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ABSTRACT 

Migration and displacement are transforming Africa’s urban landscape. Policy-makers and researchers have for a long 
time focused their attention on the effects of migration in capital cities. However, intermediary cities are increasingly 
responsible for Africa’s urban growth as they rapidly become hubs of migration and displacement. Local governments 
struggle with these realities as they often lack the legal mandate, resources, and capacities to address diverse human 
mobility flows. The paper discusses recent partnerships between African intermediary cities and civil society actors, 
national governments, research institutions, and international organizations that aim to address the challenges and 
harness the opportunities associated with human mobility. We investigate the role of partnerships that bring together 
different skills, resources, networks, and funding in developing urban migration governance processes that reflect the 
needs of intermediary cities. However, we note that cooperation remains mostly ad-hoc and project-based. Drawing on 
research conducted by the Equal Partnerships project, the paper explores ways through which African intermediary cities 
can move from ad-hoc cooperation toward sustainable multi-stakeholder partnerships for urban migration governance. 
We outline three areas where local, national, and international actors should focus partnership actions: (1) improving 
local data on migration and displacement, (2) expanding local access to international funding, and (3) including city 
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perspectives in intergovernmental policy dialogues. The paper concludes with policy recommendations for each 
of these areas.

Introduction

In the past decade, city networks and multi-stakeholder partnerships have emerged as new avenues for cities 
to engage in migration policy. Recent initiatives by cities and their (transnational) network partners present an 
effort to provide pragmatic responses to polarized political debates and national immigration policy impasses. 
The opportunity for cities to amplify their voices and engage in a policy area so far reserved for nation-states 
has been recognized as a welcome and necessary shift in the field of migration (Thouez, 2020, 2022). Cities 
continue to be the loci of human mobility, directly experiencing the pressures and harnessing the opportunities 
that come with migration. Historically the most prominent voices of these migration networks originated 
from cities in the global North. However, in recent years, African mayors have brought new perspectives and 
dynamism to these networks, highlighting the specific challenges and opportunities related to migration to and 
from African cities. 

This shift in focus is important: it signals a step away from the hyperbolic depictions of migration resulting 
in an imminent exodus driven by poverty, unrest, and climate change from Africa to Europe and the Global 
North. Through their engagement, African mayors underline how migration is driven by complex and 
intertwined motivations encompassing socioeconomic, political, conflict, and environmental factors (Flahaux 
and De Haas, 2016; Borderon et al., 2019). Mayors also recognize the constituent element of migration for 
the transformation of Africa from a rural to an increasingly plural urban society (De Haas, 2008). Indeed, one 
of the salient characteristics of Africa’s urban transformation has to do with migration and displacement, 
movements that in many cases remain unregulated by immigration law and urban policy frameworks (Lucas, 
2021; Landau and Kihato, 2018). While these shifts have been documented in mobility studies focusing on the 
region, migration scholarship has so far concentrated on high-profile African urban gateways that represent 
historical destinations for migrants. Attention to these larger urban areas reflects the historically dominant but 
waning role of Africa’s primary cities, which in previous decades constituted the major destination areas for 
people on the move. But intermediary cities – what Amman and Sanogo (2017) call “the unspectacular middle 
ground between metropolises and small towns” – increasingly constitute central spaces for mixed voluntary and 
involuntary movements.1

This Working Paper explores the growing importance of African intermediary cities in migration processes. It 
discusses intermediary cities’ roles in reconfiguring the regions’ migration map and analyzes the engagement 
of city governments in local and transnational multi-stakeholder partnerships. The insufficient consideration 
of intermediary cities in national policy planning, international aid, and donor objectives has created a void that 

1  Building on research conducted by the Cities Alliance (Cities Alliance, 2014, 2019; Roberts, 2019) and the Equal Partnerships 

project (Stürner-Siovitz and Morthorst, 2023), we move beyond a definition of secondary/intermediary cities based only on city 

population. Instead, we combine demographic aspects with a city’s connectivity and status: the cities we focus our research on 

have a population ranging from 30,000 – 1 million inhabitants according to the Africapolis dataset (https://africapolis.org/en). 

They are intermediary in the sense that they link capital cities with smaller towns and rural areas through flows of goods, ideas, 

funds and people. At the same time, these cities are secondary regarding economic status, municipal capacities and resources, as 

national development strategies for urban planning have traditionally prioritized capital cities (Stürner-Siovitz, 2022a).
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has left local authorities struggling with limited capacities, resources, and mandates to address migration and 
displacement. As intermediary cities’ importance as places of origin, transit, destination, and return continues 
to grow, local governments highlight their role in migration and displacement governance. They have, thus, 
started calling upon national and international actors to partner with local authorities to develop context-aware 
inclusive approaches to migration that offer broad benefits for migrants, refugees, and host communities alike.

The paper draws from the findings of the Equal Partnerships (EP) research project, which involved inputs from 
representatives from Gulu, Uganda; Kumasi, Ghana; Oujda, Morocco; Saint-Louis, Senegal; Sfax, Tunisia; and 
Sousse, Tunisia. It reviews a series of recent multi-stakeholder partnerships with intermediary African cities 
to distill elements that align with the priorities set by local governments in intermediary cities. Our analysis 
finds that these nascent forms of partnership and the initial inclusion of intermediary cities offer a promising 
platform for stakeholders that have been absent in transnational migration fora. However, the impact of these 
partnerships depends on sustained forms of engagement, the development of new avenues for substantial 
collaboration, and the recognition of intermediary African cities as the central partners in the implementation 
of migration governance. In turn, this requires greater integration of multi-stakeholder initiatives within 
city structures and stronger alignment with existing policy frameworks. In particular, actions in three key 
priority areas set by the EP participating intermediary cities can lead to greater integration of migration and 
displacement in existing city policy agendas: (1) the improvement of local data on migration and displacement, 
(2) the expansion of local access to more direct sources of international funding, and (3) the inclusion of 
intermediary cities’ perspectives in intergovernmental policy dialogues. We conclude that multi-stakeholder 
partnerships for migration governance have great potential for highlighting the distinct migration challenges of 
African intermediary cities. This requires the recognition of the importance of intermediary cities for migration 
governance at the national level, and the sustained support from development and humanitarian actors focusing 
on cross-sectoral actions. 

This Working Paper is organized as follows: Section 1 provides a brief outlook at the changing position of 
intermediary cities in regional and international migration. Section 2 discusses the findings from the Equal 
Partnerships project and presents the programmatic elements of recent multi-stakeholder partnerships. Section 
3 engages in a critical discussion on the importance of city ownership of multi-stakeholder partnerships. 
Section 4 concludes with leads for impact-oriented research to further strengthen cooperative urban migration 
governance in African intermediary cities.

Section I: The Growing Role of African Intermediary 

Cities for Human Mobility

Africa is a region characterized by significant and diverse human mobility flows, mainly through internal and 
intraregional migration. Historically, migration and displacement in the continent have been shaped by the 
disruptive effects of the transatlantic slave trade, colonization, the subsequent artificial borders that resulted 
in extensive ethnic fragmentation, postcolonial state formation, as well as the expansion of employment 
opportunities in previously segregated urban areas (Alesina et al., 2006; Fox, 2012; Flahaux and De Haas, 2016). 
More recently, international migration from African countries to Europe, Asia, and the Americas has been rising. 
However, data suggests that approximately 80% of international migration in the region occurs between African 
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Union (AU) member states (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 
2019a). Such intraregional mobility is particularly high within sub-regions of the continent and has contributed 
significantly to intermediary and border cities’ growth (OECD/SWAC 2019).

In parallel to cross-border migration, internal migration in the form of rural-to-urban and increasingly urban-
to-urban movements remains an important component of Africa’s urbanization. Intermediate cities represent a 
crucial and underemphasized dimension of urbanization in the region with internal and cross-border migration 
contributing significantly to intermediate-sized city growth (Lerch, 2020; Lucas, 2021). Almost half of Africa’s 
urban population in 2020 was concentrated at the bottom of the urban hierarchy, with cities of 30,000 to 1 
million inhabitants being home to 45% of the total urban population. Compared to larger urban agglomerations, 
these smaller urban areas have also experienced some of the fastest rates of urban growth (Roberts, 2019). In 
the period 2000 – 2020, intermediary cities in sub-Saharan Africa doubled their population and increased their 
urban territory by a factor of 2.5 (Angel et al., 2021). Projections estimate that between 2018 and 2030, Africa’s 
intermediary cities are expected to grow by 40% in population – in great contrast to the meager 2% population 
growth that European intermediary cities will experience during the same period (United Nations, Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2019b). In particular, African cities with 300-500 thousand 
inhabitants are expected to witness the fastest growth among different city sizes, and some subregions, such as 
in East Africa, are expected to absorb the majority of the overall urban growth (Roberts and Anyumba, 2022). 

Figure 1: Intermediate Cities in Africa, 2020

Source: OECD/SWAC, 2020.

The data and future growth projections showcase the rising importance of intermediary cities in migration 
systems. Migration contributes to approximately a third of the overall urban growth in Africa, and natural 



6

The Project is Dead - Long Live the Project: Towards Sustainable Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships for Urban Migration 

Achilles Kallergis & Julia Stürner-Siovitz 

population increase occurring in cities is currently driving urban growth rates in the region (Jedwab et al., 
2014; Fox, 2017; Potts, 2012). But intermediary cities, particularly in poorer, less urbanized countries of the 
region, have also been growing through significant migration (Lerch, 2020). Particularly for cities situated 
along international migration routes, international migration is expected to become increasingly frequent, 
contributing further to urban growth (Lerch, 2020). While systemic evidence and data on migration across 
urban areas of the region are disparate and lacking, a recent analysis by the OECD for West Africa (OECD/
SWAC, 2019) has shown that since 1950, intermediate border cities (defined based on a maximum distance of 10 
kilometers from national borders) have experienced higher rates of growth than other cities in the region. The 
study suggests that the reason for rapid growth in these cities relates to economic activities and commercial 
links that develop in border areas. These results confirm that many smaller transit towns transform into larger 
agglomerations and often become final destinations for international migrants either by choice, due to favorable 
and more affordable living conditions in comparison to larger cities, or by constraints related to the inability to 
continue the migration journey (Stürner-Siovitz and Morthorst, 2024). The higher densities witnessed in many 
border cities are indicative of both economic activity but also the inability of people to continue their migration 
journeys due to lack of financial resources (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Density of Border Cities

Source: OECD/SWAC, 2019.

The above trends raise two particular concerns about the ability of intermediary cities to provide better 
conditions for migrants. On the one hand, cities that lack resources, where poverty and informality remain 
prevalent, have very limited capacity to manage migration processes by offering relief, shelter, and decent living 
conditions and opportunities for incoming migrants. Cities that perceive themselves mainly as transit areas may 
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furthermore have limited motivations to offer specific support to migrants given the extent of urban poverty 
they already witness. On the other hand, the poor living conditions and the absence of opportunities in those 
cities can dissuade migrants who have enough resources and skills to choose between different destinations 
and pursue their migration journeys. This in turn reduces the ability of cities to harness the socioeconomic and 
cultural advantages associated with migration. 

In conclusion, intermediary African cities already are and will continue to constitute areas of in-migration and 
transit. They face important challenges in working towards inclusive outcomes for migrants and their host 
communities. Urbanization in the region has been associated with the trend of urbanizing poverty (Ravallion et 
al., 2007). More than half of the urban population in sub-Saharan Africa resides in informal settlements lacking 
access to services and adequate housing, often located in areas bearing high environmental risks. Evidence 
indicates that, in some cases, populations living in slums are growing at a faster pace than the average growth 
of the urban population (Marx et al., 2013). For many migrants, informal settlements constitute the areas of first 
arrival. Responses to diverse mobility flows will depend to a large extent on the local authorities’ recognition of 
these realities as well as on local capacities to accommodate migration and overall urban growth (McGranahan 
et al., 2009). 

In a context of scarce resources, the recent effort of intermediary city local governments to seize cooperation 
through multi-stakeholder partnerships reveals a pragmatic effort to develop expertise, aggregate knowledge, 
improve human capital, and reach for new sources of funding. The following section discusses the findings 
of the Equal Partnerships Project. We also review recent multi-stakeholder partnerships including the 
Mediterranean City to City Migration Project (MC2CM), the Mixed Migration Centre’s (MMC4Mi) Cities project, 
the Mayor’s Migration Council’s (MMC) Global Cities Fund, and the Cities Alliance’s (CA) Cities and Migration 
program. 

Section II: Architecture and Objectives of Multi-
Stakeholder Partnerships

THE EQUAL PARTNERSHIPS PROJECT2

The Equal Partnerships (EP) (2021 -2024) research project explored the opportunities and challenges of 
collaborative, urban migration governance in partnership with six intermediary cities: Garissa in Kenya, Gulu 
in Uganda, Kumasi in Ghana, Oujda in Morocco, Saint Louis in Senegal, and Sfax in Tunisia (Stürner-Siovitz and 
Morthorst, 2024). 

The project’s methodology brought together the EP’s project partners with local governments, local researchers 
and civil society organizations working on migration and displacement in these cities. The project’s aim was 

2  The Equal Partnerships project was jointly developed by the University of Nuremberg, the city network United Cities and Local 

Governments of Africa (UCLG Africa), Samuel Hall and the German Institute of Development and Sustainability (IDOS). EP is 

supported by the Robert Bosch Stiftung.
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to create a dynamic institutional map of local, regional, national, and international actors addressing different 
forms of internal and international migration and displacement in each city. In parallel, the project conducted 
semi-structured expert interviews with stakeholders at different governance levels, and organized a series of 
workshops to analyze cooperation structures and identify the gaps, motivations and reservations of different 
actors to engage in partnerships. The workshops offered the stakeholders space for dialogue to develop joint 
recommendations for building multi-stakeholder partnerships in thematic areas related to mixed migration. 
Relevant thematic areas included gender-based violence in migration situations, inclusion of urban refugees, 
and access to mental healthcare for those on the move.3 

Figure 3: Outcome document of a local workshop	          Figure 4: Resource map created during a local workshop

Source: Equal Partnerships.

In addition to the EP partnerships with the six cities mentioned above, the EP research teams conducted 
broad background research on collaborative action addressing urban migration and displacement in African 
intermediary cities. Working Paper examples taken from this background research include Accra, Ghana; Adama, 
Ethiopia; Arua, Uganda; Beira, Mozambique; Jendouba, Tunisia; Jijiga, Ethiopia; Jinja, Uganda; Johannesburg, 

3  In more detail, participating actors included local, regional and national authorities and governments, civil society organizations, 

formal and informal migrant and refugee associations and informal communities, faith-based groups, philanthropic foundations, 

local universities, national development agencies, and international organizations.
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South Africa; Kairouan, Tunisia; Kakuma-Kalobeyei, Kenya; Monrovia, Liberia; as well as the city organizations 
United Cities and Local Governments of Africa, the Mayors Migration Council, and the Global Forum on 
Migration and Development (GFMD) Mayors Mechanism. The EP’s mapping exercise unveiled the institutional 
complexity and growing partnerships in which various African cities such as Gulu, Uganda; Gao, Mali; Kanifing, 
Gambia; Oujda, Morocco; Sfax, Tunisia; or Sousse, Tunisia engage. Such partnerships vary significantly 
according to the actors involved (local, national, international), the horizontal or vertical cooperation structures, 
and their thematic focus areas (forms of migration, fields of integration, target groups, etc.). Despite the diverse 
nature of partnerships in the different cities, the EP project highlighted some common objectives for cities 
engaging in multi-stakeholder cooperation. Central city objectives include: (1) improving the availability and 
quality of local migration and displacement data, (2) securing direct funding and launching local pilot projects 
that can ignite more sustained transformations, and (3) strengthening advocacy at regional and global levels for 
cities to be considered relevant and strategic partners in migration policy.

BUILDING CAPACITY TO IMPROVE LOCAL MIGRATION DATA  

Existing information tools such as nationally reported statistics, dated censuses, country-level demographic 
surveys, and city-level aggregates fail to capture the nature, extent, duration, and complexity of migration 
journeys. The dearth of migration data is exacerbated by the absence of information on urban poverty (Kallergis, 
2018). Low-income migrants tend to settle in informal urban areas where access to affordable yet inadequate 
housing and services are available, and they often find work in the informal sector. In many cases, the absence 
of official residence permits for migrants is compounded by the lack of population estimates for rapidly growing 
informal settlements. The lack of information probably leads to an underestimation of both migrants and more 
generally the urban poor (Lucci et al., 2016; Mitlin and Satterthwaite, 2013).

But the unavailability of local data has direct effects on cities’ opportunities to access national or international 
funding and to engage in political dialogues. To address these challenges, African city representatives 
called for multi-stakeholder cooperation at the Global Refugee Forum 2019, the Global Forum on Migration 
and Development (GFMD) 2021, and the Africities Summit 2022 (UNOG, 2019; Mayors Mechanism, 2020). 
Representatives from cities, such as Arua, Uganda, highlighted that the absence of statistical data about 
inhabitants with migrant and refugee backgrounds prevented local authorities not only from claiming adequate 
financial support at the national level to offer public services but also impeded evidence-based local policy 
responses and effective use of the scarce resources available to local authorities (UNOG, 2019; Stürner and 
Nzamba, 2021, p. 103).4  

In the absence of local and national information on migrant and refugee populations, data provided by 
international organizations play an important role for assessing situations in African cities (MC2CM, 2017, p. 
18). However, such data constitute a snapshot in time, are often only available for specific population segments, 
and fail to generate an overview of the complex migratory movements for the city as a whole (MC2CM, 2017). 
Generally, it is important to acknowledge that while a lack of (local) data on migration and displacement may 
stem from a lack of capacity among the responsible local or national authorities; it could also, however, result 
from the politicization of migration and displacement or definitional disagreements on the status of those 

4  In fact, it is not possible for refugees to register in Ugandan secondary cities. Registration centers are only available in the capital 

city and in refugee settlements (Cities Alliance, n.d.).
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on the move – for example, who should be considered a migrant, a refugee or a displaced person. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the pre-existing lack of city population data, regarding migrants and refugees in particular, 
increased African local authorities’ challenge to identify, reach, and support vulnerable populations (MC2CM, 
2017; Stürner and Bekyol, 2021, pp. 6-7). 

In order to address these local data gaps, some African local authorities seized opportunities to work in 
partnership with research institutes, international organizations, and city networks. The kind of data collected 
and the use to which it is put differs from initiative to initiative. It is important to highlight that partnerships 
for local data collection focusing on specific cities cannot (and should not have to) fill the gaps of national 
census and survey data. However, the following two examples from Northern and Eastern Africa show how such 
initiatives can serve local governments and other local actors by improving local migratory assessments and 
identifying areas for further engagement. Data collected through these partnerships can also strengthen local 
actors’ advocacy when calling for partnerships and funding at national and international levels. 

MC2CM – City Migration Profiles in North Africa

The Mediterranean City-to-City Migration (MC2CM) project, co-led by the city network UCLG and the 
international organizations UN-Habitat and the International Centre for Migration Policy Development 
(ICMPD), brought together 22 cities from both sides of the Mediterranean for peer-to-peer learning, pilot 
projects, and the development of city migration profiles between 2015 and 2022 (ICMPD, 2022). To date, the 
project has developed 12 migration profiles, including those for participating cities, Oujda, Morocco; Sfax, 
Tunisia; and Sousse, Tunisia. Experts from relevant national contexts led the compilations of these profiles, 
and often included researchers working at local universities, drawing on the expertise of local, regional, 
and national authorities as well as civil society and private sector actors (MC2CM, 2017, p. 3). Rather than 
creating new statistical data, these profiles built upon, and complement existing data of migration patterns 
and mobile populations in cities. Due to the data paucity we discussed earlier (infrequent surveys that often 
miss population segments, particularly new migrants and/or displaced persons) MC2CM also faces important 
limitations and the surveys do not aim to provide granular information but instead a snapshot of the current 
situation. Specifically, the MC2CM organizes qualitative and quantitative information on the situation of migrant 
populations, their access to services, and their enjoyment of rights. Importantly, MC2CM surveys contextualize 
the available data through the review of national and local institutional and policy frameworks, as well as the 
mapping of actors working on migration and displacement in the different cities. Furthermore, the city profiles 
include an overview of public attitudes toward migration and integration in each of the cities (MC2CM, 2017, 
p. 3). As such, the MC2CM surveys put special emphasis on the perceptions of migration and displacement 
of host communities and local authorities, a policy tool for better understanding how policy directions are 
understood by local populations. This is crucial for the implementation and success of proposed policies, as 
migration policy does not operate in a vacuum, and often requires the cooperation of civil society organizations 
operating beyond the narrow field of migration studies. On the basis of the survey results, the MC2CM project 
began offering peer-learning and training on communication strategies and narrative-shaping to city officials 
(MC2CM, 2018; MC2CM, 2020). As we will discuss later, other initiatives, such as the Mayors Mechanism, have 
partnered with local, national, and international actors to launch communication campaigns highlighting the 
positive contributions migration can make to host communities (MMC, 2020).

In conclusion, for many MC2CM cities, the creation of the migration profiles presented a first opportunity to 
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systematically collect disparate information on migration situations, relevant policy frameworks, and actors 
operating in these cities (MC2CM, 2017, p. 3). Cities such as Sfax, Tunisia made active use of these profiles to 
launch and strengthen dialogue and cooperation between local, national and international actors and to develop 
new ideas on the role of local authorities in addressing urban migration and displacement (MC2CM, 2017; 
interview Sfax, 2021).

4Mi Cities – The Case of Arua

The From 2021 to 2022, the Mixed Migration Centre and the Mayors Migration Council partnered with six local 
authorities in Latin America and East Africa to co-create surveys on urban mixed migration within the 4Mi 
Cities project5 (Saliba and Forin, 2022). Among the African cities was Arua, an intermediary city in Northern 
Uganda. From August 2021 to March 2022, the team implemented a mixed-methods approach including an 
urban context analysis, key informant interviews with Arua city government staff and sector actors, three 
consultation workshops with experts from the public and private sectors, IOs, NGOs, and UN agencies, and 
465 surveys with refugees and migrants (Akumu and Wachira, 2022, pp. 8-9). The survey covered the following 
six areas: demographic and migration profiles, housing, access to services (healthcare, mental health care, and 
education), livelihood opportunities and challenges, safety and security, and life in the city (interactions with 
the local population, with city government and NGOs, access to public places and transportation) (Akumu and 
Wachira, 2022, p. 11). Survey data was gathered by ten 4Mi Cities enumerators, including three staff members 
of Arua city government (Akumu and Wachira, 2022, p. 9). Based on the information produced by the 4Mi 
Cities project, the local government of Arua, together with the Ugandan Office of the Prime Minister, UNHCR, 
and other national and international actors, created a migrant and refugee registration office in Arua. Even 
if registration for refugees was on a voluntary basis, the office helped provide a more up-to-date estimation 
of migrants and refugees present in the city to plan for service delivery needs and enable refugees to access 
services that were at this point only available in refugee settlements outside Ugandan intermediary cities. 
Furthermore, the produced data was deemed important to include the needs of migrants and refugees in the 
development of Arua City’s Annual Work Plan and Budget (Akumu and Wachira, 2022, p. 15).

While both the MC2CM project and the 4Mi Cities project consist of short-term projects, aspects of the 
programs’ architecture can help guide the development of long-term partnerships to improve local capacity 
for timely data collection, use, and safeguarding. Building bottom-up data programs can complement national 
data collection efforts by providing more timely data for monitoring migratory flows and capturing the needs of 
migrant and refugee populations. This bottom-up approach could build on the MC2CM and 4Mi work by: 

•	 Systematizing rapid assessment surveys by standardizing and combining data collection with training: 
Migration and displacement often occur under rapidly changing situations: putting the focus on actual data 
collection will provide a city with a one-off snapshot that can support policy actions, particularly those 

5  4Mi Cities forms part of the 4Mi program run by the Mixed Migration Centre. 4Mi is based on a “network of field enumerators 

situated along frequently used mixed migration routes and in major migratory hubs. It aims to offer a regular, standardized, 

quantitative and globalized system of collecting primary data on mixed migration. 4Mi predominantly uses a closed-question 

survey to invite respondents to anonymously self-report on a wide range of issues, which results in extensive data relating to 

individual profiles, migration drivers, means and conditions of movement, the smuggling economy, aspirations and destination 

choices” (Akumu and Wachira, 2022, p. 7).
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addressing immediate needs. The systematization of these rapid surveys opens new perspectives for regular 
updates of a city’s migration profile. 

Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, research institutes, national 
statistical offices, data units of international organizations.

•	 Including migrants and refugees among local data collectors: Local data collectors should not only include 
city staff but also civil society actors as well as migrants and refugees themselves who have particular 
access to migrant/refugee communities. For instance, the NGO Maroc Solidaire Medico Social (MS.2) in the 
Moroccan city of Oujda has hired local staff with a migrant background to conduct regular outreach and 
data-gathering activities to ensure up-to-date information on the medical needs of migrant and refugee 
communities (Interview MS.2, 2022). This inclusion is crucial both for practical and ethical reasons. Gaining 
access to migrant and refugee communities can be challenging for city and government officials. At the 
same time, inclusion ensures that survey preparation, data collection and analysis do not become extractive 
processes and that migrant and refugee communities are consulted during all stages of the project. 

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, local civil society, migrants, 
and refugees.

•	 Creating local data centers: The establishment of local data centers that incorporate local actors, 
universities, and civil society organizations can help orient data collection towards the themes and topics 
that are of particular interest to migrants and their hosts. In addition, to data analysis, such data centers 
could also provide training and statistical capacity building through training partnerships on data collection 
and safeguarding with national statistical offices and/or the data units from international organizations 
(World Bank, IOM, UNHCR, UN-Habitat) and researchers (local, regional and international). In the medium-
term, training in data collection, safeguarding, and analysis could be conducted through the creation of a 
course at a local university with these skills at the forefront.

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, local civil society, migrants 
and refugees, local universities, national governments (as funders), national statistical agencies (as training 
providers), development partners (as actors interested in gathered data to inform their work), international 
organizations (as funders and providers of training), research actors.

•	 Defining data safeguards: To ensure adequate data protection, long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships 
need to discuss clear guidelines for data storage, data use, and firewalls prior to data collection processes. 
These rules are not set in stone but can take the form of living documents adaptive to the evolving needs of 
evidence-based policy-making while safeguarding the data protection needs of migrants and refugees.

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, local civil society, migrants 
and refugees, local universities, national governments and agencies, development partners, and international 
organizations.

ACQUIRING FUNDING FOR LOCALLY-LED ACTION

A second objective of city engagement in multi-stakeholder partnerships is gaining access to national and 
international funding and technical support to develop local strategies on urban migration and displacement. 
Given that local governments and administrations, particularly in the African context, often lack not only 
resources and capacities but also legal mandates to address these issues, they are rarely considered relevant 
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recipients of funding by international organizations and national donors (Stürner, 2020). Even in countries 
where decentralization reforms have been undertaken, such as Tunisia, issues of migration or integration tend 
to remain excluded from these reforms (interview Sfax, 2021). Furthermore, the question of creditworthiness 
restrains municipal access to loans, as only 4% of the 500 largest cities situated in developing countries are 
considered creditworthy in international financial markets and only 20% in local markets (MMC, 2022c, p. 35). 
To broaden municipal access to international funding and enter into a dialogue with potential donors, local 
authorities make active use of multi-stakeholder cooperation.

Global Cities Fund – African cities addressing climate migration 

A pertinent example is the Global Cities Fund, created by the Mayors Migration Council (MMC) in 2020. 
The MMC is a city diplomacy organization led by a board of nine mayors from Africa, Asia, the Americas, 
Europe, and the Middle East, among them the Mayors of Freetown, Sierra Leone and Kampala, Uganda.6 With 
its cross-cutting focus on connecting local, national, and global levels of migration governance, the MMC 
works specifically on city diplomacy, climate migration, as well as municipal access to funding for inclusive 
responses to urban migration and displacement (MMC, 2022a). Bringing together all three focus areas, the MMC 
launched the Global Cities Fund in 2020 in partnership with the city networks C40 and United Cities and Local 
Governments (UCLG), the UN Migration Agency (IOM), the United Nations Human Settlements Programme 
(UN-Habitat), and the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) (MMC, 2022b). The first chapter of the Global Cities Fund 
focused on connecting cities and donors to finance migrant and refugee-inclusive COVID-19 crisis response and 
recovery strategies. In this context, the MMC and its partners worked with 20 cities to support the development 
of city-led responses presented in the form of concrete project proposals and compiled in a “Project Prospectus” 
launched at the global level (MMC, 2021). Nine cities were selected to receive direct financial and technical 
support over the duration of one year for projects related to inclusive social services, public health, and 
livelihoods.7 The second chapter of the Global Cities Fund aimed to support inclusive climate action by African 
cities. In autumn 2021, the MMC and C40 announced that a grant from the Robert Bosch Stiftung enabled the 
project to provide support to five African cities. Grantees included the cities of Accra, Ghana; Arua, Uganda; 
Beira, Mozambique; Johannesburg, South Africa; and Monrovia, Libera. The city of Monrovia planned, for 
instance, to make use of the grant to mitigate flooding and coastal erosion, create green spaces within the city, 
and provide green job training to migrants and internally displaced youth (MMC, 2022d). With funding provided 
by the Ikea Foundation, six more African grantees were announced during COP27 (MMC, 2022e). MMC action on 
the Global Cities Fund, thus, demonstrates a three-pronged approach through direct city access to international 
funding, multi-stakeholder cooperation for local action, and international advocacy.

Cities Alliance – Cities and Migration Program: supporting migration-sensitive city action for sustainable 
urban development

6  Founding city members of the MMC were Amman, Athens, Bristol, Freetown, Kampala, Milan, Montréal, Sao Paulo, and Zurich. The 

current board consists of the Mayors of Amman, Bristol, Dhaka North, Freetown, Kampala, Milan, Montevideo, Montréal, and 

Zurich (MMC, 2022a).

7  Among these cities were Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; Barranquilla, Colombia; Beirut, Lebanon; Freetown, Sierra Leone; Kampala, Uganda; 

Lima, Peru; Medellin, Colombia; Mexico City, Mexico; and Quito, Ecuador. Funding was provided by the Open Society Foundations, 

the Hilton Foundation, and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation.
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Similar approaches can also be found in the Cities and Migration program of the Cities Alliance, a global 
partnership aiming to fight poverty and promote the role of cities. In the first iteration of its Cities and 
Migration program, Cities Alliance brought together a wide range of local, national, and international actors to 
generate policy-relevant data and facilitate partnerships leveraging migration governance for poverty reduction 
and sustainable city development (Cities Alliance n.d., p. 4). Participating African cities and urban areas include 
Adama and Jijiga in Ethiopia, Kakuma-Kalobeyei, Kenya, Arua and Jinja in Uganda as well as Kairouan and 
Jendouba in Tunisia. In Adama, a City Migrants Network Forum was established to strengthen relations between 
the city administration, the urban ministry, and local stakeholders, including migrants and displaced persons, 
to discuss challenges and opportunities of migration. In conjunction, six migration desks were established for 
migrants to register on a voluntary basis, receive access to basic services, and get information on employment 
opportunities (Cities Alliance, 2022a). Furthermore, the Cities and Migration program has brought together 
East African secondary cities in a network to support the implementation of the UNHCR Comprehensive 
Refugee Response Framework (Cities Alliance, 2022b). In addition to peer-learning, the Cities Alliance East 
Africa network focused also on city advocacy in national and international policy fora. This advocacy dimension 
is a central part of the Cities and Migration program striving to bring city voices into national, regional, and 
international policy debates on migration and displacement through programs such as the Global Forum on 
Migration and Development, the Global Refugee Forum, or the Africities Summits (Cities Alliance, 2024). 

Direct access of African local authorities to international funders and donors is frequently brokered by 
city networks and organizations such as MMC, UCLG, or Cities Alliance. Additionally, national donors and 
development banks are far less likely to provide funding than private foundations. As a result, funding is project-
based and often targets innovative pilot action. While philanthropic actors can at times provide funding in more 
flexible ways, including to recipients who may be disregarded by donors with a very low-risk tolerance, they 
may also encounter criticism at a national level for providing direct local grants (MMC, 2022b). Philanthropic 
actors also often cannot provide funding that is comparable to loans or grants from development actors such 
as banks and national donors. Moreover, philanthropic funding that runs out after one or two years ultimately 
raises questions about long-term sustainability, especially if organizing more sustainable funding sources or 
financial self-reliance is not an inherent part of the project. What can we learn from project-based partnerships 
to guide recommendations for long-term alternatives?

•	 Use funding to build on previous work: Realistically speaking, project-based partnerships will remain 
the norm in the short-term. However, these can improve their long-term impact if funders allow for 
new projects to be based on previous work, as is the case with the latest call from Cities Alliance, asking 
interested parties to base their actions on achievements generated during the previous project cycle in 
Ethiopian cities (Cities Alliance, 2023). While donors often demand that projects address new topics in new 
geographic contexts, building one project on the results of the previous one can actually amplify impacts 
and strengthen institutional learning among local actors involved.

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local actors, donors, and funders.

•	 Use funding to create bridges: Project-based short-term funding can serve local governments as a bridge 
to long-term support. Short-term funding can act as a proof of concept to assist by national governments 
and development banks and other donors. Philanthropic actors interested in supporting multi-stakeholder 
partnerships in cities need to co-create perspectives for long-term funding from the start, answering the 
question: “Who will take over once the topic is no longer an innovative idea but ready for mainstreaming 
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into local policy-making?” Getting this transition right should be at the core of every initiative and involve 
actors such as national governments (as funders as well as actors that need to ensure that funding trickles 
down to the local level), the World Bank, and the African Development Bank.

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, foundations, national 
governments, World Bank, African Development Bank.

•	 Use funding to generate more funding: Asked about their funding needs, city officials participating in 
the Equal Partnerships project highlighted that rather than obtaining funding in irregular intervals from 
external actors, they would prefer long-term funding of a city officer responsible for researching and 
responding to inter(national) calls for proposals, basing their engagement on local city priorities and 
objectives (focus group discussion Oujda, 2022).

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, national governments, 	
World Bank, African Development Bank, UN-Habitat.

•	 Use funding to co-create calls for proposals: Long-term partnerships for local access to international 
funding could also mean that part of the funding of development actors such as GIZ, Expertise France, 
ENABEL, USAID, etc., goes into co-creating calls for proposals with local authorities, research centers, civil 
society and migrant- and refugee-led and supporting organizations from intermediate cities. This would 
ensure that proposals are actually based in local realities. Civil society organizations interviewed by the 
Equal Partnerships teams shared that they would appreciate such approaches as they, at times, feel like they 
have implemented the same project over and over again without seeing any long-term impact (focus group 
discussion Oujda, 2022). 

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, civil society, national 
governments, international development actors.

BRINGING CITY PERSPECTIVES INTO REGIONAL AND 
INTERNATIONAL POLICY DIALOGUES

Research by the Equal Partnerships project shows that some African local governments have become 
increasingly aware of an “urban migration governance paradox”: as more migrants and displaced persons 
settle in cities, local authorities are directly and increasingly impacted by the consequences of national and 
international policies on migration and asylum. Nevertheless, African local governments often lack opportunities 
to engage with (inter)national actors to ensure that these policies are based on and address local realities 
(Stürner-Siovitz, 2022b). Some African local authorities therefore make active use of multi-stakeholder 
partnerships to link local, regional, and international levels and to bring city interests and perspectives into 
migration policy fora.

UCLG Africa – advocating for the role of African cities in migration governance

In this regard, the city network United Cities and Local Governments of Africa (UCLG Africa) plays an important 
role. Since first engaging with issues of migration over a decade ago, UCLG Africa has become an important 
advocate for African city voices at regional and international levels. Over the last years, UCLG Africa has 
represented the interests of African cities in the Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD), the 
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African Union – European Union Summits, the Rabat Process, and the pan-African Africities Summits 
(Mayors Mechanism, 2020; UCLG Africa, 2015; Rabat Process, 2021; UCLG Africa, 2018; Stürner-Siovitz et al., 
2022). At the cross-regional level, UCLG Africa called upon heads of state and governments at the AU-EU 
Summits 2015 to integrate “associations representing the local authorities as rightful stakeholders in the 
Europe/Africa political dialogue on the issue of migration and in the definition and implementation of the 
strategic actions aiming to address the issue of migration” (UCLG Africa, 2015, p. 3). In the run-up to the 
AU-EU Summit 2022, African and European city representatives reiterated these calls and asked national 
governments to include mayors in national delegations (ODI, 2022). Furthermore, representatives from 
African cities and UCLG Africa took part in a meeting of the Rabat Process in 20218. While local and regional 
governments have for a long time remained excluded from these deliberations, the Rabat Process held a first 
meeting on “the role of local authorities and cities, alongside national authorities, in migration governance” 
in autumn 2021 (Rabat Process, 2021). Finally, local governments also made use of Pan-African platforms 
such as Africities, the triennial flagship event of UCLG Africa, to enter into dialogue with representatives 
of national governments and international organizations. Since 2015, migration has become an important 
topic at the Africities Summit, so much so that African cities adopted the “Charter of local and subnational 
governments of Africa on Migration” during Africities 2018 (UCLG Africa, 2018). 

At the most recent Africities Summit in 2022, UCLG Africa partnered with the University of Nuremberg, 
the social enterprise Samuel Hall, the German Institute of Development and Sustainability, and the 
Mixed Migration Centre to organize a workshop on multi-stakeholder partnerships for urban migration 
governance. Invited experts from local and national authorities, IOM, UNHCR and UN-Habitat, as well as 
migrant and refugee-led associations, highlighted the central role that intermediary cities can play at local 
and transnational levels to ensure inclusive approaches to urban migration and displacement. Moreover, a 
representative from the Ghanaian city of Kumasi emphasized that local governments should be included 
in the development and implementation of international migration policy-making, such as the Global 
Compacts for Migration and Refugees, to ensure that such policies would respond to the realities on the 
ground (Stürner-Siovitz et al., 2022). 

Mayors Mechanism – Connecting local action with global migration objectives

Bringing local interests into regional and global policy debates on migration and displacement and ensuring 
that local governments receive recognition and support for their contributions to the Global Compacts for 
Migration and Refugees is also a central objective of the Mayors Mechanism, an initiative co-led by IOM, 
MMC and UCLG9. In 2022, the Mayors Mechanism brought city leaders, among them the Mayors of Accra, 
Ghana; Entebbe, Uganda; Freetown, Sierra Leone; Kanifing, The Gambia; and Kampala, Uganda, to New 
York to participate in the first International Migration Review Forum (IMRF), the evaluation mechanism of 
the Global Compact for Migration. At the IMRF, the Mayors Mechanism and the UNHCR launched a Call to 
Local Action, showcasing the commitments of over 70 local governments, among them 16 from the African 

8  The Rabat Process is a regional migration dialogue, bringing together national governments from countries of origin, transit, 

and destination along the migration routes connecting Central, West, and North Africa with Europe (Rabat Process, 2022).

9  The Mayors Mechanism was developed out of the Mayoral Forum on Migration and Development, which brought together 

mayors from around the world between 2014 and 2018. In 2018, the Troika of the Global Forum on Migration and Development 

(GFMD) decided to institutionalize mayoral presence within the GFMD via the creation of the GFMD Mayors Mechanism.
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continent, having pledged concrete actions to make the Global Compacts for Migration and Refugees a reality 
(Mayors Mechanism, 2022). 

Overall, these examples of advocacy work by African local governments through and for multi-stakeholder 
partnerships should be considered important steps in addressing the urban migration governance paradox. In 
the words of the Mayor of Freetown, Aki-Sawyerr: 

“At a time when more than 55 percent of the world’s population live in cities, governments and international 
frameworks cannot afford to make choices without consulting city leaders” (Aki-Sawyerr, 2018). 

However, a review of city actors shows that, so far, only a small number of African local governments have 
the legal authority to engage on issues of migration in local and transnational partnerships. Moreover, due 
to the lack of legal mandates and municipal resources dedicated to questions of migration and displacement, 
engagement often depends on individual mayors and municipal leaders. This presents a major challenge to 
building sustainable city diplomacy and action, as well as ensuring institutional learning for local authorities and 
national and international partners (Stürner-Siovitz, 2023; Roca, 2019; Lacroix, 2021). 

•	 From communication gaps to local-national dialogues: National governments are so far mostly absent 
in multi-stakeholder partnerships on urban migration, possibly fearing an erosion of their prerogatives 
of designing migration and asylum policies. However, as causes and consequences for migration and 
displacement are becoming increasingly complex and interlinked with political, environmental, social, 
and economic factors, national governments could significantly benefit from supporting the creation of 
multi-stakeholder governance approaches. With their potential to identify context-specific solutions to 
local challenges, such approaches would contribute to strengthening national capacity to govern migration 
country-wide. Furthermore, local perspectives on both immigration and emigration could prove highly 
valuable to future national strategies on rural-urban as well as urban-urban movements. Local governments 
should, therefore, reach out to national agencies in their cities as well as governmental institutions in the 
capital to call for permanent dialogue channels. International organizations in cooperation with research 
institutions could broker such dialogues between African local and national governments to bring local 
perspectives into (1) national policy-making and (2) national positions on migration discussed at the regional 
and international levels. 

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, national governments and 
agencies (at national and local level), research institutions, international organizations.

•	 From implementation actors to partners: International organizations have only recently begun to view 
local governments as relevant actors in migration and displacement issues, a view which remains contested 
at times and even more so in the African context. As national governments mostly hold exclusive mandates 
in these thematic areas, local governments’ role (if any) is reduced to that of mere implementers of national 
or international policies. However, a recent change in perspective at IOM and UNHCR may create windows 
of opportunity for bringing African intermediary cities into international policy dialogues – such as the 
GFMD, the IMRF, and the Global Refugee Forum – thereby providing the basis for direct cooperation 
between international, national, and city actors on the ground (Stürner-Siovitz, 2022). In particular, 
humanitarian and development actors working on area-based approaches could benefit from cooperation 
with local actors. Given that the concept of area-based approaches originates in urban planning, the direct 
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cooperation with local governments, civil society, and affected communities is key for its long-term success. 
Cooperation should therefore begin in the initial development phase of a new initiative and not only once 
international actors need implementation partners or – worse – start looking for local stakeholders that 
may take over internationally planned activities at the end of an organization’s project cycle.

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, local civil society actors, IOM, 
UNHCR, humanitarian actors.

•	 From ad hoc action to strategic engagement: The active international engagement of UCLG Africa, the 
Mayors Mechanism, and the Mayors Migration Council is an important step in the right direction. A next 
step would be a shift for African intermediary cities from ad hoc and individual-based projects towards 
long-term engagement. Multi-stakeholder partnerships with this objective could channel funding towards 
the creation of a unit of mayoral advisers focusing on national, regional, and international city engagement 
along interconnected city priorities, including, for instance, urbanization, migration, climate change, trade 
and economic cooperation, etc. 

•	 Relevant actors for long-term multi-stakeholder partnerships: Local authorities, national governments, 
development partners.

Section III: Who Shapes Multi-Stakeholder 
Partnerships?

A review of multi-stakeholder partnerships shows that the impetus for such initiatives does not necessarily 
always stem from local governments. Even if specific mayors may be behind initial ideas for cooperation, the 
setting up of multi-stakeholder partnerships requires funding, contacts across actor groups and levels of 
government, and networks that local governments, in Africa and elsewhere, often do not have ready at hand. 
This is where philanthropic actors (e.g., Open Society Foundation, Robert Bosch Stiftung, Hilton Foundation), 
international organizations (e.g., IOM, UN-Habitat, ICMPD), research institutes and think tanks (e.g., Impact 
Initiatives, Equal Partnerships project), and in some instances also national governments, such as the Swiss 
Agency for Development and Cooperation, come into play. 

In many cases, the financial support, training, capacity building, network contacts, and (in some cases) 
leadership role that these actors bring into multi-stakeholder partnerships are essential for local governments 
to jumpstart cooperation. Nevertheless, the relationship between local governments and other actors merits 
closer analysis to answer important questions: who are the driving forces behind local and transnational 
multi-stakeholder partnerships? How much influence do city actors have on a partnership’s thematic areas 
and objectives? Who proposes new actors to become part of the cooperation structures? And, which local 
stakeholders are still not involved in such partnerships?

Many of the multi-stakeholder partnerships discussed in this paper have formed rather recently and continue to 
undergo change in their composition and structure. Therefore, we consider crucial, at this time, to analyze the 
architecture, impact and potential for scale of these different initiatives. 

Certainly the driving forces for multi-stakeholder partnerships such as the Mayors Mechanism or the MC2CM 
project was promoted by international organizations and philanthropic actors convinced of the importance 
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of strengthening local governments’ capacities to address migration and displacement on the ground and/or 
of introducing local positions into regional and international migration policy deliberations (Stürner-Siovitz, 
2022c). In dialogue with a number of city officials, these actors developed initial ideas and approached local 
governments for participation. Some programs started out under broad consultation processes aimed at 
identifying local governments’ thematic and strategic interests. However, this is far from being always the case. 
As expected programs that do not offer meaningful inclusion of intermediate city local governments and do not 
create space for dialogue that helps co-shape initiatives tend to have limited impact, often failing to scale to 
a meaningful level. Avoiding such outcomes requires designing multi-stakeholder partnerships that intend to 
foster long-term cooperation through the inclusion of a broad range of local governments from the initial design 
stages, continuous consultations and transparent communications with local governments about a partnership’s 
specific objectives and limitations. 

When it comes to missing stakeholders, the relationship between African local governments and civil society 
organizations – specifically migrant and refugee-led organizations – is particularly interesting. At the local 
level, there is a small but growing number of examples of cooperation on issues of migration and displacement; 
and even more, if we broaden the focus and take into account inclusive approaches targeting vulnerable city 
populations seeking access to housing, health care, or basic services. For example, in the Tunisian city of Sfax, 
a cooperation between the NGO Terre d’Asile Tunisie and IOM led to the creation of a city-wide network 
between NGOs, migrant-led organizations, UNHCR and IOM in 2016 (interview Terre d’Asile Tunisie, 2021). The 
cooperation attracted the attention of city representatives who started participating in the regular network 
meetings. Furthermore, city representatives engaged in the MC2CM project made use of funding opportunities 
for pilot actions to partner with Terre d’Asile Tunisie and other organizations to attract funding for a locally-led 
project titled “Improving the Coordination of Migration of Local Actors in Sfax” (IMCPD, n.d.). Overall, African 
local authorities politically interested in addressing questions of migration and displacement often need to rely 
on local civil society actors, given local authorities’ lack of resources. 

Despite growing opportunities for local-level cooperation, a similar cooperative approach is currently not visible 
when it comes to city advocacy in regional and global migration fora. There remains wide communication and 
cooperation gaps between African cities (and cities more generally) engaging on questions of migration and 
displacement at higher levels of governance, and civil society actors (regional and international) working on the 
same topics. 

Conclusion

While many African intermediary cities are becoming hubs of mixed migration, their ability to take action on 
urban migration governance remains very limited. Recognizing constraints caused by lacks of legal mandates 
and limited human and financial resources, some local governments opt for networked approaches that bring 
them into dialogue with NGOs, IOs, as well as migrant and refugee-led associations. However, multi-stakeholder 
partnerships often remain project-based and thus short-term interactions. To increase the sustainability and 
impact of cooperative action, local and national governments, civil society organizations, migrant and refugee 
associations, development banks, international organizations, and national donors should consider investing 
time and resources in building long-term cooperation structures in intermediary cities bringing together a wide 
range of actors to discuss context-specific solutions for local challenges. Establishing local multi-stakeholder 
cooperation on urban migration governance could render city-wide responses more sustainable, strengthen 
local resilience, and mainstream cooperative approaches into related policy areas. 



20

The Project is Dead - Long Live the Project: Towards Sustainable Multi-Stakeholder Partnerships for Urban Migration 

Achilles Kallergis & Julia Stürner-Siovitz 

Both research and practice actors have started pioneering work with African intermediary cities to strengthen 
knowledge bases and pilot multi-stakeholder cooperation. However, the dialogue between these two types of 
actors needs to be reinforced in order to allow for impact-oriented research and evidence-based action on 
the ground. Future research by scholars of migration and urban studies should therefore focus on building up 
regular dialogue channels and cooperation with local and national governments, civil society, and international 
actors addressing questions of mixed migration in African intermediary cities.
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