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Rural transformation

Rising farm productivity
Higher farm productivity increases food 

production (and consumption) 
for subsistence farmers 

Linking to local markets
Farmers supply surplus to markets, thereby 
raising their incomes & creating local jobs

Engaging rural nonfarm economy
Farmers & others start nonfarm businesses, 
generating demand & creating incomes/jobs 

across the rural economy

Harnessing urban markets

Urban consumers come to drive demand, 
leading to more value addition of agric. 

products (and more opportunities to diversify) 
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Focus on urbanization
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Overview of this talk

1. Urbanization in Africa

2. Urbanization in Malawi

3. Link between urbanization and rural transformation

4. Conclusion



A. URBANISATION IN AFRICA



Solution proposed by the 
Africapolis project: 

use satellite data to search 
for continuously built up 
areas with more than 
10,000 people

This gives a completely 
harmonized and 
comparable definition for 
all countries

(suggestion is not to adopt 
this definition locally)



2015 data

7,617 urban agglomerations

Hosting 567m people

50.4% of the population

91% of these agglomerations are 
small (10k-100k)

Most have appeared in the last 
15-20 years



B. Urbanization in Malawi



Malawi: 77 urban agglomerations with Africapolis definition 
45 do not overlap with an official urban area 



Urbanization in Malawi, as measured by Africapolis (2015)



Urbanization in Malawi, as measured by Africapolis



Tempting to think that this due to 
growing cities.

# agglomerations grew
• 3 in 1960
• 19 in 2000
• 77 in 2015

A lot of urbanization action in new 
emerging small towns

Important spatial implications for 
surrounding rural areas.
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C. Urbanization and rural transformation 



Some of the urbanization is
rural transformation:

in-situ urbanization, with 
previously rural areas taking 
on more urban characteristics.

And urbanization also drives 
rural transformation in 
surrounding areas:

Let’s look at some channels



• The urban population is growing…

• …and needs to be fed

• This presents a market opportunity of 4.8m urban 
consumers 

BUT:

• Know your customer: urban tastes are changing.

1. Urban demand for food

Source: Africapolis



Urban domestic demand is changing

• Increased demand for more convenient, easily prepared and processed foods + 
more snacks, meals and drinks consumed outside the home.

• Rural areas risk missing the boat on catering to this.

• Already Malawi imports food worth US$242m (2018); 60% processed food and 
beverages, presumably for direct consumption (Munthali et al., 2021). 

• Rural areas need to make sure they start catering to changing and growing urban 
demand….

• … if they don’t international players will.

• … if they do this can be a catalyst for rural transformation



2. Employment

Source: IHS as analysed by de Janvry et al. (2019)

Source: Africapolis

Farm work is highly seasonal

In high season around 
December people work twice 
as many hours as in low 
season around July. 

Two important implications:
• Farming is, per hour 

worked, more productive
• Opportunity to supply 

more hours of work 
during the low season

Q: can nearby urban areas 
provide employment 
opportunities to fill the gaps 
in the agricultural labour
schedule? 



Improved urban access leads to more hours 
worked

Look period 2010-2019

Ask what happens to hours 
worked in rural areas when their 
urban access increases

FIND: a 10% increase in urban 
access increases hours worked 
per year by 120 = 15 extra days of 
work per year. 

(both in agricultural and outside 
of agriculture).



• Successful migrants to cities do very well
• But very few people manage to make this move successfully

• Migrants to nearby small towns make more modest 
progress
• But many more aspiring migrants manage to make this move.

• The reason is spatial: small towns are typically close by and 
that proximity is attractive to migrants: easy and cheap to 
go there and to return home; local networks; cultural 
similarities.

• Small towns open the horizon of rural-urban migrants who 
go there.

• It builds their human capital, their physical capital, their 
networks… 

• Opens new paths to prosperity that would have otherwise 
been closed

3. Migration

Source: Africapolis



• Services: banking, insurance, health, education,….

• Markets: aggregation of rural produce for sale

• Buy agricultural inputs

• Get information

• …. 

DISTANCE IS NOT DEAD

4. Other rural-urban links



Conclusion – back to conceptual framework

Rising farm productivity
Higher farm productivity increases food 

production (and consumption) 
for subsistence farmers 

Linking to local markets
Farmers supply surplus to markets, thereby 
raising their incomes & creating local jobs

Engaging rural nonfarm economy
Farmers & others start nonfarm businesses, 
generating demand & creating incomes/jobs 

across the rural economy

Harnessing urban markets

Urban consumers come to drive demand, 
leading to more value addition of agric. 

products (and more opportunities to diversify) 
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Thank you


