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Lagos is a coastal city on West Africa’s Atlantic seaboard. It 
became Nigeria’s first capital city in 1861, and it has grown rapidly 
since Nigerian independence in 1960, when its estimated population 
was 763,000.1 At the height of Nigeria’s oil boom in the 1980s, 
its population reached 2.7 million,2 and it has remained Nigeria’s 
foremost city, economically and socio-politically. 

The Nigerian federal government moved its capital to Abuja in 19913 and many people hoped this 
would alleviate pressure on Lagos and its aging infrastructure. However, due to an economic downturn 
beginning in the 1980s, Lagos witnessed significant migration from those in rural areas in search 
of employment. In recent years, economic migrants have been joined by those escaping conflicts in 
northern areas and elsewhere in Nigeria and the West African sub-region. Most migrants to Lagos are 
poor and have been absorbed into the city’s informal settlements. Now at roughly 12 million, Lagos’ 
population is significantly higher than Nigeria’s other major cities4 and more than 40% of its population 
(circa. 6 million) is under the age of 25.5  

 
GEOGRAPHY AND NATURAL FEATURES   
Lagos extends on a west–east axis; to the west towards the border with Benin and to smaller riverine 
towns to the east. It is low-lying and subject to flooding and coastal erosion. Major infrastructural 
schemes in the 1950s, 1970s and, most recently, in the 2010s, have involved the creation of flood 
barriers, coastline management and land reclamation. The high-profile urban development scheme,  
Eko Atlantic, has involved further land reclamation from the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
Lagos State is the smallest state in Nigeria, with a land mass of 3,345 km2.  With a population density 
of 4,713/ km2, rising to 12,000 in some low-income areas, Lagos also has the densest population 
conurbation in Nigeria. Its urban area has expanded at an average annual rate of 2.6% since 2000.6

1 Campbell (2019).
2 Adedipe (2004).
3 Wapwera (2015).
4 Source: Afripolis https://africapolis.org/explore
5 The Task Force (2018). See also Nigeria Statistical Bulletin (2017).
6 See: http://atlasofurbanexpansion.org/cities/view/Lagos

Source: Extrapolated from Nigerian Census Data Source National Bureau of Statistics 

Figure 1. Population growth of Lagos
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ADMINISTRATION  
The Lagos conurbation covers multiple administrative areas, including:  
 
•  The municipality (Lagos Island): covering the extent of what is present-day Lagos Island. This area 

served as the headquarters of the Lagos Colony and remains the core of the modern metropolis and its 
central business district.

•  Lagos Metropolis: covering 16 local governments.7   

•  The State (Lagos state): which covers 20 local government areas (the 16 urban local governments 
mentioned above and four rural local government areas.  There are also an additional 37 local council 
development areas (LCDAs) that were created in 2003 by the Lagos state government, though yet to be 
constitutionally recognised. The LCDAs are responsible for local taxation, schooling and health.

•  Lagos megacity: covering Lagos State and its peri-urban interface, which includes towns and villages 
in four local government areas.8  

The overlapping administrative jurisdictions makes the collection of data difficult. The maps below 
describe some of these administrative areas.  

 

7 World Bank (2005); Federal Government of Nigeria (2007); Nigerian National Assembly (2007).
8 Federal Government of Nigeria (2006).

Figure 2. Spatio-temporal urban growth dynamics of Lagos Metropolitan Region of Nigeria

Source: Source: Wang and Maduako (2018).
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This mapping covers the extent of what is present day Lagos Island. This area served as the 
headquarters of the Lagos Colony and remains the core of the modern metropolis and its central 
business district. 
 

Figure 3. Map showing original and extended administrative areas of Lagos State

Figure 4. The municipality (Lagos Island)

Figure 5. Lagos metropolis: covering 16 urban local governments in Lagos state

Source: Rexparry Sydney, licensed under Creative Commons.

Source: OpenStreetMap (CC-BY-SA)

Source: World Bank (2005)
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URBAN FABRIC 
The nucleus of Lagos is the historic Lagos Island area and its extension to Victoria Island. This forms 
much of its central business district. The administrative infrastructure for Lagos State is now located 
in Ikeja on the mainland. There are a number of informal settlements on the outskirts of the historic 
central business district. Aside from the Lagos and the Ikeja-Alausa administrative area, there are also 
historic commuter neighbourhoods, including Apapa, ‘FESTAC,’ Satellite Town. More recent residential 
suburbs exist towards the Ibadan expressway and on the Lekki Peninsula.9 Over 60% of Lagos residents 
live in informal settlements scattered around the city, most notably in Makoko, with an estimated 
300,000 inhabitants.10  

The city has eight tertiary institutions and is well served by state primary and secondary schools, and 
also Nigeria’s oldest private and missionary educational institutions.11 While private hospitals provide 
at least 70% of the healthcare in the country, there are also federal, state, local government and 
community-funded health institutions.12 Most residents, especially those living in informal communities, 
rely on patent medicine vendors and traditional medicine. There are approximately 1,200 primary-age 
children for every available public primary school, and roughly 60% of school age children attend private 
schools. Only 11% of the 724 private schools are officially registered.13  

Estimates of transport demand in metropolitan Lagos in 1990 ranged from 7 million to 10 million 
passenger trips daily, of which over 95% were undertaken by road, primarily by private cars, buses 
and taxis, and commercial motorcycles. Of these, between 80% - 85% were made by public transport.14 
Lagos has one of the most extensive road networks in the West Africa sub-region, complemented by 
suburban train and ferry services. The Lagos Metropolitan Area Transport Authority has proposed an 
urban rail network comprising seven lines, two of which are currently under construction. One line will 
run in the middle of the Lagos-Badagry expressway, which is currently being redeveloped as a ten-lane 
coastal motorway between Lagos and neighbouring West African states.15   
 
 
ECONOMY  
 
The formal economy of Lagos depends mainly on the financial sector, with manufacturing, higher 
education and more recently ‘fintech’ and internet-related industries also contributing to the mix.16  
Metropolitan Lagos accounts for over 53% of manufacturing employment in Nigeria, and constitutes 
7% of manufacturing’s share to national GDP. The formal sector had an output of $136bn in 2017, while 
an estimated 5.5 million people, or 65% of Lagos’ working population, work in the informal sector.17  
Meanwhile, around 25% of residents in informal settlements are unemployed, and recent research 
shows that in some informal settlements the lowest-income residents were surviving on less than 
N5000 (approximately £9.50) per month.18   

9 Lagos Bureau of Statistics (2015).
10 The Conversation (2020).
11 Bank-Olemoh, (2016).
12 Adewumi and Akinyele (2018).
13 Abdul-Hamid et al. (2015).
14 Opeifa (2012).
15 Salau (2015).
16 Unfortunately, we have been unable to extract disaggregated data on Lagos and so we have only been able to provide the data extracted from  

different sources above.
17 Financial Times (2021).
18 Aliu, Akoteyon and Soladoye (2021). 
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POLITICAL CONTEXT  
Local elections were held in 2018. Ministerial oversight for local governments is by the Lagos State 
Ministry of Local Government and Community Affairs. The commissioner is responsible for the 
administration of the state-level acts governing local governments, while elected councillors and the 
chairmen of local governments can be suspended by the state governor or state assemblies. For the 
most part, the Lagos State government controls all finance and disburses funds to cover the running 
costs of each local government body.  
 
The executive branch is one of the three co-equal arms of the state government concerned with 
policymaking and implementation, as well as the day-to-day administration of the state. The governor 
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Figure 7. Economic sectors: Percentage contribution of Leading Sectors driving Lagos Economy: 2010

Source: Heinrich Boll Foundation
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heads the Lagos State Executive arm of government and state commissioners are appointed to oversee 
28 ministries and parastatals. The vision of the state is to “make Lagos Africa’s Model Mega City and 
Global Economic and Financial Hub”, while the policy thrust is “Poverty Eradication and Sustainable 
Economic Growth through Infrastructure Renewal and Development”. The current government aspires 
to a “greater Lagos”, by prioritising an agenda known as THEMES, prioritising traffic management 
and transportation, health and environment, education and technology, making Lagos a 21st century 
economy, entertainment and tourism and security and governance. 
 
 
URBAN CHALLENGES  
Despite the administrative capital of Nigeria being moved to Abuja in 1991, Lagos remains the centre 
of gravity for Nigeria’s economy and society. It faces a host of social and economic challenges, such as 
uncoordinated urban expansion, inadequate housing, a chaotic transportation system, and inefficient 
waste management. This is due to the lack of availability, distribution and accessibility of infrastructure. 
The fundamental challenge is how best to develop appropriate institutional, legal and technical 
processes through which to integrate land administration and topographic mapping innovations that can 
map out successful development processes and create policies that foster growth.19 

 
HOUSING: REDEVELOPMENT CHALLENGES: CONTESTED VISIONS, DISPLACEMENT, EVICTIONS  
The proliferation of informal settlements is one of the most enduring spatial manifestations of poverty 
and urbanisation in Lagos.20 Lagos has expanded from its original lagoon setting to encompass a vast 
expanse of mostly low‐rise developments, including as many as 200 different ‘slums’.21 Access to adequate 
and affordable housing remains a pressing and key challenge in Lagos, which typifies urban dysfunction 
as manifested in overcrowding and inadequate housing.22 The majority of the available housing stock is in 
poor condition and the supply is grossly insufficient to meet the needs of the ever-increasing population. 
The city has an estimated 5 million out of Nigeria’s estimated 18 million housing deficits.23 

TRANSPORTATION  
State-level plans to improve transport and energy infrastructure, which are critical to the state's 
manufacturing capacity, are hampered by the national control of highways and the national grid. 
The current state governor had hoped to guarantee 24-hour power supply to Lagos by 2025, prior 
to Covid-19. This objective is now unlikely to be met. Most transportation infrastructure, including 
ports, roads and airports, are federally controlled and dependent on federal government funding for 
development, repair and expansion. 

MIGRATION AND DISPLACEMENT  
 
Internal and international migration is a national issue, with  direct effects on Lagos. The metropolis 
remains a major destination for economic migrants from within and outside Nigeria. The growing 
tensions in northern Nigeria has also led to an influx of political refugees and displaced persons. 

NATIONAL POLITICAL CONTEXT   
Only a few of the political parties in Nigeria can boast of having national coverage or ideological 
convictions. These features arise from what has been described as the “caucus or elitist nature of 
political parties in Nigeria, conflicts, divisions, splitting and decamping”.24 This is related to the belief that 
only the educated minority in each ethnic group are the people who are qualified by natural right to lead 

19 Adeoye (2010).
20 Morakinyoet al. (2012).
21 Gandy (2006).
22 De Gramont (2015).
23 Oshodi. (2010).
24 Adejumo (2007).
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their fellow nationals into higher political development.25 This has translated into a weak base of support 
for political parties amongst ordinary citizens, and the lower-level political structures are largely based 
on cronyism.26  

Nigeria is governed by the ruling All Progressives Congress under the rule of President Muhammadu 
Buhari and Vice President Yemi Osinbajo. President Muhammadu Buhari came to power in 2015 and is 
currently serving his second term. The president has led an anti-corruption agenda focused on income-
generating enterprises, the armed forces, government institutions, political office holders, civil servants, 
private contractors, legal practitioners and individuals.27  
 
In recent times, there has been growing citizen discontent with the party’s/president’s governance style, 
and no resulting improvement in quality of life. The #EndSARS movement against police brutality spread 
to many Nigerian cities and resulted in the killing of unarmed youth in Lagos, Benin and Osogbo, among 
others.

POLITICAL CONTEXT: NATIONAL  
 
There has been a long-standing political rivalry between Lagos and the federal government, as Lagos 
has often been ruled by the opposition political party. Lagos has effectively been the seat of two major 
rival political parties.  
 
Lagos has been the seat of the colonial and federal government (1914-1991), which was dominated by a 
coalition of eastern and northern political parties during different civilian and military regimes. Yet the 
dominant party in the western region – the Action Group – was regularly in opposition to the federal 
government during the late colonial period and the First Republic (1954-66). During the Second Republic, 
the new political party, the Unity Party of Nigeria (1979-83) was in opposition, and the Alliance for 
Democracy during the Fourth Republic (1999-2007). The Alliance for Democracy became an offshoot of 
the Action Group and the Unity Party of Nigeria. Since 2007, the party has frequently changed names, 
from Alliance for Democracy to Action Congress and later to Action Congress of Nigeria. The Alliance 
for Democracy was the result of splits among political elites, first in the People’s Democratic Party and 
later in the All Peoples’ Party, which serves as one of the main political parties to date. These parties 
have coalesced into the All-Progressives Congress, which wields power at the state and federal level in 
Nigeria today. 
 
Tension between the federal government and Lagos state government entered a new dimension in 2003, 
when monthly allocations due to Lagos State were withheld by the federal government for a period of 
about 23 months. The protracted rivalry resulted in the reluctance of the national government to make 
long-term commitments to Lagos.28 This impacted negatively on urban development, infrastructure 
provision and service delivery in Lagos State. This rivalry is at the core of the widespread challenges 
faced in the management and provision of infrastructure and urban services in Lagos.29 

Despite the political party being aligned at the state and federal level in this dispensation, some tensions 
still exist. Lagos was granted a special status, due to its population, infrastructure challenges, and the 
location of extensive federal government property – many of which have been abandoned. The current 
political alignment has resulted in continuous negotiations, accommodation and/or compromise as the 
national government is mindful that the country is depending on Lagos State to generate the majority 
of non-oil revenue. More recently, the state has also been able to produce oil revenue from the Dangote 
refinery and the discovery of oil deposits in Epe.

25 Olarinmoye (2008).
26 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (2018).
27 Centre for Democracy and Development (2016).
28 Olowu (1990).
29 Bekker and Fouchard (2012).
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POLITICAL CONTEXT: LOCAL    
 
Public revenue in Lagos is derived primarily through local taxation. Tax is collected at local level, which 
can be deducted via the ‘pay as you earn’ system for formal workers. But in the informal sector, tax 
collection is via a predetermined annual flat rate and failure to pay can lead, for example, to eviction 
from market stalls. There is also limited transparency or scrutiny as to how taxes are collected and 
used. Thus, local taxes are collected under state-ledjoint ventures, for which partnership ‘development’ 
outcomes are not guaranteed.  
 
Organised groups, such as unions, NGOs, local land owners or local community leaders, can have a 
positive impact, influencing communities to participate in local elections and through involvement in 
health campaigns. They can also instigate non-engagement in these processes. In informal settlements, 
“area boys” and other groupings of otherwise disenfranchised youths have also been disrupters to local 
authorities. Religious groups and their leaders are also powerful actors, as their organisations often 
provide a parallel and frequently more successful social safety net for their followers. Consequently, 
the political and other choices they make can have a direct influence on their followers. The increasing 
closure of civic spaces nationally has resulted in the transition to online media for civil society actors 
and activists agitating for better living conditions. 
 
Issues of sustainability are both local and national. Lagos’ position facing the Atlantic means that global 
warming and subsequent rising of sea levels has necessitated land reclamation. The creation of new 
land masses, such as the Eko Atlantic island, has had a direct environmental impact on surrounding 
communities. Other local issues related to non-sustainable practice include the presence of toxic 
chemicals, e-waste dump sites in parts of Lagos, as well as inconsistent waste management practices. 
These are often near to poorer informal settlements.  
 
Finally, there has been no clear local (or national) policy to develop sustainable energy sources, such 
as solar-photovoltaic production, to provide off-grid solutions to local power supply problems for public 
infrastructure such as schools and health facilities. Past governors in the state have courted with these 
technologies, but changes in leadership meant that proposals were not taken forward. 

#ENDSARS    
 
In the early 1990s, incidents of armed robbery, kidnappings and killings were rampant in cities like 
Lagos. This led to the formation of the unit called Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) in 1992 by the 
superintendent of police, Simeon Danladi Midenda. SARS was given a mandate to operate independently 
and surreptitiously to ambush robbers.30 Under the rule of General Sani Abacha, a pattern soon 
emerged of SARS extorting civilians or detaining and torturing them into giving confessions. Even after 
Abacha’s death in 1998, the unit continued to increase its use of aggression and violence. Perpetrators 
of cybercrime became a target for the SARS unit in the 2000s. This agenda was extended to every 
individual fitting the description of persons holding expensive gadgets – especially young men.31 Cases 
continued to rise and the lack of commitment from the government did not afford citizens any avenue to 
seek justice. The government announced that SARS would be demobilised in 2014, 2015 and 2017 but this 
did not arise.

This bureaucratic system, lack of transparency and gaps between the government and its citizens, 
highlighted the need to focus on the security forces; the personnel in charge, as well as reducing 
corruption within the ranks of the police force. 

The pandemic was a tipping point for youth, as the social and political climate became more chaotic 
during the pandemic. Increasing incidence of rape, the absence of palliatives to sustain citizens, and 
frequent cases of police brutality, set the stage for the #EndSARs protest in October 2020, resulting in 
the Lekki massacre killing at least 12 protesters.32   
 

30 Chow (2020).
31 Malumfashi (2020).
32 George (2020).
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The four-year political cycle of power influences key political players, from the governor to local 
government councillors, to focus on short-term goals. Business development goals tend to be prioritised 
over those longer-term plans in pursuit of social equity and improvement of livelihoods for poor and 
marignalised groups. There is limited scope to hold elected politicians accountable, since their political 
power may extend for only one more four-year period at the most. 

AFRICAN CITIES RESEARCH CONSORTIUM: POTENTIAL ADDED VALUE  
 
Lagos is one of the fastest growing metropolitan areas in Africa, but it has also evidenced popular civic 
engagement during the #EndSARS protests. ACRC research will highlight areas and issues which have 
not been addressed in past studies by focusing on the city’s socio-economic growth and development, 
and its current political settlement. It also provides the opportunity to understand the power structures 
that inform critical players and actors whose precise role is often difficult to determine. Its results 
will help reveal the ways and means by which excluded groups might be better able to have access to 
contested resources.

Source: istock/peeterv
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Where we’re working
ACRC has identified 13 initial cities within sub-
Saharan Africa with the potential and need for 
urban reform. 

     Accra, Ghana 

     Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

     Bukavu, Democratic Republic of Congo

     Dar es Salaam, Tanzania

     Freetown, Sierra Leone

     Harare, Zimbabwe

     Kampala, Uganda

     Khartoum, Sudan

     Lagos, Nigeria

     Lilongwe, Malawi

     Maiduguri, Nigeria 

     Mogadishu, Somalia 

     Nairobi, Kenya

A COLLABORATIVE APPROACH TO TACKLING 
COMPLEX PROBLEMS IN THE CONTINENT’S 
RAPIDLY CHANGING CITIES. 
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