulldozers removed structures occupying approximately 13 hectares, making up over 40% 

of the settlement (see Figure 33 (a) and (b)). This suggests that the demolitions may have 

destroyed the houses of around 30,000 to 35,000 residents (a figure in line with the 

previously estimated “more than 25,000” (Paller, 2019a, p. 197)). The affected residents 

perceived the small sums of money given to them to “go back where they came from” as 
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insulting (Stacey, 2019). Rumors and conspiracy theories circulated that the demolitions 

were a pretext for the chief executive and his associates to confiscate and develop the prime 

land to enrich themselves101, or that the president had awarded his brother the contract for 

dredging the lagoon and that Old Fadama was the easiest place to do it (Paller, 2019a). While 

these rumors have not been substantiated, it is the case that the chief executive was also 

campaigning for a Parliamentary seat in a nearby constituency at the time (which he 

subsequently won), and it is possible that he may have been attempting to boost his popularity 

with the Ga population of Accra by removing parts of Old Fadama.  

Residents of Old Fadama rioted in protest of the demolitions102, which again forced political 

leaders to take notice. Party leaders summoned the chief executive, accompanied by the 

director of physical planning at AMA at the time, to Parliament. The planning director 

displayed the 1970 plan as justification for the demolition.103 Leaders of the incumbent NDC 

party admonished the chief executive for his actions, reminding him that the residents of the 

settlement were key NDC supporters. As the planning director recalled:  

101 Paller, J. W. 2018, personal communication, 18 June 
102 For news footage of the riots, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lI20XObRybc (Old Fadama 
Demolition—Today Big Story (22-6-15), 2015) 
103 The fact that the 1970 plan, though never implemented, retained the ability to determine what is and is 
not legal development and thereby justify demolitions even 45 years later echoes similar observations about 
plans and settlements in Delhi by Bhan (2013)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lI20XObRybc
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[T]hey asked our mayor a question: Where does he get his powers from? You see?

They were from the same party. Doesn’t he know that what he is doing is going to 

affect his source of power?104  

The demolition was called off. Most of the residents from the demolished structures have 

since returned and rebuilt their homes along the waterway (Figure 33 (c)). Still, observers 

believe that the attempted demolition hurt the NDC’s performance in the 2016 election, 

which it lost.105  

104 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July 
105 Paller, J. W. 2018, personal communication, 18 June 
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(a) Old Fadama in late 2014 
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(b) The same area in late 2015, after the AMA undertook demolitions along the lagoon 
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(c) The same area in 2018, showing reconstruction in demolished areas

Figure 33: Satellite images of Old Fadama in 2014, 2015, and 2018, showing demolitions and 
reconstruction along the lagoon 
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Perhaps aiming to take advantage of the NDC’s loosened grip over the residents of the 

settlement and with an eye towards the 2020 elections, the vice president of Ghana under the 

subsequent NPP administration made a high-profile visit to Old Fadama and Agbogbloshie in 

September 2019, accompanied by the Ministers of Inner-City and Zongo Development, the 

Interior, Defence, Water and Sanitation, and Local Government and Rural Development; 

the AMA chief executive; and other NPP leaders (Figure 34). The vice president 

acknowledged the mistrust between the residents and successive governments due to neglect 

and threats of eviction, and promised to improve living conditions in the area through the 

provision of amenities including “four eight-unit places of convenience, 20 four-unit 

bathrooms, street lights, water, a kindergarten, as well as laying of pavement blocks at the 

Agbogbloshie Market” (Nunoo, 2019). Two weeks later, the vice president met with 

traditional authorities and other community leaders from Old Fadama and Agbogbloshie at 

Jubilee House, the presidential palace. He announced via Twitter that the government had 

already provided streetlights throughout the community, and added a community center, a 

police station, and waste facilities to his list of promises to the residents. “Agbogbloshie and 

Old Fadama though slums, equally deserve to be served just like any other community in the 

country,” the vice president wrote on Twitter (Bawumia, 2019).   
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Figure 34: Scenes from the visit of the vice president and other senior government officials to Old 
Fadama and Agbogbloshie in September 2019 

Source: the vice president’s Twitter account (@MBawumia) 
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The government’s attitude towards electronic waste processing in Agbogbloshie also appears 

to be changing. In the past, AMA officials have stated that the informal waste processing 

activities “derange the progress of our development agenda” and are a “nuisance to the city[’s] 

development” (Amuzu, 2018). However, in 2019, the Ministry of Environment, Science, 

Technology and Innovation and the German government launched a project that aims to 

transform Agbogbloshie into an “environmentally friendly scrap park” and includes the 

construction of a new scrapyard, a training center that teaches workers to process waste in a 

safe and environmentally friendly manner, a clinic, and a football field (Accra Metropolitan 

Assembly, 2019). The German government has committed EUR 25 million to fund the 

project in the form of a grant and technical assistance (German Embassy - Accra, n.d.).    

The events of 2009 and 2015 and similar incidents in previous years have led many scholars 

(Frimpong, 2017; Gillespie, 2017; Oppong, 2016; Stacey & Lund, 2016; Yeebo, 2014) and 

interviewed experts106 to believe that Old Fadama’s electoral importance makes it practically 

invulnerable to removal. The former planning director of AMA described Old Fadama, with 

its 80,000 inhabitants flagrantly violating official plans, as an albatross around the necks of 

planners in Accra.107 The mayor who was in power in the 1990s, who agreed to allow the 

Northern refugees to settle on the site at the time, said in an interview: 

106 Amedzro, K.K. 2018, personal communication, 17 August; Tagoe, G.N.T. 2018, personal 
communication, 14 August; Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2018, personal communication, 23 July; Yakubu, A.Y.H. 
2018, personal communication, 16 July 
107 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July 
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The city makes noises about clearing them, but it’s not possible to do so, for many 

reasons. And this is where we come to your thesis. They are now a political fact. 

Eighty or ninety or hundred thousand residents – even though they may not be 

registered to vote in Accra but are registered to vote in other parts of the country – 

are still assets that a political party does not throw away easily. So, any attempt 

to dislodge them quickly runs into heavy political headwinds. And that’s a fact. 

Politicians will always seize opportunity to cultivate a constituency. 108   

Despite frequent floods and fires, Accra’s ‘Sodom and Gomorrah’ survives because of its 

electoral importance, Ghana’s clientelistic democracy having saved it from the destruction 

that befell its biblical namesake settlements. As the previous chapter showed, demolitions of 

informal settlements are in fact frequent across Greater Accra, which means that the 

persistence of certain settlements, not only the large and high-profile Old Fadama but also 

other, smaller settlements and structures mentioned by planners in interviews, cannot be put 

down simply to general neglect or weakness on the part of local governments. The survival 

of these settlements can only be understood in light of their political importance.   

As Chapter 2 discussed, this kind of clientelistic support for informal settlements is a mixed 

blessing. While it has allowed Old Fadama and others to escape demolition, it has not led to 

substantial improvements. The residents of such settlements still lack long-term tenure 

security and access to basic infrastructure and services (Paller, 2014a). Arguably, people in 

power are instead incentivized to keep these residents in a state of dependency. The political 

 

108 Amarteifio, N.N. 2019, personal communication, 2 July 
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parties have no incentive to provide long-term solutions when it is the very vulnerability of 

these communities that makes them useful as client populations. Paller (2014a, p. 58) finds 

that in Old Fadama, “the informal institution of squatter illegality in slums provides 

opportunities for leaders to ‘cash in’ and strengthen power, for political parties and politicians 

to mobilize support, and for international NGOs to support a cause while the most vulnerable 

residents are left unrepresented.”  

The most recent overtures to Old Fadama’s residents by the NPP also demonstrate how 

political parties use informality. Whether or not this can be considered clientelism in a strict 

sense depends on how the NPP responds to future electoral results in Old Fadama: if it fails 

to win their votes and consequently abandons its largesse, which is certainly conceivable, then 

in effect the (continued) provision of benefits is contingent on political support, making it a 

case of clientelism. Either way, if, as the vice president claims, the residents of Old Fadama 

“deserve to be served just like any other community in the country,” the provision of basic 

services to Old Fadama should be unremarkable, carried out routinely by local government, 

rather than in the form of a high-profile, media-friendly gift from the vice president and 

several national ministers. Moreover, it is notable that for all its support, the ruling NPP has 

not commented on the legal status of the settlement nor promised to provide secure land 

tenure, supporting the argument that politicians need communities like Old Fadama to 

remain informal and therefore susceptible to clientelism.   

In summary, the case of Old Fadama illustrates many of the broader arguments of this study 

about the relationships between planning, informal politics, and informal urban growth. 
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Here, an ambitious and well-meaning formal plan proved impossible to implement due to 

informality and politics. A settlement that was partly formal in origin (as a refugee camp, in 

this case) became ‘informalized’ due to political antipathy on the part of political leaders, as 

discussed in Chapter 2. Politically influential land brokers (Ga chiefs, in this case) helped 

create the settlement by informally subdividing land, a phenomenon discussed in Chapter 2 

and further explored in the next chapter. The informal settlement remained in place and 

grew due to its clientelistic political ties, despite violating plans and regulations. Politicians 

provide its residents with benefits in exchange for their political support, but they have not 

permanently freed them from dependence by providing formal tenure rights. Patron-client 

relationships have made planners powerless to intervene. 

Clientelism beyond low-income informal settlements  

While low-income settlements present political patrons with large, dense communities that 

are vulnerable and have easily met material needs, informal politics does not only affect the 

poor, and that non-poor developments may be equally “informal” in terms of the violation of 

regulations. As mentioned above, the pressures that planners face from political figures also 

involve ignoring regulatory violations in industrial, commercial, and residential 

developments operated or occupied by middle-class citizens.  

In an interview, one experienced planner in Accra described urban growth as a “free-for-all,” 

explaining that if landowners or developers wish to start a new residential community 

somewhere beyond the urban fringe, in violation of existing plans, they can do it as long as 



204 

they have political connections.109 As discussed further in the next chapter, traditional 

authorities often allocate land to middle-class settlers, regardless of whether the traditional 

authorities  legally control that land. Local governments often paint notices on structures 

which lack permits, prompting the owners to seek the help of politically and socially 

influential “big men” who intervene to allow the developments to remain (Arku et al., 2016). 

Middle-class settlers may also use their relationships with influential actors to obtain piped 

water connections from the Ghana Water Company, and then use the provision of such 

services as evidence that the state considers the settlement legitimate (Bartels, 2019). 

Clientelism can also affect formal developments, particularly the allocation of units in public 

housing projects. Ghana has never had particularly robust state-built housing programs, but 

those that did exist between the 1960s and 1980s, besides suffering from a shortage of funds 

and ultimately falling out of favor during structural adjustment, were also plagued by 

clientelism in the allocation of units, according to Sarfoh (2010). 

Conclusion 

Ghana’s atmosphere of competitive clientelism has informalized and undermined its state 

institutions, including urban planning, such that short-term political interests determine 

urban decision-making. Planners cannot openly defy politically motivated decisions from 

politicians, out of fear of retaliation that would derail their careers. At times, clientelism has 

 

109 Tackie, F. 2018, personal communication, 3 July 
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allowed some politically important informal settlements to escape demolition, but it has not 

delivered long-term benefits, and has deepened the dependency of the poor on political 

patronage.  

The political dynamics outlined above are not the only ones which affect urban growth and 

planning. The role of traditional authorities, the subdivision of local government jurisdictions 

into ever-smaller areas, inefficient decentralization, corruption, and land-based violence all 

shape Ghana’s cities and the ability of planners to influence urban growth. However, all these 

seemingly disparate factors can be traced back to clientelism, as the next chapter explains.  
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Chapter 6: Related Political Constraints on Planning 

The clientelistic provision of benefits in exchange for political support creates major 

challenges for urban planning in Ghana, as the previous chapter discussed. However, planning 

also faces several other institutional, administrative, and practical constraints, not all of which 

are directly related to an exchange of benefits for political support, but which are also political 

in nature. Traditional authorities distribute land without regard to plans. The proliferation of 

new local government units exacerbates the shortage of planning staff and makes 

metropolitan coordination more difficult. National agencies withhold autonomy from local 

governments, while simultaneously decentralizing planning staff in a way that makes them 

vulnerable to local political control. Corruption abounds. Privately hired thugs use violence 

to prevent land from even being inspected by authorities. While this may seem like a litany 

of unrelated woes, the discussion that follows argues that the clientelistic politics of Ghana 

either partially causes or intensifies each of these other challenges. 

The power of traditional authorities over urban land 

Scholars once expected customary practices and indigenous social institutions in Africa to 

fade with the advent of state institutions, economic modernization, and urbanization. Instead, 

the ‘customary’ and the ‘modern’ now intertwine and co-evolve in complex ways across the 

continent (Joireman, 2011; Juul & Lund, 2002). The institution of traditional chieftaincy in 

Ghana may be precolonial in origin, but the British reshaped it during the colonial period as 

a means of supporting ‘indirect rule’. The British referred to the Gold Coast, as Ghana was 
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then known, as a ‘colony’, but it was arguably more akin to a ‘protectorate’, not only because 

the British never settled there in large numbers, but also because they ruled it through existing 

local authorities who never gave up their power (Jackson, 2019). Chiefs in Ghana under 

British rule were able to become less accountable to their communities and more predatory 

and self-serving than they had been in precolonial times (Joireman, 2011; Obeng-Odoom, 

2013). In countries which were never colonized, like Ethiopia, customary practices simply 

became codified into state law, while in Ghana, colonization permanently enshrined ‘legal 

pluralism,’ with competing factions making claims through different systems, according to 

Joireman (2011).  

The Ghanaian constitution recognizes the customary authority of traditional chiefs over 80% 

of land in the country (Tieleman & Uitermark, 2018). The customary land controlled by 

chiefs is known as ‘stool’ land in most of Ghana and ‘skin’ land in the North, in synecdochic 

reference to the ornamental stools and animal skins that are traditional symbols of authority 

of chiefs (like ‘crown’ land in the United Kingdom). Customary land in Accra constitutes 

78% of land in the city and belongs either to Ga chiefs (stool land) or to Ga families 

represented by family heads to whom chiefs have allocated land (family land). Land in and 

around Kumasi, the capital of the historic Ashanti kingdom and present-day Ashanti Region, 

belongs to chiefs who are all subordinate to the Asantehene (Ashanti king). The Asantehene’s 

Land Secretariat manages stool lands, which make up 81% of the land around Kumasi 

(Boamah & Amoako, 2019). 
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Customary land tenure remains a powerful force in shaping urban growth and service delivery 

in urban Ghana. According to the constitution, chiefs hold land in trust for their people. The 

land is not meant to be for sale but rather to be used and passed down by families. However, 

in urban and peri-urban areas with increasing land values, chiefs have increasingly 

commodified customary land. Households seeking a chief’s approval to settle on stool land 

traditionally pay their respects to the chief in the form of ‘drink money,’ which in the past 

was equivalent to the price of a “few bottles of imported schnapps,” but is now closer to the 

equivalent of the market price of the land (Owusu-Ansah & Braimah, 2013, p. 694). 

According to the constitution, 55% of the revenue from stool lands must be given to the local 

government, with the rest divided between the chief and the stool elders. However, since 

stool land transactions are not a matter of public record, the amounts actually paid are 

impossible to determine (Berry, 2002).  

Chiefs often treat this money as private wealth, which means that the stool land is effectively 

their private property to sell for personal enrichment  (Ayee et al., 2011; Owusu-Ansah & 

Braimah, 2013; Tieleman & Uitermark, 2018). In some cases, chiefs even go to the extent of 

officially registering land in their own name as personal property, as in Faroma on the 

periphery of Accra (Tieleman & Uitermark, 2018). Chiefs are also involved in fraudulent 

land sales, reselling land that the state has previously acquired (Boamah & Amoako, 2019), 

which sometimes results in the state having to repurchase land that it has already acquired 
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once. Chiefs also sell land that plans have set aside for waterways, roads, or public space.110 

A former AMA official gave the example of an area known as Lavender Hill, which had been 

acquired by the state in 1908. The AMA had to pay a local chief 100,000 cedis (roughly USD 

17,400) to reacquire it in order to use it for a sewage management project funded by the 

Danish government. The official described the government’s loss of land to haphazard 

development all over Accra, after having which the preserved for years, as “painful.”111  

The nature of interactions between chiefs and planners in the Greater Accra region can vary 

greatly. While they are meant to be on the Spatial Planning Committees of MMDAs, they 

may or may not participate in planning meetings.112 Planners sometimes have cooperative 

relationships with chiefs. For example, a few planners noted instances in which chiefs have 

invited them to help plan their land,113 or in which chiefs have helped planners communicate 

information from planners to their communities, including conveying the need for relocation 

of informal structures.114  

However, cooperation between chiefs and planners may be the exception rather than the 

rule. Chiefs often subdivide and allocate stool land without regard for any extant land use 

plans and without coordination between adjacent subdivisions (Amoateng et al., 2013; ICF 

 

110 Owusu-Afriyie, A. 2019, personal communication, 25 June; Owusu-Donkor, P. 2019, personal 
communication, 8 July 
111 Ayeh-Datey, S. 2019, personal communication, 2 July 
112 Muquah, G. 2019, personal communication, 27 June 
113 Gariba, M. 2019, personal communication, 17 June; Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June; 
Owusu-Afriyie, A. 2019, personal communication, 25 June 
114 Akyeampong, C. 2019, personal communication, 26 June; Amofa, L. 2019, personal communication, 18 
June 
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Consulting Services, 2017). Chiefs frequently employ unlicensed (‘quack’) surveyors to 

prepare subdivision plans in which parcels are smaller than the legal minimum, do not have 

proper street access, or are used for purposes not permitted by the local plan.115  Sometimes 

these informal surveyors are remunerated in the form of a plot of land in the informal 

subdivision itself, which they may resell (Bartels, 2019). This practice means that there is 

little opportunity for public input into land use decisions (Ayee et al., 2011).  

Chiefs believe that they alone, rather than planners, have the right to make decisions about 

the land in their custody.116 Cobbinah and Darkwah (2017, p. 1239) quote a traditional leader 

saying: “[T]he land is ours. We are the traditional custodians… Nobody can develop our land 

without our consent, not even the government. If the planning people want to plan our 

community or land, they should contact us first and seek our approval.” Many believe that 

land acquired from chiefs is not subject to planning laws at all (Boamah & Amoako, 2019).  

Beyond their role in subdividing and allocating land, chiefs also play a facilitating role in 

arranging the provision of services to newly subdivided peri-urban stool land. Depending on 

the needs of a settlement, a chief may persuade the utility companies to extend water and 

electrical connections to new settlers, and negotiate with judges, police officers, and 

municipal agencies, including the planning agency, to legitimize the new settlement 

(Tieleman & Uitermark, 2018). 

 

115 Afukaar, J. 2019, personal communication, 9 July; Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June 
116 Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June 
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Based on research in Ga Mashie, Paller (2019a) finds that in indigenous settlements, 

traditional authorities have an incentive to keep residents’ property rights ambiguous in order 

to benefit personally. They also use their authority to demand public services (public toilets, 

roads, drainage systems, street lights, schools, markets) from the state on behalf of residents, 

in what Paller (2014a) describes as a form of patron-client relationship.117 However, these 

public services are usually unequally distributed, disproportionally benefiting a small number 

of families. Additionally, as with clientelism in non-indigenous squatter settlements, in 

indigenous communities too, informal channels of service delivery undermine formal rules 

and institutions in general and planning in particular. 

Perhaps counterintuitively, urbanization and interaction with the formal nation-state 

strengthen rather than diminish the role of traditional chiefs. According to Tieleman and 

Uitermark (2018, pp. 13-14; emphasis in the original): 

Chieftaincy has co-evolved with the modern state. The chiefs have been folded 

into the Ghanaian nation-state, making the state the carrier of the chieftaincy 

system. When the state rolls itself out, agency by agency, over an area following 

recent urban expansion, it provides openings for chieftaincies to emerge. The state 

expects to find a chief, and accords him certain rights and privileges, 

irrespective of the degree to which he is rooted in the local population. As the 

117 By contrast, Nelson (1979) distinguishes between the relationship between a patron and client and that 
between a traditional leader and follower in two ways. (1) The patron-client relationship is based on 
reciprocity and is at least partly voluntary on the part of the client, while in principle the follower 
automatically owes loyalty to a traditional leader regardless of whether the latter provides any benefits. (2) 
According to Nelson, the patron-client relationship is ‘dyadic’ (one-to-one) rather than one-to-many 
(though as we have seen, in the case of neighborhood-scale clientelism, this distinction does not hold). 
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urban areas expand spatially, and consequently the Ghanaian state follows, 

including its legal foundations, the chieftaincy structure expands as well. 

The role of traditional authorities in planning in the Ashanti region, including Kumasi, is 

different. Here all chiefs are subordinate to the Ashanti king (Asantehene), and for all 

practical purposes, so is the state. In some ways, this clear hierarchy facilitates cooperation 

and coordination.118 Chiefs in Kumasi actively participate in planning meetings and in the 

preparation of Spatial Development Frameworks, and sometimes donate land necessary for 

the implementation of plans.119 The Asantehene need not consult planners before making a 

decision relevant to planning,120 but once he has made it, planners face little resistance in its 

implementation.121 The current Asantehene encourages chiefs to prepare subdivision plans 

and submit them to the Customary Land Secretariat, which reduces land disputes, and he 

leases his out own land in accordance with existing plans.122 He even punishes subordinate 

chiefs who engage in the kind of duplicate sales of land that are common in the rest of Ghana, 

sometimes with ‘destoolment’ (removal from their position) (F. Appiah, 2019). Low-income 

migrant settlements in Kumasi were often formed with permission from the Asantehene and 

thus are not as contested as squatter settlements in Accra.123 

 

118 Gyanfi, J. 2019, personal communication, 24 June 
119 Amofa, L. 2019, personal communication, 18 June, Amedzro, K.K. 2019, personal communication, 28 
June 
120 Owusu-Donkor, P. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
121 Bob-Milliar, G. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
122 Afukaar, J. 2019, personal communication, 9 July 
123 Bob-Milliar, G. 2019, personal communication, 8 July 
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Chiefs in Ghana are seen as too powerful to be challenged and reprimanded by state 

authorities. As a former AMA official explained in an interview, “If a chief sells the land, 

nobody can touch the chief.”124 The reason the state fears them goes back to competitive 

clientelism: chiefs influence how their communities vote, and political leaders dare not risk 

antagonizing them for fear of losing votes.125 

At times, the power of traditional authorities comes into conflict with the force of 

competitive clientelism. Traditional Ga leaders complain that the continued existence of the 

Old Fadama informal settlement has destroyed the natural ecology of the area and is an affront 

to their customary authority over the land (Stacey, 2018). Yet, as discusses previously, the 

settlement’s strength as a voting bloc means that it is hard to remove, which indicates the 

limits of traditional authorities’ control over land if a population of informal settlers is large 

enough to reshape political incentives in its favor.  

Administrative fragmentation  

In recent years, successive governments in Ghana have carved over a hundred new 

metropolitan, municipal, and district assemblies (MMDAs) out of existing ones. This is in 

keeping with a trend observed in several other African and Asian countries since the 1990s 

(Green, 2010).  In Ghana, the proliferation of local government units has accelerated since 

 

124 Ayeh-Datey, S. 2019, personal communication, 2 July Bob-Milliar, G. 2019, personal communication, 8 
July; Dadson, J.E. 2019, personal communication, 1 July 
125 Afukaar, J. 2019, personal communication, 9 July 
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the mid-2000s. The total number of MMDAs in Ghana increased from 138 in 2004 to 260 in 

2019, meaning that nearly half the local governments in the country date from that 15-year 

period.  

The Greater Accra Metropolitan Area had just three local governments until 2004, when the 

government created a fourth. It created four more in 2008, and another four in 2012, 

increasing the total to 12 (Owusu, 2015). In February 2019, the government carved yet more 

districts out of the already much-diminished Accra Metropolitan Assembly, including areas 

close to the city center, leading the AMA to shrink from 137 sq. km. to just 23 sq. km.126 . 

For example, the economically important commercial area of Osu, less than a fifteen-minute 

drive from the AMA headquarters in the heart of the city, is no longer within the AMA but 

in the newly created Osu-Klottey district. The government has also split up Kumasi, with 

five out of its former total of nine sub-districts now new MMDAs.127  

In theory, the need for effective decentralization and proximity to government resources 

during a period of rapid population growth may justify to some extent the creation of so many 

new local governments (ICF Consulting Services, 2017). The increase in the number of 

MMDAs has in fact kept pace with the increase in population, such that the population per 

local government is not much lower today than in 1988 (Table 3). The government has 

argued that the need “to facilitate development” (GhanaWeb, 2018c) and “to bring 

126 Osei-Nyarko, P. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
127 Afukaar, J. 2019, personal communication, 9 July 
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development closer to the people” motivates the creation of new districts (GhanaWeb, 

2019c). It describes the creation of the latest round of new districts in Accra as a way to allow 

better urban management. In a televised interview in April 2019, the Deputy Local 

Government Minister argued that the AMA was struggling to cater effectively to its large 

population with the transfers it received via the District Assembly Common Fund and the 

revenues it was able to raise locally. The large sub-districts within the AMA, according to the 

minister, had no ability to raise their own revenues or operate effectively from their “two-

roomed,” i.e. small and under-resourced, sub-district offices. Once elevated to 

municipalities, he explained, they would have “all the powers of a municipal assembly to have 

their subcommittees, raise revenue, manage and plan development and get the city in a better 

shape” (GhanaWeb, 2019c).  

Table 3: Local governments and population in Ghana 
 

Year No. of local govts.   Population  Population per local govt. (5) 

1988 110 (1) 13,854,214 (3) 125,947  

2004 138 (1) 20,986,536 (3) 152,076  

2008 170 (1) 23,298,640 (3) 137,051  

2012 216 (1) 25,733,049 (3) 119,134  

2019 260 (2) 30,280,811 (4) 116,465 

 

Sources: (1) Owusu (2015, p. 7); (2) GhanaWeb (2019a); (3) United Nations World 
Population Prospects, via data.worldbank.org; (4) Ghana Statistical Service 

(www.statsghana.gov.gh); (5) author’s calculations. 

 

However, Owusu (2015) casts doubt on the notion that the creation of new districts is simply 

an objective exercise in keeping up with population growth. He points out that in fact, in 
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2010, 31 districts did not even meet the minimum population requirements for their category 

of local government (metropolitan, municipal, or district assembly). Instead, Owusu 

attributes the creation of this large number of new MMDAs to two distinct political 

motivations: creating new MMDAs allows the incumbent party to engage in gerrymandering 

by indirectly creating new electoral constituencies, and it allows the president to extend 

patronage by appointing more chief executives.  

The incumbent political party may benefit from the creation of certain new electoral 

constituencies, which could increase its number of seats in Parliament. However, while the 

constitution does not allow a president to create constituencies (only the Election 

Commission can), the president can create new MMDAs at any time. Since a Parliamentary 

constituency cannot straddle two MMDAs, the creation of new MMDAs automatically 

necessitates the creation of new constituencies, which means that the process can be 

manipulated for electoral gain. Owusu bolsters this argument by pointing out that the recent 

increase in political competition between the two major parties has coincided with a sharp 

increase in the creation of new MMDAs, and that whenever the NPP or NDC have created 

new MMDAs when in power, the opposition party has objected.  

The second political motivation for creating new MMDAs, according to Owusu, is to increase 

the number of chief executive positions to which an incoming president can appoint loyalists 

in the form of patronage jobs. This is consistent with a study of Uganda which found that of 

all the theoretical explanations for the proliferation of new local government units there, the 

creation of patronage jobs was the most plausible (Green, 2010). In these ways, the 
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proliferation of new local governments is intertwined with Ghana’s competitive 

clientelism.128  

The creation of new MMDAs in this manner has several debilitating effects on urban planning 

and management:  

• The government does not consult planners in the creation of new districts, which means

that planners cannot take it account in future planning. A regulation in the original draft

bill of the Land Use and Spatial Planning Act of 2016 stated that planners and statisticians

had to be consulted before the creation of new districts, but allegedly, Parliament

removed this regulation to allow the process to be manipulated by political parties.129

• Metropolitan coordination mechanisms are weak, and administrative fragmentation of

contiguous urbanized areas makes it even more difficult to plan, especially as the creation

of new districts leads to boundary disputes between neighboring jurisdictions (Owusu,

2015). Planners interviewed confirmed the lack of coordination between MMDAs.130

• The dearth of planning staff in Ghana means that the more MMDAs there are in total, the

more there are that do not have any trained local planning staff. In interviews, some local

planning staff expressed frustration that their teams were being broken up in order to

transfer staff to newly created MMDAs. As of mid-2019, only six out of the ten districts

128 Not everyone explains the creation of new MMDAs exactly as Owusu does. While most interviewees 
took for granted that it was politically motivated, each offered a slightly different take on the exact 
motivations behind it. 
129 Personal communication with an interviewee who preferred not to be quoted by name on this subject 
130 Gbeckor-Kove, 2019 personal communication, 12 June 
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that were previously part of AMA had planners on staff.131 

• Smaller MMDAs are more vulnerable to being “hijacked” by local political elites (ICF

Consulting Services, 2017).

• Lastly, contrary to government statements, it is possible that administrative

fragmentation of urban areas may make it harder and not than easier for local

governments to be fiscally self-sufficient. This would increase their reliance on transfers

from the national government.

Inefficient decentralization 

Ghana began to decentralize in 1988 with the enactment of the Local Government Law. 

Decentralization in Ghana was an extension of the Economic Recovery Program initiated by 

the World Bank and IMF in 1983 (Larbi, 1996; Owusu, 2015). The district assembly system 

was put in place in 1989, and the 1992 Constitution mandated the devolution of power and 

resources to local governments (Fridy & Myers, 2019).  

Ghana’s current level of decentralization interferes with urban planning and management in 

two ways. The partial nature of decentralization means that national agencies and politicians 

continue to dominate urban decision-making, while the ways in which the country has 

decentralized its planning staff has made them more vulnerable to local politics than before. 

131 Osei-Nyarko, P. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
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Lack of decentralization 

The incomplete nature of decentralization is evident from the discussions in this chapter and 

the previous chapter. To reiterate the relevant points: (1) local governments lack own-source 

revenue and must rely heavily on intergovernmental transfers from the national government; 

(2) chief executives, who are appointed by the president, face pressure to enact their national 

party’s political agenda rather than determine local priorities in response to local demands; 

and (3) fragmentation of metropolitan areas into increasing numbers of MMDAs, driven by 

national politics, reduces the ability of local governments to plan the delivery of key services 

like water provision and wastewater management which require metropolitan-scale 

solutions.  

The important role that members of Parliament, as opposed to district assembly members, 

play in everyday problem-solving in Ghana is further evidence of the importance of national-

level actors over local ones. In a 2019 survey (Fridy & Myers, 2019), over 60% of 

respondents in both the low-income Odododiodio and wealthy Ayawaso West constituencies 

of Accra stated that the first person they would contact about a borehole, school, or road 

would be their MP, compared to fewer than 20% who said that they would first contact their 

district assembly member. 

Various national agencies continue to play a major role in urban outcomes. The national 

utility companies, Ghana Water Company Limited and Electricity Company of Ghana, 

provide connections to new settlements regardless of whether they conform to a local spatial 
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plan. This is often done under the direction of politicians who use utility connections as a 

form of patronage, as discussed above, but it is also sometimes simply a way to increase 

revenue.132 The Ministry of Inner-City and Zongo Development, which works on urban 

redevelopment and local infrastructure provision, is another example of a national agency 

that is directly involved in urban affairs.  

The national government also maintains control over certain large contracts for urban 

services. For example, the Ministry of Local Government and Rural Development awarded 

a solid waste management contract to a company named Zoomlion Ghana Limited, through 

an apparently non-competitive process. The national government deducts funds for these 

services, including capital equipment, from local government transfers without sharing any 

information on actual costs of the services or equipment (ICF Consulting Services, 2017). 

The AMA’s Medium Term Development Plan hints at this when it mentions that “a large 

chunk of the Assembly’s internally generated revenues which should have been used to 

implement other projects was used to pay its waste management contractors” (Accra 

Metropolitan Assembly, 2018, pp. 2–3). This lack of competition and transparency seems 

designed to enable corruption, and in fact the World Bank has previously debarred Zoomlion 

Ghana for engaging in bribery in Liberia (World Bank, 2013). From a decentralization point 

 

132 Amedzro, K.K. 2018, personal communication, 17 August; Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2018, personal 
communication, 3 July; Owusu, G. 2018, personal communication, 19 July 
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of view, this desire to maintain control over lucrative contracts reduces the ability of local 

governments to make their own decisions. 

Similarly, the Ministry of Tourism, Arts and Culture, and not the local or regional planning 

authority, leads the massive ‘Marine Drive’ project, which is poised to transform 241 acres 

(around 1 sq. km.) of Accra’s city center and waterfront with new tourist attractions, 

residential and commercial developments, and government buildings (Ministry of Tourism, 

Arts and Culture & Adjaye Associates, 2017). The fact that neither the AMA’s 900-page 

Medium Term Development Plan for 2018-2021 (Accra Metropolitan Assembly, 2018) nor 

the Greater Accra’s regional Spatial Development Framework (Government of Ghana, 2017) 

even mentions this transformative project once, despite frequent media coverage and the 

involvement of the AMA’s Physical Planning department in the project, is evidence of the 

disjuncture between national and subnational planning processes. These examples suggest 

that national agencies and officials have not relinquished substantial decision-making power 

to local governments, and in various ways continue to undermine the control of local planners 

over their jurisdictions. 

Decentralization of planning staff 

Local planners interviewed for this study expressed frustration at the decentralization of their 

positions. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the government transferred physical planners working 

in local governments from the national Civil Service to the Local Government Service under 

the Department of Parks and Gardens in 2019. (The transfer to the Department of Parks and 
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Gardens appears to be only be notional for now. One planner remarked that the Director of 

Parks and Gardens did not even know where the spatial planning office is located.) 

Decentralization has reduced some of the oversight that the national and regional branches of 

the Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority (LUSPA) formerly had over local planning, as 

plans at the local government level no longer have to be submitted to these bodies. However, 

the more significant impact is on the employment status of planners. Whereas in the past they 

were able to appeal to LUSPA’s regional or national bodies on matters relating to their 

employment, the change has orphaned them in terms of human resources, giving local leaders 

more control over employment decisions. Prior to this change, it was also common for 

planners to move back and forth between local, regional, and national posts within the 

LUSPA system, but now that planners in local government belong to the Local Government 

Service, they can no longer move to higher levels. Most alarmingly for planners, they expect 

to have to reapply for their jobs in local government following this change. 

Several of the planners interviewed expressed concerns that, in an environment where 

planners are already subject to pressure and interference from local politicians, the increased 

control of local authorities over the employment of planners will result in the further 

politicization of planning, with local politicians now able to install loyalists in planning 

positions and retaliate with impunity against planners who resist political decisions. Physical 

planners noted that departments that have always been decentralized, such as development 

planning or public works, are much more politicized than physical planning has been in the 

past. For example, a planner in the LUSPA head office explained that political leaders had 
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“marked” a local planner (who was also interviewed for this study) for an imminent transfer, 

because he had refused to sign a development permit that the spatial planning committee had 

voted against but that the chief executive favored. Whereas the planner had managed to 

maintain his post so far, the decentralization of planners meant that he was unlikely to remain 

much longer, according to the interviewee. One planner believed that the change was a 

deliberate attempt to reduce the power of technocrats. 

Corruption 

Unsurprisingly, urban planning and service delivery are undermined not only for political 

gain, but also for financial gain. There are indications of corrupt practices in the award of 

service contracts, e.g. waste management (as discussed above) and water (ICF Consulting 

Services, 2017). Most contracts for the operation of fee-charging public toilets are in the 

hands of assembly members or of front companies controlled by them (Ayee & Crook, 2003). 

It is common for applicants to pay bribes to Lands Commission officials handling land permits 

to ‘speed up’ the process on their behalf (Andrews, 2017). Land acquired by the state from 

the poor, supposedly for public use, is sometimes leased to developers for high-end private 

developments instead (Gillespie, 2016). In an interview, planners related a 2012 case in 

which developers wanted to build commercial establishments on land zoned for open space 

in the city of Takoradi (GhanaWeb, 2012). According to the interviewees, the planner at 

Takoradi was pressured into rezoning the area by the chief executive and ministers from a 

national ministry, who had been promised some of the land in exchange for their assistance.  
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Some allege that while planners may portray themselves as manipulated or pressured by 

politicians, some planners are themselves complicit in corruption.133 Acheampong (2019, p. 

131) alleges that planning officers sometimes accept bribes from developers, landowners, and 

traditional authorities to modify plans. According to Clifford Amoako, a professor of planning 

at KNUST, intentional ambiguity in application fees for planning permits enables corruption 

in planning. Planning departments are allowed to recover some of their operating expenses 

through such fees, but in the absence of a specified fee schedule, an applicant is never sure 

what part of the payment demanded goes towards operating expenses of the planning office 

and how much officials pocket for themselves. According to Amoako, planning officers 

sometimes expect applicants to arrange for their transportation to the site under 

consideration and to pay for refreshments for planning meetings at which the application will 

be evaluated. Planners may even refuse to process an application without further monetary 

inducements, perhaps in the form of a ‘mobile money’ transfer. Independently investigating 

these claims is beyond the scope of this case study, especially given that it relies on interviews 

with planners themselves, but Amoako and his colleagues are currently preparing a study of 

corruption among planners in Ghana. 

Leaving alleged corruption among planners aside, while corruption among politicians and 

other public officials may at first glance seem apolitical, in fact, Ghana’s competitive 

clientelistic politics supports and perpetuates corruption, in two ways. First, lucrative public 

 

133 Amoako, C. 2019, personal communication, 9 July 
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contracts for services and public positions in which an official can manipulate procurement 

have become a form of patronage with which local and national politicians can reward 

loyalists. The president alone can directly appoint 4,000 individuals in the country, including 

chief executives and heads of various state agencies (ICF Consulting Services, 2017). As a 

result, when a new party takes over after winning an election, the incoming party replaces 

personnel at all levels with loyalists. This includes a range of appointees, from the board and 

senior management of the Ghana Water Company to the operators of public toilets in 

informal settlements (Ayee & Crook, 2003; ICF Consulting Services, 2017; Owusu & Afutu-

Kotey, 2010). Allowing these posts to be used as venues for personal enrichment adds to 

their value as a currency of patronage. 

Second, corruption is a way to offset the expense of elections, including the costs associated 

with providing patronage. Elections in Ghana are increasingly expensive, with a 90% increase 

in average expenditure per candidate in parliamentary campaigns between the 2012 and 2016 

elections alone. Adding the cost of party primaries, the average expenditure per candidate is 

equivalent to two years of an MP’s salary (Westminster Foundation for Democracy & CDD-

Ghana, 2018). Candidates get limited financial support from their parties, and mostly have 

to spend their own money to provide the kinds of clientelistic benefits that are expected of 

them. These include not just the public services described above but also private ones like 

school fees, donations to religious organizations, and funds for community events. They can 

only do this if the office comes with opportunities to recoup some of that expense (Ayee & 
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Crook, 2003; ICF Consulting Services, 2017; Westminster Foundation for Democracy & 

CDD-Ghana, 2018).  

Violence and intimidation around land 

Chapter 4 introduced ‘land guards’, armed gangs hired by those who own or control land to 

ward off prospective encroachers, buyers and sellers, private surveyors, and even 

government officials with violence and intimidation. As mentioned earlier, land guards are 

typically hired by chiefs or families involved in land disputes, but at times state institutions 

hire them too. Land guards are particularly prevalent on the fringes of cities where land is 

valuable but not yet developed.  

In interviews, several planners raised the presence of land guards as a challenge. Land guards 

prevented two of the interviewed planners from inspecting a site in order to evaluate a permit 

application. One of them recalled visiting a site on which construction was occurring on a 

road reservation and being told by the land guards to leave if she valued her life. Planners 

interviewed also related a recent case in which land guards physically assaulted a planner. 

While one planner mentioned that land guards leave if a planner arrives on site with a police 

officer, Andrews (2017) finds that police officers are often bribed by or otherwise loyal to 

chiefs, and so cannot always be relied upon to provide protection from land guards.  

The most alarming incidents related to violence around planning involved a planner who was 

working at the time in a town on the Western fringes of Greater Accra. While he was never 

able to confirm who was behind the troubles he faced, he believes it came about because of 
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the firm position he took against certain unauthorized developments in the area, including 

construction on land reserved for roads, schools, and open space. One night when the planner 

was at home (studying in preparation for the Graduate Record Examinations (GRE)), a group 

of strangers tried to break down his door with a cement block. A burglar-proof door stopped 

them, and they eventually left. The planner and his family moved temporarily to his father’s 

house in Accra to avoid further trouble. While he was away, his relatives took his place, but 

there were no further intrusions on the property, even though cars were parked outside, 

which he understood to mean that the incident had not been an attempted burglary. As soon 

as he returned to his house eight months later, ten or so men again tried to break down his 

door with a cement block. His terrified wife tried to reason with them through the door, and 

they told her to warn her husband to stay away. Meanwhile, the planner phoned a neighbor 

who happened to be a soldier. The soldier fired a gun in the assailants’ direction, and they 

fled. To protect his wife and son, who had been traumatized by the incident, the planner 

again moved with his family back to Accra, and did not return. When he went to the police, 

they advised him not to antagonize land guards. They set up an identification line-up, but 

someone advised him that even if he identified someone anonymously through a two-way 

mirror, a bribed police officer might reveal his identity to the land guards, so he avoided 

doing so. The planner recalls the break-ins as his “worst nightmare” and says he still cannot 

sleep soundly since they occurred.  

While the various political constraints to planning catalogued above may initially seem 

distinct issues, this discussion reveals many to be related to competitive clientelism in some 
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way. Traditional authorities are able to subdivide and sell peri-urban land informally without 

punishment because of the votes they control as political brokers. Political party competition 

and the desire to create patronage jobs motivates administrative fragmentation. Party leaders 

also distribute jobs with opportunities for rent-seeking as a form of patronage, and elected 

officials engage in corruption in order to recoup the expenses associated with providing 

patronage. Planning staff may have been decentralized in order to allow local politicians to 

more easily coerce them into supporting their clientelistic decisions. While violence and 

intimidation around land and planning are not related solely to competitive clientelism, it can 

be understood as at least partly the product of an environment in which power and security 

do not derive from formal laws but through personalized channels.  

Explaining the relationship between clientelism and informal subdivisions in 

Accra 

The Atlas of Urban Expansion, discussed in Chapter 3, estimates that nearly all (95%) of the 

1990-2015 residential growth in Accra has been informal. Nearly half (47%) of all growth 

took place in the form of ‘informal subdivisions’, i.e. settlements which the presence of a 

street grid and regular plot sizes suggest have been laid out in advance but which “lack visible 

evidence of conformity to land subdivision regulations such as regular plot dimensions, paved 

roads, street lights, or sidewalks” (Angel, Lamson-Hall, et al., 2016, p. 30). The 1991-2014 
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period was the first time since the beginning of the 20th century that informal subdivisions 

were the most common form of residential growth in Accra (Figure 35).134  

 

Figure 35: Shares of residential growth in Accra by type, 1903-2014 
Source: Author, using data from Atlas of Urban Expansion (Angel, Lamson-Hall, et al., 2016) 

 

Another 48% between 1990 and 2015 was in the form of ‘atomistic’ settlements, i.e. those 

that appear not to have been laid out in advance. However, some areas classified as atomistic 

settlements within the 1990-2015 area in the Atlas appear to be peripheral villages whose 

built form may in fact be much older, even if they only merged with the growing city after 

 

134 The Atlas reports shares of 47% for informal subdivisions and 48% for atomistic settlements in Accra 
between 1990 and 2015 in the main data set, but 48% and 45% respectively for the 1991-2014 period in the 
historic data set. The values may have been projected to match the 1990-2015 period used in the larger data 
set. 
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1990. Excluding these, a majority of new residential growth in Accra may be informal 

subdivisions.  

How does this relate to the finding in Chapter 3, that cities in more clientelistic countries are 

likely to see a higher share of informal subdivisions? It is probably not a coincidence that the 

increase in the share of informal subdivisions in Accra coincides with the beginning of Ghana’s 

current democratic era in the early 1990s, when the competitive clientelism that dominates 

Ghana took its present form. A likely explanatory factor for this high proportion of informal 

subdivisions is the use of ‘quack’ surveyors by traditional authorities to subdivide land in ways 

that do not conform to planning standards, described above. However, of the mechanisms by 

which clientelism and informal subdivisions are linked that were proposed in Chapter 3, the 

first one, according to which patrons directly provide land to their clients, may not be the 

most relevant. While chiefs do act as patrons to their communities in indigenous settlements, 

the relationship between chiefs and the buyers of their greenfield peri-urban land, who are 

not necessarily from their own community, is not necessarily clientelistic.  

Instead, the second possible mechanism, in which clientelism encourages the growth and 

persistence of new informal subdivisions through post-settlement protection and 

regularization, may better describe the growth of informal subdivisions in Accra. The fact 

that chiefs are able to subdivide and sell large areas of land at once, rather than small parcels 

on an uncoordinated, ad hoc basis, suggests an expectation on the part of the chiefs and the 

buyers that authorities will not punish or evict them for their lack of formal planning 

permissions. This expectation most likely derives from the clientelistic relationships they have 
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with authorities, including the chief executive and MP. Politicians are reluctant to penalize 

chiefs, as this would anger their followers, who are voters, or would cause the chiefs to 

instruct their followers to vote against the politicians concerned.135 A version of the fourth 

proposed mechanism, in which neighborhood leadership may lead to new informal 

settlements being spatially coordinated and also foster clientelism in parallel may apply as 

well. This puts the chiefs in the role of neighborhood leaders, planning out new settlements 

with the help of unlicensed surveyors while also brokering the relationships with politicians 

that allow the settlements to remain. In these ways, the relationship between clientelism and 

the growth of informal subdivisions in Ghana is consistent with the analysis in Chapter 3, but 

also sheds light on a specific variant of this relationship, one which may be relevant to many 

countries in which traditional authorities have customary land rights.  

Conclusion 

In their assessment of planning in Ghana, Cobbinah and Darkwah (2017) argue that while it 

is common to blame planning agencies themselves for planning failures, it is, in fact, political 

interference, from both traditional and modern systems, that is the real cause of the 

“misfortunes” of urban planning in the country. In Ghana, they write, “traditional and modern 

political systems have rendered the position of urban planning agencies untenable, and the 

role of urban residents in planning unimportant” (1230). The evidence discussed in this and 

135 Paller, J. 2019, personal communication, 25 September 
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the previous chapter suggests that clientelism affects nearly every aspect of urban 

development and service delivery in Ghana’s cities, and supports the argument that 

competitive clientelism in Ghana has “engendered institutions and practices that undermine 

meritocracy and administrative decentralization” (ICF Consulting Services, 2017, p. 11).  

A thought experiment 

Prior to its exploration of political constraints to effective planning, the previous chapter 

considered two other constraints: low fiscal and human capacity for planning, and 

inappropriate planning regulations and processes. That discussion left no doubt that these are 

real concerns. However, among these three categories of constraints, which one might term 

‘planning capacity’, ‘planning quality’, and ‘politics’, the last is the most critical. One way to 

compare the relative effect of these constraints is to conduct a thought experiment which 

involves imagining two of these three constraints disappearing, leaving only one. How 

different would the outcomes be in each case to the present situation?  

If political support for the preparation and implementation of plans existed, and planning 

capacity were high, but plans remained of low quality, bad plans would be implemented. The 

outcomes would be unsatisfactory in various ways, perhaps even socially, economically, or 

environmentally damaging, but this is clearly a different outcome to the current status quo, in 

which plans are largely ignored. The solution in such a scenario might involve better training 

for planners, perhaps with support from donor organizations or universities.  
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If political support for the preparation and implementation of plans existed, and plans were 

appropriately flexible and inclusive, but fiscal and human capacity to prepare and implement 

plans remained low, perhaps people would be unable to develop new land as their permit 

applications languished in underfunded and understaffed planning departments. This would 

slow down new construction, which would not necessarily be a positive outcome, but 

certainly would be a different one from the current situation in which cities are seeing rapid 

informal growth. In any case, in this scenario in which planning is a political priority, this 

problem might resolve itself, as decisionmakers would quickly devote the necessary resources 

to meet planning needs. This too would be a situation well-suited to the involvement of donor 

organizations, who could bring in training and capacity building to local planners.   

The final scenario is one in which high planning capacity exists, and the plans prepared are 

well-developed and context-appropriate, but there is no change to the political context, i.e. 

political leaders remain able to make decisions based on short-term clientelistic imperatives 

and ignore the advice of planners. In this scenario, the plans would be of better quality than 

today, but would remain unimplemented. This is clearly the ‘least change’ scenario from the 

current status quo. It is also the only scenario for which there is no ready solution, as no 

amount of training or capacity building would change the underlying political settlement. 

None of these schematic hypotheticals is necessarily intended to be realistic, but rather to 

emphasize the fact that political constraints are the binding constraints to planning to Ghana. 

As Awal and Paller conclude their assessment of urban governance in Ghana: “Planning and 

finance are not the foremost problems: poorly understood politics is” (2016, p. 12). As long 
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as political constraints remain and planning is not significantly reconceived in light of these 

constraints, addressing the other constraints is unlikely to significantly change the status quo.  
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Chapter 7: Planning the Clientelistic City 

[A] man who neglects what is actually done for what should be done learns the 

way to self-destruction…  

- Machiavelli, The Prince (1513), quoted in Flyvbjerg (1998, p. 

236) 

 

Planning reform that builds on what is already working for planners and the urban poor in 

their own political environment is likely to be more successful than reform that aims for a 

hypothetical ideal system or imitates organizational forms or practices from elsewhere. The 

aim of this chapter is to observe what is working for planners in Ghana now, even if only 

partially, occasionally, or temporarily so far, and use these observations to build 

recommendations that are realistic within Ghana’s current political system.136 In the terms of 

Machiavelli’s dictum above, it uses “what is actually done” as the basis for determining “what 

should be done.” It begins with a discussion of how planners try to contend with the political 

constraints described in the previous chapters, using subtle strategies to push back against 

political interference. The next section briefly considers the prospects for future change in 

the status quo. The chapter concludes with recommendations for how planning can be made 

more effective in the clientelistic environment of urban Ghana, calling for a ‘politically 

 

136 The approach taken here—of seeking out and analyzing overlooked planning successes rather than well-
known planning failures—draws from (Sanyal, under review) 
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adaptive’ approach to planning. The next chapter generalizes this approach and outlines broad 

principles for politically adaptive planning. 

How local planners respond to political interference 

Strategies 

Local planners in Ghana feel powerless. Their work is subject to interference from politicians 

engaging in short-term competitive clientelism, forcing planners to choose between long-

term urban development objectives and their own careers, over which politicians have 

increasing power. If planners oppose any of the actions of the government in power too 

openly, politicians brand them as being politically aligned with the opposition and transfer 

them somewhere where they cannot make trouble. Both customary landholding authorities 

and the general public ignore plans and regulations, often with the tacit support of these 

politicians. Chief executives of local governments, appointed by the president, face political 

pressure from above and are not locally accountable. Planners lack financial and human 

resources to prepare and implement plans, and politics interferes in their ability to access the 

necessary resources. The politically motivated fragmentation of local government 

jurisdictions exacerbates this situation and also makes coordination across a metropolitan area 

difficult. Corruption, itself often an outcome of competitive clientelism, further undermines 

planning.  

According to the planning theorist John Forester (2014, p. 50):  
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That planners can be powerless in a given setting is a thesis, or a plaintive cry, as 

old as the profession. Taken by itself, the thesis is likely to evoke a response like, 

“So what else is new?” The research problem here is to explore just how, in 

previously unexamined ways, social relations of power (influence? authority?) and 

powerlessness work to provide whatever “power” planners might have in particular 

settings.  

This section explores this research problem, i.e. how planners come to have whatever power 

they do have in the particular setting of Ghanaian cities. How do planners respond to the 

constraints and pressures they face? In interviews, planners noted subtle strategies that they 

sometimes employ to contend with political interference and avoid outcomes they consider 

unacceptable, without risking their jobs by openly antagonizing political leaders.  

Calling for professional back-up 

An important strategy planners use is to call for support from professional organizations or 

from other government officials.  

• Support from planning organizations

As previous chapters explored, planners in Ghana often face political pressure to go along 

with decisions that they disagree with on technical grounds, which they feel compromise their 

professional integrity, or which might expose them to disciplinary actions in the future. In 

these situations, planners sometimes call for support from a professional organization or 

higher-level planning authority, specifically the Ghana Institute of Planners (GIP) or the Land 

Use and Spatial Planning Authority (LUSPA, formerly the Town and Country Planning 
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Department). Doing so adds weight to their technical opinion, but also, in the guise of seeking 

technical advice, exposes a potentially controversial issue to a slightly wider audience, which 

prompts caution on the part of the politician who is in favor of it.  

The Ghana Institute of Planners is an autonomous organization unaffiliated with any 

government body. The GIP sustains itself through membership dues from its approximately 

700 members, which include both development planners and physical planners in the public 

and private sectors. While most local government planners are members, not all are. The 

GIP presents itself as a neutral organization, and local government planners, communities, 

the media, and even politicians call upon the GIP to provide technical advice on planning 

issues occasionally. A GIP representative described its role as that of a mediator rather than a 

regulator.137 Political figures tend to heed the advice of the GIP on decisions that may show 

favoritism, knowing that the body can publicize a controversial issue in the media if its advice 

is ignored. The GIP may also submit a report on a particular case to the Ministry of 

Environment, as in a recent case in which a chief executive had allowed the construction of a 

petrol station where there had previously been a pond.138  

At the moment, the GIP is called upon for such advice only occasionally, around five times a 

year by one estimate,139 and usually from planners in or near Greater Accra, where the GIP 

 

137 Ntsiful, E. 2019, personal communication, 17 June 
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid. 
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is headquartered.140 Even within Greater Accra, planners interviewed varied in their opinion 

of the GIP’s effectiveness and independence. At least one planner felt that she could not 

appeal to the GIP without the chief executive viewing it as a “betrayal”. Still, the involvement 

of the GIP has prevented politically-motivated decisions that planners disagreed with from 

being forced through in at least a handful of cases.  

Embattled planners have also sometimes appealed to the regional or national offices of 

LUSPA, which, unlike the GIP, is a government body. In these situations, LUSPA may send 

planners from elsewhere to provide a second opinion. An example related by a planner in an  

interview involved a developer attempting to site a petrol station in a location which would 

have caused an obstruction to traffic. The chief executive initially supported the application 

(possibly because, as the planner eventually learned, the developer had supported the chief 

executive in a political campaign by distributing T-shirts bearing his image). The local 

planning officer enlisted the support of representatives of LUSPA, GIP, and other 

government agencies in opposing the decision, and the chief executive backed down. Despite 

this success, the planner in question also noted the risk he incurred of being punished with a 

transfer for doing so, particularly during an election year when politicians are particularly 

sensitive to their public image. Indeed, the planner believes that this incident may have been 

the cause for an unfavorable transfer he was subjected to two years later.  

 

140 Osei-Nyarko, P. 2019, personal communication, 12 June 
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While planners in local governments have used their affiliation with LUSPA to insulate them 

from political pressure in the past, planners now worry that the recent moves towards 

decentralization of planning staff, discussed in the previous chapter, may have cut off this 

channel of support. 

• Conspiring with other local government officials

Each local government’s Spatial Planning Committee (SPC) deliberates over planning 

decisions. The SPC is chaired by the chief executive, has the physical planning department as 

the secretariat, and has members from other government agencies. Some of these agencies, 

including the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and fire department, are not 

decentralized, meaning that their local representatives are relatively insulated from local 

politics, and have less to fear from opposing a chief executive in planning meetings. For this 

reason, planners have sometimes found it useful to discuss their dissenting views with these 

other officials separately, without the knowledge of the chief executive, to try to get them to 

vote against the chief executive’s decision in planning meetings. In interviews, planners 

mentioned having used this tactic successfully on at least two or three occasions. Local 

assembly members are also represented on the SPC, and planners have sometimes appealed 

to assembly members they consider “reasonable”. These assembly members may then take it 

on themselves to convince others of the planner’s position. One planner who had used this 

approach stressed the importance of maintaining a reputation for integrity in order to be able 

to enlist the support of these other committee members in this manner.  
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Strategic use of public participation 

Another strategy that planners use to push back subtly against political decisions is to include 

public participation in the planning process, knowing that politicians would prefer not to 

expose some of these decisions to public scrutiny. The current and former director of physical 

planning at AMA both described instances from the last five or ten years when they have used 

this approach (in Accra or elsewhere). In one instance, a chief executive was receiving 

pressure from national party leaders before an election to approve developments that had 

been built within the right of way of a railway line. The planning director at the time was 

against this, as it meant that the AMA would have to pay compensation if they had to remove 

any of these structures in the future. He agreed to review the matter but said he would do so 

in a participatory manner, allowing the entire surrounding community to weigh in on 

whether the structures should be approved. In part, this was a stalling technique, as he 

guessed, correctly as it turned out, that the incumbent party would lose the election. The 

chief executive lost his position when his party lost, and the matter was dropped.141  

While the previous example involved planners trying to combat informal growth, others 

involved supporting it. One of the planners interviewed recounted a land use planning and 

management project in a district in which he had worked. Political leaders had insisted that 

an informal settlement be demolished as part of this project. The local planning officers felt 

 

141 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July 
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that as the community was well-established and was “living in harmony,” it would have been 

unnecessarily disruptive to demolish the settlement. They preferred to review structures on 

a case-by-case basis, and to remove only those that blocked access for emergency vehicles and 

utilities. The planners engaged in a sustained outreach effort, meeting with resident 

associations, church members, elected assembly members, and representatives of other 

government agencies. They involved traditional chiefs, who recruited their elders and other 

members to participate in focus groups. The planners even hosted a weekly local radio show 

in which they discussed planning issues with the public (aired just before coverage of the 

soccer World Cup to ensure a high listenership). The planners were able to generate support 

for their approach from a wide array of stakeholders, which ultimately caused the political 

leaders to accept their position.142 

Planning discourse often treats public participation as a mechanism through which a powerful 

institution, state planning, empowers and legitimizes a less powerful group, the public, by 

giving it a voice. Here, in Ghana’s atmosphere of competitive clientelism, the tables are 

turned. It is state planning that is the powerless force seeking to use public participation to 

borrow power and legitimacy from more powerful groups, i.e. the voting public, and in the 

last example, traditional authorities as well. In some cases, no actual public consultation is 

even conducted; it is simply the threat of public exposure, disguised by planners in non-

confrontational techno-democratic terms as “public consultation”, which causes the 

 

142 Gbeckor-Kove, E. 2018, personal communication, 23 July 
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politicians to back down from potentially scandalous decisions. In interviews, planners 

framed public consultation (or the threat of it) not as an opportunity for planners and 

politicians to learn from the public, but as a way for planners to lend weight to their pre-

existing opposition to decisions by politicians which they, the planners, perceived as being 

based on short-term political calculation and potentially damaging to the public interest.  

Media involvement 

Ghana has relatively independent media, ranked as the world’s 27th freest press in Reporters 

Without Borders’ 2019 World Press Freedom Index, higher than the United States, United 

Kingdom, and several Western European countries.143 It was the highest-ranking African 

country prior to the murder of a journalist in 2018 which appears to have been politically 

motivated.144 Television and radio stations carry stories and host debates on urban 

development issues regularly, and local news websites usually cover the demolition of 

informal settlements.  

The involvement of the media has caused politicians to back down from decisions that 

planners have opposed. One such case involved development on protected wetlands. The 

planning director of the local government in question secretly contacted the media about the 

issue, prompting a member of the public to take the government to court, which stopped the 

development. Another instance centered on the narrowing of a road in order to allow private 

143 https://rsf.org/en/ranking# Accessed 6 September 2019. 
144 https://rsf.org/en/ghana Accessed 6 September 2019. 
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development along it, a move opposed by the planner but supported by the chief executive 

for unknown reasons. In this instance, it was the residents of the area who alerted the media, 

not the planner, but again the controversy forced the chief executive to back down.  

Self-preservation  

When political pressures force planners to approve an action they disagree with and consider 

against the public interest, they try to at least distance themselves from these actions to 

protect themselves from being prosecuted for them later, which may happen if the public 

becomes aware of it and the chief executive is looking for a scapegoat, or if the issue is raised 

by subsequent political leadership following a change of government. As one planner pointed 

out, the chief executive may only be around for four years, while a planner hopes to remain 

in the system for his or her entire professional career. Often this self-preservation on the part 

of planners involves simply recording their objections in an official document that can be cited 

later. In one alleged instance (the corruption case in Takoradi mentioned in the previous 

chapter), when the planning director could not resist political pressure to approve the 

rezoning of public space that would enable a corrupt land deal, he made sure that it was his 

deputy’s signature on the approval rather than his own.  

Example: Rezoning Achimota Forest 

The case of the thwarted attempt by senior government officials to rezone Achimota Forest 

in Greater Accra for commercial use illustrates the kind of political pressures planners face, 
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and their use of various strategies in concert to try to resist such pressure. This example came 

up in several interviews.  

Achimota Forest is the only protected forest in Greater Accra and is one of the metropolitan 

area’s few green spaces of any kind. Located adjacent to the University of Ghana at Legon, it 

covers 3.6 sq. km. (1.4 sq. miles).  In 2014, the Forestry Commission of Ghana announced 

an “eco-tourism” project in the protected area, to be developed as a public-private partnership 

(E. Appiah, 2014; Otoo, 2018). The Commission invited investment from the private sector, 

noting that the Nairobi National Park in Kenya generates USD 8 million per year. The 

Minister of Lands and Natural Resources offered his “personal commitment” to the success 

of the project (Forestry Commission of Ghana, n.d.).  

Senior figures in the national government began to apply intense and sustained pressure on 

the chief executive and planners to approve the development. “The pressure was too much 

on us,” a senior planner recalled in an interview. “Initially [when] it came, we refused it. The 

pressure came back again.”145 This pressure on at least one planning officer took the form of 

an offer of a bribe as well as an anonymous phone call threatening a transfer. However, the 

planners were conscious of the ecological role of the forest in protecting biodiversity and 

retaining rainwater. They believed that the proposed development would result in severe 

floods, for which they might later be blamed if they supported the project. They also 

 

145 Yeboah, K. 2018, personal communication, 17 July 
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suspected that while the proposed development was supposedly for “eco-tourism” the use 

was likely to change once approved. Yet they knew that if they simply voted against the 

approval in an assembly meeting, they would lose the vote, besides inviting possible 

retaliation from political leaders. One of the planners facing this pressure recalls almost 

quitting under the stress of the situation. 

Planners contributed to resisting the proposed development in various ways. First, the 

planning department approved the change in principle, but included a stipulation for a public 

consultation before the change would be finalized, knowing that this condition would deter 

the politicians from pursuing it. “Because the public would bash them, they couldn’t go for 

that consultation,” recalled a planner involved.146 Second, they notified the regional and 

national LUSPA leadership. Third, the GIP discussed its concerns about the project with the 

media. Fourth, one of the local government planners noticed that Article 93(4) of the new 

Land Use and Spatial Planning Act of 2016 stated that “change of use or re-zoning of a public 

space shall be subjected to approval by Parliament.” When notified, the Parliament referred 

the issue to the LUSPA board, which officially advised against the rezoning. Faced with a 

potential scandal, the officials who had pushed the project were forced to let it drop and could 

not punish the planners for their resistance for fear of further scandal. In this manner an entire 

suite of strategies worked in the planners’ favor: threatening public consultation, seeking 

146 Ibid. 
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support from professional planning bodies, alerting the media, and also making use of a 

previously ignored provision in planning legislation. 

Possible avenues for change 

Planning in Ghana is at an impasse, unable to guide urban growth effectively. Under present 

conditions, Ghana’s urbanization will continue to occur informally, precluding the possibility 

for government interventions or regulations to bring about more sustainable or inclusive 

outcomes. In a future in which business continues as usual, the pro-formal and anti-formal 

elements of urban politics will maintain their equilibrium such that despite the continued 

existence of some formal elements of democracy, such as strong political parties and regular 

elections, Ghana will not automatically move towards increasing formality or state capacity. 

Urban growth will continue to ignore plans and regulations. Informal settlements will 

continue to form and grow, benefiting to some extent from clientelistic protection and 

service provision, but without formal planning intervention or reliable service provision, and 

vulnerable to periodic evictions and demolitions. Plans and policies may continue to decry 

the state of planning in Ghana, and some capacity building efforts might result in marginal 

improvements in outcomes, but no opportunities for substantial change will come, at least 

until Ghana’s urbanization process concludes decades in the future.147 Even then, the physical 

form of cities will not be easily changed, and future generations will have to pay the economic 

 

147 According to UN estimates, in 2050, the final year of its current projections, 73% of Ghana’s population 
will live in urban areas ((United Nations, 2018)) 
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and environmental costs of Ghana’s current mode of urbanization, particularly as 

environmental disasters become more intense and frequent as a result of climate change. 

However, a change in the social, economic, or political environment may prevent this future. 

This section discusses the likelihood that planning and urbanization in Ghana will change 

course as a result of such broader changes.  

Programmatic policies or reform driven by non-poor groups 

How likely is it that clientelism will eventually fade away as Ghana’s economy prospers and 

its middle class grows? Conventional notions of developing democracies assume that middle 

classes prefer ‘universalistic’ policies, i.e. those benefiting all citizens, over narrowly targeted 

clientelism, and as a result, the rise of the middle class in a democracy will bring about a shift 

away from ‘particularistic’ policies aimed at benefiting small groups of supporters towards 

universalistic ones (Levy, 2014). In theory, this would lead to more support for coordinated 

urban planning and the provision of long-term public goods.  

Could the growth of the middle class cause this to happen in Ghana? Part of this proposition 

is true in the case of Ghana: the growing Ghanaian urban middle class does prefer more 

universalistic policies. This is potentially significant, because at least in Greater Accra, the 

middle class is already large enough (25% of the population) to sway elections away from 

clientelism. However, this has not happened. As discussed previously, politicians do not have 

the capacity to deliver on universalistic policy promises, so they instead ignore middle class 

voters and focus on the poor, who have needs that can be met more easily with particularistic 
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expenditures. This causes frustrated middle-class voters with universalistic preferences to 

give up on voting, which allows politicians to continue ignoring their preferences and to stick 

to clientelism without being punished at the ballot box. In local assembly elections in 

particular, turnout in middle class neighborhoods can be as low as 5%, compared to up to 

60% in poor neighborhoods. As a result, politicians are able to win these elections with a 

relatively small  number of votes, making narrow targeting of benefits a viable strategy. This 

‘trap’ leads Nathan to believe that ‘demand-side’ pressures arising from urbanization and 

economic growth are unlikely to yield significant political transformation (Nathan, 2019).  

The preferences of the non-poor need not express themselves only through votes but could 

also take the form of reform movements. As mentioned in Chapter 2, one of the explanations 

for the decline of machine politics in the United States in the early 20th century is the efforts 

of a coalition of reformers from professional and business elites. These groups sought to take 

power away from ward-level ‘bosses’ with strong ties to local communities and put it in the 

hands of municipal technocrats whose concerns were more universal. The growth of 

“centralizing institutions” (public administration agencies, specialized professions, large retail 

establishments) and “organizational technologies” (the telephone, rapid transit, large office 

buildings) that created connections among people of similar class interests across the city 

weakened the importance of neighborhood-level ties and catalyzed this process (Hays, 1974). 

Some equivalent to this activity exists among Ghanaian urban elites, who in recent years have 

been engaging in non-partisan, reform-oriented campaigns and have founded citizen 
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watchdog groups like Occupy Ghana.148 The internet, which acts both as an “organizational 

technology” and a non-local “centralizing institution,” has enabled these activities. 

Still, urban politics in early 21st century Ghana differs from that of early 20th century America. 

Local political ‘machines’ in the US were typically the result of the complete dominance of 

one political party, sometimes a single politician (Nelson, 1979), which is a different state of 

affairs than the highly competitive clientelism of Ghana. The US was much wealthier and had 

higher state capacity even during its days of clientelism a century ago than Ghana today. Low 

state capacity means that civil service reforms are less effective in the Ghanaian context than 

they were in the US (Nathan, 2019). Another important difference is the prevalence in Ghana 

of informal settlements, which differ in their legal status from low-income neighborhoods in 

urban America during the days of political machines. Non-poor reformers in the US could 

bring about the decline of clientelism in poor communities without necessarily threatening 

the physical existence of those communities, which were not necessarily violating the law by 

situating where they were. In Ghana, where clientelism is responsible for the very existence 

of many informal settlements on the land they occupy, insistence on rule of law by non-poor 

reformers could easily involve a call for the demolition of informal settlements. This would 

be a version of what happened in Turkey, when the political base shifted away from the 

migrant poor towards the middle class, which allowed a right-wing government to eschew 

clientelism and demolish informal settlements (see Chapter 2). For now, all of this is 

 

148 Awal, M. 2018, personal communication, 17 August 
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speculation, as it remains to be seen whether non-poor reform movements are likely to 

impact urban politics in Ghana significantly, and whether such reform would have a positive 

or negative effect on the poor. 

Mayoral elections 

As discussed above, the government scheduled a referendum to be held in December 2019, 

in which a change to a system whereby mayors would be locally elected instead of appointed 

by the president would be put to a public vote, but cancelled it at the beginning of that month. 

It is unclear whether the government will revive the proposal, but as it was the subject of 

publicity and debate in the Ghanaian media in the months leading to the cancelled 

referendum, it has entered the public consciousness and may resurface sooner or later.  

There are mixed opinions about the possible impacts of such a change among planners in 

Ghana. Some argue that this change would increase local accountability in ways that would 

encourage mayors to support broad-based planning efforts. As mentioned in Chapter 2, a 

change in Colombia by which mayors were no longer nominated from above but elected 

locally was one of the changes that created conditions for increased accountability and the 

decline of clientelism (Pasotti, 2010). Others in Ghana are skeptical, noting that MMDAs 

depend heavily on intergovernmental fiscal transfers from the national government, and that, 

as the national government can manipulate these transfers, local governments with 

opposition-party mayors would be starved of funds under the proposed system.  
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Additionally, mayors would not necessarily be less motivated by clientelism under the 

proposed system, as long as they still rely on votes to attain or remain in power. If anything, 

political decentralization of this sort, coupled with the administrative decentralization already 

partially implemented in Ghana, may enhance both the ability and the incentive for mayors 

and their parties to engage in competitive clientelism. For example, in the context of Mexico,  

local governments are “in a particularly good position to exploit the dependency of squatters 

upon the government” due to their close proximity to squatter communities (Larreguy et al., 

2018, pp. 21–22). Similarly, decentralization in Indonesia simply multiplied the sites of 

informal deal-making rather than diminishing it (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019, p. 12).  

For now, Ghanaian politicians cannot act alone and are dependent on party support, so even 

when an individual constituency has universalistic preferences, politicians cannot easily tailor 

their behavior to suit these preferences. This suggests that if mayors are to be elected locally 

and are given enough autonomy to set and implement their own policies, they may pursue 

differentiated or bifurcated approaches: mayors of middle-class MMDAs would provide more 

universalistic benefits, whereas clientelism would be reinforced in MMDAs with larger poor 

populations. Such ‘dual appeals’ are made in Chile, where spatial segregation has allowed the 

conservative UDI party to combine policy-based appeals to middle-class and wealthy voters 

and clientelistic appeals to the poor (Nathan, 2019). 

However, one potential outcome of such a change could have an anti-clientelistic effect. 

Recent research (Frey, 2018a, 2018b; Larreguy et al., 2018) has demonstrated that in federal 

countries like Mexico and Brazil, national and state governments sometimes establish 
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programs to distribute irrevocable, non-clientelistic benefits (e.g. land titles in Mexico [see 

Chapter 2], cash transfers and cisterns in Brazil) such that they undermine the ability for 

mayors from other parties to benefit from clientelism at the municipal level, even if in doing 

so they also undermine their own parties’ ability to engage in local clientelism. This recalls 

the role federal welfare programs in the United States played in undermining the power of 

local political bosses. Even though this behavior has not been relevant in Ghana so far due to 

its unitary structure, in which chief executives are necessarily aligned with the national 

government, it may become a factor in a system with locally elected mayors who may be 

from opposition parties. A scenario is possible in which, for example, the incumbent party at 

the national level, threatened by opposition mayors’ clientelistic cultivation of votes from 

informal settlements, implements a universal (non-clientelistic) land titling or upgrading 

program across urban areas in order to weaken incumbent mayors’ advantage, which would 

also have a long-term effect of weakening clientelism overall. This would be a potential 

positive outcome of the proposed change (albeit one which interviewed experts or academic 

sources did not mention in the Ghanaian context).  

Authoritarianism or populism 

Chapter 2 briefly described how the rapid growth of informal settlements in Chile 

contributed to the sense of disorder which led to a military coup in the 1970s, and that this 

ended the state’s clientelistic support for squatting. While Ghana’s political settlement seems 

stable for now, some unforeseeable economic or environmental shock could create the 

conditions for authoritarianism to take over. Even if there is no military coup, voters may 
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become frustrated enough to democratically elect a ‘strong-man’ type populist leader, as has 

occurred in India and the Philippines, who would have free reign to target informality. If a 

right-wing authoritarian or populist regime exploits frustration with urban disorder or 

nativist resentment of migrants, it might consolidate its support by demolishing informal 

settlements under the banner of rule of law and technocratic efficiency. Such a regime would 

boost the power of planners to shape the city, but it would do so in a way that would harm 

the poor. 

For now, none of the above changes in the overall political environment appear imminent. 

Still, it may be possible for planning in Ghana to take a different approach, one which is 

reformulated to be more effective under the current political settlement. What such an 

approach might look like is the subject of the following section. 

Recommendations  

Past recommendations 

Government policies and plans 

Ghana has many national, regional, and local policy documents which aim to support urban 

informality in urban Ghana, but the reality on the ground, in which informal settlers and 

vendors are the target of harsh antagonism by the state, contradicts these documents (see 

Chapter 4). Recently updated planning legislation supports the implementation of plans, but 

at least in the brief period that has elapsed so far since the passage of the Land Use and Spatial 

Planning Act of 2016, the results have not been transformative. This suggests that neither 
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broad policy directives nor legislative changes alone are likely to allow planners to work more 

effectively or the urban poor in informal settlements to prosper.  

Spatial plans mention in passing the difficulties local governments in Ghana have had in 

implementing previous plans, but addressing the political concerns that are the main 

constraints to the implementation of plans in the country is beyond their remit. The 

government usually outsources the preparation of these documents to consulting firms which 

have no incentive to stray from the scope of traditional spatial plans in order to take on the 

broader sociopolitical environment of planning, even if they are well aware of the likely fate 

of their spatial plans. A planning consultant who has worked on several such plans 

acknowledged in an interview that the government rarely implements the plans that he helps 

prepare. Perhaps the well-established narrative of ‘planning failure’ in Ghana means that 

planners never feel much responsibility to make plans that are actually implementable. In a 

situation where plans are unlikely to be implemented because of political factors beyond any 

planner’s control, a plan might as well be ambitious and idealized. A beautiful plan on paper 

reflects well on a planner, even if the most impressive elements also make the plan even less 

likely to be implemented. 

International development organizations 

International development organizations, with their broad expertise and developmental 

remit, may be expected to take a more holistic perspective in their reports on urban 

development than spatial plans do. However, while they sometimes do mention political 
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issues in passing, they typically shy away from addressing them in depth. For example, a 

World Bank study of urbanization in Ghana (World Bank, 2015) mentions “undue political 

interference” as one of the factors responsible for “unplanned” spatial expansion and mentions 

that the success of new planning regulations require “strong political support”. However, it 

does not expand on what this means, and its recommendations concern reforming land 

regulations, strengthening municipal finance, building transportation infrastructure, 

institutional coordination, and decentralization, without much discussion of the political 

environment. Another World Bank study, on urban resilience in Greater Accra (World Bank, 

2017b), makes frequent reference to lack of planning and implementation capacity, poor 

planning methods, lack of enforcement of plans, poor coordination, and insufficient 

participation, but only mentions politics glancingly and vaguely. Its two mentions of politics 

are of “insufficient local political will” as a challenge for urban finance, and of how sanitation 

policies remain powerless because political and traditional leaders “plead” on behalf of 

constituents who do not comply to protect them from punishment. A UN-Habitat profile of 

Accra (Abankwa et al., 2009) does mention “lack of political will” once and “political 

interference” three times, but does not explore these issues beyond brief mentions. The Accra 

Resilience Strategy (Accra Metropolitan Assembly & 100 Resilient Cities, 2019) mentions 

politics only very indirectly. 

The exclusion of critical political issues in publications by international organizations does not 

necessarily mean that their staff are unaware of these issues, though given that staff and 

consultants based abroad often lead these organizations’ projects and studies makes it possible 
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that they are. Perhaps they believe that it would be inappropriate for international 

organizations to get involved in or even comment on local politics, given the sensitivity 

around these issues, and that as a result prefer to restrict discussions to technical, financial, 

and regulatory issues, which are important in their own right. Besides, pointed political 

critiques may hit uncomfortably close to home to government officials with whom these 

organizations must maintain positive relationships (Carothers & de Gramont, 2013). 

However, as the previous chapters have demonstrated, one cannot disentangle political issues 

from any of the other issues surrounding urban planning and informality in Ghana, and these 

publications either misunderstand or misrepresent their subject matter by avoiding politics.  

The apolitical tendencies of international development institutions have been well-

documented. According to Carothers and de Gramont, “international development assistance 

has had an uncertain and uncomfortable relationship with politics” since its early years (2013, 

p. 3). “To fulfill their central economic mission, aid organizations held fast to what can be 

called ‘the temptation of the technical,’ the belief that they could help economically 

transform poor countries by providing timely doses of capital and technical knowledge while 

maintaining a comfortably clinical distance from these countries’ internal political life,” they 

write, before cataloging the various ways in which ignoring politics can cause well-

intentioned development efforts to be ineffective or even harmful. In The Anti-Politics Machine, 

Ferguson (1990) describes how a World Bank project in Lesotho focused on technical 

concerns and ignored entrenched political interests, eventually finding itself ill-equipped to 

play the political game in which it suddenly found itself. In a study of housing in Ghana, Sarfoh 
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(2010, p. 93) argues that development theories and prescriptions originating in international 

agencies suffer from not acknowledging the ways in which they are “inscribed into local 

structures” or “indigenized” through the influence of politics. 

The following passage (Aspinall & Berenschot, 2019, pp. 257–258), though written about 

Indonesia, applies well enough to Ghana, and likely to many other clientelistic democracies, 

that it is worth quoting at length: 

Policies and development interventions are destined to fail if they operate on the 

assumption that Indonesia’s state is a rule-bound, Weberian institution only 

occasionally waylaid by deviant behavior. Clientelistic exchange relations pervade 

state institutions and affect their basic functioning. Any policy intervention or 

development initiative should start by recognizing this reality, rather than wishing 

it away […]  

In our experience, policy makers as well as development organizations struggle to 

incorporate this political dimension into their work. This is understandable: it is 

much easier and less risky for them to work on training in technical skills or the 

preparation of guidelines and operating procedures than to deal with politics 

head-on. Compared to technical fixes, political approaches are messy and 

controversial since they involve, in one way or another, addressing power 

inequalities. Consequently, much policy making and development cooperation still 

proceeds on the assumption (or hope) that the provision of knowledge and skills, 

the training of a few bureaucrats or judges, or the adoption of a particular policy 

will fix a problem. This logic gives rise to a never-ending seminar circuit in 

Jakarta’s upmarket hotels, where new skills and policies are eagerly discussed, 

whether the topic at hand is legal development, the environment, urban planning, 

or bureaucratic reform. We have often participated in such seminars; it is very 
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common that someone in the course of the discussions will observe that even if the 

policy or law being suggested is adopted, it will have little effect, because 

Indonesia’s major problems relate to implementation rather than policy design. 

Often everyone agrees—but the conversation typically then resumes its course. The 

elephant in these hotel rooms, in other words, is informal politics.  

A notable exception to this trend of international agencies avoiding Ghanaian politics is the 

report on urban governance and services in Ghana, prepared by ICF Consulting Services for 

UK Aid and Cities Alliance (2017), a publication that previous chapters cite frequently. 

Unlike the other reports on urban Ghana, this report uses competitive clientelism as its 

framing concept, leading to an unusually clear-eyed and sophisticated reading of the political 

nature of urban issues relating to planning, land, finances, and service delivery in the country. 

Disappointingly, the recommendations for planning in this report too are somewhat 

conventional and vague, focusing on institutional capacity-building and changes to planning 

procedures, which do not follow from the preceding diagnosis. 

Academic publications 

Like the ICF report, many academic studies feature insightful diagnoses of the problems, 

including the political problems, that afflict urban planning in Ghana, but then follow them 

up with recommendations that are either non-specific or unrealistic in the prevailing political 

environment. These include: 

• the creation of secondary and tertiary cities, participatory slum upgrading programs, and
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building institutional capacity and collaboration (Amoako & Cobbinah, 2011);  

• “[h]aving effective land management and land use planning systems in place” (Agyemang 

& Morrison, 2018, p. 2655);  

• making the TCPD (now LUSPA) “an independent entity, devoid of undue political 

interference and control but work[ing] collaboratively with both urban residents and 

political elites” (Cobbinah & Darkwah, 2017, p. 1243);  

• “rethinking the overall urban planning and development processes, urban land 

management and participatory urban governance and the right to urban citizenship” 

(Amoako, 2016, p. 15);  

•  “rethink[ing] the essence of decentralised local government by building stakeholder 

capacity for effective participation in decision-making as well as delinking overly parochial 

political interests of individuals and groups from those of societal interests to allow 

development programmes to progress uninhibited” (Fuseini & Kemp, 2015, p. 319); 

• “introducing and adhering to the philosophy of sustainable urban development in the 

urban development process” (Cobbinah et al., 2017, p. 44); and 

• “[p]olitical will at all levels of government” (Arku et al., 2016, p. 379). 

The intention here is not to denigrate the work of these scholars, the insights of many of 

whom have been valuable in developing the argument presented in previous chapters, but 

rather to identify a gap in the literature around clientelism and planning in Ghana. 
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Many of these recommendations have a tautological quality: the solution to a lack of public 

participation is to ensure more public participation; to reduce the lack of enforcement of 

plans, plans must be better enforced, etc. In other words, the solution to the problem is for 

the problem to be solved. Practically all the documents mentioned above, including academic 

works, reports of international development organizations and national government policies, 

discuss the need to build “capacity” of one kind or another. The concept of capacity, according 

to Williams (2018, p. 4), “misrepresents the mechanisms of bureaucratic performance and 

policy implementation and obscures the contingency of performance and implementation on 

the details of politics, policies, and contexts.” The World Bank too has made a similar 

argument in a World Development Report: “If organizational failures are the result of deeper 

weaknesses in institutional arrangements (weak political commitment, unclear objectives, no 

enforceability), direct attacks on the proximate determinants (more money, better training, 

more internal information) will fail” (World Bank, 2003, p. 58). Especially for international 

organizations, it is convenient to focus on the capacity of a government agency in terms of 

staff, training modules, and equipment, which international organizations can provide and 

measure easily, even if that capacity is irrelevant in the given context, e.g. if the agency is 

hamstrung by political interference or corruption.  

Lastly, many academic sources and development organizations call for more “political will.” 

The recurring call for political will across contexts imagines politicians’ behavior to be the 

outcome not of political incentives and public demands but simply of a lack of moral fiber. 
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Recommendations: Politically Adaptive Planning 

The recommendations that follow take a ‘politically adaptive’ approach, building on the 

understanding of urban political dynamics that previous chapters have tried to develop and 

on the observations above about what is already working for both planners and the urban 

poor. The recommendations aim to satisfy two broad needs, which sometimes pull in 

opposite directions: first, the need to free planning from political interference in order to 

facilitate the implementation of plans, and second, the need to support the rights of the urban 

poor living in informal settlements, in an environment where the only reason they are able 

to remain where they are may be political interference itself. To complicate matters further, 

informal settlements are sometimes situated on vulnerable land, e.g. in flood plains, and 

while demolition of informal settlements has often been carried out in an unnecessarily brutal 

and antagonistic manner, some relocation of settlements seems justifiable. Any 

recommendations must balance these partially contradictory needs.  

1. Planning watchdog: Insulating planning from political interference through an independent

urban planning oversight organization

The recent decentralization of planning staff from national to local government service seems 

destined to result in rampant politicization of planning in Ghana, such that only the planners 

willing to carry out politically motivated decisions will stand a chance of remaining in senior 

positions, while those that do not will find their careers thwarted. Local governments already 

had planning departments with the same planners working in them, which means that there 
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is little practical benefit of the move in terms of decentralization. For these reasons, an 

important first step would be to reverse this decentralization and re-map local planners to 

the national level, which gives them a slightly greater degree of insulation from local political 

interference.  

Even if this change is reversible, it would not be sufficient, as planners were vulnerable to 

local political pressures even before the change. However, as this chapter has shown, they 

have found ways to fend off this pressure: appealing to bodies like the Ghana Institute of 

Planners and LUSPA and informing the public and media of unsound political decisions. 

These approaches have only been partially successful and have had to be used with caution so 

as not to provoke hostility and retaliation from political leaders. Yet, they hint at an approach 

which might build on what has worked in the past. 

As this chapter has described, GIP and LUSPA have played a ‘watchdog’ or oversight role at 

times, coming to the aid of local planners facing political pressures. However, this is not their 

primarily role, and they do not have the resources to devote staff to this task full-time. As a 

government agency, LUSPA is also not completely independent. This suggests that there is 

potential for an independent urban planning oversight organization, created with the 

involvement of Ghanaian civil society organizations, and perhaps funded with support from 

international donors.  

In order to reduce political interference in planning, such an organization could: (1) respond 

to calls for support from planners facing political pressures, much like GIP and LUSPA have 
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done in the past; (2) independently keep track of planning-related decisions, including new 

building permits issued as well as transfers of planning staff, and investigate those that appear 

politically motivated; and (3) alert the public and media to political interference in planning 

decisions, through the publication of reports and press releases. At the same time, in order 

to prevent planners from abusing their newfound independence and indiscriminately 

demolishing informal settlements that may have been protected through clientelism 

previously, the organization might also (4) ensure that any demolition of informal settlements 

is strictly justified on safety or environmental grounds, and is accompanied by sufficient 

compensation and resettlement in a suitable location in accordance with international 

standards. International donor funding in support of plan preparation or other related 

activities could be contingent on adhering to these international standards. The organization 

could either be independent from or affiliated with the Ghana Institute of Planners. 

Realistically, such an organization is likely to become politicized itself, but this is not 

necessarily bad. Most likely it would be used as a tool for the opposition party at any given 

time to check the excesses of the incumbent party. In this case, competitive politics would 

benefit the organization: each party would have an incentive to allow it to exist when it is 

incumbent, so that it can use it when it is in the opposition. Such an organization may even 

be established by an opposition party, soon after an election loss. As the examples in this 

chapter has shown, fear of political backlash has at times caused politicians to back down from 

self-serving decisions. If through the work of an oversight organization such as the one 
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proposed, planning issues systematically become campaign issues, politics would work in 

planning’s favor.  

2. Planned clientelism: Facilitating the provision of more coordinated, long-term benefits in low-

income settlements through clientelism 

If something is defined as ‘informal’ when it has social or political legitimacy without having 

official or legal legitimacy, planning is an example of the opposite of informality (which has 

no corresponding name): something that has only official or legal legitimacy without any 

social or political legitimacy. Planning does not have inherent power of its own and is 

incapable of reshaping dominant power relations or the political settlement by itself. Planning 

tends to be taken seriously only when it aligns itself with the institutions that are already 

powerful within a given political settlement. In a country like the United States this might 

mean large corporations or powerful advocacy groups, while the equivalent in China might 

be the Communist Party. Ideally, progressive planners can then push these institutions from 

within to act more sustainably and inclusively. The dominant political settlement in Ghana is 

competitive clientelism, and this is the powerful institution with which planning must align 

itself in order to wield any power. This echoes arguments made by other authors (Levy, 2014; 

Payne, 2016) that planning, and development in general, should “work with the grain” of 

politics. This means seeking opportunities for incremental reform that are compatible with 

the incentives of influential actors and pre-existing social relations, even if the long-term aim 

of this reform efforts is to change these incentives (Goodfellow, 2019, p. 14). With this in 

mind, planning in clientelistic environments must seek ways to work with clientelism while 
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simultaneously moving the clientelistic provision of benefits towards more coordinated, long-

term goods, in effect producing something that can be described as ‘planned clientelism.’ 

This could mean working with poor urban communities and traditional authorities to prepare 

a coordinated list of community needs, with associated costs, from which political patrons 

can choose (like guests at a wedding selecting gifts from a registry established by the 

recipients). Such an approach would potentially be useful to planners, political patrons, and 

low-income communities alike: 

• Planners could bring technical knowledge to bear on what would be most useful for a

community and make a case to a community for their inclusion on their list. Planners

would also be able to coordinate the needs of adjacent communities and align them with

larger spatial plans.

• Patrons could publicly sponsor certain benefits on the list, e.g. land titles, better drainage,

paved roads, cement for the construction of public toilets, bulbs for street lights, etc.

particularly in the run-up to elections. Providing the benefits from the established list

would allow them to more easily take credit. The political parties may eventually find it

useful to consolidate such lists and pay for items or materials in bulk rather than leaving

it to individual candidates to determine and pay for the needs of their constituencies in

isolation. The resulting economies of scale would result in greater benefits being provided

than through the current, uncoordinated system.

• In this system, client communities would be better equipped to hold patrons accountable
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if they do not deliver. Civil society organizations could assist in keeping track of the 

fulfillment of these promises. It would also allow communities to play politicians off one 

another. In the competitive politics of Ghana, some communities would see bidding wars, 

with competing candidates aiming to outdo each other by providing the bigger or higher-

priority item on the list. With the help of planners, a list or ‘registry’ such as this could 

result in the provision of not just private favors, or short-term, uncoordinated, redundant 

club goods as described in previous chapters, but long-term public goods.  

Chapter 5 mentioned the MP who worked with planners to site the roads he was paying for 

through his share of the Common Fund. It also described the aspiring MP who, following a 

fire, asked his supporters in Old Fadama to “coordinate within their groups and to write down 

what they needed” (Paller, 2019c, p. 450). These incidents may be insignificant in isolation, 

but hint at a willingness on the part of political patrons to seek guidance from both planners 

and residents of informal settlements in determining the exact nature and location of 

discretionary benefits provided, which is the essence of ‘planned clientelism.’  

Ideally, local government planners would lead or participate actively in such an exercise, as 

this would enable coordination among different communities and between community-level 

and city-level spatial plans. However, if government officials lack the resources or the 

willingness to engage in such an exercise, community-based organizations, international 

development organizations, planning departments at universities, or others could perform a 

similar planning and coordinating function.  
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This intervention goes with rather than against a dominant political institution, in this case 

competitive clientelism. This may seem to contradict the argument made in Chapter 2, that 

planning and clientelism are at odds. However, the fact that the two cannot co-exist 

indefinitely is part of the motivation for bringing them together: just as clientelism has 

undermined a politically naïve form of planning in Ghana, the more politically astute form of 

planning advocated here has the potential to undermine clientelism. ‘Planned clientelism’ can 

insidiously weaken clientelism ‘from within’ by pushing demands towards more and more 

long-term public goods, including formal land titles and durable infrastructure in the case of 

informal settlements, which would eventually release communities from the need to depend 

on clientelism. This approach is therefore incremental at first, but potentially transformative 

over time. 

3. Guided informal growth  

Local government planners could guide urban growth more effectively by developing 

recommended, but not legally binding, spatial layouts to chiefs who hold vacant land in 

rapidly urbanizing areas. As the conclusion to Chapter 3 observed, the prevalence of informal 

subdivisions globally points to new ways for state planners to engage with urban growth. 

Informal subdivisions in Accra make up half of new urban expansion, and grow mainly 

through the actions of traditional authorities who hire unlicensed surveyors to subdivide 

customary land holdings for sale (see Chapter 6). Chiefs may prefer to avoid the effort and 

cost associated with formal subdivision, but the fact that they nonetheless pay for their land 

holdings to be spatially organized and subdivided before sale, rather than simply creating new 
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plots on an ad hoc basis, suggests that market demand exists for some form of spatial planning. 

The provision of recommended spatial layouts responds to this demand.  

The state could also provide a special category of licenses to previously unlicensed surveyors, 

contingent on following certain minimal guidelines in their subdivisions. The prospect of 

formalization of their practice, and the associated increase in demand and fees, would 

incentivize them to comply. These recommended layouts and subdivision guidelines could be 

devised with future infrastructure upgrading in mind. Prospective land buyers would likely 

demand subdivisions laid out according to these guidelines if it is easier for the government 

to provide infrastructure to them later. 

This approach would follow historical precedent first established by British colonial 

administrators in Accra in the 1930s. Government reports at the time noted that while there 

was no formal planning, the government’s extensive provision of layouts “by agreement with” 

the local chiefs or landowners had been effective in “ensuring correct development” of stool 

lands adjacent to Accra, and that chiefs and landowners actively requested such layouts (see  

Appendix 2). Even today, chiefs do sometimes seek the cooperation of government spatial 

planners (see Chapter 5), which means that the workability of this approach is plausible.  

Generalizability of these recommendations 

These three specific recommendations have been developed with urban Ghana in mind and 

may or may not be directly applicable to other contexts. Countries which share certain 

features with Ghana are likelier to find these specific recommendations useful:  
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• Primarily political barriers to planning: These recommendations take as a starting point the 

fact that, despite other constraints, the main barriers to the implementation of plans in 

Ghana are political. They take into account that Ghana already has relatively supportive 

legislation in place, especially since 2016; has at least some trained urban planners 

available in the public and private sector, even if this number is relatively low in Ghana; 

and that there is funding for plans to be drafted, even if these funds are from external 

sources. These recommendations are likelier to translate to countries where this basic 

planning capacity exists, which may include several other middle-income democracies 

including Brazil, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, the Philippines, and South Africa. 

• Competitive clientelism: These recommendations are likely to be more easily translatable to 

countries in which the dominant political settlement is competitive clientelism. An 

oversight organization like the one in the first recommendation above is likelier to survive 

where political power changes hands frequently, so that the incumbent party can foresee 

a time when it is in the opposition. Close elections give parties an incentive to compete 

vigorously in order to respond to lists of demands from an existing or potential client 

community. While there is no definitive list of countries that feature competitive 

clientelism, several of the countries listed under the previous point are likely to fall into 

this category.  

• Well-established and stable political parties: For the same reasons as those outlined in the 

previous point, these recommendations are also likelier to work in countries with a small 

number of relatively strongly institutionalized political parties, as opposed to a large 
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number of independent fly-by-night candidates who are not seeking to build long-term 

reputations.  

• Civil society and media: A nascent tradition of civil society activism and an independent 

media, both of which exist in Ghana, would aid the institution of an oversight 

organization. 

• Prevalence of informal subdivisions: The provision of spatial layouts for subdivisions as 

discussed in the third recommendation is likely to be most effective in contexts where a 

dominant mode of urban growth is through informal subdivisions, i.e. large swathes of 

land are laid out prior to settlement, rather than where informal urban growth happens 

primarily in the form of ‘atomistic’ settlements. 

Summary 

While planners in Ghana are hamstrung by political interference, they have found ways to 

occasionally circumvent political pressures, including calling for professional back-up from 

planning organizations, conspiring with other local government officials to oppose politically-

motivated decisions, and using public participation and the media strategically to discourage 

politicians from making potentially unpopular decisions. While changes to the broader 

sociopolitical environment surrounding planning, e.g. the growth of the middle class, a move 

to elect rather than appoint mayors, or larger political shifts, are unlikely to transform the 

situation, a ‘politically adaptive’ approach can help planning in Ghana advance beyond the 

current impasse. Whereas past recommendations lack realistic solutions to the political 
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challenges planning faces in the country, a politically adaptive approach can make use of what 

is already working for planners (the strategies mentioned above) and the urban poor 

(clientelistic provision of neighborhood-scale public goods) to achieve planning goals. The 

recommendations proposed in this chapter are examples of interventions generated by such 

an approach when applied to Ghana. The next chapter proposes a general framework for 

politically adaptive planning which can be applied more broadly. 
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Chapter 8: A Framework for Politically Adaptive Planning 

“[…] This sort of academic theorizing may be an amusing occupation for close 

friends chattering among themselves. But in a king’s council chamber, where 

important matters are debated by important people, there’s no time for such 

matters.” 

“But,” said Raphael, “that’s exactly my point. Kings have no time for philosophy.” 

“Yes they do”, I replied, “but not for this ivory-tower theorizing, which makes no 

allowances for time and place. There’s another philosophy, better suited to 

politics, which recognizes the play that’s being staged, adapts itself to playing a 

part in it, revises what it has to say as the drama unfolds, and speaks 

appropriately for the time and place. That’s the philosophy you should adopt. 

[…] You will have made a complete mess of the play that’s being performed when 

you mixed it up with another, even if your speeches come from a better play than 

the one on stage.” 

- Thomas More, Utopia (1516)

Questions of how people organize their activities across space and what resources they can 

access are relevant to every human challenge the world faces today. Policymakers cannot 

address these challenges, which include reducing poverty and inequality, combating climate 

change, and mitigating disaster risk, without considering these questions. The coronavirus 

pandemic, which is infecting thousands each day and causing unprecedented disruption across 

the world as this dissertation is being completed, draws attention to how these questions are 
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also central to protecting public health. The spatial organization of human activity and 

expanding access to resources are also the core concerns of urban planning. The state has a 

vital role in anticipating and coordinating the provision of urban public goods and planning 

future urban growth. This role is particularly important during a time of unprecedented 

urbanization, which will have economic, social, and environmental impacts lasting 

generations. Yet traditional approaches to urban planning and policy have failed to meet the 

needs of many low- and middle-income countries in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere which are 

urbanizing rapidly. This is largely because these approaches have not adapted to the 

sociopolitical contexts of these places.  

The fictional exchange quoted at the beginning of this chapter, written centuries ago, suggests 

that people have long debated whether and how policymakers ought to adapt policy to the 

political realities of their time and place. Although the fictional country from which the book 

Utopia takes its name has become a byword for an unrealistically idealized vision of society, 

in the passage above More in fact argues for pragmatism and against, in modern terms, the 

adoption of ‘best practices’ that are in use in more successful systems (“speeches [which] come 

from a better play than the one on stage.”) This study has aimed to use the literature on 

informal urban politics from a range of disciplines, statistical analysis of spatial data from 

satellite imagery, and interviews in the field to help planners and policymakers “recognize the 

play that’s being staged,” i.e. to make a case that urban growth in developing democracies 

cannot be fully understood, or guided to be more equitable or sustainable, without 

knowledge of the informal politics that drive it.  
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This concluding chapter outlines a framework for a ‘politically adaptive’ approach to 

planning. While the preceding chapter applied such an approach to Ghana in particular, the 

framework below identifies guiding principles for applying it to a broader variety of contexts. 

The second part of this chapter reflects on areas for future research that can build on this 

study.  

Politically adaptive planning: a proposed framework 

The recommendations for planning in Ghana in the previous chapter took a ‘politically 

adaptive’ approach to planning. The specific recommendations there responded to Ghana’s 

specific political, social, and institutional environment, but the approach can be generalized 

into a set of guidelines which may be useful more broadly, especially in highly informal 

contexts. 

Guidelines 

1. Identify planning principles. 

Planning does not need to be ‘political’ in terms of supporting specific political parties, 

candidates, or agendas, but it does have to be ‘politic’—practical and expedient under given 

circumstances. However, while the term ‘politic’ also connotes a lack of regard for ethics or 

principles, 149  the strategies planners use in determining a politically adaptive course of action 

should follow from a well-established set of principles. These may be broad, universal 

 

149 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/politic 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/politic
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principles (socioeconomic equity, environmental sustainability) or principles particularly 

applicable in a given context (e.g. public safety, advancing women’s rights, respecting 

cultural traditions).   

2. Identify those benefiting from the status quo.

Planning initiatives usually begin by identifying those who currently have unmet needs, who 

are the intended beneficiaries of the initiative. However, they do not always systematically 

identify parties who may have a vested interest in maintaining the current situation, and how 

they may use their power to block change. An important guiding question to ask while 

proposing any planning initiative is: Why would someone in a position of power who benefits from 

the status quo support the proposed change? If the only reason is that it is ‘the right thing to do’ 

in an abstract sense, the proposal is unlikely to gain purchase.  

The means by which these interests may hinder plans, projects or policies may be overt, e.g. 

through public opposition, bribery, or intimidation, but they may be more subtle, through 

professing support publicly but not providing the required resources to ensure success, or 

diverting the resources received towards other uses. This is particularly relevant when 

initiatives are funded by international donors, where politicians have an incentive to be seen 

publicly with foreign officials and receive funds under the banner of a specific project but may 

have little incentive to use the funds for the intended purposes. (In some cases, the staff of 

donor organizations may also have an incentive to ignore these irregularities in the interest of 

making the project appear successful.) 
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3. Identify reasons why the intended beneficiaries may oppose change. 

While planners may assume that the intended beneficiaries of an initiative are in favor of it, 

the latter may trust the established status quo, suboptimal though it may be, more than a 

proposed change, particularly in contexts where they have been previously antagonized by 

planning efforts. These communities may have invested their limited social and political 

capital in establishing the existing relationships and channels of access, which they would be 

unlikely to give up easily. In many cases, a failed or only partially successful planning initiative 

may do more harm than good, disrupting existing practices and networks without adequately 

compensating for them. Communities which may seem to oppose planning efforts intended 

to benefit them out of ignorance may instead be judiciously defending the little they have and 

showing understandable caution about the transformative potential of planning. 

4. Identify what is already working. 

New political regimes, newly incumbent political parties or politicians, and donor agencies 

alike often feel the need to discard past practices or systems which appear to have failed. 

However, while there is rhetorical power in making a clean break from the past, it is rarely 

the most practical course of action. It loses the ‘tacit knowledge’ and strategies developed 

over time by actors in the current system, and replaces it with an untested system, which may 

well prove to be unrealistic in the given political context. The politically adaptive approach 

would be to identify what is already working in that context, both for planners and the public, 

even if only partially, occasionally, or temporarily so far, and find ways to make more room 

for those practices to succeed more substantially.  
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5. Identify existing organizations that can implement initiatives without being co-

opted, if any. 

Planning initiatives should be cautious in recommending the creation of new organizations, 

not just because of the high upfront costs, but also because such an organization may be co-

opted by powerful interests during their formation, e.g. through staffing choices. If an 

organization already exists which has managed to maintain its political independence over 

time, it may be easier to build technical and financial capacity in such an organization than 

ensure the political autonomy of a new organization. However, planners must also consider 

the increased risk of co-option involved in increasing the prominence and resources of such 

an organization. 

6. Consider the social or cultural roots of existing practices. 

While this approach emphasizes the role of politics, often what appears to be political 

behavior is instead a social or cultural behavior manifested through political institutions. As 

discussed earlier, the role of politicians in Ghana as patrons is an example of this. While it 

may appear to be a simple exchange of benefits for votes emerging from the demands of 

modern electoral politics, it is in fact rooted partly in traditional expectations of leaders as 

benefactors and family heads. As a result, rather than being destroyed by regulatory or 

institutional changes, clientelism may re-emerge in a different form in the new environment, 
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and client communities perceived to be suffering as a result of it may show more attachment 

to it than reformers expect.150  

7. Identify opportune moments to introduce new initiatives.

In democracies, politicians are likely to be particularly sensitive to public opinion before 

elections, and particularly insensitive to it following electoral victories, especially those won 

with a large majority. Depending on the nature of the initiative in question, planners can 

enhance the chances of political support by taking electoral cycles into account. Initiatives 

that are in high demand by the voting public but that political leaders are typically reluctant 

to invest in are likeliest to find support during competitive election campaigns. Initiatives that 

may be unpopular with the public in the short run but are likely to demonstrate their benefits 

in a few years are best introduced immediately after elections. Of course, such calculations 

are routine for politicians, but have not been fully absorbed into planning practice. 

The Ghana case study as an example of politically adaptive planning 

The table below shows how the recommendations provided for Ghana in the previous chapter 

exemplify the guidelines described above: 

150 Taking into account the cultural roots of practices need not mean accepting them, as traditional cultural 
practices may run counter to the principles identified at the start, particularly those of non-discrimination on 
the basis of gender, religion, ethnicity, etc. 
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Table 4: Politically adaptive planning guidelines applied to Ghana 
 

Guidelines  Application to Ghana Politically adaptive 
recommendations for Ghana 

1. Identify planning 
principles. 

The recommendations aim 
to increase the ability for 
planning to provide urban 
public goods and manage 
spatial growth, without 
unnecessary evictions and 
demolitions of informal 
settlements. 

The planning ‘watchdog’ 
organization and ‘planned 
clientelism’ increase the ability for 
planners to provide public goods.  
 
The watchdog organization and 
‘guided informal growth’ help 
planners manage spatial growth.  
 
The watchdog organization 
prevents unnecessary evictions 
and demolitions. Growth that 
occurs through ‘guided informal 
growth’ is less likely to be 
demolished.  

2. Identify those 
benefiting from 
the status quo. 

Political patrons take 
advantage of the 
vulnerability of residents of 
informal settlements and use 
clientelism to reward 
supporters. They have little 
incentive to support broad 
planning efforts, and 
frequently pressure planners 
to make exceptions to 
regulations.  
 
Traditional authorities resist 
planning regulations that 
interfere with their ability to 
distribute or sell land. 

‘Planned clientelism’ works with 
rather than against politicians’ 
desire to provide benefits to 
informal settlements.  
 
The watchdog organization 
increases planners’ ability to resist 
political pressure.  
 
 
 
 
‘Guided informal growth’ allows 
traditional authorities to subdivide 
land, but with some professional 
planning guidance. 
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3. Identify reasons 
why the 
intended 
beneficiaries 
may oppose 
change. 

Residents of informal 
settlements may not want to 
relinquish their ability to 
receive benefits from 
political patrons.   

‘Planned clientelism’ works with 
rather than against the ability for 
informal settlements to receive 
benefits from political patrons. 

4. Identify what is 
already 
working. 

Planners use various 
strategies to circumvent 
political interference, 
including appealing to 
professional organizations, 
the media, and the public.  
 
 
 
 
Some informal settlements 
benefit from informal 
politics to receive services 
and avoid demolition. 

The proposed functions of the 
planning watchdog organization 
build on planners’ strategies, by 
supporting local planners’ 
decisions, tracking their transfers, 
and using the media and public 
awareness to combat the 
politicization of planning 
decisions.  
 
‘Planned clientelism’ builds on 
these positive aspects of informal 
politics. 

5. Identify existing 
organizations 
that can 
implement 
initiatives 
without being 
co-opted, if any. 

The Ghana Institute of 
Planners (GIP) occasionally 
plays an oversight role and 
appears politically 
independent. 

The planning watchdog 
organization may be a 
strengthened version of the GIP. 

6. Consider the 
social or cultural 
roots of existing 
practices. 

Clientelism is rooted in 
traditional expectations of 
community leadership in 
Ghana.  

‘Planned clientelism’ does not 
seek to end clientelism but works 
with the aspects of it which 
benefit the poor while also 
allowing them to move beyond it 
over time. 
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7. Identify
opportune
moments to
introduce new
initiatives.

In Ghana’s competitive 
political environment, 
parties are eager to court 
votes from informal settlers 
preceding elections, and 
opposition parties are vocal 
in their criticisms of ruling 
party actions. 

The watchdog organization may 
be instituted by an opposition 
party shortly after an election, 
while ‘planned clientelism’ is 
likely to get the most traction 
before elections. 

Directions for future research 

Using new sources of quantitative data for mixed methods research 

While the majority of research on informal politics in low-income urban settlements has been 

qualitative and has focused on single settlements or cities, the analysis in Chapter 3 

demonstrates that new sources of global data on land use patterns and political behavior can 

be combined to generate insights on the spatial impacts of urban politics at spatial and 

temporal scales that are beyond the scope of a qualitative case study. Research, including this 

study, has barely begun to exploit the full combined potential of data sets such as the Varieties 

of Democracy database, the Atlas of Urban Expansion, the Global Human Settlements database, 

and others. This promises possibilities for mixed methods research in which relationships 

observed in ethnographic data collection or interviews can be tested empirically across a large 

number of cities, or trends first observed in statistical models can be better understood 

through qualitative fieldwork.  
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Understanding informal subdivisions 

According to data in the Atlas of Urban Expansion discussed in Chapter 3, the mean share of 

residential area in the Atlas’ sample of 200 cities that took the form of informal subdivisions 

prior to 1990 was 17%, while the share in areas that grew between 1990 and 2015 was 29%. 

In cities in low- and lower-middle-income countries, which are expected to see the greatest 

amounts of urban growth in coming decades, the 1990-2015 share of informal subdivisions 

was higher still, at 35% (up from 21% in pre-1990 areas). This suggests that informal 

subdivisions are an increasingly important form of global urban growth, one which deserves 

more comparative investigation. The discussion in Chapter 6 of the power dynamics around 

land and urban growth in Ghana suggested that the informal subdivisions there are most likely 

the result of customary land rights accorded to traditional authorities, who hire unlicensed 

‘quack’ surveyors to subdivide peri-urban land in ways that do not conform to planning 

regulations. This mechanism for the formation of informal subdivisions may be common in 

several African countries, and it has also been documented in places as diverse as Mexico and 

the Pacific Islands, where some form of traditional land rights exist (Payne, 1989). However, 

other studies have described the formation of informal subdivisions through organized 

invasions of land (e.g. Burgwal, 1995; Holland, 2017), through the unauthorized subdivision 

of legally purchased land (Cunha, 2009), or the ‘informalization’ of legal subdivisions over 

time (Björkman, 2014b). While Chapter 3 was able to demonstrate a broad correlation 

between informal settlements and clientelism globally, the exact role of informal politics in 
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this type of urban growth is likely to vary between these mechanisms of formation and 

warrants further study.  

Comparing the impacts of informal politics on planning across sectors 

This study has focused largely on the relationship between informal politics and land use in 

the form of informal urban growth. A number of studies have examined the politics 

surrounding other informal urban sectors, e.g. informal transportation (Goodfellow, 2015; 

Klopp, 2012; Kumar, 2011; Venter, 2013, inter alia). Future research that compares the 

impact of politics on these other sectors with its impact on informal land use may be 

instructive to policymakers. For example, if it is easier for planners to work with informal 

transportation operators because they are organized into route associations or unions, are 

there equivalent bodies in the case of informal settlements, or could such bodies be created? 

Do successful attempts at formalization of informal transportation have any lessons for 

informal settlements in a similar political environment? Conversely, are ‘informal’ 

settlements and ‘informal’ transportation services so fundamentally different that they should 

not be grouped together as part of the same phenomenon (‘urban informality’) at all? Similar 

questions could be asked about informal retail, informal waste management, and other areas. 

This study has not focused directly on environmental concerns, but the kinds of political issues 

discussed here, about the role of technical experts vis-à-vis politicians and how the poor access 

scarce resources, have clear relevance to environmental planning. Examples of this kind of 

comparative political analysis of urban informality across sectors have been rare, suggesting a 

gap in the literature.  
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Situating recommendations within a political settlement 

The previous chapter discussed the fact that past research on planning in Ghana, particularly 

from international development organizations, has often ignored the important role of 

politics in the lack of implementation of plans. This is in keeping with the reluctance on the 

part of international organizations to engage with politics, which other scholars have also 

observed (Carothers & de Gramont, 2013; Ferguson, 1990). A handful of studies from 

international organizations as well as several academic studies have in fact included insightful 

descriptions of informal political dynamics, but nonetheless have concluded with 

recommendations that focus on technical constraints. To the extent that their 

recommendations touch on politics, they are vague, e.g. calling for more ‘political will’ to 

enforce regulations. Future studies would benefit from beginning with a close examination 

of the dominant political settlement and where planning fits within it, as this study has aimed 

to do.  

International organizations like the World Bank typically group countries by per-capita 

income and geographic region and avoid characterizing countries by the type of political 

regime under which they operate. Yet there is a vast difference between planning under 

autocratic and democratic regimes. Political regime is arguably a more meaningful criterion 

with which to distinguish planning systems across countries than region or even income. For 

example, although Vietnam and Indonesia are both lower-middle-income countries in South-

East Asia, the political environment of planning in Vietnam may have more in common with 

that of other single-party-dominated or otherwise non-democratic states like Ethiopia, 
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Singapore, or the United Arab Emirates than with Indonesia, which, as a multi-party electoral 

democracy, may be better compared to Ghana, Brazil, or the United States.  

Disaggregating ‘the state’ 

Literature on cities of the Global South, particularly literature on urban theory, often treats 

‘the state’ as an undifferentiated, monolithic entity, unified in its intentions and character, 

and planning as simply an arm of the state apparatus (Harvey, 2008; Pethe et al., 2014; A. 

Roy, 2009). This study demonstrates that this is not the case, and that instead the state is a 

“heterarchy” (Coslovsky, 2015). The internal relationships among state actors – for example, 

between planners and local politicians, local and national politicians, or planners and other 

local bureaucrats – are full of conflicting objectives, power differentials, and even unexpected 

alliances. These relationships are consequential to how ‘the state’ operates. The state is also 

temporally discontinuous, especially in countries like Ghana where there is high turnover in 

personnel at all levels after elections. Studies of urban planning in the Global South might 

generate useful insights by continuing to disaggregate the state and investigate its internal 

relationships, particularly those that involve planning agencies. 

Documenting local ‘hidden successes’ rather than global ‘best practices’ 

International organizations working on urban development routinely collect and disseminate 

‘best practices’ on urban planning or governance. For example, UN-Habitat’s Best Practices 

Database features “approximately 4,000 proven solutions to the common social, economic 

and environmental problems”  (UN-Habitat, n.d.). The Asian Development Bank’s Urban 
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Innovation Series of publications “shares best practices and lessons learned in urban 

infrastructure, transport, sanitation, as well as urban planning, policies, and urban 

development financing” (Asian Development Bank, 2014). The publications and events of 

global city networks including C40, the International Council for Local Environmental 

Initiatives (ICLEI), United Cities and Local Governments, and the Global Platform for 

Sustainable Cities are devoted to sharing case studies from cities around the world that others 

can emulate or adapt. International organizations see these knowledge-sharing activities as 

their comparative advantage: they may not know more about any given city than that city’s 

own planners and policymakers, but at least they can bring in case studies and best practices 

from elsewhere of which the locals in that city would not be aware.  

However, as this study argues, the challenges associated with urban planning and governance 

in a country emerge from its specific political settlement and social, cultural, and institutional 

environment. This means that international case studies are of limited relevance, especially if 

presented as technical and apolitical in nature, as they often are.   

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Ghanaian government recently invited one of the planners 

responsible for overseeing the growth of Singapore in the 1970s and 1980s, to “transform 

Accra into a modern city” (Graphic Online, 2018). This is in keeping with a growing trend 

of what Watson refers to as “African urban fantasies” of emulating Singapore, Dubai, and 

Shanghai. These visions override existing plans and planning processes, ignore public 

participation, and threaten to exclude the majority of urban residents from access to urban 

space (Watson, 2014). No doubt Singapore is an expertly planned city, but it is unlikely that 
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the best person to prepare a plan for Accra, given its political complexities and challenges, is 

someone whose planning experience is in a city-state under a benevolent dictatorship. The 

Ghanaian government seeking Singaporean planning expertise exemplifies More’s metaphor 

of an actor making a mess of the play being staged by trying to insert speeches from a better 

one.  

An alternative approach, followed by this study, is to build recommendations on what Sanyal 

(under review) calls ‘hidden successes,’ i.e. practices which have not previously been 

documented, but have been relatively successful within their context. The quotes that open 

Chapter 5 make clear that planning in Ghana is overwhelmingly viewed as a failure, and it is 

true that it is nearly impossible to identify examples of any unambiguous planning successes. 

Still, some efforts have paid off, even if only partially, occasionally, or temporarily thus far, 

such as the attempts of planners to prevent certain harmful developments from proceeding 

(Chapter 7). International organizations and researchers might do well to identify these kinds 

of efforts in the cities in which they take place and find ways to support them. To quote the 

epigraph to this study (Calvino, 1974, pp. 147–148), even in the most “infernal” cities, “cities 

that menace in nightmares and maledictions,” we can “seek and learn to recognize who and 

what, in the midst of the inferno, are not inferno, then make them endure, give them space.” 

Turning away from transnational forces 

The role of transnational forces in global urbanization has been extensively theorized. While 

the scholarship which originally drew attention to these forces offered valuable insights and 
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critiques, the subsequent tendency to fit all discussions of urban informality anywhere in the 

world into narratives of neoliberalism and globalization has ossified into orthodoxy and 

homogenized urban scholarship. At a time when the rise of economic protectionism and 

parochial politics across the world threatens to overshadow neoliberalism and globalization, 

new research can advance scholarship by turning to the ways in which locally specific political 

factors interact with urban informality, regardless of whether they conform to dominant 

global narratives. 

The most influential scholarship on urbanization in low- and middle-income countries during 

recent decades has focused on the ways in which global forces, primarily neoliberalism and 

globalization, have pushed the poor into informality. Neoliberalism has allowed the state to 

abdicate its responsibilities to provide services and a social safety net, the argument goes, 

while globalization allows multinational corporations to exploit the poor across the world. In 

his book Planet of Slums (2006, p. 174), Mike Davis blames what he sees as the catastrophic 

explosion of informality in the developing world, and the resulting exploitation of the poor, 

on the “brutal tectonics of neoliberal globalization.” To the Marxist geographer David Harvey 

(2008), capitalism’s need to utilize surpluses is the driving force behind rapid urbanization, 

which by its very nature involves “accumulation by dispossession.” To Saskia Sassen, 

globalization allows large urban centers that are connected to global networks of trade and 

finance to disconnect from their hinterlands, resulting in growing spatial and socio-economic 

inequality (2005).  
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Development discourse, emerging as it did from the United States and Europe, has primarily 

centered on the role that the ‘developed’ world ought to play with regard to development. 

Those who believe that the ‘Global North’ has a responsibility to the ‘South’ and ought to 

provide more aid, as well as those who argue the opposite, that the ‘Northern’ model of 

development has caused great harm to the South, both have one thing in common: they place 

the ‘North’ at the center of the story. In invoking transnational forces to explain 

dispossession, displacement, and segregation in cities in the ‘South’, Davis, Harvey, Sassen, 

and others take as their conceptual starting point forces emanating from the United States and 

Europe, and approach the cities of Asia, Africa, and Latin America only to collect evidence 

of the harm these forces do to the world’s most vulnerable people, often with apparently 

little interest in the specific institutional structures or political dynamics at work in these 

places. 

Authors, editors, and readers in the US and Europe, who remain influential in global 

discourse, can perhaps relate more easily to a narrative in which they see themselves, whether 

as hero or villain, which may partly account for this focus on transnational forces. It may also 

be that they feel more comfortable focusing their critical attention on organizations they 

perceive as extremely powerful and important, such as international financial institutions or 

multinational corporations based in ‘Northern’ capitals, rather than players they perceive as 

relatively unimportant and powerless, like minor local politicians and political brokers in 

low-income settlements who never make global headlines. Besides, as Parnell and Robinson 

(2012, p. 603) observe, “academic-institution demands for high-impact scholarly publications 
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in ‘international’ journals are biased against work that is not embedded in dominant 

theoretical frameworks.” No doubt an academic article about informality in any given city is 

more likely to be cited internationally if it focuses on the role of neoliberal capitalism rather 

than that of the low-level politician who is unknown outside his or her district. 

In an article calling for a ‘post-neoliberal’ perspective on urbanization in the Global South 

(2012, pp. 594–596), South African-origin scholars Susan Parnell and Jennifer Robinson 

argue that while critiques of neoliberalism are legitimate, these critiques “have come to 

dominate theoretical and political reflection in contemporary urban studies, and offer a ready-

made interpretive framework for understanding the particular dynamics of urban policy 

formation in particular cities,” a framework which overlooks the fact that in cities of the 

Global South, “traditional authority, religion, and informality are as central to legitimate 

urban narratives as the vacillations in modern urban capitalist public policy.” 

The world has changed even since the influential works from Davis, Harvey, and Sassen cited 

above were published in the mid-2000s. Two decades into the 21st century, no consensus 

around neoliberalism or globalization remains among world leaders, the traditional 

development organizations are struggling to cling to relevance, and investment in a 

developing country is as likely to come from China, the Middle East, or elsewhere than from 

the US or Europe. This suggests a need to move beyond a preoccupation with what the role 

of aid or ideology from traditional donor countries has been or should be. Already, studies 

with a more ‘Southern’ perspective, including this one, are much more acutely aware of 

locally specific economic, social, and political dynamics, and are more eager to hold local and 
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national policymakers and politicians to account. Crucially, they also differ in their perception 

of who holds real power on the ground, often seeing local leaders as having more agency than 

international organizations and abstract global forces, even if this means agency to subvert 

attempts at reform. Studies with this perspective are likelier to perceive local politicians as 

manipulating international aid organizations to suit their own purposes than as passive, 

gullible victims of schemes hatched in Washington DC or elsewhere.  

Scholars who take this Southern perspective often base their understanding on extensive 

fieldwork in cities in the developing world. A recent study of daily practices of informality in 

two South African cities from the African Centre for Cities  grounds its understanding in the 

local, using in-depth interviews with individuals and families about their working and 

domestic lives as the primary mode of data collection. The report takes a consciously 

“inductive” approach, “working upwards from the particularities and realities of people’s lives 

and the spaces they occupy, rather than drawing down from the generalities of ideas and 

theories” (Harrison et al., 2018, p. 7). In a study on informal settlements in New Delhi, 

Chattaraj, Choudhury, and Joshi (2017) argue that the Western theories that are often used 

to explain what is happening in Indian cities, including Harvey’s “dispossession by capitalist 

accumulation,” are largely irrelevant to New Delhi. Instead, their discussion centers on the 

opposite phenomenon, i.e. “regularization” of informal settlements by authorities, and 

focuses on local political factors, including corruption and clientelism, as explanations.  

Similarly, the urban sociologist Liza Weinstein calls into question the narrative of slum 

residents as hapless, undifferentiated victims of rapacious global forces. She notes that the 
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communities she studied during ethnographic fieldwork in Dharavi, the large informal 

settlement in Mumbai, “did not resemble the ‘surplus humanity’ depicted in these writings: 

excluded, exploited, and expendable (M. Davis, 2006). From this vantage point, Dharavi, 

and the experiences of at least some of its residents, seemed to complicate the typical accounts 

of the slum” (Weinstein, 2014, p. 3). She takes issue with Harvey’s characterization of a 

proposed redevelopment project in Dharavi as simply exemplifying the “obliterating 

character” of global capital on urban space. She notes that “local political factors shaped these 

conditions as much as globalization did” (Weinstein, 2014, p. 13), and that the ability of the 

residents of Dharavi to remain in place suggests that something more complex than 

obliteration is taking place. Nor were those who opposed the redevelopment innocent 

victims, but often powerful and politically savvy actors with agendas of their own, leading 

her to observe that this was “not a simple David-and-Goliath story of the innocent grassroots 

struggling against malevolent globality” (Weinstein, 2014, p. xi). According to Weinstein, 

“While these authors [Davis, Harvey, and others] associate slum clearance and residential 

displacements with globalization and the workings of capitalism under conditions of 

neoliberalism, most scholars of urban India tend to ground their explanations of these 

processes in local politics…” (Weinstein, 2014, p. 14). 

In a 2008 article on the ‘right to the city’, David Harvey writes: “I wager that within fifteen 

years, if present trends continue, all those hillsides in Rio now occupied by favelas will be 

covered by high-rise condominiums with fabulous views over the idyllic bay, while the 

erstwhile favela dwellers will have been filtered off into some remote periphery” (2008, pp. 
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36–37). More than ten years later, the favelas endure. If Harvey’s prediction turns out to be 

wrong, which seems likely, it may be because he failed to consider the agency of local actors. 

A scholar with a perspective rooted in Rio de Janeiro, regardless of ideological leanings, might 

not have made the same prediction. The schism here is not between the supporters and critics 

of neoliberalism or globalization, but over which scale is the relevant one at which to 

understand what happens in a city, and which set of actors holds power, particularly in the 

Global South.  

Exploring difficult tradeoffs between planning and informality 

If plans are spatial regulations and informality is the socially tolerated violation of regulations, 

then, by definition, the two are in conflict. Past studies have often critiqued specific planning 

approaches for the way they hurt informal settlements or the informal economy, but there 

has been remarkably little discussion of this fundamental conflict. Perhaps this is because the 

notion of planning, at least in the abstract as a form of state action that can bring about 

inclusive and sustainable outcomes, and support for informality are both progressive causes, 

which makes it uncomfortable to discuss their practical lack of alignment. Ideally, a 

progressive planner would be able to champion the right to live in informal settlements and 

engage in informal economic activity in one breath and then advocate for state-led welfare 

schemes and environmental regulations in the next without contradiction. Yet the power of 

the state to make publicly-owned land available for open space, public transportation, or 

other amenities, to protect ecologically sensitive land via environmental regulations, to build 

public housing, and in general to implement any progressive plans is by definition undermined 
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by informality, i.e. by activities over which the state has no regulatory control. Arguing 

against any degree of formalization of the informal effectively echoes arguments in favor of a 

laissez-faire, unregulated market, even if it comes from a different ideological direction and is 

applied to a different set of actors.  

This is not to say that one has to make a blanket choice between an all-formal world and an 

all-informal one, but rather to suggest that there are difficult tradeoffs between creating the 

conditions for effective regulation and supporting the rights of people to remain in the 

informal sector that need to be carefully considered on a case-by-case basis. Should the right 

to live in informal settlements extend to the right to occupy land that is reserved for public 

parks or is prone to flooding? If the informal sale of housing units by political leaders is likely 

to undermine a housing scheme, how exactly can this be taken into account in the design of 

the scheme? How much informal industrial activity would need to be formalized in order to 

prevent exploitative child labor or gender discrimination in wages, and how can this be done 

without making these activities economically unviable? Is there a spatial scale at which a 

community is better off self-organizing and another at which informal coordination becomes 

impossible and formal plans become necessary? These questions have not been adequately 

explored. For planning to play any meaningful role in low-income urban settings dominated 

by informality, which it is largely failing to do so far, future research must explicitly address 

these difficult tradeoffs.  
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Final thoughts: Living with moral ambiguity 

The moral world of urban informality is confoundingly gray. Any honest exploration of it 

defies attempts to place actors and actions in simple moral categories. Understanding the role 

of informal politics and planning in the lives of the urban poor requires living with political 

and moral ambiguity, as this study has tried to do. Ideally, the accompanying discomfort and 

confusion can ultimately be a productive part of the research process. 

For example, uncertainty about how exactly to interpret and portray the moral valence of 

planners in the Ghanaian case study was a challenge in this research. The case study was 

motivated in part by a desire to produce knowledge that would allow planners to work more 

effectively in clientelistic conditions in which they typically have little independent power. 

Local government planners were among the primary informants in the case study research, 

and many issues and events are presented from their perspective. Many planners are trying 

to do their best under extremely challenging circumstances, and it is not surprising that the 

most capable among them are perpetually on the verge of quitting their jobs. Empowered 

planners are better equipped to implement participatory, inclusive, and sustainable plans. 

However, many of them are unsympathetic towards informal settlers, participate in evictions 

and demolitions accompanied by armed police officers, and might call for more if they had 

the power to do so. Empowering planners to do good might also empower them to harm the 

most vulnerable. The recommendations in the previous chapter attempted to balance these 

conflicting considerations. 
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Similarly, this study takes a risk in drawing attention to the involvement of the urban poor in 

patron-client relationships. By suggesting that the poor are ‘in cahoots with’ politicians, a 

study like this risks diminishing readers’ sympathy for the poor, making them seem less like 

helpless victims deserving of aid and more as opportunists living off the fat of a corrupt system 

and perpetuating it in the process. If the settlements that avoid demolition over time are those that 

have powerful political patrons, readers might think, then surely residents of these surviving settlements 

are not that badly off after all. Why waste resources trying to help them? To researchers who want 

to avoid lending credence to this point of view, it may be more comfortable to focus on 

confrontations between the powerful and the poor, writing only about demolitions and 

evictions and not about informal deal-making. Such an approach would certainly lend itself 

more easily to activism on behalf of these vulnerable communities; “It’s complicated” does 

not make a stirring slogan.  

Evictions and demolitions in informal settlements are rightly decried as human rights 

violations. However, to understand them properly one has to observe that they are neither 

uniform nor arbitrary: there is a reason why some informal settlements are demolished and 

others are not, and the reason is usually informal politics. Confrontation and clientelism are 

two sides of the same coin. The high visibility of confrontations between the powerful and 

the poor—evictions, demolitions, and the accompanying protests and riots—may obscure 

the fact that unequal but stable power relations are in fact more common than confrontations 

(Flyvbjerg, 1998). In an early study of the politics of urban poverty in the developing world, 

Joan Nelson (1979, p. 12) wrote that “it is profoundly misleading to place radicalism and 
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violence at the center of an analysis of politics and the urban poor [… H]igher priority should 

be given to more sustained and widespread patterns of political participation.” Asef Bayat 

argues that the urban poor mostly make gains through apolitical “quiet encroachment”, only 

turning to less quiet protests and riots when these gains are threatened (2013). This is borne 

out in the example of Old Fadama in Accra: it is not ordinarily a violent place; when riots 

have erupted, they have only been in response to government demolitions (see Chapter 5). 

Additionally, the fact that relationships between the poor and powerful politicians are non-

confrontational and even mutually beneficial does not mean that they are ideal for the poor 

in the long run. A refrain throughout this study has been that clientelism undermines the 

provision of long-term public goods and tenure security, which would be better for the poor 

than short-term, narrowly targeted patronage. It would be misguided to think that residents 

of informal settlements who are engaged in clientelistic deal-making do not face deprivation 

as a result of social, economic, and political inequality.  

A final reason to draw attention to the ways in which the poor participate in informal politics 

is to grant that the poor have agency in their lives. It does a disservice to the dignity of the 

urban poor to portray them as helpless victims who are incapable of using their wits to 

maneuver for whatever benefits they can in order to make the best of a bad situation. On a 

more practical level, if planners, policymakers, and representatives of international 

development organizations acknowledge the agency that the poor already have, they are more 

likely to include them as agents of change in planned reforms and interventions, which would 

make these efforts more likely to succeed.   
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Appendix 1: Notes on Terminology 

Informality 

British anthropologist Keith Hart was the first scholar anywhere to use the term ‘informal 

sector’ (Adom, 2016; Elyachar, 2005, p. 227; Obeng-Odoom, 2011; Osei-Boateng & 

Ampratwum, 2011; WIEGO, n.d.), and, as it happens, he did so in the context of urban 

Ghana. Hart did his doctoral fieldwork on the economic activity in Accra between 1965 and 

1968. While his doctoral dissertation did not use the term ‘informal’, his subsequent writing 

based on his experiences in Ghana did (K. Hart, 1973). Looking back on his time in Ghana 

fifty years after his fieldwork there, Hart (2016, pp. 123–124) explains the original intention 

of his use of the ‘informal’ label, and its successes and failures: 

It took me some time to work out that the people I knew in Accra were not 

unemployed—they were working, but for erratic and often low pay. At that time 

there were few liberal economists; most economists, Keynesians and Marxists, saw 

the state as the engine of development. I wanted to draw attention to what people 

were doing beyond the state’s reach. The formal/informal distinction sought to 

make the invisible visible and it succeeded in doing so. The mass of fragmented 

economic activities now had a name. But “informal” tells us only what they are 

not—not subject to regulation—rather than what they are.  

There is something homogenizing and anonymous in lumping people together as 

‘the informal economy.’ If I have one regret, it is that I sacrificed the individuality 

of my doctoral thesis for a general abstraction. 
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This reflection not only provides a pithy definition (“not subject to regulation”), but also 

explains that it was a rejection of the assumption that development had to be state-led which 

prompted his desire to draw attention to the informal sector. To Hart, the informal sector is 

“what people were doing beyond the state’s reach.”  

The term ‘informal’ has been criticized at times for being an imposition by international 

organizations based in a Western perspective (Elyachar, 2005), but in fact Hart and other 

early promoters, including the International Labour Organization (ILO) in a report on Kenya 

(1972), saw it as a way to get away from a Western point of view. They were reacting to 

modernization theory, which saw the indigenous economy as backward and unproductive. 

Hart was explicitly writing in opposition to “the unthinking transfer of western categories to 

the economic and social structures of African cities” (K. Hart, 1973, p. 62). In its report, the 

ILO looked forward optimistically to a time in which the concept of ‘informality’ would open 

up productive new avenues of research in Africa: “One begins to sense that a new school of 

analysis may be emerging, drawing on work in East and West Africa and using the formal-

informal distinction to gain insights into a wide variety of situations” (International Labour 

Organization, 1972, p. 6). Informality has indeed become increasingly central to how a range 

of academic disciplines, governments, and development organizations make sense of places, 

especially cities, across Asia, Africa, and Latin America, particularly in the 21st century. To 

take just academic research as an illustration, the Scopus academic database finds that the term 
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‘informal’ was used in over 24,000 publications in 2018, up from less than 3,400 in the year 

2000.151 

Still, there is little scholarly consensus on a precise definition of ‘informality’. The Global 

Encyclopaedia of Informality opens with the claim that informality is indefinable, saying that “it 

would probably be difficult to agree on a definition of informality acceptable to all.” Instead, 

the publication uses the word ‘informality’ as “an umbrella term for a variety of social and 

cultural phenomena that are too complex to be grasped in a single definition”, but which 

broadly refers to “the world’s open secrets, unwritten rules and hidden practices” (Ledeneva, 

2018, p. 1). McFarlane and Waibel (2012) discuss various ways in which informality has been 

conceived: as a spatial category (the ‘slum’), an organizational form (characterized by 

spontaneity and tacit knowledge rather than explicit rules), a governmental tool (which 

enables certain modes of intervention), and a “negotiability of value” (shaped through shifting 

social relations). Recent scholarship (Acuto et al., 2019; D. E. Davis, 2018) argues for a 

discursive shift beyond rigid dichotomies of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’.  

Broadly, this study uses the term to refer to practices pertaining to economic activity, land 

use, building construction, service delivery, waste management, transportation and other 

activities that do not conform to regulations but are widely tolerated. This study does not 
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consider informality to be simply that which is beyond the reach of the state. It has often been 

characterized as such; for example, Bayat (2013, p. 51) suggests that there is more informality 

in the Global South than in the North because governments in less-industrialized countries 

have lower capacity to “conduct surveillance of their populations” and crack down on “tax 

evasion, infringement of private property, and encroachment on the state domains.” If these 

governments tolerate informality, Bayat argues, it is only because it is a mechanism by which 

the poor help themselves. In other words, for Bayat, informality persists either because the 

state is too weak to catch it, or because the state passively allows it to persist.  

By contrast, an overarching theme of this study is that the state is in fact actively involved in 

the creation and perpetuation of informality, inasmuch as politicians and political parties who 

influence the distribution of state benefits are state actors (which, if they are ever incumbent, 

they are). As Diane Davis (2018, pp. 366–367) observes:  

[D]ecisions made by local states to shun or tolerate informality do not merely 

reveal the state’s priorities with respect to upholding the law, creating urban 

order, or accommodating citizen claims. They literally embody them, and by so 

doing tell us something about the state’s own character and self-definition as a 

source of authority that may be as likely to find its legitimacy or electoral successes 

through informal mediation as through formal processes. 

Chapter 3, which demonstrates that certain types of informal growth are correlated with 

clientelism, and the Ghanaian case study of later chapters, which describes mayors and 

members of Parliament actively supporting informal developments among the poor and non-

poor, both suggest that informality is not simply that which is beyond the reach of the state. 
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Instead, this study supports an understanding of informality closer to that of anthropologist 

Julia Elyachar (2005, pp. 67–69), for whom informal practices “have a legitimacy that is not 

the state’s” but may still implicate the state in various ways. 

Bayat also argues that the state opposes informality partly because it makes the public illegible 

and deprives the state of “the knowledge necessary to exert surveillance” (2013, p. 52), even 

going as far as to suggest that upgrading of informal settlements is really an attempt by the 

state to make these settlements knowable and therefore controllable. Whether or not these 

strongly Foucauldian interpretations are legitimate in the context of the Middle East, on 

which Bayat bases his analysis, they do not seem applicable to Ghana, where political parties 

are deeply embedded in informal settlements. For example, Paller (2019c) notes that the 

NDC party has 27 branch organizations in the Old Fadama informal settlement of Accra 

alone, and it is hard to imagine any news from the settlement not quickly traveling upwards 

from party ‘foot soldiers’ to party leaders and the mayor. The literature reviewed in Chapter 

2 suggests that similarly close relationships between party workers and informal communities 

are common throughout developing democracies, which suggests that the informal may be 

more legible to the state than Bayat portrays it as being. 

Like other recent publications (Björkman, 2014b; Boudreau & Davis, 2017; Fawaz, 2017; 

Haid, 2016; Schindler, 2017), this study holds that informality is not an inherent 

characteristic but a status assigned to a practice, place, or person by those in positions of 

power, including both state and non-state actors. To take another example from the Ghanaian 

case study herein, indigenous settlements and squatter settlements in Accra are equally poor, 
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overcrowded, and undocumented, but the latter are considered informal while the former 

are not, for reasons of ethnicity and history. Moreover, middle-class property developments 

in Accra may be in violation of as many building or land use regulations as squatter 

settlements, but they are rarely referred to as ‘informal.’ 

This study does not consider informality to be simply a holdover of a premodern past, but a 

feature of a new kind of modernity. In Ghana, informality exploded as a result of neoliberal 

reforms and urbanization since the 1980s. Jennifer Hart, a historian of urban Ghana, argues 

that “informalization is a consequence of modernization itself” (J. Hart, 2019). Informality 

has a mutually supportive rather than an antagonistic relationship with process of urbanization 

and the institutions of electoral democracy that have characterized the last quarter-century of 

Ghana’s history. Examples of informal practices emerging, re-emerging, or persisting in the 

Global North emphasize the fact that there is no linear temporal or economic trajectory from 

formality to informality (Mukhija & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2014; Pradel-Miquel, 2017). 

Relatedly, this study largely avoids the use of the term ‘slum’ to describe informal or low-

income settlements. Some have argued that the term should be dropped from our collective 

vocabulary on account of its pejorative connotations (Mayne, 2017), though the fact that 

some organizations founded and led by the urban poor, such as Shack/ Slum Dwellers 

International, use the term themselves suggests that the term may have been reclaimed, or at 

least need not be viewed as necessarily negative. A more important reason to prefer the term 

‘informal settlement’, as this study does, is that it makes explicit the fact that such settlements 

are not characterized solely by their poor physical condition, but also by an ambiguous and 
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often vulnerable relationship to the law and authority. The terms used in Chapter 3 – 

‘informal subdivisions’, ‘atomistic settlements’, etc. – are borrowed from the input data used 

in the analysis in that chapter.  

Defining ‘informality’ in the Ghanaian context 

Ghanaian academics and researchers frequently note the contradictions and ambiguities in the 

use of the term ‘informal’ (Adom, 2016; Koto, 2015; Osei-Boateng & Ampratwum, 2011). 

Kwame Adom, who teaches at the University of Ghana’s Business School, argues that “the 

absence of a clear-cut definition of […] informal entrepreneurship has hindered policy makers 

to figure out the significance of the sector vis-à-vis its contribution to the national economy” 

(2016, p. 227). Other Ghanaian academics write about informality without defining it. For 

example, in a study of ‘head porters’ (women who transport objects on their heads for a fee) 

and their role in the urban informal economy in Ghana, Agyei et al (2016) refer to the 

informal economy, informal settlements, “informal union/betrothal” (as a marital status), 

informal channels of remittances, and informal credit rotation organizations, without 

definition. 

Most government reports or policies that refer to informality do so in the context of the 

informal economy. In 2015, the Ghana Statistical Service, together with the Ministry of Trade 

and Industry and with financial support from the Dutch and British governments and the 

World Bank, released a National Employment Report which uses the following definition: “An 

establishment is considered to be formal if it is registered with the Registrar-General’s 
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Department and keeps accounting records managed by a professional; otherwise it is 

considered informal” (Ghana Statistical Service, 2015b, p. 30). This definition combines a 

commonly held understanding of formality (registration with the state) with a more unusual 

one (professional accountancy). Ghana’s 2012 National Urban Policy (Government of Ghana, 

2012) discusses informality extensively but does not define it.   

Similarly, few sources define ‘informal settlements.’ While for Keith Hart (1973, p. 86), 

“[t]he informal sector may be identified for heuristic purposes with the sub-proletariat of the 

slum,” the informal sector and the slum are not always equated. The National Urban Policy 

refers to ‘slums’ but does not use the term ‘informal settlements’, nor does it treat them as 

part of the ‘informal sector’. (Chapter 4 discusses various definitions of informal settlements 

in Ghana.) 

The concept of informality can be considered the victim of its own success. Keith Hart’s 

ambition in his early use of the term, to “make the invisible visible” (2016, p. 123) were 

certainly achieved, not just in the context of economic activity in urban Ghana but in a wide 

array of contexts across the world. Arguably, Hart and the ILO also did manage to shift the 

conversation on entrepreneurship and employment away from Western categories of 

‘traditional’ and ‘modern’, and to valorize indigenous modes of economic activity as dynamic 

in their own right, which was their explicit intent. Still, the term’s popularity over the last 

fifty years has stretched it thin. Even in Ghana, the place of its original emergence, it is now 

used in a myriad of overlapping but inconsistent ways. 
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‘Developing countries’/ low- and middle-income countries/ the ‘Global South’ 

There is no ideal way to refer collectively to low- and middle-income countries in Asia and 

the Pacific, Latin America and the Caribbean, Sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere that have, or 

had until very recently, relatively high poverty rates, weak institutions, or both, and are 

currently or are expected to soon be urbanizing rapidly. The term ‘developing countries’, as 

contrasted with ‘developed countries’, can be criticized for implying that there is a single 

development trajectory and that certain countries, e.g. those in North America and Europe, 

are simply further along it than others. This leaves little room for variation in how countries 

may choose to develop, including paths that are more environmentally sustainable than those 

taken by the early-industrializing countries. Meanwhile, referring to these countries by their 

GDP per capita, as ‘low- and middle-income countries’, places too much importance on 

GDP, a measure which does not capture the distribution of wealth within a country, the 

strength of its institutions, political freedoms, access to public services, public safety, or other 

important characteristics.  

‘Global South’ is currently the term of choice in academic literature, although it too is far 

from ideal. For one, it is not in common use among the general English-speaking public. It is 

also confusing in that it uses a geographic term for a non-geographic concept (many countries 

in the ‘Global South’ are in the northern hemisphere). North-South terminology may be 

intuitive for discussions that focus on the relationships between North and South America, or 

between Europe and Africa, but it takes an awkward leap of the imagination to extend this 

terminology to Asia (for which an East-West distinction has been more traditional). 
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Additionally, there is a touch of geographic determinism in the term ‘Global South’, which 

echoes the term ‘the tropics’ which was briefly popular in development literature. Both 

imply, vaguely and probably unwittingly, that ‘Southern’ or ‘tropical’ countries inevitably 

lag behind because of their climate (which in turn is a step away from the old racist stereotype 

that peoples from warmer parts of the world are less capable), and obscures the ways in which 

colonialism, corruption, or other non-environmental factors may have impoverished these 

countries. Given that each possible term is problematic in its own way, this study does not 

consistently prefer any one over the others. 
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Appendix 2: A Brief History of Planning in Ghana 

The planning history of Ghana centers primarily on Accra, where planning efforts have been 

both the most extensive and best documented. Accra became the economic center of the 

region as a trading post in the 17th century, and the earliest Ga settlers established “quarters” 

based on family lineage, which evolved into today’s indigenous neighborhoods (Paller, 

2019a). Under colonial rule, like elsewhere around the world, a concern over public health 

prompted early attention to the built environment, with British medical officers blaming the 

“deplorable” sanitary conditions and “foul stenches” of mid-19th-century Accra on the density 

of housing and lack of free-flowing air. When the British moved their capital from Cape Coast 

to Accra in the 1870s, they implemented public works in the city related to drainage, 

sanitation (public latrines), roads, and bridges. A fire that destroyed much of the indigenous 

James Town settlement in Accra in 1894 prompted the British government to acquire and 

replan the affected land, laying out wide roads and drains and specifying plot sizes (Jackson, 

2019).  

By the end of the 19th century, the British had instituted a program of intrusive household 

sanitary inspections, which were ostensibly to control the spread of malaria, but as they were 

not the most practical approach to disease eradication, may have been more a means to 

impose control over native neighborhoods. Although malaria was equally prevalent in 

European cantonments, the British claimed that the native population was responsible for the 

spread of the disease, and this claim led to the segregation of native and European settlements. 
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The mistaken notion that mosquitoes only bit at night resulted in the imposition of night-time 

curfews. Although the government did not fully enforce either of these measures, medical 

reports as well as the 1901 Towns Act increased government control over the built 

environment and gave the Director of Public Works the power to lay out roads and specify 

building regulations (Jackson, 2019).  

When a plague broke out in Accra in 1908, British medical officers again fixated on the built 

environment of native residents, calling for a separate European business quarter and wide 

spacing of buildings in the native settlements. The government created an ‘Accra 

Improvement Committee’ in response to the outbreak, which began demolishing houses to 

widen streets and remodel neighborhoods, resettling residents to newly built areas. Another 

outbreak, this time of Yellow Fever, led to calls for stricter segregation between Europeans 

and natives, and a new official map (Figure 36) was prepared, depicting large swathes of land 

as “taken for public purposes” (in pink) and native settlements (in brown) simply as 

“congested.” The pink zone became the site for a number of residential, recreational, and 

institutional structures  (Jackson, 2019). 
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Figure 36: 1916 map of Accra 
Source: Jackson, 2019: 62 

Public works continued in the first few decades of the 20th century, with the laying out of 

streets in suburbs of Accra in 1910 (Government of the Gold Coast, 1911), the advent of a 

public water supply in Accra in 1917, the construction of a ring road in 1920, and the laying 

out of planned suburbs in the 1930s with the cooperation of landowners (Jackson, 2019). 

Several of the annual reports produced by the colonial administration of the Gold Coast in 

the 1930s (Government of the Gold Coast, 1933, 1934, 1936, 1938) repeat a passage 



312 

explaining that, while there is no planning in a strict sense, the government is able to ensure 

“orderly” urban growth through agreement with traditional authorities and land owners: 

Town-planning, in the strict application of the term, does not prevail, although 

legislation provides for it… A substitute for town-planning has been found in the 

provision, as conditions warrant, of lay-outs by agreement with the local chiefs or 

land-owners. This system has been effective in ensuring correct development of 

many towns, both large and small. Extensive lay-outs of stool lands adjacent to 

Accra have recently been effected and in these cases the allocation of any vacant 

plots remains under the control of the chiefs. In towns where development is 

anticipated, agreements are made with the local chiefs whereby such development 

shall proceed only on orderly lines and in accordance with the lay-out as designed. 

Arrangements are concluded at the same time to enable Government to acquire free 

of claims for compensation the land required for roads and for such other sites as 

are required for public purposes. A plan of the lay-out superimposed upon a survey 

of the town affected is attached to the agreement, which thus defines clearly and 

finally the position and enables the orderly development of the town to take place 

without undue expenditure. Repeated requests are received for the lay-out of towns 

and villages to which no lay-out scheme has yet been applied.  

The colony’s Governor, Gordon Guggisberg, launched a development plan for the colony for 

the years 1920-30. The government implemented the Guggisberg plan largely successfully, 

and it constructed infrastructure including schools and hospitals in accordance with the plan 

(Fuseini & Kemp, 2015). In 1945, the government hired the architect Edwin Maxwell Fry to 

study and propose plans for the major cities of West Africa, including Accra. His plan for 

Accra (Figure 37) proposed a new outer ring road connecting a string of neighborhoods, each 
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of which would have its own shops, community centers, schools, and parks. However, the 

British never substantially implemented Fry’s plan for Accra, in part because it required the 

demolition of large parts of James Town at a time when the grip of the British over the Gold 

Coast was starting to weaken (Jackson, 2019). In 1945, they implemented the Town and 

Country Planning Ordinance, based largely on British planning regulations (Fuseini & Kemp, 

2015).  

 

Figure 37: Maxwell Fry’s 1945 plan for Accra 
Source: Jackson, 2019: 102 

 

In 1958, the year after Independence, the country’s first president, Kwame Nkrumah, 

introduced a detailed new plan for Accra (Trevallion & Hood, 1958) which created 
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monumental squares and buildings intended to inspire national sentiment among citizens, but 

which too was not implemented (Government of Ghana, 2017; Jackson, 2019). The new 

government formed the “Accra Slum Clearance Committee” in 1961, which, despite its 

name, identified James Town, Nima, and Labadi for upgrading projects rather than clearance. 

However, the government’s strategy of recognition and service provision in these settlements 

was eventually abandoned, though the political importance of these settlements meant that 

they could not be easily demolished either (Paller, 2019a, p. 104).  

In 1961, Doxiadis Associates prepared a masterplan for the large new industrial port town at 

Tema on the eastern edge of Accra. Conscious of the fate of other planned cities in the 

developing world like Chandigarh and Brasilia, Doxiadis’ team paid particular attention to 

housing for the working population in Tema. The plan was implemented relatively 

successfully, although today informal commercial structures occupy some of the public space 

(d’Auria, 2010). Around this time, United Nations consultants and others drafted the 

country’s first National Physical Development Plan, for the 1963-1970 period. However, 

Kwame Nkrumah was deposed in a coup in 1966, the plan was not implemented, and little 

citywide planning occurred during the political instability of the subsequent two decades 

(Acheampong, 2019; Fuseini & Kemp, 2015). A plan to relocate residents of Nima, the large 

Muslim-majority migrant settlement or ‘zongo’ in Accra, to make room for commercial 

development, was introduced in the 1970s, though protests from chiefs, landlords, and 

university students meant that this plan was never implemented either (Paller, 2019a, pp. 

104–105). 
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Beginning in 1983, the World Bank and IMF initiated the ‘Economic Recovery Program’ 

(ERP) in Ghana. While the program focused mainly on monetary and macroeconomic policy, 

like other structural adjustment programs it also encouraged decentralization of urban 

management to the local level. The Accra Planning and Development Programme 

accompanied the ERP, and was implemented with assistance from the United Nations 

Development Program and UN-Habitat in three phases between 1985 and 1990. It 

culminated in the completion of a strategic plan for the Greater Accra Metropolitan Area in 

1991, which also included a spatial plan (Accra Planning and Development Programme et al., 

1991; Larbi, 1996). Up to this time, an area had to officially be declared a ‘planning area’ 

before a plan could be prepared for it, but new regulations in 1993 declared all settlements 

in Ghana, both urban and rural, to be planning areas (Amoateng et al., 2013). Chapter 4 

briefly recounts the subsequent history of planning in Ghana, during its current democratic 

era.
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Appendix 3: Additional Results from Chapter 3 

Table 5: Independent variables correlation matrix 
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