
SIERRA LEONE
Table 1 2022
Population, million 8.6

GDP, current US$ billion 3.4

GDP per capita, current US$ 392.9

International poverty rate ($2.15)a 26.1

Lower middle-income poverty rate ($3.65)a 64.3

Upper middle-income poverty rate ($6.85)a 89.9

Gini indexa 35.7

School enrollment, primary (% gross)b 156.4

Life expectancy at birth, yearsb 59.8

Total GHG emissions (mtCO2e) 9.7

Source: WDI, Macro Poverty Outlook, and official data.
a/ Most recent value (2018), 2017 PPPs.
b/ WDI for School enrollment (2021); Life expectancy
(2020).

Sierra Leone’s post-pandemic recovery

was disrupted by concurrent domestic

and external shocks, as global spillovers

from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine exacer-

bated existing macro-fiscal vulnerabili-

ties. Inflation and exchange rate deprecia-

tion reached record levels, depressing eco-

nomic activity, and triggering a severe

cost-of-living crisis. Fiscal accounts have

deteriorated on account of macroeconomic

headwinds and policy slippages, and risks

to debt sustainability have intensified.

Key conditions and
challenges

Sierra Leone’s economic development has
been constrained by concurrent global and
domestic shocks. Growth has been espe-
cially volatile over the past decade, reflect-
ing underlying issues with the growth
model combined with persistent macro-
economic and institutional vulnerabilities.
Exports are overwhelmingly concentrated
in natural resources, and low value-added
agriculture, mining, and wholesale trade
account for the bulk of employment but
just over half of economic output.
Between 2012 and 2022, economic
growth averaged 4 percent (half the rate
of the previous decade), with significant
variation across years (from 21 percent
during the mining boom in 2013, to a 20
percent contraction in 2015 in the wake
of the Ebola outbreak and global com-
modity price collapse). The COVID-19
pandemic and war in Ukraine have per-
petuated this cycle, with economic
growth slowing between 2020 and 2022
to less than a third of the pre-pandemic
(2017-2019) average.
Macroeconomic management remains
weak. Fiscal pressures have progressively
intensified, the debt burden has worsened,
and inflation has soared, driven- in addi-
tion to internal imbalances - by global sup-
ply shocks, exchange rate depreciation and
a deterioration in the terms of trade.
The rise in the cost of living combined
with weak growth and a decline in

macroeconomic fundamentals threatens
to increase the level of poverty within a
context of inadequate social safety nets.

Recent developments

Estimated GDP growth for 2022 has been
revised downwards from 3.8 percent to 3.0
percent. This marks a reversal of the en-
couraging rebound observed in 2021 when
GDP grew by 4.1 percent following a 2 per-
cent contraction in 2020. Economic activity
has been depressed by a net negative
terms-of-trade shock, stemming from the
spillovers of war in Ukraine and the in-
crease in global food and fuel prices.
Inflationary pressures have complicated
macroeconomic management and con-
strained private consumption and invest-
ment. Headline inflation averaged 27
percent in 2022 compared to 12 percent
the previous year. Initially, inflation was
driven by supply-side factors such as
global supply chain disruptions and ris-
ing commodity prices. However, later in
the year, despite a decrease in global
food and fuel prices, inflation worsened
due to the Leone's depreciation (60 per-
cent during 2022) and the monetization
of the fiscal deficit. Over the year, the
Bank of Sierra Leone tightened its mon-
etary policy stance and cumulatively re-
vised the benchmark interest rate by over
300 basis points. However, monetary pol-
icy effectiveness was limited by under-
developed financial markets and fiscal
dominance, and further complicated by
the redenomination of the Leone.

FIGURE 1 Sierra Leone / Real GDP growth and contributions
to real GDP growth
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FIGURE 2 Sierra Leone / Actual and projected poverty rates
and real GDP per capita
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Fiscal weaknesses and risks to debt sus-
tainability have intensified. The fiscal
deficit for 2022 is estimated to have risen
to 9.7 percent of GDP – 2.3 pp higher than
in 2021, and 4.9 pp higher than the revised
budget targets presented in November
2022. The increase was due mostly to un-
planned capital expenditures and emer-
gency domestic security costs (following
protests against the worsening cost-of-liv-
ing-crisis). Meanwhile, domestic revenues
declined from 15.6 percent to 13.2 percent of
GDP. As a result of fiscal weaknesses and
exchange rate dynamics, the debt-to-GDP
ratio is estimated to have risen to nearly 100
percent; two-thirds is owed to multilateral
organizations, and the remaining is high-in-
terest and short-term domestic debt.
External accounts also deteriorated. The
current account deficit is estimated to have
increased by 1.4 pp to 15 percent of GDP
in 2022, driven by lower merchandise ex-
port receipts for major export goods (tim-
ber and diamonds) and higher import val-
ues reflecting energy and food price. As a
result of lower-than-expected FDI inflows,
but also reflecting central bank interven-
tions in the forex market, reserves fell to
around 3 months of imports by end-2022
(from close to 4 months in Q3).

Simulations suggest that the pandemic-
induced economic downturn increased
poverty by 2 pp since 2018 to 58.9 per-
cent in 2020. Urban poverty almost dou-
bled compared to rural areas. Global
spillovers from the war in Ukraine, par-
ticularly energy price hikes, have further
adversely affected welfare. The 2022
global hunger index ranks Sierra Leone
at 112 out of 121 countries classifying the
hunger level as serious.

Outlook

The economy is projected to grow at 3.8
percent on average during 2023–25, below
its long-term average. In 2023, a modest
recovery is expected to be supported by
(i) the government’s efforts to restore
macro stability through fiscal discipline
and prudent monetary policy; (ii) contin-
ued expansion of iron-ore mining oper-
ations; and (iii) some modest easing of
inflationary pressures. Headline inflation
will continue to be influenced by trends
in global commodity prices and is expect-
ed to moderate only to 14.3 percent in the
medium term by 2025.

Fiscal discipline will be crucial to restoring
macroeconomic stability. Lowering the
deficit will require strong and difficult
measures on increasing tax rates and ex-
penditure cuts. The fiscal deficit is project-
ed to decline below 3 percent of GDP by
2025. However, this is vulnerable to sever-
al downside risks especially given recent
fiscal slippages and expenditure overruns,
which have raised concerns about the cred-
ibility of the budget process. Risks to debt
sustainability will remain elevated until
fiscal balances improve further, and the re-
liance on expensive and short-term domes-
tic borrowings can be addressed through
the lengthening of maturities and greater
access to concessional borrowings.
The international poverty rate (US$2.15
per person/day at 2017 PPP) is projected to
decline slowly, from 26.1 percent in 2018 to
24.6 by 2025. Economic growth is strong-
ly tied to exports, which are dominated by
minerals. However, the mining sector has
limited spillover effects on households and
constrains the growth of other sectors of
the economy by undermining the competi-
tiveness of those sectors. Poverty reduction
requires increased agricultural productiv-
ity and the creation of good jobs outside
agriculture for the low-skilled labor force.

TABLE 2 Sierra Leone / Macro poverty outlook indicators (annual percent change unless indicated otherwise)

2020 2021 2022e 2023f 2024f 2025f
Real GDP growth, at constant market prices -2.0 4.1 3.0 3.4 3.7 4.4

Private Consumption 5.4 36.7 4.2 6.2 6.0 5.8
Government Consumption 2.7 0.6 4.0 3.9 4.0 2.9
Gross Fixed Capital Investment -9.6 0.1 7.2 5.4 6.7 7.7
Exports, Goods and Services -9.8 1.9 38.0 20.0 18.0 12.0
Imports, Goods and Services 7.5 46.6 15.0 13.0 12.0 8.8

Real GDP growth, at constant factor prices -2.0 4.0 3.1 3.3 3.7 4.4
Agriculture 1.6 2.5 3.0 3.3 3.6 3.6
Industry -7.1 17.4 6.7 5.2 6.2 8.0
Services -5.8 2.8 2.1 2.6 3.2 4.6

Inflation (Consumer Price Index) 13.5 11.9 22.0 20.0 17.8 14.3

Current Account Balance (% of GDP) -6.8 -13.6 -15.0 -12.8 -10.2 -12.2
Net Foreign Direct Investment Inflow (% of GDP) 3.3 8.2 9.9 7.1 5.6 4.5

Fiscal Balance (% of GDP) -6.7 -7.4 -10.6 -5.7 -3.8 -3.1
Revenues (% of GDP) 19.0 20.4 20.2 20.8 21.1 21.4
Debt (% of GDP) 78.0 81.9 100.3 97.1 90.8 84.9
Primary Balance (% of GDP) -3.7 -4.1 -7.0 -1.8 -0.5 -0.3

International poverty rate ($2.15 in 2017 PPP)a,b 26.4 25.9 25.7 25.3 24.9 24.3

Lower middle-income poverty rate ($3.65 in 2017 PPP)a,b 64.6 64.2 64.0 63.7 63.2 62.7

Upper middle-income poverty rate ($6.85 in 2017 PPP)a,b 90.1 89.9 89.8 89.7 89.5 89.3

GHG emissions growth (mtCO2e) -1.4 0.8 3.3 2.5 3.0 3.3
Energy related GHG emissions (% of total) 9.1 9.1 8.7 8.4 8.1 7.8

Source: World Bank, Poverty & Equity and Macroeconomics, Trade & Investment Global Practices. Emissions data sourced from CAIT and OECD.
Notes: e = estimate, f = forecast.
a/ Calculations based on 2011-SLIHS and 2018-SLIHS. Actual data: 2018. Nowcast: 2019-2022. Forecasts are from 2023 to 2025.
b/ Projection using point-to-point elasticity (2011-2018) with pass-through = 0.4 based on GDP per capita in constant LCU.
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