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Foreword by the Hon. Minister, MESTI   

The central purpose of the Government of Ghana is to harness the enormous potential of the 

country for sustainable and equitable socio-economic transformation, and provide, opportunities 

for all to progress and enjoy a good quality of life. Our new land use and spatial planning system, 

and soon to be approved Land Use and Spatial Planning Bill are geared towards the 

accomplishment of this purpose. 

 

The National Spatial Development Framework (NSDF), at the apex of our spatial planning 

system, is a long-term, 20-year strategy for the spatial development of Ghana. It has been 

informed by: (i) our Medium-Term National Development Policy Frameworks, the Ghana Shared 

Growth Development Agenda's I and II, which set out the overall measures we are taking to 

accelerate Ghana's development; (ii) our sectoral plans and policies in areas such as economy, 

transport, education, health, environment, energy, climate change and land use; and (iii) the 

views of several government agencies at the national, regional and district levels, particularly 

those that participated in the country-wide consultations undertaken by the NSDF team. 

 

Now that NSDF is completed, I would expect it will contribute to the National Long-Term 

Development Strategy (NLTDS), currently being prepared under the leadership of the National 

Development Planning Commission. NSDF is an important document, one that will inþuence 

orderly development plans across the country and provide guidance to deliver the change that the 

country yearns for. By providing a comprehensive analysis of the existing situation and trends, the 

document can be used to guide future development and decisions.  

 

NSDF will play a key role in guiding local authorities in preparing regional, sub-regional and 

district level spatial development frameworks and lower level plans. Each part of the country must 

use its strengths to build a prosperous, healthy and sustainable future with optimal impact on the 

livelihoods of people and their surroundings. This NSDF seeks to harness these strengths, foster 

collaboration and ensure spatially integrated development throughout Ghana.  

 

NSDF is aligned to our existing development policies and trajectory. It supports sustainable 

economic growth and a transition to a low-carbon economy. Ghana has a high-quality 

environment, many good places to live in and visit, and abundant natural resources. These 

physical assets ï natural and cultural - underpin our economy and quality of life. Facilitating much 

needed new development and investing in modernizing our infrastructure, while maintaining and 

creating distinctive, sustainable and healthy places is, in my view, essential.  

 

Ghana must provide nurturing and rewarding environments for its people while maximising its 

attraction to investors and visitors in what will increasingly be a global economy. We need to 

capitalise on our position in the centre of West Africa, one of the fastest growing and urbanizing 

regions of the world, and as the main port for the vast land locked countries to the north. Ghana 

must ensure that economic growth increases cohesionðreducing inequalities between different 

areas of Ghana. The NSDF shows how we can do this at a national level, regional level, and 

within urban networks.  

 

While this document sets out our preferred spatial strategy and a number of national development 

initiatives to support it, in some areas it also identifies alternative approaches, which have been 

considered in the formulation process. We welcome all views in support of the NSDF but also 

recommendations on how it might be improved. 
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My sincere thanks go to all those who have worked on and engaged with the NSDF. The 

creativity, thoughtfulness, expertise and knowledge which has informed the project have been 

crucial in shaping the result.   

 

 

Hon. Akwasi Opong-Fosu MP 

Minister, Ministry of Environment, Science, Technology and Innovation 
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1 Introduction 

This document is the executive summary of the following two volumes of the 
National Spatial Development Framework. Volume I describes the conditions and 
main issues that have been identified through a comprehensive analysis of available 
data.  Volume 2 sets out the overall strategy for national spatial development. 

The executive summary is structured in five sections including the introduction.  
Section 2 summaries the spatial development challenges and opportunities in 
several themes. Section 3 provides the objectives and pillars of the spatial strategy 
including the definition of spatial planning, the content of national spatial 
development frameworks, the tools and instruments of spatial planning and the 
pillars themselves. Section 4 presents the place-based framework for spatial 
development and includes general spatial development policies, the urban 
settlement hierarchy, the Abidjan-Accra-Lagos coastal corridor and the city-regions 
and urban networks. Section 5 presents the important national initiatives that 
support the place-based framework. 

2 Spatial development challenges and opportunities 

2.1 Introduction 

This section summarises the spatial development challenges and opportunities 
presented and analysed in volume 1.   

2.2 Economic challenges and opportunities 

The major socio-economic challenges that Ghana will face in the next 20 years 
include the following:  

ƴ Integrating Ghana into the West African economy, because its cities would 
benefit from direct competition and cooperation with other ECOWAS cities; its 
ports would become gateways to a larger West African market; and its trade with 
neighbouring countries would increase; 

ƴ Ensuring urbanization that drives economic development, because regions with 
higher urbanisation levels have higher GDPs per worker, greater shares of 
private formal sector jobs, higher shares of manufacturing, and lower poverty 
rates; 

ƴ Reducing economic inequality between regions and between localities, because 
between 1992 and 2006, the incomes of wealthiest 10 percent increased while 
those of the poorest 10 percent decreased;  

ƴ Supporting dispersion of economic activities, because despite Greater Accra's 
economic primacy (followed by Ashanti), economic activity is now dispersing 
from its metropolitan core to its fringes; 

ƴ Attracting investment and economic activities to smaller urban settlements, 
because foreign direct investment has largely flowed to Accra and secondarily to 
Kumasi.  
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2.3 Population distribution and growth  

The major population challenges that Ghana will face in the next 20 years include 
the following:  

ƴ Planning and preparing for concentrated populations, because population is 
concentrated in coastal regions and in Greater Accra and Ashanti, which account 
for 16 and 19 percent of the total compared to 17 percent in the three northern 
regions combined; 

ƴ Planning for rapid natural population growth, because the population may grow, 
naturally, by 17 million, from 25 m in 2010 to about 42 m by 2035, with growth 
rates in Northern and Central regions  about twice those of Eastern, Volta and 
Greater Accra; 

ƴ Planning for significant migration flows, because about 35 percent of the 
population has migrated during their lifetime (18% between and 15% within 
regions) where Accra, Ashanti  and Western regions have large shares of 
lifetime migrants while Upper West, Northern and Upper East have low shares; 

ƴ Planning for large regional differences in population growth, taking into account 
the persistent, four decade trend: Greater Accra and Ashanti with strong growth, 
Upper East and Upper West with slow growth, and the remaining regions with 
moderate growth; 

ƴ Planning for population increases, because Greater Accra and Ashanti may grow 
by about 4 m people and reach about 8 m and 8.8 m by 2035; Northern and 
Central regions may increase by 1.9 m and 1.6 m people and reach 4.4 m and 
3.8 m; Western, Brong Ahafo, Eastern and Volta may increase by between 1.5 m 
and 1 m people; and Upper East and Upper West by less than 352,000 each. 

2.4 Urban and rural settlement distribution and growth 

The major population urban settlement challenges that Ghana will face in the next 
20 years include the following:  

ƴ Planning for a future urban population growth that considers present size, 
because this influences future growth patterns (Map1 of Figure 2.1); 

ƴ Planning for future urban populations that considers their present distribution: for 
example, clustered in the south, in the triangle, at the coast, around regional 
capitals; 

ƴ Planning for varying urban settlement population growth rates, because between 
2000-2010 these rates varied from an exploding 14 percent to a decrease of 6 
percent per annum (Map 2 of Figure 2.1);  

ƴ Encouraging growth in medium rather than small urban settlements because 
between 2000-2010 some 70 rural villages crossed the urban size threshold and 
small town (5k-10k) growth rates were the highest of all size classes; 

ƴ Planning for two large urban areas, because Accra and Kumasi will and should 
continue to maintain their pre-eminent positions while the next tier of cities, 
STMA and Tamale could take on increasing roles within their regions; 

ƴ Planning for better rural-urban linkages, because rural populations tend to cluster 
around urban settlements (Figure 2.2).  



Volume III Executive Summary  Ghana National Spatial Development Framework 2015-2035 

 
 

 

 2-16 
 

Figure 2.1: Urban settlement size-classes and population growth rates 
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Figure 2.2: Rural settlement distribution and population distribution 
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2.5 Increasing food production 

The major food production challenges that Ghana will face in the next 20 years 
include the following:  

ƴ Increasing the area under cultivation, because only 16 percent of agricultural 
land is permanently cropped, 28 percent is arable, and 56 percent is permanent 
pasture (Northern, Upper East and Brong Ahafo account for 72 percent of 
grassland cover) and because Ghana has less than half of the people/cropland 
ratio that food security experts recommend;    

ƴ Reducing the fragmentation of cropland, because fragments can be 
amalgamated into larger and more productive farms; 

ƴ Increasing agricultural yields, because they are below world standards; 

ƴ Increasing irrigation, because only one percent of arable land is irrigated, only 8 
regions have irrigation schemes, and 93 percent of irrigated area is in 4 regions;   

ƴ Improving and increasing the number of warehouses, which preserve seeds and 
reduce post-harvest losses, because only five regions have warehouses and 
many are in poor condition with no roof and poor construction; 

ƴ Improving and increasing the number of markets, because many are old, 
unhygienic, lack commodity-specific storage facilities, or are over-crowded. 

2.6 Transportation  

The major transportation challenges that Ghana will face in the next 20 years 
include the following:  

ƴ Meeting the increasing demand for mobility, because population and economic 
growth and higher incomes will increase demand for freight and passenger 
services on roads, rail and in the air, particularly in and between the largest 
urban areas and between Ghana and neighbouring countries;    

ƴ Improving integration of the ECOWAS region through better air links, improved 
trunk roads and new expressways and a new railway network; 

ƴ Realizing the full benefits of the trunk road system, because it suffers from poor 
maintenance, unimproved surfaces, missing links and growing congestion, 
especially around Accra and Kumasi and along the coast; 

ƴ Upgrading existing and expanding the rail network, because the existing network 
is old and largely defunct (Note GoG plans for major upgrading and extension 
country-wide); 

ƴ Strengthening international air links because KIA is ranked third in West Africa in 
passenger traffic after Lagos and Abuja airports; only 7 of the 15 ECOWAS 
countries and only 7 of the other 37 African nations have air links with Ghana;   

ƴ Improving equitable access to international and domestic airports, because 
Ghana has one international airport the expansion of which is constrained by 
development and only five regions have domestic airports with all flights routing 
through Accra; 

ƴ Realising the full benefits of a feeder road network, because it has not been 
extended since 2007 and some areas are under-served while some over-served; 

ƴ Improving and extending the urban road network, because only 15 urban 
settlements have designated urban road systems which face more intense road 
use and urban expansion.     
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2.7 National and regional land cover 

The major challenges that Ghana will face in the next 20 years include the following:  

ƴ Managing rapid land cover change, because from 1990 to 2010, grasslands 
decreased by 32 percent while other land cover types increased: forests by 6 
percent, wetlands by 13 percent, crop land by 66 percent and settlements by 170 
percent. Forests decreased over two decades in the four most-forested 
regionsðWestern, Eastern, Central and Ashantiðand losses were also critical in 
Upper West. Greater Accra; Central and Western regions suffered large 
wetlands loss; 

ƴ Recognising and managing the complexity of national land cover change, 
because between 1990-2010 some 34 and 18 percent of cropland was lost to 
grasslands and forests; some 14 and 7 percent of forests were lost to cropland 
and grassland; and settlement gain from cropland exceeded 25 percent in Volta, 
Upper East and Upper West; 

ƴ Controlling urban sprawl and fragmentation, because they are widespread and 
most evident around large cities, along trunk roads, and at the coast where, for 
example, Cape Coast and STMA built-up areas are starting to merge; 

ƴ Planning for and reducing urban development density decrease, because it 
decreased by about 1.2 percent per annum between 2000 and 2010 with the 
highest rates of decrease in Volta, Brong Ahafo, Ashanti, Upper West and 
Greater Accra.   

2.8 Mining 

The major mining challenges that Ghana will face in the next 20 years include the 
following:  

ƴ Improving enforcement of mining regulations because unregulated mining is 
harming the environment, fragmenting landscapes and polluting land and water 
bodies. Illegal gold mining, known as galamsey, is reportedly wide spread and 
particularly damaging to agricultural production; forests and water courses;  

ƴ Exploiting mining potential because it is held back by a lack of infrastructure, 
particularly railways, to transport heavy and bulky materials from deposit sites to 
processing locations. 

2.9 Natural and cultural heritage assets 

The major natural and cultural heritage challenges and opportunities include the 
following:  

ƴ Protecting and exploiting the potential of natural and cultural heritage assets 
because it is inadequately protected; degraded by poor maintenance, 
encroachment and incompatible development; and/or suffers from poor 
accessibility; 

ƴ Protecting mountains and hills, because of their important role as landmarks, 
recreational areas and rainwater catchments but are under development 
pressure because of their scenic views and cooler and breezier climates. 

2.10 Education 

The major education challenges include the following:  

ƴ Reaching full enrolment, especially at secondary and tertiary levels, even though 
educational policies and reforms have gradually increased enrolment; 
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ƴ Reducing regional and urban rural disparities in education; 

ƴ Meeting the increased demand for higher education, because while enrolment in 
Ghana  has reached 10 percent, this is well below the 25 percent in most middle 
income countries; 

ƴ Achieving equitable distribution of tertiary institutions, because, while all regions 
have polytechnics, tertiary institutions cluster in Eastern, Greater Accra and 
Ashanti, and private universities are absent in the three northern regions.   

2.11 Health facilities 

The major health facility challenges include the following:  

ƴ Reducing inter-regional disparities in health services, because of the over 4,300 
health care facilities, most are in Eastern Region (16%) followed by Ashanti 
(14%) and Greater Accra (12%), while the three northern regions together only 
have 19 percent;  

ƴ Addressing districts without a hospital, because of the 102 districts without a 
district hospital, some 51 percent do not meet the minimum population threshold, 
and therefore are not entitled to one;   

ƴ Addressing overstretched regional hospitals because, while all regions have a 
regional hospital, the populations of all but Upper West exceed the maximum 
TCPD threshold per hospital. Thus all regions need at least two regional 
hospitals to serve their populations; 

ƴ Addressing overstretched teaching hospitals, because TCPD planning guidelines 
set a maximum of one million people per teaching hospital, but with only three in 
the country, each serves 8 million people.   

3 Objectives and pillars of spatial strategy 

3.1 What is national spatial planning?  

While there are several definitions of national spatial planning, the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe defines spatial planning as concerned with ñthe 
problem of coordination or integration of the spatial dimension of sectoral policies 
through a territorially-based strategy. More complex than simple land-use regulation, 
it addresses the tensions and contradictions among sectoral policies, for example for 
conflicts between economic development, environmental and social cohesion 
policiesò1. 

The key principles for spatial planning are: 

ƴ be based on evidence obtained through analysis of economic, social and 
environmental factors and their dynamics; 

ƴ address spatial priorities, both opportunities and challenges; 

ƴ be realistic and strategic and focus on achieving particular defined outcomes, 
using specific spatial measures or instruments;    

ƴ be implementable, through measures that are well-defined, fundable and 
amenable to performance management. 

The key approach to spatial planning under the NSDF includes the following: 

                                                      

1 UNCEC, 2008, Spatial planning: key instrument for development and effective governance 
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ƴ integrate leading and lagging areas instead of dispersing economic activities or 
population from the former to the latter;  

ƴ shape rather than control the national territory; 

ƴ create a dynamic and flexible framework to guide development decisions while; 
avoiding comprehensive and static plans; 

ƴ emphasise a hierarchical polycentric system of urban settlements. 

3.2 The National Spatial Development Framework (NSDF) 

What is an NSDF?  TCPD's New Spatial Planning Model Guidelines describe a 
spatial development framework as a spatial strategy for achieving defined social, 
economic and environmental policies. An SDF provides a picture of the likely and 
preferred development pattern 20 years in the future. It allows for economic and 
spatial development without constraining regional, district and local initiatives, 
provided they are aligned with the framework. An SDF document should be 
prepared at least every five years.  However, it is more than a document; it is a 
cyclical, systematic and dynamic process that will have to be institutionalised and 
continually supported, maintained, monitored and upgraded by dedicated human 
resources. The SDF institution must have vertical and horizontal links to all sectoral 
and local government agencies that have to be willing and able to share data and 
work together for common objectives. 

Who will benefit from the NSDF?  It will benefit stakeholders at the national, 
regional and local levels. National planners will be able to facilitate synergy and 
integration of policies, programmes and projects. Major infrastructure and projects 
will be guided to locations that maximize their benefits. Sectoral agencies will see 
how their initiatives fit within the framework to ensure complementarities and avoid 
conflicts and overlaps with other sectors. Regions will be guided in preparing their 
own SDFs and regional disparities will be reduced. There will be improved links 
between urban and rural areas. The environment will be protected by protected 
areas and buffers around Volta Lake, rivers and flood plains, parks, wetlands and 
coastal zones. Special areas will be connected through landscape corridors. Green 
belts will ensure against settlement amalgamation. Incompatible uses, such as land 
fill sites, will be guided to sites away from sensitive areas and urban populations. 

3.3 Tools and instruments of spatial planning 

Tools and instruments that can influence spatial development include: 

ƴ growth poles and centres, development corridors and nodes; 

ƴ spatially-targeted investments like special economic zones, export processing 
zones or industrial development zones and the projects that anchor them, such 
as large-scale industrial facilities;  

ƴ programmes/projects aimed at cities or places within them such as informal 
settlement upgrading projects and local economic development programmes;  

ƴ mega-projects (airports, harbours, government administrative facilities; large-
scale property developments like regional malls or new suburban cities; 

ƴ land use and development policies. 

These instruments can be strengthened by other government policies and 
investment decisions that include the location and quality of health, educational 
transport and telecommunications facilities. Spatial development is also influenced 
by the government administrative boundaries such as district assemblies, city lines 
as well as morphological features (e.g. rivers, lakes, elevation, etc.). 
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Efficient transport is a critical component of economic development. Its availability 
affects development patterns and can be a boost or a barrier to economic growth.  
Transportation investments link factors of production in cobweb of relationships 
between producers and consumers to create an efficient division of production, 
leverage geographical comparative advantage, and provide the means to expand 
economies of scale and scope. Transportôs contribution to economic development 
includes the following: 

ƴ Network effectsðlinking additional locations increases, exponentially, the value 
and effectiveness of transport; 

ƴ Performance improvementsðreducing cost and time for existing passenger and 
freight movements increase transportôs contribution to economic growth; 

ƴ Reliabilityðimproves time performance and reduces loss and damage, thus 
reducing economic drag; 

ƴ Market sizeðaccess to wider markets adds to economies of scale in production, 
distribution, and consumption, thereby increasing economic growth; 

ƴ Productivityðtransport increases productivity gained from access to a larger and 
more diverse base of inputs such as raw materials, parts, energy, and labour, 
and broader markets for more diverse outputs. 

Land use and development policies can influence growth by making priorities to 
development in defined zones and corridors. Land use planning and regulations can 
control acquisition and use of land for settlement development and regulate for how 
much land the local governments in each planning period must provide and prepare 
for urban development, following the guidelines in the regional spatial development 
frameworks and local level plans.   

3.4 Pillars of the national spatial development strategy 

NSDF puts forward six pillars of the national spatial development strategy. These 
are: (i) emphasise balanced polycentric development; (ii) improve regional, national 
and international connectivity; (iii) strengthen the metropolitan city regions of Accra 
and Kumasi; (iv) promote development in networks and secondary cities; and (v) 
ensure sustainable development and protect ecological assets. These are described 
in detail below. 

Emphasise balanced polycentric development: NSDF establishes an urban 
settlement hierarchy based on the distance between settlements and their area-of-
influence, or service coverage. A settlementôs role is determined by its place in the 
hierarchy. Settlements support each other by fulfilling designated functions. The aim 
is to ensure balanced coverage of the functions to promote balanced development.    

Improve regional, national and international connectivity: NSDF proposes 
several national level infrastructure initiatives to improve connectivity and 
economically integrate the national territory. These include an expressway system, 
an upgraded trunk road network and a rail network all of which are integrated to 
create an efficient, multimodal, national transport system that facilitate the mobility of 
people, goods and ideas, and access to markets and resources. This will integrate 
leading and lagging areas, promote spatially-balanced development and reduce 
regional disparities. Greater integration into the global and West African economies 
will provide Ghanaian firms with access to larger markets, creating opportunities for 
increased trade and for Accra and the ports of Tema and Takoradi to serve as 
gateways to the ECOWAS region.   

Strengthen the metropolitan city regions of Accra and Kumasi: NSDF aims to 
strengthen the Accra and Kumasi city-regions because of their special role in 
Ghana. Accra, the primary city, is an engine of growth, a magnet for investment and 



Volume III Executive Summary  Ghana National Spatial Development Framework 2015-2035 

 
 

 

 4-23 
 

a gateway for international trade. Kumasi, at the peak of the ógolden triangleô, is also 
a key driver of national growth, a strategic link between the more urbanised and 
developed coast and the rest of the country and a link between the cocoa producing 
areas and the Tema and Takoradi ports. Strengthening Kumasi will promote 
spatially-balanced development by creating an additional gateway for investment in 
the heart of the country.  

Promote development in networks and secondary cities: NSDF identifies eight 
urban networks for focused, concentrated development. These networks are centred 
around strategically located settlements at either grade 1 or grade 2 in the urban 
settlement hierarchy. Urban networks have many potential benefits such as: 
realisation of urban synergies and inclusive development; more efficient and 
affordable services; more diverse job and housing opportunities; stronger 
attractiveness for investment; improved capacity to solve urban problems; 
concentrated and balanced urban development; reduced out-migration; and 
improved functional links.  

Secondary cities, which at present are administrative and basic commercial centres, 
have potential to become drivers of economic growth. Regional capitals need to be 
supported to transcend their role as just centres of local government and public 
services to become attractive locations for business. Moreover, these cities need to 
be recognised and incentivised as nodal points that facilitate the flow of goods, 
services and people across national space. 

Ensure sustainable development and protect ecological assets: NSDF stresses 
the principle of environmentally sustainable development. As much as it is important 
to promote economic development in all areas of the national territory, it is also vital 
to protect the natural environment and ensure that future generations can benefit 
from ecosystem services to meet their own development needs. To coordinate the 
protection of the environment at the national level, a green infrastructure network is 
proposed, incorporating protected areas, and green buffers along the coastline, 
main rivers and river valleys and lakes. The green infrastructure network (GIN) will 
provide the counterpoint to urban development and anchor the urban centres while 
at the same time protect and restore natural habitat systems and open spaces that 
serve as an environmental support system for urban settlements.  

4 Place-based framework 

NSDF sets out a place-based framework that includes an urban settlement 
hierarchy; a mega-region amalgamating several large urban centres in the 
ECOWAS region; a linear, two city-regions that have taken on a larger scale than 
individual large cities; and eight urban networks. The overall spatial development 
concept for Ghana is shown in Figure 4.1. The Figure shows the urban settlement 
hierarchy, the two city-regions, eight urban networks, the proposed rail network, the 
proposed national and international expressway and, the proposed international and 
national rail network. 
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Figure 4.1: NSDF Spatial Development Concept 
































































