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• With real GDP growth of 3.5% recorded for 2017, 
projected to accelerate to 5.4% in 2018, the Gambian 
economy is in recovery, driven primarily by agriculture 
and the service sector. 

• The overall budget deficit declined from 9.7% of GDP in 
2016 to 3.9% in 2017 and is projected to decline further 
to 0.8% in 2018, thanks to the Government’s strong 
commitment to break with past policies and restore 
economic stability and a sustainable level of debt.

• Mobilizing resources for investment in critical 
infrastructure, as identified in the National Development 
Plan (NDP 2018-2021), will require innovative financing 
mechanisms, including public-private partnerships 
(PPPs), to avoid endangering debt sustainability.

 
OVERVIEW

The years 2016 and 2017 have been very challenging for The 
Gambia. The election in December 2016 of Adama Barrow 
as the new President marked the end of 22 years of Govern-
ment under Yahya Jammeh. The new administration has had 
to contend with a dire economic situation, including unsustain-
able debt, failing public enterprises, and crowding out of the 
private sector. GDP real growth declined from 4.4% in 2015 to 
2.2% in 2016, due to policy slippages, electoral uncertainty, an 
unusually short rainy season, and a three month border block-
ade by Senegalese transporters. Growth rebounded to 3.5% 
in 2017, driven primarily by agriculture and the service sector. 
GDP growth is projected to stabilize at about 5% over the  
medium term, and will mainly be driven by implementation of the 
recently approved National Development Plan (NDP 2018-2021). 

Under the previous regime, inappropriate macroeconomic poli-
cies led to unsustainable structural fiscal deficits, a sharp rise in 
the public debt, and acute shortages of foreign exchange. The 
overall fiscal deficit increased from 1.7% of GDP in 2008 to 9.7% 
in 2016. Domestic debt stock rose from 37.1% of GDP in 2013 to 
67.9% in 2016. To restore fiscal management and enhance cred-
ibility, the new authorities passed a budget for 2017 that was 
consistent with its stabilization objectives, which were to con-
tain the deficit to 2.5% of GDP in 2017 and involve development 
partners in supporting that objective. Government net domestic 
borrowing (NDB) declined sharply from 12% of GDP in 2016 to 
a projected 1% of GDP in 2017, due to expenditure restraint, 
improved domestic revenue mobilization, and budget support. 
The overall budget deficit declined from 9.7% of GDP in 2016 
to 3.9% in 2017; it is projected to fall to 0.8% of GDP in 2018.
 
Although significant investments in infrastructure have been 
made (in roads, energy, public works), the country still faces a 
significant infrastructure deficit that is further aggravated by a 
poor maintenance culture that holds back the country’s eco-
nomic growth and development. The new NDP has identified 
critical investments that are required to close the infrastructure 
gap in the period 2018 to 2021. The infrastructure financing defi-
cit is huge and would ordinarily be beyond the Government’s 
means. The NDP’s gross budget, without accounting for avail-
able resources, stands at USD 2.4 billion. Of this, energy and 
infrastructure account for 57%. In addition, the Government 
must manage the country’s substantial debt vulnerabilities and 
high risk of external debt distress. It must strike the right bal-
ance between fiscal consolidation on one hand and the vital 
need to make public investments in infrastructure on the other. 
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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS  
AND PROSPECTS 

Economic growth in The Gambia is mainly driven by the agricul-
tural sector (22.5% of GDP in 2016) and the tertiary sector (66% 
of GDP), including tourism (30.3% of GDP). Both sectors are vul-
nerable to exogenous shocks as shown in recent growth perfor-
mance. Agriculture, the most pro-poor sector of the economy, 
accounts for a large percentage of employment in the country 
and is one of the main drivers of economic growth. It contin-
ues to be prioritized in the allocation of Government resources. 
Tourism also continues to play a significant role in the services 
sector and contributed strongly to economic growth in 2016 
and 2017. It remains the leading foreign exchange earner in the 
economy. The tourism sector is booming. To consolidate these 
gains, it needs to improve its competitiveness and address the 
supply side constraints that continue to stifle growth. 

Average GDP growth rate was about 3.6% over the past decade 
(2007-2016) but fluctuated from a high positive rate of 6.4% in 
2008 to negative growth (minus 4.3%) in 2011. Following a series 
of exogenous shocks and a tumultuous political transition, GDP 
growth fell from 4.3% in 2015 to 2.2% in 2016. An unusually 
short rainy season in 2016 cut agricultural production by at least 
50%. Meanwhile, spill over effects from the regional Ebola crisis 
damaged the tourism sector. A three month border blockade 
by Senegalese transporters in 2016 also depressed economic 
activity. The political crisis in the final months of the year com-
pounded these shocks, disrupting transit trade, manufacturing, 
and mining activity. An uncertain political climate caused tourist 
arrivals to fall 20% below expected levels by the end of the year, 
though arrivals remained above their 2014-2015 levels.

In 2017, the economy is estimated to have grown by 3.5%, fol-
lowing a better agricultural season and a strong rebound in tour-
ism and trade. The agricultural sector recorded 5.5% growth in 
2017, compared to 0.5% the preceding year. Crop production 

rose by 7.6% and livestock by 3.8% (compared to 3.2% in 2016). 
Forestry and fishing also grew, by 3.0% (3.0% in 2016) and 5.3% 
(3.5% in 2016) respectively. Industry too experienced positive 
growth (6.5%), after contraction by 3.1% in 2016. The mining 
and quarrying sub-sector grew by 5.7% after contracting 10.3% 
the previous year. Finally, the construction sector recorded 
11.7% growth in 2017 compared to minus 5.9% in 2016.
 
Service sector growth experienced a small setback, falling from 
5.1% in 2016 to 4.5% growth in 2017. The hotel and restaurant 
sector grew by only 5% in 2017 compared to 19.7% in 2016. The 
lower performance of the service sector is due to the negative 
impact of the December 2016 political crisis that affected the 
tourism sector and led to low hotel occupancy between Janu-
ary and March 2017. As tourism is the largest sub-sector in the 
services sector, this caused an overall contraction in the sector. 
Communications grew by 13.5% in 2017, compared to 9.3% 
in 2016. While all services sub-sectors experienced positive 
growth, most have registered a smaller growth in 2017 than 2016.

Overall, consumption expenditure increased by up to 12% in 
2017 compared to 2016. Household consumption represented 
90% of total expenditure. Government expenditure increased by 
up to 22% relative to 2016. Total investment rose by up to 6% 
compared to the previous year. Investment in construction wit-
nessed significant growth of 13%. Investment in durable capital 
goods increased by 1%.

A new window of opportunity has opened for The Gambia. The 
new Government has prepared a medium-term strategy, the 
National Development Plan 2018-2021 (NDP), and convened 
a donor roundtable in Brussels on 22-23 May 2018 to mobi-
lize resources. Because the Government needs to carefully 
prioritize and sequence investment projects and refrain from 
contracting large new debts or contingent liabilities that would  
jeopardize debt sustainability, private sector participation 
through public-private partnerships (PPPs) is critical to meeting 

TABLE 1. Macroeconomic indicators

 2016 2017(e) 2018(p) 2019(p)

Real GDP growth 2.2 3.5 5.4 5.0

Real GDP per capita growth -1.0 0.3 2.2 1.9

CPI inflation (annual average) 7.2 8.1 5.7 4.8

Budget balance (% of GDP) -9.7 -3.9 -0.8 -1.7

Current account (% of GDP) -8.9 -14.3 -17.6 -16.8

Source. Data from domestic authorities; estimates (e) and predictions (p) are based on the authors’ calculations.
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its commitment to employ innovative financing mechanisms for 
development in the context of the NDP.

As they are implemented, the structural reforms and projects 
outlined in the NDP will accelerate growth in construction and 
the service sector. Improving energy supply is also among 
the Government’s top priorities. The anticipated completion 
of a regional hydropower project in 2020 will further acceler-
ate economic growth over the long term. Agricultural activ-
ity is projected to increase over the medium term, spurred by 
investments in irrigation schemes and the development of value 
chains for groundnut, cashew, sesame, rice, and horticultural 
projects as part of the new NDP strategy.

International groundnut prices are forecast to grow by 3.1% 
compared to 2017. The Gambia continues to be a major ground-
nut producer and the price increase will ultimately translate into 
improved prices and incomes for local farmers. Tourism activity 
is expected to rebound as the disruptive impact of the political 
crisis wanes, though it will take time because the reputational 
effects of the crisis are expected to linger. Overall, GDP is pro-
jected to grow to 5.4% in 2018 and to stabilize at about 5.0% in 
the middle term.

MACROECONOMIC POLICY

Fiscal policy 
Fiscal policy was restrictive in 2017 in response to the unsus-
tainably expansionary fiscal policies of the previous decade. 
Rising expenditures and faltering revenues widened the budget 
deficit from 1.7% of GDP in 2008 to a peak of 10% in 2014, 
before settling at 9.7% in 2016. Domestic debt stock rose from 
37.1% of GDP in 2013 to 67.9% in 2016. Net domestic borrowing 
(NDB) increased from 0.5% in January 2016 to 11.5% of GDP in 
December 2016. The shocks to the tourism and agricultural sec-
tors sharply reduced tax revenue, and a deteriorating business 
environment forced firms to close. In 2016, public debt service 
payments absorbed 42% of Government revenue, amounting to 
7.7% of GDP. Contingent liabilities from state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs), which reached 5% of GDP in 2014), and their poor 
financial situation, further deteriorated the fiscal deficit.

To restore fiscal management and credibility, the new authori-
ties passed a budget for 2017 that was consistent with its sta-
bilization objectives, which were to contain the deficit to 2.5% 
of GDP in 2017 while enlisting its development partners in sup-
port of this effort. Strong budget support by donors helped cut 
net domestic borrowing, freeing fiscal space and reducing the 

TABLE 2. GDP by sector (percentage of GDP)

2011 2016

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting
of which fishing

24.6

2.1

22.1

2.3

Mining and quarrying 
of which oil

3.3

-

2.2

-

Manufacturing 6.0 5.2

Electricity, gas and water 1.4 1.4

Construction 4.7 6.1

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of vehicles; household goods; restaurants and hotels
of which restaurants and hotels

29.6

2.9

30.9

3.8

Transport, storage and communication 14.3 17.6

Finance, real estate and business services 10.8 8.9

Public administration and defence, security 2.3 2.5

Other services 2.9 3.1

Gross domestic product at basic prices / factor cost 100.0 100.0

Source. Data from domestic authorities.
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pressure on monetary aggregates, inflation and interest rates. 
Government liabilities with the Central Bank of The Gambia 
(CBG) were converted into a 30-year bond at 5% interest, which 
created further fiscal space to invest in priority sectors. The cost 
of Government borrowing also declined markedly. The yields 
on 91-day treasury bills declined from 17.56% in September 
2016 to 5.04% in September 2017. The overall budget deficit 
declined from 9.7% of GDP in 2016 to 3.9% in 2017 and is pro-
jected to reach 0.8% of GDP in 2018. To restore confidence in 
SOEs, the Government launched special audits of all SOEs to 
uncover past fraud and embezzlement, and stop the substantial 
leakages; it also established a mechanism to strengthen SOE 
oversight going forward. These steps should help significantly 
to improve their financial situation.

The fiscal gap is expected to improve over time following fiscal 
consolidation and better revenue mobilization. Fiscal consoli-
dation stemming from tight expenditure restraint and revenue 
mobilization also contributed to exchange rate stability and the 
accumulation of reserves. The challenge is now to sustain a 
positive environment for the private sector and translate it into 
borrowing, investment, growth and jobs by private businesses. 
The 2018 budget builds on and deepens these reforms, to 
ensure that they remain sustainable. 

Monetary policy 
Developments in the monetary policy rate signal an improve-
ment in access to affordable financing, but private sector credit 
has remained sluggish. The monetary policy rate was gradu-
ally reduced from 23% at end-2016 to 15% in September 2017. 
Headline inflation was trending downwards after being driven 

up by high food prices and depreciation against the U.S. dollar 
of the Gambian dalasi (GMD). At the end of 2017, inflation had 
risen to 8.1% (having stood at 7.2% at the end of 2016), well 
above the CBG target of 5%. However, it had declined to 6.4% 
by January 2018, reflecting the stabilization of the dalasi and a 
gradual decrease in food prices. Money market interest rates 
declined throughout the year, reflecting the fact that Gov-
ernment had reduced borrowing from the domestic market. 

Money supply in September 2017 grew by 22.0% compared to 
8.3% in the same period in 2016. This reflected a significant 
increase in net foreign assets held by the banking system, 
largely due to budget and balance of payment support from 
the World Bank, IMF, and African Development Bank. Similarly, 
deposit banks’ net foreign assets increased by 103.5%, indicat-
ing an increase in their balances with banks abroad as well as 
their foreign investments. Narrow money, comprising currency 
outside banks and demand deposits, increased by up to 17.7% 
in September 2017, whilst quasi money, which includes savings 
and time deposits, grew by 26.4% in September 2017 relative to 
September 2016. 

With much-improved fiscal discipline and external financial 
support, the dalasi has remained stable since April 2017. It 
has depreciated steadily in value but at a tolerable pace. From 
June to August 2017, the dalasi depreciated by 1.6% against 
the British pound, and by 6.5% against the Euro, but appreci-
ated by 0.5% against the US dollar. Gross international reserves 
increased from 1.6 months of import cover at the end of 2016 
to 2.9 months at the end of 2017. The reserves are projected to 
cover 3.5 months by the end of 2018.

TABLE 3. Public finances (percentage of GDP)

2009 2014 2015 2016 2017(e) 2018(p) 2019(p)

Total revenue and grants (a)
Tax revenue

Grants

20.5

14.7

4.3

22.5

16.1

3.7

21.6

17.6

1.9

20.0

16.7

1.7

30.4

17.3

11.4

32.6

17.6

13.3

29.4

17.6

10.2

Total expenditure and net lending (a)
Current expenditure

Excluding interest

Wages and salaries

Interest 

Capital expenditure

23.7

15.1

12.0

5.0

3.1

8.0

28.3

21.1

15.6

5.6

5.5

7.2

29.7

23.6

16.3

4.7

7.3

6.2

29.8

23.4

15.7

5.0

7.7

6.4

34.3

19.4

14.6

4.6

4.8

14.9

33.4

18.2

14.4

4.4

3.8

15.2

31.2

18.3

14.8

4.6

3.5

12.9

Primary balance -0.1 -0.4 -0.9 -2.0 0.9 3.0 1.7

Overall balance -3.2 -5.9 -8.1 -9.7 -3.9 -0.8 -1.7

(a) Only major items are reported. 

Source. Data from domestic authorities; estimates (e) and predictions (p) are based on the authors’ calculations.
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Economic co-operation, regional integration  
and trade 
Regional integration and co-operation are important to The 
Gambia, because it depends heavily on Senegal’s road infra-
structure and goodwill to facilitate trade, and on the world for 
its tourism industry. Due to its limited land surface, population 
size and markets, and its geographical position as a semi- 
enclave inside Senegalese territory, any developments that 
affect the sub-region, and specifically Senegal, impact The 
Gambia. Acting as a hub with an efficient and cost-effective 
port, The Gambia re-exports up to 40% of its merchandise 
imports. It is a member of regional bodies such as ECOWAS 
and the Gambia River Basin Organization (OMVG). The new 
Government has also decided to rejoin the Commonwealth (as 
of February 2018), reverse its withdrawal from the International 
Criminal Court (ICC), and strengthen ties with the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), which played an 
important role in the post-electoral transfer of power. 

The Gambia’s balance of payments has been characterized by 
persistent current account deficits, financed by a mix of external 
debt, inward foreign direct investment (FDI) and project grants. 
The current account has averaged minus 10.9% over the past 
five years, reflecting a large deficit on the goods balance, par-
tially offset by tourism income, foreign remittances, and aid 
inflows. The deficit in the trade account increased up to 25.5% 
of GDP in 2017 due to a marginal decrease in exports of goods 
(FOB) and a significant increase in imports of goods.

The current account balance improved substantially in 2016. 
The trade balance accounted for most of this improvement, 
thanks largely to reduced goods’ imports (in part reflecting the 
impact of declines in commodity prices), but also a rebound in 
tourism revenues. However, a confluence of (mostly transitory) 

negative shocks, including a weak cash crop harvest, loss of 
revenue due to political turmoil at the height of the tourism 
season, and higher commodity prices, caused a deterioration 
of the current account balance in 2017, even after accounting 
for improvements in the second half of the year. Remittances, 
which account for 10% of GDP, remain the main source of for-
eign exchange earnings. These are expected to increase annu-
ally by 5%. 

Debt policy 
During its last debt sustainability analysis (DSA) in December 
2017, The Gambia was assessed to be at high risk of external 
debt distress, and public debt was considered unsustainable. 
Nominal debt as a percentage of GDP increased from 117% at 
the end of 2016 to 124% at the end of 2017. In addition, contin-
gent liabilities were assessed to be close to 15% of GDP. Exter-
nal debt represented 54% of the total debt stock at the end of 
2017. The present value (PV) of debt to GDP also increased from 
103% in 2016 to 106% in 2017. The external public debt stock is 
largely concessional. External debt maturities range from 20 to 
37 years, with 5 to 10 year grace periods and annual interest 
rates of around 1.5%, implying a ‘grant element’ of between 
35% and 60%. 

Domestic debt stock rose from 37.1% of GDP in 2013 to 67.9% 
in 2016 before declining to 60% in 2017. At the end of 2017, 
more than 50% of domestic debt consisted of treasury bills 
(T-bills) with maturities of less than one year. Roughly 42.2% of 
domestic debt stock is composed of ‘nonmarketable’ bonds 
in the CBG portfolio. In December 2016, central Government 
liabilities to the CBG were consolidated into a single 30-year 
bond at 5% interest to be paid off in 60 biannual instalments 
starting in March 2017. As a proportion of total debt service, the 
external debt component declined from 36.6% to 22% while the 

TABLE 4. Current account (percentage of GDP)

2009 2014 2015 2016 2017(e) 2018(p) 2019(p)

Trade balance
Export of goods (f.o.b)

Import of goods (f.o.b)

-22.4

10.5

32.9

-25.7

15.0

40.7

-28.9

11.9

40.8

-22.9

11.1

33.9

-25.5

10.1

35.7

-24.8

10.9

35.7

-25.6

10.3

35.9

Services 2.4 6.2 3.6 4.9 2.3 0.8 2.7

Factor income -1.1 -3.1 -3.1 -2.9 -2.8 -3.0 -2.8

Current transfers 13.0 11.4 13.7 11.9 11.7 9.5 8.8

Current account balance -8.1 -11.2 -14.7 -8.9 -14.3 -17.6 -16.8

Source. Data from domestic authorities; estimates (e) and predictions (p) are based on the authors’ calculations.
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domestic component rose from 63.3% (2015) to 78% (2016). 
Total debt service as a percentage of total domestic revenue 
increased from 47.8% in 2015 to 52.27% in 2016. 

Despite the increase in debt stock, the weighted average inter-
est rate fell sharply over the period, from 6.3% in 2016 to 4.0% 
in 2017. This fall can be attributed to the Government’s fiscal 
consolidation measures. The weighted average interest rate 
on domestic debt fell to 6.8% in 2017 from 10.7% in 2016. 
The average time to maturity also increased, from 7.8 years 
in 2016 to 8.24 years in 2017, after successful introduction of 
long-dated domestic debt instruments (3-5 year Government 
bonds). Equally the share of maturing debt improved over the 
year from 34.5% in 2016 to 28.2% in 2017. The Government 
has been adapting its debt management strategy to reduce 
annual refinancing needs and risks. However, debt sustainability 
remains on a knife-edge and The Gambia will have to rely on 
grant financing for the foreseeable future. Attaining a robustly 
sustainable debt position will require the Government to finance 
the NDP almost exclusively with grants, giving only a few top 
priority projects access to the most concessional financing (with 
a grant element in excess of 50%).

ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL 
GOVERNANCE

Private sector 
The Gambia’s private sector is active but operates below its 
potential. The private sector is essentially concentrated in the 
tourism and agribusiness sectors, and is characterized by a few 
big companies and a multitude of very small and micro busi-
nesses, most of which operate in the informal sector. About 
97% of businesses (in the formal and informal sectors) have 
less than 5 employees. Small firms (5 to 9 employees) represent 
2.2% of firms in the private sector, while medium and large firms 
comprise less than 1%. While the tourism sector continues to 
play a dominant role, agriculture and fisheries provide important 
business opportunities. Overall, the economy remains highly 
undiversified. Agriculture, especially horticulture and fruit/vege-
table processing, can potentially make a significant contribution 
to the economy alongside the tourism industry.

The business environment faces numerous challenges to 
attracting investors. According to the World Bank’s Doing Busi-
ness report, Gambian firms find it difficult to enter and con-
duct business, though the country improved its global ranking 
between 2016 and 2017 (from 150 to 145). Burdensome licens-
ing procedures, administrative complexity and prohibitive regis-
tration costs all impede business, as do high tax rates and an 
inefficient tax administration. Doing Business 2017 ranked The 

Gambia 171 (out of 190 countries) in the category ‘paying taxes’. 
The country ranked highest (107) in the category ‘enforcing 
contracts’. Unreliable electricity is a further major constraint on 
industrial development and national competitiveness. Despite 
legal reforms, the local financial market remains underdevel-
oped. Limited financial products and access to finance are a 
major hindrance for firms. The Government has indicated that it 
is committed to encouraging national investment and attracting 
foreign direct investment.

Financial sector 
The banking industry includes 11 commercial banks and one 
Islamic bank. Though all banks are incorporated domestically, 
eight are foreign subsidiaries, mainly of Nigerian origin. One of 
the three domestically-owned banks (Mega Bank) is under the 
CBG’s recovery and resolution procedures. The banking sector 
remains safe, sound, profitable and adequately capitalized. 
However, the large share of T-bills and SOE debt in bank assets 
creates vulnerabilities.

The banking system accounts for more than 80% of the total 
financial assets of the financial sector and is highly concen-
trated. Four of the twelve banks (based on asset size) are 
important to the domestic financial system, and jointly account 
for about 69% of total industry assets as well as 74% of all 
deposits. Overall, the banking industry holds around 77% of 
all outstanding sovereign assets, and at least 41% (GMD 14.7 
billion) of industry assets are short-term Government securities 
(mainly T-bills). This exposure is in addition to GMD 297.7 mil-
lion in credit to central and local Government and public enter-
prises. The Government’s heavy reliance on the T-bill market is 
a consequence of the protracted fiscal imbalances created by 
ballooning public expenditures, a low revenue base, and fiscal 
bailouts of struggling SOEs.

The Gambian banking sector is characterized by sizeable invest-
ment in Government securities and consequently low financial 
intermediation. Most banks opt to invest more than half of their 
financial assets in low-risk, high-yielding Government securities, 
primarily T-bills. The high opportunity cost of not holding treas-
ury bills has reduced bank credit to the private sector, crowded 
out by the Government’s huge financing needs. Private sector 
credit has not grown in real terms since 2010 and it has fallen 
for the past three years. Instead, banks have so far resorted 
to three principal activities: investment in Government paper; 
short-term trade financing; and foreign exchange transactions 
to generate fee and commission income. Gross loans and 
advances, by contrast, decreased by 16.5% in 2017. The liquid-
ity ratio in September 2017 stood at 99.5%, compared to 98.5% 
in September 2016, well above the minimum threshold of 30%. 
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Public sector management, institutions  
and reforms 
Public sector delivery is undermined by weak governance. In 
recent years, The Gambia has experienced a broad-based 
deterioration in governance. The World Bank’s Country and 
Policy Assessment (CPIA) reduced The Gambia’s score from 
3.43 in 2012 to 2.97 in 2016 (a decline of 13%). This is far below 
the Africa region average of 3.50. Moreover, The Gambia is one 
of only five countries in Africa that, according to the Mo Ibrahim 
Index of African Governance (IIAG), have regressed in the last 
five years against all its measures of governance. In 2017, The 
Gambia scored 49.2 out of 100.0 in ‘overall governance’, rank-
ing 33 out of 54 in Africa. It achieved its highest category score 
in ‘human development’ (62.0) and its lowest in ‘participation 
and human rights’ (37.6). On Transparency International’s Cor-
ruption Perception Index, The Gambia ranked 145 out of 176 
countries in 2016. Corruption is aggravated by its widespread 
acceptance and the judiciary’s lack of independence. 

The civil service incentive structure does not encourage perfor-
mance and years of mismanagement have stripped public insti-
tutions of vital physical, financial, and human resources. Fre-
quent changes in Government composition (at director general 
as well as ministerial level) have undermined policy coherence. 
Administrative structures are still fragmented, and co-ordination 
mechanisms are generally inadequate to overcome entrenched 
bureaucratic interests. In this difficult context, reforming the civil 
service and rebuilding the Government’s overall institutional 
capacity will require long-term political commitment supported 
by sustained external financial and technical assistance. 

The Government has undertaken to focus on civil service reform 
in year two of the transition period. The Personnel Management 
Office embarked on a comprehensive nationwide staff audit in 
2017. The exercise revealed 3 146 ‘ghost-workers’ and other 
payroll malpractices. The Office also launched job evaluation 
and grading exercise for all civil service positions. This will lead 
to a comprehensive civil service audit and address grading 
inconsistencies between jobs of equal weight and status. In 
a bid to institutionalize sustainable and comprehensive public 
sector reform, the Office in collaboration with stakeholders val-
idated the civil service reform strategy 2018-2027, which has 
been submitted to Cabinet for consideration. A key reform 
objective is the provision of adequate and relevant capacity at 
all levels to promote effective delivery of public services. 

Natural resource management  
and the environment
The Gambia is not a member of the Extractive Industries 
Transparency Initiative (EITI). Though small in size, the country 

harbours a wealth of terrestrial, coastal, marine and wetland 
habitats and species that have local, national, regional and 
global significance, making The Gambia an attractive tourist 
destination and a hub for trade in the region. 

The Gambia is susceptible to the vagaries of the environ-
ment and climate change; droughts and flooding cause a lot 
of damage to farmlands, settlements, and livestock. The major 
issues affecting the environmental sector are land degradation, 
coastal erosion, loss of forest cover, biodiversity loss, ineffective 
waste management, and management of pesticides. Deforesta-
tion due to illegal logging and bushfires, sand mining, illegal set-
tlements and other uncontrolled activities are the main contrib-
utors to environmental precarity, worsened by climate change. 

Climate change has also emerged as one of the most significant 
external factors hindering the performance of sectors that drive 
economic growth, including agriculture, tourism, and industry.

Political context 
The parliamentary elections in April 2017 gave the new Gov-
ernment led by President Adama Barrow an absolute majority. 
They created a more supportive political environment for reform, 
though maintaining cohesion in the seven-party ruling coalition 
will be essential to sustain political stability and achieve con-
sensus on policy objectives. The political situation is now stable 
and the new administration is committed to restoring economic 
stability and a sustainable level of debt. Local Government elec-
tions for councillors took place on 12 April 2018. President Bar-
row’s United Democratic Party (UDP) won the local elections 
with 62 out of the 120 available slots. 

The Government is taking steps to strengthen governance and 
the rule of law, and fight corruption. Measures already adopted 
include a public expenditure review, reform of the security 
forces, a programme to freeze and recover the assets of former 
public office holders, and a requirement that those holding 
public office should declare their assets. The authorities are pre-
paring to establish a Truth, Reconciliation and Reparation Com-
mission and a Human Rights Commission, and have started 
work on the legal framework for an Anti-Corruption Commission. 

Electoral activities planned for 2018 include local Government 
elections, continuous voter education, and seeking the consent 
of key stakeholders to replace ballot drums and marbles by 
ballot papers. Electoral reforms, planned after the local Govern-
ment elections, would enable the 2021 Presidential elections to 
be organized on the basis of equitable laws and best practice; 
Gambians abroad would also be entitled to vote in future pres-
idential elections. 
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SOCIAL CONTEXT AND  
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Building human resources 
The Gambia has made some progress in developing its 
human capital, but challenges remain. In terms of the Human 
Development Index (HDI), The Gambia’s score rose between 
1990 and 2014 from 0.330 to 0.441, but the Human Devel-
opment Report for 2015 still ranked the country 175 out of 
188 countries. The Gambia’s Gini coefficient value is 0.594, 
placing it 128 out of 148 countries in the 2012 Index. Some 
83% of all Government expenditure in 2016 was recur-
rent (spent mainly on wages and interest payments). Only 
17% of Government expenditure was devoted to develop-
ment projects and in consequence The Gambia’s invest-
ment in key sectors (health, social protection, water and san-
itation, and agriculture) is far below international standards.

Historically, the Government has been strongly committed to 
education. Since 2010, it has spent between 16% and 19% of 
all expenditure on education. The net intake rate to grade 1 of 
primary education increased from 54% in 2013 to 60% in 2014, 
and about 55% of women and men aged between 15 and 49 
were literate in 2015. However, income poverty inhibits many 
families from attending school if they are obliged to meet non-
fee costs such as uniforms, travel fares and school materials; 
and other cultural and economic disincentives (teenage mar-
riage, household duties, farm work, and other livelihood activi-
ties) also affect school retention. These tend to affect girls more 
than boys.

In the health sector, the Government spends on health about 
half the Abuja commitment of 15%. While the direction is pos-
itive, the country’s indicators are still among the worst in the 
sub-region. Maternal mortality rates stood at 433/100 000 
in 2015 (WHO). Malaria parasite prevalence was estimated to 
have fallen to 0.2% in 2014, but tuberculosis remains a signif-
icant public health problem (with an infection rate of 128 per 
100 000 in 2013). Urban areas have better access to good 
health services than rural areas. Budgetary constraints have 
meant that adequate supplies of essential drugs and equipment 
are not always available in public health facilities, while lower 
living conditions have tended to discourage trained staff from 
working and living in rural areas. This situation is worsened by 
an inadequate health infrastructure. Nutrition too is an important 
development concern. Levels of malnutrition have risen since 
2012. According to the Demographic and Health Survey (2013), 
only 8% of Gambian children aged 6-23 months were fed in 
accordance with the WHO’s Infant and Young Child Feeding 

(IYCF) recommendations; 22.9% of children were chronically 
malnourished or stunted, and 6.2% were severely stunted. 

Poverty reduction, social protection and labour 
Poverty remains widespread, and is compounded by severe 
inequality. In the past 20 years, GNI per capita has slowly 
fallen despite an overall rise in nominal GDP. The Integrated 
Household Survey of The Gambia (2015/16) showed that pov-
erty levels remained largely unchanged between 2010 (48.4%) 
and 2015 (48.6%). However, due to population increase, the 
number of poor people has increased from 0.79 million (2010) to  
0.93 million (2015). Rural poverty is growing, as is the gap 
between rural and urban living standards. It is estimated that 
10.8% of Banjul households but 69.8% of rural households live 
below the poverty line. Though fewer than 50% of the country’s 
population live in rural areas, they contain 60% of the country’s 
poor. This East-West divide is confirmed by key indicators on 
access to health, education and basic services.

These dynamics adversely affect economic growth and employ-
ment. Additionally, the country is undergoing rapid demographic 
changes that fuel intense urbanization. Declining mortality rates 
combined with increasing fertility rates and early childbearing 
caused the population to rise by 3.1% annually between 2003 
and 2013 (a rise of 37% relative to the rate between 1993 and 
2003). This has created a young and dependent population. 
The 2013 Census results indicated that 42.7% of Gambians 
were younger than 15, and 64% of the population under 24; 
21.4% of the population was aged between 15 and 24. There 
are worrying signs that this youth bulge is a demographic time-
bomb. Dependency continues to rise. About 70% of unem-
ployed Gambians are young adults. In response to this predica-
ment, many young people seek alternative means of livelihood, 
including irregular migration and dangerous and insecure work.

Most people working in rural areas are women. Women account 
for 53% of the agricultural labour force and 70% of unskilled 
labourers. Compared to male farmers, they are less productive 
because they lack access to land, farm inputs, fertilizers, and 
seeds, as well as credit and technical support. As for income, 
women earn approximately 63% of male incomes (in terms of 
purchasing power parity). Access to electricity in rural area is still 
low and wood remains the most common cooking fuel, used by 
93% of rural households. This is causing rapid deforestation, 
which directly affects women who spend increasing amounts of 
time collecting firewood; they are also at greater risk from acute 
respiratory diseases.
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Gender equality 
In spite of timid advances, gender inequality in The Gambia 
remains pervasive. The 2016 Gender Inequality Index ranked 
The Gambia 148 out of 159 countries, reflecting the general vul-
nerability of women in the country. The main underlying reasons 
for this situation are: (i) the absence of gender-friendly policies 
(and their implementation); (ii) the lack of political commitment; 
and (iii) scarcity of resources. Women also play a limited role 
in decisions that affect their lives. Only four of the 21 Minis-
ters in the new Government, and six of 53 parliamentarians, 
are women. Though gender-parity targets in primary educa-
tion were met in 2015, the goals set for secondary and tertiary 
education have not yet been achieved. With respect to health, 
maternal mortality is very high (706/100 000 in 2015) because 
emergency obstetric care is lacking and many women must 
travel long distances to reach health centres. The incidence of 
female genital mutilation also remains high (79% in rural areas, 
72% in urban areas), as does the level of gender-based vio-
lence, including early marriage. 

Although limited progress has been made under The Gambia’s 
gender policy 2010-2020, pressing multi-dimensional chal-
lenges have not been addressed. These include the limited 
number of gender units at key ministries, limited resources for 
implementing the gender policy, and the low participation of 
women in politics due to cultural and religious factors. At 72.2%, 
the rate of women’s participation in the labour market is high 
in the context of Africa. The Gambia ranked second in terms 
of economic opportunities for women in the African Develop-
ment Bank’s 2015 Gender Index. Yet men’s participation in the 
labour market is higher still (83%), and women continue to be 
disproportionately overrepresented in vulnerable employment 
or unpaid work. Women also face poor market outlets for their 
produce and limited access to credit.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS: 
INFRASTRUCTURE FINANCING 

Although there have been significant investments in infrastruc-
tural development (transport, energy, public works), the coun-
try still faces a significant infrastructure deficit, aggravated by 
a poor maintenance culture that holds back the country’s eco-
nomic growth and development. The new NDP has identified 
critical investments that are required between 2018 and 2021 to 
reduce the infrastructure gap. 

The Gambia transport system currently relies on three forms of 
transport. The road system has a primary network of 818.53 km 
of inter-urban trunk roads, of which 649 km are paved; 303 km 
of secondary roads are mostly surfaced with gravel, while 37 km 

of urban roads are mainly confined to the Greater Banjul area. 
In addition, there are 2 556 km of rural gravel or earth feeder 
roads. Air transport relies on Banjul International Airport at 
Yundun. The port of Banjul and the Gambia river provide mari-
time and river transport.

Roads account for more than 90% of all motorized freight and 
passenger movements. In terms of connectivity, accessibility 
and coverage (the road density is 33km/100km2), The Gam-
bia’s road infrastructure is above the average for most Sub- 
Saharan African countries and meets the country’s established 
benchmark. But road quality is low; lack of maintenance means 
that 82.5% of the network is in poor condition. The Government 
faces a challenge to put in place a second generation road fund 
that will sustainably finance road maintenance based on fuel 
charges, since this is a main source of revenue (as it is in most 
African countries).

Although the overall quality of Banjul port’s infrastructure is con-
sidered to be higher than in other regional or sub-regional ports, 
shipping rates are higher than elsewhere in West Africa. Banjul 
offers competitive terminal handling charges, on a par with or 
below those charged in Dakar, Conakry or Abidjan. Due to the 
collapse of river transport, the infrastructure of river ports has 
fallen into disrepair. Airport cargo is underused in the absence 
of a dedicated infrastructure; less than 0.1% of all transit cargo 
passes through the airport. During recent interviews, freight 
forwarders and express carriers were critical of the quality of 
the services delivered by the airport and the level of fees and 
charges it levied. However, the quality of the airport’s infrastruc-
ture was not considered problematic.

Nationally, 40% of Gambians are estimated to have access 
to electricity. To generate electricity, the country relies entirely 
on fossil fuels (mainly heavy fuel oil at Great Banjul Area and 
diesel at provincial power plants). Installed capacity is 102 MW, 
of which less than 50% is currently available for dispatch. The 
transmission and distribution (T&D) network, consisting of 33Kv 
transmission lines, experiences high technical and non-techni-
cal losses estimated at 25%. The National Water and Electricity 
Company (NAWEC) has suffered serious financial difficulties in 
recent years due to its inefficient energy generation and T&D, 
the high price of imported fuel, and depreciation of the dalasi. 
In 2013, the cost of electricity in The Gambia was estimated 
to be USD 0.50 per kWh, one of the highest in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The Gambia has untapped renewable energy poten-
tial from solar radiation, wind (along the coastline), low-head- 
hydro and biomass-based resources. 

The financing required to close the infrastructure deficit is huge 
and ordinarily would be beyond the Government’s means. 
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The gross budget of the NDP 2018-2021 (without taking 
available resources into account) is USD 2.4 billion. The main 
costs are energy and infrastructure (which account for 57%), 
followed by agriculture (11.2%) and human capital (8.34%). 
Combined, these three strategic priorities account for 76.5% 
of the budget. Of these, infrastructure and energy are the lead 
costs. The plan’s flagship and priority projects, after account-
ing for committed resources, will cost USD 1.6 billion, of which 
USD 157 million (9%) is expected to be contributed by Government,  
USD 1.0 billion (62%) by overseas development aid (ODA), and 
USD 471 million (29%) by private sector investments.

The Gambia’s substantial debt exposure and high risk of exter-
nal debt distress present a major challenge for infrastructure 
development. The Government must strike a careful balance 
between the need for fiscal consolidation on one hand and the 
vital importance of public investment in infrastructure on the 
other. Because it has limited fiscal space (largely due to the 
high cost of servicing its debt), the Government must rely on 
grants and loans that are highly concessionary if it is to avoid 
exposing the country and the economy to even greater fiscal 
risks. The authorities will also need to prioritize and sequence 
investment projects carefully, and refrain from contracting any 
large new debts or contingent liabilities that might jeopardize 
debt sustainability. The demand for basic infrastructure services 
in The Gambia has outstripped the Government’s capacity to 
meet it. To implement the NDP successfully, the Government 
must focus critically on alternative and more innovative ways 
of financing the country’s development. PPPs, capital markets, 
and blended finance must be explored as priorities to ensure 
sustainability and efficiency, recognizing that the modern econ-
omy and global financing agenda is moving away from aid. 

Domestic resourcing is also becoming an increasingly important 
means to meet developing countries’ financing needs. In the 
context of the NDP, the Government will adopt three measures 
to promote the implementation of its development agenda. It 
will: (1) continue the path of prudent fiscal management, sound 
monetary policy and structural reforms which is expected to 
rationalize the budget; (2) exercise prudent debt management, 
especially in regard to domestic borrowing, thereby increasing 
fiscal space; and (3) develop more efficient revenue collection 
mechanisms while simplifying and expanding the tax base.

The participation of the private sector through PPPs will be 
required. However, like many African countries, The Gambia has 
found it challenging to use PPPs for infrastructural development, 
not least because of its financial constraints and the weak leg-
islative and regulatory (enabling) environment. However, it has 
made advances. Its financial constraints mean that it needs to 
access both domestic and international finance, while achiev-
ing an enabling environment will require it to put in place the 
legislative, regulatory and institutional arrangements that PPPs 
require. These constraints will be addressed in the NDP. 

The PPP model has proved that it can help upgrade existing and 
finance new infrastructural projects. To facilitate and promote 
PPPs, the Government has created an explicit and comprehen-
sive PPP policy framework that has the capacity to implement 
a financing infrastructure and services while being sensitive 
to public needs and national priorities. Through the Ministry 
of Finance and Economic Affairs, the Government formed a 
Directorate of Public-Private Partnerships (DPP) to attract and 
support high quality private infrastructure investments that can 
bridge funding gaps and promote more sustainable growth  
and development.

The main objective of the PPP policy framework is to create an 
enabling environment and facilitate private sector participation 
in upgrading, developing, and expanding The Gambia’s infra-
structure and services. Currently, PPP priorities are for infra-
structure projects because of their importance as enablers of 
economic growth. The Government must work with the private 
sector, including the diaspora, applying a PPP framework, to 
establish key projects that will meet the challenges created by 
dwindling resources, a growing population, and dilapidated 
infrastructure. Such projects should concentrate on the fixed 
assets, networks, and facilities that the society and its economy 
need in order to function and prosper.
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